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Introduction

A Different Perspective 

The summer of 2008 was the summer of love and commitment for same-
sex couples in the United States. Thousands of gay and lesbian couples 
stood in line for wedding licenses all over California in the first few days 
after that state opened marriage to same-sex couples. On the other side of 
the country, Massachusetts took the last step to full equality by allowing 
same-sex couples from other states to marry within its borders, in the very 
first state to give gay couples marriage rights. 
 I spent that summer traveling back and forth between California and 
Massachusetts, amazed at the transformation of the policy landscape 
between landmark court decisions in Massachusetts and California. Al-
though I think of myself as an informed optimist, I must admit that this 
scenario in 2008 was almost unimaginable only a few years before. 
 In 2003, I was eligible for my first sabbatical, the one true perk of aca-
demic life. My partner, Elizabeth, and I had decided to use this amazing 
opportunity to uproot our family and live in another country for a year. 
As we prepared for our adventure, the nature of our second-class citizen-
ship became clearer. Living on only half of my salary, as opposed to two 
reasonable full-time salaries, meant that our finances would be stretched 
thin. When we realized how much Elizabeth’s health insurance would cost 
while she took an unpaid leave from her job, we wondered if we could 
make it. 
 If the “Lee” in my name had marked me as a man, instead of reflect-
ing my southern parents’ decision to name their first daughter after her 
grandmothers (“Mary” and “Virginia Lee”), Elizabeth and I could have 
been married in the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, our permanent 
home. She would have been eligible for coverage under my health insur-
ance benefits. We would have saved thousands of dollars. We would have 
saved more on our collective income tax bill. We would have even been 
able to fill out a single Customs form when returning to the United States. 
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Instead, our excitement was tempered by the occasional burst of outrage 
against our country’s and state’s unwillingness to offer even a half-way 
measure toward recognizing our relationship. 
 The contrast became starker. Our destination, the Netherlands, has al-
lowed same-sex couples to marry since 2001, although we learned that we 
would not be eligible, since neither of us was a Dutch citizen or long-term 
resident. When we approached the intimidating “Foreign Police” for a tem-
porary residence permit application, the forms shocked and delighted us. 
While only I qualified for a work and residence permit as a visiting scholar 
at the University of Amsterdam, Elizabeth was eligible for a residence per-
mit as my partner. We just had to check a box and sign a statement that we 
had been living together as partners for five years. The official who pro-
cessed our paperwork didn’t bat an eye when we arrived together with our 
stack of forms and money. 
 The Dutch government became the first to legally recognize our rela-
tionship when we finally received our temporary residence permits. At 
the time, it felt a bit like what I thought getting married might feel like. 
As the (temporary) sole earner of the family, I had to promise to support 
Elizabeth and to share my income with her. She got to stay with me, even 
though she had no other official reason to be in the Netherlands, just be-
cause we were family. I wanted her there, and she wanted to be with me. 
The willingness of the Dutch to acknowledge and honor our relationship, 
compensating for the less progressive policies of our own and many other 
countries, showed us in a profound way that we were indeed in another 
country.
 Once we got to Amsterdam, we met many new and interesting people. 
Two stories about our new friends and acquaintances stand out.
 Our first foray into Dutch culture was an invitation to attend a talk by a 
noted Dutch lesbian feminist. At the crowded reception after the talk, I in-
troduced myself to other people and told them of my plan to study same-
sex marriage while in the Netherlands. One woman after another gave me 
more or less the same line, almost as if they were reading from a common 
script: “Oh, marriage—that’s a patriarchal institution for heterosexuals. 
I’m a feminist and don’t believe in marriage, so I’m not married.” 
 After escaping from the throng to wait in line at the bar, I began the 
same conversation with another woman, a feminist academic whom I’ll 
call Martina. Martina listened with interest to the description of my proj-
ect and pointed out that I had already spoken to her partner. In fact, her 
partner was one of the most vehement opponents of marriage I’d met. 
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“She feels very strongly about it,” Martina confirmed. But, she added wist-
fully in a soft voice, “I would like to get married.” 
 Two other friends, Stephanie and Ingrid (also pseudonyms), told us 
their rather unromantic wedding story. Although as a feminist Stephanie 
“hates marriage”—her own words—she and Ingrid decided to marry on 
the advice of their accountant, since they own a business together. The 
first time we talked about marriage, Stephanie quickly dismissed their 
legal marriage as an insignificant step in their twenty-year relationship. 
When the topic of marriage came up again after we’d gotten to know them 
better, we got the rest of the story. 
 Stephanie and Ingrid scheduled their wedding at city hall for 9 a.m., 
since the early hour ensured a free wedding ceremony (apparently an in-
centive for frugal Dutch people to fill an unpopular time slot). They invited 
Stephanie’s sister and a few friends to attend. After the short ceremony, 
the group took a little boat trip on the canals—also apparently a common 
feature of Dutch weddings—and celebrated with champagne and fruit. 
 During the boat ride, Stephanie impulsively pulled out her cell phone to 
call her father and tell him that she had gotten married. She was surprised 
when her father reacted badly to the news that he had not been invited to 
the wedding, and she was stunned when he began crying because he had 
missed this significant event in his daughter’s life. At least that’s how he 
saw it, even though Stephanie did not. Not inviting her father caused a rift 
in their relationship that Stephanie could not repair before her father died 
a few years later. 
 These early encounters and contrasts gave me a wide-angle view of the 
larger meanings of marriage in a country that had opened up marriage to 
same-sex couples:
 As a legal institution, marriage gives the state enormous power to rec-
ognize whether a family legally exists and, in many cases, whether a family 
can practically persist. This power allows couples to be together in a literal 
sense, as immigration laws did for me and Elizabeth in the Netherlands. 
Or the power can determine the conditions in which couples survive, 
such as the granting of health care and pension benefits. 
 As a legal institution in flux, marriage is always being shaped and re-
shaped. The Dutch lesbians I met at the reception were suspicious of mar-
riage at least partly because of its historical meaning for women. In the 
twentieth century alone, marriage in the United States and some Euro-
pean countries went from being a status that largely obliterated women’s 
independence to being a gender-neutral set of rights and responsibilities 
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that spouses have with regard to each other and to the state. But concern 
about the impact of marriage on the lives of women is understandable and 
continues—especially if those marrying want to avoid traditional gender 
roles. 
 As a personal decision, choosing whether to enter into a marriage in-
volves complex and sometimes unconscious motives and barriers, as 
well as potentially sticky negotiations for the two individuals. For some 
of the lesbian feminists at the reception, being denied the right to marry 
for so long was itself evidence that marriage was a flawed institution. A 
long history of living outside the protection of family law also gave root 
to new and creative ways of establishing the social legitimacy of relation-
ships without the endorsement of the state. So opening up access to mar-
riage would not necessarily lead all same-sex couples to flock to city hall 
to marry, especially the Dutch feminists I met who aren’t sure what they 
might gain and lose from marriage. But predicting how many and which 
couples will marry is not easy, since members of a couple may have very 
different views about that decision, as did Martina and her partner. 
 As a deeply rooted social and cultural institution, marriage is powerful 
in ways that we might not always appreciate and in ways that we certainly 
cannot control. The strong reaction by Stephanie’s father illustrates the 
profound meaning and value that the act of marrying has for many people 
other than the two getting married. Far from building a wall around the 
two people marrying, marriage is an experience that connects the couple 
to other people in their social circles–whether the couple wants it or not. 
Ironically, at a time when many demographers take for granted the “dein-
stitutionalization of marriage” for heterosexual couples, that is, the fading 
away of the social and legal meanings of marriage that structure how mar-
ried people live their lives, the experiences of gay and lesbian couples sug-
gest that marriage has a continuing relevance and meaning.

