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Abstract 

 

 

In this thesis, I examine how the romantic relationships of age-dissimilar, 

heterosexual partners are understood in Perth, Western Australia. In Western 

contexts such as Australia, it is often said that there has been an historical shift 

toward greater personal autonomy in partner selection, and that this has resulted 

in an increased acceptance of age-dissimilar couples. Such shifts are commonly 

explained by social scientists as part of processes of ‘individualisation’ or 

‘democratisation’, or are linked to the emergence of capitalism and consumerism. 

Instead, my research suggests that people’s perspectives on age-dissimilar, 

romantic relationships are an avenue through which shared understandings of 

relatedness, as well as autonomy, might be further examined.  

 

I frame my discussion using Strauss and Quinn’s (1997, p. 50) connectionist 

approach to cultural schemas, in which cultural meanings are in the mind, yet 

shape and are shaped by people’s context-dependent experiences and activities. 

Their approach informs my conceptions of culture and change, particularly in 

regard to contradiction and complexity. Using this approach, I identify a series of 

cultural schemas found in Australian people’s discussions of their own or others’ 

age-dissimilar, romantic relationships. This, I argue, enables me to better 

understand what at first appeared to me as glaring contradictions in how 

romantic love was spoken about. I therefore contend that the complexities of 

contemporary perspectives on romantic love are not adequately explored 

through theories that posit simple shifts toward greater personal autonomy. 

Instead, I argue that the intricacies that characterise people’s conceptions of 

romantic love, and the underlying cultural themes that inform them, are better 

accessed through an approach that theorises the internalisation of cultural 

understandings. 
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Preface 

 

 

When I first began my research, in 2007, I was interested in investigating 

romantic relationships. Confronted by the huge bulk of research on these 

relationships, however, I decided to focus on a specific sort of romantic union: 

those characterised by age differences. This was the time of the so-called ‘cougar 

phenomenon’,1 when mainstream media interest in female-older relationships 

ballooned. This media attention was, in large part, due to the appearance of 

several celebrity ‘cougar–toyboy’ couples.2 Discussions of these relationships 

commonly focused on their growing frequency, popularity, and acceptability. 

Thus, dialogue on female-older relationships was tied to the widespread notion 

that contemporary Western unions are less subject to restrictions on partner 

choice than couples were in the past. In conducting my research, I decided to 

focus on male-older relationships as well as female-older ones, because the 

former seemed more likely to have large age differences. I was also interested in 

comparing understandings of these two sorts of relationships, given that male-

older relationships have often been seen as unequal and coercive, a contrast to 

the understandings of female-older relationships outlined above. 

 

Explorations of age-dissimilar relationships, both academic and popular, have 

tended to focus on concepts such as historical change, free choice, and individual 

autonomy (with these concepts being seen as either positive or negative 

developments). Yet after I completed my fieldwork, which included interviews, 

                                                 
1 The slang term ‘cougar’ is applied to older females who seek a relationship (or relationships) 

with younger males (The Oxford British & World English Dictionary 2012). Yet as Rossi (2011, p. 

21) suggests, the word also encapsulates females who engage in relationships with males younger 

than themselves. Lawton and Callister’s (2010, p. 5) definition covers both of these features, and 

they state that a cougar is a female thirty-five years or older, ‘who dates, or seeks to date’ a male 

more than eight years younger than her. Meanwhile, according to The Oxford British & World 

English Dictionary (2012), a toyboy is a ‘male lover who is much younger than his partner’.  

2 Perhaps the most well-known and widely cited cougar–toyboy relationship was the one between 

Demi Moore and Ashton Kutcher. Indeed, Lawton and Callister (2010, p. 5) suggest that their 

relationship launched the barrage of media attention directed at these couplings. 
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focus groups, and surveys, I saw that such explanations were inadequate for 

explaining what I had found. Although people’s accounts showed that they 

understood their relationships in terms of choice, autonomy, and other 

comparable ideas, they also revealed understandings that often seemed at odds 

with such concepts. For instance, their discussions emphasised sharedness, 

emotional connection, similarity to others, responsibility to others, as well as 

various ‘norms of relatedness’. These observations led me to shift my focus away 

from the contemporary ‘phenomenon’ of age-dissimilar relationships, and toward 

two themes that correlated with the above (apparently opposing) viewpoints: 

autonomy and relatedness. It was only after my research had been completed, 

however, that these themes clearly emerged from my data. 

 

While these themes would be reflected in all relationships, not just age-dissimilar 

ones, I suggest that age-dissimilar relationships emphasise certain aspects of 

autonomy and relatedness, and are thus more revealing than would be an 

exploration of largely age-similar relationships. For instance, the notion that a 

relationship was freely chosen seems more likely to be asserted when the chosen 

partner was not considered to be the usual choice, and as such also speak to the 

transcendent quality of romantic love, more so than do age-similar ones.  

 

Therefore, the focus of my thesis is threefold. First, I am concerned with the 

features of romantic love, particularly within contemporary Western contexts. 

Second, my discussion focuses on age-dissimilar relationships as a social 

phenomenon. Third, and most significantly, I explore the interplay between 

autonomy and relatedness, through the lens of romantic love in age-dissimilar 

relationships. In making sense of apparent contradictions between people’s 

understandings of autonomy and relatedness, Strauss and Quinn’s (1997) 

connectionist conception of culture is productive. 
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Chapter One:  

Introduction 

 

 

In recent years, age-dissimilar couplings have been frequently addressed within 

cultural products such as magazines, television programs, and films. Yet 

qualitative research into such relationships, in which either the male or female 

partner is older, remains sparse. This is particularly true of anthropological and, 

to a lesser extent, sociological research. In my thesis I examine people’s shared 

understandings of age-dissimilar, romantic relationships between heterosexual 

adults in Perth, Western Australia. I focus on conceptions of both female-

older/male-younger and male-older/female-younger couplings, which I 

henceforth refer to as ‘female-older’ and ‘male-older’ relationships. My 

examination is based primarily on interviews that I conducted with twenty-four 

people, who were currently or had previously been in age-dissimilar 

relationships. In addition to this, I conducted focus groups, distributed surveys, 

and undertook an extensive analysis of media sources depicting age-dissimilar 

couples.  

 

Based on my findings I propose that two ‘cultural themes’—that is, shared, 

internalised understandings that can be applied to a wide variety of contexts—

are central to partners’ conceptions of their romantic relationships and, to a 

lesser extent, those with family members or friends (Strauss & Quinn 1997, pp. 6, 

85). These two themes, autonomy and relatedness, lie in tension with one 

another. The former I define as separateness, self-determination, independence, 

and freedom from the influence of other people (Collins Dictionary of Sociology 

2001; Dagger 2001; World of Sociology, Gale 2006); the latter as the norms, ideals, 

experiences, and affect associated with relationships (Carsten 2000; Dimen 1989, 

p. 39; Kagitcibasi 2005, p. 403; Miller 2007). I see these themes of autonomy and 

relatedness as being observable through the shared interpretations that are 

evoked in people within particular contexts (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 6). 

Adopting these themes, I argue, enables me to better conceive the complexities 

and seeming contradictions that characterise people’s understandings of age-
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dissimilar partnerships. I also posit that examining these themes within age-

dissimilar relationships can highlight more general perspectives on romantic 

love, and other areas of everyday life, present in contemporary Australian society. 

 

Trends in age-dissimilar relationships in Western contexts 

 

A great deal of the media discussion surrounding age-dissimilar relationships 

suggests that these relationships are now more acceptable than they have been in 

the Western past. This view was mirrored by the people I spoke with while 

conducting my research, for whom this appeared to be common knowledge. Some 

theorists have agreed with this sentiment, suggesting that romantic relationships 

(and people, more generally) are no longer constrained by partners’ 

chronological ages, in part due to modern advances in cosmetic, reproductive, and 

life-extension technologies (Bordo 1997, p. 335; Featherstone 1995, p. 228; 

Hancock et al. 2003, p. 20; Nettleton & Watson 1998, p. 14). Here, age is viewed as 

being subject to a higher degree of individual variation and malleability than in 

the past, and as no longer determined by biological, social, or cultural forces.  

 

Yet cross-cultural and historical research from both Western and non-Western 

contexts has consistently revealed a strong tendency for females to marry males 

older than themselves, although the extent of the age difference has varied (Buss 

1989; Casterline et al. 1986; Cox 1970; Fielder & Huber 2007; Hancock et al. 

2003; Pyke & Adams 2010; Van de Putte et al. 2009). In the nineteenth century in 

Europe, for instance, a decline in age dissimilarities between partners occurred 

(Van de Putte et al. 2009, p. 1250). Moreover, it is unclear whether the acceptance 

of age-dissimilar couples is unusual in a historical or cross-cultural sense. For 

example, Cox (1970, p. 121) has suggested that in early twentieth century 

England, those in the working class favoured older brides as a kind of ‘birth 

control device’. 
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Indeed, marriage statistics from a variety of contexts suggest that the reality is far 

more complex than a straightforward shift toward age-dissimilar relationships.1 

Worldwide statistics also show that average and median age differences in 

marriages have been decreasing gradually over recent decades, but that this may 

largely be owing to an overall increase in the proportion of female-older 

marriages (Berardo et al. 1993, p. 98; Hancock et al. 2003, p. 25; Presser 1975, p. 

192). Such shifts have been seen as effects of the emergence of ‘more equal power 

structures’ in societies, particularly in regard to gender (Berardo et al. 1993, p. 

104; for examples see Atkinson & Glass 1985, p. 690; Casterline et al. 1986, p. 

374). However, this argument tends to be assumed, rather than being supported 

by research findings. Indeed, many have questioned whether average age 

differences in marriage truly reflect a society’s gender relations (Casterline et al. 

1986, p. 354; Pyke & Adams 2010, p. 754). 

 

Some theorists argue that average age differences have stabilised in the last few 

decades (Drefahl 2010, p. 314; Klein 1996). Yet Australian and other Western 

statistics tend to support the argument that average age differences continue to 

slowly decrease (ABS 2009, p. 8; Drefahl 2010, p. 314). 2 3 Again, this is most likely 

due to the significant increase in the proportion of female-older marriages that 

                                                 
1 Most studies of relationships examine only married couples, and exclude de facto partnerships, 

particularly when those couples do not live together (Lawton & Callister 2010, p. 13; Wood & 

Duck 1995, p. xi). This is problematic, as research suggests that unmarried couples are more likely 

to have age dissimilarities than married ones, and that those in short-term relationships are more 

likely to have age dissimilarities than those in long-term relationships (Appendix B, Table AR; see 

also Amato et al. 2009, p. 89; Hancock et al. 2003, pp. 23–4; Lawton & Callister 2010, p. 18). In 

2006, de facto partners made up fifteen percent of all Australians ‘living as socially married’ (i.e., 

those who were either in a registered marriage or in a de facto relationship) (ABS 2012, pp. 261–

3). Overall, seven percent of Australians aged fifteen and over were engaged in de facto 

relationships in 2006, an increase from six percent in 2001 and five percent in 1996 (ABS 2012, p. 

263). 

2 The Australian statistics I include here are the most recent ones available from the Australian 

Bureau of Statistics. Unfortunately, they have only occasionally released statistics on age 

differences in marriage. As such, some of the statistics that I include here are somewhat dated. 

3
 In 2006, Australian husbands were an average of 2.6 years older than their wives, a fall from 2.8 

years in 1985–6 (ABS 2009, p. 8). 
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has occurred in Australia and other Western contexts (ABS 1997, p. 25).4 Female-

older marriages, however, generally have far smaller age differences than male-

older ones (ABS 1997, p. 29; 2005, p. 134; 2009, p. 8; Lawton & Callister 2010, p. 

13). Furthermore, there remains an ongoing tendency for husbands to be older 

than their wives, and for this tendency to be reflected in people’s partner 

preferences (Appendix B, Table AF; see also ABS 2005, p. 134; 2009, p. 8; Gunter 

& Wheeler 1986, p. 52; Lawton & Callister 2010, p. 19; Veevers 1988, p. 175).5 

Thus, although popular wisdom might suggest that age no longer matters in love, 

statistics seem to suggest that it does, at least in marriages. 

 

Although average marital age differences have been slowly decreasing in most 

countries over time, in recent decades the proportion of these couples with age 

dissimilarities has actually increased in Western contexts such as the United 

States, England, and Wales (Amato et al. 2009, pp. 87–8; Hancock et al. 2003, pp. 

21, 25; Pyke & Adams 2010, p. 749). That is, marriages involving larger age 

differences, both male-older and female-older, have increased in frequency 

(Amato et al. 2009, pp. 87–8; Hancock et al. 2003, p. 25). The frequency of such 

unions varies according to marital history, age at marriage, and gender. For 

instance, when the male is remarrying and the female is not, he is frequently 

much older; when the female is remarrying and the male is not, she is often the 

same age or slightly older (ABS 1999, p. 48; 2009, p. 8; Berardo et al. 1993, p. 98; 

Presser 1975, p. 193; Shehan et al. 1991, pp. 299–300). Indeed, overall, age 

dissimilarities are more common amongst those who are remarrying (Presser 

1975, p. 193; Shehan et al. 1991, pp. 299–300). Furthermore, the older a male is 

when he marries, the more likely it is that he will enter an age-dissimilar 

marriage; the older a female is, the more likely it is she will enter into an age-

similar marriage (Berardo et al. 1993, p. 97; cf. Bytheway 1981, p. 926). 

                                                 
4 Between 1974 and 1995 the percentage of all Australian marriages between an older female and 

a younger male increased from eleven percent to twenty percent (ABS 1997, p. 27). Similar trends 

have occurred in the United States, England, Wales, and New Zealand (see also Berardo et al. 1993, 

p. 97; Gunter & Wheeler 1986, p. 52; Hancock et al. 2003, p. 25; Lawton & Callister 2010, p. 18). 

5 In 2002, sixty-six percent of marriages were male-older and twenty-three percent were female-

older (ABS 2005, p. 134). 
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Examinations of male and female age preferences in a variety of age groups reveal 

the same trends (Levesque & Caron 2004; Pixley et al. 2007). 

  

However, the Australian Bureau of Statistics’ data from 2002 still reveals a strong 

tendency for Australian couples to be about the same age, with forty-four percent 

of couples being within two years of one another, and only eleven percent of 

couples being ten or more years apart in age (ABS 2005, p. 134; see also Appendix 

B, Table F; Rosenfeld 2005, p. 1286). This pattern appears to have remained 

relatively stable in recent years, in Australia and other Western countries (ABS 

2005, p. 134; Hancock et al. 2003, p. 21). What is clear is that, in Western 

societies, age-dissimilar marriages remain more of an exception than age-similar 

marriages (Amato et al. 2009, p. 87). 

 

Popular opinion, however, tends not to reflect the ongoing tendency toward age 

similarity evident in the statistics. Rather, the popular perspective highlights 

people’s statuses as autonomous individuals, who are free to make their own 

romantic choices and whose decisions are independent of social, cultural, or 

structural constraints, particularly in regard to the ages of their partners (ABS 

1997, p. 29; Amato et al. 2009, p. 87; Bellah et al. 1985, p. 108). More generally, 

chronological age is seen as having less and less relevance in regard to 

contemporary Western social identity (Hancock et al. 2003, p. 20). Many also 

suggest that the increased proportion of age-dissimilar relationships is evidence 

of greater freedom of choice and equality between romantic partners (Amato et 

al. 2009, pp. 70, 88–9; Berardo et al. 1993, pp. 97, 104; Casterline et al. 1986, p. 

374; Van Leeuwen & Maas 2002, p. 119). Such conceptions were reflected in my 

interviewees’ comments on their own relationships, as well as in the claims of 

focus group participants and survey respondents. 

 

Conceptualising age-dissimilar relationships and romantic love 

 

Age-dissimilar, romantic relationships have rarely been subject to qualitative 

inquiry, particularly in Western contexts (Berardo et al. 1993, p. 104; for 

examples see Leahy 1994, 2002; Proulx et al. 2006; Pyke & Adams 2010; Yuill 

2004). Rather, the bulk of research has been quantitative (Atkinson & Glass 1985; 
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Berardo et al. 1993). Such research tends to be largely descriptive, and based on 

census data, national statistics, or surveys collected from Western countries (for 

examples see Atkinson & Glass 1985; Bytheway 1981; Pixley et al. 2007; Veevers 

1988). Contexts in which research has been undertaken include the United States, 

Canada, England, Wales, and Australia (Atkinson & Glass 1985; Bytheway 1981; 

Pixley et al. 2007; Veevers 1988). Although this research helps to identify general 

population trends, it fails to investigate the understandings and lived realities of 

those involved in age-dissimilar relationships. This is better explored through the 

use of qualitative methods, such as participant observation and interviewing. 

 

Quantitative researchers have also dominated discussions about which 

terminologies should be used to refer to romantic or sexual partnerships within 

which there is an age difference. Such relationships have variously been referred 

to as age-dissimilar, age-discrepant, intergenerational, and age-heterogamous (cf. 

Atkinson & Glass 1985; Berardo et al. 1993; Cowan 1984; Leahy 2002; Yuill 

2004). Within my own research I have chosen to use the label of ‘age-dissimilar 

relationships’, as ‘intergenerational’ implies a larger age difference than was 

present amongst some of my interviewees. In addition, the meanings of ‘age-

heterogamous’ and ‘age-discrepant’ seem less straightforward. 

 

Regardless of how such relationships are labelled, there has been a considerable 

amount of debate as to what constitutes an age difference (Amato et al. 2009; 

Atkinson & Glass 1985; Berardo et al. 1993). Some researchers have argued that 

these relationships should be defined by a ten-year or greater age difference, 

while others have suggested that much smaller age differences might be 

significant (Pyke & Adams 2010, p. 749; for examples see Blood & Wolfe 1960; 

Van de Putte et al. 2009). However, I see such a definition as overly restrictive. 

Given that larger age differences are more common and more widely accepted 

when the older partner is male, it becomes problematic to define age-dissimilar, 

female-older relationships in the same way as male-older ones (Berardo et al. 

1993, p. 101). Some researchers have dealt with this by arguing that what 

constitutes an age-dissimilar relationship varies according to the gender of the 

older partner (Amato et al. 2009, p. 87; Berardo et al. 1993, p. 101). In such cases, 

the age difference required for a female-older relationship to be labelled as age-
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dissimilar is many years smaller than that required for a male-older relationship 

to be similarly labelled (for example see Blood & Wolfe 1960). Yet theorists who 

define age-dissimilar relationships in this way fail to account for other factors 

that might influence the significance of an age difference. 

 

Further problems in defining age dissimilarities arise when other factors are 

considered. For instance, research has found that age preferences, as well as 

actual age differences in relationships, vary significantly depending on how old 

partners are (Bytheway 1981; Cowan 1984; Pixley et al. 2007; Veevers 1988). In 

addition, people’s attitudes towards age-dissimilar couples vary according to a 

number of other factors. As well as the ages of the partners being judged and that 

of the person judging them, characteristics such as institutional setting (i.e., 

whether they attend a school or university), socio-economic status, occupation, 

and marital status are also significant (Berardo et al. 1993, pp. 101–2; Cowan 

1984). Thus, it is not merely the age difference that is important. Finally, what 

constitutes a notable age difference is highly cross-culturally and historically 

variable (Berardo et al. 1993, pp. 101–2). There is a great deal of difference in 

attitudes between contexts, particularly in relation to female-older relationships 

(Casterline et al. 1986; Cox 1970; Momeni 1976). Historical change, in regard to 

age dissimilarities, is another factor not often accounted for, although research 

has documented shifts in such relationships around the nineteenth century (Van 

de Putte et al. 2009; Van Leeuwen & Maas 2002). There appears, however, to have 

been little change in what is judged to be an age-dissimilar relationship since the 

topic first began to be discussed in the 1930s (Berardo et al. 1993, p. 94). 

 

Due to these complexities, I have chosen not to strictly define what constitutes an 

age-dissimilar relationship. Rather, my research includes the accounts of those in 

relationships with a range of age differences, the smallest being seven years and 

the largest thirty. I judge what constitutes an age dissimilarity to be highly 

variable, and throughout my thesis I emphasise how socio-cultural factors, 

including gender and partners’ social roles, impact on how an age difference 

between romantic partners is perceived by themselves and by others. Finally, 

interviewees were largely self-selected, and therefore their notions of what 
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constituted age dissimilarity has been incorporated into my understanding of the 

term. 

 

It was clear from my conversations with interviewees that the majority of them 

saw their relationships as romantic, in origin at least.6 Even more significantly, 

people’s understandings of couple relationships were intrinsically tied to the 

notion of romantic love: even relationships that were not romantic were 

conceptualised in terms of romantic love. With one notable exception,7 all 

interviewees shared the view that the absence of romantic love between 

themselves and their partners would mean that they should end their 

relationship.8 Meanwhile, they also shared an understanding that the existence of 

romantic love between themselves and their partners (in either the past or the 

present) would mean that they should continue their relationship. As Strauss and 

Quinn (1997, p. 192) say, there exists an alignment between love and couple 

relationships (including marriage) in people’s viewpoints, with ‘these ideas about 

love fill[ing] in the motivational structure we attribute to marriage’. This is why I 

employ the term to age-dissimilar, ‘romantic’ relationships throughout my thesis: 

people’s discussions of age-dissimilar relationships were inseparable from their 

perspectives on romantic love. Indeed, it is possible that this concern with the 

romantic was more pervasive in age-dissimilar relationships than in age similar 

                                                 
6 As such, for the purposes of my argument, romantic relationships refer to couples whose 

relationships are romantic in origin. My analysis therefore does not distinguish between those 

currently in companionate, romantic, or other kinds of relationships.  

7 This exception is Colin, a forty-five-year-old interviewee in a female-older relationship, whose 

account I discuss extensively in Chapter Five.  

8 Although I am critical of the use of the words ‘partner’ and ‘partnership’ to refer to couple 

relationships, I have chosen to include these terms in my thesis because they are widespread and 

gender-neutral. As Bruckner (2012, p. 21) has said, ‘the word partner… is [used as] a substitute for 

husband and wife’, and implies that couple relationships are ‘contractual relationship[s] that can 

be dissolved by mutual consent’. Strauss and Quinn (1997, p. 148) similarly point out this 

connection. They suggest that the word partnership is employed as a metaphor for marriage, and 

that ‘talk of marital sharedness will call [partnership] to most people’s minds’ (Strauss & Quinn 

1997, p. 148; see also Quinn 1992, p. 95). While Bruckner (2012, p. 21) says that this is evidence 

of the strong influence of economics on contemporary people’s relationships, it seems to me 

equally likely that both economics and couples’ relationships are subject to the influence of a third, 

deeper cultural understanding. I will expand on this idea in Chapter Two. 
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ones, as the latter relationships may not have required the same degree of 

justification through romantic discourse. This interpretation is supported by my 

discussion in Chapter Three, which draws attention to the connections drawn 

between the normative and the romantic in regard to age-dissimilar 

relationships. 

 

Thus, in any discussion that focuses attention on understandings of contemporary 

age-dissimilar partnerships, it is important to first define what romantic love is. In 

addressing the definition of love, Goode (1959, p. 41) aptly points out that 

although the meaning of this term is widely disputed, ‘defining “true” hate seems 

not to be a problem’ (emphasis added). Illouz (1997, p. 117) agrees, and argues 

that romantic feelings, to a far greater extent than other sentiments, are expected 

to be unique and different, thus making them difficult to define (see also Langford 

1999, p. 4). Evans (2003, p. 4) adds that the meaning of romantic love tends to be 

assumed instead of explained (see also Langford 1999, p. 4).  

 

Many theorists have sought to define the concept of romantic love. In 1959, when 

romantic love was a rarely discussed topic in the social sciences, Goode (1959, p. 

41) claimed that it was ‘a strong emotional attachment, a cathexis, between 

adolescents or adults of opposite sexes, with at least the components of sex desire 

and tenderness’. Many theorists today would dispute Goode’s (1959, p. 41) 

definition, as he denies homosexual and pre-pubescent partners the ability to love 

romantically (although, as I discuss in Chapter Three, my analysis suggests that 

the ‘adult’ status of partners remains important to contemporary Australian 

conceptions of romantic love). As is also implied in Goode’s (1959, p. 41) 

definition, today it is commonly assumed that romantic love can occur only 

between two people at any given time (Jankowiak & Paladino 2008, p. 14; Strauss 

& Quinn 1997, p. 196). 

 

The features of sexual desire and tenderness identified by Goode (1959, p. 41) 

remain as key elements of most contemporary definitions. Yet, having said this, 

sexuality tends to be somewhat differentiated from romantic love, and the latter 

is generally seen as superior to the former (Illouz 1997, p. 159). This separation 

goes back at least as far as Plato, who valued ‘love for eternity’ over the ‘transient’ 
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desire for the other’s body (Bertilsson 1991, p. 298). Indeed, the Platonic notion 

that love is ‘sexless and timeless’ remains influential to this day (Bertilsson 1991, 

p. 299; see also Ryang 2006, p. 1). Some writers have elaborated on the feature of 

‘tenderness’. For instance, Lindholm (1995, p. 58), to some extent reflecting 

Plato’s understanding of love, has spoken about love as transcendent, and 

involving the idealisation of an ‘other’. This love interest is often conceived of as 

‘special’ or ‘right’: someone whose interests and character complements the self 

(Strauss & Quinn 1997, pp. 191, 207). 

 

More broadly, there has been a great deal of scholarly debate over whether 

romantic love is a cultural universal. Early theorists of romantic love commonly 

held that romantic love was ‘a by-product of particular kinds of social 

configurations’ (Jankowiak & Paladino 2008, p. 7). It was claimed that societies in 

which romantic love was found were either stratified societies with a leisure class 

and rich literary tradition, or small-scale societies with high levels of mobility and 

individual decision- making (Jankowiak & Paladino 2008, p. 7). Goode (1959, p. 

41), however, holds that although only some societies promote romantic love as a 

basis for marriage, ‘[i]ndividual love relationships may occur even in societies in 

which love is viewed as irrelevant to mate choice and excluded from the decision 

to marry’. All societies, he claims, ‘control or channel’ romantic love in some way, 

as it is thought to be potentially disruptive to stratification and lineage patterns 

(Goode 1959, p. 42; see also Jankowiak & Fischer 1992, p. 153). However, Goode 

(1959, p. 42) has argued that Western societies suffer from a ‘romantic love 

complex’, characterised by the strong institutionalisation of love, and manifested 

in the desirability of love within courtship and marriage. 

 

More recently, theorists have continued to suggest that romantic love is universal 

across cultures (for example see Jankowiak & Fischer 1992, p. 153). In 1992, 

Jankowiak and Fischer published a cross-cultural study of romantic love. They 

examined one hundred and sixty-six societies, drawn from Murdock and White’s 

(1969) ‘Standard Cross-Cultural Sample’ of one hundred and eighty-six societies. 

They identified the cultures that exhibited evidence of romantic love by analysing 

historical ethnographic works and folklore from these societies (Jankowiak & 

Fischer 1992, p. 150). The presence of romantic love was confirmed in eighty-
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nine percent of the societies examined, and since 1992 this has increased to 

ninety-two percent (Jankowiak & Fischer 1992, p. 153; Jankowiak & Paladino 

2008, p. 7). Based on these findings, Jankowiak and Fischer (1992, p. 154) claim 

that romantic love is a cultural universal or near-universal. 

 

Scholars on both sides of the debate have developed some persuasive arguments, 

and while Jankowiak and Fischer’s (1992) research identified romantic love in 

most of the societies they surveyed, one could argue that the historically located 

ethnographic evidence on which their findings are based might be prone to 

interpret relationships in non-Western societies as romantic where they are 

perhaps not. Yet this seems unlikely, as early ethnographic accounts tended to 

discount the presence of romantic love based on the assumption that non-

Western societies were incapable of forming non-sexual intimate bonds, instead 

linking modernism and individualism ‘to the appearance of romantic notions of 

love’ (Jankowiak & Fischer 1992, p. 149). However, other theorists have argued 

convincingly that romantic love is expressed differently everywhere (Langford 

1999, p. 2; Lindholm 2001, p. 340; Ryang 2006, p. 2). Furthermore, the linguist 

Wierzbicka (1986, p. 584) shows discomfort at universal emotions being ‘neatly 

identified by means of English words’. Love, she argues, is ‘language-specific, and 

so cannot give us a handle on human experience in general’ (Wierzbicka 1999, p. 

11). Indeed, in other languages, emotions that she refers to as ‘love-like’ can be 

linked to ‘bad things’, making them quite different to the highly positive 

understandings of romantic love outlined above (Wierzbicka 1999, pp. 293–4). 

 

Given that my own research focuses on views on romantic love in Australian 

society, I draw primarily on Western understandings of romantic love when 

elaborating on this concept. Although I do not necessarily question the accuracy 

of Jankowiak and Fischer’s (1992) argument regarding the universality of 

romantic love, for the purposes of my research I find it more productive to focus 

on people’s context-specific understandings. Lindholm (2001, p. 340) exemplifies 

this approach when he states that ‘romantic love as we know it is a modern 

phenomenon, created by the intersection of human needs and historical-cultural 

context’ (emphasis added; see also Langford 1999, p. 2). My thesis focuses, to a 
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large degree, on the understandings of romantic love evident in an Australian 

context, as revealed through people’s accounts of age-dissimilar relationships. 

 

Contradictory understandings of age-dissimilar relationships 

 

During my discussions with interviewees, in particular, I became increasingly 

aware of a series of apparent contradictions in regard to how romantic love was 

understood and discussed. Those I spoke with talked of their relationships and 

their partners as unique yet similar to others. They said that their partnerships 

were based on similarity or compatibility yet they were blind to social difference, 

and that they were chosen yet fated; that love was equal, and yet their 

relationships could be unequal (although inequality was often hidden or located 

in the past). Similar seeming contradictions are made evident in the works of 

contemporary social scientists. For instance, Bellah and colleagues (1985, p. 93) 

argue that: 

 

In some ways, love is the quintessential expression of 

individuality and freedom. At the same time, it offers 

intimacy, mutuality, and sharing. In the ideal love 

relationship, these two aspects of love are perfectly 

joined—love is both absolutely free and completely shared. 

 

Bellah and colleagues (1985, p. 93) see love as free and mutual, individual and 

social (see also Bauman 2003, p. viii; Bruckner 2012, pp. 3, 22). Thus, a rather 

complex picture of romantic love emerges, characterised by what I identify as two 

cultural themes: autonomy and relatedness (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 85). In the 

form of various (apparently contradictory) understandings, these two themes 

arose frequently in my discussions with interviewees and focus group 

participants, as well as in the written replies of survey respondents. Yet their 

coexistence did not appear to be considered problematic; nor were these themes 

experienced as contradictory. Instead, the unproblematic coexistence of many of 

these divergent understandings was assumed: in many cases, people switched 

between seemingly contradictory notions within the space of a sentence, without 

appearing to notice this. Emphasising the ostensible contradictions alone does 
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not, therefore, appear to me to be very productive (Flyvbjerg 2001, p. 86; Hodge 

& Kress 1993, p. 13; Kvale 1996, p. 34). Yet I would argue against dismissing the 

seeming contradictions I observed, as these ideas were presented using relatively 

uniform, and often highly stereotyped, language. This suggests to me that they 

had some basis in shared understandings (or cultural schemas). 

 

In my examination of these shared understandings, I frame my discussion using 

Strauss and Quinn’s (1997, p. 60) ‘connectionist-inspired’ approach, as outlined in 

A Cognitive Theory of Cultural Meaning.9 Through this approach they argue that 

culture is located within people, and that people’s mental states shape and are 

shaped by their experiences and activities in the social world (Strauss & Quinn 

1997, p. 50). Thus, connectionists theorise the relationship between cognition 

and the external world (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 51; Wilding 2003, p. 387). 

Although I do not directly or extensively explore the process of learning or the 

reproduction of knowledge, this connectionist model underpins my thesis.10 

Indeed, like me, these authors note the gap between the expansiveness of their 

theory and their own, less sweeping, research agendas (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 

136). For the purposes of my analysis, certain aspects of this approach are 

particularly useful in interpreting my findings, and thus it is these upon which I 

primarily rely. 

 

I have already briefly defined cultural themes as shared, internalised 

understandings applicable to a wide range of contexts (Strauss & Quinn 1997, pp. 

6, 85); now it is important to outline their conceptions of cultural meanings, 

cultural understandings, cultural themes, cultural contradictions, and cultural 

                                                 
9 Strauss and Quinn (1997, p. 59), to some extent, draw on connectionist computer models. They 

do so heuristically, however, without conducting any formal modelling (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 

60). Thus, they propose that their theory is ‘connectionist-inspired’, rather than being rigidly 

connectionist (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 60). 

10 It is important to note that aspects of Strauss and Quinn’s (1997) understanding of culture are 

reflected in the works of other social scientists. For instance, symbolic interactionists have written 

about the internalisation of social roles through people’s interactions and experiences, and how 

this works to create and maintain shared meanings (Hochschild 2003b; Mead 1934). Similarly, 

Strauss and Quinn’s (1997) conception of learning and socialisation is reflective of the Dreyfus 

model’s orientation toward knowledge and skills acquisition (Dreyfus & Dreyfus 1986). 
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schemas. ‘Meanings’, as defined by Strauss and Quinn (1997, p. 6), are the 

‘interpretations’ ‘evoked in a person by an object or event at a given time’ (with 

interpretations referring to people’s identification of an object or event and the 

expectations, feelings, and motivations that accompany it). Thus, meanings arise 

in the context of people’s experiences (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 54). More 

specifically, ‘cultural meanings’ are described as recurring and shared 

interpretations ‘of some type of object or event evoked in people as a result of 

their similar life experiences’ (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 6).  

 

Strauss and Quinn (1997, p. 54) distinguish between these contextual responses 

on the one hand, and people’s ‘relatively stable cognitive structures’ on the other 

(although the latter comes to be established and reinforced through the former). 

It is the latter that I focus on in my thesis, the term ‘understandings’ having 

already being used to allude to these somewhat stable structures within people 

(Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 54). As well as employing the term understandings, 

Strauss and Quinn (1997, p. 54) use other, related terms to refer to these stable 

structures: for instance, knowledge, networks, cultural models, and schemas.  

 

‘Cultural understandings’ are highly complex, being both durable and changeable 

in individuals, possessing or lacking emotional and motivational force, and being 

historically enduring or temporary (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 85; see also 

Burbank 2011, p. 6; Mintz 1979, p. 24). Strauss and Quinn (1997, p. 85) also 

discuss them as shared to a greater or lesser extent, as well as being (or not 

being) ongoing cultural themes. Indeed, one of their central interests is in how 

‘diverse or conflicting cultural messages are cognitively structured’ (Strauss & 

Quinn 1997, p. 136). In my discussion, I am particularly interested in how cultural 

themes were reflected in the accounts of those I spoke with, specifically in regard 

to the cultural themes of autonomy and relatedness.  

 

Another way that I employ Strauss and Quinn’s (1997, p. 85) perspective is in my 

approach to historical change and the durability of culture. As seen above, Strauss 

and Quinn (1997, p. 85) speak of cultural understandings and cultural meanings 

as being both temporary and enduring over time. In regard to cultural durability, 

they say that: 
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[W]hen people are motivated to enact or reenact the 

schemas they have learned from their own experience, they 

recreate the public world of objects and events that they 

knew, reproducing patterns of experience which the next 

generation learns (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 112).  

 

Equally, however, they argue that ‘the mere presence today of… artifacts from the 

past does not guarantee their continued force’ (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 117). 

