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Family Law Property Settlements: A Liberal
Theoretical Framework for Law Reform
CHRISTOPHER TURNBULL*
This article sets out a law reform framework for family property settlements, drawn expressly from a
theoretical foundation. It applies Rawls’ theory of justice, which falls under a liberal philosophical
umbrella. It explains the choice of a liberal theory for use in family property settlements and constituent
elements of Rawls' theory of justice. Drawn from Rawls' theory, four foundation principles emerge.
These are the rule of law (including transparency, consistency, and clear purpose), non-discrimination
between spouses, recognition of financial disadvantage, and priority to the economic interests of
children. From those principles, this article constructs the elements of a potential alternative property
settlement law combining pre-conditions to a rule of equal division while retaining judicial discretion
for specific purposes.

I

INTRODUCTION

Current parallel inquiries in Australia and New Zealand explore fundamental questions about
just outcomes for alteration of property following marriage or de-facto relationship breakdown
(‘family law property settlements’). 1 Each inquiry is due to report to their respective
governments in 2019. 2 The Australian Law Reform Commission (‘ALRC’) Inquiry’s terms of
reference cover almost all elements of the family law system, 3 but include the question (in
family property cases) of ‘what changes could be made…to improve the clarity and
comprehensibility of the law for parties and to promote fair outcomes?’ 4
The exclusive focus of New Zealand’s inquiry is family property division. 5 Their preferred
approach paper (‘the preferred approach paper’) directly addresses the policy underpinnings of
their legislation, basing proposed reform on a theory that, subject to eligibility criteria, a
marriage or de-facto relationship is a family joint venture. 6 The expectation is that each partner
‘will continue to share in the fruits of that joint venture – the product of their combined
*
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contributions – into the future.’ 7 This family joint venture proposal is the central underpinning
theory of a reformed law, together with removing compensation theory from the existing
legislation. 8
This article presents the theoretical underpinnings and the structural components of an
alternative family property settlement law for Australia, based on Rawls’ theory of justice.
Rawls’ theory consists of two fundamental principles. The first principle is of equal rights and
liberties. 9 These rights include the priority of the rule of law. 10 The second principle promotes
distribution of social goods to the greatest expected benefit of the least advantaged, subject to
providing the greatest possible benefit for the least well off. 11 Rawls describes these principles
as an egalitarian form of liberalism. 12
With the ALRC report due in 2019, and a likely Commonwealth Government response to
follow, the opportunity remains to discuss alternative laws and a philosophical basis for change.
The ALRC’s recent discussion paper presents a process action plan based on a ‘public health
approach’. 13 On making family law property settlements fairer, the ALRC avoids discussing
theoretical foundations for property settlements, concluding that the case had not been made
out for a shift from a discretionary system to a prescriptive one ‘before further research is
undertaken about property adjustment on relationship breakdown.’ 14
This article directly addresses the absence of a theoretical foundation for reform of the law for
alteration of property interests, then presents a detailed model drawn from an express
philosophical basis. The proposed law divides all property equally between spouse parties as a
rule (not a presumption), then further adjusts based on future economic factors, directed mostly
to the economic priorities of children, with a variable cap on the overall result. It includes all
of the spouses’ property, irrespective of the circumstances of acquisition.
The model rests on the meeting of preconditions. The first is the existence of a marriage or defacto relationship. 15 The second is care of dependent children during the marriage or de-facto
relationship, whether children of that relationship or prior relationships. The third is the absence
of a financial agreement concerning the parties’ financial matters. This fourth pre-condition is
the duration of the marriage or de-facto relationship, which, by coincidence, is similar in
content to the current preferred New Zealand reform proposal. However, this article’s model
rests on a different theoretical foundation to the New Zealand model, the central principle that
certain facts and circumstances of the parties deem equality as fundamental to the spouse
parties’ association, irrespective of the circumstances of acquisition of property.
The model contains specific objects and principles, including a statement of non-discrimination
between parents, a continuation of equality, and consistency of decision-making. Such
7
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purposes provide guidance and transparency. Third, the model is predictable, by setting out a
reasoning sequence for determining applications and capping unequal division of property.
Fourth, the model directs a court to give weight to the financial consequences of separation,
recognising economic disadvantage as between spouses in separated families. It increases the
unequal division of property when there is less property to divide. It includes a specific
mechanism to implement priority and weight to the financial interests of children. Finally, the
model is more transparent than by separating the discretion for the type of property each spouse
receives from the quantum.
The model does not include family violence. Such an exclusion is not a statement that family
violence is irrelevant. Instead, the model’s structure easily facilitates the addition of family
violence in determining an unequal property division. This article intentionally avoids
answering the question of the inclusion of family violence. Given the substantial literature on
the subject, 16 this question deserves its own, separate, discussion.
Presentation of this alternative model is the third (and final) of the writer’s series exploring
section 79’s practical effect and significant shortcomings. 17 Without repeating those analyses,
this article begins by briefly revisiting the current judicial discretion for alteration of property
interests, then the writer’s critique of the present system arising from a quantitative analysis of
judicial decisions, 18 and discussion of discretion at an appellate level. 19 Following this is the
justification for the use of a particular form of liberal theory. Such a choice rests on the
surprisingly liberal nature of some financial parts of the Family Law Act 1979 (Cth) (‘the Act’)
today, through the absence of compulsion to settle property, and the priority of financial
agreements over judicial discretion. It also rests on existing international scholarship applying
liberal theoretical principles to family law.
The next step on from the choice of contemporary liberal theory is a specific explanation of
Rawls’ theory of justice, both in its general application and specifically concerning matrimonial
property. From Rawls, four relevant applicable principles of justice emerge. The principles are
the rule of law, recognition of non-discrimination, adjustment for economic inequality for
specific purposes, and priority to the economic interests of children. This article then sets out
the model’s particulars. The proposed model is a step forward, drawn clearly from a sound
theoretical foundation, to achieve justice (especially in negotiated settlements) without
disturbing the surrounding liberal structure of the Act.
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II

