Who would have guessed that the institution of rager was in so much trouble? In the
midst of the battle over same-sex marriage, whegns to be all about declaring
marriage something worth fighting for, everyoneeedeems to be worrying about
whether the family as a social institution, and mage along with it, are collapsing into
nothingness, dragging with them all that we vatueur daily lives. Most of the articles
prepared for this issue try to address this isaigjing that marriage is evolving out of
existence, that it is being replaced by cohabitatiosome other domestic configuration,
or that it can readily adapt to any challengesdpémmown its way. Reading these essays
was a bit like being surrounded by children bagtiaver their mothers' virtues—"your
mama's never getting married," versus "she is t80.Is this a real issue, or are
academics who specialize in the study of marriagkthe family just trying to drum up
business? A number of themes present themselhtkese contributions, and | tackle
them one by one, adding my comments to the mixpasdeed.

| come to this topic from two perspectives, firstaacultural anthropologist, and second
as a specialist in U.S. cultures, particularlytimegraphic studies of lesbian and gay
families. That background colors my reading ofahicles in a number of ways. As an
anthropologist, | find it problematic to univergaifrom patterns that obtain in U.S.
cultures, or to assume American cultural formatiagsormative in any way. Even when
studying middle-class Americans, the questionsklaas filtered through the cross-
cultural lens that is the hallmark of anthropol@gymuch as they are shaped by a
commitment to an ethic of cultural relativism. Adtigh this relativism is not absolute
and can permit for public intervention, it does m#éaat | assume that people's real lives
and their accounts of those liveske sensin some way, particularly if one takes the
time to understand them contextually.

My location in cultural anthropology also commitg o research methods that are based
in ethnographic fieldwork and that depend on logwgrt participant observation
undertaken in natural settings. It generally préetiexperimental methods and
particularly leads me to question the validity e@arch that occurs in artificial locations
such as laboratories. Although some anthropolog@tseptualize their work as social
science and make use of forms of measurement atististl verification that are

familiar to sociologists and demographers, | comsidyself a practitioner of an
interpretive discipline, and, insofar as the ethrapgic product is highly contingent and
situationally variable, emphatically not a scientis

| also come to these articles after a long caréstunlying family formations that
seemingly hover at the margins of culture, and witommitment to understanding how
agency and pragmatic action motivates conditiotenafaken to be simply "natural.” My
first book,Lesbian Mothers: Accounts of Gender in Americart@al(Lewin, 1993,
compared the narratives produced by lesbian motretdeterosexual single mothers,
locating their stories in themes that revealedeshaultural phrasings of motherhood. In
that work, my concern was to understand how lestmathers, who most people saw as a
bundle of cultural contradictions—if not outrightysmoronic—constructed their

identities and made sense of their dual positidessans and as mothers. | sought to
document the narrative strategies they used irptioisess, and to describe how they




responded to the varied challenges they faced #sensy particularly as lesbian mothers.
What | found was a story far more embedded in wtight be considered the hegemonic
ideology of motherhood than | ever anticipatedioaysthat allowed lesbian mothers to
claim motherhood as a source of personal goodmesasaan identity to which they had
an entittement grounded in nature. | also foundpsegly paradoxically, that both
lesbian and heterosexual mothers whose storiethéigal framed motherhood as an
accomplishment or achievement that demonstrateddabempetence and individual
agency.