I had traveled to the Netherlands to study same-sex marriage in Europe, so 
these events gave me an intense introduction to what access to marriage 
meant for same-sex couples two or three years after such marriage became 
possible. In the early days of our stay, I was constantly trying to make 
sense of these stories as well as the news and analyses of same-sex mar-
riage that appeared in my daily life. The irony, of course, was that same-sex 
marriage arrived in the United States while I was studying it in Amster-
dam. Two months into our trip, in November 2003, we got amazing news 
from home: the Massachusetts Supreme Judicial Court ruled that our state 
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could not legally prevent same-sex couples from marrying. Three months 
later, Mayor Gavin Newsom of San Francisco allowed same-sex couples to 
marry in his city until a court order stopped him. In May 2004, weddings 
of same-sex couples began in Massachusetts just before we returned. 
 In between these big events, my partner and I closely followed the legal, 
political, and cultural debates that were raging back home. I participated 
in those public debates from a scholarly perspective, since I have long 
studied the economics of marriage as it relates to gay and lesbian people. 
In fact, much of this book was inspired by those public debates, which 
continue to the present day in the United States and other countries. As I 
talked to people in Europe and read about the European experience with 
giving rights to same-sex couples, I realized that the marriage debates in 
the United States and elsewhere share many common themes. 
 But, more important, the fact that a growing number of European 
countries are granting same-sex couples either the right to marry or some 
package of the rights and responsibilities of marriage means that Europe 
could be a social laboratory, in a sense, to help us predict what marriages 
by gay couples might mean in the United States. Gay and lesbian couples 
have been registering as partners in Denmark since 1989, and Dutch gay 
couples have been marrying since 2001. The political and cultural experi-
ences of these and other countries may offer a crystal ball of sorts as the 
United States asks some of the big questions. 
 Outside the religious and legal arguments, the big questions in the po-
litical and cultural debate boil down to these, as I hear them:
 Will gay people change marriage? The Chicken Littles argue that giv-
ing gay couples the right to marry will destroy heterosexual marriage and 
maybe even Western civilization as we know it:

