


DOMINANCE AND PASSIVITY IN MARRIAGE COUNSELING:

1962-1976

by

NEIL CAHILL, S.J.

A THESIS

Submitted to the Faculty of the Graduate School of the 
Creighton University in Partial Fulfillment of 

the Requirements for the Degree of Master 
Divinity in the Department of Pastoral 

Ministry.

Omaha, 1977



TABLE OF CONTENTS

PAGE

LIST OF TABLES.....................................  vi

CHAPTER

I. OVERVIEW OF THE P R O B L E M ............................. 1

Phase One : Traditional— 1960-1966 ............ 2
Phase Two: Transitional— 1967-1971   3
Phase Three : Contemporary— 1972-19 76   5

II. SURVEY OF SELECTED PERTINENT LITERATURE

Phase One: 1960-1966   7
Phase Two: 1967-1971   11
Phase Three : 1972-1976    14

III. ANALYTICAL STUDY OF 155 MARRIAGES..................  18

Introduction ..................................  18
Phase One : 1960-1966   19
Phase Two: 1967-1971   20
Phase Three : 1972-1976   24

IV. CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS FOR FUTURE MARRIAGE
COUNSELING........................................  27

Introduction ..................................  27
Counseling of Symmetrical Couples ............. 31
Counseling of Assymetrical Couples ..........  34

REFERENCES............................................... 37

BIBLIOGRAPHY 39



LIST OF TABLES

Table Page

1. Marriages and Divorces of Phase One : 1960-1966 . . .  19

2. Marriages and Divorces of Phase Two: 1967-1971 . . .  23

3. Marriages and Divorces of Phase Three : 1972-1976 . . 25

4. Symmetrical and Non-Symmetrical Marriages : 1960-1976 31

5. Assymetrical Marriages: 1960-1976 ................  35



CHAPTER I

OVERVIEW OF THE PROBLEM

A successful insurance salesman remarked that his wife during 

their thirty years of marriage has taken care of all their 

financial matters and has made all of the major decisions in 

their family. He said that he constantly kept that fact in mind 

when he approached a prospective sale among white, Anglo-Saxon 

Protestant families : he found it expedient to learn as early 

as possible in the visit whether it was the wife or the husband 

who makes the decisions.

In selling life insurance to a black couple he noticed that 

the wife did most of the talking during the presentation, and 

before it was finished, the husband left the room to go to 

watch television. The salesman then assumed that he had lost 

the interest of the husband though the wife continued to ask 

questions. Finally, she made the decision that they would 

buy the policy, and after she signed the necessary papers, she 

called her husband back into the room to sign them.

Soon after this incident the life insurance salesman approached 

a family of Spanish-American background. When he began his 

presentation he noticed that he dealt entirely with the husband.

In fact, the wife was rebuffed by him if she even asked some 

simple questions. When it was time to sign for the policy, it
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was the husband who announced that they had agreed, and after 

he signed, his wife was called into the room for her signature.

These examples illustrate the importance of decision-making 

in marriage. Little attention, however, has been paid to 

decision-making before marriage. This study will examine 

decision-making before marriage as an important element of 

premarriage counseling. The period covered will extend from 

1960-1976. A glance at the literature reveals that authors use 

a variety of terms to describe the dyadic decision-making in 

terms of a paired relationship. Vladimir Cervin uses "ascendance 

submiss i o n . W .  G. Dyer and D. Urban speak of "equalitarian 

arrangement— patriarchal family."2 N. L. Gage, George S. Leavitt 

and George C. Stone use "authoritarianism and acquiescence.

G. F. King and M. Schiller use "ego strength, defensiveness, and 
„4acquiescence.

In this study the period from 1960 through 1976 will be 

divided into three phases. An attempt will be made to ascertain 

the extent of the dominance— passive qualities of couples coming 

for premarriage counseling. Changes in this asymmetrical 

arrangement during the years will be noted. Predictions will be 

made in likely changes that will probably occur in premarriage 

counseling after 1976.

Phase One: Traditional— 1960-1966

During the first interview with a couple who approached me 

for premarriage counseling during this phase I tried to 

determine who the dominant partner was. I concluded that the 

other partner would be passive. Here are some of the behaviors
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which indicated dominance. That partner made the first phone 

call or visit, and made all the arrangements for the wedding.

That partner was he (or she) who did most of the talking during 

the interview. This dominant partner then could be expected 

to take a strong stand on his position regarding his religion.

When finances are discussed, it becomes clear that this partner 

is going to handle the check book and all major financial 

decisions. This one showed more concern than the other regarding 

wedding preparations and intricate details. He (or she) further 

probably showed that he has had difficulty, and expects futher 

difficulties, with the prospective mother-in-law. On the other 

hand, in spite of an eye for details, he sees "little need for 

worry about the overall picture." He blames someone else for 

any snags, failures and difficulties that they may have had during 

their courtship. Frequently in the interview he states that he 

"is going to have it his way." On the other hand, at times he 

may berate her thusly, "Why didn't you take care of that detail 

like you agreed to do?" Finally, when it came to discussion of 

the matter of sex, the dominant spouse often became defensive 

and protested any need for discussion.

Phase Two: Transitional— 1967-1971

During these difficult years of unrest, certain changes in 

partners planning marriage became obvious during premarriage 

counseling. Still there was a dominant member of the pair and 

a passive one, but there was less contrast between the two.

Some observations can be made about the passive member of the 

pair during this phase. Though the passive partner still feels
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more comfortable in being passive, definite signs appear of a 

striving for similarity and equality with the dominant spouse.