In a more recent book proje®gecognizing Ourselvésewin, 1999, I looked at the

ritual content of same-sex weddings, all perforpedr to the current same-sex marriage
debate and therefore completely outside the legalaih. In this project, | was concerned
to understand what couples who staged ceremonieg-thase were enormously various
in their form and content—wanted to achieve. Vieyihe ceremonies as both
performances and as rituals, | focused on couplgsessed objectives but also on the
ways in which different ceremonial elements somesirmonveyed messages that were
less intentional. In particular, |1 was fascinatgdlie interplay of accommodation and
resistance, regardless of whether these were é@kpécticulated, and by how messages
of conformity and subversion both collided with aethforced one another in virtually
all of the ceremonies. Another question | explored what made these rituals worth
having, considering that they were often expenai always consumed a lot of
emotional and organizational energy, but provideadaoncrete or legal benefits.
Concurring with some other anthropologists anducaltstudies scholars who have
studied weddings, | found that these ceremoniaasions offer excellent opportunities
for elaborating various kinds of messages abouttities and communities not explicitly
related to marriage or the relationship. Participarsed their weddings to claim a place
in ethnic or other communities, to make statemahtait their relationship to God, to
situate their bonds in a discourse of nature, aradfirm their connections with either the
mainstream culture or with subversions of thatweltamong other agendas. Many of
the attributes of weddings were revealed in myymmsko be markers of legitimacy and
belonging, and in all of the ceremonies, consideraffort was directed toward
demonstrating the authenticity of claims being miaglerides or grooms. Most
fundamentally, they were concerned that theselsitwauld be read as "weddings." Such
elements as conventional wedding gifts, religicetsirsgs, clergy as officiants, texts that
focused on love as the foundation for marriageamd transcendent and ultimately
unguestionable emotion, and the presence of pefsmmsoutside the gay/lesbian
community—especially kin—among the guests werenaltkers of the claim that the
event in question wagally a wedding. This was true even in the absencegeaf le
recognition.

All of this means that my approach to marriageliered through a particular set of
theoretical, methodological, and topical concelngew marriage less as a concrete
demographic condition (though it is, of coursef)iiaan as a discursive arena within
which many different kinds of statements can beensthrriage offers people ways to
comment on themselves to a variety of audiencesgelisas to reflect on their own
experience and identity.



On to the articles. First, we have the matter ¢fattation, the focus of two of the
articles:Seltzer's (2004account of demographic patterns in the UnitedeStand Great
Britain, andLe Bourdais and Lapierre-Adamcyk's (2084)dy of similar issues in
Canada. Although the authors were invited to deearthanging patterns of marriage and
cohabitation, | still am puzzled by the authorgqucupation with definitions that may be
theirs alone, and by their reluctance to framerttlisicussion within the more normative
discourse that surely drives it. My first impulse® ask the authors why we should care
whether people get legally married or cohabitalesswe partake of a prescriptive
vision of "the family" and seek to impose it asduity as possible. Le Bourdais and
Lapierre-Adamcyk regale us with statistics aboutadmtation versus marriage in Canada,
including the intriguing difference between Quékad the rest of the nation, only to
speculate that "maybe” the difference has sometoig with rebellion against the
longtime dominance of the Catholic Church in Quél&cmaybe not, they then suggest,
recalling that Sweden has a comparable patterdabks a similar history of

Catholicism. | find this perplexing, because itresgo me that a number of basic
concerns are not addressed. After all, Canadidhpst in unions on some basis and

still have children. And because Canada has enacteplessive legal measures that
protect the rights of couples and children in com#aw families, marriage seems to
have moved from being an assumed stage of adultimoocahstituting a way for people

to situate themselves culturally. Do people in Québschew legal marriage because they
want to make clear their independence from the @iathurch? Do changing roles of
women and men motivate their decisions? And isetieerdence that they benefit from
more gender equality than people in Canada'’s ptieeinces? There should be data that
could answer this question, even if one is loattalioto any actual people. And more to
the point, if "cohabitation and marriage constitiwte different forms of conjugal
engagement"” with cohabitation offering "a greatpradity and professional autonomy of
partners, whereas marriage rests on greater spgatia and complementarity between
spouses," as they argue, what then does it mezontdude that "cohabitation remains an
alternative to rather thantaie substitutéo marriage" (p. 940; emphasis added)?

