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PREFACE TO THE AMERICAN EDITION

When this book was first published in Britain, it was variously described as “anarchist”, “romantic”, “reactionary”, “ludicrous”, “magnificent”, “apocalyptic” and “a joy because it vindicates the natural affections”. On closer inspection, these wildly discordant responses sorted themselves out into three clearly marked—and highly revealing—groups.

The first (and I like to think the largest) group of readers seemed to experience a pleasant shock, or at any rate a tremor, of recognition. The version of the history of the family which I described corresponded to suspicions, intimations, stray pieces of evidence that had come their way in the course of their researches or their daily lives. Material which the conventional wisdom had instructed them to disregard as trivial, marginal or “merely anecdotal” could, it seemed, be collated and arranged to constitute an alternative history of family life, one in which personal affection and private aspiration played a rather larger part and impersonal social forces were not always dominant; a history in which the notorious, supposedly inexorable progress from feudalism to capitalism, and from the extended family to the nuclear family, began to dissolve.

All this was anathema to the second group of readers, who, if not themselves actually marxists, had come to rely rather heavily on the scheme of social history which Marx and Engels had left behind. Some of these critics frothed with rage; others affected a weary superiority. Any attempt to suggest that personal affection (or even, to use the word which must not be spoken, Love) might be an important and continuing factor in human history was to be dismissed as bourgeois sentimentality.

From some Catholics and traditional moralists came a different, indeed, almost opposite criticism. This third group of readers agreed that, yes, the family was a bulwark of independence against the State and a refuge from the storms of history, but it was the Church that had built this refuge, and I was mistaken in lumping the Church in with the other oppressive forces menacing family life. Far from being too cosy, sentimental and conservative in its approach, my book showed a dangerous streak in its refusal to understand the positive social role played by Christianity.

As for its implications for the present and the future state of marriage and the family, the quasi-Marxists accused me of an absurd complacency about the survival of an institution which was bound to crumble away. The traditionalists accused me of complacency too, although of a different type. They shared the belief that the family was crumbling, but they also believed that it could be revived if only the old social cement was remixed and generously applied: divorce made more difficult, abortion forbidden, and so on.

To carry the story up to the present date is simple enough. As the study of social history becomes ever more popular, an increasing body of evidence tends to support the conclusions first given coherent expression by Dr. Peter Laslett and the Cambridge Group for the History of Population and Social Structure.

Many of my themes have since been given securer underpinning in such scholarly works as Keith Wrightson’sEnglish Society 1580-1630, R. B. Outhwaite’sMarriage and Society Martine Ségalen’sLove & Power in the Peasant Family, and the diverse and distinguished writings of Linda Pollock, Richard Smith and, especially, Alan Macfarlane. I certainly would not dare to claim that a new consensus reigns, but it is clear that the old conventional wisdom, once so widely shared by social historians, anthropologists, and literary scholars, has had to be rearranged a little.

As for the here and now, the evidence of the intervening decade only reinforces my tentative conclusions about the enduring appeal of “popular marriage”, that is, fallible marriage in which equality, privacy and independence are sought, with an indifference to risk and a concentration of desire which pays little or no attention to social expectations.

I wish here only to repeat—with a little more emphasis for those who missed it the first time—that freedom is not the same as happiness. The quest for liberty always has a bleak and lonely aspect. This insistence on making and unmaking our own relationships without let or hindrance from society is anything but a soft option. Nor is the project undertaken because it offers a greater assurance of contentment, either for ourselves or for our children, than our forefathers enjoyed.

To claim that, in our part of the world, marriage was never a purely commercial arrangement but always aroused the most intense human emotions is not to claim that those emotions were always pleasant. There never was a golden age in which brutality, neglect and desertion were unheard of. And we have small reason to expect that there ever will be.

The modern insistence on liberty in personal relationships derives from that most modern, most protestant of reasons, the dignity of the individual. It is likely to be reversed only by a wholesale return to the ideals of a collective, tribal society. And anyone who sees such a development shimmering on our present horizon must have a bizarre set of binoculars.

In setting out its alternative version, this book does not claim that this is the way we ought to be. It contents itself with claiming that, in North-West Europe especially but elsewhere too, this is the way we were, are and, most probably, will go on being.

This is a strictly European history. It has hardly a word to say about America. Yet what applies to the British Isles, to Scandinavia and to Germany must apply with still greater force to the United States; for when we come to chart the social world of modernity, we in Europe have to recognise that we may be its sources and its tributaries, but America is the main channel. The traditions of family life which were carried across to the New World were stripped down to their essentials and stand there to this day as plain and unadorned as the furniture in a New England parlour. This book might even serve as a prologue to that great history of the American Family which has yet to be written.
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INTRODUCTION

The family is a subversive organisation. In fact, it is the ultimate and only consistently subversive organisation. Only the family has continued throughout history and still continues to undermine the State. The family is the enduring permanent enemy of all hierarchies, churches and ideologies. Not only dictators, bishops and commissars but also humble parish priests and café intellectuals find themselves repeatedly coming up against the stony hostility of the family and its determination to resist interference to the last.

As with any other underground movement, the authorities try to suppress any mention of its popularity or even of its existence. History has to be rewritten, photographs retouched to blot out embarrassing figures. Looking in from the outside, we have to read between the lines of official condemnations and prosecutions. For the history of the family we have to rely much of the time on the records and propaganda of Church and State. That is not unlike trying to find out about Christianity in the Soviet Union and having access only to Pravda and Izvestia.

