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S T E L L I N G E N 

1. 
Although Western societies today do embrace the idea of personal 
freedom, these same societies continue, nonetheless, to socialize 
their members towards the notion, often enforced by law, that 
every adult should conform to one lifestyle, preferably a monoga­
mous heterosexual pair-bond as the permanent basis for living. 
However, when society places at the same time great emphasis on 
self-actualization and individuation, different kinds of selves 
will emerge. Cohabitation is indicative of this trend. 

Dit proefsohvift 

2. 
Cohabitants who question or reject parental responsibilities are 
most likely to indefinitely postpone marriage. 

Dit proefeohrift 

3. 
The dreams of the majority of the Dutch cohabiting couples center 
no longer around marriage as the fulfilment of a romantic dream, 
but around a Vision of a permanent two-some. 

Bit pvoefsahrift 

4. 
As long as women see their only destiny in the cradling of a 
child, and as long as women find "...validation of (their) 
uniqueness and importance by being singled out among all other 
women by a man"*, then marriage will continue to be a liaison 
between unequals, and the woman the lesser of the two. 

SRaehel M. Brounstein, Becoming A Heroine: 
Reading About Women in Novels, 
(New York, Viking Press, Ins., 1982).' 

5. 
It is possible to marry with or without ecclesiastical benediction 
but not without governmental permission. It is preferable to root 
these covenants in moral religious teachings or in personal moral 
convictions rather than in governmental sanctions and licenses, 
since marriage and cohabitation involve moral action and moral 
growth and not political sanctification in order to survive. 
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6. 

7. 
The process referred to in psychology as "transference" is under­
going a metamorphosis brought about by what is popularly referred 
to as the women's movement (women's liberation). If healthy dy­
adic transference is only possible in relationships of mutual give 
and take, then the socialization of the so-called dominant male 
and of the submissive female will have to give way to a new kind 
of free man and free woman. Both will be obliged to interrelate 
out of a believed equality, irrespective of gender, and focus on 
the personhood of the individual. If one must, therefore, trans­
fer, and we must, let it be to a noble cause, to a moral philoso­
phy, or to a living God. 

8. 
Though the specific reasons-may differ,, one can nonetheless say-
that both Europe and the United States have experienced a decline 
in the institution of religion. However, if pair-bonded egos can 
only depend upon themselves or upon human secular institutions, 
however technologically advanced they may become, it is question­
able whether the family unit, let alone the pair-bond, can ever 
remain strong.without some culturally available form of relating 
to a transcendent frame Of reference, i.e., religion. 

9. 
It is to be recommended that a longitudinal study be undertaken, 
not straying from the model of this thesis, that would research 
not only the human questions that arise from an examining of the 
difference between cohabitation and marriage but the ever more 
human questions that will and must arise when taking a very care­
ful look at the quality of the socialization process as it relates 
to offspring and longevity of covenant. Because, whatever else re­
search might find, in the end, lasting relationships with high de­
grees of satisfaction and long duration, in addition to stably so­
cialized offspring growing in this very complicated world, are the 
best measures to authenticate the healthy household. 

We often hear that couples, either cohabiting or married, have the 
best chance for lasting relationships when they achieve an on-go­
ing bond of interdependence. But, it could be said, also, that 
this much wished for interdependence will be extremely difficult 
to achieve, if not impossible to achieve, in a world that empha­
sizes, the near unstoppability of technology, with all of its de­
humanizing diversions and demands, and its child-like games. En­
during and , "healthy" pair-bonds require stronger stuff than can 
ever be proffered by science alone. 



10. 

11. 
In a world with a high percentage of older citizens, it seems cer­
tain that society will have to make some provisions to alleviate 
the burdens of surviving spouses, to encourage marriage or bonding 
among seniors, to educate seniors in the vitality of sexual expres­
sion irrespective of age, and to facilitate older people to deal 
with the reality of death. 

12. 
In the matter of nuclear arms, we have created for the world a 
canopy of fear the likes of which has never before been experi­
enced on the face of the good earth. For even as nuclear weapons 
continue to increase, based upon the dubious theory that equally 
strong adversaries will avoid"conflict, women and men must now 
learn to exist either with the fear of extinction or, for all in­
tents and purposes, with, extinction itself. 