Seltzer's (2004approach is a bit more measured, though shessglins preoccupied with
the durability of cohabitation as compared with nage. Perhaps paradoxically, she
acknowledges that marriage is "still a highly vals¢ate” (p. 926) even as it decreases in
frequency. But she argues that this is merely a-mt from business as usual,
concluding that "cohabitation is ... not an alterv@atio marriage in the sense that
cohabitation is not on an equal footing with magean the kinship system," and that
"cohabitation lacks the formal and informal suppahat marriage has" (p. 926). One
might argue in response that the demographic fpetak for themselves; if people are
not getting married, then whatever they are donsgegad simplys an alternative. The
authors of both of these demographic articles dedme strangely reluctant to stand by
the demographic data as conveying something rebaathentic.

Other articles in this issue concern themselvel thié matter of sustaining, supporting,
and strengthening marriage. But how marriage isddffor the purposes of research
turns out to be more elusive than one might expectsidering that the rest of the
articles are all drawn from studies conducted enlinited StateBradbury and Karney




(2004) for example, seem to understand marriage as @dohpersonality traits and
interpersonal skills that can be enacted as readdylaboratory as in real life. From the
perspective of my admittedly ethnographic biasséhgersonality traits are strangely
disembodied, impervious to the context and congttaat must surely be provided by
cultural, economic, and structural variation. Induals offer each other "positive affect"”
or not; spouseseport (my emphasis) high or low degrees of marital duaéll under the
contrived circumstances of the laboratory, and ndeeBradbury and Karney consider
how these results may themselves be artifactseoéxiperimental situation they have
created. They do try to cover the notion of conteith mention of things they call
"variables"—clinical or even pathological factorgtwlabels such as "acute stress"—
suggesting that these attributes are part of bl tontext" within which marriages
actually take place. But again, the preoccupatene Irs with reducing activities and
behaviors laden with meaning to something thatteameasured and subjected to
statistical analysis. Even so, Bradbury and Kawceynot account for the patterns that
they observe without considering the impact ofctrtal factors. In the end, they
conclude that,

[W]e should not overlook the value of bypassingpes and lobbying for change in
environments and conditions that impinge on maesagnd families. Although it may be
difficult to discern their effects in experiment#signs, we can expect that the
availability of reliable child care, safer neighboods, affordable housing, higher wages,
and improved access to high-quality medical careldvhave far-reaching consequences
for enhancing couple and family well being. (p. B76

I would think that these "variables" need to bedtating point of any meaningful
inquiry into marital behavior, rather than someghiaised only when observed patterns
do not fall into place.

Unfortunately, not all researchers who are conakmiéh patterns of marital behavior at
the individual level seem ready to consider fact@gond the couple as a laboratory
sample Kurdek's (2004 particle brings lesbian and gay couples directty the
discussion, an important advance over the usuauezaf these couples and their
families from the sociological literature. Undersdably, his approach draws on a
heternormative discourse that reminds us of theeecmcumstances under which such
subject matter "dared to speak its name" in maastrjournals until very recently.
Although accepting these ground rules was probidayonly way that lesbian and gay
relationships could make even a fleeting appearanieads to what | consider a deeply
flawed reading of the current debate over sameaysmxiage, one that we need to
carefully evaluate.

Kurdek (2004)egins with the premise that debate over samerserage is grounded

in the perception that gay and lesbian couple$difierent” from heterosexual married
couples at the level of "relationship quality,” ahdt reassurance that such difference
does not really exist will clear up lingering reéarsce. Besides the fact that he presents no
evidence that concerns with these sorts of difiegerare the source of the passionate
controversy filling our daily newspapers, | thirlat Kurdek commits a serious tactical



error in eliding possible areas of common expeedmetween gay and straight couples in
his sampling strategy. The couples who make upasisarch population are childless
homosexual couples, with two groups of heterosegoaples, parents and nonparents,
constituting the comparison group.