Tony Perkins of the Family Research Council on the 2008 debut of •	
same-sex marriage in California: “When the clock chimes 5:01 p.m. 
(PST), the California ruling that threatens to undo thousands of years 
of natural marriage will officially take effect, triggering five months of 
social chaos that could wreak havoc on every state in America.”1

Janet Folger, founder of Faith2Action: “I’m praying and working to •	
protect marriage in California (and the rest of the country) not only be-
cause I care about marriage, but because I care about civilization. And, 
if we obey God, he just may spare us from the judgment we deserve.”2

The writer and marriage promoter Maggie Gallagher: “Losing this •	
[same-sex marriage] battle means losing the idea that children need 
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mothers and fathers. It means losing the marriage debate. It means 
losing limited government. It means losing American civilization. It 
means losing, period.”3

On the other side of the issue, many optimistic feminists hope that gay 
couples will change marriage by reshaping the troubling gender dynamics 
still embedded in heterosexual marriage.4 In between those two positions 
are many people who appear to be worried about the unknown conse-
quences of letting gay couples marry. 
 Will marriage change gay people? Some hope so, arguing that gay men 
will be more monogamous and gay relationships more stable if same-sex 
couples can marry,5 and gays and lesbians will be better assimilated into 
the larger culture.6 Opponents of marriage equality believe that gay and 
lesbian people will not be able to gain from marriage, though.7 Others in 
the gay, lesbian, and bisexual communities fear that distinctive features of 
gay life will be transformed in negative ways.8 
 What path should change take in the United States: immediate or grad-
ual? Do we need alternatives to marriage? Some observers want to see a 
more gradual expansion of rights for same-sex couples to see what the 
social impact will be.9 Others farther right on the political spectrum see 
the big changes in the United States—especially in Vermont, Massachu-
setts, and California—as further examples of undemocratic judicial activ-
ism foisted on an unwilling public. Some in the gay community argue that 
change is happening too fast to avoid political backlash and that creating 
alternatives to marriage, both for same-sex couples and for other family 
forms, might be a better way to go.
 Frankly, the public debate has not been particularly careful or insightful 
with respect to these questions. Dire predictions on one side are matched 
by a lot of head-scratching from those who think same-sex couples should 
be allowed to marry. These advocates have a hard time figuring out how 
greater access to marriage for additional couples will somehow undermine 
marriage, so they sometimes resort to jokes: 

Representative Barney Frank ridiculed the implication of opponents’ •	
fears in the context of the 1996 Defense of Marriage Act: “Defense 
of Marriage? It’s like the old V-8 commercial. As if this act didn’t 
pass, heterosexual men all over the country would say, [smack] `I 
could’ve married a guy?!’”10
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During a televised debate in the 1990s, Elizabeth Birch, then head of •	
the Human Rights Campaign, asked the thrice-married conservative 
Representative Bob Barr, “You know, Representative Barr, there is 
some confusion. Which marriage are you defending? Your first, your 
second, or your third?”11