13. 
The social scientist, whether a man or a woman, who journeys on 
the path of cross-national research, despite its well-known ob­
stacles, might well have heeded Park's warning: "... the marginal 
man ... lives in two worlds, in both of which he is more or less 
a stranger. ...Inevitably he becomes, relatively, to his cultural 
milieu, the individual with the wider horizon, the keener intel­
ligence, the more detached and rational viewpoint".*But, none­
theless, quite possibly, a homeless stranger in strange lands. 

^Robert E. Park, Raee and Culture, 
(New York, The Free Press, 1950), 
p. Z5B, Z7B. 
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Traditional sexual morality, which is for the most part still 
based upon a non-contraceptive morality, will be obliged to under­
go drastic and moral transformation in order to respond to a new 
generation of active sexuals whose fear is no longer "birthing 
bastards" or "being caught". There is and ought to be a relation­
ship between sexuality and love that society can teach to a world 
in sexual transformation. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

1. BACKGROUND 
In the last ten years there has been much popular discus­

sion and also a great scholarly interest in the so-called 
"alternative lifestyles" (1). Especially, since the late 
1960's, a diversity of lifestyles other than the nuclear 
family began to emerge, according to demographic changes in 
household compositions during the past decade (US Bureau of 
Census, 1979; Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek, 1930). One 
lifestyle, non-marital cohabitation, has increased most dra­
matically during the past ten years and is the subject of 
this study. The term cohabitation will be used exclusively 
throughout the remainder of this study to refer to hetero­
sexual couples who are living together without being married 
legally. 

Despite its recent rapid increase, one should not overlook 
the fact that cohabitation, in comparison with legal marriage, 
remains an alternative practiced by a minority of the couples 
at any point in time. For the Netherlands, it is estimated 
that 7 percent of all couples are living together unmarried, 
and 93 percent are married (Straver, 1981). This cohabitation 
rate is about twice as low when compared to rates in countries 
like Sweden and Denmark where they are 16 percent (the highest 
rate in Europe) and 13 percent (Trost, 1979), but still about 
twice as high when compared to the 3 percent estimate for the 
United States (Macklin, 1980). 

Various alternative forms of pair-bonding have been docu­
mented throughout human history. Throughout our history, this 
has also been a topic of debate and continual concern. Or, as 
Zimmerman (1947:2) concludes, disagreements over forms of mar-
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riage and family are certainly not new It is one of the 
"oldest arguments of history". For example, at the time of the 
Roman empire, debates flourished about the dignitas type of 
marriage (a binding civil contract between the partners) and 
the concubinatus (a more flexible contractual arrangement 
subjected to fewer legal regulations and social consequences 
as far as children and inheritance was concerned - the child 
remained with the mother and inherited from h e r ) . Toward the 
last days of the empire, the Christian church became the most 
influential force of power in Europe, and with it the concu-
binatus family form disappeared and the dignitas marriage was 
reformed into a sacred and unbreakable union (Zimmerman and,.- '' 
Cervantes, 1956). Nevertheless, concubinage remained â ,.l'e'gal-
ized form of couple relationship in various cultures', which 
differed from marriage in that it usually implied a consider­
ably lower status of both the female partner and her offspring 
than that enjoyed by the legally married wife (Malinowski, 
1963:10). 

One example in the United States of tacitly sanctioned 
cohabitation is known as common law marriage. Ploscowe (1951) 
considers the basic thought underlying common law marriage to 
be that, if a man and a woman are living together and presuma­
bly portray themselves to the world as husband and wife, then 
the law treats them as having entered a common law marriage 
relationship. Common law marriage in the United States origi­
nated from the early frontier conditions, where the proper 
legal marriage often had to be postponed until a clergyperson 
could be found. It is still recognized in fifteen states today. 
Instead of being a choice against legal marriage, common law 
marriage was, throughout history, often an imperative and 
characteristic of the poor, somewhat comparable to conditions 
found in the Caribbean area as studied by Goode (1960), Blake 
(1976), Otterbein (1965), and Rodman (1966). Here, for eco­
nomic reasons, "consensual" unions were often practiced as 

an acceptable means of obtaining children. Later on, when 
the male became better off economically, this union would be 
legalized by marriage. Thus, cohabitation became a means for 
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adjustment to social-economic circumstances often affecting 
lower social classes. Marriage was, when possible, the preferred 
arrangement and it symbolized the transformation toward economic 
independence. 