What kind of comparison is this? Does the presefchildren not have something to do
with "relationship quality," at the very leagf@rdek (2004)s frank in reporting that his
sample was predominantly White and college edueatedugh he does not say why he
settled for this—but he is less self-consciouseleing psychological traits that he
thinks are worth testing in an examination of laslk&nd gay couples. Lesbian partners,
we learn, are more likely than heterosexual partensee themselves as extraverted
"because lesbians are more likely than heterosexomen to describe themselves in
terms of the masculine attributes indicative ofrexyeand self-efficacy” (p. 889). Is this
statement based on anything beyond the crudesegsteteotypes? Would it hold up if
lesbian mothers were being compared with heter@derathers? And to what extent do
results that point to such generalizations ememga £xperimental situations where
investigator bias skews subject responses? Kurde& dot question the validity of
findings that depend on "reported" behaviors tina¢rge from responses to contrived
(and value-laden) questions such as, "l spend & mme with my partner as possible."
He takes positive responses to this item to be emarlf intimacy when they could easily
be read in other ways—say, as indicators of insgcor conformity. And although he
cites Christopher Carrington's important studyesbian and gay domesticityp Place
Like Home(Carrington, 1999 he fails to consider one of that book's primary
contributions: its interrogation of self-reportaligh direct observations of what people
really do in their homes and daily lives, a perspectiat tan only be achieved through
arduous ethnographic fieldwork.

Perhaps even more troublirgirdek (2004)normalizes a particular construction of
heterosexual marriage, and then simply comparéglesand gay couples with that
model. But even so, he suggests that the lack afiage rights for same-sex couples is
actually an advantage because they can convengayrate without the burden of legal,
religious, and in-law ties. This is an alarming doision on several grounds. Many same-
sex couples become entangled at these very lduglack the protections that legal
divorce can provide to help them through the preaédreaking up. Some have
solemnized their relationships in religious cereresm@nd consider those bonds to be
serious, and many have complicated property arahéilal arrangements that link them
legally. Nor is it unusual for same-sex couplefotge elaborate family and in-law
relationships, particularly if they have childrdinis breakups of couples with children
that have produced some very troubling disputes) a8 when birth mothers argue that
their former spouses' roles as coparents do natitote "real” relationships worthy of
shared custody or visitation rights. With this imdy | cannot help but feel that the
notion that gay and lesbian couples can walk away their relationships without
institutional disruption—however well intentiongd brigins—colludes with the some of
the most pernicious stereotypes in current circadat



Not all of the authors seem to assume that theionisg family research is to preserve
marriage as an institution without regard to thetegts in which it occurgduston and
Melz (2004) for example, take up the matter of real obstadesarriage and consider
the ways in which such constraints reflect the agerf actors. For low-income families,
particularly for those in which men are unlikelylde successful providers or trustworthy
partners, marriage may be neither a realistic Hogi@al goal. These women, who
accurately assess the abilities of the pool oflalble men, may judge themselves more
able to care for children and carry out the otlesponsibilities associated with family life
without "help” from men. In these instances, avoagaof marriage is evidence not of
individual pathology or poor interpersonal skilksit of strategic decision making that
needs to be supported rather than questioned aadlede.

In their article on marriage in Hispanic populasp@ropesa and Landale (2000

seek to consider the effects of context on thetdatisn of marriage. What | found most
compelling in their article, though it was not deypeed in detail, was their discussion of
how marital patterns may reflect notions-bgpanicity, thereby questioning models of
individual choice and autonomy that they arguenam@native for understanding
mainstream marriage in the United States. Thigirigiesonates with findings in my own
research on lesbian and gay commitment ceremdma¢stiowed how celebrations of
unions may elaborate messages beyond the relafpoits#if, including statements about
ethnicity, specific community affiliations, or othearticular identities. Marriage in this
configuration is about much more than the emotidimas of couples, but rather emerges
as a force in the process of maintaining ethniatithe and indeed, constructing
continuing definitions of that identity.

