MARRIAGE AND THE ELEPHANT:
THE LIBERAL DEMOCRATIC STATE’S
REGULATION OF INTIMATE RELATIONSHIPS
BETWEEN ADULTS

Maxine Eichner*

Since [all six men were] blind, none had ever seen [an elephant]. . . . [T]he men took turns to investigate the elephant’s shape
and form.
The ªrst blind man to approach the elephant . . . cried out, “it is
as sure as I am wise that this elephant is like a great mud wall
baked hard in the sun. . . .”
“Now, my brothers,” the [second] man exclaimed with a cry of
dawning recognition, “I can tell you what shape this elephant is—
he is exactly like a spear . . . .”
Now it was the turn of the third blind man. . . . “Why dear brothers, do you not see—this elephant is very much like a rope,” he
shouted . . . .
“Ha, I thought as much,” [the fourth man] declared excitedly. “This
elephant much resembles a serpent . . . .”
“Good gracious, brothers,” [the ªfth man] called out, “even a
blind man can see what shape the elephant resembles most. Why,
he’s mighty like a fan . . . .”
At last, it was the turn of the sixth old fellow . . . . Feeling it wonderingly with both hands, he called to the others. “This sturdy pillar, brothers mine, feels exactly like the trunk of the great areca
palm tree.”1
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For much of the twentieth century, the state’s position with respect
to marriage and other intimate relationships between adults sparked little
conversation in legal and political theory. Instead, the state’s role in putting its seal of approval on marital relationships and discouraging other
intimate relationships was generally treated as an unquestioned fact. To
the extent that the state’s position on intimate relationships was raised at
all, commentary centered on the relative ease with which persons generally, or particular classes of persons speciªcally, could be married2 or divorced,3 and on the consequences of divorce.4 The legitimacy of the state’s
Fairy and Folk Tales 30, 30–33 (1986).
2
For example, a considerable amount of the literature on marriage during the 1980s and
early 1990s focused on the right of members of particular groups to marry. Prison inmates
were one of the groups that received the most attention. See, e.g., Bradford L. Thomas,
Restricting State Prisoners’ Due Process Rights: The Supreme Court Demonstrates Its
Loyalty to Judicial Restraint, 22 Cumb. L. Rev. 215 (1992) (highlighting the Court’s deference to state decisions when reviewing challenged prison regulations, including restrictions on marriage); Virginia L. Hardwick, Note, Punishing the Innocent: Unconstitutional
Restrictions on Prison Marriage and Visitation, 60 N.Y.U. L. Rev. 275 (1985) (arguing
against marital restrictions on prisoners). The rights of those with HIV and AIDS to marry
also provoked conversation. See, e.g., Robert D. Goodman, In Sickness or in Health: The
Right to Marry and the Case of HIV Antibody Testing, 38 DePaul L. Rev. 87 (1988) (discussing the implications of HIV testing on the rights of those with AIDS to marry); Lawrence O. Gostin, The Future of Public Health Law, 12 Am. J.L. & Med. 461, 469 (1986)
(arguing that a Utah statute prohibiting any person with AIDS from marrying would likely
be found unconstitutional). The issue of immigrants’ rights to marry was also explored.
See, e.g., Jesse I. Santana, The Proverbial Catch-22: The Unconstitutionality of Section
Five of the Immigration Marriage Fraud Amendments of 1986, 25 Cal. W. L. Rev. 1 (1988)
(arguing that the Immigration Marriage Fraud Amendments violate the Procedural Due
Process and Equal Protection clauses of the Fourteenth Amendment); Eileen P. Lynskey,
Comment, Immigration Marriage Fraud Amendments of 1986: Till Congress Do Us Part,
41 U. Miami L. Rev. 1087 (1987) (arguing that the restrictions Congress placed on the
distribution of marriage beneªts to aliens in the Marriage Fraud Amendments violate immigrants’ constitutional rights to equal protection and due process of law as well as the
constitutional rights of Americans who wish to marry aliens); Vonnell C. Tingle, Note,
Immigration Marriage Fraud Amendments of 1986: Locking In By Locking Out?, 27 J.
Fam. L. 733 (1989) (assessing the effectiveness of the 1986 Marriage Fraud Amendments
in appropriately deterring fraudulent marriages).
3 For example, in the period between the 1970s and the mid-1990s, a great number of
law review articles focused on the then-occurring no-fault divorce revolution sweeping the
states. See, e.g., Herma Hill Kay, An Appraisal of California’s No-Fault Divorce Law, 75
Cal. L. Rev. 291 (1987) (describing policy issues driving the no-fault divorce movement
and evaluating the social effects of no-fault divorce laws on women and children); Herma
Hill Kay, Equality and Difference: A Perspective on No-Fault Divorce and Its Aftermath,
56 U. Cin. L. Rev. 1 (1987) (arguing that no-fault divorce laws can help women achieve
greater equality in their divorces); Nora J. Lauerman, A Step Toward Enhancing Equality,
Choice, and Opportunity to Develop in Marriage and at Divorce, 56 U. Cin. L. Rev. 493
(1987) (describing potential beneªts of no-fault divorce laws for women); Thomas B. Marvell, Divorce Rates and the Fault Requirement, 23 Law & Soc’y Rev. 543 (1989) (presenting evidence that no-fault divorce laws signiªcantly increased divorces in only a minority
of states); Doris Sybella Vivaz, Note, Balancing Children’s Rights into the Divorce Decision, 13 Vt. L. Rev. 531 (1989) (arguing that the no-fault divorce laws ignore the best interests of children).
4 See, e.g., Charles F. Basil, The Divisibility of Pension Interests on Divorce: The District of Columbia Ups the Ante, 33 Cath. U. L. Rev. 1087 (1984) (evaluating the practice of
treating pension interests as marital property); Helen A. Boyer, Recent Development, Equi-
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involvement in and support for marriage itself, however, went largely undisputed.
Recent legal, political, and social events, however, have turned this state
of affairs on its head. The string of legal cases involving same-sex marriage challenges, beginning with the Hawaii Supreme Court’s decision in
Baehr v. Lewin in 1993,5 and extending through the recent decision of the
New Jersey Supreme Court in Lewis v. Harris,6 in combination with the continuing political reaction to these decisions,7 has fomented a vigorous debate
table Interest in Enhanced Earning Capacity: The Treatment of a Professional Degree at
Dissolution—In Re Marriage of Washburn, 60 Wash. L. Rev. 431 (1985) (arguing that the
supporting spouse of a partner who earned a graduate degree should be deemed to have a
property interest in his or her spouse’s increased earning capacity); Michelle Dorsey Deis,
Case Comment, Gross v. Gross: Ohio’s First Step Toward Allowing Private Ordering of the
Marital Relationship, 47 Ohio St. L.J. 235 (1986) (discussing the difªculty of applying
family law and contract law principles to validate antenuptial agreements with divorce
provisions); Michael Diehl, Note, The Trust in Marital Law: Divisibility of a Beneªciary
Spouse’s Interests on Divorce, 64 Tex. L. Rev. 1301 (1986) (discussing the ways in which
divorce courts in different jurisdictions apply and interpret marital property laws involving
trusts); Barb Mattei, Comment, 1984 Deªcit Reduction Act: Divorce Taxation, 1986 Wis.
L. Rev. 177 (1986) (evaluating results of the Deªcit Reduction Act on marriage and divorce law).
5 852 P.2d 44 (Haw. 1993).
6 908 A.2d 196 (N.J. 2006). Thus far, however, only one state’s supreme court, Massachusetts, has declared that its state constitution requires that the state allow same-sex marriage. See Goodridge v. Dep’t of Pub. Health, 798 N.E.2d 941 (Mass. 2003), related proceeding at 802 N.E.2d 565 (Mass. 2004). Massachusetts, which began issuing licenses to
same-sex couples on May 17, 2004, is the only state that currently permits same-sex marriage. See Pam Belluck, Massachusetts Arrives at Moment for Same-Sex Marriage, N.Y.
Times, May 17, 2004, at A16; see also David W. Chen, Trenton Court Considers Gay Marriage Issue, N.Y. Times, Feb. 16, 2006, at B8.
Two other states’ supreme courts, New Jersey and Vermont, have declared that their
state constitutions require that the state afford same-sex couples the same rights and beneªts
as married couples, but that the state need not formally admit such couples into the institution of marriage. See Lewis, 908 A.2d at 224; Baker v. Vermont, 744 A.2d 864, 886 (Vt.
1999). In the mid-1990s, Hawaii courts seemed poised to strike down the state’s ban on
same-sex marriage, see Baehr, 852 P.2d at 44; Baehr v. Miike, Civ. No. 91-1394, 1996 WL
694235 (Haw. Cir. Ct. Dec. 3, 1996), but before courts ruled on the issue, the state’s citizens amended the Hawaii Constitution to allow the legislature to prohibit same-sex marriage. See Haw. Const. art. I, § 23; see also Editorial, Hawaii’s Ban on Gay Marriage,
N.Y. Times, Dec. 20, 1999, at A36.
Recently, same-sex marriage challenges have failed in other state courts. On July 6,
2006, in Hernandez v. Robles, 855 N.E.2d 1 (N.Y. 2006), New York’s highest court ruled
against extending marriage to same-sex couples. Twenty days later, in Andersen v. King
County, 138 P.3d 963 (Wash. 2006) (en banc), the Washington Supreme Court upheld the
state’s same-sex marriage ban in a 5-4 vote. On October 5, 2006, the California Court of
Appeals for the First District, an intermediate level court, held that the state’s ban on samesex marriage did not violate the California Constitution. See In re Marriage Cases, 49 Cal.
Rptr. 3d 675 (Cal. Ct. App. 2006). That case is expected to be appealed to the California
Supreme Court. See Gay Marriage Ban Upheld by Calif. Court, Wash. Post, Oct. 6, 2006,
at A11.
7 See supra note 6 (discussing the political reaction to Hawaii courts’ likely striking
down the state’s ban on same-sex marriage). On the national level, reaction to Baehr led to
the Defense of Marriage Act of 1996, Pub. L. No. 104-199, 110 Stat. 2419 (“DOMA”),
which declares that no state must give effect to a same-sex marriage celebrated in another
state, and that the term “marriage” for purposes of federal law is conªned to the union of a
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in legal and political theory regarding the state’s appropriate role in relationships between adults. This debate has been spurred on, as well, by social
developments, including the increasing visibility of same-sex relationships,8
the mushrooming rates of single-parent families,9 and the increasing numbers of couples who cohabit without marriage.10
The resulting conversation among political and legal theorists has
been complex. Many in the conversation have argued that marriage rights
should be extended to same-sex couples.11 Others have argued that states
man and woman. Id. As of 2006, thirty-nine states had adopted legislation similar to the
federal DOMA, often called “mini-DOMAs,” which bar the state from recognizing a samesex marriage celebrated in another state. See Human Rights Campaign, Statewide
Marriage Laws, http://hrc.org/Template.cfm?Section=Center&CONTENTID=28225&
TEMPLATE=/ContentManagement/ContentDisplay.cfm (last visited Nov. 28, 2006).
Twenty-seven states have also adopted state constitutional amendments that bar same-sex
marriage. See Monica Davey, Liberals Find Rays of Hope on Ballot Measures, N.Y. Times,
Nov. 9, 2006, at P16. This includes Hawaii, whose state constitution does not ban same-sex
marriage, but authorizes the state legislature to do so. See Human Rights Campaign, State
Prohibitions on Marriage for Same-Sex Couple [sic], http://hrc.org/Template.cfm?
Section=Center&CONTENTID=28225&TEMPLATE=/ContentManagement/ContentDis
play.cfm (last visited Nov. 28, 2006). As of the end of 2006, only in one state, Arizona,
have voters rejected a proposed constitutional measure to ban same-sex marriage. See Davey,
supra.
8 The 2000 U.S. Census counted 601,209 same-sex unmarried partner households. See
David M. Smith & Gary J. Gates, Gay and Lesbian Families in the United States:
Same-Sex Unmarried Partner Households 1 (2001), http:/www.urban.org/Uploaded
PDF/1000491_gl_partner_households.pdf. That is a 314% increase from the 1990 Census,
although the manner of coding these responses probably caused signiªcant undercounting
in the earlier census. Id. at 1, 3. It is likely that actual numbers are higher than even the
2000 Census reveals due to underreporting of these relationships. Id. at 2–3.
9 In 1960, 9% of children lived in single-parent homes; by 1999, that ªgure had risen
to 27%. Stephanie Sado & Angela Bayer, Population Resource Center, Executive
Summary: The Changing American Family (2001), http://www.prcdc.org/summaries/
family/family.html. The rise in single-parent families is attributable not only to increased
divorce rates, but to an increase in the number of families in which the parents were never
married. Id. The percentage of children born out of wedlock increased at an accelerated
pace beginning in the 1960s. Id. It has recently climbed to a record high, accounting for
almost four in ten children born in 2005. See Babies Born to Singles Are at Record: Nearly
4 in 10, N.Y. Times, Nov. 22, 2006, at A22. During the same period, fertility rates of married women declined. Id. Overall, almost one in every three families with children is
headed by a woman who has never been married. Kristen Luker, Dubious Conceptions: The Politics of Teenage Pregnancy 103 (1996).
10 “Census estimates indicate that in 1977 there were 1.1 million cohabiting couples,
about 1.5% of all households . . . .” Renata Forste, Prelude to Marriage or Alternative to
Marriage?, 4 J.L. & Fam. Stud. 91, 91 (2002). By 1997, that number had risen to 4.9
million couples, or 4.8% of all households. Id.
11 See, e.g, William N. Eskridge, Jr., The Case for Same-Sex Marriage (1996) (contending that same-sex marriage would be good both for the United States and for homosexuals); William N. Eskridge, Comparative Law and the Same-Sex Marriage Debate: A
Step-By-Step Approach Toward State Recognition, 31 McGeorge L. Rev. 641 (2000) (arguing that commitment to equality dictates recognition of same-sex marriage); Andrew
Koppelman, The Decline and Fall of the Case against Same-Sex Marriage, 76 St. Thomas
L.J. 5 (2004) (arguing that the arguments against same-sex marriage fail); Elizabeth S. Scott,
Marriage, Cohabitation, and Collective Responsibility for Dependency, 2004 U. Chi. Legal F. 225 (2004) (defending marriage’s privileged status but arguing that beneªts should
be extended to same-sex couples); Jennifer Wriggins, Marriage Law and Family Law: Auton-
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should retain the institution of marriage, but continue to restrict it to heterosexual couples.12 Some have contended that particular rights and privileges presently conªned to married couples should be extended to cohabiting couples,13 as well as to a variety of other relationships.14 Still others,
including some gay rights advocates, believe that the state has no legitimate business regulating adult relationships, and assert that the state should
remove itself completely from sanctioning marriage and other intimate
relationships.15 Finally, even those who agree that the state should support
marriage disagree about the amount of ªnancial, legal, or social support
that it should extend.16
omy, Interdependence, and Couples of the Same Gender, 41 B.C. L. Rev. 265 (2000) (contending that states’ failure to recognize same-sex marriage is incoherent and bad policy).
12 See, e.g., Council on Family Law, The Future of Family Law: Law and the
Marriage Crisis In North America (2005) (arguing that the institution of marriage
properly links bonding sexual difference and caring for children); George W. Dent, Jr., The
Defense of Traditional Marriage, 15 J.L. & Pol. 581 (1999) (arguing that states have
strong reasons to favor traditional marriage, and to exclude same-sex marriage from legal
protection); Lynn D. Wardle, Is Marriage Obsolete?, 10 Mich. J. Gender & L. 189, 223–
24 (2003) (arguing that same-sex relationships do not provide the social beneªts that marriage, as the “building block of society,” provides); Lynn D. Wardle, Legal Claims for SameSex Marriage: Efforts to Legitimate a Retreat from Marriage by Redeªning Marriage, 39
S. Tex. L. Rev. 735 (1998) (challenging justiªcations for state recognition of homosexual
relationships).
13 See, e.g., Am. Law Inst., Principles of the Law of Family Dissolution: Analysis
and Recommendations, §§ 6.01–6.06 (2002) (providing that support provisions and
property distribution rights should apply at the end of certain nonmarital relationships);
Grace Ganz Blumberg, The Regularization of Nonmarital Cohabitation: Rights and Responsibilities in the American Welfare State, 76 Notre Dame L. Rev. 1265 (2001) (proposing periodic support payments and property division to members of cohabiting couples
who separate); Mary Coombs, Insiders and Outsiders: What the American Law Institute
Has Done for Gay and Lesbian Families, 8 Duke J. Gender L. & Pol’y 87 (2001) (supporting American Law Institute proposals); Ira Mark Ellman, “Contract Thinking” Was
Marvin’s Fatal Flaw, 76 Notre Dame L. Rev. 1365 (2001) (arguing for a greater recognition of same-sex couples through the application of status-based rules and the granting of
beneªts to such couples); Martha Ertman, The ALI Principles’ Approach to Domestic Partnership, 8 Duke J. Gender L. & Pol’y 107, 114 (2001) (proposing that members of intimate relationships select from a range of legal regulations, without bias for any particular
afªliation).
14 See, e.g., Nancy D. Polikoff, Ending Marriage as We Know It, 32 Hofstra L. Rev.
201 (2003) (advocating equal state support for equally valuable intimate relationships,
rather than state support solely for marriage); Nancy D. Polikoff, Making Marriage Matter
Less: The ALI Domestic Partner Principles Are One Step in the Right Direction, 2004 U.
Chi. Legal F. 353 (2004) (praising the ALI Principles’ support for property rights for unmarried cohabitants as a positive step toward equal recognition for all committed relationships); Judith Stacey, Toward Equal Regard For Marriage and Other Imperfect Intimate
Afªliations, 32 Hofstra L. Rev. 331, 340 (2003) (arguing for “the need to give legal recognition and form to the rich diversity of intimate bonds that have emerged beyond marriage”).
15 See, e.g., Martha Fineman, The Autonomy Myth (2004) (asserting that the state
should abolish civil marriage as an institution); Michael Warner, The Trouble With
Normal: Sex, Politics, and the Ethics of Queer Life (1999) (arguing that queer ethics favor the abolition of marriage); Nancy D. Polikoff, Why Lesbians and Gay Men Should
Read Martha Fineman, 8 Am. U. J. Gender Soc. Pol’y & L. 167 (2000) (arguing that the
state should stop privileging marriage altogether).
16 Compare Robin Fretwell Wilson, Evaluating Marriage: Does Marriage Matter to the