Now this is an unfamiliar way of looking at things. From childhood on, we are taught a very different picture of the family. Schools and newspapers and broadcasters lead us to think of the family as propping up the established order. In speeches and sermons, you will hear the family praised as a ‘bulwark’ — of Society, or the State, or True Religion, or Socialism. Politicians all emphasise that they are ‘on the side of the family’. The Synod of Bishops in Rome in 1980 discussed ‘the role of the Christian family in the modern world’. The presumption was that the family was, in its essence or at its best, a specifically Christian institution.

Now and then, it is true, one or two writers have noticed that the family can be used as a last ditch from which to resist the State. De Tocqueville remarked that ‘as long as family feeling is kept alive, the opponent of oppression is never alone*. D. H. Lawrence, although falling victim to the partial illusion that Christianity had elevated the condition of marriage, also saw that marriage created private space for the individual:

It is marriage, perhaps, which had given man the best of his freedom, given him his little kingdom of his own within the big kingdom of the State … It is a true freedom because it is a true fulfillment, for man, woman and children. Do we then want to break marriage? If we do break it, it means we all fall to a far greater extent under the direct sway of the State.1

But most people do not usually think like that. Most people take it for granted that ‘subversion’ means rebellion against the ‘Establishment’ and that this Establishment is nothing more than the family writ large, with all the hypocrisy and stuffiness of family life. Most of us accept at face value the claims of those who present themselves as the real subversives, feminists, anarchists, hippies, Utopians and radicals—people who are rebelling against the ‘conventional’ customs and obligations of the family.

Yet there is a snag here. For was not Jesus himself something of a radical, perhaps even a sort of hippie? And did not Plato, for centuries the mentor of our governing classes, draw up the first blueprint of a commune? And was not Karl Marx a bit of a bohemian? And did not all of them say some rather unpleasant things about marriage and the family?

Yet these—and others like them—are the prophets who have filled the minds and molded the conventions of the Establishment. Every time you go to Church or, in the Soviet Union, to a meeting of the Young Communist League or perhaps even to a branch meeting of your political party, you will find that you are required to assent to some remarkable propositions. And the first is usually that thou shalt have no other God but me—no other cause or faith or loyalty. You are to renounce all other worldly goods and attachments and follow the flag or the Cross or the Crescent or the Hammer and Sickle. And what is the one centre of worldly goods and attachments that stands mutinously opposed to all this renouncing and following? The family and only the family.

How then does it come about that we stand grouped in family pews at these occasions? Why does the priest or politician speak so warmly of the family?

The society we live in has been shaped by a series of powerful revolutionary movements, some religious, some purely political, some a mixture of both. After seizing power over men’s minds and then over their bodies, these revolutionary movements have hardened into orthodoxies. The ideas of Plato, Jesus, Marx, Lenin, Mao, Hitler and the numerous other nationalist demagogues of the last hundred years have all gone through much the same sequence of attitudes towards the family.

This book is about that sequence and its consequences for the family and for the lives of its members. And the sequence runs as follows:

First, hostility and propaganda to devalue the family. The family is a source of trouble. It could distract apostles or potential apostles from following the new idea. The family is second-best, pedestrian, material, selfish. Alternative families are promoted—communes, party cadres, kibbutzes, monasteries.

Second, reluctant recognition of the strength of the family. Despite all official efforts to downgrade the family, to reduce its role and even to stamp it out, men and women obstinately continue not merely to mate and produce children but to insist on living in pairs together with their children, to develop strong affections for them and to place family concerns above other social obligations.

Third, collapse of efforts to promote the alternative pseudo-families. Communes, crèches, kibbutzes, monasteries and nunneries lose the enthusiasm of their founders and decay. Either their numbers dwindle, or their members become cynical and corrupt, or both.

Fourth, a one-sided peace treaty is signed. The Church or State accepts the enduring importance of the family and grants it a high place in the orthodox dogma or ideology. That does not mean that the family is allowed to live its natural life. On the contrary, the Church or State still insists on defining what is good for the family and what makes a Good Family.

Fifth, history is rewritten to show that the Church or State always held this high conception of the family. The family is redefined as essentially Christian, or Communist, or Fascist or whatever—despite the fact that the earliest apostles are on record as having loathed and despised the family.

Sixth, the family gradually manages to impose its own terms. The constricting, unnatural or impractical terms which were forced upon it gradually buckle under continuous social pressure—until the guardians of Church or State have no choice but to yield, while busily continuing to rewrite history and to maintain that the new concessions were always somehow implicit in the True Faith.

At each stage, we must take note of the element of conscious manipulation which has gone into the formation of official dogma. And in trying to estimate, say, what lay people thought of the Church, we must not be deluded by the apparent security and self-confidence implied by soaring cathedrals and broad monastic acres. Even the comfortable, traditional faith of country people should not mislead us into imagining that the authority of the Church, even in the Middle Ages, ever went wholly unresented or unchallenged. We can no more write a true history of marriage on the assumption that the Church’s rules were universally respected than we can write a history of Soviet Russia on the assumption that Stalin’s constitution of 1936 has been consistently revered. Whole realms of official humbug, grudging popular conformity and unashamed bureaucratic cynicism never appear in the official records.

What we must never forget is that there is always a power struggle in progress. The ceaseless efforts of bishops and abbots to maintain and enlarge their authority cannot be separated from the rest of the life of the Church, nor from the Church’s efforts to impose Christian morality and ecclesiastical law upon secular society. For the Church had in the first place attained real secular authority—and hence the opportunity to impose its own codes of behaviour—only by capturing the centres of worldly power in a series of spectacular coups: the conversion of the Emperor Constantine, the conversion of Clovis, King of the Franks, the conversion of Ethelbert, King of Kent, and so on throughout what was to become Christendom. Without such royal connection and support, both military and financial, Christianity rarely progressed beyond scattered communities of holy men with groups of pious lay followers.