The authors ask, importantly, whether exogamousnsproduce children who are
"Hispanic." This is not a question that can be Iresbby applying external definitions of
ethnicity; it depends on how meanings are imposepasticular persons, and how those
persons interpret those meanings and use thenemtifylthemselves. But it is a question
that provides an approach to marital patternspghatlematizes the facticity of Hispanic
as an identity by emphasizing the varied cultural material circumstances of different
populations who trace their origins to Latin Amexritf we read this article alongside the
perspective put forward yuston and Melz (2004yve can begin to confront the
complicated questions of meaning and identity doaispire with structural constraints to
produce pragmatic approaches to marriage.

| want to end these comments with my respons&htalin's (2004 article, "The
Deinstitutionalization of American Marriage," a tightful piece that does much to
address the limitations of the other contributicarg] that particularly solidifies the
insights of the two articles | have just discuss$&derlin does a number of very important
things in this article. First, he interrogates thedel ofindividualizedmarriage for its
reliance on "personal choice and self-developmdittis strategy enables him to discuss
the pattern he calldeinstitutionalizatiorwithout calling for measures such as the Healthy
Marriage Initiative or other mandates to "save" mage. Rather, he understands that
changes in marital patterns need to be observedngented, and interpreted, not
lamented and attacked. If a particular kind of legarriage is less prevalent or organized




differently—occurring later in life, often after peds of cohabitation, and more readily
dissolved—the job of social scientists is to untierd these pathways rather than to
pathologize those who take them.

Further,Cherlin (2004)argues that the emergence of same-sex marriagpes off
compelling key evidence of the ongoing story ohdétutionalization. He points to the
ways in which same-sex marriage enshrines the esamg speaks of elsewhere in the
article, particularly the transition from a compamate model to an ideology of
individualized marriage that he traces to the nthZentury, and the emergent notion of
personal intimacy as the crux of marital bond#dividuals seek uniquely emotional
rewards through marriage, same-sex marriage sgasally viable as any other sort of
union. Given the flexibility that this ideology effs those who might or might not marry,
and the many institutional obstacles to marriagethlen asks the really crucial question:
Why do so many people marry or want to marry? Aglirguestion that turns the
conventional discourse of most marriage researdtsdread, Cherlin can comment on
marriage as aultural good—as a practice steeped in symbolic signifieanot "the
foundation of adult personal life ... [but] the caps" (p. 855). He continues, "It is
something to be achieved through one's own effatter than something to which one
routinely accedes." This insight leads him to theeyvation that marriage is often
particularly valued and desired among those whdearst likely to be able to achieve
it—the poor, and, | would now add, same-sex coupiegvolution from an ordinary and
wholly predictable life passage to a marker of pgesis played out in the growing
elaboration of weddings and the trend for coughesniselves to finance their wedding
ceremonies.

Cherlin's (2004 ppproach is noteworthy in that it situates samensarriage within

cultural patterns that are ongoing rather than dsmnaand to overturn family life as we
know it—or think we know it. He offers a model ttedkows scholars to incorporate
seemingly disparate trends—demographic data tleat $@ suggest a waning interest in
marriage and the parallel longings of the diserdingsed (the poor, same-sex couples) for
entrance into its embrace. Uniformity of expressieed not be a requirement for
marriage or any other social institution to be cartb our lives; like consumption,
marriage can be culturally enacted in its absendenden it is present.

| would suggest here that whether marriage hasuadfis not for us to decide. The rigid
definitions that scholars bring to this questioa arore likely to impede than facilitate
understanding, because,@serlin (2004)shows, meaning is a more stable indicator of
importance than specific behaviors and practicéshéir best, articles in this issue speak
to the concrete conditions that shape marriage asséitution and to the structures of
meaning and interpretation that people use to wtaed their relationships, whether they
succeed in achieving them or only use them to thbdut themselves. What these
articles abundantly demonstrate is that researdiaars a stake in these developments as
much as anyone. The articles stand not only asureseeports and analysis but also as
evocative statements of how culture defines wshauld beas much as whad, for both
researchers and ordinary people.