EXISTING JUDICIAL DISCRETION

A court shall not make an order altering the property of spouse parties unless it is satisfied that
the proposed order is ‘just and equitable.’ 20 The expression ‘just and equitable’ is a qualitative
description of the conclusion reached. 21 The just and equitable requirement is ‘overriding’, 22
general in application, 23 and not exercised by the use of fixed rules. 24 The discretion is a wide
one, 25 informed by general principles laid down in the Act (which apply to all cases). 26 Relevant
principles are the need to protect the institution of marriage, 27 and a duty to end the financial
relationship between the parties. 28 If a court is satisfied that it is just and equitable to make any
order, 29 a court shall, in determining what order should be made, 30 consider and take into
account the direct and indirect financial and non-financial contributions to the property of the
parties, or either of them, 31 and homemaker and parenting contributions. 32 Upon determining
a contribution-based entitlement, 33 a court considers a series of other factors including child
support, 34 age and health, 35 income and financial resources, 36 duration of the marriage, 37 the
effect of the proposed order on the earning capacity of either party, 38 and any other fact or
circumstance the court considers appropriate. 39 A court reviews its findings to ensure that the
form of order is just and equitable, 40 and in so takes in account any other relevant facts and
circumstances, 41 provided clear reasons reconcile the additional factors with the result. 42
III SHORTCOMINGS
Discerning a purpose, rationale or theory for alteration of property interests is near impossible.
Parkinson describes family law today as a ‘practice without a theory.’ 43 No provisions in the
20
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Act contain objects and principles specifically applicable to alteration of property interests. 44
‘Just and equitable’ has no independent definition. Historical analysis of the ‘just and equitable’
concept suggests three elements. The first is that if a spouse contributes a particular item of
property (for example a house or a business), then such contributions should be given weight
if that spouse seeks to retain that particular property. 45 Second, the use of the phrase ‘just and
equitable’ was to prevent consequential injustice to a spouse or a child if the property was
unaltered. 46 Third, the ‘just and equitable’ concept was a means of dealing fully and finally
with the financial matters arising out of the end of the marriage. 47 Two suggested rationales
underpinning the just and equitable requirement are firstly, the fact of marriage as the
circumstances for a court to intervene in the spouse’s respective legal titles and rights, and
secondly, remedying of the economic injustice in the absence of an order. 48 It should not be
necessary to examine 1950’s High Court decisions to infer legislative intent. The absence of
clear parliamentary intent alone justifies reform.
Description of the judicial discretion to alter the property of spouses is ‘classic’ in the sense
that no one consideration (or combination of them) is necessarily determinative of the result.49
Such a description takes on particular significance when considering the economic interests of
children. Multiple factors in sections 79(4) and 75(2) of the Act concern children, including
parenting contributions, 50 child support, 51 care of children, 52 desire to retain a role as a parent, 53
and necessary commitments to enable support of a child. 54 A classic judicial discretion;
however, in the way described, could take any one of the other facts and circumstances
mentioned in sections 79(4) and 75(2) of the Act and give them weight. If there were adequate
reasons to do so, a court could give no weight to any factor relating to children.
In any event, the ‘classic’ description of judicial discretion does not go far enough to explain
the breadth of judicial discretion conferred by section 79(2) of the Act. Such a “classic”
description might be the case if there were limitations on the factors to take into account, or
even a compulsion to consider each of the relevant actors stated in section 79(4) of the Act.
Recent appellate jurisprudence suggests neither standard applies. In Whent & Marbrand the
trial judge examined a long list of factors, of which several fell outside the text of section 79(4)
of the Act including: the characterisation of the parties’ relationship by financial autonomy and
independence, the loans between the parties, and the lack of provision for each other in their
respective wills. 55 The Full Court (Strickland, Ainslie-Wallace and Foster JJ) affirmed the
validity of this process, applying some similar decisions. 56
The state of the Full Court jurisprudence appears to be that two groups of factors outside the
text of the Act bookend the exercise of discretion. The first set is those just described to
44
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determine whether it is just and equitable to make any order. The second are those factors
which impact on the ultimate form of the order after considering section 79(4) of the Act: the
desire to maintain a home to accommodate children, 57 the emotional impact upon a person of
selling a house, 58 and representations made about the future use of the property. 59 These
collation of decisions reflect the plurality of the High Court’s view, describing the just and
equitable requirement as without ‘metes and bounds’. 60 Also, Fehlberg and Sarmas recently
pointed out, ‘[t]he physical structure of the legislation thus encourages (but does not require)
contributions to property to be considered first’. 61
It follows from the above discussion that it is not possible to import into section 79 of the Act
a binding requirement against discrimination between spouses. A substantial body of literature
indeed identifies a partnership theme in family property settlement law, 62 a review of which is
outside the scope of this article. There may still be some appellate jurisprudence pointing to
the need to avoid gender discrimination (and by extension an acknowledgment of marriage as
a partnership). The Full Court (Faulks DCJ, Murphy & Watts JJ) in Hoffman & Hoffman
endorsed the principles that it is implicit in many sections in Part VIII of the Act that parties to
a marriage are equal in status, and that the general neutral language of the Act neither
discriminates against nor advantages a particular spouse. 63 The very nature of inherent values
is that they are not express and, while the statements of general application are worthy, they do
nothing to assist in determining the final result.
The present state of the judicial discretion conferred by section 79 of the Act is, therefore, one
with six identifiable shortcomings. First, there is no compulsion to consider any factors in
section 79(4) of the Act in dismissing an application. Second, there is no mandated sequence
in which to consider factors. Third, there is no direction on the weight given to any particular
consideration. Fourth, there is no express principle of non-discrimination. Fifth, the economic
interests of children are often mentioned but carry no specific weight. Sixth, the judicial
discretion has no definable boundaries.
Despite these difficulties at a conceptual level, it may be the case that property settlement
decisions are consistent and predictable at first instance. A best-practice approach to the regular
application of judicial discretion might reflect principles such as even-handedness and
consistency, predictability and certainty, procedural rules, neutral principles, and the avoidance
of any generalised notion of fairness. 64 The need for an understanding of the on-the-ground
outcomes justifies an inquiry into the reasoning process and results of first-instance judgments.
57
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The author’s exploratory analysis of first-instance judicial decision-making points to
significant inconsistencies. 65 Any data is subject to the acknowledgement that almost all cases
resolve without the need for final judicial determination. In 2017-2018, the Family Court of
Australia finalised 534 contested final orders cases compared to 13,962 consent orders
applications. 66 In that same year, the Federal Circuit Court of Australia (which does not have a
consent orders application process) resolved 75 per cent of its cases before a trial. 67
The author’s sample of 200 first-instance decisions encountered four different approaches to
findings of the property of the parties and three distinct methods for determining contributions
and section 75(2) factors. 68 The range of results was an award between zero per cent and 100
per cent. 69 Subject to all of the qualifications expressed in that study, 70 section 79 of the Act as
applied in that particular sample appears to permit any number of permutations or combinations
of judicial reasoning processes, producing the broadest possible range of results.
If the author’s findings are indeed reflective of judicial decisions as a whole, then the actual
exercise of discretion falls short of the standards of predictability and certainty. Accordingly,
at its worst, section 79 of the Act appears devoid of discernible purpose, and potentially applied
in an unconstructed, unpredictable fashion. If true, reform is long overdue.
IV