Rather, such continuity occurs only when the appropriate understandings, 

feelings, and motivations are passed from generation to generation (Strauss & 

Quinn 1997, p. 117). Change over time, then, is not a matter of two forces 

straightforwardly interacting with, or grating against, one another. Rather, change 

is always based on shared and pre-existent understandings, and ‘even in their 

most creative and progressive actions, people are culturally motivated’ (Strauss & 

Quinn 1997, p. 38). This approach accounts for some of the complexities of social 

life; it can explain contextual variations, changes, or contradictions (Strauss & 

Quinn 1997, p. 50). I find this highly productive in my own research, as it is my 

view that much of the best-known research on romantic love has focused far too 

strongly on historical change, in ways that minimise complexity and continuity 

(Bellah et al. 1985; Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 1995; Giddens 1992). 

 

I also apply Strauss and Quinn’s (1997) perspective to my understanding of 

cultural contradictions. They suggest that many theorists expect ‘a structural 

contradiction to translate into significant and sustained felt experience’ (Strauss 

& Quinn 1997, p. 22; see also Quinn 1992, p. 418). Some of those who examine 

contradictions in past and contemporary relationships, however, fail to look 

beyond this expectation (Leard 1993, p. 35). Yet Strauss and Quinn (1997, p. 213) 

assert that discrepant ideas can be handled in a variety of ways, both socially and 

psychologically. For instance, some ideas might be validated by ‘authorities’, 

while contradictory ones might be marginalised (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 213). 

In contrast, there may emerge ‘a socially approved way of selectively synthesizing 

the conflicting ideas’ (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 213). Strauss and Quinn (1997, p. 

213) argue that in both of these cases, ‘psychological inconsistency’ should not 
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emerge, although it may emerge in other cases (see also Quinn 1996, p. 392). 

Instead, ideas are either ‘ruled out’ or, alternatively, ‘a way of resolving the 

potential conflict is readily available’ (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 213). In the case 

of tasks that are commonly confronted, this resolution can become widely shared 

(Quinn 1996, p. 392). The vast majority of the time, I argue, my interviewees were 

able to reconcile contradictions related to the cultural themes of autonomy and 

relatedness, through ‘socially approved synthesis’ (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 213). 

 

Strauss and Quinn’s (1997, p. 84) conception of schema theory incorporates their 

understanding of the links between cognition and the public world. Schema 

theory, as Holland and Cole (1995, p. 475) put it, ‘theorizes cultural memory as 

personal knowledge structures’. Like the understandings described above, 

‘schemas’ are ‘relatively stable cognitive structures’ (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 

54). According to Strauss and Quinn (1997, p. 86), ‘people get their schemas from 

public objects (including other people) and public practices’. They conceptualise 

schemas not as ‘things’, but as ‘collections of elements’ that process information 

in particular contexts (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 49). Within these collections, they 

add, are ‘learned patterns of connections’ (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 83). 

Importantly, schemas are not seen here as ‘rigid structures’, governed by distinct 

‘rules of applicability’ (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 119). Rather, they are ‘flexibly 

adaptive’ (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 53), and can vary in order to suit new 

situations through ‘regulated improvisation’ (Bourdieu 1977, p. 11). These 

features of schemas are seen as reflecting the structure of human cognition more 

generally, and, indeed, Strauss and Quinn (1997, p. 55) assert that the mind has 

‘schema-like properties’. 

 

When referring to schemas within my thesis, I am speaking particularly of 

‘cultural schemas’ ‘that have come to be shared among people who have had 

similar socially mediated experiences’ (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 48; see also 

Holland & Cole 1995, p. 475; Quinn 1992, p. 418).11 Other schemas, meanwhile, 

                                                 
11 Similar to the notion of a cultural schema is that of a ‘cultural model’. Strauss and Quinn (1997, 

p. 49) emphasise that cultural models are ‘conceptually complex’ cultural schemas, which connect 

and organise ‘an interrelated set of elements’ (p. 140; see also D’Andrade 1995, pp. 151–2). They 

are ‘working models for entire domains of activity in the world’ (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 140). 
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may be individual or innate (Strauss & Quinn 1997, pp. 7, 122, 252). In the case of 

my research, people’s similar experiences are likely to be rooted in their 

residency in Australia and, in the case of interviewees and most focus group 

participants, their engagement in age-dissimilar relationships. I keep these shared 

experiences in mind when identifying their cultural schemas. Such shared 

schemas have been alluded to above, in my discussion of the apparent 

contradictions that typified people’s perspectives on age-dissimilar relationships. 

Two examples of cultural schemas amongst them are relationships are chosen and 

love is blind. However, it is important to note that the various cultural schemas 

that I identify in my thesis do not comprise an exhaustive list. Moreover, in 

keeping with Strauss and Quinn’s perspective (1997, p. 119), they do not 

constitute clear-cut rules that people strictly adhere to in all situations. 

 

Within my thesis, I try to simplify my employment of Strauss and Quinn’s (1997) 

connectionist terms. I do this in order to avoid confusing the reader with 

technical terms, which Strauss and Quinn (1997) explain at length throughout the 

course of their book. Yet I use three of their terms regularly: ‘cultural themes’, 

‘cultural understandings’, and ‘cultural schemas’. While each of these has been 

defined above, the difference between how I employ the latter two terms 

warrants some further discussion. Indeed, Strauss and Quinn (1997, p. 54) do not 

overtly discuss the differences between understandings and schemas within their 

connectionist framework, although both are seen as relatively stable and as 

located in people. When I use the concept of cultural schemas, it is to draw 

attention to the apparent contradictions that are central to my argument, and to 

the ways that people resolve these; I employ the term cultural understandings 

less formally, when referring to both very general and highly specific cognitive 

structures (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 54). I also refer to the understandings of 

separate people, as well as outlining those that are shared. 

 

                                                                                                                                             
For instance, cultural models of romance and marriage have been proposed (Holland 1992; 

Holland & Eisenhart 1990; Holland & Skinner 1987; Quinn 1987; Strauss & Quinn 1997). I do not 

employ the concept of cultural models in my own work, however, favouring instead the notion of 

cultural schemas. This, I suggest, enables me to explore to some extent how particular cultural 

themes extend beyond age-dissimilar relationships, or even romantic relationships.  
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I now turn to the two cultural themes that I identified at the beginning of this 

section: those of autonomy and relatedness. I draw on cross-cultural analyses that 

argue that these themes are context-dependent and should be described in emic 

terms (Carsten 2000, p. 2; Rasmussen 2009, p. 435). Thus, similarly to how I 

conceive of romantic love as culturally variable, I also describe the ‘peculiarities 

of being related in a specific cultural context’ (Carsten 2000, p. 4). 

 

While culturally variable, autonomy and relatedness are not separate from one 

another; rather, they are constantly interacting, and arguably define each other. 

However, theorists have frequently emphasised the importance of autonomy in 

Western contexts, and as a result relatedness has often been ignored (Carsten 

2004, pp. 107–8; see also Fajans 2006; Rasmussen 2009). Carsten (2004, pp. 86–

7, 97) proposes that this is due to a tendency amongst those who focus on 

Western personhood to discuss legal history, theology, medicine, and 

philosophy.12 Thus, they leave unexplored a number of areas in which relatedness 

is likely to be more prominent. In contrast, studies of non-Western contexts have 

frequently emphasised relatedness, doing so through examinations of caste or 

kinship (Carsten 2004, p. 87). Carsten (2004, p. 97) is highly critical of this 

distinction that is drawn between the Western and the non-Western, and 

suggests that emphasising ideas about Western autonomy often leads to people’s 

lived experiences, such as their domestic interactions, being ignored (Carsten 

2004, p. 97). Therefore, I argue that an emphasis on both autonomy and 

relatedness is extremely important, particularly when it comes to discussing 

relationships. 

 

At the beginning of this chapter I provided brief definitions of autonomy and 

relatedness, and I elaborate on these further here. As already noted, I conceive of 

autonomy as separateness, self-determination, independence, and freedom from 

the influence of other people (Collins Dictionary of Sociology 2001; Dagger 2001; 

                                                 
12 For instance, supposedly rising divorce rates are commonly seen as heralding the downfall of 

marriage, however, a great deal of evidence points to the growing significance of romantic 

relationships and the continued importance of other forms of relatedness (Beck & Beck-

Gernsheim 1995, p. 184; Carsten 2004, p. 185; Goode 1959, p. 42; Illouz 1997, p. 39; Wardlow & 

Hirsch 2006, p. 8).  
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World of Sociology, Gale 2006). In my research, I found examples of autonomy in 

people’s interpretations (that is, their identifications, expectations, feelings, and 

motivations), as they arise in specific contexts and as a result of their life 

experiences (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 6). I am interested in these interpretations 

to the extent that they are based on shared understandings. My discussion of 

autonomy focuses specifically on how people think of themselves and others as 

separate from romantic partners, family members, or friends. This is evident in 

their (often defiant) claims to independent decision-making and freedom from 

coercion in the face of others’ disapproval or restraint. I also draw attention to 

how people see power, as the ability to influence others’ decisions, intentions, or 

actions. In addition to this, I focus on how partners see themselves and their 

relationships as unique, and how this establishes them as separate from others. 

 

Relatedness I defined as the norms, ideals, experiences, and affect associated with 

relationships (Carsten 2000; Dimen 1989, p. 39; Kagitcibasi 2005, p. 403; Miller 

2007). Again, I found examples of relatedness in people’s contextual 

interpretations, which are often based on shared understandings (Strauss & 

Quinn 1997, p. 6). My own discussion of relatedness examines the understandings 

surrounding what might be called ‘close’ relationships: those between romantic 

partners, family members (generally from the nuclear family), and sometimes 

friends (Miller 2007, p. 549). More specifically, I focus on the cultural 

perspectives that guide what sorts of connections are established between these 

people, as well as examining the specific forms of closeness that are thought to 

and do arise between them (for instance, emotional closeness and spatial 

closeness) (Carsten 2000, p. 34; Edwards & Strathern 2000, pp. 160–1). 

Furthermore, in discussing relatedness I discuss the obligations, emotions, and 

interdependencies that were attached to close relationships (Quinn 1996, p. 409). 

These could be viewed both positively and negatively, depending on the context. 

As well as focusing on the ‘content’ of relationships themselves, I highlight the 

norms and ideals that guided what kinds of age-dissimilar relationships were 

considered desirable. 

 

In my thesis, then, I focus specifically on how those in age-dissimilar relationships 

understand their partnerships, as well as examining how these are thought of by 
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others. I would also suggest that views on age-dissimilar relationships draw 

attention to some seeming contradictions regarding how relationships are seen 

and enacted more generally, and that these contradictions are underpinned by 

the cultural themes of autonomy and relatedness. For instance, the notion that 

love is ‘blind’ may receive greater notice in discussions about age-dissimilar 

relationships than it would in the case of age-similar relationships (although it 

may underpin both sorts of relationships). Furthermore, these cultural themes 

may be evident in other understandings that are shared amongst Australians (in 

people’s perspectives on age, for instance). Overall, I suggest that people’s 

understandings of age-dissimilar relationships are particularly revealing of the 

interplay between autonomy and relatedness. 

 

Methodology 

 

I completed fieldwork for this thesis between February 2008 and August 2010. I 

employed numerous methods when undertaking my research, including semi-

structured interviews and focus groups, surveys, and media analysis. However, 

the bulk of my thesis is based upon my semi-structured interviews, which proved 

to be the most productive source of information. These took place over a period of 

twelve months, between February 2008 and 2009. I interviewed people who 

were or had previously been engaged in heterosexual, age-dissimilar 

relationships. I excluded homosexual, age-dissimilar relationships from my study 

due to the problems associated with finding a suitable (and representative) 

number of people involved in heterosexual and homosexual relationships.13 

Furthermore, I was interested in exploring conceptions of male–female power 

relations in these relationships.  

 

Both interviewees and focus group participants were recruited in a variety of 

ways. Some were found through my own acquaintances, others through online 

advertising and flyers posted on public notice boards. Throughout my thesis, I 

have used pseudonyms for those with whom I spoke, so as to protect their 

                                                 
13 Furthermore, much prior qualitative research on age-dissimilar couples has often focused, 

largely or exclusively, on homosexual unions (Leahy 2002; Yuill 2004). 
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identities. Any references to ages or the length of relationships are those that 

were provided by interviewees during our conversations.  

 

People were interviewed either separately or in couples, according to their own 

preferences. More than half of the time, I spoke with only one partner. Although I 

sought to interview both partners where possible, unfortunately this was not 

always feasible. Some couples had recently broken up and were no longer in 

contact, some lived apart (occasionally in different cities, towns, or countries), 

and in a few cases one partner did not wish to be interviewed. I sacrificed 

methodological consistency, however, in order to interview a range of people in 

various kinds of relationships. These include de facto and short-term 

relationships, which have traditionally been under-studied (Lawton & Callister 

2010, p. 13; Wood & Duck 1995, p. xi). I interviewed each partner or couple once, 

and our discussions went for an average of around one hour. During 

conversations, interviewees tended to focus on how they had met and to outline 

any obstacles they had faced as a couple. Partners’ sexual relations were 

discussed by some, but not all, of those I spoke with. Indeed, early on in my 

research, I decided to allow interviewees to discuss such matters only if they 

were comfortable doing so. Moreover, sexual relationships were not my central 

interest. 

 

I interviewed people from a variety of different socio-economic and cultural 

backgrounds, though the majority of those I spoke with were white and middle-

class. I conducted interviews with twenty-four people,14 who had a variety of age 

differences in their relationships, the smallest being seven years and the largest 

being thirty years. Their ages ranged from twenty-two to seventy-six years old, 

and their relationships ranged in length from two and a-half months to twenty-

nine years. I spoke with eleven males and thirteen females, nine of whom were in 

female-older relationships, and fifteen of whom were in male-older relationships. 

However, relationships between older males and younger females tended to have 

a much larger age difference than those between older females and younger 

                                                 
14 It should be noted that not all interviewees are referred to directly in my thesis, generally 

because they made similar points to other interviewees, but in less interesting ways. The same is 

true of focus group participants. 
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males. While the average age difference in female-older relationships was 11.9 

years, the average difference in a male-older relationship was 17.1 years. 

Furthermore, on average the male-older relationships were longer-standing than 

the female-older ones, being 9.7 years in length as opposed to 7.2 years. Although 

the characteristics of my interviewees should not be used to generalise about 

those of all age-dissimilar couples in Perth, similar trends in gender and age 

difference are noticeable in Australian statistics (ABS 2005, p. 134). This suggests 

that my research is applicable to the broader Australian context. 

 

A methodological problem that I confronted was that by selecting age-dissimilar 

relationships as an object of study, I differentiated them from age-similar ones. 

This problem would most likely have appeared regardless of my research 

methods. When I spoke with my interviewees many of them explained at great 

length that they saw their relationships as identical to age-similar ones (although 

they expressed little interest in comparing their relationships to my age-similar 

one). Indeed, most people seemed to answer my questions with the underlying 

(and understandable) assumption that I saw their relationships as different. This 

circumstance could have been problematic to my argument if, for instance, I were 

to attempt to argue that by minimising their age differences my interviewees 

revealed that they saw age-dissimilar relationships negatively. However, by 

focusing on how interviewees argued this point and others, I have avoided such 

issues.  

 

I also analysed various media depictions of age-dissimilar relationships, the 

majority of which were produced in Western contexts. There are a great deal of 

contemporary television shows, films, newspaper and magazine articles, books, 

and short stories that focus on such couples. I selected three of these as examples 

for discussion in focus groups. These were: a short story entitled ‘Awkward 

Encounters’ (Hambourg 2008), a clip from the television series Summer Heights 

High (19 September 2007), and two clips from the film American Beauty (2001). 

Of these media depictions, two portrayed male-older relationships and one 

portrayed a female-older relationship. These sources were chosen for various 

reasons. Primary amongst these was the desire to elicit a reaction from 
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participants, and as such the sources chosen should not be considered to be 

representative depictions of age-dissimilar couples. 

 

I conducted two semi-structured focus groups in February 2009, with a total of 

thirteen participants between them. Most of those who volunteered for the focus 

groups had been in age-dissimilar relationships themselves, although this was not 

a stated requirement for people to take part. Focus groups contained high 

proportions of young, female, middle-class participants. During these groups, 

participants discussed the three aforementioned media depictions. They also 

spoke about various celebrities and public figures who were engaged in age-

dissimilar relationships, as well as their own experiences of these relationships. 

 

After conducting all of my interviews and focus groups, I used my findings to 

formulate a survey that I distributed across the Perth metropolitan area (see 

Appendix A for a list of survey questions). I delivered five hundred surveys to five 

demographically different suburbs, between April and August of 2010. I received 

ninety-nine completed responses from people over the age of eighteen. Although I 

did not initially plan to do so, I made the decision to send out surveys, as data 

collected and released on age-dissimilar relationships has been limited. The 

statistics that are available are those from the Australian Bureau of Statistics, 

which examine gender, the size of the age difference, age, and prior marital status. 

As seen above, my survey findings were largely in keeping with prior statistical 

research in Australia and in other Western contexts (see Appendix B for full 

survey results). One interesting finding, however, was that when respondents 

were asked to assess their own and wider Australian society’s attitudes to age-

dissimilar relationships, they consistently judged themselves to be more open to 

such relationships than were other Australians. 

 

Geographically speaking, my field of research was spread across Perth, the city in 

which I have lived my entire life. Clifford (1997, p. 186) has argued that 

throughout its history, anthropology has been based upon ‘a spatial distinction 

between a home base and an exterior place of discovery’. Travel, physical 

displacement, and dwelling in a place other than home have been seen as central 

to the experience of fieldwork (Clifford 1997, p. 186). However, such distinctions 
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between home and field are not clear in my own research. Not only did I conduct 

my fieldwork in the city in which I reside, I also conducted some interviews at the 

university that I attend as well as in my own home. A number of the people I 

interviewed were known to me personally, or were recruited through my social 

network. There were certain advantages associated with this familiarity, given 

that I went into ‘the field’ with some prior understanding of romantic love in an 

Australian context. Indeed, Clifford (1997, p. 206) has argued that the historic 

oppositions that existed in anthropology such as ‘inside’ and ‘outside’, ‘home’ and 

‘away’, ‘same’ and ‘different’ need to be, and are being, rethought. My own 

research, through necessity rather than design, challenges these conceptual pairs 

to some degree. It is worth noting, however, that my interviewees constituted an 

‘other’ in one sense: they were involved in age-dissimilar relationships, while my 

own relationship is age-similar, almost to the day.  

 

In considering the extent to which anthropology is confined to studying a 

particular place, it is useful to question whether contemporary nations, such as 

Australia, can be thought of as unified societies. In discussing my research context 

of Perth, Western Australia, I find it helpful to employ Anderson’s (1983) concept 

of the ‘imagined community’. He argues that nations are imagined political 

communities: imagined in the sense that ‘the members of even the smallest nation 

will never know most of their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them, 

yet in the minds of each lives the image of their communion’ (Anderson 1983, p. 

15), and communities because ‘regardless of the actual inequality and 

exploitation that may prevail in each, the nation is always conceived as a deep, 

horizontal comradeship’ (Anderson 1983, p. 16). My interviewees were generally 

not acquainted with one another (except, of course, when they were in a 

relationship with each other), and their life experiences varied significantly. 

However, the vast majority of interviewees were long-term residents of Australia, 

and thought of themselves as ‘Australian’ (as I myself do). Most felt confident 

answering questions about Australians’ thoughts, and this also appeared to be the 

case with focus group participants and survey respondents. Finally, although 

Australian society cannot be viewed as a cohesive whole, autonomy and 

relatedness are widespread themes that underpin the Australian national 

imagination, as well as the imaginations of other Western nations. These themes 
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are rarely expressed using the terms themselves, although it could be argued that 

they are articulated in distinct national forms, such as rugged individualism in the 

United States and mateship in Australia. 

 

Methodological considerations: Conducting interviews 

 

There are various issues surrounding interviewing that are relevant to my 

research. These include why interviews were employed as a research method, 

with whom, and how they proceeded. In regard to my methodology, it was more 

or less impossible to employ participant observation as a research method, as this 

would have been overly intrusive. Furthermore, there are few physical spaces 

where people in age-dissimilar relationships might predictably interact with one 

another. Although attending events such as toyboy speed dating nights (which are 

organised via various websites) may have added some value to my research,15 

such gatherings are rare. As such, my employment of interviews as a methodology 

was in many ways due to necessity. This led to my focus on the understandings of 

those in age-dissimilar, romantic relationships, as well as how these relationships 

are seen more broadly.  

 

Indeed, interviewing seems the most appropriate methodology for research that 

focuses on people’s understandings. It is perhaps because of this that those who 

employ cultural schemas or cultural models in their analyses tend to conduct 

research based largely on interviews (for examples see Holland 1992; Holland & 

Eisenhart 1990; Holland & Skinner 1987; Strauss & Quinn 1997). Furthermore, by 

speaking to people with a diverse range of backgrounds, the schemas shared 

amongst them become evident (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 138). Yet that is not to 

say that people’s understandings are directly discernible in their speech. As 

Strauss and Quinn (1997, p. 140) put it, there is a need to ‘exploit clues in 

ordinary discourse for what they tell about shared cognition—to glean what 

people must have in mind in order to say the things they do’ (see also Goffman 

1973, p. 2). Overall, however, a major strength of interviewing as a research 

                                                 
15 Toyboy speed dating nights have recently appeared in various major cities across Australia. 

Such events generally set limits on the ages of male and female participants (Fast Impressions 

2012; RSVP 2012).  
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method is that it enables one to uncover the various arguments and concepts that 

interviewees apply when thinking or going about their everyday lives (Strauss & 

Quinn 1997, p. 243).  

 

One commonly voiced concern about interviewing is that those with whom one 

speaks might lie. More generally, it has been argued that what is said, and what is 

not said, during an interview results in ‘distortion’ (Becker & Geer 1957, p. 31). 

Yet, as argued by Leahy (2002, p. 15), commentaries are authentic in that they 

express the particular thoughts, feelings, and motivations of the interviewee at a 

given time. He argues that people construct and present versions of themselves 

that fit their needs at the time of speaking (Leahy 2002, p. 15; see also Atkinson & 

Coffey 2001, p. 808). However, these commentaries are of interest to social 

scientists because all people give expression to culture, even through the sorts of 

lies they tell or the omissions they make (Mintz 1979, p. 20). Furthermore, 

memory, narrative, and experience are social, and ‘[w]hat is “memorable”’ is 

influenced by cultural categories (Atkinson & Coffey 2001, p. 810). As Strauss and 

Quinn (1997, p. 241) say, ‘people’s talk… is shaped by a variety of considerations: 

not only the momentary conscious ones but also less conscious intuitions about 

what is interesting, funny, normal, and right’. 

 

Another issue related to interviewing is the question of who, in a couple, should 

be interviewed. Seymour and colleagues (1995) have drawn attention to this in 

their discussion of the benefits and drawbacks of separate, joint, and sole 

interviews. They see a combination of separate and joint interviews as preferable, 

although they acknowledge that funding and time constraints often make such a 

methodology impossible (Seymour et al. 1995, p. 11). Separate interviews, they 

argue, enable the interviewer to gain the ‘individual perspectives’ of both 

partners (Seymour et al. 1995, p. 11). They also help to avoid some problems 

associated with joint interviews. That is, the tendency of couples to give ‘public’ 

accounts, to avoid sensitive areas, and for one partner to dominate the discussion 

(Seymour et al. 1995, pp. 11, 18).  

 

Joint interviews, meanwhile, also have their advantages. Seymour and colleagues 

(1995, p. 16) agree that they are often more acceptable and comfortable for 
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interviewees, and enable them to ‘fill in gaps in each other’s accounts’. 

Furthermore, one partner’s domination of the conversation can also provide 

insight into partners’ roles and power relations (Seymour et al. 1995, p. 16; see 

also Holmes 2004, p. 181). The same might be said of the ‘public’ responses that 

are supplied by interviewees, which may provide insight into how couples seek to 

present their relationships (Duncombe & Marsden 1993, p. 226; see also Holmes 

2004, p. 181). 

 

Seymour and colleagues (1995, pp. 10–1) also discuss sole interviews. These, they 

suggest, are acceptable when the resultant findings are treated as the perspective 

of one partner, not of the couple (Seymour et al. 1995, p. 11). Practicalities, along 

with research objectives, may also influence whether sole interviews are 

employed (Seymour et al. 1995, p. 10). Indeed, if I had insisted on interviewing 

both partners in all cases, I would have excluded, by necessity, the accounts of 

those who had recently separated or those who lived (often very far) apart.  

 

Thus, a researcher’s focus in many ways influences whether separate, joint, or 

sole interviews are appropriate (Seymour et al. 1995, pp. 11, 18). Different kinds 

of interviewing produce different kinds of information (Seymour et al. 1995, p. 

15). Yet ‘researchers rarely have an entirely free choice in the methods they can 

adopt’ (Seymour et al. 1995, p. 10). Initially, I had planned to interview both 

partners separately. Yet I quickly became aware that this was impracticable in 

many cases, given the range of relationships of which I hoped to gain accounts. As 

such, I chose to employ all three methods to varying extents, thus I employed a 

less consistent methodology in order to interview a range of people in long-term 

and short-term relationships, who were living together and apart, and who 

remained together or were separated. The strengths and weaknesses of each 

method are implicit in my analysis. For instance, in my discussion of relationship 

formation I draw mostly on separate and sole interviews, whilst in my 

examination of power relations I draw on joint interviews to a greater extent. 

While joint interviews enabled me to observe how couples interacted, separate 

and sole interviews seemed to elicit more candour on the part of interviewees.  
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When I consider my own experience of finding interviewees, and how these 

interviews proceeded, there are further issues that are worthy of discussion. 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, I found it far easier to recruit female participants. Male 

partners, as others have observed, were generally less willing to be interviewed, 

both with their partners or separately (Seymour et al. 1995, p. 13). Seymour and 

colleagues (1995, p. 13) hypothesise that this may be because males feel less 

comfortable speaking to strangers about their relationships. This notion is 

supported by my own experience of doing interviews. When I interviewed 

females, I found they generally appeared more open and articulate in discussing 

their relationships. Indeed, my own (female) gender may have made it easier for 

me to understand, interpret, and relate to female’s comments about love. It is also 

possible that female interviewees felt more comfortable having a female 

interviewer, while male ones felt less comfortable as a result of this (Seymour et 

al. 1995, p. 12). 

 

However, as Cancian (1986, p. 692) has argued, my observation that men were 

less open and articulate when discussing their relationships with me may simply 

reflect a gendered conception of love. As she puts it, ‘[w]e identify love with 

emotional expression and talking about feelings, aspects of love that women 

prefer and in which women tend to be more skilled than men’ (Cancian 1986, p. 

692). Cancian (1986, p. 692) warns that this perspective leads us to see males as 

less capable of love than females. Indeed, rather than seeing females as being 

‘better’ at talking about love, it is perhaps more constructive to take the stance 

that males and females discuss love in different, culturally constructed, ways.  

 

Another point worthy of consideration is the power relation between interviewer 

and interviewee. Here, I believe my youth, relative to most of my interviewees, 

may have been advantageous (I was between twenty-two and twenty-three years 

of age when I conducted the interviews for my research). Those I spoke with 

rarely seemed intimidated by me or my questions. Several people insisted on 

buying me coffee or other drinks, or on paying for their own. They expressed 

sympathy with me in my perceived (and actual) role as an impoverished student. 
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Most researchers, but feminist researchers in particular, tend to agree that an 

interviewer is likely to find out more about the person they are interviewing 

when their relationship is non-hierarchical and reciprocal (Bloom 1997, p. 111; 

Oakley 1981, p. 41). Furthermore, feminist researchers argue that interviews 

should, ideally, be conversational and that the interviewer should discuss their 

own experiences and values in addition to asking the interviewee to do so (Bloom 

1997, pp. 111-2; see also Oakley 1981). In my early interviews I made a point of 

occasionally providing information about or comparisons to my own romantic 

relationship. However, those I interviewed tended not to appear interested in my 

comments, especially after I told them that my own relationship was not age-

dissimilar. I had a strong sense that they felt that, as I was interviewing them, they 

should be talking and I should be listening or asking them questions. This is in 

keeping with Atkinson and Silverman’s (1997) observation that we live in an 

‘interview society’, where the divergent roles of the interviewee and interviewer 

are well-established. Bloom (1997, p. 119), who experienced similar problems in 

her own research, advises that the aforementioned reciprocal and non-

hierarchical relationships with interviewees should be seen as a ‘fortunate 

outcome of some projects rather than a precondition of all research relationships’ 

(Reinharz & Davidman 1992, p. 267). For the most part, then, reciprocal relations 

did not characterise my interviews, although I would argue that they were 

relatively non-hierarchical. 

 

Thesis outline 

 

I begin my thesis by focusing on the history, cultural understandings, and norms 

that underpin partners’ romantic relations with one another. In Chapter Two, I 

outline the changes, complexities, and seeming contradictions that characterise 

conceptions and ideals of romantic relationships, marriage, and the family, both 

historically and today. In doing this, I find it necessary to explore the emergence 

of the ‘romantic love ideal’ in couple relationships, as well as investigating age-

dissimilar relationships more specifically. Overall, I argue that the existing 

research into romantic and age-dissimilar relationships minimises the 

complexities of culture, often implying that contradictions are solely the outcome 

of change. I suggest that by focusing on the cultural themes of autonomy and 
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relatedness, understandings of age-dissimilar, romantic relationships might be 

discussed in greater depth than they have been previously. 

 

In Chapter Three, I discuss focus group participants’ conversations about the 

three media depictions of age-dissimilar couples they were shown. Throughout 

the chapter, I use groups’ dialogue about these couples to uncover what norms of 

relatedness were applied to them. As such, I ask what kinds of age-dissimilar 

couples they considered to be normative, and what kinds they did not. In 

answering this question, I examine the gender of the older or younger partner, 

the couple’s age difference, partners’ ages and social roles, and the experiences of 

participants. I show that the norms of relatedness and the ideal of romantic love 

interacted with and influenced each other. Based on these findings, I posit that 

participants’ discussions about age-dissimilar relationships activated their 

schemas regarding what relationships should or should not be like. The most 

prominent of these shared schemas were relationships are chosen and love is 

equal. The former schema was strongly linked to the cultural theme of autonomy, 

as it suggested that choices should be made by ‘individuals’, regardless of social 

norms or the concerns of other people. The latter schema was also linked to 

autonomy, in that it suggested that relationships should be devoid of coercion, 

power, and the influence of others. Yet participants’ understandings, regarding 

what sorts of relationships could be freely chosen and equal, reflected norms of 

relatedness that guided people’s understandings of age-dissimilar relationships 

and romantic relationships. 

 

In Chapter Four, I explore how interviewees dealt with cultural norms of 

relatedness, when they frequently defined their own relationships as being at the 

limits of acceptability or beyond. In doing so, I identify two cultural schemas: the 

relationship or partner is unique and the relationship or partner is similar to others. 

Interviewees depicted their relationships as acceptable by minimising the age 

differences between themselves and their partners. Although they viewed age as 

a meaningful concept, those I interviewed tended to apply non-chronological 

conceptions of age, based on self-determination and uniqueness, to themselves 

and their partners. When discussing the majority of Australians, however, they 

felt that a general, chronological conception of age sufficed. Indeed, they spoke of 



 33 

their relationships as being more related to other people’s age-similar 

partnerships, than they were to age-dissimilar ones. Interviewees’ 

understandings of relatedness, to their partners and to wider society, were 

evident, but they tended to be obscured by their bold claims to autonomy.  

 

In Chapter Five, I draw attention to how interviewees thought about the 

formation of their relationships. Here, I focus primarily on four, contradictory 

cultural schemas: relationships are based on similarity or compatibility, love is 

blind, relationships are chosen, and love is fated. While the first two are concerned 

with whom a relationship is formed with, the latter two are concerned with why a 

relationship is formed. These cultural schemas are elaborated through my focus 

on one interviewee, Colin, who told me how he had carefully selected his wife by 

writing a list of the characteristics he desired, sticking it to his door, and looking 

for a partner who matched his criteria. My own negative reaction to Colin, and the 

extremely different accounts given by my other interviewees, emphasised the 

specific kinds of circumstances in which these cultural schemas arose. Thus, 

rather than conflicting with one another, the schemas I identified coexisted 

relatively unproblematically. In this chapter, then, I examine when and why love 

was discussed in these ways, within the context of relationship formation. 

 

I then examine what interviewees had to say about their relationships after they 

had been formed. Thus, in Chapter Six, I discuss power relations in regard to 

social difference, focusing in particular on gender and age, but also drawing 

attention to additional factors such as culture. Here, I identify the cultural 

schemas love is equal and relationships can be unequal. Interviewees tended to 

idealise equality in romantic relationships, and they commonly denied that 

inequalities were present in their current relationships. Yet their accounts 

highlighted the shifting power relations of partners over time. Interviewees’ 

understandings of power relations were underpinned by the cultural themes of 

autonomy and relatedness. Doing what one wanted to or making one’s partner do 

something were viewed by interviewees as reflections of autonomy, which 

manifested as power relations (although these might equally have been seen as 

examples of relatedness). What were considered to be expressions of power and 
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autonomy, however, varied according to partners’ genders and ages (as well as 

interacting with their cultural backgrounds). 

 

In Chapter Seven, I conclude my thesis by pointing to the recent surge of interest 

in age-dissimilar relationships in the West, and how this relates to gradual 

increases to the proportion of age-dissimilar relationships. I highlight gaps in 

previous research into age-dissimilar relationships, as well as romantic 

relationships more generally. I also identify some possibilities for future research. 

Next, I outline the benefits of employing Strauss and Quinn’s (1997) connectionist 

approach, and how this has enabled me to make a unique contribution to the field. 

I do this by delving into the complexities and apparent contradictions of people’s 

understandings of age-dissimilar, romantic relationships. I also outline the 

cultural themes of autonomy and relatedness, which I discuss throughout my 

thesis. Here, I begin by elaborating on how autonomy is often privileged in 

Western contexts. I then provide a detailed description of how these two themes 

emerged in the accounts of interviewees, focus group participants, and survey 

respondents. 

 

In this thesis, then, I employ various methods to examine autonomy and 

relatedness in contemporary Australian society through the prism of people’s 

understandings about age-dissimilar, romantic relationships. In doing so, I focus 

not only on the perspectives of those in such relationships, but on the views other 

people have on these couples. Through this analysis, I hope to contribute to the 

small field of interview studies focusing on conceptions of age-dissimilar 

partnerships, particularly those that are romantic in nature. In the following 

chapter, I provide an overview of prior research into age-dissimilar and romantic 

relationships, and further outline the theories and concepts that will form the 

basis of the discussion in my thesis. 
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Chapter Two:  

Love through the ages: The contradictions and complexities of 

age-dissimilar, romantic relationships over time 

 

  

Social scientists have widely theorised romantic love in recent decades, especially 

within Western contexts. These accounts, both qualitative and quantitative, have 

frequently focused on historical change. Shifts commonly discussed include: those 

toward a romantic love ideal (Campbell 1987; Goode 1959); those towards 

greater personal autonomy in relationship formation, dissolution, or in 

partnerships themselves (Bellah et al. 1985; Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 1995; 

Giddens 1992); and, more generally, those towards relationships increasingly 

influenced by the tenets of democracy, individualism, capitalism, and 

consumerism (Bellah et al. 1985; Campbell 1987; Giddens 1992; Hochschild 

2003a, 2003b; Illouz 1997, 2007, 2012; Miller 1998). Analyses of age-dissimilar 

relationships, meanwhile, are based almost entirely on quantitative research. 

