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I. Introduction

The family has been an important unit of social organization, usually the
single most important, for more than 2500 years in Asia, the Middle East, Europe,
and apparently, also in recorded societies elsewhere. The family has had sole
responsibility for the continuation of society itself through the production of
children, and has had major responsibility for the care of children, especially
at the critical and vulnerable younger ages. Moreover, it has also had primary
responsibility for the care and welfare of adults during i11ness and old age as
well as during healthy working years.

However, the State has not provided families with unlimited discretion in
carrying out these functions, perhaps precisely because they have been so vital.
Many dimensions of family life have been regulated for thousands of years in
all parts of the world. For example, only men could divorce in the Roman Empir":,1
Christian societies have never permitted polygamy, the Koran expressly forbids
Moslems to sell their children, the incest taboo has been universal, and primo-
geniture was enforced for hundreds of years in England. Indeed, the frequency
of coition between spouses is probably the only major aspect of family life that
has never been directly requiated even for slaves, although the use of contra-
ceptives has been extensively regulated.

The influence of the State on private behavior has varied enormously over
time and from country to country. For exampie, Britain went to free trade during
the first part of the nineteenth century, and abolished many other regulations
that were throwbacks to its mercantilist period. Britain continued, however, to
regulate family life, including a prohibition of polygamy and the purchase and

2
sale of children, and a2 virtual prohibition of divorce.”™ The rapid growth of



State regulations during the last 100 years in Britain and other Western countries
has included the family: inheritances are now heavily taxed, schooling has become
cumpulsory and children cannot be sent to work prior to specified ages, a1though
legal obstacles to divorce and adultery have been greatly reduced.

Despite the ancient history of State regulation of the family, the impact
on the family of even major regulations, 1ike the prohibition of polygamy or
divorce, has generally only been superficially analyzed, when it has been at a11,3
especially in comparison with the most painstaking analysis of even trivial
reguiations of market transactions. The analysis of the family that I have
been developing for a number of yearﬁﬂ' implies that regulations affecting a
particular family member or a particular dimension of the family cannot be
understood without discussing other members and other dimensions because all
members and dimensions are intimately bound together by altruistic transfers
among members, and by a mutual interest in maximizing the well-being of the
family as a whole.

This way of looking at the family gives various insights and surprising
implications about the impact of State rules and regulations on the family.
The next section considers the effect of apparent redistributions of wealth
from one generation to another, such as in public debt, social security,
or head start programs. Section III anmalyzes the effect of rules limiting
contractual freedom, including the prohibition of polygamy, ocbstacles to
divorce, and obstacles to the distribution of estates. The subsequent section
considers poverty and employment programs, including aid to mothers with
dependent children, the negative income tax, and minimum wage laws. I briefiy
speculate in the concluding section about the purposes of State regqulation of

the family in the light of these effects.



I1. Pedistribution between Generations

Consider a State program that takes a dollar from each child and gives the
proceeds to their parents. Parents who had been transferring resources to their
children because they are concerned about their welfare would voluntarily return
these dollars to their children since they could have given each fewer resources
prior to this program if they had wanted to. Indeed, I have shown elsewhere
that when contributions are motivated by altruism, a redistribution of resources
away from beneficiaries and toward the benefactor simply raises cantributions
by the same amount (Becker 1974). Therefore, this redistribution program would
not make parents better off nor their children worse off, but would simply change
the form of well-being by inducing greater contributions from parents.

The outcome would be the same if the State gave parents a dollar for each
child and promised to take away a dollar (plus interest) from each child next
year because parents would then simply raise their contribution to each child
by a dollar in present value. More generally, the outcome would be the same
if parents were given b dollars for each child while the State promised to take
away b(1+r)" from each n years later, where n is the interest rate. Again,
there would be no effect on the wellbeing of parents or children, but the pro-
gram would simply induce parents to raise their contribution to each child by
b dollars in present value.

Virtually all parents contribute to their children by providing them with
food, clothing, and shelter, and the overwhelming majority contribute even in
the more siringent and relevant sense of providing more than can be justified
by any esventual monetary contribution from their children. For example, the

present value at birth of the net cost of children during their first eighteen



years averaged almost 560,000 in 1960-61 in the United States.”

"Altruistic”
families are so dominant at Teast partly because altruism better organizes
family resources and better motivates family members than does selfishness
(see Becker 1976, and 1980, chapter VI],
Redistribution from children to parents also tends to have no effect
on the well-being of either parents or children when children contribute
to parents rather than the other way around. [f the State takes b dollars
from each child to give to his parents, each child would reduce his contri-
bution by b dollars (if he gave at least b initially) since he could have
contributed more initially if he wanted to. Children would be made worse
off and their parents better off only if the program dissolved the overt
link between parents and children because children gave less than b initially
and their parents did not begin to contribute when their children's contribu-
tion was reduced to zeru.ﬁ
One immediate application of this analysis is to "social security” pro-
grams that pay the older generation with taxes imposed on the younger. If
the tax on members of the younger generation were, in effect, the social
security payment to their parents, and if the prior transfer betwesn parents
and children exceeded this payment, social security would not affect the
welfare of parents or children. Either the contribution from parents to
children would rise by the full amount of the tax on children (equal to the
payment to parents), or the contribution from children wuﬁTd fall by this
amount. The private accumulation of capital would not be affected because
parents who had been accumulating capital to orovide for their old age would
now accumuliate the same amount of capital to compensate their children for

these social security taxes.



Although these simple implications of an interdependent altruistic family
have been recognized in some studies of social security.? they contradict most
of the literature mainly because altruism between parents and children has
usually been ignored.E Since contributions within families cannot be ignored
because they are a fundamental manifestation of the interdependicies among family
members that analytically distinguishes families from other organizations
(see the evidence in Becker 1980), their neglect in most of the literature
on social security has been a fatal obstacle to a correct assessment of these
programs.

Of course, a more complete analysis of social security would also include
“second-order" considerations. For example, wealth could be redistributed among
families because the taxes paid by younger persons could €xceed or fall short
of the payments received by other members of their families, partly because some
recipients have no children or other heirs, or contributions would be reduced
to zero in families with taxes that exceed the contribution from children to
parents and with parents who are not sufficfentljy altruistic, or these taxes might
affect the allocation of resources between work and household activfties,g or
an induced increase in contributions from parents would reduce their demand for
guantity of children and raise their demand for quaTity.Iﬂ Although the combined
effect of these additiomal considerations may not be negligible, esven its direc-
tion is not clear. For example, whereas persons without heirs would reduce their
accumulation of capital, families induced to substitute toward guality and away
from quantity would increase theirs. Tthough the available empirical evidences

is recent, Timited, and cnntrnversiaI,IT

it does not clearly contradfict the impli-
cation of the simple analysis that the private accumulation of capital is unaffected

aven by a generous social security program.