30

Harvard Journal of Law & Gender

[Vol. 30

What explains these vastly disparate claims regarding the state’s position concerning intimate relationships? And how should these very different views be resolved? I argue here that commentators reach such widely
divergent results because they tend to focus on only a part of the range of
important goods and principles at stake in these relationships. For example, many advocates of eliminating marriage argue that the state’s support of the institution violates important principles of individual freedom
and equal regard for all persons.17 Advocates in favor of marriage, by contrast, often point to the association between that institution and children’s
well-being.18 Intimate adult relationships, however, implicate not just one
or two goods and principles, but a number of important goods and principles that the state should take into account in crafting its family policy.
To complicate matters further, the pursuit of some of these goods and principles may conºict with other goods and principles. To derive the state’s
policy on intimate relationships from consideration of just one or two of
Nurturing of Children?, 42 San Diego L. Rev. 847, 876–79 (2005) (contending that the
state should encourage marriage, but cautioning that providing too many incentives for
marriage could induce couples to obtain the marriage certiªcate without a serious commitment), and Scott, supra note 11 (arguing for a limited range of incentives to support marriage), with Lynn D. Wardle, Relationships Between Family and Government, 31 Cal. W.
Int’l L.J. 1 (2000) (broadly arguing that the state should foster marriage as against all other
relationships among adults), and Patrick F. Fagan, Robert E. Rector & Lauren R. Noyes,
The Heritage Foundation Backgrounder, No. 1662, Why Congress Should Ignore
Radical Feminist Opposition to Marriage 1 (2003), http://www.heritage.org/Research/
Features/Marriage/upload/44139_1.pdf (arguing that marriage is good for men, women, children, and society, and supporting initiatives such as President George W. Bush’s pilot program
to promote healthy marriage), Patrick F. Fagan, Marriage and the Family, in The Heritage Foundation, Issues 2006: The Candidate’s Brieªng Book 7, 7–8 (2006), http://
www.heritage.org/Research/features/issues/pdfs/Family.pdf (advocating strengthening marriage and the family through federal and state law, through easing economic and other burdens
on marital families, and through encouraging healthy marriages through welfare reform),
and National Fatherhood Initiative et al., Can Government Strengthen Marriage?
Evidence from the Social Sciences (2004), http://www.marriagedebate.com/pdf/Can%20
Government%20Strengthen%20Marriage.pdf (proposing government funding of marriage
programming, such as marriage preparation and education services, vouchers for low-income
marriage education, tax policies, Medicaid marriage penalties, and job training for low-income
fathers, in order to strengthen marriage).
17 See, e.g., Fineman, supra note 15; Warner, supra note 15. I am borrowing Judith
Stacey’s term “equal regard.” See Stacey, supra note 14, at 331. Stacey, in turn, borrows
the term from Don Browning, Critical Familism, Civil Society, and the Law, 32 Hofstra
L. Rev. 313, 317 (2003), although she changes his intended meaning in borrowing it. I use
the term in much the way that Stacey uses it, to refer to the principle—which is bedrock in
liberalism—that all humans are entitled to an equal level of respect simply by virtue of
their humanity. It is this principle that Michael Warner calls to mind when he distinguishes
the conception of dignity that is “modern and democratic” from the older meaning of the
term. Warner, supra note 15, at 36. Dignity in this modern sense “is not pomp and distinction; it is inherent in the human.” Id.
18 See, e.g., William A. Galston, A Liberal-Democratic Case for the Two-Parent Family, The Responsive Community, Winter 1990–1991 14, 14–17 (highlighting association
between marriage and children’s well-being); Council on Family Law, supra note 12;
see also William C. Duncan, Law and Culture: The State Interests in Marriage, 2 Ave Maria
L. Rev. 153, 165–68 (2004) (arguing that traditional two-parent families provide the complete nurturing that children need to develop into responsible, committed citizens).
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the goods and principles at stake in relationships among adults—freedom,
or equal regard, or ensuring that children develop into good citizens, to
give only a partial list—recalls the Indian story of the blind men who, on
encountering an elephant, all felt different parts of the animal and emerged
with radically different descriptions of the nature of the beast. It is only
through an approach that recognizes the multiplicity of important goods
and principles implicated in the state’s approach to relationships between
adults, and that seeks to give each its due, that a workable approach appropriate to intimate relationships can be fashioned.
My argument in this Article is grounded in a particular conception of
the role of the state in a liberal democracy.19 Proponents of this form of
government generally acknowledge its commitment to the equal worth of all
human beings, the importance of limits on government, respect for individual rights, and the view that legitimate government rests on the consent
of its citizens. More controversially, this form of government has become
associated with the view that these commitments limit the state to furthering only individualistic versions of the goods of liberty and equality.20 The account that I develop in this Article rejects this narrower vision of liberalism.21 It is grounded in the belief that the goods and normative principles that should animate a liberal democracy, and that the liberal
democratic state should pursue, are both broader and more complex than
the admittedly important goods of liberty and equality.22 Among them, given
19 I use the term “liberal” throughout this Article to refer to the Anglo-American line
of political thought stretching from John Locke through John Stuart Mill and on to such
contemporary thinkers as John Rawls, whose work focuses on the importance of liberty,
self-government, and equal rights for citizens. This use of the term is therefore broader
than the use of the term “liberal” in common parlance to refer to those who hold political
beliefs at the opposite end of the political spectrum from conservatives. Under my use of
the term, both thinkers such as John Rawls, who might qualify as a liberal under common
usage, and Robert Nozick, who might be considered a political conservative, are “liberals.”
20 See, e.g., Ronald Dworkin, Liberalism, in Public and Private Morality 113 (Stuart Hampshire ed., 1978) (arguing that a liberal society is one that embodies no particular
views regarding the ends of life; society, instead, is united around a procedural commitment to treat people with equal respect); John Rawls, A Theory of Justice 4, 7, 302–03
(1971) (conceiving justice in terms of the good of autonomy through Rawls’s ªrst principle, which guarantees to all persons such liberty as is consistent with the same liberty to
others, and equality through Rawls’s second “maximin” principle, which would distribute
social and economic resources to beneªt the least advantaged in society).
21 This Article is one part of a larger project in which I consider the role of the liberal
democratic state in dealing with issues of dependency and family ties. For other parts of
this project, see Maxine Eichner, Dependency and the Liberal Polity: On Martha Fineman’s The Autonomy Myth, 93 Cal. L. Rev. 1285 (2005); Maxine Eichner, Civic Education and the Liberal Democratic Polity, 75 U. Cin. L. Rev. (forthcoming 2007); Maxine
Eichner, Children, Parents, and the State: Rethinking Relationships in the Child Welfare
System, 12 Va. J. Soc. Pol’y & L. 448 (2005); Maxine Eichner, Square Peg in a Round
Hole: Parenting Policies and Liberal Theory, 59 Ohio St. L.J. 133 (1998).
22 In the last few years, several liberal theorists have argued that the ideals underlying
the liberal project are more ambitious and broader than versions often associated with it.
See, e.g., William Galston, Liberal Purposes: Goods, Virtues, and Diversity in the
Liberal State 7–15 (1991) (contending that a liberal state cannot and should not be neutral with respect to all versions of the good); Stephen Macedo, Diversity and Dis-
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the signiªcant role that dependency plays in the human condition, are
furthering caretaking and human development.23 Put another way, although a
liberal democracy should give signiªcant pride of place to the goods of
individual liberty and equality, it must also pay attention to an array of other
goods and principles relating to human dependency and human development that are necessary to a robust democracy and that too often have
been excluded from standard liberal accounts.24 In my view, it is only by
considering this richer range of goods and principles, and by seeking
more nuanced approaches that ameliorate the tension among them, that the
appropriate relationship between families and the state can be brought into
focus.
My hope in this Article is to offer such a workable approach. In Part
I, I consider four prominent entries in the debate over the state’s treatment of
relationships between adults. The ªrst two of these views—Martha
Fineman’s and Michael Warner’s—argue that the state should eliminate
civil marriage. The other pair of entries—William Galston’s and the Council

trust: Civic Education in a Multicultural Democracy x–xi (2000) (contending that
liberalism cannot be neutral on its need to perpetuate liberal democratic character in its
citizens); Martha C. Nussbaum, Sex and Social Justice 10 (1999) (articulating liberalism’s role in supporting development of citizens’ capabilities); Amy Gutmann, Undemocratic Education, in Liberalism and the Moral Life 71, 79–80 (Nancy L. Rosenblum
ed., 1989) (arguing against the state pursuing only the “best interests of its individual
members,” and defending an alternative ideal of collective self-determination). In my view,
Thomas Spragens’s reconceptualization of liberal democratic theory, which he calls “civic
liberalism,” is particularly convincing. See Thomas A. Spragens, Jr., Civic Liberalism:
Reºections on Our Democratic Ideals xv (1999). Spragens argues for a “[l]iberal
democratic practice . . . guided by a complex idealism—differentiated from liberal realism
by its higher reach and from the other liberalisms by its greater breadth of aspirations.” Id.
23 A number of feminist theorists have insightfully pointed out how human dependency
must change the way in which we think of the state’s role. See, e.g., Fineman, supra note
15, at 54 (positing that, because dependency is an inevitable part of the human condition,
“political and policy questions should focus on an optimal reallocation of responsibility for
dependency across societal institutions”); Eva Feder Kittay, Love’s Labor: Essays on
Women, Equality, and Dependency 188 (1999) (arguing in favor of a social and political commitment to meet dependency needs); Linda McClain, The Place of Families:
Fostering Capacity, Equality, and Responsibility 4 (2006) (arguing that families are
central to the “formative project” of a liberal democracy); Joan C. Tronto, Moral Boundaries: A Political Argument For An Ethic of Care 157–80 (1993) (arguing that dependency and care are fundamental parts of human life, and, consequently, that the political framework must be reformulated to incorporate them); Eva Feder Kittay, Taking Dependency Seriously: The Family and Medical Leave Act Considered in Light of the Social
Organization of Dependency Work and Gender Equality, 10 Hypatia 8, 24–25 (1995)
(“What is required is that the public understanding of social cooperation include respect
for the importance of caring for one another and the value of receiving care and giving care. It
then becomes a matter of political justice for basic institutions to make provisions for and
facilitate satisfactory dependency relations.”).
24 As Charles Taylor says about modern thought generally, “[w]e have read so many
goods out of our ofªcial story, we have buried their power so deep beneath layers of philosophical rationale, that they are in danger of stiºing. Or rather, since they are our goods,
human goods, we are stiºing.” Charles Taylor, Sources of the Self: The Making of
the Modern Identity 520 (1989).