The emergence of cohabitation in the 'seventies has developed 
under quite a different set of circumstances from those of 
cohabitation and concubinage in the past. Instead of constituting 
an imperative, it is characterized by free choice; and, instead 
of being predominantly a lower-class phenomenon, it is a life­
style chosen by the middle and upper classes as well. For some 
couples cohabitation is a temporary trial-phase, intentionally 
to be followed by marriage when completed successfully. For 
others, a clear preference for marriage has been replaced by an 
attitude of indifference and superfluity. Marriage remains an 
acceptable expression mainly for practical reasons; but, it has 
lost its traditional intrinsic value. One could argue that mar­
riage is in the process of becoming one of the "gesunkene Kultur-
giiter" (Naumann, 1922), or a cultural attribute that has come 
down the social stratification ladder and is now equally acces­
sible to all social strata, which seemingly, and paradoxically, 
coincides with a continuous fall in marriage rates. 

Regardless, whatever the reasons are for couples deciding to 
forego the legalization of their union, in the United States 
recent court decisions indicate a trend towards treating cohab­
iting couples who terminate their relationship as if they were 
legally married couples, especially with regard to the division 
of common property (Weitzman, 1975). However, these court 
rulings also indicate legal confusions and are, at times, con­
tradictory (2). In twenty American states, according to the 
letter of the law, cohabitation is still considered a felony 
based on a two-centuries old legal code for "crimes against 
chastity". The law has not been enforced in recent years, but 
the political swing to the right in the 'eighties and the senti­
ments to strengthen again family life as voiced by the so-called 
American "Moral Majority" might bring about a reversal in recent 
legal trends. In Congress, it has been proposed (The Boston 
Globe, June 28, 19 79) that tax laws should be altered to make 



4 

cohabitation a less advantageous economic option for couples 
in certain tax brackets. This argument corresponds to Cole's 
(1901:523) conclusion that considering "the recent actions of 
the Reagan administration to push the status quo far right of 
center cohabitation will likely be structurally repressed 
and legally restrained. If this occurs, cohabitation would not 
reach the sanctioned level of societal recognition necessary 
for becoming a social institution". 

In Sweden, Trost (1973) found that, although most Swedes do 
not consider cohabiting couples to be different from married 
couples, only just over half felt that property should be divided 
equally between cohabiting partners in case of divorce or separa­
tion. In contrast, almost two thirds felt that married partners 
should feel this kind of responsibility for each other. Trost 
also concludes that, although cohabitation has become more and 
more institutionalized, Swedish laws have yet to be written to 
provide proper regulations. In the meantime, legal confusion 
continues. 

In the Netherlands, where the political climate, despite a 
recent political movement toward the right, remains somewhat 
left of center in comparison with the United States, the govern­
ment and representatives of the legal community have begun to 
work on some of these issues. The Dutch civil law (Burgerlijk 
Wetboek) under Article 1373 still considers cohabitation "in 
strijd met de openbare orde en de goede zeden" (against moral 
order) (3). Marriage is the only legalized form of living ar­
rangement, and much of the legal marriage code dates back to 
1838. Thus, also in the Netherlands, lifestyles other than mar­
riage exist in a legal vacuum (Straver, 1979). This lack of 
legal and social provisions leads to inequalities and ambigui­
ties. For example, the revised divorce law of 1971 (Art. 160 
BW) provides that alimony duties cease when the recipient re­
marries or lives together with a partner as if they are married. 
If contested in court, it is the judge who has to determine the 
difference between married and unmarried relationships and it 
is questionable whether the legal profession, at this time, is 
equipped to make those judgements (Straver et al., 1980). In 
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addition, the question whether or not married and unmarried 
couples are comparable unions, has to be seen in the context of 
the ongoing public debate about what constitutes an "economic 
unit" (4). In a society that stresses individuality and the 
economic independence of the adult, the question arises whether 
dyadic partners, married or unmarried, should be held financially 
responsible for each other, or whether it is the individual who 
remains the basic (economic) unit regardless of marital status. 
Should the state carry the burden of the financial consequences 
resulting from dyadic break-downs, or should this remain as much 
as possible, the responsibility of the "divorced" partners? Con­
sidering this ongoing debate, current laws and regulations are 
predictably often contradictory, but are usually written in a 
way that benefits the treasury of the state. Inconsistencies do 
not only exist within government rules and regulations, but also 
among cohabitants themselves. When it becomes more advantageous 
to be considered an economic unit (for example, when applying 
for bank loans, housing, reduced family rates, tax exempt status 
when inheriting) the couple will most likely want to reap the 
benefits of their dyadic, although unmarried, status. In con­
trast, when applying for public welfare assistance, unemployment 
compensation, social security etc., they might want to reverse 
the conditions resulting from their "couple" status. 