Although it is impolite to say so, nearer our own day this technique of achieving influence by converting top people has been copied not only by the Jesuits but also by Moral Rearmament. The secular power of the Church was almost always imposed from the top.

That is why, however different its ideals and motives, the Church’s techniques of acquiring and maintaining power may fairly be compared with those of the Bolsheviks or any other revolutionary party which aims to take power by seizing control of the central apparatus of government. The revolutionaries capture the royal palace and the radio station. The Church captures the conscience of the king and, through him, quickly gains a monopoly of the means of communication. Naturally, many devout communities of holy and honest men and women continue to exist, just as there still exist today academic communities of honest Marxists; but it is not through such communities that the Church or the Communist Party comes to power; still less is it through any kind of democratic process. How many cases are there of a heathen nation adopting Christianity by majority vote?

For most nations, the experience of conversion has been collective and more or less compulsory; it has resembled the experience of the English people being marched to and fro under successive Tudor sovereigns—Catholic under Henry VIII, Protestant under Henry and Edward VI, Catholic again under Mary, and Protestant again under Elizabeth. Each time, the official—supposedly divinely sanctioned— attitude towards marriage and divorce changed too, keeping roughly in step. The divorce laws proposed by Cranmer, which were never enacted because of the death of Edward VI, were much the same as the divorce laws we have today. Had Edward lived only a few months longer, English social history in the next four centuries might have been rather different.

Similar to-ings and fro-ings have taken place in Soviet Russia, although compressed into less than seventy years, and also in Communist China over an even shorter period. We are more conscious of these shifts of orthodoxy in Russia and China, because they are so violent and recent, than we are of the remarkable changes in Church dogma on marriage and divorce, which have often been spread out over centuries and have been more cunningly disguised.

Meanwhile, ordinary families have struggled on, trying to lead their lives in what seems to them the natural way, under the shadow of uncomprehending, indifferent or actively hostile authority. The hostility of Christianity to the family dates back 2,000 years. The hostility of historical Marxism has been continuous and unwavering. If we place Marxism in the tradition of previous collective utopias, its anti-family thrust is as old as Plato.

There is nothing mysterious or hidden about this hostility. The only surprise is that we do not remark on it more. The doctrine, the leaders and the most zealous followers of new revolutionary movements all agree on this indifference or aversion to the family. The doctrine calls for new loyalty ‘higher’ than and in opposition to the natural loyalties of family. This new loyalty—to God or the Church, to the Nation, to the Party or the Ideology—awards maximum points to those who forsake all other ties; not merely are those whose faith most sharply cuts them off from home and parents and children most warmly commended, it is part and parcel of the practice of the new movement that you cannot do your work properly if you are still encumbered with old loyalties.

All this derives naturally from the personality and position of the leader or leaders. To put it mildly, revolutionary leaders have tended not to enjoy ordinary home lives. They may be ascetic celibates, such as Jesus, or libertines, such as Mussolini and Napoleon, or a little of both such as Mao and Stalin, or something altogether more complicated such as Hitler.

The early apostles too tend to share something of the unusual personal character of the leader. The early Christians were linked with and drew some of their doctrine and many of their members from the ascetic sects of the desert, most notably the Essenes; these sects tended to be celibate and to regard marriage and indeed all family ties as gross, fleshly and sinful.

The old Bolsheviks, for their part, contained a large bohemian element—young men and women who believed in free love and free living and expected Communism to provide a permanent means of enjoying both; Lenin himself had an ascetic side which was, as we shall see, at war with the bohemian Bolsheviks but he shared their general impatience with bourgeois ties and with the allegedly repressive and warping nature of bourgeois marriage.

The early Nazi movement contained a number of homosexual semi-gangsters who hoped to find personal liberation and salvation in collective political action. Hitler later found these people an embarrassment when he had to present the Nazi Party as officially profamily; but he retained a certain loyalty to them, and the Nazi ideology never shook off that footloose, sexually deviant character which they had helped to imprint upon it.

There is therefore nothing accidental or haphazard about the anti-family bias of the ideologies which have proved most influential in our history. Both in their early leaders and their original theories, they have been strongly and characteristically marked by an urge to get away from the family.

In this flight from the family, every available means of transport has been pressed into service. Religion, history, economics—all have been commandeered to prove that family life is unnatural, unnecessary or bad for us. Just as Christianity in its heyday instructed us to look beyond the gross ties of flesh and blood, so now the modern secular theologies, such as sociology and psychology, can be used to teach that the family is a prison which is liable to warp our true humanity. The language may change. The message of revolt is the same.

The history of human thought and fancy is full of sustained efforts to prove that we are not part of the animal kingdom. These efforts range from the censorship of sexual matters and euphemisms for excretion to the claim that, in some sense, we do not die as animals do. Modern people, proud of being unlike their grandparents, are unafraid to talk about sex. Death is now in danger of losing its position as the last taboo.

But even the most outspoken people, in fact particularly the most outspoken people, hesitate to talk with complete candour about the part their families play in their lives. More lies are spoken and written about family life than any other subject. And these lies have soaked through into our ideas of history, so that family life has come to be one of the most embarrassing aspects of being human, misread and misunderstood by reason of that privacy which is its protection and its core.

The Myths

The history of the family in past times is hard to unearth. Often it is hidden away from our prying eyes. What did married people feel about love and marriage in general—and about each other in particular—two hundred or five hundred or a thousand years ago? What did they feel about their children and about their parents? We do not and cannot know for sure. After all, we are not even sure what married people today think about these subjects.