2007]

Regulation of Intimate Relationships Among Adults

33

on Family Law’s25—asserts that the state should continue to privilege marriage as an institution. I demonstrate that the arguments opposing marriage reach different conclusions from those supporting it because they
focus on different goods and principles important to a liberal democracy.
In Part II, I develop an approach, which I call the “supportive state,”26
that takes into account the range of goods and principles implicated in
intimate relationships among adults. These include not only principles of
freedom and equal regard, but also ensuring caretaking for adults and
children, sex equality, equality of opportunity, and civic fellowship. The
supportive state seeks to reconcile this diverse range of goods by ensuring a threshold level of liberty and equal regard for all adults, whether or
not they are involved in intimate relationships, while at the same time according limited privileges to a range of intimate relationships because of
the important goods they produce. In doing so, however, the supportive state
also actively seeks to remedy the negative consequences associated with
such relationships—particularly increased gender inequality, increased inequality of opportunity, and the possibility that these relationships will cause
their participants to turn away from civic life.
In Part III, I consider two difªcult issues that the state must confront
with respect to regulating intimate relationships. The ªrst of these is the
form that state recognition of such relationships should take. Speciªcally,
I pose the question of whether the state should eliminate marriage as a distinct category and instead recognize all adult intimate relationships under
a single civil status such as “domestic partnership.” Or should the state
make available a number of different types of formal relationships that
citizens can enter? In the latter case, the state would presumably retain a
civil status for conjugal relationships such as marriage, but also recognize other forms of adult-adult relationships, such as domestic partnerships among siblings or friends who are committed to caretaking. I then
turn to consider the complicated issue of the manner in which the state may
legitimately seek to encourage two-parent families over single-parent families, and marital relationships over other relationships between adults.

25 The Council on Family Law is jointly sponsored by the Institute for American Values, the Institute for Marriage and Public Policy, and the Institute for the Study of Marriage, Law, and Culture. Council on Family Law, supra note 12, at 2. It is chaired by
Harvard Law School Professor Mary Ann Glendon. Id.
26 I introduced the term “supportive state” in an earlier work, to develop a conception
of the liberal democratic state that conceives of family members as responsible for caretaking of, or organizing the caretaking for, other family members, but also conceives of the
state as having a concurrent responsibility to support dependents and ensure that societal
institutions support caretaking. See Eichner, Children, Parents, and the State, supra note
21.
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I. Theoretical Positions in the Existing Conversation
In the discussion about the state’s treatment of relationships between
adults, a signiªcant portion of the recent debate has focused on the controversy between those who believe that the state has no business interfering
in relationships between adults and those who argue precisely the opposite. In this section, I consider the arguments of theorists on both sides of
this issue: Martha Fineman and Michael Warner, who both argue for eliminating the state’s involvement in marriage; and William Galston and the
Council on Family Law, who both argue that the state should promote the
institution. I contend that both sides point to important goods at stake in
the state’s treatment of such relationships, but that these goods cannot be
considered independently. Instead, they must be weighed against the other
important goods and principles at stake in these relationships.
A. Martha Fineman—Marriage as a Misguided Quest for Autonomy
Martha Fineman, one of the country’s foremost feminist legal theorists, takes a strong stand against state support for marriage.27 Current public
policy, she argues, is based on the myth that families should be autonomous.28 Because the marital family is seen as a strong and independent unit,
it is viewed as representing the ideal that the state should be promoting.29
As a result, Fineman points out with irony, married couples receive hundreds, if not thousands, of subsidies and privileges from the state that are
unavailable to other, supposedly less autonomous, family forms.30
Fineman objects to state support for the marital family on several
grounds. Most importantly, she contends that the state’s pursuit of the
good of autonomy for its citizens is misguided.31 Complete autonomy, she
asserts, is possible for no one, including married couples: in contemporary
society, everyone exists within a web of institutions that provide for at least
some of everyone’s needs.32 Because of this, Fineman argues, the state’s
27 See Fineman, supra note 15, at 57. Fineman’s views on this issue have been the
subject of signiªcant critical debate. See, e.g., Scott, supra note 11, at 227–29 (arguing that
Fineman’s call to eliminate civil marriage ignores the stabilizing effects of formalizing
relationships); McClain, supra note 23, at 193 (claiming that Fineman’s proposal removes
“the intimate, committed bonds between adults and the role that such relationships play in
fostering goods as well as interdependencies.”); Mary Lyndon Shanley, Just Marriage: On
the Public Importance of Private Unions, in Just Marriage 3, 14–16, 19–20 (Mary Lyndon Shanley ed., 2004) (criticizing Fineman for advocating a contractual approach to relationships between adults).
28 Fineman, supra note 15, at xviii.
29 See id. at 57.
30 See id. at 104–05; see also Terence Dougherty, Nat’l Gay and Lesbian Task
Force Pol’y Inst., Economic Beneªts of Marriage Under Federal and Massachusetts Law (2004), available at http://www.thetaskforce.org/downloads/EconomicCosts.pdf
(listing marital beneªts under federal and Massachusetts law).
31 See Fineman, supra note 15, at xviii.
32 See id.
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pursuit of autonomy should be abandoned in favor of ensuring that human needs are humanely and justly met for all citizens, not just those who
live in families.33 Insofar as the state uses the rationale of children’s welfare to justify its support of the marital family, she contends, it wrongly
ignores the large numbers of children raised out of wedlock.34 A state that
truly seeks to support the welfare of children should therefore support childrearing in all the contexts in which it occurs, not just for children whose
parents are married.35
Fineman argues that instead of subsidizing a particular type of family,
i.e., the marital family, the liberal state should subsidize the particular
functions that it has a legitimate interest in supporting, in whatever relationships these functions take place.36 She contends that the inevitability
of dependency in children and in others creates a need for caretaking that
gives the state a legitimate interest in subsidizing caretaker-dependent relationships.37 By contrast, Fineman argues that the state has no legitimate
stake in furthering relationships between capable adults, and therefore
should abandon civil marriage as an institution.38 In the new regime she
proposes, legal relationships between adults would be governed by private
contracts negotiated between them. This would leave marriage as a purely
religious institution for those couples who choose to enter it, with no civil
consequences.
Assessing Fineman’s argument produces mixed results. Fineman is certainly right that complete autonomy is possible for no one, and that the
state should therefore give up its quest for totally autonomous families.
However, Fineman reaches the conclusion that the state should withdraw
from supporting relationships among adults by ignoring important goods.
As care theorists have made abundantly clear,39 and as Fineman herself ar33

See id. at 199, 285.
See id. at 67, 110–12; see also supra note 9.
35 See Fineman, supra note 15, at xvii, 140.
36
See id. at 67 (“It is time to build our family policy around these emerging norms, to
focus not on form but on the function we want families to perform.”); see also id. at 68,
105–07 (arguing that the focus needs to shift away from the historic, symbolic form of the
marital relationship and towards the role or function that the institution of the family is
seeking to serve in society).
37 See id. at 67; see also id. at xix, 108, 138–41.
38 See id. at xix. In Fineman’s words:
34

Why create policies based on a seriously weakened family afªliation—the marital
couple—when it is really caretaking that we as a society should want to ensure?
Society has a responsibility to adjust to these changing patterns of behavior by
guaranteeing that the emerging family forms are supported in performing the tasks
we would have them assume.
Id.; see also id. at 123 (“I argue that for all relevant and appropriate societal purposes, we
do not need marriage and we should abolish it as a legal category. I argue that we should
transfer the social and economic subsidies and privilege that marriage now receives to a new
family core connection—that of the caretaker-dependent.”).
39 See Kittay, Love’s Labor, supra note 23; Tronto, supra note 23.
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gues,40 it is not just children and those with disabilities who need care: all
humans need care, even generally healthy adults. Recognition of the fact of
dependency therefore gives the state an interest in furthering the good of
caretaking among adults.41 And as our society is organized, some large portion of the care that adults need will come, if it comes at all, from other
adults with whom we share close relationships. In such relationships, although neither person is always the caretaker or the dependent (as they are,
for example, in relationships between adults and young children) caretaking
still occurs.
Adult-adult relationships are, at their best, marked by what might be
called “reciprocal dependency,”42 in which each person sometimes performs caretaking activities for the other and meets the other’s dependency
needs; in turn, the other partner does the same for that person at other times.
These relationships, when they function well, involve countless small acts in
which each adult takes care of the other: one partner makes the other a cup
of coffee when the other gets up; the other picks up groceries on the way
home from work; one runs to the store for cold medicine when the other
is sick; and so on. This sort of caretaking, at its best, produces a society
in which adults are knit into webs of care that help them to support one another. In these webs, one partner’s cold does not develop into something
worse because the other partner insists on taking him or her to a doctor.
Moreover, this caretaking helps keep families stable so that partners are
there for one another at times when one of them has greater needs, such
as during periods of disability. The state has an important interest in these
relationships because of its interest in the dignity of its citizens, not to mention their health and well-being.
As my description suggests, moreover, recognition of the fact of dependency need not and should not lead to rejecting family autonomy completely as a good. Instead, it should lead to recognition of the value of a
more limited and transformed version of family autonomy, and the role
that the state can play in supporting it. This revised version of autonomy
would recognize the fact of dependency and the consequent need for caretaking, as well as understand that in contemporary society no individual
or family stands completely apart from the state. Yet it would also recog40

See Fineman, supra note 15, at xvii, 35–36.
See Linda McClain, Intimate Afªliation and Democracy: Beyond Marriage, 32 Hofstra L. Rev. 379, 414–15 (2003) (“To [relegate adult-adult sexual afªliation solely to
private contract] seems to undervalue adult-adult interdependency and to miss the important facilitative role government may play in supporting such forms of adult afªliation.”);
McClain, supra note 23, at 218 (“Fineman gives insufªcient attention to government’s interest in supporting emotional and economic interdependency in adults.”); Scott, supra note
11, at 236 (“I argue that government can and should maintain and support [marriage], and
that doing so is one means by which the state can protect vulnerable members of society
and respond to the dependency needs that all individuals have over the course of a lifetime.”).
42 Joseph Kennedy came up with this term during a faculty workshop at the University
of North Carolina School of Law held in October 2005, at which I presented an earlier draft of
this Article.
41
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nize the important beneªts that come from families having the capacity to
meet their family’s basic dependency needs. This level of capability and
self-sufªciency helps ensure that human dependency needs are not only met,
but met in a manner superior to that which the state could provide, in the
sense that caretaking is delivered by family members who know and respond to the needs of the dependent. Achieving this level of familial capability, though, requires not state engagement, but state support.
This does not mean that Fineman is wrong when she argues that the
state’s obligation to children and other dependents should lead it to support caretaking in whatever family forms caretaker-dependent relationships
occur. The state has an obligation to support the well-being of societal dependents that stems directly from the liberal democratic state’s respect for
human dignity. This obligation undoubtedly requires the state to support
children, no matter into which family forms they are born. Yet this duty
to support the well-being of all children does not necessarily require that
the state treat all caretaker-dependent relationships the same in all respects,
as Fineman seems to suggest. Instead, a liberal democracy may legitimately
decide that its interest in the well-being of its young citizens makes some
family forms better for children than others because these forms generally promote the capacity to meet family members’ dependency needs. The
state may, in such a case, legitimately take some measures to encourage
the rearing of children in these family forms, so long as it does not jeopardize the well-being of children not raised in these families.
B. Michael Warner—Marriage as the Misguided Search
for Respectability
While Fineman argues against marriage on the ground that we should
eliminate autonomy as a goal and instead focus on children’s well-being,
queer theorists have argued for the same result by focusing on the liberal
democratic commitment to liberty and equal regard of all citizens. Among
these theorists, Michael Warner’s arguments stand out for their eloquence
and theoretical acuity. Warner contends that the gay community’s current
push for same-sex marriage runs the risk of requiring the wholesale “repudiation of queer culture’s best insights on intimate relations, sex, and the
politics of stigma.”43 He argues that the early years of the gay rights movement in the United States developed a vision of queer politics centered on
the recognition that all humans, and all human relationships, are worthy of
equal respect. The ethical heart of this lesson of equal respect comes, paradoxically, from queer culture’s experience with the shamefulness of sex:
[T]he ground rule is that one doesn’t pretend to be above the indignity of sex . . . . Sex is understood to be as various as the people
43

