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Thank you Sue for the invitation to speak at this weekend’s conference and to David for his introduction. For me this occasion represents a slightly curious coming full circle, for in 1992, for all too brief a time, I was part of the UN Year of the Family Ecumenical Group, planning of the event whose 10th anniversary we celebrate. However I was off to theological college, where it was made quite plain to me, that external involvements were to be curtailed. I suspect a number of people may have wondered as the planning meetings went on - what had happened to that young man who looked (as I did at the time) like a 6th former.  





What I want to do for the next 40 minutes or so is to place the rise of cohabitation in a broader context, consider its relationship to marriage and open up the possibility that cohabitation might be part of the way that people become married today.





Probably worth making a couple of quick opening qualifications:





The first is that I am concerned with the heterosexual cohabitation of young adults in their 20s/30s – the core `age and stage’ group in terms of partnership formation and early parenthood.





The second is that, whilst I hope I am not entirely ignorant of theological matters, my approach is broadly informed by a sociological cast of mind. At the most obvious level that means I am: 





a) interested in empirical and research findings and attempt to take them seriously; at a more subtle level it means that in seeking a way forward for the Church in relation to cohabitation, I am interested, if not in an explanation, at least in a plausible interpretation of the rapid changes that have occurred in family life over the last few decades. It is not open to me simply to engage in easy rhetoric and blame `falling standards of morality’, the permissive ‘60s or liberal church leaders: A satisfactory explanation of what is going on is much more nuanced and complex and I believe more deeply rooted than most people imagine. Indeed I would argue, at one level the emergence of cohabitation is part of a century long dynamic in terms of marriage formation. 





It is also worth remembering the wider context, namely that the phenomenon of cohabitation is widespread across Europe in quite different countries and contexts.  


 


b) A second implication of my sociological perspective is that I believe one should exercise a disciplined caution when making ethical judgements across time and space. We often tend to think of human sexuality, marriage and family life as `hard-wired’ phenomenon, possessing an essential character (i.e. that marriage is marriage is marriage). Whilst not completely denying the point made - I would suggest that they are often very serious limitations in taking such an approach – for the formation of the man-woman relationship and the reproduction of society through the birth and nurture of children is inextricably linked to a whole range of factors – not least economic ones. 





[It is also ironic to note in the contemporary setting, for example, that one of the bitter accusations flung at early Christians was that they wrecked family values by encouraging young women to consider celibacy rather than follow their father’s dictates and marry.]





Well, let us cut to the chase….





I





The first obvious point is that contemporary cohabitation simply cannot be considered in the abstract, that is apart from the broader context of the significant, revolutionary shift in sexual, marital and procreative behaviour and attitudes within Britain and indeed most of the Western world since the 1960s:





1) The evolution of a mass divorce culture with c. 40% of marriages ending in divorce. 





2) The postponement of marriage and the increase in single living: the average age at first marriage fell throughout the C20 to reach its lowest point at the end of the 1960s -  25 for men (24.6 in 1971) and 23 (22.5 in 1971). It is now  6 years later, that is 2002 (31 for men (30.9) and 29 for women (28.7). About half of the increase is due to cohabitation, but half is the result of an increase in single living.





3) The well-publicised and profound change in patterns of child-bearing – increasingly postponed from early 20s to late 30s: 


(Age of mother at first birth: 24 (23.9 in 1971) now 30 (29.9 in 2003))


This is a much more important trend in this context than we often consider – for decisions about parenthood are themselves strongly tied to economic thinking and deeply influence decisions about lifelong partnerships. 





These changes have been influenced by a number of factors – but 3 key developments in particular lie at the heart of this transformation. All three of these have aspects to them which can be viewed positively and negatively:  


 


The first is a far-reaching renegotiation of the relationship between the sexes. We tend to speak of this in terms of the emancipation of women in the public sphere (that is in educational and economic terms), but perhaps more significant for us here is the impact of this on how men and women have come to think about themselves: the Homemaker/Breadwinner model of the 1950s premised on complementarity and need has given way to a model of marriage based on notions of reciprocity.





Change may not be far-reaching enough for many – yet if seen in the frame of the last 50 years - it has been quite significant as my first overhead may suggest:. 