When the facts are so difficult to establish, it is not surprising that curious beliefs should abound and should gain a firm hold in the textbooks. Some of these beliefs about the history of the family are very curious indeed. When you come across them for the first time, you may feel like rubbing your eyes and saying, not without a hint of incredulity: is this what scholars really believe the past was like? Did our ancestors really think and act like this?

The sort of beliefs I am referring to include the following:


	
That the family as we know it today—the so-called •nuclear* family of husband, wife and children—is an historical freak unknown to other centuries and other parts of the world.



	
That in past centuries most people lived instead in large ‘extended’ families amongst a crowd of grandparents, brothers-in-law, aunts and cousins; that it was the Industrial Revolution which broke up these gregarious clans and created the isolated, inward-looking nuclear family.



	
That among ‘primitive’ tribes marriage as we know it is uncommon or unknown; and that people live in clans or groups which are often cheerfully promiscuous and devoid of jealousy.



	
That most marriages used to be entirely arranged by the parents of the bride and groom; and that the bride and groom had no choice in the matter.



	
That young people used to marry or be married in their early teens.



	
That romantic love was invented by the troubadours of mediaeval Provence; and that it applied only to the adulterous love of a knight or minstrel for a married lady who was not his wife.



	
That child care and the interest in childhood are inventions of relatively modern times; that in the old days, so many children died as babies that mothers became indifferent to their loss and grieved little; that children used to be regarded as adults in miniature.



	
That divorce is a modern development and indicates a decline in the strength of the family; that divorce used to be regarded with horror.



	
That Church and State have always been steadfast upholders of the family; that the Roman Catholic Church in particular always esteemed the family very highly.



	
That the appearance of communes, squats and kibbutzim is a new development which may bring about the collapse or transformation of the family.





These beliefs hang together. Taken as a whole—and they often are taken as a whole—they form a large part of what the established textbooks tell us about ourselves and our history.

Yet every one of these beliefs is now under fierce attack among specialists in the relevant fields—among social, economic and ecclesiastical historians, historical demographers, anthropologists, medievalists, literary critics and so on.

Some of these beliefs are regarded by scholars as so utterly exploded as to be scarcely worth discussing. Others are still hotly contested. In others again, the question is whether we have been looking at the right sort of evidence or whether that evidence is a fair sample. Unfortunately, these doubts and demolitions have, for the most part, been confined to academic circles; they have not found their way into the general assumptions which underlie public discussion in newspapers, parliaments and paperbacks.

In fact, many of the texts which are still recommended to students continue to rehash the old theories. Feminist pamphlets continue to quote Engels on the family. Literary critics continue to quote C. S. Lewis on the troubadours. Social historians continue to refer to Philippe Ariès on childhood in olden times. You still hear sociologists refer to ‘the nuclear family’ as something peculiar to our generation.

This last belief, for example, will be encountered all over the place. Shulamith Firestone writes in The Dialectic of Sex:

The modern nuclear family is only a recent development. Ariès shows that the family as we know it did not exist in the Middle Ages, only gradually evolving from the fourteenth century on. Until then one’s ‘family’ meant primarily one’s legal heredity line, the emphasis on blood ancestry rather than the conjugal unit.2

Germaine Greer writes in The Female Eunuch:

In fact the single marriage family, which is called by anthropologists and sociologists the nuclear family, is possibly the shortest lived familial system ever developed. In feudal times the family was of the type called a stem family: the head was the oldest male parent, who ruled a number of sons and their wives and children.3

Popular sociologists and anthropologists still blindly repeat the famous assertion of Sir Edmund Leach that the nuclear family system ‘is a most unusual kind of organization and I would predict that it is only a transient phase in our society’.4

Progressive churchmen, such as the members of the British Council of Churches Working Party, describe the ‘isolated nuclear family’ as a ‘socially conditioned pattern’ and complain that ‘this small unit, shaped to a great extent by the economic pressures of a consumer society, is presented to us in advertising and writing as an ideal, self-contained entity.’5

These things are said—and said over and over again—with blithe certainty. I quote from well-known recent texts, but these are only the latest repetitions of what Marxists and Darwinists were saying a hundred years ago. Yet to the best of our available knowledge, these beliefs, and many others like them, are simply not true.

My excuse for writing this book is first to present to a general audience, however briefly, some of the reasons why the theories are no longer accepted by specialists. I shall try, as fairly as I can, to describe the state of current research. Most of what I am saying is not new to specialists in the relevant fields. Considering these fields as part of a single estate—the estate of marriage—may be new.

I shall also argue that, in the light of these fresh historical conclusions, we ought to look at marriage and the family from a different angle. We must start afresh. And we must be a little more skeptical.

We must not take at face value the pronouncements of politicians and popes and poets. For the history of the family is a furtive affair, marked by manipulation, dishonesty and sophistry—as well as by cruelty and indifference to individuals.

My approach is intended to be marked by two features which distinguish it from a great deal of writing on the subject. First, we shall mostly be working from the inside looking outwards. Wherever appropriate, we shall present evidence of how married people talked and wrote about the family—rather than relying on pronouncements of those in authority who regarded it as their duty to control and supervise the family and who, during the Christian era at least, were mostly outsiders, in the personal as well as the public sense, since they were celibate.

Secondly, we shall try to resist abstraction. I hope to present the evidence fairly straightforwardly, draw only conclusions which follow directly from that evidence and refrain from the temptation to build up comparative psychological and ideological structures to represent what the French call the ‘mentalités’ of married people then and now. If this approach seems simple and a little pedestrian, that may have its advantages.