This striving for equality takes on various forms. The marriage 

and engagement may have been called off a few times in the past 

due to head-on crises. The passive partner may tell the pre

marriage counselor that she has strong views on some things, but 

she is anxious to do the opposite which her intended thinks best. 

She may still see no difficulties in her future life of marriage 

with her in-laws, though her intended can't stand her relatives.

Now she finds that she has misgivings about her partner and 

fears that he will not face up to certain difficulties which she 

foresees, and he refuses to talk about some of these problems 

now. An interesting pattern emerged. The day after the visit 

to the premarriage counselor the future bride often phoned him 

to say, "You must talk to him about this snag which we have 

reached." She also may mention on the phone two or three other 

controversial matters which her intended refused to speak about 

the night before in the interview. Less financial irresponsibility 

was also observed on the part of the passive spouse in this phase 

than during the previous phase. The passive partner now tends 

to face such problems as housing, hospitalization and support of 

children. Whereas, heretofore, the bride most often has been 

reticent or refused to talk about sex, now she may be quite 

interested and even refuse to let this topic be brushed under 

the carpet. She complains now that she "has to make so many 

decisions." On the other hand she indicates that finally she is

glad that he wants to do it his way, for she has no set ideas
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on the matter.

Phase Three: Contemporary— 1972-1976

During the past five years the number of couples seeking 

premarriage counseling has fallen off, and this is in conformity 

with what may be a national trend of deferring marriage until 

an older age. During this phase some characteristics of those 

spouses contemplating marriage are in marked contrast to the 

earlier periods. Early in the series of interviews the bride 

often states that she intends to retain her maiden name after 

the marriage. It may be that they have carefully formulated a 

legally binding contract listing each partner's responsibilities, 

those things he and she refuse to do (such as cooking and house 

cleaning), and their rights to complete graduate school. It is 

common that they have agreed before hand that each will keep his 

and her separate checking accounts. Quite often both are 

professionals and employed, and intend to work after their 

marriage. They do not hesitate to tell the premarriage counselor 

that these decisions have come about quite often as a result of 

heated and violent arguments. They have finally found that they 

best can work together by respecting each other's rights. Both 

have come to a knowledge of the breaking point of the other. Long 

ago they have agreed on the matter of children and family planning. 

They say, "Father, we've settled on this I" Frequently both have 

agreed that the only way they are going to get along with each 

other's family is to stay away from them. They may have agreed 

on plans for separate vacations and separate social affairs.

They will say, "I can't stand some of his friends; he can't stand
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some of mine."

During this third phase the premarriage counselor often 

notes that early in his dealings with the couple he feels 

equally at ease with both. They in turn are frank and not 

ashamed to fight in his presence. Both are willing to talk 

during the interviews, and spar even at a risk of losing the 

verbal battle. Neither seems squeamish about the matter of sex. 

There is in him little of Sir Walter Raleigh; she opens the 

door and lights her own cigarettes. In sum, both seem to treat 

each other as equals with different personalities, qualities, 

and defects. But both are willing to surmount the difficulties 

which these differences promise for the future, because they have 

succeeded this far in finding amicable solutions.



CHAPTER II

SURVEY OF SELECTED PERTINENT LITERATURE 

Phase One: 1960-1966

A thorough review of much of the writing since late 1959 

on the subject of dominance and passiveness between spouses 

has brought about a drastic revision of my preconceived 

notions on the subject. Almost all studies began with the 

assumption that it is to the male that we should first look 

to find the dominance. I suppose such a presupposition would

be logical if one were to pick out one or other country in

Europe half a century ago for study of these character traits.

However, my experience in dealing with couples having

marital difficulties, for example, reveals that in the United 

States many wives early in the interview reveal themselves as 

the decision-maker and are completely dominant over their 

husband, children and household. Yet nowhere in the literature 

of the period can evidence be found demonstrating the dominance 

of the wife. In fact, surprisingly enough, most authors are 

reluctant to assume that dominance exists now in the male 

spouse either.

The problem is well stated in the following observations:

Apparently in all societies the privilege of major decisions 
is in the hands of men. In western countries where the 
stereotypical patriarch seems now to be rare, men are
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nevertheless able to assert their wills successfully in 
family matters. Both observation and experimental study, 
however, reveal many complexities in this general pattern. 
Reports from France, Germany, and the United States state 
that there is a correlation between class position and 
the authority of the male. Here a paradox is apparent.
Toward the lower strata, the husband is more likely to 
claim authority simply because he is a male, but actually 
has to concede more authority to his wife. Toward the 
upper strata, men are less likely to assert the values of 
patriarchal authority, but in action manage to have more 
power anyway. On a common-sense basis, it can be seen that 
these men have more resources by which to have their way.
Their wives are less likely to work, but even if they do 
work, they contribute a smaller percentage of the total 
family income than would be true in a lower social strata. 
Their husbands are less dependent on their wifely services. 
Thus, the husband's position in role bargaining is stronger.

An interesting study was made by William F. Kenkel of the

relationships between three personality dimensions and the roles

played in the decision-making process by married couples. He

concluded that the more dominant males were more likely to get

their own way, but women who were highly dominant were less likely

to have great influence ultimately on the decision outcome.^

A study by Eugene A. Wilkening regarding status and role and

extent of joint involvement of a husband and wife gives us some

further insight, for it considers them in the context of varying

conditions of size of farm business, indebtedness, and level of

living. His conclusions were that the roles of husband and wife

in decision-making are determined more by their perceived needs

of farm and household than by culturally determined patterns.̂

The bulk of articles and books of this phase treat the

dominance and passiveness question by examination of the effects

of the wife going to work. A study of Irish families is an

interesting case in point. Oral interviews were made with a

sample of Irish Roman Catholic families having at least one child
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in elementary school. David M. Heer found that both in the 

working and middle classes "the working wife exerts more 

influence in family decision-making than the non-working wife."

