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among Cohabiting Couples”. Revise and Resubmit at Journal of Marriage and Family

Miller, Amanda and Sharon Sassler. "The Construction of Gender among
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DISSERTATION ABSTRACT

Over the past few decades the proportion of young adults who live together without marriage has
increased markedly, with the majority of all marriages now preceded by a period of cohabitation. Past
research has suggested that cohabitors have more egalitarian beliefs than those couples who marry
without first living together. However, despite their relatively egalitarian attitudes, cohabiting women,
especially working class cohabiting women, are disadvantaged in that they do much of the work expected
of wives, but receive few of the benefits that married women gain from their nuptials. Here, | use
interviews with 61 cohabiting couples to investigate the class-based similarities and differences in
gendered power through examining couples’ work orientations, financial arrangements and control, and
divisions of household labor.

I find that cohabiting couples are doing (or undoing) conventional gender roles in one of four
primary ways. Many are replicating conventional divisions of labor in which the male partner pays the
majority of the household bills, and, in exchange, his female partner often privileges his job or takes on a
larger proportion of the domestic work. Among other couples, at least one partner (generally the female)
is contesting a traditional division of labor, with middle class and class straddling women having more
success than their working class counterparts at getting their partners to share fairly equally in the
domestic and financial obligations. Still others have counter conventional arrangements in which the
female partner pays the majority of the household expenses and, among the working and class straddling
couples (couples in which only one partner has completed a 4-year degree), often also does the majority
of the household chores. Finally, a few (n=3) middle class couples are engaged in equalitarian exchanges.
These couples practice an effortless egalitarianism in which each partner shares in the division of labor
without intense negotiations required to ensure their exchanges remain equitable.

I find that working class women in particular experience the most inequity within their unions;
though middle class women also experience quite a bit of inequality in their divisions of labor, they feel
that their arrangements are relatively fair. Many of these 61 couples anticipate that their household
relationships will become more conventional over time. Results suggest that, despite the growing shares
of cohabiting couples, few models exist for creating a division of labor that is somewhere between
completely conventional and truly egalitarian. As a result, couples must constantly negotiate their paid
and domestic arrangements. Still, few couples are intentionally trying to create relationships that are free
of conventionally gendered practices, despite the “less institutionalized” nature of their unions.