WHY A LIBERAL THEORY?

At first glance, it may seem incongruous to consider the Act as liberal. For the choice of liberal
theory in this family law property context, liberal theory is a modern, or contemporary liberal
theory, and is neither classical nor utilitarian. It is in this form that this article uses the terms
‘liberal’ or ‘liberal theory.’ This definition requires explanation in legal and theoretical
contexts. In property settlement cases, section 79 of the Act intrudes into the private sphere of
marriage, and its breakdown looks behind the law of property (and equitable title) and
intervenes in a way that ordinarily produces a different outcome. There is, however, no
compulsion for separated spouses to complete a property settlement. They may, if they so elect,
retain their joint property for the rest of their lives, or divide or sell any property, they without
legal intervention. Resolution of property matters is neither a pre-condition to divorce,
remarriage, or entry into a de-facto relationship. The only known example of compulsion in
financial matters is in social security, where a person with dependent children to receive an
income-tested pension or benefit, must take reasonable steps to obtain child support. 71
A

Background: Historical Liberal Theory

Strands of liberal historical theory enjoy quick exclusion. Section 79 of the Act does not, and
could not, reflect natural law theory. 72 Mill wrote that persons should enjoy the freedom to
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pursue their good in their way, subject to not causing harm to others. 73 The intervention of the
law in section 79 of the Act intervenes with and may eliminate, the ability of a person to peruse
their future financial good. Locke wrote that the intervention of the state could only be for the
good of society, that is, with the intention to preserve self, liberty and property. 74 Such laws are
binding upon their proper establishment, enforced by independent judges who determine
disputes only by law. 75 Section 79 of the Act neither preserves, protects or respects preservation
of property. It cannot reflect Locke’s classical liberalism.
However, remnants of utilitarianism persist in the binding financial agreement provisions in
the Act. Utilitarianism provides that a legal system of good order enforce promises and
guarantees expectations. 76 The law respects the autonomy of individuals to reach a concluded
agreement. The moral obligation to enforce a promise rests on norms arising from the
promisor. 77 The purpose is to enable people to have some control over their own lives. 78 The
responsibility to be bound by a promise arises because one individual has ‘intentionally
invoked a convention’ to expect performance of the terms of the other. 79 Principles of duress
and unconscionability are essential, but not ‘open-ended invitations to rearrange the
understandings people have reached.’ 80
B

Financial Agreements and Alteration of Property Interests

It was not always the case that separated couples had the freedom to contract out entirely of
the jurisdiction of a court under the Act. Section 87 agreements, which operated from the
commencement of the Act, were only enforceable once approved by the Court. 81 Once an
agreement was approved, it was in substitution for all rights under the Act. Parties to marriage
could enter agreements. 82 There was no requirement for parties to be separated. The longstanding principle that pre-marital agreements were invalid precluded any agreement before
marriage. 83 Section 87 agreements could only be approved if their terms were proper. 84 Several
factors were taken into account to determine whether the agreement was proper, including
disclosure; fairness of content, capacity to implement, and understanding that the agreement
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was in substitution for their rights. 85 This regime prevented spouse parties from entering into
any arrangement without judicial oversight.
The section 87 agreement regime ended and fundamentally changed, with the introduction of
the current statutory system in the year 2000. Section 87 of the Act was grandfathered, 86 and
replaced with a scheme for entry into a binding financial agreement (albeit one with multiple
subsequent amendments and additions). 87 The critical difference (from a philosophical
perspective) between the regimes was the removal of judicial oversight and the removal of any
governance over the content of the agreement. For all agreements from the year 2000, if an
agreement is a financial agreement within the meaning of the Act, 88 the financial matters
relating to property exclude a court’s jurisdiction under section 79 of the Act. 89 There are no
provisions in the Act to set aside, vary, or discharge a financial agreement on the basis that the
terms are unfair, unreasonable, or not just and equitable. Limited statutory grounds exist for
setting aside a financial agreement including a material change in circumstances relating to a
child, 90 and impracticability of implementing the financial agreement. 91
The Act, however, imports and preserves common law principles of contracts, both in law and
equity. 92 These a pre-requisite to considering statutory formalities. 93 The High Court decision
of Thorne v Kennedy 94 demonstrates that there are no special or unique principles applicable to
matrimonial-style agreements. 95 In the special leave application, Keane J raised precisely this
issue. 96 It seems that the issue was not necessary to decide as the financial agreement was
unenforceable arising by either presumed or actual undue influence, 97 or unconscionability, 98
on orthodox principles, save that the plurality provided some guidance on relevant factors.
These factors are the absence of negotiation, emotional circumstances of entry, time for
reflection, the nature of the parties’ relationship, each party’s financial position, and the
independent advice received. 99
The Australian regime contrasts with the English approach, where a court has the discretion to
find an agreement binding. 100 New Zealand’s agreement regime also differs from Australia’s,
85
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as the principles of contract and equity are preserved, with an additional power to set aside an
agreement if, having regard to all the circumstances, giving effect to the agreement would cause
serious injustice. 101
Accordingly, a threat of utilitarianism runs through the Australia financial agreements regime.
Agreements are prima facie valid and preserve and protect individual choices made between
spouses, irrespective of the financial agreement’s content. Such is the priority to financial
agreements that their operation does not merely bind the parties, it excludes a court’s
jurisdiction altogether. The onus rests on an aggrieved party to prove a common law or
equitable vitiating factor, and only limited statutory grounds apply otherwise.
Section 79 of the Act is subservient to a valid and binding financial agreement. Section 79 of
the Act, while not itself liberal, is surrounded by provisions which, informed by liberal
principles, operate to extinguish it altogether. It is in this sense that the financial provisions of
the Act are structurally liberal.
C