His evidence seemed to indicate that, whether she works or not, 

if she is in the working class, she has more to say in family 

decision-making than wives do who are in middle-class families.

Heer is insistent that this is not due to a husband-wife 

difference in the personality trait of dominance in nonmarital 

roles. He does, however, find a significantly positive association 

between the number of children in the family and the influence of 

the husband in the decision-making process.®

Lois W. Hoffman's study concludes much in the same direction.

She notes that a mother's employment causes her husband to assume 

some of the household tasks and then to make the corresponding 

decisions "even when ideology is held constant." She concludes 

that women's employment does not affect family power structure 

directly "but only in interaction with the pre-existing ideologies 

and personalities of the actors.

Robert 0. Blood, Jr. in his co-authored articles and book 

treats the problem of dominance and passiveness and that of the 

employed wife. Even in 1958 he notes that "employment results 

in a more equalitarian ideology for the wife, but her greater 

control over economic resources is not used as a source of 

bargaining power with her spouse." The wife assumes that important 

decisions have come to be made on a give-and-take basis. The

necessary tasks are performed depending on the relative availability
10of the two spouses.
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In his study of husbands and wives with Donald M. Wolfe,

Blood writes:

The power to make decisions stems primarily from the 
resources which the individual can provide to meet the 
needs of his marriage partner and to upgrade his 
decision-making skill. Whereas in the past, custom 
often dictated that all families should be patriarchal, 
today the rise of women produces considerable variation 
between families . . . .  The emerging norm may not be 
a particular pattern of male-dominance or equal!tarianism, 
but rather, the idea of appropriateness. If a wife is 
working today, it is appropriate that she should have 
more voice in decisions, but it certainly is not normal 
for the marital role to be reversed in this way. We 
will find throughout this study dissatisfaction 
associated with wife-dominance. This is not, however, 
simply a reflection of breaking social rules. Rather, 
the circumstances which lead to the wife's dominance 
involve corresponding inadequacies and incompetencies on 
the husband's part. So the dominant wife is not 
exultant over her "victory," but exercises power 
regretfully by default of her "no-good" husband.

Within the range from husband-dominance to extreme 
equal!tarianism, appropriateness appears to be linked 
with satisfaction. A wife who doesn't get to make many 
decisions does get to have her needs met by a resourceful 
husband, and the husband who "has to" share his power with 
his wife has the compensation of her greater contributions 
to the marriage.il

Blood and Wolfe conclude this discussion with the observation 

that "today's marriages have a variable balance of power which is 

not determined by the assignments of authority to one sex, but 

by the interplay of dynamic forces which affect the marriage 

from within and without."1^

A striking similarity to this conclusion is given us by 

William J . Goode in 1963.

One principle in this family ideology is equal!tarianism, 
and the spread of the conjugal family is accompanied by a 
trend toward "equalitarianism" between the sexes . . . .
There is now a smaller discrepancy between the education 
of men and women than in the nineteenth century. At the 
same time, certain factors within the conjugal family also 
press toward greater degrees of equal!tarianism. The first



11

is the women's right to choose her husband. A second 
related factor is the "love patterns," under which, at 
least in the earlier stages of the marriage, the women 
has some influence over her husband simply because he 
is in love with her. Perhaps more important, however, 
is the emphasis within the family on the uniqueness of 
each individual, so that sex status and seniority are 
less relevant than the "human" qualities of warmth, 
emotionality, character, which are not based on age or 
sex. These emphases reduce the sex- and age-based 
inequalities among children as well as adults, and 
also undermine to some extent the traditional 
subordination of the young to the old.13

Among the authors consulted on the first phase of this

study, none therefore have been found who endorse any dominance-

passiveness pattern to describe the typical married couple to

be found in the United States today.

thase Two: 1967-1971

A note of confidence characterizes the convictions of the

authors writing on the relationship of spouses during this second

phase of our study. No longer is discussion regarding the dominant

role of the male in decision-making relevant. Even though evidence

was very faint of any such definite pattern of dominance of one

spouse in the first phase, reasons now seem to be sought to

explain the development of the equality pattern, always with the

conviction of the irreversibility of the new trend. There is an

interesting study from India in 1969:

Under modern social and economic conditions, a diminution 
of the authority of the husband can be noted. It appears 
that the higher the educational and cultural level of the 
married partners and their professional and financial 
status, the less dominant the husband becomes, and the 
less the partners to each other. No longer are the roles 
of husband and wife rigidly fixed according to traditional 
male and female functions. A new and voluntary division 
of family responsibilities between man and wife, in 
accordance with their individual aptitudes and inclinations,
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has developed. However, to a large extent this depends 
on the laws and traditions of the country.̂

Bertina Sousa Gomes' last observation certainly was 

remarkable in its qualifications. Another study pertains to 

data collected in San Juan, Puerto Rico in predominantly lower 

and middle income neighborhoods. Its conclusions were three

fold: (1) participation in the labor force is associated with

increased influence by the wife in family decision-making, 

particularly when it came to the decision of having additional 

children; (2) this increased influence in decision-making is 

associated with lower fertility among working women; and (3) the 

negative relationship between labor force status and fertility 

is stronger among wife-dominant and equalitarian families than 

among husband-dominant couples.