Warner, supra note 15, at 91.
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who have it. It is not required to be tidy, normal, uniform, or authorized by the government. This kind of culture is often denounced as relativist, self-indulgent, or merely libertine. In fact,
it has its own norms, its own way of keeping people in line . . . .
A relation to others, in these contexts, begins in an acknowledgement of all that is most abject and least reputable in oneself.
Shame is bedrock. Queers can be abusive, insulting, and vile toward one another, but because abjection is understood to be the
shared condition, they also know how to communicate through
such camaraderie a moving and unexpected form of generosity
. . . . The rule is: Get over yourself. Put a wig on before you judge.
And the corollary is that you stand to learn most from the people you think are beneath you. At its best, this ethic cuts against
every form of hierarchy you could bring into the room . . . .
For this reason, paradoxically, the ethic of queer life is actually
truer to the core of the modern notion of dignity than the usual use
of the word is . . . . Dignity in [this] sense is not pomp and distinction; it is inherent in the human . . . . And the paradoxical result
is that only when this indignity of sex is spread around the room,
leaving no one out, and in fact binding people together, that it
begins to resemble the dignity of the human. In order to be consistent, we would have to talk about dignity in shame . . . .44
This ethic of queer politics, Warner contends, is undercut by the current advocacy in the gay community for same-sex marriage. Warner argues
that marriage is the means through which the state has historically sought
to privilege and promote a particular, monogamous model of heterosexual
sexuality, and to stigmatize all other models as morally tainted.45 According to Warner, this represents the blatant imposition of the majority’s view of
what is morally proper on the minority, and the denial of equal regard. He
argues:
[T]his kind of social engineering is questionable. It brings the machinery of administration to bear on the realm of pleasures and
intimate relations, aiming to stiºe variety among ways of living.
It authorizes the state to make one form of life—already normative—even more privileged. The state’s administrative penetration into contemporary life may have numbed us to the deep coerciveness in this way of thinking. We take it for granted. Yet it is
blind majoritarianism, armed not only with an impressive battery
of prohibitions and punishments, but with an equally impressive

44
45

Id. at 35–36.
See id. at 123.
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battery of economistic incentives and disincentives, all designed
to manipulate not just the economic choices of the populace, but
people’s substantive and normative vision of the good life.46
For many of us (myself included), there is much that is attractive about
Warner’s vision. Its power comes from his mobilization of some of the
goods that are fundamental to liberal democratic ideals. Warner’s argument
rests on the recognition of the human dignity and essential equality of all
persons—the very recognition that distinguished the liberal tradition from
the feudalism that preceded it. At the same time, Warner makes a powerful case for the personal freedom that liberals hold dear: it is up to citizens rather than the state to determine what course in life is right for them.
Further, the state has no business in the bedrooms of its citizens. And neither
should the state delegitimize some relationships and activities (such as sex
outside of marriage) based on the preferences of the majority. Somewhat
less obvious but still a clear contributor to the persuasiveness of Warner’s
account is the good of civic fellowship: as Warner presents it, the recognition that all are partners in shame leads to camaraderie, a recognition that
we are all in this together, a willingness to learn from one another, and generosity and a spirited sense of community.
The importance of all these goods—the recognition of the human dignity and essential equality of all persons, the importance of freedom, and
the value of civic fellowship—to a liberal democracy cannot be understated.
(And, indeed, the value of civic fellowship is too often left out of liberal democratic accounts.) Yet they do not occupy the entire ªeld of important
goods. While respect for individual freedom gives a liberal democracy
strong reason to allow its citizens to enter into consensual relationships
of their choice, it is simply not the case that the state has an equal interest
in the success of all consensual relationships. Neither is it the case that respect for human dignity requires that all relationships be treated in an evenhanded manner. Long-term caretaking relationships contribute particular,
important beneªts to the polity because they satisfy dependency needs in
a way that casual sex between two (or more) persons in an apartment or a
bathhouse—whether these people are straight, gay, bisexual, or queer—does
not. While its deep respect for liberty should therefore mandate that the
state permit casual sex (barring some legitimate public concern of the state),
it should not have to treat these relationships on a par with relationships
necessary to perpetuate the health of the polity. To do otherwise recalls
Robert Frost’s deªnition of a liberal as someone who cannot take his own
side in an argument.47

46

Id. at 112.
See Morrow’s International Dictionary of Contemporary Quotations 298
(William Morrow ed., Jonathan Green comp., 1982).
47
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At the heart of the difªculties with Warner’s vision is the fragility of
its ethical base, which makes it ill-equipped to accomplish the human caretaking that must occur in any good society. The question is not whether
Warner’s esteem for liberty, equal regard, and human dignity is normatively
attractive—it certainly is. The question is whether this vision alone could
reasonably be expected to support the responsibility and commitment that
human dependency and the consequent need for caretaking entail. Warner
dismisses the claim that his vision, as effectuated in queer culture, will lead
to relativism, self-indulgence, or libertinism, arguing that queer culture polices itself, and that the recognition of the common bond between queers
creates a generosity and sense of ties among them that overcome these tendencies.48 While this may be the case within queer subculture, that kind
of self-policing seems far less likely to happen in the more heterogeneous
culture outside of queer life. Warner, then, is overly optimistic that the
state’s promotion of evenhanded respect for all forms of life will lead to
the committed ties that human dependency requires. Given their importance,
a liberal democracy can and should be able to encourage the norms of commitment and responsibility that foster caretaking.
C. Galston—Marriage as a Means To Support Children’s Well-being
Fineman’s and Warner’s arguments against marriage stand in stark
contrast to arguments from William Galston favoring marriage.49 Galston
wisely recognizes that a number of goods are implicated in the state’s position with respect to family forms, and that these goods can conºict with
one another.50 Because of this, Galston focuses on the single good he believes should be paramount in fashioning the state’s family policy—
children’s well-being:
With regard to what is called “family policy,” here is my question: What would we do if we really want to create a society that
puts children ªrst, that allows every child the maximum feasible

48

See Warner, supra note 15, at 36.
See William A. Galston, Public Morality and Public Policy: The Case of Children
and Family Policy, 36 Santa Clara L. Rev. 313 (1996).
50 See id. at 314. In Galston’s words:
49

As a starting point, let me declare my own philosophical position as brieºy as
possible. I believe that we live in a world in which the things that we value are not
only plural, but also conºicting. We cannot have in full measure all of the good
things that we want. Most debates in public policy, and most choices in life, are
not between good and bad. They are between good and good—between some
worthy aims and other worthy aims. We are compelled to decide what is more important and what is less important in speciªc circumstances within particular dimensions of our existence.
Id.
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scope for the development or actualization of talents and personal relationships and the ability to make use of those developed
talents and relationships in a way that is personally gratifying as
well as socially beneªcial? If we take that question seriously,
many other worthy aims may have to give way to some extent,
which include aims that men and women, as parents, may value.
It is my holding that there is no necessary harmony, at all times
and in all circumstances, between the well-being of parents and
the well-being of children. Families, however conªgured, are an
area in which interests both overlap and conºict in signiªcant
ways.51
Having posed the question of which family structures best further children’s welfare, Galston considers the link between the rising rates of children being raised outside of marriage and children’s well-being. He argues, “[a]s I read the evidence, which is of course eminently contestable,
divorce does matter even after you take income into account. The same conclusion is reached when looking at teen parenthood matters.”52 Galston
then proposes a multi-pronged initiative to deal with improving children’s
well-being, which includes state support for marriage.53 In making the
case for his initiative, Galston argues against the view that marriage is a
failed social institution that the state should abandon. In his words, marriage
is not a panacea, but it is a vital part of the solution. In at least a
majority of cases, marriage can make a positive contribution, not
only to the well-being of children, but also to the well-being of
their parents.
Does this represent nostalgia? Does it imply the reafªrmation of
patriarchy? On the contrary: it means the simple recognition that
for economic, emotional and developmental reasons, marriage is
the most promising institution yet devised for raising children
and forming caring, competent, responsible adults. . . . I am deeply
skeptical that the abolition of marriage, with all of its imperfections, can possibly yield better lives, or a better society for our
children.54
Galston’s discussion offers some strong insights. Galston eloquently
recognizes what Warner’s account omits: a vigorous liberal democracy
should be able to privilege some relationships over others for important pub51

Id.
Id. at 316.
53 See id. at 317–20, 322–23.
54 Id. at 323.
52
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lic ends. And certainly creating a stable environment for children is such
an important end. All other things being equal, stable family relationships
are better for children than unstable or nonexistent relationships. Further,
while many of the greater difªculties associated with single-parent families can be attributed to lack of adequate legal and social supports,55 having the emotional and ªnancial resources of two loving adults available
to a child, again, all other things being equal, is better than having the resources of just one.
Yet all other things are seldom equal. By considering children’s wellbeing alone among all the other important goods implicated by family policy, Galston’s framing of the discussion elides some of the most difªcult
and important issues that family policy raises. Galston certainly is correct
that there is often a tradeoff among important goods, including children’s
welfare, and that, in assessing this tradeoff, children’s interests should be
weighed heavily. To take from this that children’s well-being is the only
good to be considered in crafting family policy, however, is seriously myopic. It should not be the case that any gain to children’s welfare, no matter how small, should trump serious losses to other important goods. To
do so would be to fetishize children’s interests above the range of other important goods for which a liberal democracy should strive. Moreover, without considering the other important interests at stake, Galston cannot begin
to assess the relevant degree of tradeoffs.
In fact, Galston’s proposal to beneªt children would impinge on a number of important goods. Among the most important of these is sex equality. The institution of heterosexual marriage that Galston seeks to foster
in order to promote children’s welfare has historically been linked, and continues to be linked, with women’s enduring inequality in society. As Martha Fineman bluntly puts it, public policy that encourages marriage for the
sake of children therefore constitutes the state’s willingness to sacriªce
women’s interests for children’s.56 Galston’s framing of family policy only
in terms of children’s well-being therefore prevents him from asking a series
of questions that might better reconcile this good with sex equality and
other important goods at stake: Are there other family structures or other
ways to organize social life that would give children the beneªts and adequate ªnancial resources that marriage currently does? Are there ways that
marriage could be organized to reduce or eliminate sex inequality, or are
there other forms of adult associations that would do the same while still
supporting the well-being of children? To what other goods should family policy be aimed besides those that marriage encompasses?

55 See Nancy E. Dowd, Stigmatizing Single Parents, 18 Harv. Women’s L.J. 19, 34–35
(1995) (arguing that lack of social and economic support for single parent families, rather
than inherent deªciencies in this family form, creates disadvantages for children raised in
these families).
56 See Fineman, supra note 15, at 87–88.
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D. The Council on Family Law—Marriage as a Form that Combines the
State’s Interests in Raising Children, Bonding Sexual Difference, and
Protecting Women
In its recent report The Future of Family Law: Law and the Marriage
Crisis in North America, the Council on Family Law agrees with Professor Galston that marriage should continue to be the state’s privileged institution for relationships between adults, but grounds this conclusion on
a somewhat different rationale.57 The Council’s report argues that the goal
of marriage should be to recognize “the fundamental importance of the sexual ecology of human life: humanity is male and female, men and women
often have sex, babies often result, and those babies, on average, seem to
do better when their mother and father cooperate in their care.”58 This understanding of marriage as the promotion of a stable framework for biological parents procreating and raising children, the report argues, should be
retained by the state.59
The report therefore decries proposals like Fineman’s and Warner’s,
which argue for state disengagement from marriage. Sounding a chord similar to Galston’s, the Council asserts that such arguments “den[y] the state’s
legitimate and serious interest in marriage as our most important childprotecting social institution and as an institution that helps protect and
sustain liberal democracy.”60 The Council also argues against proposals
that seek to expand the category of relationships privileged by the state beyond married heterosexual couples. According to the Council, doing so
would unwisely “celebrate relationship diversity” to the exclusion of fostering the important goals that have traditionally been supported in marriage.61 Further, to treat relationships that have not been formalized as the
equivalent of marriage, the Council argues, would not only undercut couples’ own intent regarding the effects of their relationships, it would also fail
to encourage couples to enter into formal commitments, and the state would
therefore miss an important opportunity to encourage the stability of these
relationships and the welfare of any children who result from them.62 The
Council argues that advocates who support the state awarding privileges
to a broader category of relationships than marriage miss “the speciªcity
of marriage as a form of life struggling with the unique challenges of bonding sexual difference and caring for children who are the products of unions.”63

