


EXPANDING THE VISION:
UNMARRIEDS AROUND THE WORLD

SWEDEN IS UNDOUBTEDLY the cohabitation leader of the world. There,
nearly every couple lives together before marriage—if they get married at all.”" The
Swedish marriage rate is half of ours in the U.S.”? The Swedes even have a word,
sambo, for which we have no equivalent in English: it means cohabiting partner. Fifty-
five percent of Swedish babies are born to unmarried parents compared to one-third
of American babies,” yet—in news puzzling to those who uphold marriage as the solu-
tion to poverty—Sweden’s child poverty rate is one-seventh that of the U.S.™ Low mar-
riage rates and high cohabitation rates haven't caused the downfall of civilization
there—quite the contrary. At least partly because Sweden makes supporting all chil-
dren and families a priority, it has lower rates of rape and robbery, lower child mor-
tality rates, and overall better health and longer life expectancies than the U.S.”

Anna Gavanas, a Swedish anthropologist who studies the marriage debates in
the United States, says the people and governments of the two countries approach
the subject of marriage entirely differently. “in Sweden, cohabitation is equivalent to
marriage,” she says. “Cohabiting couples have the same rights as married ones, and
cohabiting couples are viewed as having made a commitment to each other” When
asked whether Swedish people know they're different from the United States in this
respect, she hesitates. “It's the Americans who are extreme in the modern world,” she
says. “It's not Sweden that's different—Americans should know that they are differ-
ent. Nowadays most European countries have domestic partnership."

Indeed, in the last decade marriage rates fell in Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria,
France, Germany, Greece, Ireland, ltaly, Portugal, Spain, and the United Kingdom, just
to name a few.”” In 2001 the Swiss marriage rate fell faster in a single year than it
had in the previous 80 years.”™ The percentage of births to unmarried parents rose
in fourteen of the fifteen European Union countries in the last ten years, and the
percentage of births to unmarried parents is now 39 percent or more in a third of
these nations.” Marriage rates are changing in other parts of the world, too: Aus-
tralia, China, and Israel all had decreased rates over the last decade.®® The number
of unmarried parents in Japan grew 85 percent in the last five years alone.®!

Although the demographic trends are similar, many countries have done far more
to revise their law books to keep up with the changes. France, Hungary, the Nether-
lands, Portugal, and Sweden have all created systems that give unmarried same-sex
and different-sex couples rights similar to married ones, and at least five other coun-
tries have partnership registries open only to same-sex or only to different-sex cou-
ples.®2 Whether the polices are called registered partnerships, de facto unions,
common law marriages, civil solidarity unions, or some other term, policymakers
around the world are finding ways to give unmarried families legal standing.®®
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Here in North America, when it comes to recognizing unmarried relationships,
Canadians are nearing the finish line while Americans stand around arguing about
which direction to run. The number of different-sex cohabiting partners more than
doubled in Canada between 1981 and 19968‘—in Quebec, one out of four differ-
ent-sex couples is cohabiting. After a 1999 Canadian Supreme Court decision found
that Ontario’s family law discriminated against same-sex couples, Canada passed a
law that makes unmarried same-sex and different-sex couples identical to married
couples under federal law. Canada’s provinces are in the process of making similar
revisions, so that married and unmarried couples are treated similarly within the
country’s tax, pension, and criminal justice systems.®®

While Canadian and European public policies are increasingly returning to a sys-
tem that makes few distinctions between married and cohabiting couples, most
American laws still cling to the differentiation. As Americans catch up, our chal-
lenges will be to recognize the overlaps and similarities between both kinds of rela-

tionships, as people have in most parts of the world throughout history.

» Taking Action

There is power in numbers, and there’s no question unmarried partners have the
numbers needed to bring change. With 11 million people—more than the pop-
ulations of New York City and Chicago combined—we could be a voting block
that would make politicians turn their heads. That is, if only we asked them to
pay attention. Despite our huge numbers, unmarried people have only recently
begun to recognize ourselves as a constituency with experiences and needs in
common. At our speaking engagements, we have seen audiences of young fem-
inists and senior citizens talk to gay couples and unmarried parents, discover-
ing unexpected areas of shared experience based on their marital status. Talking
with each other, learning from each other’s perspectives, and identifying which
issues are priorities for our community are essential first steps.

If you want to get people talking, start a local group. Spread the word about
your first gathering among your friends, in the paper, to local colleges, and to
organizations with overlapping interests. Once you have a few people around the
same kitchen table or library meeting room, get to know each other. What draws
each of you to this issue? What concerns are closest to your hearts? One group
might decide they need to start with a discussion group; another might organ-
ize a letter-writing campaign in response to some pending legislation; a third
might decide that an attention-getting Valentine’s Day celebration of all kinds
of loving relationships would be a great way to gain visibility. There’s no one
perfect plan of action; what matters, instead, is that all around the country, small
groups of people are doing something. The impact of our collective action will
make a difference.
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WHAT LAWS NEED TO BE CHANGED?

THE U.S. HAS a long way to go to update its legal code to treat all fam-
ilies fairly. As a place to start, adopting the 10 changes below would be a
giant step forward.