It may also seem that I spend an excessive time on the more distant past (where the evidence is often scanty) and relatively little on the nineteenth and twentieth centuries where the evidence is plentiful and the subject of more pressing concern. The reason is that our myths often go deeper than we know and if they are to be grubbed up, they must be grubbed up from the roots. Besides, it is possible that when we have cleared the ground of certain persistent misconceptions, some vexed questions about the present will look a little simpler, and that what may legitimately be said can be said quite simply and briefly. At least I hope so.

For my own part, I started out on this inquiry holding very different views from those I now hold—particularly about the attitudes of the Church and the position of women in times past. I hope others may be, if not converted in the same way, at least provoked to question.

In writing this book, I am grateful to all those scholars whose primary research has provided me with my material, even where my conclusions differ sharply from theirs. To none do I owe a greater debt than to Dr Peter Laslett and the Cambridge Group for the History of Population and Social Structure—whose researches provide the statistical underpinning for the whole book.

My final borrowing from Dr Laslett must be to echo his view that ‘we do not understand ourselves because we do not know what we have been, and hence what we may be becoming.’
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THE MYTHS


1
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MARRIAGE
AND
THE
CHURCH


Jesus says: ‘If any man come to me, and hate not his father, and mother, and wife, and children, and brethren, and sisters, yea, and his own life also, he cannot be my disciple.’1 And again:

Think not that I am come to send peace on earth: I came not to send peace, but a sword. For I am come to set a man at variance against his father, and the daughter against her mother, and the daughter in law against her mother in law. And a man’s foes shall be they of his own household. He that loveth father or mother more than me is not worthy of me: and he that loveth son or daughter more than me is not worthy of me.2

To this day I remember as a child the shock of first coming across these texts. The tone is so fierce, so unyielding. It was explained to me that Jesus was merely laying down the practical conditions of discipleship in forceful terms. He meant only that nobody could hope to be an effective or wholehearted disciple without giving up family concerns. I found and find this interpretation unconvincing. And in any case, it does not escape the problem. For the New Testament uncompromisingly states that to be a disciple of Christ is a higher calling than to be a kind and loving member of a family. If the two were alternatives of equal value, we would expect to find corresponding eulogies of marriage and family life in the Gospels.

There are none. ‘Suffer the little children to come unto me’—not unto their parents—is the message. It is hard to deny that all those sectarians whose demands have caused family rifts and human tragedies—the Plymouth Brethren, the Moonies and the Rev. Jim Jones—can claim scriptural authority, however foully they may have abused it.

The Anglican marriage service contains only two specific references to the Gospels: the Marriage at Cana3 and Jesus’s remarks on divorce.4 The party at Cana starts unpromisingly: ‘And the third day there was a marriage in Cana of Galilee; and the mother of Jesus was there: and both Jesus was called, and his disciples, to the marriage. And when they wanted wine, the mother of Jesus saith unto him, They have no wine. Jesus saith unto her, Woman, what have I to do with thee? mine hour is not yet come.’ The impression is given—indeed the story would lack point without it—that Jesus is in somewhat irritable mood at being distracted from His work and is annoyed by His mother’s request and that He turns the water into wine partly to pacify her and partly to demonstrate that He is who He is (it is His first miracle). The miracle in no sense could be taken to uphold, endorse or glorify the institution of marriage itself, rather than the marriage feast.

The only direct quotations from Jesus in the Anglican marriage service come from Mark 10: 6-9: ‘But from the beginning of the creation God made them male and female. For this cause shall a man leave his father and mother, and cleave to his wife; And they twain shall be one flesh: so then they are no more twain, but one flesh. What therefore God hath joined together, let not man put asunder.’

This is certainly an endorsement of marriage as a biological imperative and a social institution. However, it comes in answer to a trick question from the Pharisees about the legality of divorce. It is hard to read it as a positive assertion of the spiritual importance of marriage—something which is wholly absent from the Gospels.

Do the Epistles have a higher opinion of the married state? St Paul does tell husbands to love their wives ‘as their own bodies’ and ‘as Christ loved the Church’; men must love their wives ‘and be not bitter against them’.5 Wives are to ‘submit yourselves unto your own husbands, as unto the Lord. For the husband is the head of the wife, even as Christ is the head of the church’;6 young women are to be taught by the aged women ‘to be sober, to love their husbands, to love their children, To be discreet, chaste, keepers at home, good, obedient to their own husbands, that the word of God be not blasphemed.’7

What is in question here is decent social behaviour so as not to disgrace the young Church at a precarious stage in its growth. When St Paul turns to spiritual priorities, his message is quite different:

It is good for a man not to touch a woman … I would that all men were even as I myself. But every man hath his proper gift of God, one after this manner, and another after that. I say therefore to the unmarried and widows, It is good for them if they abide even as I. But if they cannot contain, let them marry: for it is better to marry than to burn … the fashion of this world passeth away. But I would have you without carefulness. He that is unmarried careth for the things that belong to the Lord, how he may please the Lord: But he that is married careth for the things that are of the world, how he may please his wife. There is difference also between a wife and a virgin. The unmarried woman careth for the things of the Lord, that she may be holy both in body and in spirit: but she that is married careth for the things of the world, how she may please her husband.8

Marriage for St Paul is unmistakably an inferior state. Existing marriages are to be maintained, but only as a concession to human weakness and as a social expedient. Some Christians in Corinth regarded all sexual intercourse as improper, even within marriage—an un-Jewish view, but one frequently found among ascetic sects such as the Essenes. Hans Lietzmann writes in his History of the Early Church of Paul’s view: ‘It was a question of opposition to “this world” to which marriage really belonged: any idea of uplifting marriage into the spiritual sphere, as among stoic thinkers, was foreign to the Pauline horizon.’9 Cardinal Jean Daniélou is equally candid: ‘The superiority of virginity to marriage had never been questioned. But during the first two centuries certain thinkers had gone much further than that; being a Christian seemed to them to imply virginity. Married persons who did not separate could be only imperfect members of the Church. In the heterodox sects this doctrine was the expression of a total condemnation of creation, but it seems clear that tendencies of this kind existed at the very heart of the Church.’10

This ‘Encratist’ tendency—which also included abstention from flesh and wine—was not confined to heterodox sects, but expressed a much more general movement. Pseudo-gospels in Egypt, Palestine and Rome furthered Paul’s obsessive esteem for virginity and burst out into polemics against marriage, which was spoken of as ‘bitter grass’. The Marcionites admitted to baptism only virgins or married people who had taken a vow of chastity. The Montanists taught that sexual abstinence was an obligation for all Christians. The spirit of evil was linked, as it had been among the Essenes, with sexuality.