The times seem to indicate that the pattern of spouses in 

this phase is away from that of dominance-passiveness toward 

one of symmetry. However, two interesting studies appear 

regarding offspring of marriages of the earlier type. Neither 

study shows encouraging or happy results in the progeny of such 

marriage patterns.

The first study by Suzanne Gassner and Edward J . Murray 

examined dominance and conflict patterns in the interaction of 

thirty neurotic and thirty normal children of both sexes. Two 

measures of relative dominance indicated that neurotic boys had 

dominant mothers, and neurotic girls have dominant fathers. Two 

of the authors' measures of conflict indicated a more hostile 

interaction between the parents of neurotic children. In this 

neurotic group there was a relationship between the areas of
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husband and wife conflict and the independent clinical ratings 

of the corresponding areas in the behavior of the child.

A second study made the same year of eighty adults reveals 

some significant findings. Family background and personality 

variables were studied in relation to dominance-submissive 

behavior. The individuals were told to interact in a decision

making task, first with a partner of the same sex, then with a 

partner of the opposite sex. Samples were classified into one 

of four cells: (1) Dominant with both sexes; (2) Dominant with 

same sex, submissive with the opposite sex; (3) Submissive with 

same sex, dominant with opposite sex; (4) Submissive with both 

sexes. Analyses were made of differences in responses regarding 

family background and personality inventories. It was found 

that consistency in males was related to a highly structured 

family background. Consistency in females seemed to be related 

to a permissive family. Consistently submissive females reported 

much personal discomfort, but submissive males did not report 

personal discomfort. For both sexes those who were submissive 

to females scored highest on a neuroticism scale.^
Finally, an author worth citing in the late part of this 

second phase does much to destroy even the foundations for a 

valid classification of spouses according to any certain pattern.

Science has found very few self-linked characteristics 
that are innate, with the exception of the physical. At 
one time, psychologists agreed that aggression is a male 
characteristic. In recent years, investigators have 
demonstrated that even this is questionable, that 
aggression seems merely to be repressed in the women by 
her culture.

[Bach] has clinically studied male and female fighting 
styles for years, and concluded that one cannot stereotype
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them. A women may cry or scratch, and a man may sulk or 
hit, but the psychological differences between these 
fight styles are small . . . .  In general, men and 
women who hold on to stereotyped views of their own 
sex roles and those of the opposite sex are poor bets 
for intimate success. We therefore encourage efforts 
to destroy such fixation. The best way to accomplish 
this, as with all illusions, is to test the reality of

I Qthe situation.

Phase Three: 1972-1976

Susan C. Rogers reflects the attitude of Bach and Deutsch 

in her article.

The assumption of universal male dominance, which 
stems from epistemological biases in anthropology, is 
belied by evidence that women wield considerable power 
within the context of the peasant and community.

She studied data from a small village in northeastern France.

She suggested that the apparent contradictions between stances

of male dominance and the realities of female power can be

resolved by a model which is potentially extensible to other

types of pre-industrial societies. Her model views male

dominance as a myth, while balance is actually maintained between

the informal power of women and the overt power wielded by men.

For Rogers, the power of both depends on the persistence of the

myth, which is itself maintained by a degree of ignorance on
20the part of both groups as to how the system actually operates.

Evidence of the permanence and success of a symmetrical 

pattern is demonstrated in the findings of Rhona Rapoport,

Robert Rapoport and Victor Thiessen. They studied data of 205 

British couples with a view to capturing some insights into the 

relationship of family symmetry and the couples' employment of 

everyday activities. They found that the more symmetrical were



15

the couples, the higher the level of enjoyment the couples 

find in everyday activities. The various ways in which both 

husbands and wives integrate their work (inside and outside 

the home) with family duties appear to have an impact on the 

couple’s level of enjoyment, but the husband's orientation is 

more pivotal than the wife’s. A final observation of the 

authors is that the couple should be used as the unit of 

analysis in future studies of marital life and institutions.^ 

A further article by Glen A. Foy discusses the male-female 

relationship in marriage and the family during "the current 

trend toward greater independence of married individuals." He 

makes several case studies, and his findings emphasize the 

impact of changing roles, duties, wishes, and unconscious 

identification of persons within families as the nature of the 

relationships change. Foy also is quick to score and reject 

popular assumptions about the magnitude and significance of 

traditional roles of members of the family.^
Another study has conclusions of interest to marriage 

counselors. Robert H. Tinker set out to find how different 

amounts of dominating behavior influenced spouses' marital 

interaction. He found that extremely dominant behaviors by 

spouses of either sex caused verbal interaction of a negative 

and hostile character during experimental tasks. Some other 

data "linked moderate dominance with positive and affectionate 

spousal interaction, but extreme dominance consistently was 

linked with negative and hostile interaction." He therefore 

concludes with the observation that the marital counselor who
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meets with couples complaining of extreme hostility towards 

each other would do well to investigate first the element of 

dominance behaviors in the spouses.23 ln other words, it 

would seem that even by 1973 when the experiment was 

concluded, the symmetrical pattern had come to be so generally 

expected that any deviation from it merited investigation and 

change by the spouses rather than complacency and acceptance

by them.

Isabel Sawhill, an economist at the Urban Institute in 

Washington points out, however, that two jobs and two incomes 

can produce problems. She cites studies which show that there 

is more divorce among families in which the wife works. Social 

scientists say that this reflects both greater economic 

independence of women and marital stress of couples re-evaluating 

their own roles. According to Sawhill, women who are employed 

full time have more power within their families than women 

working part time or not at all. And women with prestigious 

occupations or with salaries exceeding their husbands' have 

the most power.