The Good Wife’s Guide


Housekeeping Monthly, 13 May 1951





Have dinner ready. Plan ahead, even the night before, to have a delicious meal ready for his return.





Prepare yourself. Touch up your make-up, put a ribbon in your hair and be fresh-looking.





Prepare the children. Take a few minutes to wash the children’s hands and faces. They are little treasures and he would like to see them playing their part.





Listen to him. Let him talk first - remember his topics of conversation are more important than yours.





Don’t complain if he’s late for dinner or even if he stays out all night. Count this as minor compared to what he might have gone through that day.





A good wife always knows her place.  





Second, there has been a shift in the site/place of moral authority – that is away from traditional, external `top-down’ sources (i.e. the State or Church) to more democratic forms which stress the autonomy of the individual. To my mind this is one of the clear contributory factors to the rise in cohabitation: a loss of significance (not in the possibilities of lifeling partnership per se), but quite literally in the significance or importance of the `piece of paper’ – i.e. the legitimation by the State of a relationship. 





One obvious implication of this shift in moral authority, which some churches and church-leaders clearly struggle with in their approach and presentation (esp. the C of E and the RCC) is that doctrinal and ethical statements from `on high’ commands authority only over an ever-decreasing circle - EVEN within the Christian community. Instead – there is a need for a shift in tone and approach – whatever the case being made (however self-evident it may be to the christian or at least some christian authority) it needs to be argued in terms beyond simple recall to inspired sources (e.g. pre-marital sexuality). 





This shift towards the individual is sometimes simplified into a version of `anything goes today’, the rise of selfishness or the assertion that this is a lack of morality today. That is clearly incorrect (cf. rise of environmental and animal welfare ethics), it is even incorrect with respect to sexual morality: Society is lot less tolerant of certain behaviour than in the past (esp. acts of sexual coercion - marital rape, paedophilia etc). Indeed, despite its glamourization in the media, in everyday life people are opposed to, as intolerant of adultery, as they were in the 1950s (in fact evidence� suggests more so).





The Third crucial factor – is the (almost) complete separation of sexuality from procreation – a point that I will come onto in a moment…





In light of these, the couple relationship has shifted as one sociologist (Beck-Gernsheim�) has put it from being a `community of need’ (premised upon a clear-cut division of labour between the sexes) to a permanent `do-it yourself’ project (privileging the emotional and interpersonal aspects). 





That which might be described as the `normal biography’, the characteristic pattern that men and women take through the lifecourse (in respect of partnertship and child-bearing), has then been completely rewritten over the course of two generations in ways that have been disorientating and destructive of family life yet have simultaneously been experienced by many as liberating. 














II





On the face of it the rapid escalation in cohabitation of the last 25 years might seem to be a radical shift in our society. And many commentators do indeed perceive it as a development that is in opposition to, or alternative to, marriage, as in some sense undermining marriage.





Let me make a few points on that:





1. There is no doubt that if you trace the development of cohabitation over the 70s, 80s and 90s – there has been a profound change in its meaning or character. Many early cohabitees saw themselves engaging in behaviour that explicitly rejected certain key dimensions of marriage as traditionally understood e.g. permanence, sexual exclusiveness. Among such cohabitees there was a high proportion of people whose thinking was at odds with traditional Christian values; who perceived marriage to be oppressive in various way especially feminist, libertine etc. 





However, by the late 1980s – this had very significantly; This can be seen from the fact that: 





First: The majority of those who marry (>80%) have cohabited beforehand (usually for 2-3 years)�. Furthermore the most recent research shows that for many a stated intention to marry at some stage precedes living together�. 





Second: Cohabitation is evolving in its characteristics towards marriage. Furthermore, I would argue that much cohabitation can be described in the ways that Christians have traditionally identified marriage: that is sexually exclusive, open to procreation and intended to be permanent. Though of course it is the last of these that is the most difficult to ascertain.





[If, for a moment I drop back the time of the planning meeting 12 years ago in 1992 – one of the interesting findings that just been published was the discovery that those who cohabited before marriage were more likely to get divorced than those who married directly. This surprised many people who assumed that what was then called `trial’ marriage would increase subsequent stability. The popular interpretation of this finding was that cohabitation was an inherently destabilising experience – in fact the real explanation was quite different, and crucially a wide range of studies since have shown that there is no simple relationship between cohabitation and `lack of commitment’. Indeed the majority of couples describe entering cohabitation as entering a permanent relationship and saw cohabitation as a commitment equal to marriage�].