Can Liberal Theory Apply to Family Property Provisions?

There are very few Australian references to any form of liberal theory applying to family law.
Dewar described judicial discretion in property settlements as a form of technocratic
liberalism. 102 It contained two elements: first, expertise to reach an optimal economic
conclusion; and second, clear ground rules for application private sphere. 103 Saunders argued
for the use of classical liberal theory for reform section 79 of the Act, 104 and considered Rawls’
theory of justice as an alternative, but found it only another way of expressing a needs basis for
distribution. 105
Can contemporary liberal theory (defined in this article), and in particular Rawls’ theory of
justice apply to family property provisions? The answer is yes because others have done so.
George’s work, Ideas and Debates in Family Law, applies (amongst other principles) Rawlsian
theory to family property law. 106 George sees Rawlsian justice not as equalising each party’s
long-term financial position after separation, but rather placing both parties on a suitable
foundation of social and economic equality. 107 George takes Rawls’ system of social cooperation (explored in this article shortly) and argues that Rawls’ theory supports the law taking
action to ensure the burden of raising children (in particular) is divided between spouses
reasonably equally. 108
George’s analysis is in the English context of fairness (with components within it) being the
overarching standard governing outcomes. 109 He argues against a generalised standard of
fairness, instead the law ought to have a general stance of encouraging negotiation and
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settlement, provided that persons can make genuinely free choices, preventing the wrongful
exercise of power by one spouse over another. 110 Ultimately, George states that it ought not to
be the role of judges to determine principles of justice in family law property settlements and
that it is a proper task for Parliament to do so. 111 Other scholars rely upon, at least in part,
liberal or in particular Rawlsian concepts. Eekelaar, in his substantial work arguing for a
complete abandonment of family law altogether, wrote that many of his assumptions would
look similar to those of liberalism. 112 Henaghan concluded that Eekelaar’s approach was
Rawlsian, 113 to the extent that it provided public reason (in the sense that such reasoning is
express and open to all). 114
If the Act is, in its financial components, structurally liberal, and international literature applies
Rawls’ theory to inform structurally similar judicial discretion (as that in England), then the
possibility arises of applying Rawls’ theory to family property settlements. To do so
successfully; however, requires explanation, then interrogation of Rawlsian principles.
V