Cherlin's (2004 article in particular offers a useful perspectfioethinking about same-
sex marriage, and for understanding why it has faecsuch an important arena for
activism. Although advocates for marriage havesstd the bundle of rights and
entitlements that come with marriage, the attentiergives to the symbolic significance
of marriage can help us understand both why mastydes and gay men are so
passionate about securing marriage rights and dgeéparate-but-equal civil union
option is so profoundly unsatisfactory. On one handre than 1,000 specific rights are
restricted to heterosexually married couples, idiclg tax benefits, pension rights, child
custody, and survivor benefits—in other words, nesgitlements that have to do with
being someone's next of kin. These benefits arérival. They can directly affect the
ability of lesbian and gay people to survive unpricular conditions, particularly if
they have low incomes and cannot afford the legsiséance needed to circumvent some
of these legal disabilities.

But | would argue that as marks of legitimacy aathanticity, these entitlements are
even more vital. They mediate the ability to clarparticular identity in the context of
one's community, and they intervene in situatiohene shame may preclude naming
one's most important relationships. In other wotidsy have to do with the dignity with
which lesbians and gay men move through life, astdncidentally, with their access to
rights that mark full citizenship. My research @mg-sex commitment ceremonies
mentioned earlier revealed a pattern within whichptes claimed legitimacy through
extralegal commitment ceremonies. Couples repahaithese ritual occasions were
transformative moments that often motivated actiessch as making their relationships
public to family and employers—that they might hatve otherwise contemplated. In
other words, weddings, even in the absence ofiaffiecognition, conferred a sense of
authenticity and legitimacy on couples, much ingame way thatherlin's (2004)
account details the symbolic benefits of marriage.

Early information coming from same-sex couples \whwe been legally married in
Canada and in some of the U.S. locations wheregegteepublic officials have provided
such services (San Francisco; Portland, OregonNawdPaltz, New York, as of this
writing) indicates that state sanctioning can pieva far more powerful feeling of
legitimacy than extralegal solemnization. One menab@ couple who was married in
New Paltz, for example, said that he and his patset down in the front of the bus for
the first time and began a new phase of our liggsther." By drawing on this image
from the Black civil rights movement of the 195081d.960s, he not only situated the
struggle for same-sex marriage in an honorableeptatadition but he also alluded to the
psychological damage done by discrimination that atahe heart of moral opposition to
racial segregation. This evocation of full citizeips and the sense of entitlement that
couples gain from it, far outstrips the value @ ttarious material benefits often cited in
discussions about same-sex marriage. In other wgaysand lesbian couples, like others
in our culture, marry not in hope of receiving hleahsurance and other entitlements
(although those benefits are certainly attractitze),because they want to make
particular kinds of public statements about thereselnd their relationship. The benefits
serve as markers of authenticity, as do many otfaerial and textual elements of the
occasion, and state approval may be the most psyemtol of such legitimacy. Lesbians



and gay men need to mark their accomplishmentsgisthers in our society do, and as
Cherlin (2004)argues so effectively, marriage has come to kertecplarly important
expression of adult achievement.

That this issue is dedicated to the future of raggirather than the future of the family as
a social institution is an enormously significahbice, perhaps particularly for same-sex
couples and the aspirations that they have beguaite. Most Americans understand
"family” to mean children, with or without a spous@d it is clear that families, although
intersecting with marriage much of the time, alperate somewhat independently of that
peculiar institution. This is true whether we speéHivorce rates, low rates of marriage
among the poor, or classes of people who do nat tiesright to marry. My research,
although seemingly situated at the margins of cotiweal family formations, has shown
me that the particular forms of marriage or fantiigit lesbians and gay men (or others
who are disenfranchised in some way) experienaeotioecessarily define how they
identify themselves. But it also convinces me {hst as "family” is in the eye of the
beholder or the participant, and cannot be limidg@rbitrary and prescriptive

definitions, so our understanding of "marriage"dset® stretch beyond rigid typologies.
Marriage, like family, is both something peopleand something thethink—n many
different and equally valuable ways—and it is vitedt our scholarship reflect that

reality.
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