1.

Equalize laws so that privileges, benefits, and responsibilities that
impact spouses on the federal, state, and municipal levels apply
equally to registered domestic partners.

Pass laws prohibiting marital status discrimination on the federal, state,
and municipal levels, particularly in areas like housing, insurance, and
employment. Ensure that these laws protect both married and unmar-
ried people.

Amend federal and state income tax laws so that tax is not based on
marital status. Eliminate both marriage penalties and marriage
bonuses. Change the tax code so that domestic partner benefits are
not considered taxable income, just as spousal benefits are not taxed.
Follow the lead of forward-thinking cities across the country by requir-
ing employers who contract with states and municipalities to provide
the same benefits (including health, pension and life insurance, and
family leave) to the families of unmarried employees as they do to the
families of married employees.

Establish some legal standing for co-parents and unmarried “step-
parents” who live with a child, function as a parent, and have the con-
sent of the child’s legal parents to receive such standing. Ensure
custody and visitation rights for these co-parents.

Remove all financial incentives and disincentives to marriage from fed-
eral, state, and municipal laws, so that individuals, not accountants,
decide whether marriage is best for them.

Grant same-sex couples the right to marry and to have their marriages
recognized in every state.

Repeal all laws prohibiting unmarried cohabitation, consensual
sodomy, fornication, and other sex between consenting adults.
Require that any fee-charging company or agency (rental car compa-
nies, condominiums, etc.) charge same-sex and different-sex unmar-
ried domestic partners the same thing that spouses are charged.
Use the same eligibility requirements and provide equal benefits to all
two-parent families in low-income public assistance programs, regard-

less of their marital status, sex, and sexual orientation.
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Even without a group, there’s plenty you can do to advance the cause. Some
of the most important activism can be done on an individual level by enlight-
ening workplaces, modifying campus policies, helping friends at church under-
stand, and advocating for other seemingly small, local changes that increase
basic fairness and quality of life for unmarried partners. You can work toward
changes of this kind during the informal interactions in everyday life.

Engage the people you know in conversations about what you've been think-
ing about, and speak up against marital status discrimination. Have a conversa-
tion with your boss in a meeting, with your friends over coffee or a beer, or with
your extended family at dinnertime. Explain to the health club clerk why you
think their family membership policy needs to be updated. Tell your doctor how
adding a “partnered” checkbox on her patient forms would give her more accu-
rate information and make you feel like you belong. Find out whether your work-
place provides equal pay for equal work by offering the same benefits to
employees’ partners as to their spouses. A single conversation may not change the
world, but if you're the third person this week to raise the issue at your doctor’s
office, she may just scribble a note to the person who designs the forms, “For next
revision of patient intake form: add ‘partnered” to marital status choices.” You
never know where you might create change until you try.

WHO IS FAMILY?

ART OF THE challenge to recognizing diverse family structures

within the legal system is defining who counts as family. The
Vanier Institute of the Family, a Canadian research and advocacy organ-
ization, came up with this wordy but wonderful definition, which could
serve as a model for agencies trying to revise the old “marriage, blood,
or adoption” system.

Any combination of two or more persons who are bound together
over time by ties of mutual consent, birth and/or adoption placement,
and who, together, assume responsibilities for variant combinations of
some of the following:

physical maintenance and care of group members

addition of new members through procreation or adoption
socialization of children

social control of members

production, consumption and distribution of goods and services
affective nurturance, love.®®
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While you're thinking about small changes, don’t forget about the government
policies that shape our lives. Encourage your local legislators to expand the legal
definition of family, so that families are recognized as people linked by emotional
and financial care and interdependency, not limited to those connected by mar-
riage, blood, or adoption. Make sure that when local politicians talk about “fam-
ily values,” they remember that your family is part of their constituency, too.
When pending legislation would give state employees domestic partner benefits
or repeal the state’s law against cohabitation, find out how you can get involved
to fight for its passage. Since there’s no single law that could revise the definition
of “family” everywhere at once, laws need to be updated one at a time.

Unmarried couples obviously stand to gain if our relationships are under-
stood and recognized, but were not marching alone under the family diversity
banner. Some of the biggest supporters of the movement for fairness for all kinds
of families are married people. Solo singles, who aren’t in relationships, also have
a major stake in whether or not unmarried people are treated fairly. And of
course the coalition includes stepfamilies, divorced people, single parents, GLBT
people, adoptive and foster families, and many others.

One of America’s strengths is its diversity, which includes not only a wide
range of races, ethnicities, creeds, abilities, genders, and sexual orientations, but
also a range of family forms. At this moment in history we stand poised to decide
when and how we will accept the challenge to respect, honor, and celebrate this
diversity. As individuals and as a nation, it is our moral and ethical obligation
to work toward creating happy, healthy, loving relationships and families for all
people, married and unmarried.

In the fairy tales, all princes and princesses are married by the end of the
book. In real life, marriage is the route to happiness for many, but others would
rather ride off into rosy unmarried sunsets. Whatever your path, may your life
be a journey toward happily ever after.
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