These studies have often emphasised shifts toward greater freedom of choice 

(guided by romantic love) in regard to one’s partner, as well as the growing 

acceptance of such relationships in Western contexts (Amato et al. 2009; Van de 

Putte et al. 2009). Age differences between partners have also often been 

discussed in highly marketised terms, with emphasis being placed on how such 

partnerships might benefit ‘individuals’ (Pixley et al. 2007, p. 2; Pyke & Adams 

2010, p. 750; Rosenfeld 2005, pp. 1284–5). 

 

In this chapter, I first discuss social science research on romantic love, marriage, 

and the family, drawing primarily on that centred around Western Europe, the 

United States, and, where possible, Australia. I focus particularly on historical 

changes, and how these changes relate to the spread of a romantic love ideal. I 

also briefly outline historical shifts in patterns of age-dissimilar relationships. 

Next, I move on to discuss contemporary quantitative research on age-dissimilar 

couples, and the theories that have been developed as a result. Finally, I elaborate 

on the cultural themes of autonomy and relatedness. These are evident, though 
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not referred to explicitly, within much of the literature reviewed in this chapter, 

as well as in my own research findings.  

 

Toward a ‘romantic love ethic’: Change in love, marriage, and the family 

 

In the previous chapter, I wrote about romantic love’s universality, as well as the 

diverse forms that it takes across cultures. Below, I discuss some of the Western 

understandings, ideals, and norms of romantic love, both today and in the past. 

These, I argue, are underpinned by the cultural themes of autonomy and 

relatedness. To investigate these themes in the present, I find it necessary to 

examine the Western history of romantic love, marriage, and the family (albeit 

briefly). I begin by outlining various well-known explanations of how 

contemporary understandings, ideals, and norms of romantic love, marriage, and 

the family originated. Here, I favour the approach of Macfarlane (1987, 1993, 

2002), who highlights the complexity and continuity of these over time. Next, I 

discuss some research that examines historical patterns in age-dissimilar 

relationships, and how these relate to broader shifts. I then turn to a discussion of 

the ways that historical changes have been theorised, as processes of 

‘democratisation’, ‘individualisation’, and so on. Finally, I explore research that 

points to alternative ways of conceptualising the past. 

 

Origins and causes of cultural shifts in love, marriage, and the family 

It is widely agreed that over the past few centuries there have been significant 

changes in the ways that people in Western contexts view romantic love, 

marriage, and the family (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 1995; Coontz 2006b; Giddens 

1992; Macfarlane 1987; Wardlow & Hirsch 2006). Attention to such changes is 

integral to a proper understanding of contemporary romantic relationships 

(Flyvbjerg 2001, p. 137). Historical shifts in these areas have been commonly 

linked to the rise of democracy, individualism, capitalism, and consumerism. 

There is disagreement, however, about when and how these shifts occurred, as 

well as when and how they influenced people’s relationships. 

 

In particular, the influence of individualism and capitalism on romantic love has 

been extensively discussed. Most scholars date the rise of these influences to the 
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Protestant Reformation, the Enlightenment, the French Revolution, Romanticism, 

or the Industrial Revolution. Weber (2001, pp. 4, 30–1), for instance, links 

capitalism to the Protestant Reformation of the sixteenth century, arguing that it 

was brought to a head by the upheaval of the Industrial Revolution in the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries (see also Campbell 1987, p. 6). In The 

Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, he argues that spiritual isolation 

emerged alongside the development of a ‘Protestant ethic’ that valued innovation, 

efficiency, and asceticism (Weber 2001, pp. 30–1, 63; see also Dumont 1986, p. 

30; Lindholm 2001, p. 30).  

 

Theorists of romantic love have frequently discussed the connections between 

religion, capitalism, romanticism, and consumerism, and the influence these have 

had on couple relationships (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 1995; Campbell 1987; 

Lindholm 2001, p. 30). Campbell (1987, p. 9), for instance, makes links between 

Puritanism and capitalism, on the one hand, and romanticism and consumerism, 

on the other. He draws on Weber’s (2001) work, arguing that the cultural 

‘ingredient’ of romanticism ‘played a critical role in facilitating the Industrial 

Revolution and therefore the character of the modern economy’ (Campbell 1987, 

p. 2). Yet he challenges the notions that the Puritan features associated with 

capitalism and the romantic ones connected to consumerism are ‘stark cultural 

alternatives’. Indeed, Campbell (1987, p. 9) suggests that capitalism is not 

characterised by pure rationality or a lack of emotion, and nor is modern culture 

(see also Illouz 2007, p. 4). Rather, he posits that elements of religious tradition 

apart from rational Puritanism (namely, sentimental Romanticism) may have 

influenced the development of the modern economy (Campbell 1987, pp. 9, 11). 

 

Theorists have also identified the Enlightenment and the French Revolution, of 

the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, as embodying significant shifts from 

which individualism grew (Morrison 1995, p. 14; Rapport & Overing 2000, p. 

299). During this period, the ‘individual’ was increasingly glorified, and ideas 

reflecting the autonomy, free will, and self-interest of people appeared frequently 

in the social theories of those such as Adam Smith, John Stuart Mill, and others 

(Lindholm 2001, pp. 30, 33; Morrison 1995, pp. 15–6, 124–7; see also Durkheim 

1969). At the time of the French Revolution, the legal rights afforded to 
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‘individuals’ had begun to challenge the powers previously possessed by wider 

social bodies (Morrison 1995, p. 14; see also Lindholm 2001, p. 30). Furthermore, 

it was during this period that the term democracy began to be used more broadly 

(Dunn 2005, p. 16).1 Thus, it came to refer to the particular rights of ‘individuals’ 

to equality, autonomy, and self-development (Giddens 1992, p. 186).  

 

Most discussions of shifts in marriage and relationships focus on the eighteenth 

century onwards, during the Industrial Revolution (Coontz 2006b; Land 1980; 

Matthijs 2002; Van de Putte et al. 2009; Van Leeuwen & Maas 2002). During this 

period, Marx and Engels (2002, p. 223) argue that all fixed relations were ‘swept 

away’, to be replaced by new ones that quickly became ‘antiquated before they… 

[could] ossify’. Writing about individualism and capitalism in modern societies, 

however, Macfarlane (1987, 2002) has suggested that these trends occurred 

significantly earlier than most theorists claim. He suggests that from the 

beginning of the thirteenth century or earlier, numerous features associated with 

capitalism (including individualism, individual property rights, a ‘market 

mentality’, high mobility, and a low degree of parental authority over marriage) 

were present in England (Macfarlane 1987, p. 137; 2002, p. 340). Macfarlane 

(1987, pp. 97, 137–8; see also 2002, p. 337) posits that these features originated 

from the Germanic peoples (the Anglo-Saxon, Vikings, and Normans) who 

conquered England around 500 AD.2 The origins of their traditions, Macfarlane 

(1987, p. 138) suggests, were ‘probably cultural and thousands of years old’. He 

says that England’s organisation of kinship, religion, law, politics, and economics 

‘led to a pattern of which romantic love and companionate marriage are a part’ 

(Macfarlane 1987, p. 138). 

 

Yet, according to Macfarlane (1987, 2002), during the thirteenth century and 

earlier Europe was characterised by what has come to be known as the ‘European 

marriage pattern’ (see also Hajnal 1965). Compared with other areas across the 

                                                 
1 Democracy originated as a form of rule in ancient Greece, late in the sixth century BC, that was 

understood and enacted by ‘the people’, for their own benefit (Dunn 2005, p. 16). 

2 Macfarlane (2002, p. 138) claims that these traditions died out on mainland Europe due to the 

influence of Roman civilisation, but persisted in England and then later re-emerged on the 

mainland. 
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globe, the European pattern was characterised by a high proportion of people 

never marrying, late age at marriage, small age differences between partners, the 

establishment of a separate household following marriage, the presence of 

divorce, the (relative) absence of polygamy, and an emphasis on legitimacy and 

consent (Coontz 2006b, pp. 124–5; Macfarlane 2002, pp. 90, 337; Van de Putte et 

al. 2009, p. 1235). It has been argued that this pattern kept population levels in 

line with the availability of economic resources, as marriage was deferred until 

couples had adequate means to support themselves and their children 

(Macfarlane 1987, p. 151; 2002, p. 76; Van de Putte et al. 2009, p. 1235). This 

demographic effect is known as the Malthusian marriage pattern (Malthus 1914a, 

1914b), and has been observed more recently in the Australian context (ABS 

2012, p. 260). 

 

In regard to age-dissimilar relationships specifically, Van de Putte and colleagues 

(2009, pp. 1235, 1250; see also Van Leeuwen & Maas 2002, p. 119) have written 

about shifts in the European marriage pattern from the nineteenth century.3 They 

focus in particular on the decline in age dissimilarities over this period, both in 

the Netherlands and Belgium (Van de Putte et al. 2009, pp. 1235, 1250). These 

shifts, they argue, were characterised by not just increased levels of age 

homogamy in marriage4—homogamy being defined as ‘men and women 

marrying someone who is similar to themselves’ (Van Leeuwen & Maas 2002, p. 

102)—but by a decline in the proportion of those never marrying and a decrease 

in people’s age at marriage (Van de Putte et al. 2009, p. 1250). Thus, certain 

                                                 
3 There is evidence to suggest that, prior to these changes, strong norms against age differences 

existed. Indeed, according to Van de Putte and colleagues (2009, p. 1238), ‘large age differences 

between spouses were, without exception, considered detrimental to the purposes of marriage 

and… the aversion to these relations was strong’. This was particularly true when the female was 

older (Van de Putte et al. 2009, p. 1238). 

4 Similarly, Van Leeuwen and Maas (2002, p. 119) have noted that marital norms in northern 

Sweden in the nineteenth century, which were shifting toward a romantic love ideal, did not 

reveal an increase in heterogamy—that is, ‘the pairing of two people who belong to different 

social groups and categories’ (O’Brien & Foley 1999, p. 145)—in regard to class, as was expected. 

This contradicts the commonplace claim that romantic love, as the basis for couplings, brings 

about more varied partnerships, particularly in regard to class (Van Leeuwen & Maas 2002, p. 

119). 
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elements of the European marriage pattern became emphasised, while others 

became de-emphasised (Coontz 2006b, pp. 124–5; Macfarlane 2002, pp. 90, 337; 

Van de Putte et al. 2009, p. 1235).  

 

Yet although a small amount of research has been conducted on patterns and 

trends in age-dissimilar relationships over time, Van de Putte and colleagues 

(2009, p. 1235) comment that ‘[h]ardly any attempt so far has been made to 

outline the different mechanisms that might influence the level of age homogamy 

in a society’, age homogamy’s relationship to the European marriage pattern, and 

‘the effect that the social and economic context had on the changes in the level of 

age homogamy’. Similarly, research on romantic love often tends to discuss what 

brought about such changes too simplistically: for instance, external social factors 

are seen as causing shifts from one era to another. 

 

Various theorists have questioned the (overlapping) causes of the 

aforementioned changes to relationships, age dissimilar or otherwise, during the 

eighteenth century and earlier (Macfarlane 2002, p. 30; Van de Putte et al. 2009; 

Wardlow & Hirsch 2006, p. 8). Among them are demographic, economic, and 

cultural changes that are linked to the growing idealisation of romantic love in 

marriage (Van de Putte et al. 2009, p. 1235; Wardlow & Hirsch 2006, p. 8). 

Demographic shifts included a decline in fertility and infant mortality and an 

increase in life expectancy (Wardlow & Hirsch 2006, p. 8). Economic factors 

included increases in standards of living, industrialisation, and urbanisation (and 

the geographical mobility that accompanied it), as well as the spread of wage 

labour and commodity consumption (Amato et al. 2009, p. 239; Van de Putte et al. 

2009, p. 1235; Wardlow & Hirsch 2006, pp. 8, 16). Alongside these changes there 

emerged a greater economic independence from family (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 

1995, p. 104; Wardlow & Hirsch 2006, p. 16). In effect, this removed the economic 

advantages previously associated with having children, something that is likely to 

have influenced the aforementioned decline in fertility (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 

1995, p. 104). 

 

Cultural changes that have been documented included a decline in religious 

control, and an increase in the power and status of females (argued to have been 
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brought about by higher geographic mobility and financial independence) (Amato 

et al. 2009, p. 239; Illouz 1997, p. 209). Furthermore, it has been posited that the 

aforementioned demographic and economic shifts led couples to spend more time 

together ‘without young children in their care’, and that this fostered a growth in 

the significance of the nuclear, over the extended, family (Wardlow & Hirsch 

2006, p. 8). Relative to demographic and economic shifts, however, cultural 

changes receive relatively little attention. Yet as Ortner (2006, p. 18) argues, 

‘social transformation must also be cultural transformation or it will be nothing’. 

Indeed, as Strauss and Quinn (1997, p. 192) have suggested, shifts in ‘public 

practices and institutions alone can hardly account for either the particular shape 

or the emotional and motivational intensity of culturally shared ideas about 

marital love’ (see also Macfarlane 1987, p. 138). 

 

The ways in which these demographic, economic, and cultural changes emerged 

and developed have been discussed in various ways. Shorter (1975, p. 259), for 

instance, has suggested that, amongst eighteenth century youths, ‘the sexual and 

emotional wish to be free came from the capitalist marketplace’ (emphasis 

added). The marketplace, he suggests, freed young females from the authority of 

their ‘parents and town fathers’, by enabling them to work for a wage (Shorter 

1975, p. 260; see also Sarsby 1983, p. 34). This, in turn, facilitated the 

development of love marriages (Shorter 1975; see also Sarsby 1983, p. 34). Stone 

(1977, p. 362) similarly argues that love marriages were an eighteenth century 

development, which he attributes to the shifting attitudes of the upper classes: 

toward an emphasis on personal autonomy and the pursuit of individual 

happiness (Sarsby 1983, p. 34). 

 

Coontz (2006b, pp. 5, 124) looks further into the past, however, suggesting that 

the European marriage pattern ‘paved the way for the rapid changes’ in the 

eighteenth century, culminating in the ‘radical new idea’ that people should marry 

for love and ‘freely’ choose their partners on this basis (see also Macfarlane 1987, 

p. 147; 2002, p. 76). However, as Gillis (1985, p. 44) has found, British marriages 

based on love had occurred amongst the propertyless at a much earlier date. He 

writes about the ‘historical plurality of heterosexuality’ (Gillis 1985, p. 4), noting 

that the number of so-called ‘private spousals’ (or marriages chosen on the basis 
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of love) had increased even in the late sixteenth century (Gillis 1985, p. 44). Yet 

although love marriages themselves were not new, the growing idealisation of 

this form of marriage was notable (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 206). 

 

Macfarlane (1987), I believe, has a more useful approach to historical change. 

According to him, the aforementioned demographic, economic, and cultural shifts, 

in combination with a number of long-held cultural traditions, meant that 

‘[r]omantic love was an appropriate [albeit pre-existing] ideology which could 

both flourish and hold together this individualistic system’ (Macfarlane 1987, p. 

139). Sarsby (1983, p. 34) has made a similar proposition, stating that views such 

as Shorter’s (1975) and Stone’s (1977) ‘give the false impression that loveless 

marriages were more typical of Early Modern England’ than they were in reality, 

and that during this period people married solely out of self interest or social 

interest (see also Coontz 2006b, p. 123). She also argues against the notion that, 

in more recent times, the ‘possibility of romantic love’ emerged, and people 

became increasingly ‘able to forge relationships based on authentic sentiment 

rather than on an instrumental logic’ (Wardlow & Hirsch 2006, p. 16; see also 

Bruckner 2012, p. 20). Sarsby (1983, p. 34) points out, for instance, that political 

and economic considerations remain central to people’s partner selections today. 

 

Overall, many of those who write about the role of culture, and the changes that 

occurred prior to and during the eighteenth century, appear to adhere to the view 

that culture straightforwardly reflects demographic and economic changes, 

rather than influencing change itself. For instance, the existence of marriages 

based on love prior to the eighteenth century has often been ignored (Gillis 1985, 

p. 44; Sarsby 1983, p. 34). Indeed, as Ortner (1990, p. 57) argues that ‘in the 

debate over the role of culture in history’: 

 

On the one side there is a set of authors denying culture 

anything other than a minor representational role. For 

them, culture operates largely as a set of social markers of 

social phenomena… On the other side there is a set of 

authors insisting that culture, in the form of complex 

templates for thought, feeling, and action, plays a strong 
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role not simply in representing the world but also in 

shaping its ongoing historical emergence (emphasis in 

original). 

 

Here, I adopt the latter view, which also reflects Strauss and Quinn’s (1997) 

connectionist viewpoint. I find Macfarlane (2002) particularly useful in discussing 

what brought about the romantic love ideal. He suggests that behind the marriage 

system that was in place prior to the eighteenth century, there existed ‘layer upon 

layer of political, legal, cultural and economic decisions which had… preserved 

some ancient features’ (Macfarlane 2002, p. 91). Indeed, as Béteille (1979, p. 542) 

puts it, ‘the more closely… [one] examines the Western past, the less sharp 

appears its contrast with the Western present’ (see also Macfarlane 1993, p. 11).  

 

Thus, it becomes evident that the influence of democracy, individualism, 

capitalism, and consumerism on romantic love, marriage, and the family is a 

complex matter. Changes over time rely on previously learned understandings of 

these areas, which are ‘freighted with emotion and motivation’ (Strauss & Quinn 

1997, p. 209). Strauss and Quinn (1997, p. 209) hypothesise that people’s 

conceptions of romantic love and marriage, in particular, are highly resilient over 

the course of people’s lives and throughout history, because of the strong 

emotions and motivations that are attached to them. This resilience, they argue, 

occurs because ‘emotionally salient experiences and distinctive personal 

outlooks’ influence how ideas are internalised and expressed (Strauss & Quinn 

1997, p. 228). Thus, they say that ‘we should not underestimate the historical 

continuity’ of older understandings with newer ones (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 

207). 

 

Conceptions of cultural shifts in love, marriage, and the family 

While some have sought to explain the origins and causes of historical changes, 

others have attempted to describe them. Central to these shifts were the related 

ideas of marriage for love, the equality of love relationships, as well as free choice 

in regard to one’s partner, separate to the interests of one’s family members and 

wider society (Coontz 2006b, p. 5). More and more, ‘marriage came to be seen as 

a private relationship between two individuals’ (Coontz 2006b, p. 146). 
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Furthermore, while romantic love and intimacy were increasingly seen as 

necessary and desirable within marriage, their desirability was also extended 

beyond marriage (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 1995, p. 184; Goode 1959, p. 42; 

Hochschild 2003a, p. 123; Illouz 1997, p. 39; 2012, p. 2; Wardlow & Hirsch 2006, 

p. 8). Thus, there emerged in Western societies what Goode (1959, p. 42) has 

labelled a ‘romantic love complex’. This manifested in the ‘virtual necessity’ of 

love within courtship and marriage, and the inappropriateness of selecting a 

partner based on social, rather than romantic, interests (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 

1995, p. 50; Goode 1959, p. 42; Hochschild 2003a, p. 123; Illouz 2012, p. 2). As 

Macfarlane (1987, p. 123) has put it, ‘the person one marries should be the person 

one has previously loved’ and ‘the person one loves should be the person one 

marries’ (see also Gillis 1985, p. 310). Thus, marriage today is envisioned as ‘the 

institutional realization of love’ (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 193). 

 

A large number of theorists have described this shift in the organisation of 

romantic love, marriage, and the family.5 Shorter (1975) and Stone (1977), whose 

works I discussed above, have looked upon these changes in a highly positive 

light, seeing love-based marriages as ‘our liberation from bondage to kin, peer 

group, and community, which they see as having for centuries limited the human 

capacity for real love and self-fulfillment’ (Gillis 1985, p. 3). Shorter (1975, p. 17) 

suggests that around the French Revolution a shift occurred in Western Europe, 

from the ‘traditional’ to the ‘modern’ family (although the exact date was subject 

to a great deal of regional variation). This shift was characterised by greater 

privacy, growing individualism, more choice with regard to one’s partner and the 

number of children one has, as well as the idealisation of romantic love in 

                                                 
5 The theorists I discuss here focus on how certain features of modern Western societies, such as 

capitalism, influenced people’s conceptions of romantic love, marriage, and the family. Others, 

however, have posited that the establishment of the ‘private’ realm, and romantic love within it, 

was a reaction against historical changes that enabled people to escape the harshness of 

competitive individualism and other alienating features of the modern world (Zinn & Eitzen 1990, 

p. 223; see also Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 1995, p. 178; Dowd & Pallotta 2000, p. 571–2; Lindholm 

2001, p. 345). The materialisation of the private realm, as opposed to the public realm, was seen 

by these theorists as reflected in an increase in the intensity of relationships, a rise in the need for 

intimacy, and a growing idealisation of romantic love in marriage (Luhmann 1986, p. 12; Matthijs 

2002, p. 119; Skolnick 1983, p. 122; Zinn & Eitzen 1990, p. 223).  
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marriage and, from the 1960s, a shift in sexual attitudes. Stone (1977) writes of 

the transition in England, from the sixteenth century onwards, from the ‘open 

lineage family’, to the ‘restricted patriarchal nuclear family’, and, finally, to the 

‘closed domesticated nuclear family’. The last of these, he suggests, was organised 

according to the principles of privacy, personal autonomy, and sexual pleasure 

(Stone 1977, p. 681). 

 

More recent theorisations have focused strongly on the role of individualism in 

contemporary relationships. One understanding, which remains popular amongst 

contemporary researchers, is that of Burgess and others (Burgess & Cottrell 1939, 

p. 261; Burgess & Locke 1953, pp. 22–5, 98–9; Burgess & Wallin 1954, p. 261), 

who claimed that there occurred a cultural transition from ‘institutional’ to 

‘companionate’ marriage, beginning in the nineteenth century. Amato and 

colleagues (2009, p. 70) have extended this argument, identifying a more recent 

stage of ‘individualistic marriage’. As such, they posit that marriage shifted away 

from a ‘formal institution that meets the needs of the larger society’, an 

arrangement typified by the ‘instrumental’, European marriage pattern (Amato et 

al. 2009, p. 70; Van de Putte et al. 2009, p. 1236). It then became ‘a companionate 

relationship that meets the needs of the couple and their children’, but one that 

does not require children per se (Amato et al. 2009, p. 70; Burgess & Cottrell 

1939, p. 261). Finally, Amato and colleagues (2009, p. 70) argue that 

individualistic marriage emerged as a ‘private pact that meets the psychological 

needs of individual spouses’ (Amato et al. 2009, p. 70). These forms of marriage 

are not always considered distinct, however, and marriage in both the past and 

present has had institutional and individualistic characteristics (Amato et al. 

2009, p. 244).  

 

In regard to individualistic marriage, Amato and colleagues (2009, p. 70) argue 

that this form of marriage is characterised by a series of five demographic 

changes that ‘reflect the continuing shift toward greater individualism and 

choice’. These are: the spread of premarital cohabitation, the trend toward 

marriage at a later age, the growing proportion of second or later marriages, the 

increase in the amount of people whose parents are divorced, and the 

increasingly high proportion of couples who enter into heterogamous marriages, 
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where partners’ ages, racial backgrounds, religions, or so on differ (Amato et al. 

2009, pp. 70, 88–9). Yet several of these trends were counter to the nineteenth 

century shifts that I outlined above, toward both marital age homogamy and an 

earlier age at marriage (Van de Putte et al. 2009, p. 1250). Thus, it appears that 

historical shifts have not been unilinear (Gillis 1985, p. 4). 

 

Individualistic understandings of marriage, Amato and colleagues (2009, p. 16) 

have claimed, are based on the premise that ‘people have an intrinsic need to 

express their innermost feelings, and that close relationships exist primarily to 

enhance individual satisfaction and maximize psychological growth’ (see also 

Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 1995, pp. 50–1; see also Bellah et al. 1985, p. 89; Illouz 

2012, p. 4). In addition, couple relationships were seen as needing to fulfil 

people’s sexual desires, as well as their desire for spiritual meaning, intimacy, and 

emotional security (Langford 1999, p. 3).  

 

This view, labelled ‘expressive individualism’, became widely accepted in the 

1960s and 1970s, and was accompanied by a growing permissiveness in regard to 

sexual behaviour, particularly among females (Amato et al. 2009, pp. 4, 71). 

Bellah and colleagues (1985, pp. 100, 101–2, 107) link this (and other forms of 

individualism) to the emergence of what they call a ‘therapeutic attitude’ (or 

therapeutic ideal of love), which followed on from a more ‘traditional’ view of 

love and marriage characterised by obligation and commitment. They describe 

the therapeutic attitude as the conception that partners are each other’s 

therapists, ‘each willing to listen, to understand, to accept the other’s weaknesses, 

and in turn… to share their own anxieties and fears’ (Bellah et al. 1985, p. 101; see 

also Giddens 1992, pp. 190-1). This understanding is reflected in Giddens’ (1992, 

pp. 190–1) notion of the ‘pure relationship’, which involve partners opening out 

to each other, enjoying each other’s unique qualities, and sustaining trust through 

mutual disclosure. However, Bellah and colleagues (1985, p. 109) report clashes 

between traditional and therapeutic attitudes, suggesting that their co-existence 

has brought about confusion and difficulty in contemporary relationships (Bellah 

et al. 1985, p. 109). Illouz (2012, p. 4) has also critiqued the influence of therapy 

on love and marriage. She suggests that the psychoanalysis and psychotherapy of 

the twentieth century ‘played a crucial role in relegating the realm of the romantic 
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and the erotic to the individual’s private responsibility’ (Illouz 2012, p. 4; see also 

Gillis 1985, p. 320). 

 

In examining the trend toward more ‘individualistic’ relationships, many theorists 

have suggested that this trend is linked to an increase in gender equality, dating 

back to the eighteenth or nineteenth century and gaining momentum in the 1960s 

and 1970s (Amato et al. 2009, p. 173; Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 1995, pp. 23–4; 

Burgess & Wallin 1954, p. 261; Shorter 1975, p. 259). For instance, Giddens 

(1992, p. 195) sees contemporary relationships as increasingly ‘democratised’: 

democratisation referring to ‘the spread of passionate love to the masses’, as well 

as ‘the growing application of [the] principles of justice and fairness to love 

relationships’ (Langford 1999, p. 18). He argues that has been a contemporary 

shift towards pure relationships, which are ‘relationship[s] of sexual and 

emotional equality’ (Giddens 1992, p. 2). These are freely entered into or left on 

the basis of individual satisfaction (Giddens 1992, p. 58). Thus, pure relationships 

are thought of as contracts between free and equal individuals, open to ongoing 

negotiation (Giddens 1992, pp. 58, 192; see also Amato et al. 2009, p. 16; Beck & 

Beck-Gernsheim 1995, pp. 98, 191; Bellah et al. 1985, p. 107; Langford 1999, p. 

xii; Leahy 2002, pp. 25-7; Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 178). Here, a presumption is 

made that equality follows freedom of choice (Illouz 1997, pp. 86, 175; Langford 

1999, p. 12). It is also assumed that where there is inequality, authentic intimacy 

cannot exist (Giddens 1992, pp. 94, 156; see also Dimen 1989, p. 34; Zinn & Eitzen 

1990, p. 227). Indeed, love is imagined to destabilise the social order, as it 

‘challenges an essential regulatory mechanism of any social group, kinship’ (Illouz 

1997, p. 8; see also Langford 1999, p. 42; Lindholm 2001, p. 345). 

 

Yet freedom of choice in regard to one’s partner may not necessarily ensure 

greater equality within marriages or relationships. Partners may form and 

maintain unequal power relations within their ‘freely chosen’ relationships. 

Indeed, although equality is presented as an ideal in contemporary Western 

societies, some theorists have suggested that couples conceal their inequalities 

rather than subvert them (Amato et al. 2009, pp. 145, 149; Beck & Beck-

Gernsheim 1995, pp. 26–7; Jamieson 1999, p. 485; Langford 1999, p. 20; 

Mansfield & Collard 1988, p. 230). Some, such as Langford (1999, p. 5), see 
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contemporary romantic love and patriarchal power as inherently linked (see also 

Bertilsson 1991, p. 320; Duncombe & Marsden 1993, pp. 230–1). Illouz (2012, p. 

5) elaborates, saying that romantic love is a cultural practice ‘through which 

women are made to accept (and “love”) their submission to men’. 

 

Beck and Beck-Gernsheim’s (1995) view of individualism and gender relations is 

also of interest. They posit that Western societies are undergoing a process of 

‘individualisation’. Like Bellah and colleagues (1985, p. 109), they suggest that 

these changes, particularly in regard to gender roles, have resulted in confusion 

and conflict (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 1995, pp. 24–5; Gillis 1985, p. 319). 

Accordingly, they state that: 

 

Individual competitiveness and mobility, encouraged by the job 

market, run up against the opposite expectations at home 

where one is expected to sacrifice one’s own interests for 

others and invest in the collective project called family. So two 

epochs organized on opposite lines and value systems—

modernity and counter-modernity, market efficiency and family 

support—are welded together, complementing, conditioning 

and contradicting each other (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 1995, p. 

26, emphasis added). 

 

They therefore suggest that the understandings and practices associated with 

romantic love are contradictory, yet connected (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 1995, p. 

26). They also suggest that contradictions are temporary and transitional, an 

argument that I will challenge on the basis of my findings (see also Holmes 2004, 

pp. 184–5; Quinn 1996, p. 395). Indeed, they assume that society requires an 

internal, coherent logic (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 1995, p. 144). Yet these tensions 

may extend deep into European history. During this time, they do not appear to 

have fostered widespread chaos or continuous, sweeping change. 

 

Illouz (1997, 2007) has a slightly different view of today’s relationships, focusing 

on control and choice. She suggests that the ‘consumerist motive of “freedom of 

choice”’, and an emphasis on pleasure, has perverted romantic practices (Illouz 
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1997, pp. 150–1, 173; see also Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 1995, pp. 155–6; Wardlow 

& Hirsch 2006, p. 16). Illouz (1997, p. 11) contends that romantic love has 

become associated with commodity consumption although, as seen above, 

Campbell (1987) argues that consumerism and romanticism have always been 

linked. Indeed, Illouz (1997, p. 2) herself suggests that romantic love is an 

‘indispensable’ accompaniment to the ‘emergence of the mass market’. She sees it 

as the ‘arena within which the social divisions and the cultural contradictions of 

capitalism are played out’ (Illouz 1997, p. 2). 

 

In discussions of change within the realms of romantic love, marriage, and the 

family, divorce is a commonly cited issue. So-called ‘high’ divorce rates have 

frequently been used to highlight contemporary people’s separation from each 

other, and the weakening and interchangeability of relationships more generally 

(Bauman 2003, pp. vii, xii, 36; Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 1995, pp. 4, 11, 14, 16, 

170; Burgess & Wallin 1954, p. 259; Giddens 1992, p. 61). Giddens (1992), for 

instance, claims that the increasingly high rate of dissolution amongst couples is a 

(not undesirable) product of the fragility of their pure relationships (Jamieson 

1999, p. 486). Yet several theorists have critiqued this view that relationships 

today are weakening (Holmes 2004, pp. 188–9; Jamieson 1999, p. 486). As Beck 

and Beck-Gernsheim (1995, p. 171) have also said: 

 

[C]onvincing illustrations of the disintegration of marriage 

and family life are countered by equally convincing 

illustrations of how extremely important these two 

institutions remain. Rising divorce figures which 

apparently show the end of marriages are answered by 

high remarriage rates, proving how attractive marriage still 

is. 

 

These critiques are strengthened by evidence from Australia, showing that 

divorce rates have remained stable or even decreased slightly since the early 

1980s, while the median duration of marriages prior to divorce or separation 

increased from the late 1980s (ABS 2007c, pp. 139–40; 2010, pp. 215–6). This is 

further supported by research undertaken in the United States, revealing the 
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efforts undertaken by couples so that their relationships might continue (Bellah 

et al. 1985, p. 118; Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 183). As Strauss and Quinn (1997, p. 

183) say: 

 

[L]ong enough experience of high divorce rates, while not 

making successive generations any less desirous of lasting 

marriages, might make divorce seem more unavoidable and 

acceptable to them, and less appropriately understood in 

terms of individual striving and individual success or 

failure. 

 

For the time being, however, marriage continues to be an extremely important 

institution, with couples often going to great lengths to preserve theirs. Indeed, 

according to May (1980, p. 162), who writes about the United States, rising 

divorce rates in the early twentieth century ‘did not indicate a rejection of 

marriage; rather, it reflected the increased personal desires that matrimony was 

expected to satisfy, especially for women’.  

 

It is important to note that in the context of contemporary societies, it is no longer 

adequate to speak of romantic love in the context of marriage alone. While 

romantic love is seen as an ideal aspect of marriage today, marriage is not 

considered to be necessary within love relationships (Amato et al. 2009, p. 240). 

Instead, marriage is increasingly considered ‘an optional and soluble sign of 

commitment to someone with whom one has fallen in love’ (Langford 1999, p. 3). 

Further to this, marriage has also become separated from ‘the family’, in that 

having children is not necessarily taken as given, although I would argue having 

children remains the norm (Bellah et al. 1985, p. 89). The changing cultural 

understandings discussed above also made it less difficult, and less unattractive, 

for couples to remain unmarried while living together (Amato et al. 2009, p. 71).6 

In spite of this, marriage has remained closely associated with romantic love, with 

                                                 
6 These shifting understandings led to corresponding changes in family law. In Australia, for 

instance, there have been numerous legal changes since the mid-1970s, ‘provid[ing]… legal 

recognition of de facto partnerships’, and therefore ‘reducing the legal and financial need to 

marry’ (ABS 2009, p. 9). 
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the latter often motivating people to continue their marriages (Strauss & Quinn 

1997, p. 192). All this suggests that shared understandings of love and marriage 

are more complicated than is often claimed by theorists.  

 

Thus, it appears that the history of romantic love, marriage, and the family is 

characterised by cultural continuities, contradictions, and changes. My 

understanding of these features of relationships is in keeping with Hochschild’s 

(2003a, p. 125) conception of capitalism: she says that ‘[t]hrough how it makes us 

see relations, define experience, and manage feeling’, it ‘insinuates its way into 

the very core of our being’, as well as being mutually shaped by interpersonal 

relationships and emotions (some of which will be more or less influential than 

others) (see also Strauss & Quinn 1997). Her argument fits well with Strauss and 

Quinn’s (1997) connectionist perspective, in that it highlights the interaction 

between culture-in-persons and public culture. As such, existing cultural 

understandings will influence what sorts of changes are brought about by 

demographic or economic shifts. 

 

While the accounts of romantic love, marriage, and the family discussed above are 

of great value, I argue for an approach that emphasises cultural continuity to a 

greater extent, and accounts for complexity within the context of relationships. As 

such, I suggest a focus on how contradictions in people’s understandings are 

resolved through ‘socially approved synthesis’ (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 213).7 

Strauss and Quinn (1997, p. 179) supply one example of how such a resolution 

may occur. They, like a number of others who write about romance and marriage 

in the United States, do so by identifying ‘cultural models’: that is, ‘working 

models’ for activity in the world (Strauss & Quinn 1997, pp. 139–40; for examples 

                                                 
7 Other theorists who focus on contradiction, without necessarily problematising it, include Illouz 

(1997, p. 188), who writes about how contemporary romantic relationships are seen as both 

controlled and uncontrolled (an argument I discuss further in Chapter Five). Bauman (2003, p. 

viii) also posits a contradiction in today’s romantic relationships: contemporary Western people 

are ‘desperate to “relate”; yet wary of the state of “being related”’, ‘since they fear that such a state 

may… severely limit the freedom they need… to relate’ (emphasis added; for further examples see 

Bruckner 2012, p. 20; Campbell 1987, pp. 9, 11; Holmes 2004, p. 186). 
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see Holland 1992; Holland & Eisenhart 1990; Holland & Skinner 1987; Quinn 

1987).  