A recent •	 New Yorker cartoon also captures the liberal confusion about 
what the fuss is about. A woman is headed for the open door with 
two packed suitcases. She explains to her flabbergasted husband why 
she’s leaving him: “There’s nothing wrong with our marriage, but the 
spectre of gay marriage has hopelessly eroded the institution.”12

 With one side worried about the end of civilization and the other side 
cracking jokes in bewilderment, it’s hard to see any room for reasoned dis-
cussion. Even in 2008, four years after Massachusetts opened marriage, 
the emotional force of the issue shows little evidence of cooling. To some 
extent, this disconnect in the debate stems from two entirely different per-
spectives that result in the two sides talking past each other.13 People on 
the conservative end of the political spectrum tend to look at the issue 
from the broad cultural perspective: what does “marriage” mean and how 
might that meaning change? Those on the more liberal end of the spec-
trum take a narrower individualistic view of people’s behavior: if people 
get married because of the unique qualities of the person they are marry-
ing, then why would their decision to marry (or stay married) change just 
because a fairly small number of people are choosing to marry entirely dif-
ferent people who happen to be of the same sex? 
 Maybe there is a more productive way to bridge the gap between these 
positions by shifting how we think about these issues and about the evi-
dence of change that we draw on. In my view, the debate highlights the 
difference between thinking about the meaning of marriage—a noun, an 
idea—and thinking about marriage as an act—marrying as a choice that 
individuals make. Marriage as a noun and marrying as a verb are closely 
related, of course. The broad cultural and social meaning of marriage cre-
ates social incentives and social pressure for individual people to decide 
to marry. These decisions to marry and the experiences of those marrying 
will shape the larger social and cultural meaning of marriage, and possibly 
the larger cultural understandings of sexual identities. But I make the dis-
tinction because it helps to understand what to look for, especially when 
seeking evidence in Europe for the impact of giving marriage or marriage-
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like rights to gay couples. We need to look both at the actual decisions 
made by couples and at how marriage or registered partnerships of same-
sex couples might alter the cultural understanding of marriage and of what 
being gay or lesbian means. 
 To date, the arguments trying to explain these cultural and behavioral 
effects are, by and large, based simply on beliefs, not on facts. Few people 
have offered careful analyses of the actual experience of the first wave of 
eight countries that gave significant rights to legally registered same-sex 
couples between 1989 and 2000: Denmark, Sweden, Norway, Iceland, 
the Netherlands, Belgium, France, and Germany.14 Those countries pro-
vide years of experience that could be tapped to understand the debate in 
the United States that reignited in 2008 with the state supreme court de-
cisions in California and Connecticut to allow gay couples to marry. (As 
this book went to press, however, California voters took away the right 
to marry from gay couples, but that vote is being challenged in court.)
More countries have joined that list relatively recently, including Finland, 
Canada, New Zealand, Spain, South Africa, Luxembourg, Switzerland, 
Slovenia, the Czech Republic, and the United Kingdom, but obviously we 
will not know much about what happened in those countries for a while. 
Figure 1.1 summarizes the three general kinds of legal options open to 
same-sex couples in these fifteen countries: full marriage rights, near-mar-
riage rights through registered partnership, and less extensive packages of 
marital rights and responsibilities. In this book, I use these European ex-
periences, along with what experience we have had in the United States 
so far as a social laboratory for asking the key questions about marriage 
and change.
 The next chapter begins the discussion with the verb: why do same-sex 
couples choose to marry, and what can we learn from that process about 
the meaning of marriage? My interviews with Dutch couples suggest some 
similarities with as well as some differences from heterosexual couples, al-
though the similarities are perhaps more surprising and revealing than the 
differences. 
 In chapter 3, I compare the actual rates of same-sex marriage or regis-
tered partnership across countries to see whether the low rates that people 
have noted are evidence of a disrespect or lack of need for marriage. How-
ever, what I find is that the vast majority of gay and heterosexual couples 
alike choose marriage when they have options for legal recognition. 
 Chapter 4 plunges more deeply into the demographic changes in 
these countries to ask whether same-sex couples have somehow changed 