Indeed, for those currently in their 20s, a moral distinction is no longer made between marriage and cohabitation; rather these are seen as two different manifestations of commitment – public or private.





Clearly the stability of cohabiting relationships and the question of permanence is an important one, however I suspect that one or two of you may find my assertation that cohabitation could possibly be seen as in any way, shape or form as marriage a questionable one. And in terms of our traditional thinking it can of course be challenged. 











III


Let me then attempt to set the issue in a broader context by posing two questions: I hope you will forgive me, given the time constraints, if I sketch the shape of an answer to these questions rather than give exhaustive detail. 





The first question is deceptively easy : When does a marriage begin ?  





The most mundane answer to that is when a society says so – in our case then it hangs on a legal moment. Clearly in theological terms that is inadequate and IT requires a brief historical recap:





Unlike the sacraments of baptism or holy communion, Christians have tended to see marriage in a wider perspective as rooted in the human pairbond; as a `gift of God in creation’, as `one flesh’; the ideal, and the real possibility of a permanent, sexually exclusive and harmonious relationship between a man and woman within which children are reared, nurtured and loved. How that relationship is formed and the ways in which society acknowledges or authorises such a relationship are important, but secondary issues: Indeed the scriptures pay much more attention to divorce than to the formation of marriage – the latter is simply assumed as it is through much of the early Christian period.





For the early Christians the answer lay with the marriage customs, laws and practices which they inherited primarily, but not exclusively, from the milieu of Greco-Roman culture and from their Jewish background. Members of the early Church simply did  `like everyone else’, for Romans this could be terribly simple – they merely moved in together – with or without a simple domestic ceremony. 


(See Reynolds 1994 in the footnotes for some of the complexity surrounding marriage and quasi-marriage in the Roman Empire):


 


The differences for Christians were simple: 


(i) it was the cohabitation of baptised people; 


(ii) their union was distinguished by the spirit in which it was conducted: i.e. by  distinctive ethical conduct; esp. the stress on sexual fidelity amongst men,





And indeed there was a range of ways in which marriages were initiated in the early Christian communities, reflected local customs and understanding [a diversity that has lead to distinct differences in marriage discipline and liturgy between the traditions of the Orthodox East and the Latin West]





Such early fluidity in marriage practices gradually gave way, with the secular and domestic emphasis being superceded by the sacred and ecclesial as the power and influence of the Church grew. Increasingly, extensive jurisdiction generated a pressing need to define when a marriage existed so that property and inheritance issues could be resolved. 





Attempts at such a definition were thrashed out in relation to a tension between two principles: that of the principle of consent within Roman law (that is a marriage begins with the expression of intent) and the emphasis placed upon sexual consummation within Judaism. Whilst this tension was largely resolved in favour of the exchange of mutual consent, it was axiomatic that becoming married was a PROCESS rather than an event: Marriage ceremonies as such came very late – well into the middle ages. As Philip Reynolds in his Marriage in the Western Church (1994) argues in his summary of the situation in the medieval ages:





`Getting married was a process rather than a simple act. The spouses initiated their marriage by their betrothal and they consummated it by sexual intercourse. Other elements, such as customs of courtship and the nuptial liturgy, might occur at various points between these terms or before the betrothal. The state of the partners after their betrothal but before they began to live together or before they consummated their marriage was intermediate and in some respects uncertain, for they were neither single nor married�.’





Turning to Early Modern (Protestant) England, there is a clear understanding that it was mutual consent (however made – privately; in the pub) - that made a marriage and this lay at the heart of a plurality of regional informal marriage customs. 





However, whilst according to the historian, John Gillis�, `Sexual intimacy was normal once marriage had been promised’ such consent retained something of a provisional flavour and did not always translate into permanence. The state of being betrothed, characteristically a yearlong phase in early modern England, could in fact be dissolved within the first year by either party, unless the woman became pregnant.





This is a quite different understanding form our modern de facto conception of marriage, i.e. that a marriage is formed by a religio-legal ceremony taking 30 minutes on a Saturday afternoon. This latter understanding which might be called the `Ceremonial Theory of Marriage Formation’ resulted from a piece of C18th legislation – the Hardwicke Act of 1753 – introduced in the House of Lords in an attempt to prevent merchants marrying up into the aristocracy.