RAWLS’ THEORY OF JUSTICE

Rawls’ theory of justice provides for the supremacy of (and non-interference with) political
liberties, principally at a constitutional level. However, the theory permits the distribution of
social goods (including opportunities, income and wealth), 115 at a legislative level subject to
meeting pre-conditions and with limitations. Rawls’ theory of justice is not utilitarian. Indeed,
at the outset, Rawls sets out to carry to another level of abstraction social contract theory, such
that the theory is ‘no longer open to the more obvious objections thought fatal to it.’ 116 Rawls
sets out his theory as one which offers a systematic account of justice superior to
utilitarianism. 117
Rawls’ theory of justice contains two fundamental principles. The first principle is that ‘each
person has a claim to a fully adequate scheme of equal basic rights and liberties, which scheme
is compatible with the same scheme for all; and in this scheme, the equal political liberties, and
only those liberties, are to be guaranteed their fair value.’ 118 Such basic rights and liberties
include the rule of law. The first element (the rule of law) forms part of Rawls fundamental
rights and liberties, which have priority over other principles. 119 The second principle (the
difference principle) is that the optimal arrangements of social and economic inequalities are
that they are both: (a) to the greatest expected benefit of the least advantaged, subject to (b)
providing the greatest possible benefit for the least well off. 120 The first principle has lexical
priority over the second. 121 It must be positively satisfied before moving on to the second
principle. 122 Rawls describes the two principles as an egalitarian form of liberalism. 123
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Rawls described the difference principle such that those who are naturally advantaged should
be free to improve their good fortune, provided that they ‘cover the costs of training and
education and for using their endowments in ways that help the less fortunate as well.’ 124 The
difference principle in addressing social and economic inequalities is not essential at a
constitutional level and is more amenable to a legislative level. 125
These two principles rest upon Rawls view that uniform values that are binding upon all of us.
These values do not arise because of an express undertaking between individuals, or between
people and their governments. Instead, it derives from the notion of acceptance of them by
people in an original position, a hypothetical state in which one does not know his (or her)
place in society, class, social status, fortune (as meaning naturally advantaged), intelligence,
and strength. 126 In such a situation, free and rational persons accept an initial position of
equality as defining the fundamental terms of their association. 127 This central notion of human
rationality underpins the equal scheme of fundamental rights and liberties.
Two entry points link Rawlsian theory to family property settlements. The first is that the
original position is analogous to a de-facto relationship or a marriage in a particular way. While
in the original position two persons are removed from their externalities, spouse parties
intermingle their external circumstances. Ultimately, those terms of association could reach a
point where the society, class, social status, or fortune of spouse parties no longer matter.
Accordingly, there comes the point where equality defines, or ought to determine, the terms of
the association between spouse parties. Such equality breaks down any connectivity between
the structural nature of the relationship (for example whether the property is marital or
otherwise) and accepts sharing of all of the property of the parties given the vicissitudes of life.
The result is sharing equally in the benefit of gifts from family members, inheritances,
windfalls, personal injury claims, redundancies, property brought into the relationship, and
even a particular skill or acumen one party may possess. The considerable difficulty comes
with defining the pre-conditions to that point.
Upon the existence of a marriage or a de-facto relationship, 128 the start is the knowledge of
spouse parties to contract out of the Act and choosing not to. As the plurality in Stanford v
Stanford commented, if two spouses consider, but elect not to contract out of the Act, 129 then
there is an acceptance that the law will intervene in the financial matters of those spouses in
the event of relationship breakdown. The second is children of the marriage or de-facto
relationship, or care of children in blended families. Volumes of literature examine the financial
consequences of the division of household labour, with the lost financial opportunities for
career development, growth in superannuation, and earning capacity. 130
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The research demonstrates that, on balance, the consequences fall disproportionately on the
spouse party who has primary responsibility or spends the majority of time caring for children,
or has the most time out of the workforce. The factors, being the threshold of marriage or defacto relationship, absence or contracting out, and care of children, all read together, point to
a mutual life choice. That choice is to intermingle the financial and non-financial aspects of
life to such an extent that it is no longer possible, or just, to retrospectively inquire into the
value of each spouse party by assessment of their contributions. An additional factor, informing
the New Zealand reform discussion, is the duration of the relationship. If all of the preceding
three pre-conditions exist and persist for a lengthy period, how could it be just for one spouse
party to argue that they never intended the other to be their financial equal? What this concept
does is take what Rawls uses in a meta form for the foundation of a just society, and applies it
in a personal way for a just financial result.
The second entry point is Rawls direct comments on entitlements on divorce. In Political
Liberalism (Expanded Edition), he wrote:
But a now common proposal is that as a norm or a guideline, the law should count a wife’s
work in raising children (when she bears that burden as is still common) as entitling her to an
equal share in the income that her husband earns during the marriage. Should there be a divorce,
she should have an equal share in the increased value of the family’s assets during that time.
Any departure from this norm would require a special and clear justification. It seems
intolerably unjust that a husband may depart the family taking his earning power with him and
leaving his wife and children far less advantaged than before. Forced to fend for themselves,
their economic position is often precarious. A society that permits this does not care about
women, much less about their equality, or even about their children, who are its future. 131

Rawls did not directly link the conceptual to the personal in a way this article attempts, but
wrote of the value of ‘the freedom and equality of women, the equality of children as future
citizens, the freedom of religion, and, finally, the value of the family in securing the orderly
production and reproduction of society and of its culture from one generation to the next.’ 132
No ambiguity exists here about applying Rawlsian theory to family property settlements. Rawls
directly addresses the issue. In its purest (and earliest) form, Rawls adopts a division of an
equal division of matrimonial property, with an unequal division based on a disparity in earning
capacity.
VI

RAWLS AND THE PRIVATE SPHERE
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Rawls described the right to equal rights and liberties as having priority over all others. 133
Liberal feminists raise the issue, in light of priority to liberty, whether the theory is sound
within the context of the private sphere. The gravamen of liberal feminist critiques of Rawls
seems to be that the theory either fails to address the distinction between the private and the
public, or, more fundamentally, prioritises the public over the private. For example, Okin, who
described herself as a defender of Rawls’ version of liberalism, 134 wrote that Rawls paid little
or no attention to the internal justice (or injustices) of the family. 135 She argued that there was
an implicit reliance by Rawls on the distinction between the public and the private. 136 She wrote
that the effect of such a distinction was to assume that rational economic behaviour was the
natural preserve of men to the relegation or exclusion of the influence of women. 137
Rawls directly addressed the public/private distinction in Justice as Fairness: A Restatement,
where he wrote that, in effect, that the principles of justice themselves determine whether they
ought to apply at a constitutional, legislative, or some other level. Rawls wrote (after much of
the critique mentioned above), ‘[i]f the so-called private sphere is exempt from justice, then
there is no such thing.’ 138 However, shortly preceding this statement (as it appears in Justice as
Fairness: A Restatement), Rawls wrote that ‘we wouldn’t want political principles of justice to
apply to the internal life of the family.’ 139 These positions are reconcilable if once accepts that
when Rawls refers to political principles, he means the first principle of justice, not the
difference principle. If this argument fails, then a proper concession is the existence of some
disquiet, or ambiguity, by Rawls in the broad application of his theory within the family.
Okin considered that Rawls’ revised position was a significant application of his theory of
justice to gender equality. 140 However, she expressed reservations about whether Rawls was
genuinely committed to justice within the family. 141 She asked why the difference principle
could not apply to the family. 142 Okin’s critique sharply illuminates some inconsistencies in
Rawls’ work. Initially, Rawls acknowledged a practice of sharing half of the gain of family
wealth, with particular reference to retention by the husband of his [sic] earning capacity. Later,
Rawls stated that the private sphere could not be exempt from justice. Rawls did not expressly
state that the difference principle should apply within the family. He did not resolve what
would happen if there were a conflict between the difference principle in the private sphere and
fundamental rights or liberties. What appears un-contestable is that Rawls directly addresses
the financial circumstances of marriage breakdown. On the question of whether Rawls’
comments on the family are central or merely ancillary to the central tenants of his theory, there
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are two possible answers. At the outset, Rawls defines major institutions to be subject to the
principles of justice. Included in those major institutions was the monogamous family. 143
Given the prominence of the (monogamous) family as a major social institution, it follows that
Rawls at least contemplated the role of families in society and his comments on the family
were not a mere afterthought. However, should the reader not accept this answer then the
second possibility is this article’s alternative law must – by extension – take, adopt and apply
one strand of liberal feminist critique. The result is that Rawls’ theory of justice, in particular,
the difference principle, is applied to the private sphere, irrespective of the competing views
concerning the theory’s original purpose.
VII