Gradually, however, the Church yielded to reality in the interests of increasing its flock. Dionysius of Alexandria wrote to the Bishop of Knossos ‘to exhort him not to impose on the faithful the heavy burden of continence as an obligation, but to take account of the weakness of the majority’. Encratism began to die out, except among the extreme and heretical sects. Clement of Alexandria at the beginning of the third century wrote a whole book to show that marriage was fully compatible with the Christian life.

Yet this accommodation to reality, this taming of the ascetic element in Christianity, this ‘civilising’ of its origins never quite wiped out the stern code of the desert. Throughout the third century, apocryphal Acts of the Apostles continued to glorify virginity and the separation of married couples in the service of God. When the Emperor Septimus Severus issued an edict forbidding Christians to make converts—the first legislation directed specifically against the Christians—it was, according to Daniélou, largely because of these anti-family views: ‘At the moment when Severus was reforming the laws on marriage and trying to strengthen the family, these Christians condemned marriage and urged all their brethren to practise continence.’11

Even Tertullian, later to be one of the first inventors of a specifically Christian endorsement of marriage, upheld virginity as the expression of total Christianity.

And when Tertullian did speak highly of marriage, it was only of marriage entirely controlled by the Church: ‘How can we describe the happiness of this marriage which the Church approves, which the oblation confirms, which the blessing seals, which the angels recognise, which the Father ratifies?’12 A whole Christian liturgy had been substituted for the idolatrous parts of the Roman matrimonial rites.

Moreover, the new discipline was considerably stricter than the old. Not only did Tertullian condemn divorce, polygamy and abortion; he warned against mixed marriages with pagans who might interfere with Christian duties.

Gradually, marriage began to be sanctified and absorbed into official Christian ritual. In the fourth century, the custom began of solemnly blessing the bride and groom as soon as they had been married, accompanied by rites taken over from pagan customs; at Rome, a veil was placed on the heads of the married couple, the velatio conjugalis. And in the fourth century too, in the reign of Constantine, the Church began to exert influence on the legal code: married men were forbidden to keep concubines, adultery and rape were treated severely and obstacles were put in the way of divorce, which had become relatively easy.

What must be kept in mind is how long this process took. For centuries, marriage was regarded as a second-best, a potential distraction from the love of God. As late as the sixteenth century, the Council of Trent, the starting-point of the Counter-Reformation, denounced those who claimed that ‘the marriage state is to be placed above the state of virginity, or of celibacy, and that it is not better and more blessed to remain in virginity, or celibacy, than to be united.’

For centuries, the Church was absorbed in a double task: to elaborate a conception of Christian marriage which could survive in the lay world without sacrificing too much of the Christian regard for chastity, and to gain control of the legal and social institutions governing marriage. In England, the Church did not succeed in its claim to exercise exclusive jurisdiction in matrimonial cases until the eleventh century. For hundreds of years after that, poor people continued to marry without benefit of clergy. At the same time, the Church’s rules about who was and was not permitted to marry became more and more niggling and constrictive. The Table of Affinity which survives in the Book of Common Prayer is only a fragment of the huge corpus of mediaeval law governing what constituted a legitimate marriage. For a few centuries—not many out of two thousand years of Christianity—the Church exercised more or less total control over marriage.

But not for long. The Reformation was at least in part a revolution against celibacy. Calvin’s view would have been incomprehensible to the mediaeval Church and even more so to the early Christians:

As for me, I do not want anyone to think me very virtuous because I am not married. It would rather be a fault in me if I could serve God better in marriage than remaining as I am … But I know my infirmity, that perhaps a woman might not be happy with me. However that may be, I abstain from marriage in order that I may be more free to serve God. But this is not because I think that I am more virtuous than my brethren. Fie to me if I had that false opinion!13

From this moment on, the Church began gradually to accommodate itself to sexuality. Among the Puritans, marriage began to be glorified not just as another, equally good way of serving but as a better, fuller way. And this idea of the sexual life as fulfilling and completing God’s purpose naturally permitted the growth of the idea of sex as something good in itself.

All this, however, entailed a considerable amount of rewriting of history. For example, Ernst Troeltsch in his monumental Social Teaching of the Christian Churches describes the views of the early Church thus:

Alongside of this influence of Christian thought upon the idea of the Family there were, however, the quite different ideas of Christian asceticism and the ideal of celibacy. This dual character of the Christian sex ethic was already apparent in the thought of Paul, and under the influence of asceticism and monasticism it led to a grotesque exaltation of sexual restraint, which again led to the well-known ideas about the danger inherent in the female sex and to a low estimate of women—these ideas certainly arose out of the overstrained imagination of monasticism, and not out of the thought of Christianity.14

Grotesque they might be by our present standards, but Cardinal Daniélou has described these tendencies as ‘existing at the very heart of the Church’. And so they obviously did. The only conclusion to be drawn from the New Testament is that all the enthusiasm went into celibacy and that the acceptance of marriage was always grudging and conditional. Troeltsch, the most influential of modern social historians of the Church, was engaging in pious wishful thinking. He was smoothing out the tortured disputes of the desert ascetics in order to present an unchanging picture of ‘Christian marriage’ which has no basis in reality.