It is also worth noting that this legislation, the introduction of the public registration of marriage, was vehemently opposed (rather like identity cards today) as constituting a massive intrusion by the State into people’s personal lives. And indeed the main effect of the legislation was to extend the power of the state over the individual. It also led to the end of betrothal through a clear legal definition of when marriage began, and over time the untidy, processual character of becoming married was telescoped and increasingly focused on the event of the wedding.


 	


Our ceremonial theory of marriage formation is then a fairly recent, historically atypical and state-imposed understanding. So one perspective on `reading’ cohabitation (it might be regarded as a generous one, but it is not without validity) is to see it as a reassertion of the individual and the personal against the state and the bureaucratic. Whether it is congenial to us or not, from this perspective as marriage, much cohabitation can be seen as marriage.








My second linked question: But what about sex ? When is a sexual relationship permissible ? 


It is of course as much an expression of anxiety as it is a question. Issues around sexuality generate huge amounts of tension and excitement amongst Christians in a fashion that secular ethicists and prudent non-believers find difficult to comprehend... (given the ticking clock I shall be brief and perhaps overly blunt here, as I also wish to make some concluding points):





Traditional Christian thinking down to the C19th, and formulated most influentially by Saint Augustine, has justified or legitimated sexual activity overwhelmingly on account of procreation�. Historically it has been resolutely opposed to all ways in which conception might be prevented.   





However, following a dramatic and welcome decline in infant and child mortality, a `silent revolution’ took place in the minds of the late Victorian middle class: They  began to practise family limitation in order to produce smaller families. This process continued apace through the C20, initially in the face of opposition from the medical establishment and the churches. The Protestant churches conceded the permissability of contraception in the mid C20th and thereby facilitated the way for the development of efficient and effective contraception in the 1960s. This had two major impacts: The first was that people postponed having children in marriage – so that marriage ceased to be THE threshold for parenthood - a radical new situation’ The second was an acceleration in pre-marital sexual activity when the IUD nad Pill were made available to unmarried women in the early 1970s (The increase in pre-marital sex appears to have begun in the early 1950s).





Speaking as a sociologist, it seems to me then that the emphatic emphasis placed by traditional Roman Catholics on the link between sexual intercourse and procreation is largely correct. Pregnancy and the possibility of the birth of a new life of infinite value is a major ethical consequence of having sex, in comparison with which, (at least in an exclusive relationship) other consequences are decidedly `also-ran’s. With the link between sexual activity and procreation effectively broken, much of the Christian rationale against pre-marital sexual expression per se falls. Thus with easy access to highly effective contraception, the absolute prohibition on sex before marriage (as in institutional marriage), becomes implausible to most people - at least to those who were unable or unwilling to give unthinking assent to religious authority. And the evidence for this is overwhelming: less than 1% of people getting married today are sexually inexperienced: Anecdotally, to my knowledge as someone who has been ordained for 9 years, I have married 1 couple I believe may have been virgins. 





In this, I think the Church has seriously underestimated just how revolutionary its acceptance of contraception was, it has in the words of one eminent sociologist, (Peter Berger) brought about a `Promethean shift’ and not one that can be easily reversed. 





Given that the average age at first marriage is 28 (women)/30 (men), IF Christians are really deeply wedded to the ideal of chastity then they need to come up with either some very strong incentives for abstinence or a clear rationale for it (not simply fear-based). 





And I’ll be honest, I am not absolutely clear about either the desirability or the possibility of this. (I think there are serious problems with the whole `silver ring’ initiative - comment on if required).  


























IV





Concluding Points:


I appreciate some of what I have said might be a little controversial, so let me end with a handful of concluding points with some important caveats:





1. Today, for the great majority, I would suggest, cohabitation is an integral part of couple formation: For many it cuts across the previously distinct phases of `going steady’ - engagement - the early years of marriage; For increasing numbers it has become an informal mode of marriage. This does not render marriage as we have understood it redundant. Indeed nearly three-quarters of men and women under 35 who are childless and cohabiting anticipate getting married at some point, and one third of these have active plans to do so�. 