NECESSARY PRE-CONDITIONS

The difficulty is determining at what point the law should determine that spouses should share
equally in all of their property. The alternative law presented here expressly rules out using the
status of the relationship independently. Existing international provisions confine themselves
to sharing of the net matrimonial property equally, or unequally (for example) as (in Scotland)
justified by ‘special circumstances.’ 144 British Columbia and Ontario legislation provide that
each of the spouses have a right to an equal division of all family property. 145 However, Ontario
defines net family property as property after deducting the value of the property, other than a
matrimonial home, that a spouse owned at the date of marriage. 146 British Columbia excludes
from family property any property acquired before the relationship, inheritances, gifts,
damages awards, and specific categories of discretionary trusts. 147
There is no known present example where there is a rule of equal division that does not exclude
specific categories of property. However, the Law Commission New Zealand in its preferred
approach paper proposes a model, a modified version of which provides a useful template for
a set of pre-conditions for equal sharing. The New Zealand preferred approach is that there be
a sharing of income, described as a FISA (‘Family Income Sharing Arrangement’). 148 Without
examining the whole merits of that proposal, it does prescribe a set of pre-conditions before it
applies. They are:
a. The partners have a child together; or
b. The relationship was ten years or longer; or
c. During the relationship:
a. Partner A stopped, reduced or did not ever undertake paid work, took a
lesser paying job or declined a promotion or other career advancement
opportunity, in order to make contributions to the relationship; or
b. Partner B was enabled to undertake training, education and/or other career
sustaining or advancing opportunities due to the contributions of Partner A
to the relationship. 149
Taking the New Zealand pre-conditions to income sharing, and combining it with the Rawlsian
concept of equality argued here, draws the necessary Rawlsian pre-conditions. The pre143
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condition approach works by amending the Act to include a separate cause of action. The cause
of auction requires some form of labelling. This article adopts the term ‘substantial sharing
order.’ A spouse is entitled to a substantial sharing order if that spouse:
a. Had a child or children with their partner, or had primary or substantial care of a
child of one of the partners, and
b. The relationship was ten years or longer (measured from the date the relationship
assumes the character of a de-facto relationship, to the date of breakdown
(irrespective of the date of any marriage), and
c. The parties have not entered into a financial agreement which is binding, and,
d. One partner stopped, reduced, or did not ever undertake paid work, took a lesser
paying job or declined a promotion or other career advancement opportunity, to
take responsibility for, or applied that partner’s time towards, care of children.
A substantial sharing order is either (a) an equal division of property or (b) an unequal division
of property by the cause of action. Such a cause of action sets out a statutory entitlement to
equality (as a base point), but also leaves no doubt about the reasons for such a benefit. To
ensure the structure of the reasoning process (but to avoid ‘steps’ terminology from previous
cases), this is labelled ‘Phase 1: The Threshold Finding’. This phase also provides that, on the
meeting of entitlement requirements, a court must decide the application by the cause of action
using ‘Phases’ in sequence. Without the entitlement threshold, section 79 of the Act applies.
The threshold applies Rawlsian theory and addresses the shortcomings of the existing section
79 of the Act in three ways. First, it sets out a clear theoretical basis for entitlement. Second,
the law is clear and known. Third, it forms a basis for judicial decision making to be impartial
and seen to be impartial.
VIII

RECOGNITION OF NON-DISCRIMINATION

The model now moves to incorporate the absence of discrimination. The principle, in part,
draws directly from Rawls’ statement accepting as a value the freedom and equality of
women. 150 If equality is fundamental to the terms of the association between the spouses, and
the family meets the type of pre-conditions, then there appears to be little rationale to exclude
specific categories of property. The desire to eliminate particular kinds of property, such as
wealth brought into the marriage, gifts and inheritances and personal injury claims proceeds
appears to reflect a notion that the other spouse did not ‘earn’ the property and is therefore not
entitled to it. The result is the preservation of interests of spouses in law or equity, which is at
odds with the existence of legislation to alter property.
‘Phase 2: The Equal Entitlement Finding’ is, therefore, defining property and dividing it in half
by value. It is quite deliberately a finding, not an order. A person is entitled to an equal
entitlement finding based on the value of the property. The property consists of any property
owned by the parents jointly, or separately, obtained before, during or after the marriage, in
law or equity, (including superannuation) by any means, at its value at the date of hearing. 151
Subject to that condition, property need not change its meaning (nor should liabilities) from
the existing approach in section 79 of the Act. Then, again drawn from New Zealand (with
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modifications) 152 the next provision is that each partner is ‘entitled to share equally by value
in all net property’. The result is a quantum for each spouse. If the spouses wish to stop at this
point and not seek an unequal division, then the only argument remaining is the composition
of the property to be retained by each party, subject to a separate discretion (discussed below).