57

Council on Family Law, supra note 12.
Id. at 13.
59 See id. at 40–41.
60 Id. at 6.
61 Id. at 40.
62 See id. at 24–25.
63 Id. at 21.
58
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The Council makes valuable points about the important role the state
can play in creating a stable environment that fosters the well-being of
children by formalizing and privileging relationships such as marriage.64
And certainly the Council’s focus on children’s welfare is normatively appealing. However, it is less successful in following through with its focus
on this important good. Many same-sex couples, like many heterosexual
couples, have children. And the children of these same-sex parents, like
the children of opposite-sex parents, beneªt from the stability of their parents’ relationships. Given this, it makes sense for the state to seek to stabilize these relationships with the same supports that the Council argues
work so well with opposite-sex couples.
In addition, by focusing only on the bonding of “sexual difference”65
(in the Council’s words) and supporting children’s welfare, and therefore
encouraging the state to privilege heterosexual marital relationships to
the exclusion of other intimate adult relationships, the Council disregards a
number of other important goods and principles. Among these, the Council
ignores the other goods that relationships between adults can foster, such
as the caretaking of adults accomplished within these relationships. While
the Council criticizes those who seek to extend the state’s support beyond
heterosexual marriage on the ground that such policy advocates too narrowly focus on “values such as commitment, mutual support and the rest”
in the absence of childrearing,66 it ignores the important mutual support
and related goods that offer powerful reasons for the state to privilege relationships that promote these goods, even in the absence of children. This
is the case whether or not these relationships further the other values that
the Council believes are crucial to the state’s protection of marriage.
The Council’s approach to state support of adult relationships also
ignores a cluster of important values and principles that go to the heart of
liberalism’s suspicion about the use of state power and its staunch insistence on a limited state. These values include a respect for individuals’
choosing their own life course, a belief that citizens’ freedom will generally redound to the health of the polity, a profound vigilance against standardization by the state, and the concern that the majority will use state
power to impose its own beliefs on the minority without valid reasons to
do so.67 The Council’s argument for imposing a single, privileged vision of
64 See also Scott, supra note 11, for an eloquent defense of the state’s retention of
some formalized civil status for relationships among adults, on the ground that such a
status helps stabilize these relationships.
65 Council on Family Law, supra note 12, at 21.
66 Id.
67 John Stuart Mill’s harm principle, set out in his essay On Liberty, is probably the
most well-known liberal explication of the legitimate limits of the state. See John Stuart
Mill, On Liberty 80 (David Bromwich & George Kateb eds., Yale Univ. Press 2003) (1859)
(arguing that “the only purpose for which power can be rightfully exercised over any member of a civilized community, against his will, is to prevent harm to others”). Likewise, Mill’s
defense of individuality and the beneªts to society of allowing freedom and experimenta-
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the good life on citizens’ personal lives raises warning ºags with respect
to all of these values. Taking them seriously counsels that the state’s privileging of particular courses of life over others should occur only for very
good reasons and, when this privileging occurs, it should be handled in a
manner that seeks to preserve as much liberty as possible for its citizens.
Or, as the same sentiment is more colorfully phrased by Michael Warner,
“Get over yourself. Put a wig on before you judge. . . . [Y]ou stand to learn
most from the people you think are beneath you.”68 The Council’s narrow
vision of the relationships entitled to state support, and its seeking to justify this narrow vision based on tradition and religion, are an uneasy ªt
with this set of values.69 By the same token, the Council’s depiction of one
type of sexuality—heterosexual sexuality—as the preferred form of sexuality for state support sits uncomfortably with these tenets.70
The Council’s position that the state should support marriage to the
exclusion of all other relationships also ignores liberalism’s deep recognition of the limits on the institutional competence of the state to accomplish particular ends—what might be called liberal humility. Liberal humility requires the recognition that the state has a limited ability to encourage citizens to acquire and formalize healthy caretaking relationships. While the state can establish certain institutional preconditions and
incentives for couples to make relationships work, ultimately whether or not
healthy relationships will develop and be sustained has a great deal to do
with sheer chance and characteristics of the individuals involved that are
tion remain classic evocations of this cluster of values. See id. at 74, 120–21, 128.
68 Warner, supra note 15, at 35.
69 The Council’s argument that the value of family diversity should not trump “what
tradition, religion, and even now the social sciences tell us about family formation, parenting, and children’s well-being,” also raise concerns that the Council is seeking to justify
the use of state power to further its own private comprehensive views. Council on Family Law, supra note 12, at 41. Certainly liberalism decries the view that tradition and religion can themselves justify the exclusion of citizens from institutions that the Council
concedes are basic to society and a fundamental means through which the state funnels resources. One of the fundamental breaks between liberalism and the patriarchal political
theory that preceded it was over the view that religion and tradition are themselves adequate rationales on which to premise state action.
70 In several places, the Council’s report argues that the state should support only heterosexual relationships because only those relationships, in which children are born unexpectedly, “can cause immense personal and social damage.” Id. at 12; see also id. at 13
(“From this basic human reality arises the need for the wider society to direct immense
energy into helping manage the reality of individual men’s and women’s desire for sex and
intimacy in ways that ultimately protect them, their children, and the interests of the community.”). While this rationale supports the view that marriage is a corrective institution to
forestall the damage that would otherwise occur in dangerous heterosexual relationships,
other parts of the report indicate that the Council believes that heterosexuality is more natural
and more preferable than homosexuality. Marriage, in this view, is less a corrective institution than a desired end for citizens. See id. at 12 (“Conjugal marriage cannot celebrate an
inªnite array of sexual or intimate choices as equally desirable or valid.”); see also id. at
12–13 (“Marriage, like the economy, is one of the basic institutions of civil society. It provides an evolving form of life that helps men and women negotiate the sex divide, forge an
intimate community of life, and provide a stable social setting for their children.”).
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beyond the state’s ability to affect. Ignoring these limits on the state’s competence can cause the state to over-invest resources in an institution that it
has only moderate power to affect. The state could, of course, still provide
sufªcient incentives to cause citizens to enter into and remain in relationships in which they are miserable, conºict is high, and little caretaking occurs. As Linda McClain points out, however, these are not the relationships
that the government has an interest in supporting, since these are not the
relationships that produce the goods in which a liberal democracy has a
stake.71 The state’s limited competence in this area makes the question
posed by Martha Fineman even more pressing: should children who,
through no fault of their own, are born or are raised outside of wedlock be
deprived of state support,72 particularly where the state’s lack of support
will only have a limited impact on whether future children are born into the
marriage institution?
Further, it should be recognized that even if eligible citizens seek to
marry, entering and remaining in this institution will be beyond the control
of many. For example, one partner may simply decide that he or she no
longer loves the other partner and leave, with no fault on the part of the
other partner. The state’s investing its resources only in marriage means
that this wider group of citizens, many through no fault of their own, will
be ineligible for these beneªts.
What’s more, those citizens left out of the institution of marriage will
likely be those who most need state subsidies. Because of economies of
scale, adults in live-in relationships generally have an easier time ªnancially
than those who live alone.73 Distributing resources to adults in relationships therefore is generally a regressive measure based on need. Further,
insofar as two-parent families have particular advantages that make them
more conducive to rearing healthy, stable children than single-parent families, distributing privileges to dual-parent families is also regressive based
on need.74 As Judith Stacey argues, “The more eggs and raiments our society
71 See McClain, supra note 23, at 117, 129 (“But quality of family of life is important: just as healthy marriage may promote adult and child well-being, unhealthy marriage
(for example, high-conºict marriage) may hinder it.”).
72 See Fineman, supra note 15, at 67, 110–12.
73 See Ann Crittenden, The Price of Motherhood: Why the Most Important
Job in the World is Still the Least Valued 150 (2001) (demonstrating that “two households are much more expensive than one”: “In one study researchers found that after divorce a family will need about one-third more income in order to maintain its previous
standard of living. According to another researcher, if a family’s total income stays the
same, ‘the couple can expect a drop in standard of living between 21 and 26%, depending
on the number of children and how they are divided between the parents.’”).
74 Distributing resources generally to families with children, however, accords with
distributing based on need. As Elizabeth Warren and Amelia Warren Tyagi demonstrate, “having a child is now the single best predictor that a woman will end up in ªnancial collapse.”
Elizabeth Warren & Amelia Warren Tyagi, The Two-Income Trap: Why MiddleClass Mothers and Fathers are Going Broke 6 (2003) (emphasis omitted). In their
words, “married couples with children are more than twice as likely to ªle for bankruptcy
as their childless counterparts.” Id. They are also 75% more likely to be late in paying their
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chooses to place in the family baskets of the married, the hungrier and shabbier will be the lives of the vast numbers of adults and dependents who,
whether by fate, misfortune, or volition, will remain outside the gates.”75
The principle that societal resources should be distributed based on need,
although not always followed, is certainly well enough grounded in liberal
democracies that it should be undercut only for good reason.
Finally, the Council’s proposal risks impeding marriage’s movement
toward sex equality. At common law, marriage was an institution premised
on the hierarchical ordering of husband and wife,76 in which different rights
and responsibilities were assigned to husbands and wives based on gender.
Since the 1970s, and the recognition by the Supreme Court that the United
States Constitution protects against sex discrimination,77 marriage has
gradually been stripped of this explicit hierarchical legal ordering, as well as
of its gender-based legal duties.78 The Council’s insistence on retaining
marriage’s gender-based entry requirements and its determined attention
to the difference between genders maintains the underpinnings of marriage’s
gender-dependent origins.79 Indeed, the Council’s description of the political
and natural order as containing a gap between women and men that must
be bridged echoes this same outmoded logic of gender classiªcation.80

credit card bills than a family with no children and far more likely to face foreclosure on
their homes. Id. at 6–7.
75 Stacey, supra note 14, at 344. Stacey adds: “In my view, this is an unacceptably steep
and undemocratic social price for whatever marginal increases in marital stability might be
achieved for those admitted to the charmed circle.” Id.
76 William Blackstone, who wrote a treatise on the laws of England that was widely considered authoritative in the United States, described the institution of marriage at common
law in the following way: “By marriage,” he wrote,
the husband and wife are one person in law: that is, the very being or legal existence of the woman is suspended during the marriage, or at least is incorporated
and consolidated into that of the husband: under whose wing, protection, and cover,
she performs every thing . . . . Upon this principle, of an union of person in husband and wife, depend almost all the legal rights, duties, and disabilities, that either
of them acquire by the marriage.
William Blackstone, 1 Commentaries 430 (1825); see also Bradwell v. Illinois, 83 U.S.
130, 141 (1873) (Bradley, J., concurring) (“So ªrmly ªxed was this sentiment in the founders
of the common law that it became a maxim of that system of jurisprudence that a woman
had no legal existence separate from her husband, who was regarded as her head and representative in the social state . . . .”).
77 See Reed v. Reed, 404 U.S. 71 (1971).
78 See, e.g., Stanton v. Stanton, 421 U.S. 7, 10, 14–15 (1975) (rejecting the “notion”
that “generally it is the man’s primary responsibility to provide a home and its essentials”
and noting that “[n]o longer is the female destined solely for the home and the rearing of
the family, and only the male for the marketplace and the world of ideas”) (citation omitted).
79 Cf. Scott, supra note 11, at 237–38 (arguing that allowing same-sex couples to marry
“would clarify that marriage enjoys a special legal status because of its tangible and intangible social beneªts and not because of its moral superiority as a family form that preserves traditional gender roles”).
80 See, e.g., Council on Family Law, supra note 12, at 12–13 (“Marriage, like the
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Likewise, the Council’s argument that marriage should be limited to
heterosexuals to protect women on account of the vulnerability they experience from childrearing and childbearing must be taken with signiªcant caution.81 The Supreme Court has repeatedly pointed out that reliance on gender
classiªcations “carr[ies] the inherent risk of reinforcing stereotypes about
the ‘proper place’ of women and their need for special protection.”82 For
this reason, it has counseled that where the state’s “ameliorative purposes
are as well served by a gender-neutral classiªcation as one that gender
classiªes and therefore carries with it the baggage of sexual stereotypes,
the State cannot be permitted to classify on the basis of sex.”83 In the case
of marriage, women’s interest in equality would be better served by an institution that protects those who enter it in a sex-neutral way, detached from
notions that women are in need of special protection. In addition, to the
extent that homosexual relationships do not replicate these same patterns
of vulnerability,84 the state’s interest in sex equality supports including and
encouraging same-sex relationships rather than denying them recognition
and rights.
In sum, each of these positions—Martha Fineman’s, Michael Warner’s,
William Galston’s, and the Council on Family Law’s—focuses on important
goods and principles that a vigorous liberal democratic polity should seek to
draw upon. Yet none of them steps back enough to pay adequate attention
to the range of important goods and principles at stake. Considering this
broader range of goods and principles together yields a more complicated—
but ultimately a more satisfying—picture of what the state’s role should
be with respect to adults’ relationships.
II. The “Supportive State” and Relationships Between Adults
What stance would the state take on relationships between adults if it
considered the broader range of important goods and principles implicated
in intimate adult relationships? These goods include not only principles
of freedom and equal regard, but also furthering caretaking and human
development for children and adults, equal opportunity for all citizens, sex
equality, and civic fellowship. This Part sets forth an approach that takes