Introduction 9

heterosexual marriage choices. Measures of heterosexual marriage and di-
vorce behavior turn out to suggest that nothing much changed as a result 
of the recognition of same-sex couples. I also show that changes in ideas 
about marriage—mainly a belief that marriage is an outdated institution—
are also unrelated to granting legal rights to same-sex couples. Chapter 5 
asks the same question from a Dutch cultural perspective, drawing on the 

Figure 1.1
Countries With National Recognition of Same-Sex Partnerships15

Country (year enacted) Marital rights and responsibilities
Examples of marital rights not 
included

MARRIAGE

Netherlands (2001)
Belgium (2003)
Spain (2005)
Canada (2005)
South Africa (2006)
Norway (2009)

All or almost all Parental status for second 
parent of a child born to a 
married lesbian (NLD, 
BEL)
Adoption rights (BEL) 

REGISTERED PARTNERSHIP

Denmark (1989)
Norway (1993)
Sweden (1994)
Iceland (1996)
Netherlands (1998)
Finland (2001)
New Zealand (2005) (civil 
unions)
United Kingdom (2005) 
(civil partnerships)
Switzerland (2005)
Hungary (2009)

Almost all Right to church wedding 
(DEN, NOR, SWE, ICE, 
FIN);  joint adoption 
rights (DEN, NOR, ICE, 
FIN, HUN); access to 
assisted reproduction 
(DEN, NOR, ICE, HUN)

REGISTERED COHABITATION

France (1999)
Belgium (1999)
Germany (2001)
Czech Republic (2006)
Slovenia (2006)
Luxembourg (2004)

Liability for debts; common 
property; joint taxation; 
housing; insurance (France)
Support obligation; Joint 
tenancy; inheritance; pension 
and health insurance; 
immigration (Germany)
Mutual responsibility for 
debts; common residence 
protected except after death; 
obligation of support 
(Belgium)

Inheritance rights; child-
related rights; alimony 
(France)
State-supported financial 
benefits (Germany)
Inheritance rights; 
alimony; right to damages 
for negligent death of 
partner; adoption; 
citizenship (Belgium)
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reactions of heterosexual family, friends, and other social institutions to 
the marriages of Dutch couples. 
 Chapters 6 and 7 take the other angle: will marriage change gay people? 
Chapter 6 looks at the positive gains from marriage that same-sex couples 
experience, particularly from their new full inclusion in social and legal 
institutions. In chapter 7 I primarily use the Dutch couple interviews to 
argue that access to marriage—the crowning achievement of legal equal-
ity—might well change lesbian and gay identities over time in ways that 
might be stressful for lesbian and gay people. 
 Chapters 8 and 9 look more directly at the political angles of change in 
Europe and the United States. I feel the need to briefly justify drawing on 
the European political experience to understand American policy change. 
A political truism holds that policy models from other countries are not 
very helpful in the United States. The idea of “American exceptionalism” 
is the usual trump card for arguing that what happens elsewhere is neither 
important nor interesting for us in the United States because “we’re differ-
ent.” And until recently European examples have not obviously played a big 
role in policy discussions in the United States. Although some European 
countries have intriguing social welfare, health care, labor market, and child 
care policies that have captured the imagination of academics and some 
political activists in the United States, their influence has been limited. The 
political winds of the past few years seem to be keeping Americans firmly 
on their own soil with regard to foreign as well as domestic policy. Many 
Americans’ unease with the unilateralism put in place by President George 
W. Bush has moved the debate about our relationship with European coun-
tries from academic journals into the mainstream media. 
 Ironically, but not so surprisingly, gay organizations in the United States 
have practiced their own form of unilateralism. The progress of gay and 
lesbian social movements has occurred fairly separately on the two con-
tinents. While gay tourists often cross the Atlantic Ocean in both direc-
tions, GLBT political activists and activism have had much less crossover. 
As several researchers who study gay social movements have noted, gay 
organizations in Europe have worked together much more systematically 
than they have with organizations in the United States.16 The global separa-
tion of the U.S. gay movement contrasts sharply with the rich connections 
between GLB organizations in European countries and even throughout 
the rest of the world. 
 For example, consider the Web sites of the two largest national gay po-
litical organizations in the United States, the Human Rights Campaign 