IX

UNEQUAL DIVISION: APPLYING THE RULE OF LAW

‘Phase 3: Unequal Division Process’ is a judicial discretion to divide property but sets out the
method and confines of this process. If judicial discretion is going to remain, then, to meet the
Rawlsian justice criteria, the rule of law must be met, as it forms part of Rawls’ fundamental
rights and liberties, which have priority. 153 A full discussion of the rule of law is beyond this
article’s scope. This discussion restricts its focus to the precepts ‘that similar cases be treated
similarly’, 154 and that laws be known and expressly promulgated. 155 The literature supports
these elements as part of the rule of law. Some describe the rule of law as requiring a law to be
‘prospective, open, clear and stable.’ 156 Others include the proposition that similar cases should
have the same treatment, but also ‘different cases should be treated differently.’ 157
Discussion on the rule of law need not descend into a binary argument between absolute rules
and absolute discretion. The literature points to the benefits in the retention of forms of judicial
discretion, but with express statements of the values underpinning principles, and careful
management of the reasoning process. Culp-Davis, in his seminal work, warned of the dangers
inherent in unfettered discretion, but also considered that a progression from unstructured
discretion to a structured one was appropriate ‘when private interests are at stake and when the
same issues often recur.’ 158 Sunstein argued that mandatory guidelines might establish
standards monitoring discretion, but that this very flexibility may not be a virtue. 159 Schneider
wrote that the leading benefit of judicial discretion was that it gives a judge authority ‘to do
justice in each individual case.’ 160 He argued that such discretion was tolerable provided a judge
was subject to a range of constraints, particularly procedural rules. 161 Ingleby, in a strong
critique of discretionary justice, wrote that its only advantage was the possibility of doing
justice in cases that were judicially determined. 162 He considered that, in effect, parliament had
152
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devolved the decision on the importance of contributions not only to judges but also to
divorcing parties and their legal representatives. 163 Dewar argued in favour of wide judicial
discretion for the minority of cases that are judicially determined, but that a rule-like framework
should apply to parties undertaking negotiation. 164 He adopted Sunstein’s term of ‘acoustic
separation’ for this distinction. 165 The Full Court recently discussed applying the consistency
test from criminal sentencing discretion to cases under section 79 of the Act. 166 The present
position appears to be from the majority of the High Court in Barbaro v The Queen, 167 who
wrote that consistency ‘is in the application of relevant legal principles, not numerical
equivalence.’ 168
The difficulty in leaving discretion unmanaged is that it replicates, albeit in a lesser form, all
of the problems identified with section 79’s unpredictability and uncertainty. One option to
manage the quantum of judicial discretion comes from Henaghan, who wrote of a limitation
on judicial discretion with a maximum of 15 per cent deviation from an equal division: a 65
per cent/35 per cent result. 169 He argued that this provided a means for parties to plan and
understand defined expectations. 170 In providing limitations to the percentage division,
Henaghan’s proposal is far more consistent with the rule of law. However, a concern is that the
cap of a 65 per cent assumes that this result will be sufficient to do justice in all cases, especially
if there is only modest property.
One solution is a staggered cap to the adjustment. In the usual case, the maximum result could
well be a 65 per cent/35 per cent division. However, the maximum adjustment could be 30 per
cent (80 per cent/20 per cent division) when the value of the property is at or less 150 per cent
of (say) the maximum allowable net property for a full pension, or a percentage of mean
average household wealth. For families that fall under that mean, no maximum amount applies.
In all cases, if an application for an unequal division applies, then the successful applicant is
entitled to not less than 60 per cent of the net property. Percentage caps gives negotiating parties
a framework (in the way Heneghan suggests) but adjusting for wealth gives better effect to
Rawls difference principle
‘Phase 3’, while retaining judicial discretion, places quantum boundaries around it. In most
cases, the range for the successful applicant will be from 60 per cent – 80 per cent of the net
property. The range bookends the discretion and provides some greater predictability.
However, by increasing the scope of judicial discretion for persons of lesser wealth, ‘Phase 3’
both treats different cases differently, meeting the rule of law, and accounts for disadvantage,
reflecting the difference principle. The ‘one-size-fits-all’ discretion in section 79 of the Act,
and its inability to expressly provide greater adjustments for the least well-off is eliminated.
Accordingly, at the end of ‘Phase 3’, a judge will have determined that in the event the court
makes an unequal division, then the quantum of the adjustment will be within a certain range.
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‘Phase 4: Unequal division finding’ then manages the factors guiding judicial discretion. There
are two parts. First is a set out of objects and principles (addressing the absence of such objects
in section 79 of the Act). Second is a specified set out factors to give weight to (expressed in
mandatory terms to avoid the ambiguity about consideration of factors that section 79(4) of the
Act has. In an unequal division finding, a court must find both the determined percentage
division between the parties (within the specified range) and express that finding in dollar
terms.
Objects and principles for an unequal division come from the New Zealand model drafting but
then adapted to this article’s model. They are:
a. The continuation of equality of spouses for the longest duration possible;
b. Priority to economic interests of children, to ensure children reach their full potential;
c. Recognition of the disparity of earning capacity between spouses;
d. Where there is more modest property to divide, the adjustment to the disadvantaged
spouse ought to be greater, and
e. Consistency in the application of relevant legal principles, not numerical equivalence.
f. A duty to end the mutual ownership of the property to the greatest extent practicable.
Following the statements of principle are relevant factors. If a court finds that none of these
factors exists, then the court must dismiss the application. However, if any one of the following
factors exists a court must make an unequal division finding, and in doing so, a court must then
give weight to:
a. The extent of disparity of earning capacity between the parties;
b. Whether the child support paid or payable meets the actual costs of dependent children;
c. Promoting the ability of a parent to assume, or continue, primary care of a dependent
child or children if that parent chooses to do so;
d. Maximising the standard of dependent children’s health care, education, and
accommodation, in each of the parent’s households; and
e. The objects and principles mentioned above.
‘Phase 4: unequal division finding’ establishes the final dollar entitlement, but, as yet, there is
no consideration of the form of the final order. The benefits of ‘Phase 4’ are that it applies the
core of the difference principle covering ‘the costs of training and education and for using their
endowments in ways that help the less fortunate as well’, 171 together with the maximum benefit
to the most disadvantaged. 172 Rawls statement that children ought to have the best opportunity
to become equal future citizens provides an unambiguous basis for an unequal distribution of
property when children remain dependent. 173 The direction to give weight and the limited
factors address the weight issue in section 79(4) of the Act and permit a more significant
opportunity for judicial consistency.
Provisions must avoid the ambiguity in other jurisdictions. One duty in the United Kingdom
legislation is to consider ‘the welfare while a minor of any child of the family who has not
attained the age of eighteen’. 174 There is no definition of welfare, although English parenting
legislation defines welfare as taking into account emotional needs, the effect of any change in
circumstances, and personal characteristics. 175 The New Zealand legislation provides that a
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court shall have regard to the interests of children of the relationship in any proceedings. 176
None of these provisions appears to direct a court on how to exercise discretion any differently
when there are children. Literature suggests the existing provisions are of little practical use.
Miles (in the United Kingdom context) argued that little priority was (in practice) given to the
interests of children. 177 Peart argued that in New Zealand, children’s interests play only a minor
role in financial matters and were subservient to the main purposes of the legislation in dividing
relationship property equally. 178 Parkinson’s proposal to give effect to the accommodation
needs of children does no more than the equivalent provisions in the United Kingdom and New
Zealand. 179 It makes a statement of priority to the financial interests of children but provides
no specific guidance on how a judge should meet that goal. If Miles and Peart are correct in
their respective analyses, then statements of principle in legislation are not effective. An
alternative law, therefore, needs specific direction on how to give weight to the actual costs of
children’s accommodation, education, and health.
X