 

Strauss and Quinn (1997, p. 178) write of an enduring historical contradiction, in 

the discourse surrounding marriage, between expectations of lastingness and 

fulfilment (see also Quinn 1996). Some social scientists, they say, have 

interpreted this contradiction as evidence of a shift from one understanding of 

relationships to another (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 162; Quinn 1996, p. 395). 

However, they suggest that people’s shared understandings of lastingness and 

fulfilment ‘form a complex schema’, which is highly motivating and ‘rooted in… 

early experience’ (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 190; see also Hochschild 2003a, p. 

121; Holland 1992, p. 62; Holland & Eisenhart 1990, pp. 19–20, 133). This schema 

suggests that marital difficulties should be overcome through effort, and thus 

provides a solution to the contradictory understandings of marital lastingness 

and fulfilment (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 163; Quinn 1996, p. 402).  

 

Strauss and Quinn (1997, pp. 175, 177) posit that the schemas that tend to be 

adopted are those that are useful in frequently encountered tasks. The 

pervasiveness of this understanding—that marital difficulties can be overcome by 

effort—suggests that it is widely used and useful (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 138). I 

argue that the contradictory schemas I identify in my thesis are similarly 

widespread, and that these contradictions are also resolved through ‘socially 

approved synthesis’ (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 213). This perspective 

acknowledges the complexity of historical change, as have some of the theorists 

discussed above (Campbell 1987, pp. 9, 11; Gillis 1985; Macfarlane 1987, 1993, 

2002; Strauss & Quinn 1997). 

 

Theoretical and conceptual approaches to age-dissimilar relationships 

 

Unlike the research into romantic relationships, it is quantitative researchers who 

have conducted a large proportion of the studies undertaken on age-dissimilar 

relationships. This research is based upon census data, marriage or divorce 

records, and, to a much lesser extent, convenience samples, ethnographies, or 

case studies (Berardo et al. 1993, pp. 94–5). When such studies have examined 



 53 

Western history, age dissimilarities (especially ones where the male is older) 

have commonly been associated with inequality, instrumentality, and patriarchy 

(Van de Putte et al. 2009, pp. 1235, 1238; see also Atkinson & Glass 1985; 

Wheeler & Gunter 1987). Indeed, as discussed above, the emergence of the 

marital ideals of romantic love and equality was associated with a shift away from 

marital age dissimilarities in nineteenth century Europe (Berardo et al. 1993, pp. 

97, 104; Casterline et al. 1986, p. 374; Van de Putte et al. 2009, pp. 1235, 1238, 

1250). Today, however, the increasing proportion of age-dissimilar marriages in 

the West has often been viewed as evidence of greater freedom of partner choice 

and, in the case of female-older relationships, greater gender equality (Amato et 

al. 2009, pp. 70, 87–9; Hancock et al. Tomassini 2003, pp. 21, 25; Pyke & Adams 

2010, p. 749; Van Leeuwen & Maas 2002, p. 119). Thus, the relationship between 

age dissimilarity and romantic love appears to be a complicated one. 

 

Below, I discuss some of the theories and concepts that have underpinned much 

of contemporary quantitative research into these relationships (Berardo et al. 

1993, p. 96). These include exchange theory, resource theory, homogamy, the 

marriage squeeze, and the double standard of ageing. Proponents of these theories 

or concepts, however, tend to make a number of assumptions regarding the 

quality of age-dissimilar relationships. Furthermore, such research has a 

relatively narrow view of historical change, and emphasises what changes 

occurred rather than why they occurred. Yet, as I show, there is a small amount of 

qualitative research into age-dissimilar relationships that has occurred. Finally, in 

exploring both quantitative and qualitative research, I draw attention to theorists’ 

conceptions of freedom of choice, equality, similarity and difference, and the 

benefit of relationships to ‘individuals’. Below, I simply outline these theories and 

concepts of age-dissimilar couples. I return to discuss them in greater depth 

throughout my thesis. 

 

Quantitative research on age-dissimilar relationships 

As I showed in Chapter One, it has been well established that male-older 

partnerships tend to be more common than female-older ones, both throughout 

history and across cultures. Many researchers have argued that this tendency is 

the outcome of a biological imperative, whereby older males seek out young, 
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fertile females to bear their children, and younger females seek out older males 

with access to resources that will benefit both them and their children (Fielder & 

Huber 2007, p. 689; Pixley et al. 2007, p. 2; Rosenfeld 2005, pp. 1284–5).8 This 

argument has its basis in exchange theory, which claims that ‘a person with one 

valuable characteristic may marry someone with another, different valuable 

characteristic, resulting in a difference between spouses on both’ (Pixley et al. 

2007, p. 2; see also Illouz 1997, p. 210). Based on what are perceived as valuable 

characteristics in males and females, exchange theory predicts that ‘men with 

high status and earnings’ will marry ‘women of great physical beauty’, and vice 

versa (Rosenfeld 2005, pp. 1284–5). Here, feminine beauty is assumed to be 

linked with youth (Pyke & Adams 2010, p. 751; Sontag 1972, p. 33; Zinn & Eitzen 

1990, p. 228). Thus, exchange theorists see intimate relationships as comparable 

to trade or economic exchange (Pixley et al. 2007, p. 2; Rosenfeld 2005, pp. 1284–

5).  

 

Resource theory draws on exchange perspectives, though it is more specific in its 

focus (Pyke & Adams 2010, p. 750). It was made popular by Blood and Wolfe in 

1960. They argued that if one spouse has greater access to resources, it follows 

that they will possess more power in their relationship (Blood & Wolfe 1960, pp. 

14–5). In its classical form, resource theory emphasises the material, and explains 

power in terms of economic resources and occupational status (Pyke & Adams 

2010, p. 750). It is therefore assumed that wives who are not engaged in paid 

employment will have less power than those who are (Pyke 1994, p. 74). 

Resource theory also equates greater age with increased access to economic 

resources and occupational status, and thus greater age is seen as producing 

greater power (Presser 1975, pp. 202–3; Pyke & Adams 2010, p. 750; Sontag 

1972, pp. 37–8). The tendency for most husbands to be older than their wives is 

seen as just one of the ways that male dominance is established and maintained in 

contemporary marriages (Presser 1975, p. 203; see also Atkinson & Glass 1985, p. 

                                                 
8 Research on relationship formation supports this argument up to a point, with males being found 

to value physical attractiveness more than intelligence or ambition in females, and females placing 

greater emphasis on qualities such as earning potential, intelligence, ambition, and social status in 

males (Fisman et al. 2006, p. 675; Jankowiak & Paladino 2008, pp. 24–5). That is not to say that 

such patterns are necessarily based upon biological difference, however. 
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690; Berardo et al. 1993, pp. 97, 104; Casterline et al. 1986, p. 374; Zinn & Eitzen 

1990, p. 281). This argument underpins the way that the cross-cultural decrease 

in average marital age differences is understood by researchers. 

 

Many social scientists refute exchange theory on the grounds that it seems that 

those with different resources are most likely to mate, a claim not supported by 

research. Resource theory, however, does not directly contradict observed 

patterns in marriage, which explains its popularity among age homogamy 

theorists. Evidence consistently shows that ‘married partners tend to be [much] 

the same on every dimension except gender’, that is, there is generally a strong 

tendency towards homogamy (Rosenfeld 2005, p. 1286). The concept of 

homogamy, also known as assortative mating, suggests that people, as products of 

cultural ‘conditioning’, will generally seek partnerships with those similar to 

themselves (Drefahl 2010, p. 313). Furthermore, people are far more likely to 

form partnerships with those with whom they have regular social contact, and 

these people are likely to be similar to them (Bytheway 1981, p. 926; Pixley et al. 

2007, p. 1).9 However, although marital homogamy is a widely discussed concept 

in sociology, age is often ignored in favour of factors such as race, religion, and 

socio-economic status (Fisman et al. 2006; Rosenfeld 2005). Cross-cultural 

research showing that males are, on average, slightly older than their female 

partners, is perhaps the reason why homogamy theorists have tended to overlook 

age.  

 

This brings us to a less well-known concept, known as the double standard of 

ageing, which overtly deals with issues of gender, age, and power. Theorists who 

speak of a double standard of ageing suggest that ‘men are less penalised for 

ageing than women’ (Drefahl 2010, p. 314; see also Sontag 1972). Those 

advocating this perspective postulate that, as a result of this, male-older 

marriages are far more frequent than female-older ones (Berardo et al. 1993, p. 

                                                 
9 However, there is a tendency for females to marry males of higher status, and for males to marry 

females of lower status (Zinn & Eitzen 1990, p. 231). This tendency has been called the ‘mating 

gradient’, which, it is often argued, is brought about by the ‘cultural mandate’ for males to be 

older, taller, heavier, more intelligent, and wealthier than their partners (Zinn & Eitzen 1990, pp. 

231–3).  
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96; Veevers 1998, p. 169). Furthermore, this concept may help to explain why 

there is far greater variation in age at marriage for males, as opposed to females 

(Berardo et al. 1993, p. 96; Drefahl 2010, p. 314; Sontag 1972, p. 31). While the 

growing proportion of female-older relationships may counter this to some 

extent, such relationships remain rare when compared with male-older ones (ABS 

1997, p. 27; Berardo et al. 1993, p. 97; Gunter & Wheeler 1986, p. 52; Hancock et 

al. 2003, p. 25). Unfortunately, very little research has been conducted on the 

ways in which age-dissimilar relationships are understood by wider society (for 

examples see Appendix B; Cowan 1984).  

 

Finally, the observation that age preferences and partner choices can vary 

throughout the life course has led to the formation of a concept known as the 

marriage squeeze (Pixley et al. 2007, p. 2). This concept is based on the idea that 

‘the supply and demand of partners forces the individuals [sic] to broaden or 

narrow the age range of acceptable partners’ (Drefahl 2010, p. 314). When 

partners of an appropriate age are not available, people compensate by ‘crossing 

traditional age boundaries to select a mate’ (Berardo et al. 1993, p. 102; 

Blumstein & Schwartz 1983, p. 32). Veevers (1998, p. 169) has examined 

Canadian marriage statistics, and suggests that the social norm that husbands 

should be slightly older than their wives may result in a marriage squeeze, or a 

lack of available male partners, for females as they grow older (see also Bytheway 

1981; Pixley et al. 2007). This is compounded by population growth over 

generations: for females, there are often ‘fewer men born to the generation 

directly preceding them, and so the ratio of women to men who are a few years 

older… is unfavorable’ (Blumstein & Schwartz 1983, p. 32).10 However, Casterline 

and colleagues (1986, p. 374) have argued that ‘demographic determinants’ like 

those mentioned above ‘are of less importance in explaining variation between 

societies than are social-structural factors’.  

 

                                                 
10 Other factors said to bring about a marriage squeeze include the different fertility profiles and 

mortality rates of males and females (Veevers 1988, pp. 170–1). 



 57 

Assumptions of quantitative research on age-dissimilar relationships 

Researchers have continually investigated the possibility of a link between age-

dissimilar relationships and lower levels of marital quality and satisfaction 

(Amato et al. 2009; Blood & Wolfe 1960; Bumpass & Sweet 1972; Zinn & Eitzen 

1990). Such a trend is assumed to occur not only in age-dissimilar relationships, 

but in all heterogamous relationships (Berardo et al. 1993, p. 99; Zinn & Eitzen 

1990, pp. 275–6). The link between homogamy and a high degree of marital 

quality is based on the previously mentioned assumption that people with similar 

characteristics will adjust more easily to one another (Zinn & Eitzen 1990, p. 

276). For instance, Blood and Wolfe’s (1960, p. 111) research into families in the 

United States, conducted in the mid-1950s, draws links between homogamy and 

high levels of marital satisfaction.  

 

However, other research suggests that age dissimilarities and marital 

dissatisfaction are not necessarily linked (Amato et al. 2009, pp. 87, 89–90; 

Jorgensen & Klein 1979; Vera et al. 1985). Vera and colleagues’ (1985) research, 

which they conducted in the United States, found that when gender, age, race, and 

socio-economic status were accounted for, there were no significant differences 

in marital quality and stability between age-dissimilar couples and age-similar 

ones (Vera et al. 1985, p. 563). They measured age dissimilarities along several 

different lines, defining them as eleven year or greater male-older relationships, 

as well as four year or greater male-older and female-older relationships. 

Jorgensen and Klein’s (1979) research, also conducted in the United States, found 

that there was no link between age-similarity in couples and similarity in marital 

values and role expectations. Here, ‘somewhat heterogamous’ couples were those 

with a two- to three-year age difference, and ‘very heterogamous’ couples were 

those with a four-year or greater age difference (Jorgensen & Klein 1979, p. 58). It 

is also possible that any increase in disharmony amongst age-dissimilar couples 

might be explained by these relationships being less socially acceptable. This view 

is supported by Amato and colleagues’ (2009, pp. 87, 89–90) research, which 

shows that age heterogamous marriages (defined as ten year male-older or four 

year female-older) were less strongly associated with dissatisfaction in 2000 than 

they were in 1980. It is widely accepted that, in this time period, heterogamy in 
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general became more socially acceptable and increasingly common in Western 

contexts such as Australia (ABS 1997, p. 29; Amato et al. 2009, p. 87).  

 

Qualitative research on age-dissimilar relationships 

The research on age-dissimilar couples, discussed above, enables one to better 

understand how various factors might influence partner choices and preferences. 

However, such research fails to provide insights into why certain patterns or 

shifts emerge. It does not enable us to gain insights into people’s views, as 

research based upon interviews does (Kvale 1996, p. 2). The closest theorists 

come to explaining these changes occur when they refer to the increased 

acceptance of age-dissimilar relationships. Furthermore, although concepts such 

as age homogamy, a marriage squeeze, and a double standard of ageing may be 

helpful when examining certain aspects of age-dissimilar relationships, they 

provide only a partial understanding of these relationships, and tend to contradict 

one another. Resource and exchange theories have similar problems. Although 

they begin to examine why age-dissimilar relationships might exist, as well as 

what features might characterise them, in my view these theorists’ 

understandings of power are far too limited. Thus, I believe that the method of 

interviewing, rather than surveying or statistical analysis, can best fill the gaps in 

the existing body of research on age-dissimilar relationships. 

 

There are a very small number of studies that make use of qualitative methods, 

such as interviewing, to gain insight into those currently or previously in age-

dissimilar relationships. One example is Leahy’s (2002) research on sexual 

relationships between those aged over sixteen and those aged under sixteen, as 

well as Yuill’s (2004) similar work that focuses specifically on male homosexual 

relationships. Another interview study that is relevant to my own research was 

conducted by Pyke and Adams (2010), who examined male-older marriages in 

the United States. In the late 1980s, they interviewed eight married couples with 

age differences of at least ten years (Pyke & Adams 2010, pp. 756–7). Their 

findings suggested that current theories of age-dissimilar relationships, 

particularly resource theory, are often overly simplistic, and that numerous 

factors may contribute to the power dynamics in people’s relationships (Pyke & 

Adams 2010, p. 754). I discuss Pyke and Adams (2010) further in Chapter Six, 
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where I specifically examine the interaction of gender, age, and power in age-

dissimilar relationships. 

 

In my discussion of current theories of age-dissimilar relationships, I have 

highlighted a number of areas relevant to my thesis as a whole. Among these is 

the notion that one’s relationship should be equal and one’s partner freely 

chosen. Some marriage squeeze theorists, for instance, suggest that the growing 

status of females in Western societies made it increasingly acceptable for older, 

single females to search for younger, male partners (Berardo et al. 1983, p. 76). 

Researchers of the double standard of ageing, meanwhile, highlight persistent 

gender inequalities and limitations to females’ choice of partners. My discussion 

of theorists also focuses on how the ‘individual’ is benefited by their relationship, 

an understanding that is central to exchange theory and resource theory. Here, 

romantic love might be understood as ‘a disguise for the real utilitarian quest for 

power and status among maximizing entrepreneurs competing with one another 

for scarce goods—in this case, attractive sexual partners’ (Lindholm 2001, p. 

343). Finally, my analysis of the conceptualisation of age-dissimilar relationships 

focuses on similarity, compatibility, and difference. For example, homogamy 

theorists argue that people generally prefer partners who are similar to 

themselves (Bytheway 1981, p. 926; Pixley et al. 2007, p. 1). Exchange theorists, 

meanwhile, emphasise partners’ differences and compatibilities. 

 

Autonomy and relatedness in age-dissimilar, romantic relationships  

 

Having discussed historical and contemporary understandings of romantic love 

generally, and age-dissimilar relationships specifically, I now turn to a discussion 

of the cultural themes of autonomy and relatedness within these understandings. 

Here, I outline these two concepts, and how they have previously been used by 

social scientists. Based on such studies, I define these terms in the context of 

romantic relationships. Thus, I arrive at an explanation of my own usage of these 

concepts, in the context of my thesis. 
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Defining autonomy and relatedness 

Social scientists have discussed the concept of autonomy extensively. It has been 

variously defined as self-determination, self-governance, and independence from 

other people, and is commonly associated with choice and freedom from others’ 

influence (Collins Dictionary of Sociology 2001; Dagger 2001; Giddens 1992, p. 

185; Kagitcibasi 2005, p. 403; Rapport & Overing 2000, p. 299; Williams 2008, p. 

72; World of Sociology, Gale 2006). The original term was most often used to refer 

to self-governing states or political units, and was only occasionally applied to 

people (Dagger 2001). Although this early usage remains, contemporary 

discussions of the concept tend to emphasise personal autonomy, a change that 

may in fact reflect a broader shift toward a growing concern with the individual 

across Western contexts (Dagger 2001; Williams 2008, p. 77).  

 

Autonomy is afforded a central place within Western societies, and has been 

widely studied in such contexts (Sahlins 2011b, p. 231; Taylor 1989, p. 14; for 

examples see Kagitcibasi 2005, p. 403; Williams 2008, p. 68). Many Western 

theorists who discuss the term posit that ‘individuals’, first and foremost, possess 

the capacity to be autonomous (Collins Dictionary of Sociology 2001; Nedelsky 

1989, pp. 7, 10; Rapport & Overing 2000, p. 299; World of Sociology, Gale 2006). 

Such a view of autonomy envisions people as isolated, unique, and independent 

from one another (Carsten 2004, p. 96). Persons are defined by their ‘internal 

attributes’, ‘on which the uniqueness of each individual is premised’ (Carsten 

2004, p. 95). Indeed, discussions of autonomy have traditionally focused on 

Western contexts, and, as Martini (1994, p. 73) puts it, ‘Western concepts of 

autonomy stress the freedom of the person to pursue individual goals 

unencumbered by social obligations’ (see also Rapport & Overing 2000, p. 299). 

Other ways of examining autonomy are evident, however, in research conducted 

in non-Western contexts (Rogoff 2003, p. 194). In such contexts, the term is less 

often associated with isolation, tending not to be seen as opposed to relationships 

with others (Williams 2008, p. 78). I suggest that autonomy should be understood 

as a culturally specific notion (Williams 2008, p. 78). This does not mean, 

however, that we should take Western theorists’ claims at face value, and accept 

that autonomy is a perpetually increasing characteristic of Western societies. 
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The term relatedness is more recent and less established than that of autonomy 

(although similar concepts such as ‘relations’ and ‘relationships’ have always 

been central concerns of the social sciences). The term became common in the 

1990s, following Schneider (1980, 1984) and Needham’s (1971) critiques of the 

concept of kinship. They argued that the study of kinship was problematic, due to 

the assumed centrality of sexual procreation in such relationships (Needham 

1971; Schneider 1980, 1984).11 Relatedness, as a term, avoided such issues, 

although Holy (1996, p. 168) has suggested that it risks becoming so broad as to 

be ‘analytically vacuous’ (Holy 1996, p. 168). Indeed, the term encompasses a 

wide array of ‘relations’, including romantic partners, friends, sexual partners, 

and family members (Miller 2007, p. 549). 

 

Recent definitions of relatedness have therefore sought to extend what is seen as 

constituting a relationship, looking beyond biological relatedness alone (Carsten 

2000, pp. 9–14). For instance, Kagitcibasi (2005, p. 403) defines relatedness 

simply as ‘interdependence with others’, as well as associating it with similar 

terms such as surrender, communion, union, fusion, and dependency. Indeed, 

interdependence is a widely used synonym for relatedness (Fajans 2006; Rogoff 

2003). Dimen (1989, p. 39) says that it ‘connotes the personal and the 

interpersonal’, as well as the ‘particular and the pragmatic, care and nurturance, 

and invisible, ephemeral processes and feelings’ (see also Carsten 2004, p. 6). It is 

also associated with constraint, however (Miller 2007, p. 550). Also useful is 

Sahlins’ (2011a, p. 2) understanding of kinship as ‘mutuality of being’. This 

mutuality comes about through ‘shared life conditions and shared memories’ 

(Sahlins 2011a, p. 5), and it provides motivation ‘for a wide variety of practices 

distinctive of people so related’ (Sahlins 2011b, p. 230). Kinsmen, or what I would 

                                                 
11 Needham (1971) and Schneider (1980, 1984) both critiqued the assumptions made in the study 

of kinship, which were based on Euro-American folk models (Carsten 2004, p. 19). Yanagisako and 

Delaney (1995, p. 11) argue, however, that ‘[a]bandoning the assumptions that have defined… 

“kinship”… is not the same as abandoning the study of the meanings and relations previously 

confined to those domains’. Since that time, ‘new kinship’ has emerged as an area of study 

(Carsten 2000, p. 3). New kinship theorists tend to downplay the complex relationship 

terminologies of previous kinship studies, and instead focus on areas such as gender, the body, 

and personhood (Carsten 2000, p. 3). 
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call relations, ‘are persons who belong to one another, who are members of one 

another, who are co-present in each other, whose lives are joined and 

interdependent’ (Sahlins 2011a, p. 11). Carsten (2000, p. 22) summarises 

relatedness well when she refers to it as ‘a combination of sentiment, substance, 

and nurturance’ (Carsten 2000, p. 22). 

 

In discussing Western relatedness, it is necessary to distinguish between 

relationships with people and relationships to them. This understanding is 

reflected by Edwards and Strathern (2000), who make a similar distinction: being 

related and relating to others. In regard to these elements of relatedness, Miller 

(2007, pp. 536, 546) questions what scholars and the broader population mean 

when they write about ‘relationships’, and challenges universal definitions of the 

term. He showed that in London, colloquial uses of the word reflected diverse 

understandings (Miller 2007, p. 549). Yet he also found that there were clear 

‘normative ideals’ associated with particular kinds of relationships (Miller 2007, 

p. 550). He concluded that today’s relationships include: 

 

[A] whole series of expectations and idealisations of what 

the person who occupies that role should be like and how 

they should behave to us. But it is accompanied today by 

ever increasing diversity of actual relationships and 

behaviour and experiences of the ways we treat each other 

(Miller 2007, p. 551).  

 

Thus, there are dual trends toward both diversity and formality in relationships 

(Miller 2007, p. 550). Based on this, he argues for a dialectical approach.12 

 

Miller (2007, p. 535) suggests that recent discussions of relationships have been 

part of a broader trend towards seeing relationships as ‘process’ (see also Carsten 

                                                 
12 For Miller (2001, p. 3), the term ‘dialectic’ stands as a way of representing tensions and 

contradictions; it is ‘the discrepancy between the ideal and practice’ (Miller 2001, p. 3). He 

suggests, furthermore, that ‘the proper form of contemporary anthropological inquiry is 

dialectical’ (Miller 2001, p. 3). Indeed, the dialectical approach is one of several possible ways of 

exploring cultural contradictions, another being Strauss and Quinn’s (1997) perspective. 
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2004). Early discussions of kinship were concerned with structure, then function, 

and, finally, culture (Miller 2007, p. 537). Based on this, there has been a shift 

away from a view of kinship as a ‘set of normative categories’, and towards an 

understanding of kinship as flexible, negotiable, and experiential (Miller 2007, p. 

536). Miller (2007, p. 537) notes that there is a danger ‘of swinging the pendulum 

too far in the opposite direction until the other end of the kinship spectrum, that 

concerned with formalisation, normativity and fixity, in turn disappears’. Indeed, 

he was struck by the limited extent to which ‘the changing conditions of 

modernity’ had resulted in ‘fluid’ relationships (Miller 2007, p. 544).  Rather, 

flexibility and negotiation were the means through which ‘clear principles and 

formal expectations in kinship’ were maintained (Miller 2007, p. 540). 

 

Contextualising autonomy and relatedness 

For the purposes of my own research, I discuss autonomy simply as separateness, 

self-determination, independence, and freedom from the influence of other 

people (Collins Dictionary of Sociology 2001; Dagger 2001; World of Sociology, 

Gale 2006), and relatedness as the norms, ideals, experiences, and affect 

associated with relationships (Carsten 2000; Dimen 1989, p. 39; Kagitcibasi 2005, 

p. 403; Miller 2007). I argue, too, that autonomy and relatedness are relative, 

inseparable, constantly interacting, and that both might be expressed 

simultaneously (Fajans 2006, pp. 104, 107; Rasmussen 2009, p. 400; Williams 

2008, p. 65). I also suggest that they are culturally specific (Fajans 2006, p. 104; 

Rasmussen 2009, p. 400).  I discuss them as cultural themes, which are ‘spread 

across domains of experience’ and are often learned early in life (Strauss & Quinn 

1997, p. 118). 

 

In the context of my own research, it is important to note that many of the 

understandings and practices traditionally associated with autonomy are also 

tied to relatedness. People are rarely, if ever, ‘in a context that permits unqualified 

autonomy. Most of the time an individual must accommodate to conditions and 

expectations outside him- or herself and relate to others as an important 

component of social life’ (Fajans 2006, p. 107). Autonomy is frequently associated 

with ‘authority, power, fame, dominance and other qualities that have high social 

value’, which are in turn linked to relatedness (Bruckner 2012, p. 20; Fajans 2006, 
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p. 107). It is also associated with the ability or possibility of having one’s wants or 

desires met, and with making changes or influencing others (Bruckner 2012, p. 

20). Furthermore, it is seen as freedom from the constraints of wider society, 

reflected in an ability to remain uninfluenced by others. The associations made 

between autonomy and action reflects an understanding of persons as separate 

from and independent of others.  

 

It should also be mentioned that autonomy does not simply apply to personal 

autonomy; it may also apply to a particular group or entity (Rasmussen 2009; 

Williams 2008, pp. 77–8). Speaking of romantic love, Miller (2007, p. 550) argues 

that ‘being in love itself… contrary to much modern sociology, seems experienced 

more as a loss of agency than its expression’ (see also Illouz 1997, p. 192). Here, 

love itself is seen as autonomous (Illouz 1997, p. 192).  

 

Furthermore, my research shows that relatedness can be understood in a variety 

of different ways: in terms of procreation, social norms, ideals, experiences, 

constraints, dependency, sharedness, caring, emotion, and so on (Carsten 2000, p. 

22; 2004, p. 6; Dimen 1989, p. 39; Miller 2007, pp. 537, 550; Sahlins 2011a, pp. 2, 

5, 11; 2011b, p. 230). In discussing relatedness, I talk about relationships of 

various sorts, including those of couples who have separated. They are, after all, 

still ‘related’: socially and emotionally, though not legally (Beck & Beck-

Gernsheim 1995, p. 147). Much like my contention that autonomy without 

relatedness is impossible, I also suggest that the reverse is true: relationships 

occur between various, connected people or ‘individuals’, each with their own 

expectations and desires.  

 

Given that my interviewees did not employ the terms autonomy and relatedness, 

it is worth questioning their relevance to my research. Yet it is my contention that 

these terms encompass two cultural themes that were expressed by my 

interviewees. Autonomy and relatedness encapsulated the ideas that love is fated, 

relationships are chosen, and so on. Furthermore, I am in agreement with Williams 

(2008, p. 79), who suggests that such concepts are ‘too readily understood in 

theoretical terms as something absolute, something you either have or lack’. He 
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argues that such an approach ‘dissolves’ the concepts being used (Williams 2008, 

pp. 79–80). As such, I have been careful to define these concepts in my own terms. 

 

Overall, autonomy and relatedness were noticeable themes in the research 

reviewed above. This was most obvious in the literature on romantic love, which 

commonly suggested that relationships were increasingly chosen, free, 

dissolvable and, therefore, autonomous (Bellah et al. 1985; Beck & Beck-

Gernsheim 1995; Giddens 1992). Theorists of age-dissimilar relationships made 

similar claims (for examples see Amato et al. 2009; Van de Putte et al. 2009). Yet 

these researchers also pointed to the continued emphasis placed on relationships, 

romantic or otherwise (Bellah et al. 1985; Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 1995; Giddens 

1992). While autonomy tended to get much of the attention, relatedness 

remained evident but more or less ignored. 

 

Much of the literature reviewed draws attention away from the continuities and 

complexities of age-dissimilar, romantic relationships.  However, the theories and 

concepts discussed in this chapter provide the background for the discussion 

throughout the remainder of my thesis. In the following chapter, I focus on 

various norms associated with age-dissimilar, romantic relationships. These 

norms distinguished between acceptable and unacceptable relationships. I argue 

that they are linked to several cultural schemas, which are in turn connected to 

the cultural themes of autonomy and relatedness.  
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Chapter Three:  

Boundaries of a normative relationship: The dialogue 

surrounding media depictions of age-dissimilar couples 

 

 

When selecting my interviewees, I did not strictly define what constituted an age-

dissimilar relationship, as it seemed to me that this was determined by more than 

just partners’ chronological ages. In this chapter, I investigate how such 

relationships were culturally and socially defined, by exploring focus group 

participants’ understandings of the boundaries between ‘normal’ and ‘abnormal’ 

age-dissimilar relationships. I do this by drawing on the dialogue that took place 

during the two focus groups I conducted. Participants in these groups discussed 

several media depictions of age-dissimilar couples, frequently relating these 

portrayals to their own experiences. Rather than analysing the depictions 

themselves, I concentrate on participants’ conversations, with a view towards 

understanding their perspectives on normative relationships. The depicted 

couples’ characteristics, such as age and gender, influenced their perceptions, but 

certain social differences between focus group participants themselves also 

correlated with divergent understandings of these couples. In spite of these 

differences, however, they expressed similar assumptions regarding what 

constituted a normative relationship. My focus on the dialogue surrounding 

media depictions of age-dissimilar couples, then, allows me to discuss what led to 

relationships being considered ‘normal’ or otherwise. 

 

By focusing on dialogue, I avoid examining media depictions as ‘texts’ and, 

accordingly, prevent myself from imposing my own understandings on these 

depictions. Instead, I investigate groups’ discussions of the examples they were 

shown. This fits with my broader orientation, present throughout my thesis, 

toward people’s understandings of age-dissimilar, romantic relationships. In 

keeping with this orientation, I give a detailed account of each group’s dialogue, 

focusing on their discussions of a short story entitled ‘Awkward Encounters’ 

(Hambourg 2008), a brief clip from an episode of the satirical television series 

Summer Heights High (19 September 2007), and two clips from the film American 
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Beauty (2001). In doing this, I highlight comparisons that the members of both 

groups made between these depictions and their own relationships, as well as the 

relationships of people they knew.  

 

I selected these depictions based on a number of considerations. One of these was 

to use a variety of media sources. As such, the depictions included various forms 

of media: print and visual. Two depictions were of male-older relationships, and 

one was of a female-older relationship. All were produced in Western contexts: 

Australia,1 the United States, and the United Kingdom. I was also concerned with 

selecting media that could be quickly understood and, where possible, was likely 

to have been previously seen or read by participants. My primary reason for 

selecting these depictions, however, was to elicit strong reactions. The 

partnerships chosen were those likely to be seen as highly unusual, abnormal, or 

undesirable. As such, the depictions discussed should not be treated as 

representative of all media depictions of age-dissimilar couples. Rather, by 

focusing on relationships that were likely to be viewed negatively, I hoped to 

learn what characteristics were thought to make a relationship abnormal or, by 

extension, normal. Simply put, I selected media sources likely to help activate 

schemas for what relationships should and should not be like. 

 

Based on each group’s dialogue, I draw attention to the various factors that 

influenced how they saw the depicted relationships. Gender and age difference, 

for instance, informed participants’ understandings of whether a relationship was 

acceptable or normal. Furthermore, partners’ chronological ages and social roles 

(for example, student and teacher, or step-parent and step-child) influenced 

whether a relationship was thought to be acceptable. Views also varied according 

to the characteristics and experiences of participants. After addressing the 

various factors that determined whether a relationship was considered 

normative, I argue that these factors were strongly linked to participants’ 

concepts of romantic love. As discussed in Chapter Two, contemporary 

                                                 
1 I considered it necessary to include at least one depiction that was produced in an Australian 

context. Such depictions, however, are rare and generally not well known. As such, I chose a clip 

from an episode of the extremely popular and (then) recent Australian satire: Summer Heights 

High (19 September 2007). 
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understandings of romantic love presume that relationships involving this feeling 

must be freely chosen and characterised by equality. I label and discuss these 

characteristics as two cultural schemas for romantic relationships: relationships 

are chosen and love is equal.2  

 

Inherent in these schemas are the cultural themes of autonomy and relatedness. 

For instance, the ideas that relationships are chosen is underpinned by the theme 

of autonomy, in the sense that free choices are thought to occur in the absence of, 

or in spite of, the influence of others (Collins Dictionary of Sociology 2001; Dagger 

2001; World of Sociology, Gale 2006). The understanding that love is equal is also 

underpinned by this theme, in that couples in equal relationships are commonly 

thought to possess a sort of ‘mutual autonomy’ (Borovoy 2005, p. 68). Yet the idea 

that love is equal also places restrictions on people’s free choices, in that unequal 

relationships come to be seen as abnormal and undesirable. Such shared 

understandings, regarding what kinds of relationships are considered equal and 

potentially romantic, can be examined in terms of relatedness. The aspects of 

relatedness that these schemas highlight are the ‘normative ideals’ of 

relationships, elaborated on in the previous chapter (see also Miller 2007, p. 550). 

These ideals guide what is expected of people within certain roles: romantic 

partners, for instance (Miller 2007, p. 551). These expectations extend to how 

someone should behave and (as I focus on below) what they should be like: that is, 

what their age, gender, and social role should be. Thus, in this chapter I focus on 

norms of relatedness, in so far as they guide what sorts of relationships to others 

are considered appropriate (Carsten 2000; Dimen 1989, p. 39; Kagitcibasi 2005, 

p. 403; Miller 2007, pp. 550–1). 

 

Based on this, I argue that participants’ constructions of normative relationships 

reflected an understanding, evident in the aforementioned schemas, that 

relationships should be chosen and equal. Conversely, when participants thought 

these schemas had been defied, a relationship was seen as abnormal or 

unacceptable. According to them, such relationships were ruled out from being 

                                                 
2 Although these were not the only shared schemas that underpinned participants’ talk, they were 

certainly two of the most widespread. 
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romantic, and were instead considered to be based upon obsession, fear, or a 

‘crush’. Indeed, participants’ comments seemed to suggest that relationships were 

normative because they contained the ingredients necessary for romantic love. I 

would add, however, that romantic love may also have worked to justify what was 

considered normative. Thus, romantic love defined what was considered to be 

normative, and the normative defined what was considered to be romantic. This 

highlights the extent to which the romantic and the normative were interlinked. 