Whilst evolving in character, the ideal of marriage remains immensely important, despite significant changes in the ideas and practices concerned with its initiation. I think the Christian community needs to accept cohabiting couples with open arms: As congregational members or as people enquiring about marriage. Naturally we might wish them to undergo a christian marriage ceremony – but I do think some caution needs to be exercised in discussions about marriage vis-à-vis cohabitation. There needs to be more listening on the part of church representatives; assumptions are often made about cohabitation which are incorrect or naïve. Conversely Christians can provide a somewhat uncritical endorsement/idealization of the state of being married. More attention needs to be paid to the subjective understanding of the couple: How they see their relationship and what they think getting married might be `for’.





Cohabitation is of course a mixed bag, what I am suggesting is that people’s behaviour and intentions are not as unconventional as we sometimes imagine. 





A minority of couples do enter cohabitation with a bet-hedging approach, not in the sense of entering a relationship which they explicitly acknowledge to be temporary and casual, but in the sense that they are trying to see whether this relationship would become a permanent partnership or not. (Like entering a swimming pool from the shallow end rather than jumping in the deep end and having to swim). But just as with the rest of us, minds can be changed, ideas evolve, there is a fluidity in the experience of couples that is open to constructive and sympathetic influence. 





[Additional note: Our culture operates with a strong cultural mythology of romantic love, i.e. that love has to be spontaneous to be real, people often have an aversion to talking about their personal life as if it were planned. Hence rational elements are open played down with the result that the language of `moving in’ can sound more casual that the reality it reflects.]





2. Church needs to strive to take a broader view of the couple. The Couple relationship is a fundamental dimension of everyday life, which for many is the primary place where the transcendent is encountered through the love of another; where the formation of moral character occurs, and where far-reaching decisions relating to the conception, nurture and socialisation of children and the nature and rationale of employment, voluntary or paid are made and reflected upon. This is the arena in which contemporary couples struggle to determine what equality in a relationship might mean; how to achieve a balance between the conflicting demands of being a parent, a partner and a person; how to navigate the transitions of life or the characteristic stages of marriage; how to maintain intimacy over decades of living together and indeed how to approach the task of repairing their relationship when things go wrong. 





The Church needs to grasp a vocation for the articulation and advocacy of a marital spirituality which encounters the `brute stubbornness' of married life and seeks to help men and women and children flourish within it. The Church should engage with the life-course of the couple if it wishes to assist people to make marriage a project for life rather than colluding with secular individualism. A shift of focus from the event of wedding to the life journey of marriage is an integral part of this. Such a shift in emphasis may assist people who live in a culture of the short term project to see marriage as a lifetime’s journey with its own dynamic and thereby assist in combating what is, I would argue, a much more substantial moral issue in Christian thinking than cohabitation, namely (marital breakdown and) divorce .  





3. Christians are naturally concerned about the idea of sexual expression before formal marriage. Some of that fear is, I believe, connected to a sense of the `slippery slope’ i.e. once any form of pre-marital sexuality is accepted as admissable - anything can happen. I would suggest however that the churches need to take a much more discriminating and mature approach to sexuality. Currently from the perspective of the churches, the responsible 25 year old who has been living faithfully with her boyfriend in their jointly owned house and is considering marriage is in the same `category’ as the most mindless hedonist or libertine; she receives the clear message that what she is doing is sinful. 





The Church should not of course simply ape the world’s agenda, however I would suggest that with its current approach the Church is unable to take the real sexual `issues of the day’ seriously and therefore cannot make a sensible and respected contribution to the debate:





For example, in 1991 an extensive survey was undertaken by epidemiologists seeking answers for the prevention of HIV/AIDS,  20,000 Britons were interviewed in the National Survey of Sexual Attitudes and Lifestyles�. A follow-up was completed 10 years on and the results published in the The Lancet� – makes very interesting and at time very disturbing reading. What was especially interesting was what authors considered might constitute `nfor their medical readership: Namely that there had not been an increase in the proportion of girls who were sexually experienced at 16. Over the last decade it has remained at around 50%. 


  


If the church were to take a more discerning approach to sexuality, I suggest, it would be able to speak out more effectively and collaborate with other groups on the real issues of human sexuality today – the three Ps: promiscuity, premature sexualization and pornography.








Duncan Dormor
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