As more women move into the labor force and contribute 
a larger fraction to the total family income, they will 
acquire new rights as wives and improve the bargaining 
position within the marriages. The wife who had to ask 
her husband's permission to buy a new dress will have 
freedom to make her own decisions about these matters, 
in addition to the higher status which generally accrues 
to income-earning adults.2^

Sawhill finally points out the fact that many men in high-level 

positions have arrived there with the help of supportive wives 

at home. She now questions whether males and females can make 

it to the top without this spousal support. She concludes, "The
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really ambitious couple will probably forego children, because 

it will be difficult to have two careers and a family."25

So while Sawhill accepts the working spouses and the new 

adjustments which each has to made due to the added incomes and 

sharing of authority, she sees problems which loom on the 

horizon. In Chapter IV some of these problems will be studied 

and ways to resolve them will be suggested.



CHAPTER III

ANALYTICAL STUDY OF 155 MARRIAGES

Introduction

Since 1960, 176 marriages have been performed. Twenty-one, 

however, of those had been arranged by other clergymen who 

could not officiate at them, so they were performed by this 

clergyman without giving the spouses their premarriage 

instructions. Therefore, only 155 marriages will be included 

in this analysis, because the spouses were given the same pre

marriage counseling, and they since their marriage have kept 

close ties with their officiating clergyman. Although the 

marriages were performed in the midwest or in the far west, 

the couples now live in all parts of the United States. When 

a spouse is included in the dominant list or in the passive 

list, that designation is made on the basis of the criteria 

listed and discussed in Chapter I. At the beginning of the 

discussion of each phase, these criteria will be briefly 

recalled.

Not included in this analysis are countless couples who 

have been given their premarriage counseling by the author, 

but who were married by some other clergyman. Finally, we 

shall examine the divorces which have occurred in each phase, 

and classify those husbands and wives so affected into the
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symmetrical or assymmetrical categories.

Phase One: 1960-1966

During this phase one partner showed himself (or herself) 

to be definitely dominant. It will be recalled that the 

dominant partner usually made the first phone call and all the 

arrangements for the wedding. He it was who took a firm stand 

on religion, the handling of finances, and had often experienced 

difficulties with future in-laws.

During the first phase of this study few marriages are 

listed, but much time was spent by the counselor in the premarriage 

preparation of each couple when he was learning the required 

procedures. Of these sixteen couples, the husbands of six were 

definitely dominant. In four of them the wives were dominant, 

and six of the couples (37.5 percent) were classified as symmetrical.

TABLE 1

MARRIAGES AND DIVORCES OF PHASE ONE: 1960-1966

Couples

Husbands Wives Number Percentage

Dominant Passive 6 37.50
Passive Dominant 4 25.00

Symmetrical 6 27.50

Total 16 100.00

Divorces 4 25.00
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Four of these marriages have resulted in divorce. Two were 

due to abuse of drugs or alcohol by the husbands, one was due to 

infidelity of the wife, and one was definitely due to the inability 

of both husband and wife, who were both dominant, to renegotiate 

a satisfactory relationship by themselves or with the help of a 

counselor.

After reviewing three successful marriages which were contracted 

during this phase when the counselor was little experienced in 

the art of mediation, much relief can be experienced that until 

now they have survived. All three husbands definitely were the 

dominant spouses on their wedding days. Within two years, however, 

their wives began to be much more assertive. All three couples 

at various times spent many painful hours of discussion and 

renegotiation with their clergyman, and often these sessions ended 

without much promise of solution. The husbands were strong willed, 

expressed the opinion at times that it would be unmanly to 

compromise, and all were surprised to find that their wives were 

much more strong willed than they had estimated during the courtship 

days. These elements made the first steps in arbitration 

especially painful for all. The successful progress may have been 

due to ways the husbands found of compromising without embarrass

ment and open admission of having had to cope with female partners 

who had become capable of holding their own positions firmly.

Phase Two: 1967-1971

This is the transitional phase, and while there still was 

discernable a dominant partner, the passive partner came to be 

more assertive quite early in the visits with the premarriage
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counselor. However, while he (or she) remained assertive, and 

some crises were met, the pattern seemed to be that the passive 

partner eventually ended up accepting the decision of the 

dominant one.

During this second phase eighty-five marriages were 

performed. Among these marriages the husbands of twenty-four 

were dominant. It is surprising to note that in spite of the 

trends pointed out by writers during this period, we find that 

twenty-eight of the wives were definitely dominant. This is a 

larger population than the group studied in phase one, and the 

number of couples who proved to have a symmetrical relationship 

rose to thirty-three. However, the percentage rise of this 

symmetrical group over their counterparts of phase one (up to 

38.82% from 37.50%) is hardly significant.

The number of divorces during this second phase have risen, 

which could be expected, because the couples were passing then 

through the five-year period after their marriage which some 

authors claim is the most difficult period of adjustment for 

many partners. One of the marriages of this second phase which 

was highly satisfactory to both partners ended with the death 

of the wife.

Two couples of this second phase are unique in that both 

partners were definitely passive. One of these marriages ended 

in divorce. During long periods of counseling this couple before 

their divorce was final, the counselor found that both partners 

registered deep dissatisfaction with the other because of each's 

lack of leadership, decisiveness, and dominance— traits which
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each had expected to find in the marriage partner.

The other couple of this phase who were both passive seem 

to have come upon a satisfactory working arrangement these past 

nine years, and it is based on the decision-making of the 

father of the wife. He made arrangements for their wedding, the 

scheduling and payments to the obstetrician for the delivery of 

their babies, and the selection and payment of their housing.