You can feel the strain caused by this endeavour when you read Troeltsch’s triumphalist account of how St Thomas Aquinas ‘integrated’ the family within the Church:

The incorporation of the Family into the central religious purpose of the Church consists in this: so far as possible the purely sexual side is ignored, since the aim of marriage is limited solely to the rational reproduction of human beings, and thus of members of the Church; the wedded state itself becomes a symbol of the union of Christ and the Church. In both respects the ascetic limitation of the sex instinct is effective, since marriage becomes solely an institution for reproduction, and a symbol of the spiritual unity of love. In all other respects its sacramental character brings it under the ecclesiastical marriage law, which the Church tries to extend as far as possible in opposition to the civil marriage law; it is also greatly influenced by the widespread power of the confessional. Since, moreover, the Church penetrates the personal relationships within the family with the Christian virtues of love, raising these above their natural union to the religious union of love, the family becomes the original form of, and the preparation for, all social relationships.15

But did the family want to be incorporated? How could husband and wife ignore the purely sexual side? In what sense can the wedded state become a symbol of the union of Christ and the Church? The wedded state exists in itself, for human purposes, and did so long before Christ came on earth. And have not those civil marriage laws, which the Church struggles so hard to supplant by its own, evolved out of human experience of marriage? And, put like that, does not ‘the widespread power of the confessional’ suggest a kind of intrusion and interposition between husband and wife which contradicts the whole purpose of marital union? Is there not, in short, something both domineering and sneaky about this whole ‘incorporation’? Above all, can this take-over be regarded as divinely ordered when the Church’s attitude is itself so recently evolved and remains in permanent flux? Is there not a crippling dishonesty—intellectual and moral—running through the whole business?

It is perhaps the bitterest of ironies that Cardinal Daniélou, the most honest of Church historians, should have died in a brothel. The Church tried to cover that up too.

Fear and distrust of sexual relations have always pervaded and distorted the Church’s view of everything to do with marriage. And to understand ecclesiastical logic, it has always been essential to start from the fear and distrust. Take St Paul’s attitude to divorce. Under the Roman Empire, divorce was common and legally quite simple to obtain. Paul by contrast discouraged divorce as far as possible, because a second liaison compounded the uncleanness, not because marriage was a sacred thing. Just as St Matthew inserted adultery as the sole ground for divorce,16 so St Paul says, if you must divorce, at least do not marry again: ‘Art thou loosed from a wife? seek not a wife.’17 There is no question of marriage being so sacred as to need the protection of the gravest ordinances. Rather, marriage presents such a perilous distraction and such an occasion for sin that it must be carefully controlled; in modern terms, St Paul’s teaching is comparable more to the regulations governing betting shops and pubs than to any doctrine of the spirituality of the married state.

Even within the married state, the early Church saw great temptations. St Jerome wrote:

In the case of the wife of another, truly all love is shameful; in the case of one’s own, excessive love. The wise man should love his wife with judgement, not with passion. Let him control the excesses of voluptuousness, and not allow himself to be carried away precipitately during intercourse. Nothing is more infamous than to love one’s wife like a mistress.18

Nor did the Church entirely succeed in hiding its low view of marriage. People were well able to put two and two together, and the Church’s grudging, distrustful attitude was still evident long after bishops and priests had been forced to make the tactical switch and to elevate the avoidance of uncleanness to ‘Holy Matrimony’. Milton, for example, was aware of the intellectual dishonesty involved and exposed the contradiction in The Doctrine and Discipline of Divorce:

It was for many ages that marriage lay in disgrace with most of the ancient doctors, as a work of the flesh, almost a defilement, wholly denied to priests, and the second time dissuaded to all, as he that reads Tertullian or Jerome may see at large. Afterwards it was thought so sacramental, that no adultery or desertion could dissolve it.19

The sole conclusion to be drawn from the law on divorce, Milton thought, was that the Church cared only about the control of sexual behaviour and little or nothing about ‘the acts of peace and love, a far more precious mixture than the quintessence of an excrement’. This dishonesty contradicted and undermined the spirit of Christian doctrine.

Nor was this teaching an eccentric invention of the Church fathers, restricted in time and place. St Paul himself warns us not only against fornication and uncleanness but also against ‘inordinate affection’. This tradition of distrust of passion even within marriage survives unmistakably to this day in the words of Pope John Paul II: ‘Adultery in the heart is committed not only because the man looks in this way at a woman. But also if he looks in this way at a woman who is his own wife, he would commit adultery in his heart’20—a sentiment which goes one step further than the words of Jesus in St Matthew’s Gospel.