COMPOSITION OF THE ORDER: EXPRESS PRIORITY TO CHILDREN’S INTERESTS

Separating the relevant factors for the quantum of the order from composition improves
transparency. If, for example, spouses seek an equal division but remain in dispute about what
property each is to retain, then the disagreement is narrower. Existing factors from cases under
section 79 of the Act readily lend themselves to inclusion in a separate statutory discretion.
Factors include the nature of the property (for example, whether superannuation, or business
interest), a party’s desire to retain specific property, the intrinsic value in keeping a home
because of the proximity to favoured schools, 180 and the emotional effect on a person of having
to sell their home. 181 If, however, the discretion on the composition of the order is to be as
transparent as that for quantum, then objects and principles, together with weight, require
expression. The result is removing the uncertainty. Once again, priority is to the economic
interests of children.
On that basis, ‘Phase 5: Terms of the Order’ has both objects and principles, together with
factors. However, to ensure that this discretion does not befall section 79’s unpredictability,
the terms of the order must reflect (to the greatest extent possible) the unequal division finding
in dollar terms. The objects include:
a. Attempting, wherever possible, to ensure the children remain in the family home,
or a home geographically close to the family home.
b. Avoiding, wherever possible, a change in the children’s school, sporting, social,
and extra-curricular activities.
The factors to give weight to then are:
a. The cost of housing in the area of the family home;
b. The nature of other property of the parties, whether superannuation, real estate,
businesses or otherwise,
c. The taxation or other financial consequences of selling property;
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d. Priority to children’s stability over retention of income-producing assets;
e. The borrowing capacity of either spouse to make a cash payment to the other, while
still retaining the home or a home;
f. The emotional impact on the children of selling the family home;
g. The travel time and costs of the children’s existing school and extra-curricular and
social activities and how this would change with moving house;
h. Any parenting arrangements or orders;
i. The age of the parties, in particular, whether any superannuation interest is likely to
vest in the next five years; and
j. The objects and principles of this phase.
Unlike international provisions and section 79 of the Act, this requires a court to express very
clearly framing reasons for the orders and continues to give practical priority to the interests of
children. Such provisions have the dual benefit of meeting the Rawlsian criteria for children,
and expressing factors lacking in section 79 of the Act about how the order should be composed.
They avoid the pitfalls of international legislative provisions giving only vague priority to
children’s interests. This final phase provides continued management to judicial discretion in
a way section 79 of the Act does not.
XI

CONCLUSIONS

Taking Rawls’ theory of justice and applying it to family relationship property delivers values
for a just outcome. A just law is one which (while retaining some form of judicial discretion)
meets the rule of law, offers equality between spouses, adjusts for differentials in earning
capacity and financial circumstances, and prioritises the economic and personal interests of
dependent children.
This concept of a model Rawlsian law results in significant wealth transfers to those spouses
who have previously, or presently, have primary care of children, irrespective of gender. The
model sets out sequential steps for determining applications and provides caps to the division
of property. The stability of the reasoning framework facilitates greater negotiation between
spouses. It implements a principle of non-discrimination between spouses in separated families
by identifying their property (including superannuation) and dividing it equally, irrespective of
the circumstances of acquisition, maintenance, or improvement of that property. It recognises
financial disadvantage by increasing the unequal division of property when there is less
property to divide. It provides a specific mechanism to implement priority to the financial
interests of children, rather than just a statement of principle.
It is transparent by separating the discretion for the composition of the order from the amount
each spouse receives. Implementation requires significant and ongoing public education about
the availability of financial agreements, the desirability of spouses reaching agreement about
their finances, and the economic consequences that follow on failure to reach an agreement.
The model does not interfere with the liberty of parties to interfere in a financial agreement,
nor does it eliminate applications for spousal maintenance. It sits within the existing structure
of the Act. This model is not, and does not seek to be, of broad appeal for all types of spousal
relationships. It is a partial solution to the issues facing specific kinds of families. For those
families that do not fall within the framework the present system may be the least-worst fallback. However, the proposed model at least provides a scheme expressly drawn from an
express theoretical foundation. Whatever the final form of a new family property settlement
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law is to be, it should rest on a transparent policy foundation readily accessible to all
stakeholders in the family law system. This model provides one way of achieving that end.
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