 

Why focus on participants’ dialogue on media depictions? 

 

Studies examining the media have frequently drawn attention to the complicated 

relationship between media products and audiences. In much of the discussion 

surrounding these relations, two widespread and opposing views appear 

(Spitulnik 1993, p. 294). First, there is the view that the media dominates 

audiences, who are relatively powerless in the processes of media consumption. 

Such arguments focus on the dominant influence of the media, concern over 

which is reflected in ongoing discussions about ‘the “dysfunctional” effects of 

television on “vulnerable” sections of the audience’, such as small children and 

adolescents (Ang 1996, p. 6). A second understanding suggests that audiences are 

active in how they interpret and choose to engage with the media. This view 

assumes ‘resistance’ on the part of the audience, highlighting the audience’s 

ability to re-interpret mainstream media messages (Ang 1996, pp. 8–9; Seaman 

1992, p. 303; Wilding 2003, p. 374). 

 

Both these theories of media audiences assume, as Wilding (2003, p. 374) says, 

that ‘media texts—at least potentially—have a direct effect on their audiences, 

and that audiences have direct relationships with those texts’. Yet the media is 

also imagined to be outside of society, rather than being recognised as a cultural 

product. Indeed, both dominance and resistance viewpoints fail to acknowledge 

the ways in which both audiences and media texts are subject to the influences of 

wider cultural understandings (Wilding 2003, p. 375). Furthermore, many 

contemporary media theories have a tendency to altogether ‘ignore the social, 

political and ideological conditions under which meaning production and 

consumption take place’ (Ang 1996, p. 19; see also Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 246; 
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Wilding 2002, pp. 6–7). Such views severely limit the potential for 

anthropological and sociological analyses of media products and their audiences. 

Spitulnik (1993, p. 293), however, has identified various ways in which 

anthropologists might examine the media: as ‘artifacts, experiences, practices, 

and processes’. When studying media, he suggests, one might look at them ‘as 

institutions, as workplaces, as communicative practices, as cultural products, as 

social activities, as aesthetic forms, and as historical developments’.  

 

Spitulnik (1993, p. 301) has also warned against ‘an overdependence on textual 

analysis’ in anthropological discussions of the media. As such, he critiques the 

presumption that ‘the anthropologist as literary critic is qualified to single-

handedly “read” the significance of films, museum displays, and popular novels’ 

(Spitulnik 1993, p. 301). Yet it should be recognised that media products reflect 

people’s widely shared cultural understandings, and critical analyses of them are 

invaluable (Strauss & Quinn 1997, pp. 245–6). Here, however, I have avoided 

discussing what media depictions themselves suggest about normative 

relationships (Wilding 2002, p. 10). Rather, I provide a largely descriptive 

overview of the media products discussed, and then focus on each group’s 

dialogue surrounding these depictions. This has enabled me to focus on 

differences between and within participants’ interpretations. 

 

Writing about the analysis of media products and their audiences, Wilding (2003, 

pp. 384-5) argues that by viewing media texts in terms of cultural schemas or 

cultural models, we may be better able to understand the processes of media 

influence and resistance (Wilding 2003, pp. 384–5). Wilding’s (2003, pp. 384–5) 

arguments reflect those of Strauss and Quinn (1997, pp. 176–7), who suggest that, 

through people’s experiences of them, aspects of public culture (such as media 

products) facilitate the spread and reinforcement of cultural understandings. This 

approach highlights people’s continuous, interactive learning of media and 

broader cultural messages (Wilding 2003, p. 385). Such an understanding of 

media influence suggests that the media can ‘contribute to’, but not ‘determine’, 

people’s understandings and behaviours (Wilding 2003, p. 385, emphasis in 

original). Furthermore, this perspective acknowledges sources of cultural 

knowledge beyond media depictions (Wilding 2003, p. 385). 
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I conducted two focus groups that examined and discussed various media 

depictions of age-dissimilar couples. Through this, I hoped to uncover 

participants’ understandings of these relationships, and gain insight into the 

variable factors that influenced them.3 The dialogue that I discuss in this chapter 

took place during the course of these focus groups, and is based on the three 

media depictions of age-dissimilar relationships. Groups ran for approximately 

one hour each, and during this time they watched the three short clips. These 

were discussed in addition to the single short story, which was read by 

participants beforehand. Participants were provided with a sheet on which they 

could write notes if they wished, and these were collected upon the conclusion of 

each group. In my analysis below, I focus on some of these written comments, 

although I primarily draw on each group’s dialogue. 

 

Most of those who volunteered for the focus groups had been in age-dissimilar 

relationships themselves, although this was not a stated requirement for those 

who wished to take part. Rather, it appeared that those with prior experience in 

such relationships were simply more interested in discussing them. Furthermore, 

most were or had been in male-older relationships. Some of the female 

participants had engaged in these relationships at quite a young age: when they 

were sixteen or seventeen years of age. Their age differences, however, were 

often smaller than those that characterised my interviewees’ relationships. The 

first focus group I conducted was female-dominated, and participants were 

relatively young, with their ages ranging from late teens to late thirties. The 

second was male-dominated, and participants were somewhat older: in their 

thirties, forties, and fifties. The first group was larger, however, and thus a high 

proportion of participants were young, female, and, in the case of both groups, 

                                                 
3 Kratz’s (2010, p. 806) description of the focus group fits well with this aim. She suggests that 

they seek to ‘capitalize on the ways that cultural categories, values, and social interactions become 

apparent through conversation and interaction’, as well as to ‘control that knowledge production 

by maintaining a central topic focus and defining a foreshortened period for discussion’ (Kratz 

2010, p. 806). She also points out that analyses of focus groups rarely address participants’ 

interactions, examining instead ‘thematic content and individual quotes’ (Kratz 2010, pp. 811, 

819). In my own analysis, I focus on both of these areas. 
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middle-class. Interestingly, many of their comments were mirrored by survey 

respondents and interviewees. This consistency suggests that I am able to make 

generalisations based on focus group participants’ comments.  

 

The first depiction that participants discussed was the short story, ‘Awkward 

Encounters’ (Hambourg 2008), published by the British newspaper The Times. 

The story was told from the perspective of a young female who had fallen in love 

with her step-father. They had met when she was nine and he was thirty, and he 

was dating her mother. He had married her mother four years later, and, as the 

step-daughter’s narration said, ‘I gave it a year before he would leave’. Her 

mother, however, had been the one to leave. After six months of marriage she had 

become bored. Of this, the step-daughter said, ‘I hated the way she exploited both 

of us in different ways. He was used as a useful babysitter while I was used to 

keep him at home, leaving her free to go out without him’. At the age of fourteen, 

the step-daughter began to get into trouble: 

 

I became a wild child. He thought it was a reaction to mum 

leaving. I knew it was to keep him too busy to meet and get 

involved with someone else. I got arrested, slept around, 

even got an ASBO4 so that we could row and then make up. 

Tears followed by cuddles—all part of a long-term plan… I 

knew what I wanted and was prepared to wait so he 

wouldn’t get into trouble (Hambourg 2008).  

 

Her step-father and mother had since divorced, and the latter had now remarried. 

As the story ended, the step-daughter was still living with her step-father. She 

said: 

 

We have a tempestuous relationship but I’m right where I 

want to be: living alone with a lonely, lovely man who 

cuddles up to me at night on the sofa—and about three 

                                                 
4 An ASBO is an ‘Anti-Social Behaviour Order’. In the United Kingdom, these are issued to those 

who have engaged in ‘anti-social behaviour’. They are generally associated with juvenile 

delinquency. 
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months away from a boozy birthday meal, after which the 

serious kissing will start (Hambourg 2008). 

 

In the final sentence, the step-daughter strongly implies that her relationship with 

her step-father is on the cusp of becoming a sexual one. As the story is written 

solely from her perspective, however, the step-father’s viewpoint remains 

unknown. 

 

The second media depiction that participants discussed was a clip from an 

episode of the Australian television series, Summer Heights High (19 September 

2007). The show is a ‘mockumentary’ (in which fictitious events were presented 

in a documentary format), and it focuses on the lives of three characters who 

attended or taught at an Australian public high school. A male comedian, Chris 

Lilley, plays all of these characters. The show is intentionally humourous in its 

approach to Australian high schools, and satirises the various kinds of people 

found within such contexts. It was also extremely popular in Australia, where it 

was first aired about a year prior to my focus groups being conducted.  

 

One of the characters portrayed in the show, Ja’mie, was a popular private school 

girl who was attending the public school as part of an exchange program. In the 

clip that was shown to the focus groups, Ja’mie had decided that she wished to 

date a boy four years younger than herself. As such, she was shown approaching 

and flirting with Sebastian, while her friends spoke directly to the camera, telling 

the audience that ‘she really wants to be the first Year Eleven girl to go out with a 

Year Seven boy’.5 Ja’mie and Sebastian were then seen arranging to have lunch 

together, after which Ja’mie returned to her friends to talk about Sebastian’s good 

looks, as well as how thrilled she was to have a date with him. The scene ended 

with Ja’mie and her friends screaming and jumping up and down excitedly. 

 

The third media product examined by participants was the well-known film 

American Beauty (2001), produced in the United States. The film followed Lester 

                                                 
5 Australian Year Eleven students are mostly aged between sixteen and seventeen, and Year Seven 

ones between twelve and thirteen. There is some variation across different states and territories, 

however. 
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Burnham, a middle-aged male who had developed an infatuation with his teenage 

daughter’s best friend, Angela. I showed participants two clips from the film. In 

the first clip, Lester arrives home, high on marijuana, and comes across Angela 

while getting a drink from his kitchen. Angela flirts with him, and Lester 

fantasises about kissing her. The scene then flashes back to reality, where Lester’s 

wife and daughter have entered the room. His daughter announced that Angela 

would be sleeping over and Lester chokes on his drink, spitting it out into the 

sink. In the second clip, Lester and Angela are alone in his living room, lying on 

the couch. He begins to undress her, and it becomes clear that they would soon be 

having sex. Angela tells him that this would be her ‘first time’, explaining that she 

wants to tell him in case he wondered why she ‘wasn’t better’. Lester immediately 

stops undressing her, instead covering her up with a blanket. He begins 

comforting her as she starts to cry: hugging her, patting her on the back, and 

telling her that everything would be all right. 

 

The themes and narrative structures present in these media depictions did not 

always directly support or address the schemas alluded to above: relationships 

are chosen and love is equal (Wilding 2003, pp. 384–5). This is not unexpected. Yet 

‘it is of interest to note what controversial points the producers make, what 

sedimented assumptions they express, and everything in between’ (Strauss & 

Quinn 1997, p. 245). Indeed, even controversial points express societies’ widely 

shared understandings to some degree (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 246). Thus, 

although the media products that I selected did not overtly address choice and 

equality in relationships, they did propel discussions that made these schemas 

evident, as well as the norms and ideals associated with them. The first 

depiction’s title, ‘Awkward Encounters’ (Hambourg 2008), alluded to the 

discomfort associated with the situation in the story. In showing this to 

participants, I hoped to access the reasons behind any awkwardness. The second 

source, Summer Heights High (19 September 2007), was clearly satirising the 

female-older relationship it depicted, as well as overtly referencing the media 

attention paid to cougar–toyboy relationships at the time. Here, my interest was 

in uncovering if and why such relationships were considered to be worthy of 

ridicule. The two clips from American Beauty (2001) showed a male-older 

relationship in a largely ambivalent manner. Yet it appeared to eventually suggest 
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that a sexual encounter between a middle-aged male and a sexually inexperienced, 

female teenager was wrong. Here, my interest was in whether audiences 

interpreted the (potential) sexual encounter negatively. 

 

How did participants talk about age-dissimilar relationships? 

 

I now examine participants’ conversations about the aforementioned media 

depictions. I do so in the order that they were discussed, beginning with 

‘Awkward Encounters’ (Hambourg 2008), moving on to Summer Heights High (19 

September 2007), and ending with American Beauty (2001). As such, I find it 

necessary to switch back and forth between the first and second groups’ 

dialogues. In doing so, I highlight the major arguments that were made, 

emphasising the differences within and between the two groups. 

 

Participants’ reactions to ‘Awkward Encounters’ (Hambourg 2008) were varied, 

and within discussions several different emphases became evident. For instance, 

two differing understandings of the couple’s power relations were obvious 

amongst participants, and which one of these was adopted depended on how the 

backgrounds of the step-father and step-daughter were seen. One interpretation 

was most prominent in the first focus group. It suggested that the step-daughter 

was capable of deciding to begin a relationship with her step-father. For example, 

at the beginning of the group’s discussion, Olivia said: 

 

I was reading this, and a few months ago there was a big 

kind of debacle because the school that I went to, the high 

school, one of the teachers was charged with having sex with 

this fifteen-year-old student. And I know the girl, and I know 

when I was fifteen I was capable of manipulating people, and 

I found it very funny, not funny but kind of [pauses] it took 

me back a bit when I realised who the girl was and how 

much I knew her and how not completely innocent she was 

in the situation. So when I was reading this I was thinking 

“of course fifteen year old girls are capable of these kinds of 

things”. 
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Others in the group agreed with Olivia. They also saw the step-daughter as both 

responsible for and capable of making a conscious, well considered decision to 

form a relationship with her step-father. Indeed, they used words such as 

‘strategy’, ‘plan’, ‘manipulative’, and ‘calculated’ to describe her actions and 

personality.  

 

When I asked participants in the group whether they thought the step-father 

might also be manipulating his step-daughter, they responded that they did not 

know. One participant raised the possibility that the step-father was manipulating 

his step-daughter, but this comment was not elaborated on by others. This view 

also appeared in two people’s written responses, on which the following phrases 

were scrawled: ‘girl portrayed as vulnerable, unsure of what she’s doing’ and 

‘[w]as she manipulative?... [The step-father’s] side of the story?’ This suggests that 

some participants may have held views that diverged from the aforementioned 

one, which identified the step-daughter as capable of deciding on a partner. Yet 

these views were not elaborated on within the context of the first focus group. 

 

Although most participants in the first group suggested that the step-daughter 

was capable of decision-making in regard to her relationships, they also raised 

the possibility that her upbringing had ‘damaged’ her, and that because of this she 

desired a ‘father figure to protect her’. Because of this, she ‘didn’t want to let [her 

step-father]… go’. Yet the participants in the first focus group did not feel that this 

made her incapable of choosing to be with her step-father, or of taking 

responsibility for her conscious manipulation of him. Olivia’s earlier story about a 

peer in high school who had engaged in what she (Olivia) considered to be a 

consensual, sexual relationship with a teacher highlights this point. Indeed, it is 

notable that this group’s discussion of the short story included numerous 

references to analogous relationships, the vast majority of which they felt had 

been freely chosen by the female partner. 

 

The second focus group’s discussion was characterised by a somewhat different 

interpretation. Here, the step-daughter was again viewed as manipulative, yet she 

was also continually framed as a ‘child’. In contrast, the word child appeared only 



 78 

once in the first group’s conversation, and this was a reference to the step-

daughter being ‘her mother’s child’. Furthermore, while the first group suggested 

that that the step-father represented a ‘father figure’, and that the step-daughter’s 

desire for him stemmed from her fear of losing him, the second group emphasised 

this point much more strongly.  

 

At the very beginning of the second group’s discussion, one participant, Andrew, 

called the relationship between the step-daughter and step-father ‘paternal’, 

saying that it ‘struck me as kind of incestuous’ and was not an ‘adult’ relationship. 

Andrew’s notes are also of interest here. In them, he wrote: 

 

Incestuous: transference of parental role, inequal [sic] 

power dynamic affected by poor role modeling [sic] 

(mother) perhaps seeking absent parental role in romantic 

relationship; ASBO manipulative/childish behaviour; co-

dependent/unhealthy. 

 

Here, the step-daughter’s assigned role as a child—evident through her 

manipulative, childish, codependent, and unhealthy behaviour—was linked to her 

background, characterised by poor role models and parental neglect. Indeed, 

Andrew returned to this argument throughout the group’s discussion, repeatedly 

saying that the situation was a product of ‘very poor parenting’ and of ‘bad role 

modelling [that] would lead to a child who doesn’t know a normal relationship’. 

Another participant, Tim, took this argument further, while the two other 

participants, Rosie and Craig, pursued it less adamantly. Overall, however, the 

discussion focused largely on the step-daughter’s dysfunction.  

 

Due to her perceived dysfunction, which resulted from her past experience, the 

step-daughter was spoken about as incapable of an equal relationship with an 

older male. As Tim said: 

 

[T]here was probably some deep-seated problems and 

issues there that are clearly factors in the relationship. I 

mean you couldn’t see that it was, that a relationship that 
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began with that inequity, how it could possibly move to 

what we thought of as an ideal… relationship, which is 

where two people are on equal footing (emphasis added). 

 

Directly following this comment, Craig pointed out that the step-daughter had 

‘made the first move’, which Rosie promptly agreed with. However, Craig and Tim 

went on to say that: 

 

Craig: [W]ell I mean [it was when she was] nine, when she 

was nine and she’s only a child. She’s only a baby really, 

isn’t she? [Rosie agrees] I was going to say if she was say 

sixteen and then she would be a young woman, whereas a 

male of sixteen would still be a boy. There’s the gender 

difference in maturity and nine years, well that’s [Tim 

interrupts]. 

 

Tim: The issues here are more for me about the fact that 

she is so young. It has to do with her age and not so much to 

do with the age gap [Craig and Rosie agree]. 

 

The step-daughter’s age was therefore emphasised by several of the participants 

in the second group. Her age, both chronological and psychological, from the 

beginning of the relationship to the present day, marked her as a child. This, they 

suggested, meant that an age-dissimilar relationship was inappropriate for her.  

 

Yet participants in the second group suggested that it was possible that a similar 

relationship could be equal and freely chosen. This was elaborated on when I 

mentioned the different responses I had received during my first, largely female, 

focus group. After this, Tim said: 

 

Bringing in other experiences of friends that I know of, I 

know that there are young woman that are manipulative in 

that way. I have a friend who is, would now be in her, she 

now in her forties, but when she was sixteen years of age at 
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school she very deliberately began a relationship with her 

mathematics teacher, while they were at school, and when 

they left school, when she eventually left school, she 

continued the relationship with him. And she eventually 

married him and they had two children together. And the 

marriage lasted I think about five or six years. So, but you 

know she was very frank… afterwards about the 

relationship. She said… “I knew exactly what I wanted, and I 

was going for it” [all laugh]. 

 

Here, Andrew again raised his concerns for the step-daughter, saying he was 

‘worried about her as an individual’. The other participants (with the exception of 

Rosie, the only female participant in the group) agreed that her actions did not 

suggest that she was mature for her age, as Tim’s friend was presumed to be. 

 

Participants’ discussions of Summer Heights High (19 September 2007) similarly 

centred on childhood, adulthood, and maturity. Both focus groups found the scene 

extremely funny, and there was a great deal of laughter after the clip finished. Yet 

once again, groups had slightly different reactions to and interpretations of the 

scene. For instance, the first group tended to relate the discussion back to their 

own experiences. Upon seeing the clip, one participant, Sarah, initiated the 

discussion by saying, ‘[w]ell I was thinking when I was watching it, if I was in Year 

Eleven and I told my friends that I liked a Year Seven guy they would be horrified’. 

The other participants agreed heartily with this, noting that a slightly older male 

would have been a far more acceptable partner for a girl of Ja’mie’s age. Another 

participant, Bella, spoke about her brother’s experience with an older female: 

 

A few weeks ago I took my little brother out to go clubbing, 

and he’s nineteen, and one of my twenty-four-year-old 

friends made out with him. I wasn’t there, thank god! [all 

laugh] But that happened, and that’s the same age gap 

between those two [Ja’mie and Sebastian]. I found it funny, 

I wasn’t horrified, because I think my little brother’s old 



 81 

enough to make his own decisions. But yeah, if it was four 

years before, then I’d have, yeah, I’d be quite shocked. 

 

One female participant responded, and several others agreed, that ‘[a]ge matters 

so much at that age’. 

 

Following this, I questioned the first group’s participants about how they would 

view a relationship between a sixteen or seventeen-year-old male and a twelve or 

thirteen-year-old female. One female participant said that they would ‘find that 

even harder’ because she felt that ‘younger girls are still more vulnerable than 

younger men’, yet ‘it’s more socially acceptable for a younger female to go out 

with an older male than it is vice versa’. Another female participant later agreed 

with this, adding that ‘somebody can be really, really mature at fifteen, sixteen’. 

Ja’mie was not seen as mature, however, and the same person later asked ‘do they 

really know what they’re doing when they’re both so young?’ Others agreed with 

this, citing as examples their own relationships with slightly older males at the 

ages of sixteen or seventeen. While one participant felt, in hindsight, that she had 

been taken advantage of by her then-boyfriend because she had wanted to be 

‘grown up’, another spoke about how her own relationship with an older male 

had been ‘totally mutual’. Yet another added that when she was seventeen she 

had dated a twenty-four-year-old male, but that she had ‘never actually 

considered that as an age gap relationship’. Overall, these sorts of relationships 

tended to be spoken of positively by the group. 

 

Yet it was noted by a number of participants that age-dissimilar relationships 

were generally less appropriate when one or both partners were in their teens or 

twenties. For example, Leigh said: 

 

I think the age gap is much more when you’re in school, or 

maybe at that particular age their age difference really 

matters but once you cross [inaudible] it really doesn’t 

matter because we’re all just adults… Oh, I’m still in school, 

he’s working, then [that’s] more than… age, it’s what they’re 

doing… So that makes a difference. 
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Overall, the first focus group’s discussion tended to be related to personal 

experiences, and drew attention to how differences in age, gender, and social 

roles (adult and child, student and teacher, student and worker) influenced the 

desirability of relationships.  

 

The second focus group’s discussion of the clip was briefer and less personal, and 

again emphasised the role of the ‘child’ in relation to gender and age. Their 

discussion began as follows: 

 

Craig: It’s a long time ago since I was that age [all laugh], 

but if I was twelve or thirteen and a seventeen or eighteen-

year-old girl came on to me I mean it would be my wildest 

fantasy coming true. Having said that, I would probably 

have run a mile. So, and I think this is probably a 

generational thing as well, so things might be different 

these days… It was just beyond, beyond one’s wildest 

imagination in those days. 

 

Rosie: I was exposed to a different situation where there 

were younger boys interested in me [who were four years 

younger], and I was “ohhh”. Yeah, I didn’t like the idea. 

 

These comments highlighted how both gender and age influenced the perceived 

desirability of age-dissimilar relationships, particularly when both partners were 

in primary or secondary school. A young male was imagined to be open to a 

relationship with an older female, but it was thought that the same female would 

consider the relationship undesirable. 

 

Participants’ discussions of American Beauty (2001) highlighted the various 

themes that emerged in conversations about the previous two depictions: 

childhood, parenthood, maturity, as well as sexual experience and allure. These 

themes were particularly obvious when participants compared the two scenes. 

Interestingly, the second group, far more than the first, judged the younger 
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female, Angela, to be responsible for her seduction of Lester. This was the 

opposite to what occurred in discussions of the step-father and step-daughter’s 

relationship. I suggest that this discrepancy was due to the different ways that the 

groups saw sexual experience and allure. 

 

In the first focus group, Lynn summarised the differences between the two 

scenes, saying: 

 

I think for me, like, the contrast between the two scenes, in 

the first scene she’s this sort of temptress and the seducer, 

and the second scene he realises that she’s actually a child. 

And that he’s got a duty not to take away her virginity and 

to, you know, ruin that part of her life for her. It’s been a big 

fantasy maybe up till then, the way she’s referred to, and 

that’s where reality hits. 

 

Following this comment, I asked the rest of the group what they thought about 

sexual consent. That is, was consent considered to be more readily (and rightly) 

available from a sexually experienced teenager, as opposed to a sexually 

inexperienced one. Rachel answered: 

 

I think if someone’s experienced, or if someone sees 

someone as being experienced, then the person not taking 

advantage but sleeping with that person is a lot more 

comfortable in doing that, because firstly you don’t feel like 

you’re taking something away… they’re not so precious. 

The media, like you were saying, the media has kind of 

constructed that as well… especially in the case of women. 

If you’ve slept around, in my experience, therefore I guess 

you’re seen as being okay with that kind of thing. 

 

This was followed by further comments to the effect that Angela was ‘just a child’, 

and her relationship with Lester was ‘so not… equal’. Based on this response, I 

asked how the group’s participants would define a child. Holly responded: 
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What makes me think more of her as a child is not her age 

or anything like that, and not the fact that she’s a virgin. It is 

when he said afterwards when he pulled back, her reaction 

to that. It makes me think she’s not ready, so that sort of 

thing. It’s much more her reaction, if she went “oh come on, 

it’s fine, I want this”. Then I would have gone “ok, cool”. 

 

Others echoed this point later in the conversation, and overall the group appeared 

sympathetic toward Angela’s reaction. Lester was also viewed positively, as a 

male who was simply ‘reacting to’ Angela’s overt sexuality.  

 

The second focus group saw things slightly differently. Again, the character of 

Lester was treated with empathy, yet Angela was seen less positively. Craig 

opened the discussion by saying: 

 

I think she was, she had the power. She was manipulating 

him to an extent, that was my impression. And then when 

she said it was her first time, it didn’t seem quite right to 

me. I don’t know, a bit dodgy. I sort of got the impression 

that she was um, experienced, rather than innocent. 

 

Both Rosie and Tim agreed with Craig’s statement. Indeed, Rosie also suggested 

that Angela was ‘testing her power’ on Lester. All of these statements indicated 

that those in the second group saw Angela as the more powerful partner, due to 

her sexual allure. Her sexual experience, or lack thereof, was afforded less 

importance than it was by the first group. 

 

Lester and Angela’s relationship was then compared to the step-daughter and 

step-father relationship that participants had discussed earlier. Of this, Tim said: 

 

[H]er looking for what she thinks is romantic love and 

appearing to try and seek it through that type of approach… 

there are people who develop a love that is based on who 
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they are rather than on who they present themselves to be, 

and that was the key thing that I saw there, this was a 

young woman who wasn’t sure in herself of who she was. 

Um, and so as with that first relationship we looked at… 

she’s too busy manipulating, she’s not being herself, she’s 

not being truthful and honest with this step-father, just like 

here there’s not going to be a relationship. 

 

Later, Tim went on to say that this was a ‘superficial approach to romantic love’, 

and the other group members agreed. Indeed, Lester was thought to have 

eventually discovered Angela’s manipulation and to have, thus, ‘snapped out of 

the fantasy’. 

 

Participants’ dialogue regarding the aforementioned media depictions highlighted 

various dimensions that appeared to be connected to whether a relationship was 

considered normative or potentially romantic. Below, I will highlight these 

dimensions, which can be illustrated through the following questions about 

couples. What is the gender of the older or younger partner, and how large is the 

age difference? What are partners’ ages and social roles, and is one of them 

classified as a child or student? Finally, when relationships were evaluated by 

participants, how did their characteristics and experiences influence their 

viewpoints? 

 

What makes a normative, age-dissimilar relationship? 

 

Participants’ conversations suggested that while some age-dissimilar 

relationships were considered normative, others were not. This is of interest, 

given that previous research into age-dissimilar relationships has tended to 

conceive of all such relationships as abnormal, rather than considering the 

differences within this group (Pyke & Adams 2010, p. 753; for examples see Blood 

& Wolfe 1960; Bumpass & Sweet 1972; Zinn & Eitzen 1990). 
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The younger or older partner’s gender and the size of the age difference 

Unsurprisingly, it quickly became clear within focus groups that male-older 

relationships were considered to be more socially acceptable than female-older 

ones. Similar attitudes were reflected in my survey respondents’ answers. Of my 

respondents, sixty-one percent said male-older relationships were more 

acceptable, none said female-older relationships were more acceptable, four 

percent said they did not know, and thirty-five percent said both were equally 

acceptable (Appendix B, Table W). In addition to this, slightly over seventy-nine 

percent of respondents said age-dissimilar relationships were not always 

acceptable (Appendix B, Table V). It was clear, however, that age-dissimilar 

relationships of all kinds were considered to be increasingly acceptable and 

‘normal’ in Australian society. This was evident in the comments of focus group 

participants, interviewees, as well as in the written answers of survey 

respondents.  

 

Within focus groups, participants’ discussions of Ja’mie and Sebastian’s 

relationship illustrated the greater acceptance of male-older relationships over 

female-older ones. Indeed, when the first group discussed Summer Heights High 

(19 September 2007), one female participant bluntly stated that male-older 

relationships were more socially acceptable than female-older ones. Another 

example, not shown above, came from a male participant at the end of the second 

focus group, when the group was discussing celebrities’ relationships: 

 

I have a friend who married a woman who was five years 

older than him, and that was very, very much a talking 

point. Ok, they were very young, both in their twenties, so 

at that age I guess a five year age gap between them is 

significant, it’s a significant gap. You know, but at the time I 

couldn’t help reflecting that if she’d been five years younger 

than him, none of us would have batted an eyelid. It was the 

fact that she was five years older than him, we all thought 

was cause and reason for some sort of comment, yeah, 

yeah. So while we’re, you know, perhaps in a legal sense 
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um, you know we might go soft where the woman is the 

older and the man is younger. 

 

Here, Rosie interrupted, saying that ‘[w]e comment more’. This example suggests 

that the size of an age difference is judged in relation to the gender of the partners 

in the relationship. For a male-older relationship, a five year age difference is 

considered normal, while for a female-older one, it is thought to be worthy of 

comment. As discussed in Chapter One, some researchers have attempted to deal 

with this by arguing that what constitutes an age-dissimilar relationship varies 

according to whether it is male-older or female-older (Amato et al. 2009, p. 87; 

Berardo et al. 1993, p. 101). 

 

In addition to participants’ overt comments about the greater acceptability of 

male-older relationships over female-older ones, the vast majority also revealed 

that they were or had been in male-older relationships. It was clear that such 

relationships were considered, in many circumstances, to be entirely normal (and 

even as the norm, in the case of age differences of only a few years). As seen 

above, one female participant in the first focus group highlighted this, when she 

told the group that at the age of seventeen she had not considered her 

relationship with a twenty-four-year-old male as having an ‘age gap’. Thus, it was 

evident that male-older relationships were considered to be more acceptable and 

normal than were female-older ones.  

 

The greater acceptance of male-older relationships has tended to be assumed, 

however, and very few researchers have directly examined this tendency. As 

discussed in Chapter Two, this reflects what is known as a double standard of 

ageing, where ageing is penalised in women more than in men (Drefahl 2010, p. 

314; Sontag 1972). Some evidence can be found in Cowan’s (1984, p. 18) research 

in the United States, which aimed to determine how the presence of an age 

dissimilarity, as well as the gender of the older partner, influenced people’s 

judgments regarding the success of a relationship (see also Berardo et al. 1993, 

pp. 101–2). Participants were asked to judge relationships where the male and 

female were the same age, and where either the male or the female was seven 

years older or eighteen years older (Cowan 1984, p. 18). As expected, 
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relationships in which the female was older were considered to be less successful, 

as were those with larger age differences (Cowan 1984, p. 18). Where the female 

was older by eighteen years, relationships were seen the least favourably (Cowan 

1984, p. 17). As such, research confirms my observations that female-older 

unions and those with large age differences were seen more negatively than male-

older ones and those with small age differences. 

 

There then arises the question of why larger age differences in male-older 

relationships were thought to be more acceptable. Craig, in the second focus 

group, provided an explanation when he spoke about the step-daughter depicted 

in the short story. He suggested that there was a ‘gender difference in maturity’, 

and that a sixteen-year-old female was a ‘young woman’, while a sixteen-year-old 

male was a ‘boy’. Female participants in the first focus group made similar 

comments, as did my interviewees. Yet when I asked this group how they would 

react to a sixteen or seventeen-year-old male dating a twelve or thirteen-year-old 

female, there was general consensus that this was less acceptable than the 

reverse (for instance, Ja’mie and Sebastian’s relationship). Thus, it appeared that 

male-older relationships were not always more acceptable than female-older 

ones. 

 

Overall, there was a prevailing notion that, among males and females of the same 

age, the latter would be more mature than the former. This understanding 

appeared to be widespread, and was also mentioned by interviewees, particularly 

when they spoke about females in their late teens dating older males. Ginn and 

Arber (1995, p. 7) have drawn attention to such arguments when speaking about 

transitions in male and female life courses. They have said that ‘the timing and 

sequencing of such transitions differs for women and men’ (Ginn & Arber 1995, p. 

7). Such claims may help to explain why male-older relationships were generally 

more acceptable than female-older ones, and why larger age differences in them 

were deemed more acceptable.  

 

Furthermore, while females were seen as more mature than males, males were 

also thought to prefer females younger than themselves. For instance, in groups’ 

discussions of ‘Awkward Encounters’ (Hambourg 2008) and American Beauty 



 89 

(2001), older males’ attraction to younger females was assumed to be normal 

(although acting on it was perhaps not). Many of my interviewees also agreed that 

males were ‘designed’ to select younger females as partners.6 Interviewees, 

however, less often suggested that females were subject to a biological urge to 

seek out older males. This is in keeping with the notion that there is a ‘cultural 

mandate’ whereby male partners are expected to be older than female ones (Zinn 

& Eitzen 1990, pp. 231–3). Yet this does not necessarily mean that male-older 

relationships are always more acceptable. Thus, I will now turn to a discussion of 

the influence of age and social roles on people’s attitudes. 

 

Partners’ ages and social roles 

Partners’ chronological ages and social roles had a strong influence on how their 

relationships were viewed. In the case of the relationships shown in the three 

depictions, partners’ ages or social roles were generally understood to be 

problematic. In regard to age, for instance, one female participant from the first 

focus group, when speaking about Ja’mie and Sebastian’s relationship, said that 

‘[a]ge matters so much at that age’. Various others made similar comments, all 

suggesting that the younger a person is, the less acceptable an age difference will 

be. Furthermore, one female participant from the first group, when suggesting 

that female-older relationships between secondary school students were less 

problematic than male-older ones, said this was because a younger female would 

be more vulnerable to exploitation.  

 

The likelihood of such a female-older relationship being formed seemed remote, 

however, when participants’ comments were examined further. As mentioned 

above, during the second focus group Rosie spoke about how, while in high 

school, she ‘didn’t like the idea’ of a relationship with a younger male. During the 

first focus group, Sarah similarly commented that her high school friends would 

have been horrified if she had entered into a relationship with a male four years 

younger than herself, and Bella said that she would have been horrified if, at the 

                                                 
6 This understanding is reflected in social theory, as I discussed in Chapter Two (for examples see 

Fielder & Huber 2007, p. 689; Pixley et al. 2007, p. 2; Rosenfeld 2005, pp. 1284–5). Furthermore, 

these understandings were found to be reflected in people’s partner preferences (Fisman et al. 

2006, p. 675; Jankowiak & Paladino 2008, pp. 24–5). 
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age of fifteen, her younger brother had ‘made out’ with a twenty-year-old female. 

While female participants rejected such relationships, in the second focus group 

Craig suggested that a relationship with an older female would have been his 

‘wildest fantasy’ at the age of twelve or thirteen. In reality, however, he ‘would 

probably have run a mile’. Indeed, groups’ laughter following the screening of the 

Summer Heights High (19 September 2007) clip was telling, suggesting that the 

relationship depicted was thought to be ridiculous, partly due to the fact that it 

was framed as such. This is in keeping with Leahy’s (2002, p. 201) observation 

that female-older relationships are marginalised and ridiculed, rather than being 

overtly prohibited.  