economy, is one of the basic institutions of civic society. It provides an evolving form of
life that helps men and women negotiate the sex divide, forge an intimate community of
life, and provide a stable social setting for their children.”); id. at 40 (“Marriage is the
complex cultural site for opposite-sex bonding.”); id. at 41 (“[Marriage] sustains a complex
form of social interdependency between men and women.”).
81 See id. at 12.
82 Orr v. Orr, 440 U.S. 268, 283 (1979); see also Frontiero v. Richardson, 411 U.S.
677, 685–87 (1973) (condemning state’s reliance on outmoded or overbroad stereotypes).
83 Orr, 440 U.S. at 283.
84 See Linda C. McClain, The Liberal Future of Relational Feminism: Robin West’s
Caring for Justice, 24 Law & Soc. Inquiry 477, 510 (1999) (citing studies showing that lesbian couples generally do not organize their relationship on a provider-homemaker model).
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into account this array of important principles and interests, seeking to
give each due weight, as well as to ameliorate the tension among them.85
To begin sorting out these matters, let me point out that there are actually two separate but related issues that must be considered with respect to
the state’s approach to relationships. The ªrst issue is whether the state
should recognize relationships between adults for the purpose of assigning
rights and responsibilities between these adults. The second is whether the
state should privilege relationships between adults, in the sense that those
who participate in these relationships should receive either beneªts from
or rights against the state or third parties. I argue that both of these issues
should be answered in the afªrmative, although the ªrst issue is an easier
one to answer than the second.
A. State Recognition of Adult-Adult Relationships
When it comes to whether the state should recognize relationships
between adults for the purpose of assigning rights and responsibilities between them, the answer seems to me to be clearly “yes.” The interdependent
nature of intimate relationships between adults, particularly when they are
long-term, can create large economic inequities and imbalances of power
in the absence of regulation. These issues are best addressed through laws
that, at a minimum, establish a fair default position between the parties to
the relationship.
For example, in couples who have children, one member often assumes
more household and childrearing responsibilities—generally, the woman—
while the other member assumes the role of primary breadwinner—
traditionally, the man. In the absence of laws regulating intimate relationships, under rules governing property in the majority of states, the breadwinner is legally entitled to his or her own earnings.86 This leaves the primary caretaker, who has generally received fewer earnings than the breadwinner or no earnings (depending on whether she also worked outside of the
home), signiªcantly disadvantaged by her contribution to the family. Because she has invested her human capital in the home rather than the labor market, and the skills she develops are not easily transferable outside of
that realm, she will also be less well positioned to rejoin the labor market
compared to her partner, who will have invested his human capital in advancing his career and improving his salary.87 In the face of these inequi85 In her recently published book The Place of Families, Linda McClain offers a thoughtful account of how the state should regulate families in order to foster their and their members’ capacity, equality, and responsibility. See McClain, supra note 23. In doing so, she,
too, argues that liberalism must recognize the multiple goods at stake in the relationship
between families and the state.
86 See generally Leslie J. Harris, Lee E. Teitelbaum & June Carbone, Family Law
35–39 (3d ed. 2005) (describing common law system of property ownership).
87 See generally Paula England & George Farkas, Households, Employment,
and Gender: A Social, Economic and Demographic View 44–45, 55–56 (1986) (set-
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ties, a state’s failure to establish such laws, as Mary Shanley recognizes,
would abandon the state’s interest in securing justice and equality in these
relationships.88 In this way, the state’s failing to act could encourage those in
relationships to turn away from caretaking that supports their family’s
welfare in order to look out for themselves ªnancially.
Martha Fineman argues that considerations of justice and equality dictate the opposite conclusion—state disengagement.89 She asserts that the
state’s withdrawal from regulating adult-adult relationships “would mean
that we are taking gender equality seriously.”90 According to Fineman:
If people want their relationships to have consequences, they
should bargain for them, and this is as true with sexual afªliates
as with others who interact in complex, ongoing interrelationships, such as employers and employees. This would mean that
sexual afªliates (formerly labeled husband and wife) would be
regulated by the terms of their individualized agreements, with no
special rules governing fairness and no unique review or monitoring of the negotiation process.91
Fineman glosses over serious difªculties, however, in suggesting that a
contractual regime will result in fair and equal agreements between parties in relationships. First, she fails to take into account the ways in which
those entering into a relationship based on affective ties may not be looking solely after their own interests rather than the other person’s (and the
state may not want to encourage them to be solely self-regarding). As a result, a “sexual afªliate” may agree to an unfair contract. Furthermore, the
courses of lives and relationships are often so difªcult to predict that contracts entered into ex ante may not fairly and justly resolve what occurs
ex post. In addition, in a regime of contract, those in a weaker bargaining
position—traditionally women—will be less able to negotiate favorable
terms for themselves, which can lead to further inequality both in the course
of the relationship and also if and when it ends. For these reasons, the
state’s establishment of a fair default position—for example, requiring that
earnings by either partner during the relationship be owned jointly by the
partners—is a better alternative than requiring that partners bargain individually.
Moreover, in a regime governed exclusively by contract, even those
who negotiate unfavorable contracts may be more fortunate than those
who negotiate no contracts. For some, the failure to enter into a contract
will be because they cannot afford a lawyer; for others, this will be because
ting out the “human capital” theory of relationships).
88 See Shanley, supra note 27, at 16.
89 See Fineman, supra note 15, at 134.
90 Id.
91 Id.
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the motivation to express one’s love publicly, which many would say is their
motivation to enter marriage,92 would not similarly impel them to enter into
a contract to protect themselves against their partner. If and when these
relationships end, the partners would have no contractual claims against
one another, again to the detriment of primary caretakers, since they would
have no claim to income earned by their partners through the joint efforts
of the family.93 A regime in which the state recognizes relationships among
adults for the purpose of apportioning rights and obligations fairly among
them therefore furthers the ends of fairness and justice.
Of course, the state could assign such rights and obligations without
providing couples with a route to formalize these relationships. For example,
the state could assign rights and responsibilities based on the functional
characteristics of the relationship without considering whether the relationship was ever formalized. The American Law Institute’s Principles of the
Law of Family Dissolution proposes that such a scheme should apply to unmarried cohabitants; 94 in a regime in which civil marriage and other formalized commitments between adults were eliminated, a similar scheme could
be applied to all couples. Under such an approach, what would matter in
assigning such rights would be the couple’s functional characteristics—
how long they lived together, whether they had children together, etc.—
rather than whether they had formalized their relationship. For example,
progressively more property sharing might be required of couples who lived
together for longer periods of time or who had children together, regardless
of whether the couple had made a formal commitment to stay together.
In my view, however, eliminating a civil route for formalizing relationships would be a mistake for two reasons. First, in entering into a marriage, participants indicate their assent to a speciªc formal status that comes
with a set of enforceable legal rights and responsibilities. This formalization therefore helps to identify the intent of its members and their own
understandings with respect to the intended primacy and permanency of the
92 See Goodridge v. Dep’t of Pub. Health, 798 N.E.2d 941, 954–55 (Mass. 2003) (“Civil
marriage is at once a deeply personal commitment to another human being and a highly
public celebration of the ideals of mutuality, companionship, intimacy, ªdelity, and family.
‘It is an association that promotes a way of life, not causes; a harmony in living, not political faiths; a bilateral loyalty, not commercial or social projects.’” (quoting Griswold v. Connecticut, 381 U.S. 479, 486 (1965))).
93 It might be argued, however, that although some individuals who enter into conjugal
relationships may fare worse in the event of a break-up if civil marriage were eliminated,
many other individuals would fare better because, in the absence of such recognition from
the state, they would cease to enter into conjugal relationships. And certainly Fineman and
other commentators have suggested that women as a group would fare better if they avoided
entering into marriage or marriage-like relationships with men. See Fineman, supra note
15, at 135. Whether or not this is the case, my strong hunch is that ending civil recognition
will have little effect on the numbers of people who enter into conjugal relationships—they
will simply do so without the imprimatur of the state, or its protections.
94 See Am. Law Inst., supra note 13, §§ 6.01, 6.03–6.06 (providing that unmarried cohabitants who share a residence and life together for a signiªcant period of time be subject
to property division and spousal support, in the absence of an agreement to the contrary).
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relationship. And surely such understandings should be relevant in determining the default rules that apply to that particular relationship.95 For example, a commitment to a permanent relationship should be pertinent to the
state’s determination of how long income should be redistributed between
parties who have separated.
Second, the state’s making available a route through which citizens
can formally commit to the permanency and depth of their relationship
serves the state’s interest in increasing the stability of familial caretaking
relationships.96 As Elizabeth Scott thoughtfully explains:
[M]arriage is an institution that has a clear social meaning and is
regulated by a complex set of social norms that promote cooperation between spouses—norms such as ªdelity, loyalty, trust,
reciprocity, and sharing. These norms express the unique importance of the marriage relationship. They are embodied in wellunderstood community expectations about appropriate marital
behavior that are internalized by individuals entering marriage
....
The social norms and conventions surrounding marriage inºuence
spousal behavior in a variety of ways that reinforce the stability
of the relationship. For example, the wedding ceremony and accompanying traditions can be understood as a public announcement of an important change in status. The ceremony usually includes the couple’s exchange of vows and declaration of commitment before friends and family. Symbolically at least, this
represents an expression of each spouse’s willingness to be held
accountable for the faithful performance of marital duties, not only
by the other spouse, but also by the broader community. Marital
status also signals to the community that spouses are not available
for other intimate relationships, and thus discourages outsiders
interested in intimacy from approaching married persons . . . .
The formality of marital status, together with the requirement of
legal action for both entry into marriage and divorce, clariªes the
meaning of the commitment that couples are making and underscores its seriousness . . . . The package of substantive legal ob-

95

See Scott, supra note 11, at 229.
The Law Commission of Canada’s important report, Beyond Conjugality, argues that
there are a broad range of relationships that could beneªt from the stability and certainty
provided by state formalization of their relationships. Law Comm’n of Canada, Beyond
Conjugality (2001), available at http://www.lcc.gc.ca/about/conjugality_toc-en.asp. It argues that the government should “provide an orderly framework in which people can express their commitment to each other and voluntarily assume a range of legal rights and
obligations.” Id. at 113.
96
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ligations that goes with the formal status of marriage serves independently to promote stability in the relationship.97
Providing a route for adults to formalize their commitments therefore increases the likelihood that they will provide one another the care that each
needs, establish a stable relationship in the event of children, and try hard
during tough times to weather difªculties with their partners.98
B. State Privileging of (Some) Adult-Adult Relationships
I have argued that the supportive state should recognize relationships
between adults and impose, at the least, default rights and responsibilities
among participants in such relationships for the purpose of seeking to ensure
equality and fairness, as well as to foster caretaking while preserving
gender equality. The issue of whether the supportive state should seek to
privilege such relationships is a much tougher issue for a liberal democracy. In my view, the answer should be “yes” because of the goods that these
relationships further. These privileges, however, must be limited in particular
ways since they stand in tension with other important liberal goods and
values, such as principles of liberty and equal regard.99 Part of the challenge
of a more robust liberalism that recognizes a richer diversity of goods is
to seek a course of action that ameliorates the tensions among these varied goods to the extent that is possible. In what follows, I set out four principles for the supportive state’s treatment of adults’ relationships that,
together, seek to accomplish this purpose.
1. Freedom To Enter into Consensual Relationships
First, liberalism’s great respect for individuals forming and carrying
out their own life plans requires that the state allow individuals the freedom to engage, or not engage, in consensual relationships with others. The
right to determine one’s own personal relationships free from interference by
the state is central to liberalism’s respect for individual self-determination.100 John Stuart Mill’s counsel that society beneªts from allowing dif97

Scott, supra note 11, at 241–43.
See Bruce C. Hafen, The Constitutional Status of Marriage, Kinship, and Sexual
Privacy—Balancing the Individual and Social Interests, 81 Mich. L. Rev. 463, 476–84
(1983).
99 Elizabeth Scott reaches a similar conclusion, arguing that granting limited privileges
to formal marriage serves a legitimate means to encourage couples to formalize their relationships, and therefore serves the state’s ends of stabilizing caretaking. Scott, supra note
11, at 252–53. She argues that “[t]he level of privilege should be sufªcient to encourage
couples to formalize their unions, but not so excessive that the social cost of maintaining a
special status exceeds the beneªts.” Id. at 253.
100 This respect is embodied in both the Constitution and constitutional jurisprudence.
See, e.g., Lawrence v. Texas, 539 U.S. 558, 562 (2003) (“In our tradition the State is not
omnipresent in the home. And there are other spheres of our lives and existence, outside
98
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ferent “experiments of living” to ºourish also supports the state’s interest
in ensuring such freedom.101 Under this principle, for example, a citizen
whose vision of the good life is to have sexual relationships with as many
other citizens as possible should be able to fulªll that vision without interference by the state (barring issues such as public health concerns), regardless of whether the majority’s own private views of morality condemn such
action. This would prohibit state criminal statutes still on the books in several states that outlaw fornication and cohabitation outside of marriage.102
2. Encouragement of (a Broad Range of) Long-Term
Caretaking Relationships
Second, although the liberal state must tolerate all consensual relationships, it need not give all such relationships a level playing ªeld. It is
true, as Michael Warner argues, that the liberal democratic state should not
favor some relationships over others based on citizens’ private notions of
morality.103 It can and should, however, seek to support relationships that
further important public goods in which the liberal state has a legitimate
interest. Among the most important of these is caretaking. Without minimizing the violence and other harm that sometimes occurs in relationships
between adults, or ignoring the sex inequality that has marked heterosexual relationships, the crux of the matter is that dependency is an inevitable fact of life for adults as well as children, and a liberal state must contend
with that fact. Because of its interest in the health, well-being, and dignity of its citizens, the liberal state has a vital interest in the success of
relationships that foster caretaking, and should provide these relationships with the institutional support that will help them ºourish.
Given that a primary reason for the state to privilege adult intimate
relationships is caretaking, the state has an interest in supporting a considerably broader range of relationships than the heterosexual couples who
now choose to formally marry. The state has an interest in supporting, for
the home, where the State should not be a dominant presence. Freedom extends beyond
spatial bounds. Liberty presumes an autonomy of self that includes freedom of thought,
belief, expression, and certain intimate conduct.”); id. at 567 (“This, as a general rule, should
counsel against attempts by the State, or a court, to deªne the meaning of the relationship
or to set its boundaries absent injury to a person or abuse of an institution the law protects.
It sufªces for us to acknowledge that adults may choose to enter upon this relationship in
the conªnes of their homes and their own private lives and still retain their dignity as free
persons. When sexuality ªnds overt expression in intimate conduct with another person,
the conduct can be but one element in a personal bond that is more enduring. The liberty
protected by the Constitution allows homosexual persons the right to make this choice.”).
101 See Mill, supra note 67, at 122, 144.
102 There are currently seven states that have such laws: Florida, Michigan, Mississippi,
North Carolina, North Dakota, Virginia, and West Virginia. Fla. Stat. § 798.02 (2006);
Mich. Comp. Laws § 750.335 (2006); Miss. Code Ann. § 97-29-1 (2006); N.C. Gen.
Stat. § 14-184 (2006); N.D. Cent. Code § 12.1-20-10 (2006); Va. Code Ann. § 18.2-345
(2006); W. Va. Code § 61-8-4 (2006).
103 Warner, supra note 15, at 112.
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example, relationships of nonmonogamous couples, or, at the opposite end
of the spectrum, those whose relationships are not sexual, insofar as these
relationships foster caretaking. By the same token, the state also has an
interest in supporting caretaking in family groupings that involve more than
two adults.104 Thus, the state has valid reasons to support all of the following
horizontal relationships involving caretaking: two elderly sisters who live
together and take care of one another, a nonmonogamous homosexual couple, a commune of ªve adults who live together with their children, and a
heterosexual married couple.
3. Limits on the Privileges Available to Long-Term
Caretaking Relationships
Third, promoting the health and stability of relationships among adults
is only one goal that a ºourishing liberal democracy should pursue, and
only one of many principles that should affect the state’s decision making. State distribution of privileges in favor of these relationships therefore has to be weighed against alternative principles of distribution, including distribution based on need. As I pointed out before, considerations of
need will often conºict with distributing privileges to adults in long-term
relationships. Further, the recognition of the limits on the state’s and individuals’ abilities to ensure the existence and stability of relationships must
also be factored into the state’s family policy.
These considerations should cause the state to limit the privileges that
support these relationships in two speciªc ways. First, the state’s seeking
to aid caretaking relationships between adults cannot undercut the state’s
responsibility to ensure that all its citizens have the means and opportunity
to pursue digniªed lives. This means, at a minimum, as Martha Fineman
argues, that a just society should seek to deliver basic social goods such as
health care to everyone in society, regardless of family membership.105 Insofar as the state distributes these goods based on marital status, it neglects
its most basic responsibilities.
Second, the state should limit privileges for relationships to those tied
to the speciªc public good in which the state has a legitimate interest—
for example, caretaking or sex equality.106 Singling out families for more
104 There may be administrative rather than theoretical reasons to limit the number of
persons that the state should recognize. There is, however, no reason that two persons should
necessarily be the limit.
105 See Fineman, supra note 15, at 284–85.
106 The Law Commission of Canada’s groundbreaking report, Beyond Conjugality, sets
out a different set of principles that seek to limit the extent to which law distributes rights
and privileges based on relationship status, in order to further equality among all citizens,
whether or not they are involved in particular kinds of relationships. See supra note 96.
The Commission suggests that laws that use relational categories to accomplish their objectives be subjected to a four-question interrogation:

First question: Are the objectives of the law legitimate?
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generalized favorable treatment—while it might still further the goal of
encouraging and supporting families—stands in tension with principles of
fairness and equal regard among all citizens, both those within and those
not in such families, particularly insofar as it redistributes economic resources to those who are, on average, better off. Under my proposed principle, the state could allow caretaking leaves from work or special immigration privileges for the partners of citizens, but not general tax breaks
for those in caretaking relationships that are unrelated to the extra expenses incurred in caretaking. Thus the state would have little justiªcation
for funnelling general economic support to those in adult-adult relationships, given that these adults, on average, do better ªnancially due to the
economies of scale of living together. In contrast, economic redistribution to
caretaker-dependent relationships could be better justiªed by the consideration of the cost to caretakers of caring for dependents, including the
interruption from working continuously in the paid workforce.
One important way in which the state can legitimately foster relationships among adults that conform to this principle is by, as I suggested
earlier, providing a civil route through which adults can formalize their
commitment to others. As Elizabeth Scott notes, formal commitments
increase the likelihood that a relationship will last.107 They also serve as
an expressive vehicle for the state to announce its support for stable caretaking relationships without redistributing tangible privileges in favor of
such relationships and, hence, away from those who might need them
more. The state’s endorsement of such formal commitments is still not, of
course, without cost to those who do not enter them: to the extent that the
state endorses such commitments, those who do not enter into them may
feel a lack of societal respect, or even societal disapprobation. However,
given the importance of caretaking relationships, the stability that such
formalization contributes to these relationships in my view outweighs the
costs of this potential stigmatization.