It is important to indicate here that two of the marriages 

have come upon difficult times, but they have fortunately 

indicated the need for counseling none too early. One of these 

couples definitely seems to be evolving from a husband-dominant 

situation the past seven years to the point now when the wife, 

who has returned to her profession, is becoming assertive and 

dominant. This couple is finding it hard to accept the 

evolution to the new symmetrical relationship into which they 

seem to have grown.

The other couple of this second phase who are experiencing 

serious difficulties were of the type in which the wife was 

dominant. She has been the bread winner these eight years 

while he has leisurely done his art work. She expects him to 

become financially productive, and assert leadership, and 

contribute to decisions, but he is unable to understand this 

challenge, and is be no means ready to evolve into a new 

symmetrical relationship with his wife.
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TABLE 2

MARRIAGES AND DIVORCES OF PHASE TWO: 1967-1971

Couples

Husbands Wives Number Percentage

Dominant Passive 24 28.24

Passive Dominant 28 32.94

Symmetrical 33 38.82

Total 85 100.00

Divorces 10 11.50

Two of the ten divorces tabulated in the second phase occurred 

for couples whose courtship and marriage were unhappy and unsatis

factory to both partners from the beginning. Probably the 

marriages would never had occurred had there not been pregnancy 

before marriage.

Of the seven remaining couples who received divorces, a 

thorough review seems to indicate that one of the spouses on the 

day of the marriage had an overwhelmingly dominant personality. 

Somehow during the courtship the partner was able to accept 

this without asserting his or her own potentials for decision

making and leadership. As each of these seven marriages 

progressed, it seemed to be impossible for them to surmount the 

difficulties of accepting the adapting to a symmetrical relation

ship with each other. Six of these seven wives now being 

considered were highly trained professionals in their own fields,
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and now they question whether they ever will be happy with both 

a profession and any future marriage.

Two of these couples and their relationships before their 

divorces are almost completely alike. Both husbands were 

sports devotees and played almost every evening of the week in 

their league games. The wives also played in their league games 

or attended craft classes and other forms of recreation alone.

By the end of two years of marriage each couple began to question 

themselves about their motives for entering their marriages at 

the beginning. The sex aspect had little interest for them before 

or after marriage. While one of the partners in each marriage 

had hoped for much companionship in marriage with the spouse, the 

spouse was comfortable only with a minimum of "togetherness."

The day came then when each couple had to ask themselves the basic 

question of what was to be gained by putting up a front of being 

partners in a marriage. They could list nothing that they could 

do or have as marriage partners which they could not do as easily 

or better as single persons.

Phase Three: 1972-1976

The third phase, recalling its description in Chapter I, 

characterizes couples coming for premarriage counselling as quite 

assertive, independent, professionally trained who intend to 

continue to work after marriage, and who recognize each other’s 

differences, who have been able to accept and cope with them.

The married couples who will be discussed in this study listed 

in the third phase have not yet completed the five-year period 

which seems to be the time when most difficulties occur. The
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most significant feature of marriages in this phase is the 

increase in the percentage of marriages in which the relationship 

is symmetrical when compared with the previous two phases.

However, in the light of the literature reviewed in Chapter II, 

the 46.20% of marriages with symmetrical relations would have 

been expected to be higher. During this third phase more husbands 

(seventeen) are dominant than wives (twelve).

TABLE 3

MARRIAGES AND DIVORCES OF PHASE THREE : 1972-1976

Couples

Husbands Wives Number Percentage

Dominant Passive 17 31.48

Passive Dominant 12 22.22

Symmetrical 25 46.30

Total 54 100.00

Divorces 2 .036

Because these couples are still in the period of adjustment, it 

is to be expected that there will be those among the dominant- 

passive groups who will make a move to become symmetrical. No 

evidence has been found for this as yet. The passive wives married 

to dominant husbands seem to be satisfied with the present relation

ships .

The two divorces listed occurred within the first year of the 

marriage. Both marriages were symmetrical and all spouses were
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assertive and strong willed. One divorce was due to abuse of 

alcohol by the husband. The other divorce was the result of 

complete conflict of personalities and racial differences of 

the partners and their families. This latter marriage could 

only have occurred because of pressure from the bride's 

parents when they learned of her pregnancy.

One marriage listed among the symmetrical group has come 

upon difficult times, because both partners expected to be the 

decision-maker and now find out that each is equally strong 

willed. In spite of their preoccupation with sex before 

marriage, they find now that that has little interest for them. 

The husband's overwhemling interest is that of betting, and 

his book-making and orders on the phone leave him little time 

for "togetherness" with his wife. He solves her problem by 

refusing to admit that it exists, and she protests the time he 

gives to his betting friends.

Three of the marriages are between physicians and nurses, 

and one other marriage is between two medical specialists. With 

the exception of the betting spouse just mentioned, the marriages 

seem to be enthusiastically based on a "love of friendship" which 

the spouses could find only in the context of marriage.



CHAPTER IV

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS FOR FUTURE MARRIAGE COUNSELING 

Introduction

During the past seventeen years surveyed in this study, all 

sections of the United States have recorded alarming increases 

in the number of divorces, especially before the sixth 

anniversary. ̂  The decision to begin proceedings for a divorce 

must be founded on some lack of satisfaction on the part of one 

or both spouses. They apparently conclude that because the 

relationship is not satisfactory they should change partners. 

There ought to be some way, however, in which the partners can 

be shown how to change the relationship and its disagreeable 

aspects rather than take the drastic step of changing partners. 