 

Another reason why the relationship between Ja’mie and Sebastian was seen to 

be undesirable was that both partners attended high school, and were considered 

to be children. Similarly, Angela, in American Beauty (2001), was deemed to be a 

child by both groups. In regard to childhood, one female participant in the first 

group said that people can be mature at the age of fifteen or sixteen, although this 

was considered unusual. In the same group, another female participant, Leigh, 

commented that age differences meant ‘much more’ when one or both partners 

were school students. Once people had left school, she added, they could be 

considered adults. She also distinguished between school and work, and 

suggested that partners’ different everyday experiences could be potentially 

problematic. Thus, relationships involving children were viewed as unusual and 

generally unacceptable. 

 

Seeking a rationale for people’s negative views toward age-dissimilar 

relationships in schooling and elsewhere, Berardo and colleagues (1993, p. 100) 

have pointed to the ‘structured socialization of school children who are 

encouraged to play with those their own age’. Chudacoff (1989, p. 98) concurs, 

suggesting that grading in schools has ‘herded children into ever narrower age-

homogenous groupings’. Such segregation, it is argued, results in ‘cultural 

indoctrination which effectively defines the acceptable boundaries for mate 

selection, including age limitations’ (Berardo et al. 1993, p. 100). Drawing on 

Strauss and Quinn’s (1997, p. 8) emphasis on ongoing socialisation, I would 

suggest that the influence of these ‘age-homogenous groupings’ is likely to lessen 



 91 

over people’s life courses (Chudacoff 1989, p. 98). I agree, however, that such 

groupings mean that only small, male-older age differences are thought to be 

acceptable in contemporary Australian schools. Thus, the ways in which schools 

are structured may contribute to the largely negative ways that age dissimilarities 

are seen in such contexts. 

 

Maturity, as well as childhood and attendance at school, was another factor that 

was discussed by participants. In groups’ dialogue about the step-father and step-

daughter, neither group appeared to have a problem with a female of that age 

being with an older male per se. Both agreed that certain females of that age could 

be mature enough to have such a relationship. Yet in the case of the step-

daughter, participants in the second group saw her ‘manipulative’ actions as the 

outcome of parental neglect. This interpretation was in keeping with Pyke and 

Adams’ (2010, p. 752) discussion of popular stereotypes of male-older couples, 

which, they said, showed younger females as ‘seeking a father figure in response 

to a psychological shortcoming tied to unmet childhood needs, such as father 

absence’. 

 

There were, though, some differences in how participants saw this relationship. 

Indeed, the first group suggested that the step-daughter’s manipulation of her 

step-father meant that she was capable of freely choosing a partner. Here, Holly 

saw Angela’s reaction to Lester’s hesitancy to continue their sexual encounter, 

after she had informed him that she was a virgin, as ‘childish’. This was the reason 

why they should not engage in a sexual relationship with each other, as it was 

considered to be evidence that Angela was not ready for a relationship with an 

older male. The step-daughter’s account, it appeared, showed no such evidence. 

Yet the second group saw the step-daughter’s manipulation as evidence that she 

was incapable of selecting a partner, as she lacked maturity. They used words 

such as ‘childish’, ‘a baby’, ‘so young’, and ‘codependent’ to describe her and her 

behaviour. This perspective was particularly noticeable in a comment made by 

Andrew, who said that the relationship was a product of ‘very poor parenting’ and 

of ‘bad role modelling’. For this reason, she was thought to be incapable of freely 

choosing a relationship with an older male. This group, however, saw Angela as 

far more responsible for her pursuit of Lester. Like the step-daughter in the short 
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story, she was seen as manipulative, but also as sexually ‘experienced, rather than 

innocent’. Interestingly, she was not labelled as a child, although she was deemed 

to be unsure of herself in a way that inhibited a romantic relationship. 

 

Leahy (2002) has explored the division between childhood and adulthood, and 

the role that maturity is imagined to play in this separation. In his research, Leahy 

(2002) illustrated how the concept of maturity was applied to sexual 

relationships between adults and children (that is, where one partner was under 

and the other was over the age of sixteen). He concluded that his participants 

negotiated the transgressive elements of ‘adult–child sex’ by framing themselves 

and their relationships as ‘the exceptions that prove the rule’ (Leahy 2002, p. 25). 

Indeed, his interviewees suggested that these relationships were unsuitable for 

the majority of the population, and that their own (exceptionally high) levels of 

maturity and rationality made them capable of engaging in them (Leahy 2002, pp. 

25, 29). This argument implies that ‘the discourse prohibiting intergenerational 

sex is quite sound for the vast majority who are “really” non-adult at a particular 

age’ (Leahy 2002, p. 29).  

 

My focus group participants appeared to apply a similar logic to their discussions 

of age-dissimilar relationships. For instance, in regard to the relationship 

between the step-daughter and her step-father, one group felt that she was 

mature, while the other felt that she was not. This led them to make different 

judgments about the appropriateness of that particular relationship. This 

example, however, also draws attention to the fact that participants did not 

always see relationships in the same way. Their experiences, ages, and genders 

also influenced their interpretations of relationships, and it is these differences 

that I will now discuss. 

 

Differences between participants’ conceptualisations in terms of experience 

As I have indicated, the two focus groups discussed the media depictions quite 

differently. This, I argue, was largely the result of differences in participants’ 

experiences, which were linked to their ages and genders. As discussed, the first 

group was dominated by females in their late teens, twenties, and thirties, while 

the second mostly contained males in their thirties, forties, and fifties. Yet it 
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would be simplistic to suggest that audiences can be divided into discrete groups 

based on age or gender (Wilding 2002, p. 56). As such, I draw attention to 

participants’ experiences, seen in terms of age and gender, as well as 

acknowledging that focus groups themselves are social contexts. 

 

It is important to consider factors that may have contributed to the uniformity 

within each focus group’s discussion. For instance, the first comment made about 

a particular relationship tended to set the tone for the group’s discussion (see 

also Kratz 2010, p. 819). This was particularly noticeable in the case of the short 

story, which was the first media depiction to be spoken about by groups. Here, 

Olivia, from the first focus group, stated that fifteen-year-olds were capable of 

being manipulative and not always innocent, and other group members echoed 

this sentiment. This was also the case with Andrew’s opening comment in the 

second focus group, where he argued that the relationship was paternal, 

incestuous, and not between adults. 

 
It is likely that some of the participants who did not share the majority opinion 

avoided asserting their own views during focus groups. Participants’ written 

comments, particularly those of the first group, bolster this interpretation. There 

were two written comments about the relationship between the step-daughter 

and her step-father that did not fit with the group’s overall dialogue: ‘girl 

portrayed as vulnerable, unsure of what she’s doing’ and ‘[w]as she 

manipulative?... [The step-father’s] side of the story?’ While one person said very 

briefly that the step-father may have been manipulating his step-daughter, this 

sentiment was not accompanied by murmurs of agreement from others (as 

occurred in the case of most other comments), and the discussion quickly moved 

on from this point. Furthermore, Rosie, who participated in the second focus 

group, remained quiet when male participants spoke about the childish behaviour 

of the step-daughter and their concern over her ‘development’. Unfortunately, 

however, she did not write any notes. 

 

As ‘communicative situations’, focus groups reveal much about ‘cultural 

categories, values, and social relations’ (Kratz 2010, p. 806). In the case of my 

focus groups, participants’ conversations appeared to be strongly influenced by 
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their past experiences, which were in turn related to their age and gender. 

Supportive examples are found in the first and second groups’ interpretations of 

the depictions discussed. For instance, the second group saw the step-daughter as 

incapable of selecting a partner, while the first group saw her as capable of this. 

Furthermore, participants in the first group frequently told of their own 

relationships with older males in their mid to late teens. With one exception, 

these relationships were viewed as acceptable and normal. As discussed 

previously, in the first group Olivia also told of a female peer from high school 

who had engaged in a relationship with a teacher. In the second group, Tim talked 

about a female friend’s long-term relationship with her high-school mathematics 

teacher. In both cases, these student–teacher relationships were seen as 

acceptable, possibly because the student was, or had been, a peer. 

 

Based on these observations, I propose that one reason for participants’ divergent 

understandings was their different characteristics and experiences. The female 

participants in the former group were close in age and of the same gender as the 

step-daughter, Ja’mie, and Angela, all of whom were central characters in the 

media depictions. As such, it was likely that they had more recently and closely 

observed similar young females, or had themselves been similar to them. The 

male participants in the second group, however, were more distant in age and of 

the opposite gender to the three female characters. Their relatively distant links 

to females of that age seemed to mean that they saw them differently. Indeed, 

some suggested that things had changed since they were that age, with children 

maturing earlier nowadays.  

 

Based on these observations, it might be surmised that younger, female 

participants tended to share more experiences with the three female characters, 

although these shared experiences were not necessarily positive. They were more 

accepting of the possibility that the step-daughter was capable of decision-

making, they more extensively commented on the impropriety of Ja’mie and 

Sebastian’s relationship, and they were more sympathetic to Angela’s role as a 

seductress. Older males’ experiential distance from these characters, on the other 

hand, may have led to their categorisation of them as children. While the step-

daughter was discussed as a child, the terms ‘boy’ and ‘girl’ were used when 
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speaking about Ja’mie and Sebastian, suggesting that they saw them both as 

children. Interestingly, this group saw Angela quite negatively, and her confession 

to Lester regarding her lack of sexual experience was interpreted as suspect. 

Rachel, from the first group, summed up this perspective well, saying that ‘[i]f 

you’ve slept around, in my experience… you’re seen as being okay with that kind 

of thing’. She however, appeared to be critical of this view, and referred to the 

media’s role in perpetuating such an understanding. 

 

Only a small amount of research examines how people’s age and gender influence 

their perceptions of age-dissimilar couples (Berardo et al. 1993, pp. 101–2; 

Cowan 1984, pp. 21–2). For instance, Cowan’s (1984, p. 21) study, which I 

discussed above, revealed that adolescents and adults had somewhat different 

attitudes toward age-dissimilar relationships, with adolescents ‘responding more 

to the age discrepancy itself than to which sex was older’ (Cowan 1984, p. 21). 

Couples with large age differences were seen as having a lesser chance of success, 

a trend that was less pronounced amongst adults (Cowan 1984, pp. 21–2). This 

research supports the social scientists’ contention that grading in schools leads to 

greater age limitations in regard to partnerships, although this may not persist 

into later life (Berardo et al. 1993, p. 100; Chudacoff 1989, p. 98). Strauss and 

Quinn (1997, p. 209) might suggest that this is because these understandings are 

not attached to strong emotions, and are therefore not highly motivating. 

Regardless, participants’ experiences and backgrounds clearly influenced their 

understandings of the age-dissimilar couples that were discussed. 

 

In both groups, participants’ views appeared to be influenced by the gender of the 

older or younger partner, as well as partners’ age differences, ages, and social 

roles. The media depictions shown to them seemed to highlight age and social 

role in particular. Yet the strength of these depictions lay in their ability to bring 

about articulations of why certain relationships, such as adult–child ones, were 

considered to be undesirable and abnormal. That is, they revealed the boundaries 

of normative relationships. These boundaries, I suggest, are intertwined with 

ideas regarding what is, and can be, romantic. Below, I draw attention to the logic 

underlying these articulations. 
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Connections between the normative and the romantic 

 

It became clear during the focus groups that most participants did not consider 

the relationships under discussion to be romantic in nature. It was also apparent 

that they did not generally see them as normal. Below, I draw attention to 

participants’ implicit suggestions that these relationships were abnormal because 

they did not possess the characteristics deemed necessary for a romantic union: 

they were not considered to be between ‘free and equal partners’ (Beck & Beck-

Gernsheim 1995, p. 56; see also Bellah et al. 1985, p. 107). Thus, the relationships 

were deemed abnormal because they defied the cultural schemas of relationships 

are chosen and love is equal. Overall, participants’ arguments were underpinned 

by ideas regarding what (normative) characteristics could lead to a romantic 

union, with these characteristics having been outlined above. 

 

Here, it is worth again emphasising the importance of romantic love in 

contemporary couple relationships, as I did in Chapter Two. Writing about 

romantic love, Holland and Skinner (1987) have developed a ‘cultural model of 

romance’ (see also Holland & Eisenhart 1990, p. 98). This model ‘describes a 

sequence of events that may lead to the establishment of an intimate sexual 

relationship and perhaps in the long run to marriage’ (Holland & Eisenhart 1990, 

p. 98; see also Holland & Skinner 1987). Amongst other things, the model leads to 

the internalisation of a strong desire for romance (Holland 1992, p. 62). As 

Holland and Eisenhart (1990, pp. 19–20) argue, while we have ‘a modicum of 

choice’ about whether to become experienced or invested romantic love, we have 

‘no choice other than to devise some way to think about, feel about, and be in (or 

out of) such relationships’ (see also Hochschild 2003a, p. 121). 

 

The two cultural schemas for romantic love relationships that I have identified, 

relationships are chosen and love is equal, characterised participants’ discussions 

of the media depictions, and were underpinned by the cultural themes of 

autonomy and relatedness (see also Maggi 2006, pp. 85–6). Most obviously, the 

notion of free choice, in regard to one’s partner, reflected the former theme. It 

was thought to be necessary that romantic partner selection was free from others’ 

influence or coercion (Collins Dictionary of Sociology 2001; Dagger 2001; Williams 
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2008, pp. 77–8; World of Sociology, Gale 2006). The understanding that love is 

equal was also reflected the cultural theme of autonomy: equal relationships were 

those with ‘mutual autonomy’ (Borovoy 2005, p. 68). The theme of relatedness 

became evident when the sorts of relationships that were seen as appropriate or 

normative were considered, particularly in regard to the age, gender, and social 

role of partners (Carsten 2000; Dimen 1989, p. 39; Kagitcibasi 2005, p. 403; Miller 

2007, pp. 550–1). For instance, autonomous choice and equality were not 

necessarily thought of as compatible, given that the latter ideal placed restrictions 

on the former. This was noticeable in my participants’ negative views on 

relationships between children and adults, which were based on their shared 

‘normative ideals’ of relatedness.  

 

Participants tended to see the depictions of age-dissimilar relationships shown to 

them as unromantic. Here, the participants’ usages of the terms ‘crush’, ‘romantic’, 

and ‘love’ were telling. Indeed, although the dialogue in both focus groups differed 

in various ways, one commonality was the notion that the step-daughter and 

step-father relationship was a crush. For instance, in the first group, one female 

commented that the step-daughter had maintained her crush on her step-father 

for a very long time. Others saw her sexual interest in him as a deliberate part of 

her strategy, rather than being something that she genuinely desired. In the 

second group, Tim saw it as a normal ‘phase’ of childhood, saying: 

 

I would fully expect that young people would develop 

crushes at some stage in their life… mine probably wasn’t 

until I was about ten. And you would develop a crush, and 

the crush may be on somebody of the same age or may be a 

school teacher… And I think that’s quite reasonable. But 

what I look at [here]… is when you are young and there’s a 

phase that I think you normally pass through and in this 

instance this young woman doesn’t appear to be passing 

through that phase. 
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While the step-daughter’s crush was viewed as normal, its extended duration was 

not. Indeed, the continual use of this word to describe the relationship suggests 

that neither group considered it to be based on romantic love. 

 

Participants rarely used the words ‘romantic’ and ‘love’ when they spoke about 

the media depictions. In the first group, only I used the word romantic. The word 

love was used twice by participants: once when a female participant referred to 

the step-daughter’s account as a ‘love story’, and another time when a female 

participant commented that accounts such as the short story were normally about 

‘the step-father taking advantage of the girl’. In the latter case, the step-daughter 

was ‘sort of falling in love with him or whatever you might call it’ (emphasis 

added). This usage of the term revealed the participant’s uncertainty regarding 

the nature of the relationship. In comparison, no one in the second group used the 

term love, while the words ‘romantic interest’ was used once by Andrew to refer 

to the step-father (it also appeared in Andrew’s written notes, in which he 

suggested that the step-daughter was ‘perhaps seeking absent parental role in 

romantic relationship’). Therefore, participants’ preference for the word ‘crush’ 

over ‘love’ and ‘romantic’, suggests that they did not see the couples’ depicted as 

having romantic love attachments. 

 

Participants’ views on romantic love also reflected an understanding of partner 

choice as free. According to Illouz (1997, p. 86) and Maggi (2006, pp. 85–6), this 

constitutes a cultural ideal. Without such freedom of choice, it is imagined, 

romantic love is unlikely (Illouz 1997, p. 86; Maggi 2006, pp. 85–6; see also 

Lindholm 2001, p. 345; Bellah et al. 1985, p. 107). Therefore, when discussing 

why certain relationships were desirable, participants often expressed the 

schema I have identified as relationships are chosen. For instance, towards the end 

of the first focus group’s discussion, participants began to speak about celebrities’ 

relationships. Here, one female participant stated: 

 

I remember there was an older woman, she was like a 

hundred and her boyfriend was fifty, and she died just 

recently. And I thought “good on her”, I like really, in the 

end it’s your money, and this man’s making you happy even 



 99 

though he might be in it for the wrong reasons, then why 

not, you know? 

 

To this, another female added, ‘[i]t’s just the choices that we make, as long as 

they’re happy’. Others agreed that the relationship was acceptable (although 

probably not romantic), so long as the older partner was ‘mentally capable’. A 

large proportion of interviewees echoed these sentiments regarding choice and 

mental capability. Here, the schema relationships are chosen did not apply to only 

romantic relationships, but to all couple relationships. Participants and 

interviewees tended to see relationships such as that described above as 

‘arrangements’. Moreover, they did not consider them to be desirable for 

themselves. This suggests that there were additional schemas that guided people’s 

understandings and enactments of ‘choice’. These will be discussed further in 

Chapter Five. 

 

Another instance that highlighted the importance of free choice was found in the 

first focus group’s discussion of the step-daughter’s relationship. While both 

groups discussed the step-daughter as manipulative, only the first group 

considered that she was capable of autonomously deciding to enter into a 

relationship with her step-father. Furthermore, the first group appeared to be 

more open to the possibility that their relationship was romantic, as shown in the 

somewhat ambiguous statement of one female, who said that she was ‘sort of 

falling in love with him’ (emphasis added). Some of this ambiguity may have 

stemmed from a perception that she had manipulated him into choosing her as a 

partner, and that therefore his choice had not been free or autonomous. 

 

In theory, the second group suggested that a relationship similar to the one 

between the step-daughter and step-father might be mutually and freely chosen. 

Yet they also felt that this was not what had occurred in the step-daughter’s case. 

Indeed, they spoke of her as a child. Matters were further complicated by Tim’s 

discussion of a female friend’s relationship with her mathematics teacher. He did 

not see this relationship as problematic, and said they had stayed together for 

many years. Yet he also spoke of his friend as ‘manipulative in that way’ (that is, 

in a way similar to the step-daughter). Thus, it seems that a lack of manipulation 
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was not the only factor that made a relationship acceptable. The second group’s 

conversation about American Beauty (2001) is also of interest here. During this 

discussion, Tim compared Angela and the step-daughter. He said neither were 

being themselves, and nor were they being ‘truthful and honest’ with their 

potential partners. Much like the first group, he implied that these females’ 

dishonesty about themselves meant that their partners’ choice of them was not 

free or autonomous. Overall, it was clear that amongst my focus group 

participants, free choice was seen as a crucial ingredient of relationships (Bellah 

et al. 1985, p. 107; Illouz 1997, p. 86; Maggi 2006, pp. 85–6).  

 

Freedom of choice and equality are thought to be strongly connected (Illouz 1997, 

p. 86; see also Langford 1999, p. 12). Today, equality between partners is 

considered to be a necessary part of a love relationship (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 

1995, p. 56; Dimen 1989, p. 34; Zinn & Eitzen 1990, p. 227). As such, when 

participants spoke about desirable relationships, they expressed the schema I call 

love is equal. In the second group, Andrew’s written comments about the step-

daughter’s relationship highlighted this point: he noted the ‘inequal [sic] power 

dynamic’ of the relationship. This statement reveals an assumption, which was 

mirrored by others, that romantic relationships can and should be equal. Another 

example from that group comes from Tim’s previously discussed statement, also 

related to the step-daughter’s relationship, in which he questioned whether 

relationships that ‘began with… inequity’ could ‘move to what we thought of as an 

ideal… relationship’, where ‘two people are on equal footing’ (emphasis added). 

Tim’s linking of equality with an ideal relationship suggested that the former 

made the latter possible. Tim’s later comments made it clear that he saw ideal 

relationships as love relationships (although he was cynical about people who 

focused on ‘romantic things’, such as Valentine’s Day, and stressed the importance 

of partners ‘being themselves’).  

 

Thus, ideal relationships were romantic relationships, and romantic love and 

inequality were seen as incompatible. Such views have been discussed by various 

theorists, and reflect the widespread societal assumption that the greater the 

equality in a relationship, the greater the intimacy (Dimen 1989, p. 34). Zinn and 

Eitzen (1990, p. 227) have supported such commonsense understandings, and 
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suggest that ‘new freedoms have allowed many couples to interact in much more 

authentic ways, redefining love in mutually satisfying terms’ (see also Giddens 

1992). As such, equality in relationships is frequently idealised and deemed 

necessary to romantic unions. However, the extent to which it is practiced is 

questionable, as will be discussed in Chapter Six. 

 

Participants’ assertions that romantic relationships were both ideal and 

normative did not appear to explain why male-older relationships were 

considered to be more acceptable than female-older ones. Craig, from the second 

focus group, suggested that females matured earlier than males, and that males 

were designed to seek out younger females. Yet the intricacies of what comprised 

an appropriate or an inappropriate relationship were not fully explained by such 

arguments. Leahy (2002, p. 26) has supplied one possible explanation for this, 

suggesting that an emphasis on free choice has helped to maintain inequalities in 

relationships. As he has put it, ‘women freely contract entry into a subordinate 

status’ (Leahy 2002, p. 26). Female-older relationships, he has said, are 

stigmatised, as these kinds of relationships cannot be readily admitted by a 

patriarchal ideology, as to do so would acknowledge the potential power of 

females to dominate males (Leahy 2002, p. 201). Leahy’s (2002, pp. 26, 201) 

claims suggest that what is considered normative is linked to what is thought of 

as romantic, with entrenched conceptions of gender and power leading to the 

widespread sentiment that female-older relationships are not truly romantic, and 

are therefore abnormal.  

 

Participants linked the notion of maturity to those of equality and romantic love, 

and one’s role as an adult or child was considered to inform whether a 

relationship was equal. In the second focus group, one male participant 

highlighted this by saying, of the relationship between Lester and Angela: 

 

I’d say it’s not just about an age gap, it’s, that age gap is 

accentuated by the fact that there is a power difference 

between a child and an adult, that’s the difference between 

a child and an adult.  
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Another participant in the group, Tim, added that he saw the lack of equality 

between partners as originating in ‘some deep-seated problems and issues’, most 

likely referring to comments made by Andrew prior to this. Andrew had said that 

the step-daughter’s relationship was paternal, incestuous, and not between two 

adults. Thus, as was made particularly clear in the second focus group, adult–child 

relationships were considered to be inherently unequal, though the age at which a 

child became an adult seemed to depend on factors such as gender, maturity, and 

sexual experience. 

 

Child–child relationships, as Ja’mie and Sebastian’s relationship was seen, were 

also considered to be problematic, with little potential for the development of 

romantic love. As one female participant from the first group said, ‘do they really 

know what they’re doing when they’re both so young?’ Thus, participants 

questioned children’s overall ability to decide to enter a relationship. They were 

seen as incapable of free choice, and as unable to negotiate an equal relationship. 

They were not autonomous, as adults were. 

 

Numerous theorists have explored these themes of maturity, adulthood, and 

childhood. Those such as Leahy (2002, p. 26), for instance, have pointed to how a 

certain level of maturity is deemed necessary in a romantic relationship. He has 

suggested that a widespread discourse exists, which argues that children and 

adolescents are incapable of giving informed consent (Leahy 2002, p. 26). As 

such, it is thought that sexual (and, I would add, romantic) contact ‘should take 

place between parties with equal social power’ (Leahy 2002, p. 25). Here, equality 

is linked to ‘sameness’, at least in regard to chronological age or maturity 

(Gosepath 2007). The emphasis on informed consent, however, not only 

problematises relationships between ‘adults’ and ‘children’, but also those 

between ‘children’ and ‘children’. This helps to explain why both groups saw 

Ja’mie and Sebastian’s relationship negatively, as well as seeing Angela and 

Lester’s (potential) sexual relationship similarly. It also explains why the 

relationship between the step-daughter and step-father was problematised by the 

second group. In these cases, relationships were not considered to be freely 

chosen by adults, and thus were seen as fundamentally unequal. 
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Much current research has focused largely on perceptions of age-dissimilar 

couples as abnormal, deviant, or even pathological (Pyke & Adams 2010, p. 753). 

This research commonly explores age and gender norms in relationships (Rossi 

2011, p. 18). When delving into participants’ comments, it appeared that these 

norms were most often justified through the lens, or cultural model, of romantic 

love. Relationships were considered to be normal and acceptable when 

participants perceived that there was some likelihood of romantic love within 

them. Romantic love, as they saw it, was understood and enacted through the 

schemas relationships are chosen and love is equal. Relationships that were not 

viewed as normative were seen as lacking the qualities associated with romantic 

attachment, while what sorts of relationships that were considered normative 

was clearly influenced by specific understandings regarding when choice and 

equality were possible in romantic love.  

 

Therefore, focus group participants’ accounts revealed a series of norms, 

expressed through their understandings of the appropriateness of particular 

forms of age-dissimilar relationships. Amongst these norms were the notions that 

such relationships should be between two adults, that they should be based on 

truthfulness (in regard to partners’ characters), and that partners’ social roles 

and ages should not preclude equality. These understandings reflected two 

schemas: relationships are chosen and love is equal. When relationships were seen 

as capable of possessing these features, they were also seen as potentially 

romantic. If these conditions were met, then age-dissimilar relationships could be 

considered normative.  

 

Underlying these understandings were the cultural themes of autonomy and 

relatedness. Autonomy was expressed in focus group participants’ idealisation of 

free choice and equality between partners; relatedness was reflected in their 

expressions of ‘normative ideals’ of relationships, which suggested that only those 

age-dissimilar unions that could be freely chosen and equal were potentially 

romantic (and therefore desirable). No participants suggested that people’s 

choices should be boundless, as they perceived that this might lead to inequalities 

between partners. Furthermore, the appearance of equality seemed to be of far 

greater importance than its reality. Therefore, the cultural themes of autonomy 
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and relatedness were not contradictory in this regard. Rather, the themes co-

existed relatively unproblematically, with both underpinning participants’ 

understandings of what constituted a normative or romantic relationship. 

However, as will be seen in the following chapter, interviewees sometimes 

circumvented norms relating to the appropriateness and inappropriateness of 

specific kinds of age-dissimilar relationships. They did so by suggesting that they 

or their partners were exceptionally mature or youthful for their chronological 

ages.
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Chapter Four: 

‘Age is just a number’: How interviewees challenged 

chronological age and minimised their age differences 

 

 

I… think that age is just a number, and it doesn’t necessarily 

mean a whole lot (Anna, thirty-seven, female-older 

relationship). 

 

Age doesn’t matter. We’ve learnt so much about the human 

brain, I suppose, that we’re aware that people in their latter 

years can still produce original thoughts, original ideas, 

[and] act on them. There’s no barriers anymore, based on 

age. That’s it I think. So that there’s no barrier in 

relationships based on age (Juliette, seventy-six, female-

older relationship). 

 

It was extremely common for my interviewees to make comments such as these.1 

Yet although a bold statement like ‘age is just a number’ and ‘age doesn’t matter’ 

was often the first response my interviewees had to my questions, once they 

began to speak specifically about their own or others’ relationships, 

understandings emerged that contradicted these claims. For instance, when they 

referred to their or their partners’ ages, they did not suggest that the concept of 

‘age’ was meaningless, but, rather, that ‘chronological age’ was irrelevant in their 

case.2 Interviewees saw non-chronological, individually variable factors as having 

                                                 
1 Survey respondents, too, made claims such as these. For instance, when respondents were asked 

if they would consider a relationship with someone older than them, forty-five percent of those 

who answered ‘yes’ made comments like ‘age doesn’t matter’ (Table P, Appendix B). When asked if 

they would date someone younger, thirty-six percent of those who said ‘yes’ made comparable 

comments (Table T, Appendix B). 

2 For the purposes of my discussion here, chronological age refers to ‘the number of years lived’ by 

a person (Fairhurst 1998, p. 272). However, it should be noted that, in some societies, counting 

begins from birth, whereas in Australian society people do not consider a child to be ‘one’ until a 
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a far greater influence on their ages. Their ‘real age’, they argued, was younger or 

more mature than that implied by straightforward chronology. This was why age-

dissimilar relationships were seen as suitable, even desirable, for them. Yet 

interviewees considered chronology to be an accurate measure of age for the vast 

majority of other people. As such, age-similar relationships, the norm in 

Australian society, were seen as appropriate for most people.  

 

Within such arguments there lies a tension between the notions of similarity and 

difference. Based on this tension, I identify two schemas: the relationship or 

partner is unique and the relationship or partner is similar to others. These 

schemas reflect the cultural themes of autonomy and relatedness in various ways. 

For instance, interviewees’ claims to unusual youth or maturity suggested an 

understanding of themselves and their partners as possessing unique ‘internal 

attributes’, which, according to Carsten (2004, p. 95), is a feature of Western 

autonomous persons. Based on this, interviewees argued that they and their 

partners were well matched because they were similar to one another in terms of 

their maturity or youthfulness. Their similar (non-chronological) ages were 

reflected in their similar appearances, experiences, personality traits, and ‘felt 

ages’, which allowed them to relate to each other. They experienced what Sahlins 

(2011a, pp. 2, 5) has referred to as a ‘mutuality of being’, based on their ‘shared 

life conditions and shared memories’. This notion of mutuality, which I 

introduced in Chapter Two, reflects how people’s relationships (for instance, 

those of romantic partners) were understood to be joint and interdependent 

(Sahlins 2011a, p. 11; see also Carsten 2000, p. 22).  

 

Interviewees’ claims to unique or similar relationships, partners, or selves were 

also underpinned by the cultural themes of autonomy and relatedness in a 

different sense. Those I spoke with tended to talk about their or their partners’ 

ages as self-determined, self-determination being one of the more obvious 

features of autonomy that I have identified (Collins Dictionary of Sociology 2001; 

Dagger 2001; Giddens 1992, p. 185; Kagitcibasi 2005, p. 403; Rapport & Overing 

                                                                                                                                             
year of their life has passed. This highlights the degree to which chronology is culturally 

constructed. 
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2000, p. 299; Williams 2008, p. 72; World of Sociology, Gale 2006). Partners’ self-

determination was strongly connected to uniqueness, insofar as it was linked to 

their apparently ‘individualised’ ages.3 The individual uniqueness of partners was 

seen, in turn, as leading to a unique relationship, which was chronologically age-

dissimilar but actually age-similar. This chain of logic again draws focus to the 

cultural theme of relatedness. As was noted, interviewees considered their 

relationships to be similar (or related) to age-similar ones.  Moreover, their 

discussions pointed to more far-reaching ways in which people were thought to 

be related (and thus comparable to one another), through chronological age and 

the biological ageing process.  

 

Thus, interviewees’ schemas of similarity and difference led me to examine not 

only the tensions between these areas in regard to partners’ relationships, but 

also, more generally, to focus on their comparisons to others’ romantic 

relationships and to the chronological contemporaries of themselves and their 

partners. This contextualisation of interviewees’ relations to their partners 

allowed me to recognise that beyond their claims to individualised age were more 

general assumptions regarding the necessary relatedness of themselves to others. 

This connects back to my argument, made in Chapter Two, suggesting that in 

examining contemporary relationships, there is a need to look beyond the 

straightforward conceptions of change evident within notions such as 

‘individualisation’. 

 

The relationship or partner as unique or similar to others 

 

Below, I will discuss how interviewees’ shared schemas of similarity and 

difference applied specifically to their understandings of age, age differences, and 

ageing. Yet it is important to note that, while my analysis focuses on the accounts 

of those in age-dissimilar relationships, the schemas the relationship or partner is 

unique and the relationship or partner is similar to others (as well as related 

schemas regarding uniqueness and similarity) are likely to be much more broadly 

                                                 
3 Yet interviewees did not always see self-determined age as desirable. This was evident in some 

of the negative comments made regarding alterations to physical appearance, which I elaborate on 

below. 
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shared. Before discussing interviewees’ specific accounts, I briefly elaborate on 

the schemas themselves, by identifying some of the broad tensions in people’s 

accounts. 

 

When talking about their ages or those of their partners, interviewees often 

asserted that their relationships were just like those of other people; yet they also 

expressed the view that both they and their relationships were unique. It was not 

uncommon for them to switch between these arguments during my conversations 

with them, and sometimes within the space of answering a single question. Yet, 

interestingly, interviewees rarely used their age differences to emphasise the 

uniqueness of their relationships.4 Rather, when their age differences were raised 

they tended to adopt the stance that their relationships were different to other 

age-dissimilar partnerships, because they or their partners were uniquely mature 

or youthful for their ages. 

 

One example of this was found in interviewees’ responses to one of the questions 

I asked. During the majority of my interviews, I asked people what they thought 

was an age-appropriate partner for both males and females of a variety of 

different ages. For instance, I would ask them to provide the maximum age they 

would consider appropriate for the male partner of a thirty-year-old female. 

When they reached the age closest to that of themselves or their partners, they 

often provided me with a smaller age difference than was present in their own 

relationship. Several people only realised this afterwards, and then laughed about 

it heartily. Some apparently realised beforehand that their own age group, or that 

of their partner, was coming up. These people often dramatically increased the 

‘appropriate age difference’ they provided from their previous response. For 

instance, Anna, a thirty-seven-year-old who had dated Karl, a twenty-seven-year-

old, increased her stated ‘appropriate age difference’ in a female-older 

relationship from three to ten years when she was asked first about a thirty-year-

old and then a forty-year-old female. After doing this, she jokingly stated that ‘I 

have to say that’. Several other interviewees made strikingly similar comments. 

                                                 
4 One exception to this was the couple Mark and Khiem, whose accounts I will discuss in Chapter 

Five. 
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These responses made it clear that those I spoke with tended to view their 

relationships as exceptional cases. This was further illustrated when I asked my 

interviewees about other age-dissimilar couples. Indeed, when I asked those I 

was interviewing to discuss the age-dissimilar relationships of people they knew, 

it was not uncommon for them to express puzzlement as to why I was asking 

them such questions. A number of them interpreted this question as an attempt 

by me to obtain an interview with their family members or friends. They also 

appeared to see other age-dissimilar relationships as disconnected from their 

own, and frequently made claims to the effect that ‘every couple is different’. Yet, 

as highlighted above, many of them suggested that their own relationships were 

like those of age-similar couples. Thus, there was a tension between similarity 

and difference evident in interviewees’ discussions of their relationships, ages, 

and age differences. 

 

Defining age: Non-chronological conceptions of age 

 

I now discuss partners’ non-chronological conceptions of their ages, and how 

these were related to their shared understandings of similarity and difference. 

Those I interviewed identified four features, beyond chronology, that might 

influence a person’s age: appearance, experience, personality, and felt age (for 

further examples see Kastenbaum et al. 1981; Öberg 1996; Tulle-Winton 2000). 