If not, should the law be repealed or fundamentally revised?
Second question: Do relationships matter?
If the law’s objectives are sound, are the relationships included in the law important or relevant to the law’s objectives?
Third question: If relationships matter, can individuals be permitted to designate
the relevant relationships themselves?
Could the law allow individuals to choose which of their close personal relationships they want to be subject to the particular law?
Fourth question: If relationships matter, and self-designation is not feasible or appropriate, is there a better way to include relationships?
Id. at xii–xiii.
107 See Scott, supra note 11, at 244–45.
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4. Guarding Against Injury to Other Important Goods
Fourth, in privileging caretaking relationships between adults, the state
must also seek to remedy the negative consequences to public goods associated with these relationships. Three of these possible consequences bear
particular attention: (1) increased sex inequality; (2) increased inequality
of wealth and opportunity; and (3) disengagement from civic life. I discuss
each in turn.
a. Sex Inequality
Any proposals that the state should promote intimate caretaking relationships must deal with the fact that heterosexual relationships, as well
as the institution of marriage, have been deeply intertwined with women’s
continued gender inequality. Leaving current political realities aside, the
state might, of course, deal with this troubling association by privileging
only those long-term caretaking relationships that do not involve heterosexual relationships, such as homosexual relationships or platonic relationships. Alternatively, and far more palatable politically, the state could privilege heterosexual relationships along with other relationships, at the same
time that it seeks to increase the equality within these relationships.
One way to pursue this latter goal would be for the state to adopt policies that encourage the shared caretaking of children within families, as
much gender inequality is associated with women assuming the greater portion of childrearing responsibilities.108 To accomplish this goal, the state
could adopt models of public support for caretaking that encourage men
to take an equal role. For example, requiring that employers adopt family
leave and ºex-time policies that can be taken by parents sharing childcare between them, rather than policies that are limited to full-time caregivers, would encourage shared caretaking. Public schools, too, could play a
role in this endeavor, teaching children that both fathers and mothers can
have equal roles in nurturing their children, and helping them to understand the importance of these caretaking tasks. In Anita Shreve’s words, “the
old home-economics courses that used to teach girls how to cook and sew
might give way to the new home economics: teaching girls and boys how
to combine work and parenting.”109
b. Inequality of Wealth and Opportunity
Second, with respect to inequality of opportunity, the state’s encouragement of tighter family ties runs the risk that wealth will be more tightly
108 See Katharine T. Bartlett, Brigitte M. Bodenheimer Memorial Lecture On The Family: Saving the Family from the Reformers, 31 U.C. Davis L. Rev. 809, 844–45 (1998).
109 Susan Moller Okin, Justice, Gender and the Family 177 (1989) (quoting Anita
Shreve, Remaking Motherhood 237 (1987)).
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held within particular families’ hands, therefore increasing disparities of
wealth and consequently, opportunities across families.110 What this threat to
equality calls for, however, is not state efforts to loosen family ties, but
rather efforts to lessen the disparities of wealth and opportunity that may
result from these ties through mechanisms such as taxation. The state’s
goal should be to reduce, although probably not eliminate, disparities in
wealth passed on between generations. As Michael Walzer argues, there are
signiªcant reasons to allow family members to express their love through
bequests to family members, as well as signiªcant reasons to tax these bequests for reasons of equality and funding legitimate state expenditures.111
Walzer concludes, rightly in my view, that the state should moderate between these goals by giving some weight to both when determining the
extent of taxation of such gifts.112 The state, in turn, should use these taxes
and other means to ensure that all citizens have the ªnancial means and
education to achieve (at the very least) some basic equality of opportunity,
even when their families cannot provide this without aid.
c. Families as a Respite, Not an Island
Finally, the state should also seek to encourage families to serve as a
source of support, but not be islands unto themselves. The social circles
of adult Americans have narrowed dramatically in the past decades. Increasingly, adults are turning toward their families and away from developing the close ties with friends and broader social networks in neighbor113
hoods and communities that a healthy liberal democracy requires.
110 In fact, Frederick Engels argued that the monogamous family structure originated
speciªcally to keep private property in genetic family lines. See Frederick Engels, The
Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State 128 (Eleanor Burke Leacock
ed., Int’l Publishers Co. 1972) (1884).
111 See Michael Walzer, Spheres of Justice 127–28 (1983) (“[I]mproper power
must be controlled if the integrity of the political sphere is to be upheld. . . . [T]he chief
purpose of limiting bequest and inheritance, as of every other form of redistribution, is to
secure the boundaries of the different spheres . . . . But surely the gift is one of the ªner expressions of ownership as we know it. And so long as they act within their sphere, we have
every reason to respect those men and women who give their money away to persons they
love or to causes to which they are committed, even if they make distributive outcomes
unpredictable and uneven.”).
112 Id.
113 A study by sociologists at Duke University and the University of Arizona, comparing data from 1985 and 2004, found that the mean number of people with whom Americans can discuss matters important to them dropped by nearly one-third, from 2.94 people
in 1985 to 2.08 in 2004. Miller McPherson, Lynn Smith-Lovin & Matthew E. Brashears,
Social Isolation in America: Changes in Core Discussion Networks Over Two Decades, 71
Am. Soc. Rev. 353, 353 (2006). In the same time period, the percentage of people who talk
to at least one person outside of their family about important matters decreased from about
80% to about 57%, while the number of people who depend totally on their spouse has
increased from about 5% to about 9%. Id. at 359. The study shows that citizens have
turned away from close ties formed in neighborhood or community contexts and toward
relationships with close kin, especially spouses. Id. at 358, 371. The studies’ authors suggest that this narrowing of interpersonal relationships poses risks for the health of the pol-
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Some substantial part of this change appears to be fueled by the in114
creasing time bind in which American families ªnd themselves. Moth115
ers’ increased labor force participation, combined with the increasingly
116
117
long hours that all employees work, as well as longer commutes, place
American families in a far greater time crunch than their European coun118
terparts. The inºux of women into the workforce in the last four decades means that families have added ten to twenty-nine hours working out119
side the home per week. However, recent time analysis studies suggest
that adults in families still spend roughly the same number of hours each
120
week caring for children as they did forty years ago. This leaves parents
ity given the links, emphasized by scholars such as Robert Putnam, between interpersonal
ties, membership in voluntary associations, civic participation, and levels of trust among
citizens. Id. at 354, 366; see Robert Putnam, Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community (2000).
114 See McPherson, Smith-Lovin & Brashears, supra note 113, at 373.
115 Between 1960 and 2000, employment of married mothers nearly tripled overall,
with the employment rates for mothers with children under six increasing the most rapidly.
Janet C. Gornick & Marcia K. Meyers, Families That Work: Policies for Reconciling Parenthood and Employment 27–28 (2003). All told, women’s participation in
the labor market rose from 28% in 1940 to 60% in 2000. Id. at 27.
116 In 2002, men worked forty-nine paid and unpaid hours per week at all jobs, an average of two more hours than men worked in 1977. Families and Work Institute, Generation & Gender in the Workplace 27 (2002), http://familiesandwork.org/eproducts/
genandgender.pdf. Women’s increase in work has been even greater. Id. Women now work
an average of 43.5 paid and unpaid hours per week at all jobs, compared with thirty-nine
hours in 1977. Id. Americans report the longest annual work hours of any in the industrialized world, 1966, compared to Sweden (1552), France (1656), Germany (1560), and the
United Kingdom (1731). Gornick & Meyers, supra note 115, at 59.
117 According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, United States workers spend an average of 3.7 hours per week commuting to and from the job. Gornick & Meyers, supra note
115, at 322 n.8.
118 Janet Gornick and Marcia Meyers report that American parents in two-earner families together spend an average of eighty hours a week at their jobs, compared to seventyone hours for dual-earner couples in the United Kingdom, and sixty-nine hours per week in
Sweden. Gornick & Meyers, supra note 115, at 60. They also ªnd remarkable the high
percentages of American couples with children working very long hours: “Nearly twothirds of American dual-earner couples with children report joint workweeks of eighty
hours or more.” Id. at 60–61. They note that except for in Canada, no more than one-third
of couples in their eleven comparison countries spent this much time in the workplace. Id.
at 61.
119 Jerry A. Jacobs & Kathleen Gerson, Overworked Individuals or Overworked Families?, 28 Work & Occupations 40 (2001); Michael Hout & Caroline Hanley, The Overworked American Family: Trends and Nontrends in Working Hours, 1968–2001 11–12
(June 2002) (unpublished manuscript, on ªle with The Harvard Journal of Law and Gender),
available at http://ucdata.berkeley.edu/rsfcensus/papers/Working_Hours_HoutHanley.pdf.
120 A recent study of parents’ weekly hours reached the unexpected conclusion that since
1965, when 60% of all children lived in families with a breadwinner father and a stay-athome mother, compared with 30% of all children today, the hours that married and single
parents spend teaching, playing, and caring for children actually has risen. Robert Pear, Married and Single Parents Spending More Time With Children, Study Finds, N.Y. Times, Oct.
17, 2006, at A12. For married mothers, the time spent on childcare activities increased to an
average of 12.9 hours a week in 2000, from 10.6 hours in 1965. Id. For married fathers,
that time more than doubled, to 6.5 hours a week, from 2.6 hours. Id. Single mothers, too,
reported an increase in childcare hours—11.8 hours a week on child care, up from 7.5
hours in 1965. Id.
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far less time for socializing with other adults and for community activi121
ties than they once had. This time crunch is particularly evident among
the highly educated middle class, which is the group that most contrib122
utes to voluntary community associations.
To foster the strong ties that a healthy polity requires, the state should
seek to support the caretaking relationships associated with families at
the same time that it also seeks to ensure strong bonds between citizens
and communities. Some part of this goal could be accomplished through
measures that are both family and community friendly, in the form of policies that support reducing workers’ long work hours and commuting time.
These include regulations to shorten the workweek for all workers, measures to ensure that part-time workers receive wage and beneªt parity (including health insurance) with full-time workers, minimum mandatory
vacation time, more generous—and paid—family leave, and affordable
123
high-quality childcare. It also includes public transportation and zoning
policies that discourage urban sprawl and its attending long commute times.
At the same time, the state should seek to foster at least some deprivatization of the nuclear family form, as it has taken shape in the United
States. The pattern of childrearing in which parents have sole responsibility for childcare inside a private home isolates children and caretaking
parents from the larger community. In privileging caretaking relationships,
the state should seek to construct institutional arrangements that incorporate parents and dependents into the life of the community and share caretaking responsibilities within the community. Tax subsidies for co-housing
developments, in which some cooking and childcare are performed cooperatively, and supports for childcare cooperatives, are two measures by
which the state can pursue this end.
III. Difªcult Issues in Regulating Intimate Adult Relationships
I have argued that the state should both recognize and encourage intimate relationships among adults that foster caretaking. In this last section, I consider two difªcult issues that the state must confront with respect to regulating intimate relationships. The ªrst concerns the form or
forms that the state makes available to formalize intimate relationships.
Speciªcally, should the state make available a single status such as “domestic partnership” for all formalized adult intimate relationships? Or
should the state make available a number of different formalized statuses
for different types of relationships? In the latter case, the state would presumably continue to formalize some relationships as “marriages,” while
121