Showing how to change the relationship could be included in the 

work of the premarriage counselor.

Many factors in the environment contribute to the decision 

to discontinue the relationship. When so many American women 

lived in rural areas or had no career or profession outside of 

the home, universal suffrage for women was a milestone. Half a 

century later came the liberation movement for women. Until 

then many wives had to endure an unsatisfactory marriage simply 

because they had no control of the purse strings to free 

themselves from their husbands and had no profession to support
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themselves independently. Now, a decade or more later, the

drive for equal rights and equal pay for women is drastically

changing the wife's relationship to her husband. Women's

interests and their qualifications for employment far exceed

the activities of their forebears, which were with the children,

in the church and in the kitchen.

F. Ray Marshall, Allan M. Carter, and Allan G. King have

noted the sharp rise of employed married women.

At the turn of the century scarcely more than 20 percent 
of women of labor force age were at work compared to nearly 
46 percent in 1974. If we examine this trend more closely, 
we find that the major change was in the labor force 
participation among married women beyond the childbearing 
ages. The labor force participation rate of white married 
women between the ages of 35 and 44 increased from 35 per
cent in 1948 to 52.2 percent in 1973. The participation 
of women aged 45 to 54 increased from 35 to 52 percent.27

This trend of equality of women with men has been reflected

in many statutes enacted by state legislatures during the past

seventeen years. The most obvious such law, enacted by many

states, is referred to as "no-fault divorce." Other statutes

which reflect this equality of the sexes are those adopted in

other states recognizing that husbands can be sued for robbing

their wives and for raping their wives. (A case in one state

was recently rejected, however, in which the wife claimed the

right to commit adultery, because she and her husband had

entered into an agreement before the marriage to allow her this

license.)

As a result it is not unusual now for a couple, visiting 

the premarriage counselor to make plans for their marriage, to 

inform him that they have already signed a legal contract with



29

each other listing certain provisions for their future life 

together. In one such contract, for example, the wife is not 

obliged at any time to do any housework or cooking. In another, 

they have agreed that she is to be allowed to finish her doctoral 

studies, and he agrees "not to move his professional practice 

from their urban area for at least twenty years."

These latter provisions could hardly be proven to render a 

legal and religious marriage contract invalid, but the clergyman 

may well be advised to be on the alert to further conditions 

which may frequently be proposed and intended. One would be 

the right to "discontinue the marriage in case it doesn't work 

out"; another, their "right to separate in order to pursue their 

separate callings"; or still another, their intention "to put off 

having children."

In an age of great mobility of the work force, it is quite 

common for young married men, ambitious to rise in their firm, 

to have to move to distant cities every three years. Mobility 

can complicate life for the spouse, if she is a housewife, who 

must leave her family and friends. The young husband and wife 

find their difficulties compounded if she is deeply involved in 

her career or profession and a move to another city would damage 

her career while advancing his.

The unrest of the decade from 1960 to 1970 brought about 

changes in the outlook of many of marriageable age at that time. 

There was disillusionment with the establishment and with many 

American customs. It is probably too early to obtain statistics 

of any long range trend to defer marriage by youths who have
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experimented with communal living. If marriage is deferred until 

both spouses are 26, for example, they will probably experience 

more difficulty in adjusting to conjugal life than when their 

ways were less set at a younger age. The later age at time of 

marriage will mean that their first child will arrive later than 

now. Later marriage will also probably mean fewer children.

The steady erosion of income due to inflation will mean that 

the wife can be expected to return to work as soon as possible 

after her child-bearing years, in order to cope with the increas

ing expense of the education of the offspring. Therefore, the 

dual career marriage will likely continue in the foreseeable 

future due to these economic challenges. If so, an increase in 

the percentage of symmetrical marriages in the decades ahead can 

be expected to grow steadily.

A frequent situation confronts the premarriage counselor in 

an early interview with a prospective bride and groom. He is 

told that she plans to work to put her groom through professional 

school. This pattern probably had its origins soon after the 

conclusion of World War II. During this period of professional 

training when the husband had to be passive toward the bread 

winner in the acquisition and spending of her earnings, she became 

the decision maker. By the time he received his diploma and 

assumed that he would slip into the decision-making position, it 

may have become too painful, or even impossible, for the wife to 

change her role. Since this pattern now had become quite common, 

it is incumbent on the premarriage counselor to accept it and 

prepare the prospective spouses to adjust for that day when both
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assume co-equal positions in the decision-making process.

Counseling of Symmetrical Couples

Though the literature of the past two decades seems to assume 

that the normal relationship of spouses on the American scene 

enter marriage with a symmetrical relation, the analysis of 155 

marriages in Chapter III does not reach the same conclusion.

TABLE 4

SYMMETRICAL AND NON-SYMMETRICAL MARRIAGES: 1960-1976

Phase Symmetrical Non-Symmetrical

1960-1966 37.50% 62.50%

1967-1971 38.82% 61.18%

1972-1976 46.30% 53.70%

Premarriage counseling in the future would seem to include 

two elements: content and methods of re-negotiation. The 

content of the counseling sessions will remain similar to what 

it has been in the past: the religious dimension; the extended 

family; the important financial dimension including money 

management, housing arrangements, and the employment of the 

partners; the sexual and parenthood dimensions; wedding plans; 

and the personal dimensions.