Legal regulations for lifestyles that are meant to be a sub­
stitute for marriage are rarely proposed, possibly because such 
legislation is often viewed by lawgivers as undermining the pri­
macy of marriage as the preferable lifestyle. Straver et al. 
(1980:43-45) propose, in view of the diversity of relationships 
they found, which ranged from complete "unity" as a couple to 
complete "independence" as partners from each other, a so-called 
"functional approach". This suggests that, if dyadic partners 
want to legalize their relationship they should have a choice 
and opt for a legal package that protects and regulates their 
relationship according to the basic functions the partners ful­
fil for each other. 

One might conclude that countries with relatively high co­
habitation rates are at a cross-road, faced with the adjustment 
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of public policy to the plurality of emerging lifestyles, where­
by the diversity of political and moral ideologies add on to the 
general public debate. If cohabitation becomes more and more an 
accepted social institution, then governments and experts on 
family will do well to consider at length the subsequent social-
economic, legal, and demographic implications. Reviewers of 
recent cohabitation research (Cole, 1981, 1977; Trost, 1979; 
Macklin, 1978) have observed that only limited knowledge exists 
in this area. Studies completed so far are more often than not 
conceptually and methodologically weak and remain mainly of a 
descriptive nature. It is an unanswered question to what extent 
increased cohabitation is a social given, or whether it is a 
temporary change in styles of living, courtship, and dating 
patterns. Does it point toward a de-evaluation of the institu­
tional character of marriage, or a de-dramatizing of marriage as 
a pursuit for personal happiness? Or, does the new cohabitation 
reflect a privatization of the intimate relationships between 
the sexes? It might be perilous to consider this as resulting 
from a profound transformation in lifestyles, but a review of 
recent cross-national demographic statistics concerning marriage 
and households (Cherlin, 1981; Roussel and Festy, 1978) does 
suggest more than just minor social adjustments. Therefore, be­
cause of the existence of the rapid increase in cohabitation in 
several western countries calling for ongoing political debates 
about the future of marriage and the family, and because of the 
limited knowledge about this phenomenon, research in the area 
of cohabitation is not only timely but necessary. This study 
will attempt to make a contribution to that debate. 

Before describing in detail the study methodology (Chapter 3) 
and presenting its results (Chapters 4 and 5 ) , it might be use­
ful to insert in this opening chapter, a summary of the study, 
briefly describing its purpose, its theoretical base and method­
ological approach. 

2. SUMMARY OF THE STUDY DESIGN 
The purpose of this study is to describe and to explain some 

psycho-social characteristics and relationship patterns that 
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are unique to cohabiting hetero-sexual couples, by comparing 
and contrasting matching samples of cohabiting and married cou­
ples, both in the Netherlands and in the United States. 

A random sample of 50 cohabiting couples in the age group 20 
through 40 years, and a sample of 50 matching married couples 
by age, length of the relationship, occupational prestige, and 
children, were gathered in the Dutch town of Amersfoort. Two 
similar samples consisting of 32 cohabiting and 32 matching 
married couples were obtained in the U.S. city of Salem and town 
of Marblehead. As shown in the following chart, the overall sam­
ple size for the Netherlands was 200 respondents or 100 couples, 
and for the United States 128 respondents or 64 couples, or a 
total of 328 respondents or 164 couples. 

Chart 1. Samples and analytically comparable sub-groups. 

All 
Dutch + US 

Couples 
(N = 164) 

Dutch 
Cohab'g 
Couples 

* 
i— a 

(N = 50) 

Dutch 
Married 
Couples 

(N = 50) 

US 
Cohab'g 
Couples 

* 
(N = 32) 

US 
Married 
Couples 

-> 
(N = 32) 

*Out of the possible comparisons, the following three are 
chosen as part of the analysis: 
a. Dutch cohabiting couples vs. Dutch married couples (matched 

groups); 
b. US cohabiting couples vs. US married couples (matched 

groups); 
c. A comparison of the differences between cohabiting and mar­

ried couples in the Netherlands and the United States 
(comparison of a and b ) . 

Four standardized highly comparable and integrated question­
naires (see Appendix) were designed for each of the sampled 
groups, of which two were written in English and two in Dutch. 