Pope John Paul’s words created a considerable stir at the time, but they do not seem to depart at all from the traditional teaching of the Church. Pius XII stated that even in marriage

Couples must know how to restrict themselves within the limits of moderation. As in eating and drinking, so in the sexual act, they must not abandon themselves without restraint to the impulse of the senses … Unfortunately, never-ending waves of hedonism sweep over the world and threaten to drown all married life in the rising flood of thoughts, desires, and acts, not without grave dangers and serious damage to the primary duty of man and wife. Too often this anti-Christian hedonism does not blush to raise this theory to a doctrine by inculcating the desire to intensify continually enjoyment in the preparation and carrying out of the conjugal union, as though in matrimonial relations the whole moral law were reduced to a regular completion of the act itself and as though all the rest, no matter how accomplished, remained justified in the pouring out of mutual affection, sanctified by the sacrament of matrimony …21

Nor have these restrictions on the expression of feeling within the family circle been applied solely to sexual love between husband and wife. J. L. Flandrin, in his brilliant studies of the Catholic manuals for confessors between the fourteenth and nineteenth centuries, quotes several examples of confessors forbidding other forms of immoderate feeling:

An anonymous work entitled Exercices spirituels qui se font en l’église Saint-Etienne-du-Mont (1667) enjoined friendship between parents and children, not love. Moreover, when the word ‘love’ is used by the writer, it appears in the inventory of sins that children can commit, to warn them against any excess of this sentiment: ‘If, owing to an immoderate love towards one’s father or mother, one has not worried about offending God.’ Conversely, it was a commonplace of the age to compare fathers who were insufficiently strict with their children ‘to monkeys that kill their little ones through hugging and cherishing them too much.’22

Montaigne noted with a half-raised eyebrow:

The affection which we have for our wives is quite legitimate: nevertheless, theology does not neglect to curb and restrain it. I think I have read in the past in the works of Saint Thomas, in a passage in which he condemns marriages between kinsfolk within the prohibited degrees, this reason among others: that there is a danger that the affection that one has for such a woman may be immoderate; for if marital affection exists there entire and perfect, as it should do, and one overburdens this further with the affection that one owes to one’s kinsfolk, there is no doubt that this addition will transport such a husband beyond the bounds of reason.23

Husbands and wives were and are to be loved in moderation. Only God is to be loved immoderately, boundlessly.

Once the Church had decided to exert total control over marriage, confessors found themselves led into curious byways. It might be simple enough to ban all variations on standard coitus, but it does seem curious that masturbation and coitus interruptus should have come to be classed along with sodomy and bestiality as the most grave of sexual sins—worse than fornication or adultery.

And the Church’s prime concerns—chastity and the avoidance of sin—sometimes had unpleasant consequences for the children. Fromageau posed this problem in his Dictionnaire des cas de conscience. ‘Jeanne, having had a first child by her husband, wishes to feed it herself; but, since her husband wishes to demand of her his conjugal rights, she asks whether she is obliged to satisfy him during all the time that she is nursing her child, or whether she can refuse him without sinning?’ After setting out the arguments, he concludes: ‘Thewife should, if she can, put her child out to nurse, in order to provide for the frailty of her husband by paying the conjugal due, for fear that he may lapse into some sin against conjugal purity.’24

Even if putting the child out to wet-nurse might mean neglect and death, as it frequently did, the need to keep the husband pure was regarded as more important. The ‘conjugal due’ was not the maintenance of your family and the nurture, cherishing and educating of your children; it was regular sexual intercourse, to keep both partners free from sin or the temptation to sin. If the consequence of regularly paying this conjugal debt was too many mouths to feed, that was preferable to sexual impurity.

The family was to be controlled for the avoidance of individual sin. It was always a secondary and subordinate instrument of the Church’s purpose. Family relationships and responsibilities did not exist in their own right. And if the Church’s teaching led to suffering, poverty and even death within the family, then those misfortunes were sent from God.

Modern churchmen have attempted to bury such embarrassing passages in the history of the Church. Yes, they will say, it is true that some of the hermits and desert fathers in the early Church had some rather curious ideas, but the mainstream of the Church always espoused the tradition of ‘Be fruitful and multiply’ and of the twain becoming one flesh. To quote the title of the Report of the British Council of Churches Working Party, ‘God’s Yes to Sexuality’ can be found throughout the Church’s history. All one can say is that at times it seems to have been a very faint and grudging Yes.

And one cannot help noticing that even today the same devious tactics are still at work:

The Bible, both Old and New Testaments, is part of what is given to us, our tradition, and as such we must be guided by it. But just as the biblical writers did not regard their tradition as static, fixed or dead, neither can we regard our tradition as any less dynamic …25

This licenses the modern churchman to choose only the bits that suit his case. Now that we are to appreciate the joyous communion of human sexuality at its full worth, all the prohibitions on sexual conduct are to be discarded:

The tendency hitherto has been to regard the heterosexual orientation as normal and all others as deviations from that. It is now more usual to think of all forms of sexual identity and orientation as on a spectrum of individual manifestations of sexuality, in all its variety … While heterosexual orientation may be taken as a statistical norm, and the expected outcome of development, it cannot however be concluded that other patterns of sexual behaviour or expression are necessarily inferior or harmful, or morally bad.26

Marriage is simply one form of intimate relationship. Nowhere do the biblical writers ‘affirm that this particular relationship is the only way for all women and men for all time. If this were so we should surely expect the record to point to a marriage of Jesus himself.’27

Even the symbolic use of marriage in the Bible ‘is not a family image which can be used to support and uphold the nuclear family’.28 In fact, the churches are to be rebuked for lagging behind the changes taking place in society and for trying to enforce Victorian morality or seeming to extol ‘the self-enclosed nuclear family, living by middle-class values and conventions’.29

These ‘dynamic’ reinterpretations of the Bible all radiate a strong distaste for marriage and the nuclear family and its code. ‘The quality of faithfulness of one to another which is required needs examining in the light of modern lifestyles and experience. Ideas of fidelity in marriage built around sexual faithfulness alone seem too narrow a concept, particularly for our time.’30

The fifteen members of the British Council of Churches Working Party were drawn from various denominations—Church of England, Roman Catholic, Methodist, Baptist. Some were married, some with children, we are told; some were celibate, some were homosexual, some were clergy, some laity. But what they all share is a manifest impatience with the demands and loyalties of the family:
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