It is this personal dimension which would seem to require 

much more attention now by the couple and counselor during the 

premarriage session. Because of the comparatively independent 

financial status of the prospective partners and the various 

other factors discussed above, it would be well to pose to them
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this question: What advantages and improvements do you expect 

to acquire for yourselves by marriage that you do not already 

have as single persons? If the prospective spouses can list 

and agree on advantages that they can have as married partners 

that they could not attain in the single state, the next 

question that should be discussed is why they expect to be 

able to have these advantages only with each other and not 

equally as capably with some other person. If discussion of 

these two important questions results in uncertainty or vague 

responses, it may be the opportune occasion for the couple to 

reconsider their decision and even defer their marriage until 

they can come up with positive and enthusiastic answers. These 

facilitating questions have the advantage of leading the 

prospective bride and groom to chisel clearly their hopes and 

aspirations, and positing them during the premarriage sessions 

is much more efficient than positing them for the first time 

during a session of re-negotiation after the marriage.

If these two questions have been discussed and answered 

satisfactorily to both partners, then the counselor can with 

more meaning proceed to an assessment of the couple's various 

other aspirations and plans. Discussion of relaxation, for 

example, on week ends can be a starter. Will they be apart or 

together? One spouse may have come from a family background 

where she would expect more togetherness with her husband than 

he expected to be able to give. At the other extreme, another 

spouse may hope to have a marriage where a minimum of convival 

life is to be expected. Is marriage, and is marriage with this
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partner, going to give each something that he and she could not 

have if they live as single individuals?

Special attention to the personal dimension needs to be given 

to spouses who may have developed before marriage the notion 

that once they became married they enter into a static 

relationship. By and large, this is incorrect, and the dynamic 

nature of their connubial life has to be explained to them. If 

the spouses are leaving their parents' homes for the first time, 

that can bring about a big change in personality. They will 

also have to adjust to changes in their personalities brought 

about by living with each other twenty-four hours a day.

Expecting and accepting this change in themselves and in their 

spouses would seem to be a big achievement by the couple, and 

giving them more assurance of ability to cope with future 

difficulties.

After this personal dimension is developed in greater 

detail, the couple is ready to be introduced by the counselor 

to methods of re-negotiating their relationship during their 

married life together. One possible explanation of the rise 

in the divorce rate is the couples' unawareness of the dynamic 

nature of their lives which will require frequent adjustment.

Of the 155 marriages studied in Chapter III, sixteen have 

already resulted in divorce— a rate of 10.3%. A review of 

these cases shows that in all instances one or both partners 

refused to consult a counselor any time during the difficulties. 

Only after the divorce was granted and they examined the 

shambles, did some discover that the results may have been
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different had they taken counsel early enough. One spouse 

frequently stated that he did not want "to give in," because 

it would be a sign of weakness.

Communication may be currently a much overworked word.

It is a very important activity, however, that must be learned 

early in married life by a couple wishing to succeed in their 

marriage. One couple who were married in the first phase of 

this study admonished their clergyman, several years after their 

marriage, that he had not told them one important requirement: 

the husband and wife early in their marriage must plan 

effectively "to do something together every day alone." It may 

be something commonplace such as "doing the dishes" together or 

walking around the block hand-in-hand before retiring. They 

said that this is for one purpose alone: that the husband and 

wife stay friends. This bit of advice has succeeded remarkably 

well when used by others later to whom the counselor gave it.

The husband and wife thereby were able to maintain an easy 

communication with his(or her) best friend, and difficulties 

could be ironed out before they became mountains. It is during 

these daily visits that re-negotiation can best take place. In 

fact, a majority of the difficulties can be met at these times, 

and the arbitration takes place immediately, without any need 

for setting up a session with a mediator.

Counseling of Assymmetrical Couples

When a symmetrical couple approaches the counselor, they 

give evidence that they have already experienced some success in 

compromising and settling their differences satisfactorily. The
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counselor then has but to encourage them and help them to 

develop and persevere in making amicable solutions. The 

asymmetrical couple preparing for marriage— one partner 

dominant and the other passive— may be far from aware of the 

need to learn to compromise. They may not realize that as 

they grow they will change greatly over the years. This 

couple therefore has to be helped by the counselor to see 

that their life ahead will be dynamic and with much mutual 

growth. If this change in personalities is foreseen, it can 

be prepared for and accepted gracefully when it comes. This 

probably is the couple that needs more time to discuss the 

techniques of re-negotiation because one partner may have been 

making and executing most of the decisions.

The study made in Chapter III shows a downward trend in 

the number of couples in which the husband is dominant. However, 

if the downward trend is as slow as our figures reveal, we can 

expect there still for years ahead will be couples who need 

serious stress on techniques of re-negotiation.

TABLE 5

ASYMMETRICAL MARRIAGES : 1960-1976

Phase Husband Dominant Wife Dominant

1960-1966 60.0% 40.0%

1967-1971 46.0% 54.0%

1972-1976 58.6% 41.4%

The content of the premarriage counseling need hardly be any
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different than that discussed above for the symmetrical couple. 

The personal dimension here also needs probably more study 

than has been devoted to it by couples seriously desirous of 

entering into a successful marriage. Because of so much time 

apart with their separate occupations outside the home, 

particular emphasis must be put on the necessity to set aside 

time daily when the partners can be together alone to talk, 

and this is the climate in which re-negotiation can flourish.

Because of the increase of women in the labor force and 

the highly competent professional training that so many wives 

now have, a particular modern danger which such wives face is 

that they become rivals and vigorous competitors of their 

husbands. That situation always causes friction and often 

results in disaster for the marriage. The two with their 

developed talents and equal relationship therefore have to work 

out their lives together in mutual encouragement and admiration, 

so that they never become rivals but work only as a team. For 

them this success is impossible as individuals. It can come 

to them only in marriage and marriage with each other.
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