See McPherson, Smith-Lovin & Brashears, supra note 113, at 373.
Id.
123 These measures and more to ease work-family conºict, as well as discussions of
their increased availability in Europe, are discussed in detail in Janet Gornick and Marcia
Meyer’s excellent book. See Gornick & Meyers, supra note 115.
122
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also formalizing other types of relationships. I then turn to the second issue,
the measures that the state may legitimately use to encourage two (or
more) parent families over single-parent families and formalized relationships over de facto relationships between adults.
A. Domestic Partnership or Marriage?
The most difªcult issue with respect to how the state should treat
adult’s long-term caretaking relationships is not, in my view, whether or
not the state should accord some civil status to these relationships, or
even the issue of whether the state should provide subsidies to caretaking
relationships. As I have said, in my view the answer to each of these questions is “yes,” in large part because of the importance of caretaking to society. The most difªcult issue is whether all such horizontal relationships
should be formalized within a single category, such as “domestic partnership,” or whether relationships should be categorized separately according to
the general type of relationship at issue. In the latter case, the state would
presumably retain a civil status for conjugal relationships such as marriage
(which, out of justice and fairness, as well as for the goods associated with
them, would need to be expanded to same-sex couples), but also recognize other forms of adult-adult relationships, such as domestic partnerships
between friends who cohabitate.
Each of these two courses has signiªcant beneªts and costs. Grouping
all adult-adult relationships into a single legal status has the advantage of
guarding against the possibility that any particular subcategory of relationship, particularly marriage, would be unfairly privileged in the political process as against other horizontal relationships. By the same token,
clustering different types of horizontal relationships together into the same
legal category would send a strong message that marriage occupies no
paramount place in the legal hierarchy, announcing clearly that there are
a number of ways that caretaking relationships can be forged and maintained
in society, all of which should be equally respected.
Yet this approach comes with two signiªcant downsides. First, it would
keep the state from tailoring the particular obligations and beneªts assigned
to that status to the type of caretaking relationship at issue. For example,
when a child is born to or adopted by one of the parties within a conjugal
relationship, it makes sense to accord a presumption of parenthood and
right to adopt to the other partner. There is less reason to accord such a presumption in a non-conjugal caretaking relationship, however. The same is
true for inheritance rights: as a default matter, it makes sense to assign a
presumption that conjugal partners intend their partner to inherit (in the
absence of agreements to the contrary), since most individuals in such rela-
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tionships leave their estates to their partners.124 It may make less sense to
apply this presumption to other types of long-term caretaking relationships.
Second, although moving away from the category of marriage has the
beneªt of eliminating marriage as the privileged category, it has the related
disadvantage that much of the positive cultural resonance associated with
marriage—the notion that the institution is a serious, long-term bond of
commitment based on love between two people who come together and take
one another permanently as family—will also be lost.125 Eliminating marriage may therefore weaken the resolve of those in relationships to work
through rough periods. It could also dissuade those who would otherwise
have married from formalizing their relationships, since the new form of
formalization the state adopts will not have the same cultural resonance that
swearing one’s love through marriage does.126 This could leave many of
those made vulnerable by intimate relationships without legal protection.
The alternative of retaining a conjugal status such as marriage, but
developing other formalized categories of relationships that adults could
choose to enter, has the beneªt of retaining the cultural and legal force
associated with marriage and the accompanying beneªts of stabilizing this
category of relationships through the relevant social and legal norms. This
alternative would also allow the state to tailor a speciªc bundle of rights
to the particular types of relationships at issue. For example, the state could
adopt a formalized legal status for partners (not necessarily limited to
two) who live together but are not involved in a sexual relationship, including adult siblings, for couples who do not live together but are in a
long-term, committed caretaking relationship,127 and more. The downside
of this approach, however, is that it runs the risk that marital relationships
will continue to be perceived as superior to other relationships and disproportionately assigned privileges.
At the level of theory, in my view, there is no clear winner between
these two alternatives—each has its own set of beneªts and costs.128 At the
level of political reality, though, the popular ideology (not to mention the
124 See J. Thomas Oldham, What Does the U.S. System Regarding Inheritance Rights of
Children Reveal about American Families?, 33 Fam. L.Q. 265, 269 (1999) (noting that “if
a parent dies survived by a spouse and children, most decedents leave their whole estate to
the surviving spouse”).
125 See Scott, supra note 11, at 241–45.
126 See id.
127 See Stacey, supra note 14 (making a persuasive case for giving formalized legal
status to those in committed caretaking relationships even when they do not share the same
household); see also Iris Marion Young, Reºections on Families in the Age of Murphy
Brown: On Gender, Justice, and Sexuality, in Revisioning the Political: Feminist Reconstructions of Traditional Concepts in Western Political Theory 251, 258
(Nancy J. Hirschmann & Christine Di Stefano eds., 1996); James Herbie DiFonzo, Unbundling Marriage, 32 Hofstra L. Rev. 31, 65–66 (2003).
128 As a result of the difªculty of this issue, Mary Shanley shifted positions in this debate, ªrst arguing that the state should continue to support civil marriage, and more recently
arguing that the state should discard civil marriage and treat all horizontal relationships as
domestic partnerships. See Shanley, supra note 27, at 111–12.
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$50 billion a year wedding industry)129 is so invested in the value of marriage that eliminating civil marriage is well nigh impossible. As a result,
those (including myself) who seek to topple marriage from its pedestal as
the preferred family form and to increase the equal regard for a broader
category of relationships would likely do better to focus their attention on
decentering marriage by proliferating other categories of status relationships among adults, rather than seeking to eliminate marriage as a civil
status and replacing it with a civil partnership category.130 This strategy of
broadening the categories of relationships that receive legal protections and
support and distributing a subset of the bundle of rights now received by
marriage among these different relationships131 is not only the most pragmatic course to take given existing political realities, but a course that
offers signiªcant promise in furthering the goods that a liberal democracy
needs to ºourish. Disaggregating the privileges awarded based on the ranges
of goods at issue also helps deconstruct the monolithic notion of “The
Family” and the orthodoxy surrounding it. This approach makes clear that
there are many kinds of relationships that contribute many different public goods, and that no one-size-ªts-all family is the ideal.
B. Encouraging Marriage and Two (or More)-Parent Families
I have argued that the state has a legitimate interest in preferring two
(or more)-parent families over single-parent families where children are
involved.132 However, the thorny issue of how the state should seek to encourage multi-parent families merits additional discussion. As I have argued
elsewhere,133 the state has a duty to ensure that children have the caretaking and other resources necessary to support their well-being and develop
their capabilities. This duty exists whether or not the state believes that
parents have made a wise choice about their family form and even if the
state fears that ensuring that today’s children have necessary resources will
send the wrong signals about better and worse family forms and therefore
hurt future children: the duty to support the existing children is paramount.
Based on this rationale, for example, it is illegitimate for the state to withhold welfare beneªts to low-income families based on mothers having
additional children out of wedlock, if doing so would deprive the children in
these families of necessary resources.

129 Dina ElBoghdady, For Love and Money: Amid Economic Sickness, Bridal Industry
Radiates Health, Wash. Post, May 25, 2003, at F1.
130 See Judith Stacey, The New Family Values Crusaders: Dan Quayle’s Revenge, Nation, July 25, 1994, at 119; see also McClain, supra note 23, at 191–219.
131 See Young, supra note 127; see also DiFonzo, supra note 127.
132 See supra note 55 and accompanying text.
133 Eichner, Dependency and the Liberal Polity: On Martha Fineman’s The Autonomy
Myth, supra note 21.
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Above this required threshold of support, however, the state does have
legitimate reasons to adopt measures that encourage multi-parent families. In doing so, however, the state should still seek to harmonize the important liberal goods at stake. In other words, the state’s goal should be to
construct policies that avoid zero-sum situations in which furthering some
goods operates to the detriment of others. Developing such policies will,
however, require careful attention to the ways in which relevant goods may
conºict. By this criterion, the state’s seeking to further two-parent families by awarding them economic resources not awarded to single-parent
families is a peculiarly bad tool to harmonize these goods. Not only would
doing so keep resources from the very families who need them most, it
also risks stigmatizing the very children who are most vulnerable. The
state would do better to seek measures that do not pose such a stark tradeoff
among goods. For example, the state could encourage multi-parent families through job training programs and educational subsidies for youths
who are at risk of becoming parents, since studies show that increasing the
prospects for young adults’ futures makes it signiªcantly less likely that
they will bear children while they are young and single.134 Such programs
do not pit the important interests of current children against the important
interests of future children, and they also have the virtue of increasing
equal opportunity.
The state should deal in a similar manner with proposals to shore up
the institution of marriage (or whatever categories of adult-adult relationships that the state retains). Proponents of marriage have proposed a number
of policies recently to strengthen marriage, including making divorce more
difªcult through returning to fault divorce laws,135 adopting covenant marriage provisions,136 encouraging premarital counseling,137 and even awarding bonuses for marriages where no premarital abortions occurred.138 In
choosing policies to strengthen the health and permanency of horizontal
134 See Marian Wright Edelman, Families in Peril: An Agenda for Social Change
58–60, 88 (1987).
135 See, e.g., Lynn D. Wardle, Divorce Violence and the No-Fault Divorce Culture, 1994
Utah L. Rev. 741 (1994); Barbara Dafoe Whitehead, Dan Quayle Was Right, Atlantic
Monthly, Apr. 1993, at 47, 71 (describing two-tiered system of divorce law for couples
with and without minor children).
136 Three states have adopted such provisions. See Ariz. Rev. Stat. Ann. §§ 25-901 to
-906 (2006); Ark. Code Ann. §§ 9-11-801 to -811 (2006); La. Rev. Stat. Ann. §§ 9:272–
9:276 (2006).
137 See, e.g., Fla. Stat. § 741.0305 (2006) (offering reduced license fees to couples
that participate in premarital counseling); Okla. Stat. tit. 43, § 5.1 (2005) (reduced fees
for premarital counseling); Utah Code Ann. §§ 30-1-30 to -39 (2006) (requiring couples to
participate in premarital counseling before applying for a marital license, with certain exceptions).
138 See, e.g., Marriage Restoration Fund, H.B. 1917, 89th Gen. Assem. (Mo. 1999) (proposing that couples who marry after attaining the age of twenty-one, without having had
any children or (in the woman’s case) any premarital abortions, and having tested negative
for sexually transmitted diseases, be paid $1,000 from a fund, which would be raised by
assessing a $1,000 fee against parties whose actions provided the grounds for a divorce).
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relationships, the state should here, too, seek to avoid policies that require
large tradeoffs among important goods. In this light, tightening up divorce laws through a return to fault divorce, despite furthering the state’s
interest in promoting marriage, severely infringes on citizens’ autonomy
interests.139 The state would therefore do better to adopt proposals such as
pre-marital counseling requirements that would avoid this stark tradeoff
of goods. By the same token, as Linda McClain argues, many marriage promotion policies risk perpetuating sex inequality within marriage.140 Given
that women more often seek divorces than men, as Katharine Bartlett points
out,141 the state could usefully support such relationships by encouraging
men to be better partners through assuming an equal share of housework
and carework.142 Such measures would infringe less on individual’s autonomy than stricter divorce laws and, at the same time, increase sex equality.
In determining the measures that the state should take to further such
relationships, it is important to keep in mind the limits of the state’s institutional competence to deal with the complexities of these relationships.
The state can make it more difªcult for individuals to get out of marriage. It
cannot, however, keep affection and caretaking alive within such relationships.143 As I argued before, recognition of the state’s lack of institutional
capacity in this area, as well as of limits on citizens’ own capacities in
this area, should cause the state to limit beneªts awarded to families out
139 Covenant marriage laws, in which individuals getting married can choose whether
or not heightened standards will apply at divorce, pose less of a conºict among important
goods. See supra note 136. Given the small number of couples who choose to enter into
covenant marriage where it is available, though, as well as the problems with requiring
parties to remain in a marriage that one party wants to exit, the state would be wise to seek
alternative policies. In Louisiana, 2%, in Arizona, 0.25%, and in Arkansas, only 71 out of
approximately 38,000 marrying couples elected covenant marriage. Scott Drewianka, Civil
Unions and Covenant Marriage: The Economics of Reforming Marital Institutions 3
(2003), http://www.uwm.edu/~sdrewian/MEApaper2003.pdf.
140 See McClain, supra note 23, at 131–54.
141 Bartlett cites ªgures from a 1986 study which indicate that women initiate divorce
in sixty-two to sixty-seven percent of cases. Bartlett, supra note 108, at 842 n.135. A more
recent study gives approximately the same result, placing the ªgure at slightly above twothirds. Margaret F. Brinig & Douglas W. Allen, “These Boots Are Made for Walking”: Why
Most Divorce Filers Are Women, 2 Am. L. & Econ. Rev. 126, 127–28 (2000).
142 See Bartlett, supra note 108, at 842. Recent data indicate that married mothers perform an average of 19.4 hours of housework per week, while married fathers perform an
average of 9.7. See Pear, supra note 120.
143 The difªculties associated with the state’s promotion of marriage, for example, were
made eminently clear in President G. W. Bush’s plan to promote marriage for women on
welfare. See generally David S. Broder, Editorial, An Unlikely Marriage Broker, Wash. Post,
Mar. 31, 2002, at B7 (discussing the dispute among conservatives over whether the government should actively promote marriage); Robin Toner & Robert Pear, Bush’s Plan on
Welfare Law Increases Work Requirement, N.Y. Times, Feb. 26, 2002, at A23 (explaining
Bush’s initial introduction of the plan and the response from Democrats). Despite the administration’s $1.5 billion initiative, the administration had no clear plan for how states might
successfully promote marriage once Wade Horn, the top ofªcial at Health and Human Services, withdrew his earlier proposal to award those who married with cash bonuses. See
Barbara Ehrenreich, Op-Ed, Let Them Eat Wedding Cake, N.Y. Times, July 11, 2004, § 4, at
13.
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of concern for individual fairness. It should also cause the state to investigate means to encourage alternative caretaking networks for those who
are not, either through chance or choice, members of intimate relationships,
such as “mothers houses,” where single parents can raise their children
more communally, or the types of informal networks among friends that
helped provide caretaking for men in the gay community stricken with AIDS
in San Francisco at the height of the epidemic.
Conclusion
Determining the stance that the state should take with respect to adult
intimate relationships is so difªcult because these relationships implicate
a number of goods that are central to our liberal democratic ideals and, at
best, jibe uneasily with one another. Each of these goods—liberty, equal
regard for all persons, insuring the caretaking necessary for human dignity and human development, sex and economic equality, civic fellowship—
is too important to the liberal democratic project to be sacriªced wholesale to any of the others. By the same token, none ranks so supreme that it
should be deemed completely to trump the others. What is called for, then,
rather than focusing on a single good or two and ignoring the others, is a
family policy that stitches the relevant goods together into a more nuanced
set of principles that allows each of these goods to be given its due.
This does not mean, of course, that a set of principles can be arrived
at that allows each of these goods unmitigated scope, uncompromised by
the others. As Isaiah Berlin eloquently states, the world is full of situations “in which we are faced with choices between ends equally ultimate,
and claims equally absolute, the realization of some of which must inevitably involve the sacriªce of others.”144 It does mean, however, that there will
be places in which this tension among goods can be ameliorated through
thoughtful policies. It also means that, where these tensions cannot be mitigated, choices among these goods must be made carefully. To do so requires
a clear recognition of the important goods at stake. An approach that fails
to do so, as Indian folklore tells us, would take one part of the elephant for
the whole.
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