Introduction 11

and the National Gay and Lesbian Task Force. Both sites have just a hand-
ful of references to legal developments in other countries, and neither 
contains links to organizations in other countries. In contrast, the Dutch 
equivalent, the COC, has a button on its homepage with descriptions of 
its worldwide networking. Belgium is the home of the International Les-
bian and Gay Association (ILGA), which works in Europe and beyond to 
connect gay movements in different parts of the world. 
 But recent developments have moved international comparisons to a 
more prominent role in the debate over marriage equality in the United 
States. The first development came in 2003 when Ontario became the 
first place in North America that allowed same-sex couples to marry. After 
three Canadian provincial courts struck down the exclusion of same-sex 
couples from marriage, the federal government set in motion a nationwide 
opening of marriage.17 As a result, all Canadian same-sex couples have 
had equal marriage rights since 2005. Gay and lesbian couples from the 
United States regularly cross the border to tie the knot in Canada for the 
symbolic, although not yet practical, value of marriage. 
 A second globalizing nudge came from inside the United States. In July 
2003, the U.S. Supreme Court struck down the so-called state sodomy 
laws that criminalized sexual contact between two people of the same sex 
in Lawrence v. Texas. Many lawyers were surprised at some of the reason-
ing in Justice Anthony Kennedy’s majority opinion, which used decisions 
by the European Court of Human Rights and other international actions 
to justify overturning sodomy laws: 

Other nations, too, have taken action consistent with an affirmation 
of the protected right of homosexual adults to engage in intimate, 
consensual conduct. . . . The right the petitioners seek in this case has 
been accepted as an integral part of human freedom in many other 
countries. There has been no showing that in this country the govern-
mental interest in circumscribing personal choice is somehow more 
legitimate or urgent.18

Where might the European influence turn up next in Supreme Court de-
cisions? In his dissent in the Lawrence case, Justice Antonin Scalia men-
tions Canadian court decisions when he warns that the bar to same-sex 
marriage in the United States might be the next to fall.19