All of those with whom I spoke made reference to at least one of these 

contributors to age. Indeed, these features enabled my interviewees to adjust 

their ages to roughly match those of their partners. Although I discuss these four 

areas separately, it is worth noting that interviewees’ discussions of them 

overlapped to a large extent. In particular, personality and experience were often 

seen as closely linked, with one or both informing the other. Appearance and felt 

age were also strongly connected (see also Fairhurst 1998, p. 263). For the sake of 

simplicity, however, I have divided my discussion here into these four categories. 

Each of these groupings were seen by interviewees, to varying degrees, as subject 

to self-determination. Yet categories only gained meaning through comparison: a 

person who ‘looked good for their age’ was being directly compared to others.  
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It was not true, however, that interviewees were only concerned with minimising 

their age differences. Indeed, several people claimed that their partner’s (younger 

or older) age was part of what had attracted them in the first place. Some positive 

aspects of being in an age-dissimilar relationship were also mentioned: they 

promoted youthfulness or wisdom, and were financially beneficial for the 

younger partner. These arguments, however, appeared far less frequently than 

those that minimised age differences, personalised age, and privileged non-

chronological conceptions of age.  

 

The terminologies I use when referring to people’s ages reflect those used by 

interviewees themselves. For instance, they used the term ‘maturity’ to describe 

the state of being older, in terms of one’s personality, than chronological age 

might suggest. Interviewees generally employed the term in a positive sense, 

ascribing it to either themselves or their partners. The related term, ‘oldness’, was 

used negatively, generally to discuss physical ageing or other people’s 

personalities or mental states. Meanwhile, ‘youth’ was used positively, and was 

imagined as the state of being young for one’s chronological age, again in terms of 

personality (as well as appearance and ‘felt age’). The term ‘immaturity’ was used 

infrequently. Interviewees occasionally used it in a positive sense (generally 

when discussing themselves or their partners), while most of the time they used it 

in a negative sense (when discussing people other than themselves or their 

partners). Here, I predominantly employ the terms youth and maturity to discuss 

interviewees’ accounts of their or their partners’ ages, as it was these terms that 

were used most frequently. 

 

Before exploring interviewees’ accounts of their ages, it is important to highlight a 

potential issue. My interviews, by necessity, emphasised people’s statuses as age-

dissimilar couples. As a result of this, couples may have felt under pressure to 

‘normalise’ their relationships and, thus, worked to minimise their age differences 

in the way that I describe below. Yet here, as elsewhere, my primary interest lies 

in how they spoke about their relationships. As such, I pay particular attention to 

the apparent contractions in their accounts, especially the tensions between 

similarity and difference. Further to this, I explore one way in which this 

contradiction was resolved, through what Strauss and Quinn (1997, p. 213) refer 
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to as ‘socially approved synthesis’. In other cases, to be discussed later, these two 

contradictory ideas were dealt with by selectively marginalising one idea and 

privileging another (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 213). 

 

Age and appearance 

The notion that a person can appear older or younger than their chronological 

age is widespread in contemporary Western societies. In keeping with this, I 

found a strong tendency amongst interviewees to suggest that the older partner 

appeared relatively youthful, in spite of their chronological age. The reverse was 

also sometimes suggested, that the younger partner appeared older than their 

chronological age, although this was almost always applied to younger males, 

rather than females. 

 

One of my interviewees, Anna, illustrated this tendency. Anna had until recently 

been dating Karl, a male ten years younger than herself. They had been together 

for two and a half months. During our interview she mentioned that she thought 

she looked five years younger than her chronological age. Furthermore, when 

discussing Karl’s appearance, she said ‘he’s a tennis player so he’s spent a lot of 

time out in the sun so he’s got maybe a few more wrinkles than someone his age 

would have’. Thus, she suggested that she looked younger and he looked older 

than his chronological age. When I asked Anna about the reactions of 

acquaintances and strangers to her relationship, she stated ‘I’m not sure you 

could really tell there was a huge amount of difference between us… So it wasn’t 

like we looked obviously different in age’. She also went on to say that their ages 

were similar in regard to their personalities, with Anna having a relatively 

youthful personality and Karl a mature one. This was common amongst 

interviewees, none of whom referred to appearance as the sole reason why their 

relationships were actually age-similar. 

 

Interviewees also discussed appearance in relation to other couples. One 

interviewee, Alana, suggested that appearance was extremely important, 

particularly for females. Alana (aged fifty-two) had been with her partner Greg 

(aged sixty-six) for the past twenty-nine years. They had two sons together and 

were not married. Although a number of those I spoke with displayed negative 
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attitudes towards couples that appeared to have significant age differences, she 

was the only interviewee to discuss this in depth. Here, Alana responded to a 

question about the attitudes of contemporary Australians towards age-dissimilar 

relationships. 

 

A friend of mine, who’s actually divorced now, she and her 

husband were much the same age but she was very aged, 

she aged quickly, her hair went grey very quickly, coz she 

was very old looking. [He was] very young and handsome, 

and they ended up divorcing. I didn’t know them well… in 

fact she might have been a few years older but not a lot 

older. I didn’t know them well enough to know why they 

divorced, but it almost wasn’t a surprise… [So] I think even 

if there is no age gap but they look different, people start 

going “oh yeah, how’s that gonna last?” You know there’s 

this perception I think that men want a good-looking wife… 

and if a man’s good-looking, and his wife isn’t, he’s gonna 

look elsewhere, which is not always true. But there is that 

perception, I think. 

 

For Alana, the appearance of an age difference was seen as especially problematic 

when the female partner looked older, an attitude also reflected in other 

interviewees’ comments. In keeping with this perspective, those in female-older 

relationships commonly emphasised the youthful appearance of the female 

partner. Indeed, in all of the interviews I conducted in which the female was the 

older partner, only one person said that the female appeared older. In this case, 

the person, Juliette, argued that this was a recent development, which had 

occurred as a result of her reaching old age. She spoke about how, throughout her 

life, she had always looked young for her age, but that ‘once you hit 60 it doesn’t 

matter’, you can no longer avoid looking old. Here, Anna, Alana, and Juliette’s 

comments point to tensions between the widespread understandings that 

appearance is unique to individuals and that physical ageing is pre-determined 

and inevitable. 
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Interviewees viewed physical appearance as being, to some extent, under a 

person’s control. Alterations to appearance could be made through a variety of 

means, including cosmetic surgery, diet, or exercise. Appearance was therefore 

considered to be subject to self-determination, implying autonomy in regard to 

physical ageing and thus an ability to shape one’s unique appearance. Notably, 

those who felt that they and their partners looked different in age were the ones 

that most commonly spoke of the possibility of altering appearance. An excellent 

example of this can be found, again, in Juliette’s account. Juliette was a seventy-

six-year-old female who had been with her fifty-eight-year-old partner, Arthur, 

for the past twenty-eight years. Toward the end of our interview, the discussion 

turned to cosmetic surgery. After stating that she was ‘prejudiced against it’, 

Juliette began discussing Hillary Clinton, questioning me about whether I thought 

she had undergone cosmetic surgery. She then began to demonstrate the possible 

effects of surgery on her own face. 

 

See look, I’ll have it [stretches back the skin on face so that it 

is smooth, as is done during a face lift]… You take off this and 

this [points to the skin under both of her ears]. But they also 

lift this as well [points to forehead and eyes]. And see! I 

could go and have it done. Look, ten years younger! If I 

could see what I was doing [referring to the fact that her 

eyes are now stretched back too far for her to see properly]. 

 

Juliette’s focus on the drastic measure of surgery was perhaps one way of 

minimising the importance of appearance in her own relationship, by making it 

seem relatively meaningless. Peter, another interviewee whose account will be 

discussed later in the chapter, appeared to do the same. 

 

The accounts above were underpinned by a shared notion that how old a person 

appeared was important in determining their age. Notably, these comments were 

made in relation to other people’s appearances, and they worked to minimise 

couples’ age differences. This illustrates the tension between autonomy and 

relatedness, as participants would state that they could freely choose to modify 

their appearance if they wished, but that the purpose of this modification would 
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be to make their appearances more similar to those of other couples. Yet a 

person’s appearance was generally viewed as of lesser importance than was their 

personality, experiences, and felt age. The appearance of an age similarity or 

dissimilarity was often only seen as significant insofar as it was obvious to other 

people. Yet many of those I spoke with attached greater importance to how old a 

person’s body appeared to be, than they did to their chronological age. 

 

Age and experiences 

My interviewees also considered a person’s experiences as something that 

significantly contributed to their overall levels of maturity or youth. Experiences 

such as marriage, parenthood, financial hardship, caring for a family member, or a 

longer-than-usual period of education were argued to significantly impact a 

person’s age. LaPatra’s (1980, p. 10) comments reflect interviewees’ claims, 

suggesting that couples with matching development stages have more stable 

relationships, or, as Berardo and colleagues (1993, p. 101) have said, ‘stage-

dissimilarity may provoke greater instability than age-dissimilarity’. 

 

Those I spoke with felt that a longer-than-usual period of education influenced 

one’s maturity, a point illustrated in Amelia’s account. Amelia spoke to me about 

her friends’ initial attitudes towards her relationship with Steve, a male twelve 

years her elder. She was twenty-nine years old when I spoke with her, and had 

first become involved with Steve at the age of twenty-one. She told me that her 

friends had expressed the view that ‘by thirty-two a normal guy should be 

married and have kids and a mortgage already, so why is he going out with a 

twenty-one-year-old? You know, has he got a Peter Pan syndrome or something 

like that?’ Amelia went on to discuss how she no longer spoke with these friends, 

who she deemed ‘judgemental’, largely because of the way they had reacted to her 

relationship with Steve.  

 

Another experience that was viewed as particularly influential in regard to a 

person’s maturity was parenthood. People who had children while they were 

relatively young were considered to be more mature than others of the same 

chronological age. Conversely, those who had children relatively late in life were 

considered to be less mature as a result. A good example of the former 
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circumstance is found in Suzie and Peter’s account of their relationship, and in 

Suzie’s discussion of her relationship with her former husband. She elaborated on 

her experience of marrying and having children while young, saying: 

 

See, when I was twenty-one I’d just given birth… and I was 

just so not prepared for any of that and it was a real, a huge, 

adjustment. Um, my husband was exactly the same age, and 

it was… quite difficult for him as well. Coz I mean most 

twenty-one-year-old guys are out partying with their 

buddies… as are the girls, so it was really, really difficult. 

 

Earlier on in our interview, when I asked Suzie about how she got along with 

Peter’s friends, she responded: 

 

Well, when I have met your friends they’ve been fine [looks 

at Peter]. You know, they’re quite, I think like Peter they’re 

young at heart anyway, they’re not fuddy-duddies or 

anything like that, you know? I mean, they’re obviously at 

different stages of their life and so they’re not going to be 

hitting the clubs at, you know, all hours of the night. But I’m 

sort of not in that time anyway, you know, I’ve got three 

kids and all the rest. 

 

Suzie argued that her and her former husband’s relatively early experiences of 

marriage and parenthood had made them quite different to their contemporaries. 

Peter was also considered unusual, as he had never had children. As a result, 

Suzie and Peter’s age difference was considered minimal, as Peter was ‘young at 

heart’ and Suzie mature for her age. 

 

The people I spoke with, including Amelia and Suzie, saw their experiences as 

significantly influencing their and their partners’ youth or maturity. For the most 

part, these experiences were seen as autonomously chosen and, thus, self-

determined (although in the case of Suzie’s early childrearing and Peter’s 

childlessness, this was not the case). Furthermore, interviewees’ experiences 
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were seen as having a significant impact on their personalities, particularly in 

regard to their levels of maturity. These claims were backed up by arguments to 

the effect that the traditional course of life (undergoing education, leaving the 

parental home, gaining employment, getting married, and having children) was 

not something to which they or their partners necessarily adhered. By failing to 

conform to the traditional, chronologically-based, sequence of the life course, 

interviewees argued that they were relatively mature or youthful for their age, 

and thus minimised their age differences. They also emphasised their sense of 

uniqueness by assuming that the traditional means of determining life stages was 

appropriate for the majority of people.  

 

Age and personality 

One of the most common ways in which interviewees discussed non-

chronological age was in relation to their personalities and interests.5 Traits such 

as seriousness, level-headedness, worldliness, confidence, the possession of 

realistic expectations, emotional stability, wisdom or, conversely, immaturity, a 

fun-loving nature, energy, outgoingness, frivolity, the possession of unrealistic 

expectations, emotional instability, and stupidity were viewed as highly 

important in determining whether a person was mature or young for their age. 

Certain interests and desires were also considered to reflect one’s maturity level. 

When referring to themselves or their partners, both the terms maturity and 

youth were used positively in relation to personality. However, when discussing 

other people (generally people of the same chronological age as partners), they 

tended to be used negatively. 

 

As I discussed in the previous chapter, whether focus group participants 

perceived an age-dissimilar relationship to be normative was influenced by the 

concept of maturity. A mature teenager was seen as capable of freely choosing 

such a partnership, and of having egalitarian relations within it. Such arguments 

                                                 
5 This tendency was also evident amongst survey respondents. When they were asked if they 

would date a person older than themselves, thirty percent of those who answered ‘yes’ said that 

other factors were more important than age, such as personality, background, and common 

interests (Table P, Appendix B). Thirty-one percent of those who said they would date someone 

younger made similar comments (Table P, Appendix B). 
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were reflected in my interviewees’ accounts. For instance, Charlotte had been 

engaged in an age-dissimilar relationship prior to the age of sixteen. Charlotte 

was fifteen when she began a relationship with her current boyfriend, who was 

twenty-two at the time. Thus, any sexual relationship between them at that time 

was illegal. Charlotte felt that their relationship had been justified, however, on 

the basis that she was mature for her age, and was able to perform an adult role in 

spite of her chronological age. The following is an excerpt from my interview with 

Charlotte, who was twenty-three when we spoke. 

 

Lara: So what were people’s general reactions towards 

your relationship? 

 

Charlotte: My friends, they were fine… we probably didn’t 

go out with my friends that much, like I think I was also 

probably an older sixteen, seventeen year old because I 

went to an international school [at the time] so everyone 

that I went to school with had like probably lived in quite a 

few countries in the world and had a reasonable outlook in 

life and had interacted with people from different walks of 

life… I guess I was a little bit older than your average 

teenager… So we never really went out with my friends, 

just because they were I guess a lot younger than me 

almost, you know, socially. I think what it was also was… a 

sixteen-year-old socially acts differently from an eighteen-

year-old. You know just in terms of how confident you are 

and what conversation you can make with someone you 

don’t know. Yeah, and I probably… could handle myself 

socially whereas the friends that I’d made in school 

couldn’t. 

 

Charlotte was the only interviewee to have been in what, according to Western 

Australian law, would be termed an illegal sexual relationship. In her discussion, 

she established herself as having been a mature and rational adult at the age of 
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sixteen, although this, she suggested, could not be said for most others of her 

chronological age (Leahy 2002, pp. 25, 29).  

 

Yet most of interviewees went further than simply suggesting that a certain level 

of maturity was required to enter into a romantic union (Leahy 2002, p. 26). 

Indeed, they suggested that matching maturity levels were of primary importance 

in a romantic relationship. The comments of Shaun illustrate this point. Shaun 

was twenty-four when I interviewed him, and had been married to Linda, a 

female nine years older than him, for the past seven months. Throughout our 

interview, Shaun employed the concepts of maturity and youthfulness in order to 

portray his relationship as essentially age-similar. When discussing Linda, he 

stated that ‘her maturity level and mine must meet in the middle because 

otherwise we wouldn’t get along’ Elaborating on this statement, he said: 

 

I think it’s about finding somebody that’s on your same 

wavelength, you know what I mean? I may be twenty-four 

but I could have the mental capacity or maturity of 

somebody who’s twenty-six or whatever. I know medically 

there are actually ways of gauging that and I think Linda’s 

well suited to me in that sense, she’s not you know, all 

about “oh well we have to invest our money and we have to, 

you know, buy a property”… And yeah, sometimes there are 

differences. Sometimes I think she’s a little bit too serious 

and maybe I’m a little bit too immature, you know? 

 

Shaun’s conviction that he and his wife’s maturity levels ‘meet in the middle’ 

highlighted an important argument employed by those I interviewed. Not only did 

he employ a personalised concept of maturity to minimise the age difference in 

his relationship, he also presented equal levels of maturity in partners as the 

ideal, implying that without this a relationship could not be successful. A 

difference in maturity levels was defined negatively, as a source of potential 

conflict. Shaun also implied that similar maturity levels were of greater 

importance to a relationship than was chronological similarity. 
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Among my interviewees, the older partner was often valued for their emotional 

stability, as well as for their wisdom and confidence. These qualities were 

commonly thought to match the younger partner’s relatively high levels of 

maturity. This was particularly noticeable when the older partner was compared 

with the younger partner’s contemporaries. The comparisons Shaun made 

between Linda and females of his own chronological age illustrate this point. 

 

Lara: What qualities do you think make up a good partner? 

 

Shaun: … From when I was about seventeen, I’ve always 

dated older women. Strictly because I didn’t ever really get 

along too well with females of my age group or younger. I 

always thought they were kinda stupid. Like and a bit ditzy 

and a bit subject to what the world’s kinda like today, I 

mean… it’s a bit of a stereotype, I don’t really like 

generalising, but lots of girls that are kind of seventeen, 

eighteen nowadays, even some girls that are my age are a 

bit of a train wreck to be honest… I just find I get along 

better with people that are a bit older than me. I’ve always 

had older mates, like I always hung around with my older 

brother and his mates and yeah, I’ve [got] a group of my 

own mates but they’re all at least a year or two older than 

me… I just get along with an older age group better. I think 

[pauses] my own personal maturity level kinda fits in a little 

bit better with that.  

 

In response to my query as to whether his current relationship had a larger age 

difference than his previous ones, Shaun responded by saying ‘yes’ and that: 

 

[It] just boils down to being with someone who knows how 

to treat a partner equally and have a kind of more well-

rounded set of expectations of their partner. You know, not 

somebody who’s gonna go out and buy them diamond rings 
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and gold necklaces and all this crap… I’ll buy you a present 

and stuff, but lets be reasonable, I’m not rich. 

 

Shaun’s overt preference for older females was quite unusual amongst those I 

interviewed. In addition to Shaun, only one other interviewee, as well as the wife 

of another interviewee, had an openly stated preference for partners of a certain 

age. Yet the majority of interviewees said that their or their partners’ 

personalities meant that age-dissimilar relationships were suitable for them. 

Shaun (and the two others) simply went a step further, and suggested that his 

mature personality meant that he should exclusively engage in relationships with 

older females. He did not allow for the possibility that some females his own age 

might be exceptionally mature, however, as he saw himself. Furthermore, the 

reverse logic was not applied to Linda, who Shaun saw as exceptionally young for 

her age. 

 

The idea that age is to some extent based on personality, rather than chronology, 

has significant implications for the ways in which age-dissimilar relationships are 

viewed (Hunt 2005, p. 21). The personalities of those I interviewed were 

regularly argued to be relatively youthful or mature in comparison to others of 

their chronological age. This was by far the most common way that interviewees’ 

relationships came to be framed as like age-similar ones. Overall, those I 

interviewed made the assumption that, for the majority of the population, the 

maturity of one’s personality and chronology were correlated. They framed 

themselves or their partners as unique, and therefore an age-dissimilar 

relationship was said to be appropriate and desirable for them. 

 

Age and how one feels 

Another way that interviewees discussed their ages was in terms of how old they 

felt physically. This was a key element in determining whether a person was 

relatively mature or youthful for their chronological age. Amongst my 

interviewees, the contemporaries of the older partner were often unfavourably 

discussed as ‘decrepit’ or ‘frail’, while the partner themself was described as 

comparatively ‘healthy’ and ‘vital’ for their age. The reverse argument did not 
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emerge, however, and interviewees never suggested that it was possible to feel 

too young.  

 

One example of this can be found in my interview with Monica, who felt that 

chronological age only became important when it was reflected in one’s physical 

or mental state. Monica was a fifty-two-year-old female who had been married to 

her husband Sam, aged seventy-two, for twenty-three years. She spoke of her 

husband as a ‘younger older person’, due to his relatively youthful physical and 

mental capabilities. 

 

Lara: [Do you] think that age is important in relationships? 

 

Monica: … I think to be with someone older… they have to 

be a younger older person. They might be seventy-two in 

age, but their mental age is younger, their physical 

capabilities are younger. So it’s an age on a page… I make a 

real study of looking at people, older people Sam’s age, and 

I look at them and I think “oh god!” you know, like [they 

are] so decrepit. You know, both men and women. I think 

they’re so bloody old! 

 

Monica therefore framed age as subject to individual variation along non-

chronological lines, at least in Sam’s case.  

 

Furthermore, when interviewees considered the age difference between partners 

to be visible, the notion that age could be measured by how old a person felt was 

often mentioned. Suzie and Peter, who I have discussed above, illustrated this 

idea. They considered their age difference to be highly visible. I met them for the 

first time in a busy café, where we had arranged to ask a waitress to point one 

another out. Upon finding me in the café, they joked that it must have been easy 

for me to identify them as an age-dissimilar couple. Indeed, I had identified them 

as the couple I was there to meet, but had thought it rude to make this 

assumption, and to approach them before speaking to the waitress. Partway into 
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our interview, they responded to a question in which I asked if and how other 

people reacted to their age difference. 

 

Suzie: Well I’ve noticed we get a few stares. 

 

Peter: We do, I mean you can’t help miss that I’ve got grey 

hair. 

 

Suzie: Or, as [my son] says, white hair. 

 

Peter: White hair, yeah [laughs]. Um, but at the same time 

I’ve never been one to ever dye my hair and I never will 

do… I don’t feel my age [Suzie interrupts]. 

 

Suzie: I’ve got more creaks than he does. In fact he doesn’t 

have any creaks whatsoever. I bend over and it’s “click, 

click, click, click, click”. Yeah, and he doesn’t, so it’s quite 

uncanny really. I’m just waiting for the next few years to 

kick in, you know, he’ll have arthritis and a walking stick 

[Peter laughs]. Then I’ll be able to say, “ah ha”! 

 

Although Peter acknowledged that he looked significantly older than Suzie, he 

also assumed that his own appearance was highly malleable. His statement that 

he would never dye his hair in order to appear younger implies that he felt that, if 

he chose to do so, he could appear younger by dying his hair. Appearance was 

thus viewed as subject to manipulation, and was not necessarily a direct 

reflection of one’s chronological age. This illustrates how interviewees reconciled 

autonomy and relatedness, in regard to appearance. Hypothetically dyeing one’s 

hair would involve exercising autonomy (or self-determination) over one’s 

appearance, yet the objective of this change would be to appear closer in age to 

one’s partner, and to thereby conform to the norm of relatedness that suggested 

couples should look similar in age. As seen in Juliette’s previous comments about 

cosmetic surgery, some interviewees avoided suggesting that such actions were 
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necessary, by framing the malleability of appearance as evidence of its 

meaninglessness in regard to age. 

 

When Peter discussed his health, rather than his appearance, he took a slightly 

different approach. Instead of seeing health as the product of luck, circumstance, 

or biology, he saw it as self-determined. This was evident when I asked him if he 

though age was significant in a relationship. He replied: 

 

To a point… if you want to feel old, feel old, you know? But 

the thing is we don’t live for a very long period of time… 

this seems like a stupid thing to say, but what I’m saying is 

you might as well love the life that you’re living… if you feel 

old, fine, feel old and don’t go… do things that you want to 

do. I don’t feel old. I mean it’s our perception of what age is, 

you know? You sort of get told “oh yeah, you’ve got grey 

hair, you’re old”. 

 

Here, Peter again argued against the notion that appearance was of importance in 

determining age. Instead, he also saw how old he felt as important, and as subject 

to self-determination. 

 

A number of those I spoke with argued that, in their relationship, the older 

partner felt younger than their chronological age. Monica and Suzie saw their 

partners as exceptionally youthful in this regard; Peter viewed his age as self-

determined. As such, Peter implied that those who felt old were personally to 

blame for this. Yet although felt age was seen as important by interviewees, most 

also employed other notions of age, most notably focusing on personality, 

experiences, as well as appearance. 

 

Defining age: Theorising individual uniqueness 

 

When discussing themselves or their partners, interviewees focused on individual 

uniqueness and self-determination, both of which were underpinned by the 

cultural theme of autonomy. In regard to uniqueness, interviewees considered 
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themselves and their partners to be more mature or youthful than other people, 

largely due to their unusual experiences and personalities. These understandings 

reflected the cultural schema the relationship or partner is unique. Yet 

interviewees’ uniqueness often served to explain how they were, in fact, similar to 

their partners, thus reflecting the cultural schema that the relationship or partner 

is similar to others. 

 

When it came to how old they felt, however, interviewees only ever suggested 

that the older partner felt exceptionally youthful, and not that the younger one 

felt older. Thus, there appeared to be norms guiding what sort of uniqueness was 

considered desirable. One way that uniqueness was thought be fostered was by 

self-determination. For instance, interviewees often suggested that they could 

alter their appearances if they wanted to, and that how old they felt was subject to 

their own will. It was in large part due to such self-determinations that people’s 

ages came to be seen as unique (or ‘individualised’). These understandings are 

reflected in the large body of Western literature (discussed in Chapter Two) that 

focuses on individualisation. For instance, one such theorist, Öberg (1996, p. 703), 

has argued that ‘the history of ideas of the body is the history of individualisation 

and dissociation’. As I have suggested throughout my thesis, however, claims of a 

straightforward individualisation process fail to account for the continued 

importance of chronological and biological ageing.  

 

Yet that is not to say that non-chronological formulations of age should be 

ignored. Indeed, it has been widely observed that, in the contemporary West, 

people commonly differentiate between the ages of their bodies and the ages of 

their selves (Featherstone & Hepworth 1990, p. 374; Kastenbaum et al. 1981, p. 

65; Öberg 1996, p. 707). The separation of the body and the self, reflective of 

mind/body dualism,6 was also apparent in interviewees’ (and, most likely, 

                                                 
6 Mind/body dualism (or Cartesian dualism) has its roots in soul/body dualism (Öberg 1996, p. 

703). Soul/body dualism has permeated Western cultures since at least the time of Plato (Öberg 

1996, p. 702). Plato saw the ‘soul’, now usually identified as the ‘self’ or ‘mind’, as being the true 

person (Öberg 1996, p. 702). The body was variously envisioned as a prison or grave for the soul 

(Öberg 1996, p. 702). This dualism was absorbed by Christianity, which distinguished between a 

mortal body and an immortal soul (Öberg 1996, pp. 702–3). Later, Descartes fixed this separation 
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others’) conceptions of age. This separation was highlighted by Juliette when she 

stretched back the wrinkled skin off her face to illustrate to me that she could 

alter her appearance. Juliette’s actions can be examined using Featherstone and 

Hepworth’s (1990, pp. 377–83) concept of the ‘mask of ageing’, an approach that 

reflects a conception of mind/body dualism that gives primacy to the mind, which 

is seen as ‘the seat of the self’ (Tulle-Winton 2000, p. 76). The notion of a mask of 

ageing highlights that, in the so-called ‘postmodern’ West, a tension exists 

between the appearance and functional capacities of a person’s body and their 

subjective ideas regarding self-identity (Featherstone & Hepworth 1990, p. 382).  

 

According to Featherstone and Hepworth (1990, p. 382), as a person grows older, 

there is an increasing disparity between the perceived age of the body and that of 

the self (see also Dumas et al. 2005, p. 894). Juliette, who spoke of how she had 

looked young for her age until recently, but that after reaching the age of sixty she 

had inevitably begun to look old, exemplifies this. Here, the appearance of old age 

was seen as something that happened to people of a certain chronological age, 

regardless or how young or old they truly were. It was also seen as something that 

might be altered through cosmetic surgery. Indeed, by mimicking cosmetic 

surgery through stretching back the skin of her old face to reveal a more youthful 

one, Juliette might be seen to be removing her mask of old age (Tulle-Winton 

2000, p. 76). Thus, it appeared interviewees’ understandings of self-determined 

age, and thus autonomy, privileged the mind over the body. 

 

Fairhurst’s (1998) study of middle-aged males and females from northern 

England reflects the understandings found in Juliette’s account. One of Fairhurst’s 

(1998, p. 269) male interviewees, for example, stated that ‘you reach a stage 

when you don’t grow any older inside. Outside you do but you’re perpetually 28 

or something or whatever it may be—whenever you stop’. Here, again, the mind 

was seen as the seat of the self, while the body was viewed as a mask that 

conveyed old age (Tulle-Winton 2000, p. 76). Other studies support these 

findings, revealing that people tend to make strong distinctions between the self 

                                                                                                                                             
between the body and the soul/mind/self, and the former was established as subordinate to the 

latter (Öberg 1996, pp. 702–3). According to Wilshire (1989, p. 94), Descartes created a powerful 

image of the body as a machine, thus further dissociating it from the soul/mind/self. 
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and the body (Öberg 1996, pp. 706–7; see also Tulle-Winton 2000, p. 76; 

Woodward 1991, p. 149). Research therefore suggests that people typically 

regard how old they feel (and look and so on) as a truer reflection of their age 

than chronology, and that this is a tendency that becomes more pronounced with 

advancing years (Dumas et al. 2005, p. 894; Fairhurst 1998, p. 269; Featherstone 

& Hepworth 1990, p. 382; Tulle-Winton 2000, p. 76). Furthermore, most 

researchers have argued that the non-physical self tends to be privileged over the 

body in people’s conceptualisations of age (Featherstone & Hepworth 1990, p. 

381). Yet my conversations with Anna and Alana about appearance suggest that 

this might not always be the case. In general, when interviewees felt that their 

and their partners’ appearances gave the outward impression of age similarity 

(despite discrepancies in chronological ages) they emphasised this as evidence of 

their unique and individualised ages. 

 

Interviewees’ understandings of their ages as unique and self-determined can be 

further explored using postmodern theory. Some theorists tend to see the body as 

malleable according to one’s will, and propose that people’s bodies are 

increasingly central to their identities (Featherstone & Hepworth 1990, p. 374; 

Shilling 2003, p. 197). The body is seen as ‘a sign for others’ (Featherstone 1987, 

p. 126). Bordo (1997, p. 335) says that this is an extension of the way that we 

viewed our bodies in the modern era, as machines ‘whose basic functionings the 

human being was helpless to alter’. Then, the body was imagined as a ‘system’ 

that was beyond the control of humans (Bordo 1997, p. 335). It was a part of 

nature, an ‘often inconvenient and inadequate seat of the self’ (Giddens 1991, p. 

218). According to Bordo (1997, p. 335), through the pursuit of this conception of 

the body as a machine, a new, ‘postmodern’ view of the body emerged (Bordo 

1997, p. 335). Technologies originally aimed to replace or fix the malfunctioning 

parts of the body led to the formation of an industry concerned with transforming 

and correcting the body (Bordo 1997, p. 335). As a result, an ideal of bodily 

improvement and self-determined ‘choice’ emerged (Bordo 1997, p. 335). Thus, 

according to postmodern theorists the possibility of changing one’s body led to 

the increased centrality of bodily appearance in constructing and affirming a 

person’s unique identity (Shilling 2003, p. 197). 
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Thus, in postmodern thought, the body is seen as reflecting the self, and bodily 

changes can be made through technological intervention or one’s own will or 

disposition (Csordas 1994, p. 2; Jagger 2000, p. 59). My interviewees’ discussions 

concerning their bodies, and more specifically their ages, tended to reflect 

postmodern perspectives in this regard (Turner 1994, pp. 28–9). Yet although 

several interviewees, including Juliette and Peter, suggested that they were 

capable of altering their bodies to appear more youthful, it is noteworthy that 

they did not choose to do this. In these cases, they appeared to suggest that the 

mere fact that they were capable of altering their bodies was a reason why their 

appearance was not meaningful. 

 

Postmodern theory focused on age is also of relevance to my interviewees’ 

discussions of their youthfulness and maturity. Theorists of postmodernity often 

argue that the contemporary West is characterised by a breakdown of fixed, 

chronologically-based age groups (Hancock et al. 2003, p. 20; Hunt 2005, pp. 10, 

30; Jagger 2000, p. 52). As Jagger (2000, p. 52) says, socially recognisable 

classifications that work to mark boundaries between groups are held to 

disappear in postmodernity, and age is imagined to be increasingly subject to 

individual variation and malleability (Hunt 2005, pp. 10, 30; Sobchack 1999, p. 

207). Here, the postmodern life course model is of particular interest. This model 

emphasises individual difference and flexibility, rather than discussing the ageing 

process in terms of fixed, universal stages. Developed between the 1950s and the 

1980s, the life course model is characterised by ‘the blurring of traditional 

chronological boundaries and the integration of formally segregated periods of 

life’ (Hunt 2005, pp. 10, 30). In addition to emphasising individual difference, the 

life course model also emphasises cross-cultural variation and change over time 

(Tulle-Winton 2000, p. 67). When discussing themselves and their partners, those 

I interviewed appeared to favour the postmodern life course approach to age. 

They often suggested that they or their partners had not followed the traditional 

course of life: they were unique. For instance, Amelia spoke of how her partner 

had attended university relatively late in life, at the age of thirty-two. 

 

As was seen in the quotes at the beginning of this chapter, many of my 

interviewees adamantly stated that age was meaningless in contemporary 
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Australian society. This view was challenged by my discussion in the previous 

chapter, however, as well as by the accounts of interviewees shown here. Rather, 

age was defined in non-chronological terms. Yet the relevance of chronology to 

other people and their relationships was maintained. Rather than establishing 

less ‘restrictive’ boundaries of age, as postmodernists suggest is happening, 

interviewees’ accounts revealed that they measured age by using a number of 

different (often non-chronological) criteria. Furthermore, one might question 

whether this is a new feature of Western societies, given that throughout history 

people have often been unaware of their exact birthdates and ages (Bytheway 

2005, p. 363). 

 

In spite of postmodernists’ ideas about the contemporary breakdown of discrete 

life stages, chronological age remains significant in Australian society. Life today 

is still commonly divided into a series of relatively discrete stages, as seen above 

in my discussion of age and experiences (Woodward 1991, p. 186). Furthermore, 

as Phillipson (2006) argues, public life continues to be standardised on the basis 

of chronological age. Although the postmodern approach to age was strongly 

favoured by my interviewees under certain circumstances, they did not imply, as 

postmodern theorists sometimes do, that age categories were disintegrating. 

They saw themselves, but not others, as being outside chronologically-

determined life stages, due to their unique and self-determined ages. They did 

not, however, pursue their initial suggestions that age was meaningless. Rather, 

they redefined their ages using numerous non-chronological criteria, thus making 

their relationships appear like age-similar ones. 

 

Defining age: Conceptualising chronological and non-chronological age 

 

Thus, my interviewees tended to discount chronology as a meaningful indicator of 

age when discussing themselves or their partners, but not when they spoke about 

other people. In analysing their perspectives, it is problematic that the 

terminologies used to describe different types of age remain ill-defined by 

scholars. Indeed, Kastenbaum and colleagues (1981, p. 51) warn that ‘confusion is 

an ever-present danger once we step beyond the familiar guideline of 

chronological age’. Although this statement was made three decades ago, it still 
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holds true today. As such, the categories I have used in my analysis above (that is, 

appearance, experiences, personality, and felt age) are based on how those I 

interviewed conceived of their ages, as well as being combined with some more 

established theoretical concepts.  