 Conservative writers immediately seized on Scalia’s warning. After the 
Massachusetts marriage decision, the writer Stanley Kurtz began spinning 
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a link between gay marriage in Europe and the decline of marriage in two 
conservative publications, The Weekly Standard and National Review On-
line. He drew on existing academic and journalistic publications about 
European demography to argue that the Scandinavian and Dutch experi-
ences foreshadow a horrible future for the United States if gay and lesbian 
couples are allowed to marry here: “Will same-sex marriage undermine 
the institution of marriage? It already has.”20 “The stakes are nothing less 
than the survival of marriage itself.”21 This new—and, perhaps most im-
portant, secular—argument about the harm of marriage equality began 
showing up in local debates, newspaper op-ed pages, court briefs, and 
even the Senate debate about the Federal Marriage Amendment. In the 
context of these legal and political developments over the last few years, 
the American exceptionalism argument misses the point in the marriage 
debate in the United States. 
 In chapter 8, I argue that the experience in Europe and in states like 
Vermont and California suggests that alternatives to marriage are useful 
only if they are transitional statuses on the way to full equality for same-
sex couples. The experiences on both sides of the Atlantic show that new 
legal statuses for same-sex couples can sometimes act as barriers to future 
change, and they are not particularly useful for other kinds of family struc-
tures, either.
 In chapter 9, I show that changes in marriage law related to same-sex 
couples in the United States look very similar to changes in European 
countries. In the United States, fifty-one separate sets of laws define access 
to marriage, since the federal government usually leaves laws about fam-
ily matters to the states (and the District of Columbia, sometimes).22 As 
I write this book, each state can still act independently to allow same-sex 
couples to marry or to create an alternative status for same-sex couples. So 
far Massachusetts, California, and Connecticut are the only states to let 
same-sex couples marry, although California’s gay marriages ended with 
the election in November 2008. New York recognizes same-sex marriage 
from other states or countries. In Vermont, New Jersey, New Hampshire, 
and Connecticut, civil unions provide same-sex couples with all of the 
rights and responsibilities that states can give, and the domestic partner-
ship status in California and Oregon are quite similar. Hawaii’s reciprocal 
beneficiary status, Washington’s and New Jersey’s domestic partner laws, 
and Maine’s domestic partner registry all give a more limited set of rights 
to same-sex couples. The variation in approach in the United States looks 
a lot like the variation we see across Europe. As I argue in chapter 9, the 
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pace of change is also very similar in the United States, where the same 
political and social factors that predict change in Europe predict change 
here. Change is taking place in a sensible and unsurprising way, with more 
liberal states taking the lead and providing examples that other states 
might someday follow. 
 As a result of increasing attention to the useful changes in the recogni-
tion of same-sex couples on the other side of the Atlantic, a closer look by 
Americans at the European experience with gay marriage seems like a pro-
ductive thing to do. From a scholarly perspective, the task is a bit daunt-
ing. For one thing, the big questions that I outlined cut across many bod-
ies of social science research and theory. That breadth also means adding 
to the economist’s usual toolbox of ways to understand what is happening 
in the actual world, not just the theoretical world. In the end, I collected 
new data, interviewing many actual same-sex couples who have thought 
about getting married or who actually got married. I drew on surveys of 
gay, lesbian, bisexual, and heterosexual people in the Netherlands and the 
United States. I gathered information from many different countries about 
marriage, families, social policy, political actors, and the gay and lesbian 
communities. I consulted other scholars and studied their research. And 
I learned some new techniques to carefully interpret and analyze all of 
those data to find answers to the big questions at the heart of this book 
and the political debates. So, while my training and experience as an econ-
omist are inevitably present in my research, I would classify this book as 
the product of an interdisciplinary social scientist. 
 Although this is a book rooted in social science research, I began this 
introduction with my own story. Marriage is not just an academic topic 
for me. When Elizabeth and I arrived in the Netherlands, we were not al-
lowed to marry, either by Dutch law or American law. When we got home 
to Massachusetts, the world had changed. We were faced with the deci-
sion that thousands of other same-sex couples and millions of different-
sex couples have had to make: would we marry? 
 Putting the author’s personal story in a book based on research might 
seem like an odd thing to do. Whether or not I mention them here, my 
own experience and position will, at the very least, determine my enthusi-
asm for the topic, as well as the particular questions that I ask. Does that 
mean I am necessarily biased in some way and that my conclusions are 
tainted? Obviously, I do not think so. We all have primary data when it 
comes to families—our own lives are often our first “data point,” as an 
economist might say. Our experiences shape how we see and interpret 
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the world around us, and that is universal, for marriage equality oppo-
nents and proponents alike. The value of including stories of marriage in 
the context of real people—those of the Dutch couples I interviewed and 
even my own story—is to add a layer of knowledge that has been largely 
missing in the debate. The personal stories link the broad abstract num-
bers and the powerful cultural institution to the individual lives affected 
by the law.
 Those personal perspectives are most likely to be a problem in research 
when we are not aware of their influence. My training and practice as an 
economist over the past twenty years have instilled in me values that in-
clude a willingness to question my own assumptions and to rethink and 
revise after putting my ideas before the careful scrutiny of other scholars. 
The give and take between researchers generates debate and constructive 
criticism, and I believe my own ideas and conclusions here are the better 
for having gone through that process. 
 To be honest, though, I did feel an effect from the other direction while 
working on this project. My opinions about marriage and my personal 
decision about marrying were greatly affected by what I heard from the 
people I interviewed and by the things that I read and thought about as 
I participated in the public debate. Listening, thinking, and debating are 
powerful forces for change for individual people and for societies. I invite 
readers to think through these important questions with me in the context 
of this book.

Note on terminology: The Dutch are quick to say, “There is no gay mar-
riage here—it’s just the same marriage for everybody.” And it’s obvious 
when you think about it. The legal status is the same for same-sex cou-
ples and different-sex couples, so there is no need for a separate term 
like “gay marriage” or “same-sex marriage”. A better term for the subject 
of this book would be something like “equal access to marriage for same-
sex couples.” But, while that is clearly correct, in this book I often use the 
term “same-sex marriage” to avoid unwieldy sentence constructions. Also, 
here I mostly talk about same-sex marriage as relevant to lesbian and gay 
people. Although bisexual people might well marry or want to marry a 
same-sex partner, recent research shows that they usually marry different-
sex partners.23 