 

Of the few theorists who have defined and categorised non-chronological 

elements of age, Kastenbaum and colleagues’ (1981, pp. 54–6) divisions are 

perhaps the most applicable to my own research. They investigated how 

university students quantified their ages in relation to how they looked, how they 

felt, their pasts, the activities they were engaged in, and their interests 

(Kastenbaum et al. 1981, pp. 54–6). This was largely in keeping with how my 

interviewees conceived of their and their partners’ ages. However, although these 

categories of age are highly useful, they do not entirely fit with my research 

methods and findings. For instance, Kastenbaum and colleagues (1981, p. 60) 

found that people consistently viewed themselves as younger than their 

chronological ages. Yet those I spoke with did not appear to see themselves in this 

manner. Indeed, some sought to minimise the age differences between 

themselves and their partners by arguing that the younger person was more 

mature than their chronological contemporaries. This did not arise in 

Kastenbaum and colleagues’ (1981) study, and is possibly a result of my focus on 

age-dissimilar relationships. 

 

Moving beyond categorisations of age based on qualitative research, other social 

scientists have tended to divide age into three categories: those emphasising the 

physical or biological, the social, and the personal.7 These categories are not 

always labelled as such, and they tend to overlap, making them extremely difficult 

to define (Öberg 1996, p. 703; Tulle-Winton 2000, p. 67). I feel such 

                                                 
7 These divisions are reflected in the sorts of research that has historically been conducted by 

social scientists. Up until the early 1970s, and in keeping with the mind/body dualism discussed 

above, social scientists typically viewed people as ‘disembodied agents’ (Csordas 1994, p. 1; 

Turner 1995, p. 249). As a result of this, the mind was seen as the subject of social inquiry, while 

the body was the concern of the natural sciences, and relatively little research was conducted that 

integrated the body and society or culture (Tulle-Winton 2000, p. 67). The same was also true of 

research examining age and ageing (Turner 1995, p. 245). 
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conceptualisations are inadequate, and find that it is most productive to explore 

the intersection of these areas (Carsten 2000, p. 28; Dumas et al. 2005, p. 898; 

Edwards & Strathern 2000, p. 150; Öberg 1996, p. 703). Chronology, for instance, 

might fit into any of these categories, depending on one’s perspective (chronology 

being at least loosely linked to the ageing process, a culturally-defined system of 

categorisation, and applied through social experience to individual persons). 

Strauss and Quinn’s (1997, p. 51) connectionist approach to cultural meaning also 

helps to draw links between the internal (personal) and external (social) aspects 

of age, and their interactions. 

 

Old age and decreased fertility: Problems for non-chronological age? 

 

One way of discussing such intersections, and how they relate to interviewees’ 

understandings of age, is by examining the more or less inevitable biological 

stages of old age and reduced female fertility (or menopause). With increasing 

chronological age, people are more and more likely to experience infirmity or 

decreased fertility. However, variations between people, as well as social, 

technological, and historical factors, also influence ageing (Brennan 1999, p. 132; 

Dumas et al. 2005, p. 898; Martin 1987, p. 5). Furthermore, some theorists argue 

that: 

 

Chronological age continues to be discredited as an 

indicator of inevitable age norms and lifestyles and a new 

breed of body maintenance experts optimistically prescribe 

health foods, vitamins, dieting, fitness techniques and other 

regimens to control biological age, which, it is argued, is the 

true index of how a person should feel (Featherstone & 

Hepworth 1990, p. 374, emphasis in original). 

 

However, Featherstone and Hepworth (1990, p. 375) also point out that the 

stages of birth, growth, maturation, and death are all ‘unavoidable biological 

aspects of existence’. Thus, they point to a tension between individual self-

determination and biological inevitability.  
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My interviewees rarely referred to factors such as old age and decreased female 

fertility. When these more or less inevitable stages were not completely ignored, 

their impact was minimised or a discussion of them averted by comments to the 

effect that the future was unforeseeable and should therefore not be scrutinised. 

Claims that the older partner may even outlive the younger partner, or that they 

were exceptionally physically youthful for their chronological age, were 

extremely common. As such, there was a great emphasis on ageing as something 

that was fundamentally uncertain and subject to individual variation, as was 

evident in interviewees’ aforementioned discussions of their ages. Yet both old 

age and reduced female fertility had the potential to challenge interviewees’ 

conceptions of their ages as disconnected from chronology and, to a lesser extent, 

their bodies.8 

 

The focus on the present, rather than the future, was discussed to some extent by 

sixty-one-year-old Alan, who was thirty years older than his wife Gloria. He said: 

 

I guess in a way we tried not to think about [getting older]… 

I mean if you’re in a relationship and you get married do 

you think about ten, fifteen, twenty years time? I don’t think 

you do. I think you’re in the here and now. You have a bit of 

a vision of what you’d like [it] to be [like] in twenty years 

time, but really you just enjoy the moment. 

 

Beyond the fact that old age and reduced female fertility might be problematic to 

interviewees’ arguments regarding the irrelevancy of chronological age to 

themselves and the apparent notion that their ages were unique and self-

determined, Alan’s focus on the present rather than the future may have deeper 

roots. As I argued in Chapter Two, in the West there has been a long-standing 

notion that relationships should be fulfilling (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 178; see 

also Quinn 1996, p. 396). In contemporary contexts, this understanding is 

                                                 
8 Another possible reason for interviewees’ silence on these topics is that they were likely to have 

been considered quite personal issues: ones that they did not wish to discuss with an interviewer. 

Yet people’s relative candour in relation to subjects such as sex suggests that this was most likely 

not the case. 
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reflected in the idea that relationships are contractual, and should be abandoned 

if and when they are no longer satisfying (Giddens 1992, p. 192). Alan and Gloria’s 

lack of concern for the future may be a reflection of the understanding that 

contemporary Australian (and Western) relationships are contractual. Yet, as 

Strauss and Quinn (1997, p. 178) add, there is a similarly widespread and durable 

notion that relationships should be lasting. Given that they show that these dual 

notions of fulfilment and lastingness are reconciled through effort (a notion that 

is firmly focused on the present), it seems plausible the future would be 

dismissed in Alan’s account (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 163; Quinn 1996, p. 402). 

 

Some interviewees, however, did discuss the future impact of the ageing process 

on their relationships. Old age was one area that was spoken about. In 

contemporary Australian society, old age is often associated with ‘illness, 

disability, disengagement and decline’ (Featherstone & Hepworth 1995, p. 31; see 

also Dumas et al. 2005, p. 893). Furthermore, the elderly are constructed as 

members of a homogenous group, ‘characterized by supposedly uniform 

dependencies and liabilities’ (Katz 1996, p. 49). Recently, however, there has also 

been a proliferation of technologies that promise to keep old age at bay 

(Featherstone 1995, p. 228). Surgery, diet, and exercise are increasingly viewed 

as means of fending off old age (Nettleton & Watson 1998, p. 14). Thus, although 

old age is seen as inevitable on one level, the possibility of delaying it is viewed as 

determined by the self to some extent. This was evident in Cunningham-Burley 

and Backett-Milburn’s (1998) interviews of middle-aged people. They found that 

‘although the ageing process was often described as defying personal control, 

many respondents indicated that the process could perhaps be moderated 

through attitude and behaviour’ (Cunningham-Burley & Backett-Milburn 1998, p. 

155; see also Dumas et al. 2005, p. 895). As such, people who became ill or 

incapacitated as a result of old age were seen as at least partially responsible for 

this (Dumas et al. 2005, p. 895; Hepworth 1995, p. 182; Shilling 1997, p. 70). This 

view was reflected in Peter’s comment, which I discussed above in regard to felt 

age, that ‘if you want to feel old, feel old’. 

 

Alan was one of the few interviewees who discussed old age. Notably, he was the 

interviewee with the largest age difference in his relationship (thirty years), and 
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was the most willing to discuss the ways in which old age might impact his 

relationship in the not-too-distant future. Before meeting Alan, Gloria had been a 

single mother with one child, living in the Philippines. She had met Alan while she 

was working in Singapore, earning money to send home to her family. She moved 

to Australia to marry him in 2005, bringing her son with her. They had since had a 

daughter together. When I initially questioned Alan about their age difference, he 

made similar arguments to other interviewees, saying that it was not a problem 

now, and that both he and his wife should enjoy their relationship in the present 

without worrying about possible problems in the future. However, he later began 

to discuss the possibility that he might deteriorate physically or mentally as he 

approached old age, and that his wife might need to care for him when or if this 

happened. Furthermore, he suggested that problems might arise in relation to his 

role as a father. An example of this is found in the following exchange. 

 

Lara: Do you think that age is necessarily an important 

thing in a relationship? Do you think it might determine the 

way a relationship plays out? 

 

Alan: … Now is not a problem… I think it will be more of a 

factor as we get older, especially if I retire, my health turns 

bad, or something like that, she’s got to be very… 

supportive. Already she says she’s got three children, two 

boys and a girl. So what it’s going to be like if I, you know, 

and she has to look after me more in sort of a medical 

sense. Yeah, age will be a very different problem, also 

because then she’s getting to an age where, what shall I say, 

she can maybe find another husband. She says she’ll never 

marry again, but start another relationship and then blah, 

blah, blah, blah, blah. I mean you can’t leave it too long. So 

in ten years time we’re going to be in a very critical stage. 

I’ll be seventy and she’ll still be eligible and a good partner 

for somebody… Then she’ll have my money! [laughs] No, 

no, don’t tell her I said that. 
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Furthermore, in response to my query as to whether there were any positives or 

negatives to being in an age-dissimilar relationship, he responded with a 

negative: ‘will I be around to see my daughter’s twenty-first [birthday]?’ He was 

also concerned about his family’s future financial state, saying that: 

 

[Finance] could be a downside issue for us because 

obviously I’m going to retire in a few years and um, then 

there’ll be a slightly different problem with supporting our 

family. I’d hoped [my son would]… go to a private school 

but he probably won’t. 

 

Alan pinpointed a number of problems, related to the age difference in his 

marriage, which might arise in the future. In the present, however, Alan saw his 

and Gloria’s ages as at least somewhat individualised and self-determined. He told 

me that he considered himself to be healthy and fit for his age, and that Gloria was 

mature for her age. 

 

Juliette’s account also provided some insight into how old age and illness were 

understood by my interviewees. Early in our interview, Juliette explained that she 

and Arthur often joked about their age difference. She said: 

 

Juliette: You know, if I forget something he’ll say “you’re 

getting old and senile” [laughs]. But I think it worried me 

more than him. He’s never commented on it, I don’t think I 

have either. Though a couple of times lately I’ve said, he will 

say he’s got aches and so forth, “oh wait until you get older, 

you’ll soon learn”. So that’s the only way that we ever refer 

to the [age] differences. 

 

Lara: So joking and talking about ageing? 

 

Juliette: Yeah. Now he comes, I recently spent some time in 

hospital but even before that, he lives [in a nearby 

suburb]… and on his way home from work every day he 
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calls in. We have a cup of tea and a cup of coffee. And after 

about half an hour he sees if there’s anything [that] needs 

to be done, coz now that I’ve got osteo[perosis and 

osteoarthritis] I don’t dare stand on anything. So if there’s 

things that I need that I can’t reach or something, whereas 

before it didn’t matter, I’d grab a chair or a ladder or 

something and do it. But, jokingly, before I went into 

hospital [for a procedure related to the aforementioned 

conditions] I’d say to some of our friends “oh Arthur still 

comes in every day”. I said, “I think he comes in to see if 

he’s got to scrape me up off the floor” [pauses]. Well, my 

sister unfortunately died of a heart attack as she was 

getting out of bed one day, and it wasn’t until her daughter 

called in after work that they found her. So I think this 

really hit him probably more than it did me, coz she didn’t 

live in Western Australia anyway… she was sixty-eight, so I 

think suddenly he must have thought [that this might 

happen to me]… which sometimes I regret that he does, 

because if you want to do something, “oh I’ve got to stop, 

tidy up, wash my hands, do whatever, get a cup of drink 

ready and so forth”. 

 

On the one hand, Arthur seemed to have recently become worried about Juliette’s 

health, and as a result of this he now regularly ‘checked up’ on her. On the other 

hand, however, Juliette made it clear that she and Arthur did not often discuss 

their age difference other than through casual jokes. This flippant treatment of 

death and dying in Juliette and Arthur’s conversations suggests that 

communicating about this topic may have been taboo, an interpretation that is 

supported by other interviewees’ relative silence on such issues. 

 

Another issue related to ageing that was discussed by some of my interviewees 

was the near-universal decrease in the fertility of females over time, or the 

movement towards female menopause. Although the process of ageing is known 

to vary between societies, within them, and between people, stages such as 
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menstruation and menopause are in most cases inevitable (Martin 1987, p. 78). 

Much like old age, female menopause has tended to be viewed negatively within 

contemporary Western societies. Accordingly, Martin (1987, p. 42) has suggested 

that there is a ‘medical propensity to see menopause as a pathological state’. 

Female sexual organs are imagined as regressing, declining, and becoming 

functionless (Martin 1987, p. 43). Thus, although menopause is seen as largely 

inevitable, it is often pathologised and feared. The people I spoke with, and more 

specifically those who were engaged in female-older relationships, only 

occasionally made mention of female fertility. 

 

During my interview with Anna, she discussed her desire to have children 

relatively soon. As mentioned above, Anna had previously dated Karl, who was 

ten years younger than her. Their relationship, however, had ended several 

months prior to our interview. When I asked her why it had ended, Anna referred, 

amongst other things, to their different desires in regard to parenthood. She said: 

 

We split up because he figured out that he didn’t like me 

enough… I’m the older one and he wants to get married 

some day and have kids some day, but he’s not ready to yet. 

And with my ancient eggs, if I want to have kids, I better get 

moving at having kids. So I think that that may have been 

part of what was going on there. 

 

Anna’s comments suggest that, although their different desires regarding 

parenthood played some part, their break-up was primarily due to a lack of love. 

Her understanding of Karl’s reasoning was that such an issue could have been 

overcome if he had liked her ‘enough’. Thus, Karl maintained the argument made 

by other interviewees, that chronological age was not a central concern. Others, 

including Shaun, also minimised the potential impact that the decreased fertility 

of the older female partner might have on their chances of parenthood. He said 

that neither he nor Linda were currently ready for parenthood (both financially 

and in terms of their maturity levels), and that it was therefore pointless to 

concern themselves over any difficulties they might have conceiving in the future. 
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Turner (1995, p. 258) has argued that an emphasis on individual difference in 

regard to age comes into conflict with the inevitability of the ageing process. For 

the most part, however, this contradiction did not arise in my interviews, as 

interviewees managed to either ignore or minimise the importance of biological 

ageing. Such strategies reflect Strauss and Quinn’s (1997, p. 213) argument that 

one way of ‘handling discrepant ideas’ is to marginalise one conflicting notion and 

privilege the other. Based on my conversations with interviewees, it seemed that 

the idea that ageing was biologically determined was marginalised. Furthermore, 

interviewees’ discussions of old age and decreased female fertility were 

characterised by a strong focus on individual variation and self-determination. 

These discussions reflected the shared schema the relationship or partner is 

unique. Interviewees saw themselves as possessing ‘unique attributes’, which led 

to their being unusually mature or youthful (Carsten 2004, p. 95). These 

attributes were conceived of as self-determined to a large extent (Collins 

Dictionary of Sociology 2001; Dagger 2001; Giddens 1992, p. 185; Kagitcibasi 

2005, p. 403; Rapport & Overing 2000, p. 299; Williams 2008, p. 72; World of 

Sociology, Gale 2006).  

 

The contradictions of age in relation to other people or couples 

 

Up until this point, I have focused my analysis on interviewees’ discussions about 

their and their partners’ ages and age differences, particularly in regard to 

uniqueness and self-determination. I now engage in an analysis of interviewees’ 

understandings of other people or couples, and how these were related to 

themselves and their partners. In doing so, I emphasise the cultural themes of 

autonomy and relatedness. As previously discussed, these themes were expressed 

in the shared schemas the relationship or partner is unique and the relationship or 

partner is similar to others.  

 

Although interviewees dismissed chronology as a measure of their own or their 

partners’ own ages, they did not challenge its relevance to the majority of 

Australians. Indeed, they commonly used chronology as a means of comparison 

between themselves and others, claiming that they were either more mature or 

more youthful than their chronological age might suggest. Here, Turner’s (1995, 



 138 

p. 252) views are of interest. He argues that we measure our ages ‘not simply by 

reference to the recorded transformation of our own image, but collectively by 

reference to our peers and our generation’ (Turner 1995, p. 252). As such, a 

person’s ageing takes place as a part of a wider process of collective ageing 

(Turner 1995, p. 252). Ageing is therefore cultural and comparative, and is 

characterised by relatedness to others (Turner 1995, p. 251). In order for 

interviewees to argue that they were more youthful or mature than someone else 

of their chronological age, it is clear that they must have had a previously 

established notion of what a person of their chronological age was like: how they 

looked, what experiences they had, what their personality was like, and how old 

they felt. As Sahlin’s (2011b, p. 231) has said, ‘self-experience is intimately 

grounded in its relational context’. 

 

Both chronological and non-chronological conceptions of age are evident within 

wider Australian society. On the one hand, a chronological conception of age is 

highly pervasive and is reflected, for instance, in the definition of chronological 

ages of sexual consent, drinking, marriage, retirement, and so forth (Phillipson 

2006). On the other hand, there is a widespread and pervasive notion that people 

can defy or reverse physical ageing through the use of diet, exercise, and surgical 

procedures. This resistance to the categorisation of people according to their 

chronological ages is typical of an approach to ageing that emphasises self-

determination and uniqueness. Although these two conceptions of age appear to 

be deeply contradictory, it seems they are able to coexist so long as people (or 

couples) understand themselves as exceptional and others as unexceptional. My 

interviewees’ age differences made it easy for them to draw on such arguments, 

as, in this respect at least, they were unusual. 

 

As well as comparing themselves to their chronological contemporaries, those I 

spoke with talked about how their couplings were in various ways similar to, or 

different from, other people’s age-similar or age-dissimilar relationships. One 

example of this is provided by Suzie, who spoke about her relationship with her 

ex-husband, as well as her relationship with her current partner, Peter. Suzie 

compared these relationships on various occasions. While her relationship with 

her ex-husband had been age-similar, her relationship was Peter was age-
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dissimilar. Yet, she argued, the latter relationship was characterised by greater 

harmony, similarity, and compatibility than the former. When I asked Suzie and 

Peter about the power relations between them, they began by saying:  

 

Suzie: [laughs] Oh I think it’s quite equal to be honest. 

 

Peter: It is, it is. 

 

Suzie: Not one person tells the other what to do… [Peter 

makes a brief comment] No, it’s just… easy… Whereas with 

my husband it was more, it was a struggle to agree on a lot 

of stuff… I don’t think there was a struggle for power, but 

either of us always wanted to be the right one, the person 

who was correct, and there was always an argument about 

that so it really got quite petty at times. 

 

Later on in the conversation, Suzie spoke more about her relationship with Peter. 

 

It is, it’s just easy, you know. It’s like “what do you wanna 

do?”, “I dunno”, “do this?”, “yeah, alright”. It’s like that. 

Whereas with [my ex-husband] and me it’s like, “what do 

you want to do?”, “oh, let’s do this”, “nup, don’t wanna to do 

that”. You know, it’s just… “why’d you ask then?’” [both 

laugh]… [With us] it’s almost boring, isn’t it babe? 

 

In the case of Suzie and her ex-husband, who were approximately the same age, 

Suzie discussed that relationship as having been constantly in conflict. Suzie and 

Peter’s relationship was viewed more positively, and their ‘getting on’ with one 

another was seen as a reflection of the similarities that characterised their 

relationship. As Suzie said, they were ‘two peas in a pod’, and Peter was ‘a male 

version of me’. Other interviewees also spoke of how similar they were to their 

partners. When they talked of age-similar couples, it was often to compare such 

relationships to their own. As such, Suzie’s discussion of her relationship with her 

ex-husband, which she characterised as having a greater degree of difference than 
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her relationship with Peter, was quite unusual. In the case of most interviewees, 

other people’s age-dissimilar relationships were seen as different to their own, 

essentially age-similar, unions. Underpinning these ideas was the assumption that 

a good relationship was one where partners were similar to each other. 

 

Throughout our discussions, interviewees tended to refer to their partners in 

order to confirm their sense of self as either young or mature for their ages. 

Shaun, for instance, spoke in depth about how he had always considered himself 

to be mature for his age, saying ‘I may be twenty-four but I could have the mental 

capacity or maturity of somebody who’s twenty-six or whatever’. Because of this, 

he said, since the age of seventeen he had chosen to date older females. He also 

said that his friends had always been at least a year or two older than him. 

Explaining why, he suggested ‘I just get along with an older age group better’ and 

‘my own personal maturity level kinda fits in a little bit better with that’. Thus, 

Shaun defined his self-identity in relation to his interactions with previous 

partners, his current partner, and friends. This example, in addition to the others 

discussed above, reveal that although interviewees tended to discuss themselves 

and their partners as having unique, individualised, self-determined ages, 

obscured beneath their accounts were constant acknowledgements of their 

sameness or relatedness to others. These others included their partners, other 

couples, and Australians more broadly.  

 

I began this chapter by identifying two schemas: the relationship or partner is 

unique and the relationship or partner is similar to others. These two schemas 

characterised interviewees’ discussions in regard to their ages and age 

differences, and were underpinned by the cultural themes of autonomy and 

relatedness. These schemas coexisted with each other. They were observable, in 

particular, in interviewees’ tendencies to see their ages as extending beyond 

chronology. Their non-chronological conceptions of age suggested that they were 

more mature or youthful than their chronological ages. Thus, by conceiving of age 

as both unique and self-determined, interviewees minimised the age differences 

between them and their partners. Yet while arguing that they themselves were 

different from others (for whom chronology was an appropriate measure of age), 

they suggested that their relationships were actually similar to those of most, age-
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similar, couples. This was because, after taking into account non-chronological 

factors, they and their partners were seen to be similar in age.  

 

The importance of relatedness was further highlighted when old age and 

decreased fertility began to be discussed, and when the continued importance of 

chronological age was emphasised. Interviewees avoided clashes between their 

schemas of similarity and difference, or relatedness and autonomy, by either not 

discussing or dismissing these topics (which appeared to be taboo). Furthermore, 

although interviewees’ outlooks meant that their discussions of age emphasised 

the individual, upon closer inspection, what emerged from their accounts was a 

detailed tapestry revealing how the physical or biological, the social, the personal, 

the cultural, and the chronological aspects of age interacted and shaped one 

another. Such understandings, in turn, were based on an understanding of 

autonomy and relatedness as, respectively, difference and similarity. Although 

interviewees made claims that their ages were individualised and self-

determined, and thus autonomous, it is important to look beyond these 

straightforward claims to the notions of similarity that lay beneath them. 

 

Throughout this chapter, I have highlighted the contradictions and tensions that 

were evident in interviewees’ straightforward claims to autonomy and their 

cultural understandings of relatedness, as reflected in the schema pair I have 

identified. For the most part, interviewees’ discussions of their ages and age 

differences showed evidence of the ‘socially approved synthesis’ of these two 

contradictory schemas (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 213). The chain of their 

reasoning was as follows: although they and their partners had different 

chronological ages, because either or both partners were uniquely mature or 

youthful, their relationships were actually different to other age-dissimilar unions 

and similar to age-similar ones. While, for the most part, interviewees’ discussions 

of their relationships in the present reflected the ‘socially approved synthesis’ of 

these schemas, this was not always the case when they discussed the future 

(Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 213). Here, the ageing process, which interviewees saw 

as largely inevitable, had the potential to disrupt their assertions that people’s 

ages were unique and self-determined. However, these ideas about ageing and 

death were marginalised or ‘ruled out’, allowing interviewees to ‘resolve the 
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potential conflict’ between biological ageing and an individualised understanding 

of age (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 213). This was evidenced by interviewees’ 

selective marginalisation of the taboo subjects of ageing, menopause, and death. 

Yet overall, my interviewees’ accounts illustrated how resolutions to the 

contradictions found in people’s schemas of similarity and uniqueness were 

‘readily available’ (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 213). 
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Chapter Five: 

Free to be fated: Similarity, compatibility, and choice or blind, 

fated love in relationship formation 

 

 

When speaking about how their relationships had begun, my interviewees often 

made several, seemingly contradictory, arguments. I have identified these as 

representing two related pairs of schemas. The first pair comprises the schemas 

concerning who the relationship was formed with: relationships are based on 

similarity or compatibility and love is blind.1 Interviewees saw similarity and 

compatibility as extremely important with regard to one’s partner (a tendency 

that was explored in the previous chapter, where I spoke about interviewees’ 

claims that their relationships were actually age-similar). Yet they also expressed 

an understanding that, rather than being based upon a series of pre-determined 

criteria, love for a partner is ‘blind’ to factors such as age, culture, and ethnicity. 

The second pair of schemas expressed concerned why relationships were formed: 

relationships are chosen and love is fated. Interviewees claimed that their 

relationships were and should be ‘chosen’, in the sense that they were entered 

into ‘freely’ (an understanding explored in Chapter Three, in my discussion of 

focus group participants’ dialogue about several media depictions of age-

dissimilar relationships). Here, decisions about partnering were seen as 

uninfluenced by the views of family members, friends, or wider society. On the 

other hand, they also saw their love as ‘fated’, in that they had inevitably and 

uncontrollably ‘fallen in love’ with their partners. In this chapter I focus on 

interviewees’ understandings and enactments of these schemas, within contexts 

involving the formation of age-dissimilar relationships. 

 

My observations suggest, however, that these pairs of schemas rarely conflicted 

with one another. Indeed, they tended to arise in quite different situations, in 

                                                 
1 The former of these schemas, relationships are based on similarity or compatibility, expresses a 

similar idea to a schema outlined in the previous chapter, the relationship or partner is similar to 

others. While the schema discussed in this chapter refers to relationships’ origins, the one referred 

to previously focuses more strongly on partners’ relations. 
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ways that minimised what appeared to be the contradictions between them. 

Below, I explore how these ideas were reconciled. Moreover, the ideas that 

partner selection is based on similarity or compatibility and that it is blind, or that 

relationships are chosen and that love is fated, reflected the cultural themes of 

autonomy and relatedness. In discussing these themes, I divide schemas in a 

different way to how I do so above. First, I group together relationships are based 

on similarity or compatibility and relationships are chosen; second, love is blind and 

love is fated. The first pair of schemas strongly reflected the shared themes of 

autonomy and relatedness. For instance, the idea that relationships are chosen 

was reflected in the notion that people act and think autonomously from those to 

whom they are related (such as family members and friends) when ‘choosing’ a 

partner. Meanwhile, the notion that relationships are based on similarity or 

compatibility was evidenced by people’s framing of their chosen partner as 

related to them, in the sense that they shared various characteristics, tastes, or 

desires, or that these shared elements made them compatible. The importance 

afforded to similarity and compatibility, furthermore, was premised on the notion 

that people were unique and thus separate from or different to others. 

 

The second pair of schemas also reflected the cultural themes of autonomy and 

relatedness. The idea that love is fated, for example, implied that love was an 

autonomous force that determined who one related to in a romantic sense. ‘Fated’ 

relationships were seen as uncontrollable, and therefore occurrences such as 

affairs were understood to be potentially excusable. Furthermore, the notion that 

love is blind was evident in interviewees’ understandings that who they fell in love 

with was not determined by social factors such as age or social class. Rather, 

relatedness between couples was seen as established on the basis of love, which 

was again framed as an autonomous force. Overall, by exploring when and why 

relationships were discussed in particular ways, I am able to further investigate 

the cultural themes of autonomy and relatedness. Here, autonomy refers to 

choice, freedom from coercion, and the separateness of people from one another. 

It also refers to the controlling force of love itself, which is thought to exert great 

influence upon partner selection and relationship formation. Relatedness refers 

to relationships to others (including romantic partners, family members, and 
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friends), as well as people’s expectations and experiences regarding their own 

and others’ roles within these relationships. 

 

I begin my discussion by outlining Colin’s (a male interviewee’s) account, in 

which he detailed how he had sought and found his wife: by writing a list of 

desired characteristics and seeking a female who possessed them. In examining 

his account, I ask why I reacted so strongly against this means of relationship 

formation, and why Colin’s description of events was unique amongst my 

interviewees.  

 

Colin’s list: Partners are similar or compatible; relationships are chosen 

 

Colin, aged forty-five, did not express views that were common amongst 

interviewees. Yet although his account was not representative, this does not mean 

it should be dismissed. Speaking about social science research, Aberle (1951, p. 2) 

argues for the usefulness of discussing those who ‘deviate’, saying that: 

 

[People’s]… reactions to culturally established situations, 

though varied, are also limited. The history of any 

individual’s reactions affords considerable understanding 

of the relationship of motivation and institution (emphasis 

added). 

 

I found Colin’s account revealing because he appeared to consciously defy various 

widely-held understandings regarding relationships, and the role of romantic love 

within them. Indeed, Colin’s account emphasised his awareness of the ‘dominant 

social judgment’ (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 237), as evidenced by his ‘deliberate 

justifications’ of his failure to adhere to it (p. 242). Strauss and Quinn (1997, pp. 

172–3) make a related point in regard to one of their male interviewees, who 

questioned the idea that a successful marriage required effort. They said: 

 

Taken at his word, this man is an interesting exception, 

someone who rejects the unqualified cultural assumption 

about the effortfulness of a successful marriage… Yet he not 
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only demonstrates by his remarks his familiarity with this 

piece of the cultural model of marriage, with which he has 

had to reckon in his own marriage, he also reveals his 

awareness that his rejection of it is a minority view and 

therefore requires defending to the interviewer (Strauss & 

Quinn 1997, pp. 172–3). 

 

Thus, although Colin’s account was not representative, it was underpinned by 

various cultural meanings regarding partner selection, which he either adhered to 

or resisted (Mintz 1979, p. 25; see also Forsey 2008, p. 59). Furthermore, my 

interview with Colin drew attention to commonalities and divergences between 

his understanding of relationships and the understandings of others. Finally, 

Colin’s lack of compliance with others’ shared understandings can also be 

discussed by examining my own negative reaction to his method of relationship 

formation (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 176). 

 

During my interview with Colin it was evident that he shared, along with my 

previous interviewees, numerous, implicit understandings that guided when and 

how relationships might be framed as chosen or subject to one’s control. Colin, 

though, defied these understandings. He had been with his wife Ruby, aged fifty-

seven, for twelve years when I spoke with him. Colin was also twelve years 

younger than Ruby. At the time, we had arranged to meet at his workplace: Colin 

ran his own business in a profession related to physical appearance (something 

that may have contributed to his concern about the appearance and the 

attractiveness of himself and his partner, exemplified below (Dumas et al. 2005, p. 

890). When I arrived for the interview he was busy, and I waited for about twenty 

minutes. We then sat down on a couch, and I began to ask him some questions. 

After a few minutes, I asked him, ‘what qualities do you think make up a good 

partner?’ In response, Colin recounted his experience of searching for a wife. He 

began: 

 

Someone who can cook [laughs]. No, seriously, that is one 

of the qualities. I’ve had a list… because I was searching for 

a wife. So I set about listing everything I wanted, and I put it 
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on my bedroom door. And so I looked at it every time in the 

morning. I came back, you know, went out, got out, and 

[when I] left it was there, and when I came home at night it 

was still there. And so I was concentrating one hundred 

percent on trying to find that, find a wife for myself.  

 

Colin then offered a highly specific list of the characteristics that had featured in 

his list. Although he did not specify which ones had been more or less important 

to him, I got the distinct impression that he had felt that all of the characteristics 

were crucial. This impression was bolstered by the fact that by his own 

admission his wife Ruby, who I also interviewed, possessed everything listed: 

 

[A]ttractive to look at, you know, um, no immediate defects 

in their appearance. Their size, I’ve never been sort of 

particularly worried by thin or fat women, it’s not a sort of 

body shape thing to me, it’s an inner beauty that I was 

searching for. So personality. Had to have the same religion 

as me. Had to have the same sort of family values as me. 

Had to have had children. Had to have had a hysterectomy 

or wasn’t prepared to have any more children. Could cook. 

Like I said, that was essential. Knew how to dress well, 

again back to the appearance thing. I am very, well, being 

[in a profession related to physical appearance], I am very, 

very focused on appearance, very focused. Makes up I 

would say at least fifty percent maybe more of my life. 

When I look at somebody I look at what they’re wearing 

and how they look, and I do, I put them into a box. I become 

judgmental on someone’s appearance, and if they’re not 

appropriately dressed, they can have all the money in the 

world, if they still look like shit I don’t want to talk to them. 

You know, I will not be associating with somebody that’s 

badly dressed. I would have to be very, very rich for an 

awful long time to dress that badly, I really would. Suffice to 

say that [laughs] I hate jeans. 
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Lara: Oh, really? [looking down at the jeans I am wearing 

and smiling] 

 

Colin: [unembarrassedly] Yeah, yeah, loathe ‘em. Absolutely 

despise them. Anyway, that’s a hang-up I’ve got. I’m over it. 

Ok, move on. So it’s a combination of, like I said, beauty, 

how also they walk, how they hold themselves, it’s a visual, 

that sort of visual thing is very. Then like I said, it’s the 

inner beauty in a person that shines through that, and then 

of course, finally, can they cook? 

 

Colin’s comments, regarding what he clearly seemed to consider my 

‘inappropriate’ dress, were made with an apparent awareness that I might have 

found his comments insulting. Our conversation was peppered with similarly 

unembarrassed claims, although these were focused on other people, such as his 

wife’s daughter by a previous partner, with whom he did not get along. It quickly 

became clear that Colin saw himself (and, seemingly, sought to be seen) as 

someone who tells it like it is and who does not care what other people think of 

him. Furthermore, as Goffman (1973, p. 15) suggests, he likely sought to ‘control 

the impression’ I gained of him.2 Indeed, he made the claim that he did not care 

what other people thought of him several times, especially when I asked how 

others had reacted to his relationship. However, these perspectives first became 

evident to me when he unapologetically left me waiting before and during our 

interview. Yet they were most noticeable in his comments regarding my dress. 

Thus, I suggest that Colin’s approach to our interview, and to social interaction 

more generally, was a crucial reason why his account was so different to those of 

other people.  

 

                                                 
2 That is not to say that Colin consciously sought to control my impression of him, as Goffman 

(1973, p. 9) seems to imply. He says that in social settings people are ‘expected to suppress… 

[their] immediate heartfelt feelings’ and to convey ‘a view of the situation… [that they feel] others 

will be able to find at least temporarily acceptable’ (Goffman 1973, p. 9). This understanding also 

suggests a split between people’s true and social feelings. 
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It is these differences that made Colin a striking comparison to my other 

interviewees, including his own wife, whose account I will discuss later on in this 

chapter. He argued that he had chosen his wife by listing the characteristics he 

desired in her, and then looking for and finding a female who possessed them. My 

negative reaction to him, which was characterised by anger, distaste, and pity for 

his wife, was telling. This, then, raises several questions: what was it that Colin 

was saying that I reacted to so negatively? How did his account differ to those of 

other interviewees? In answering these questions, I posit that Colin had violated 

two schemas that, through constant repetition, were broadly understood as 

‘natural’, and which I myself shared (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 176). This 

violation, in the context of our interview, elicited anger, distaste, and pity on my 

part (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 176).  

 

The schemas that Colin challenged were love is blind and love is fated. Both of 

these schemas were strongly linked to the notion that love is a force beyond our 

control, one whose dictates should be obeyed.3 Yet Colin also appeared to be 

highly conscious of the schemas he rejected. However, two other schemas, 

relationships are based on similarity or compatibility and relationships are chosen, 

were clearly articulated and adhered to in Colin’s account. In this regard, his 

account was similar to those of other interviewees. Overall, while challenging 

some schemas and adhering to others, Colin highlighted the boundaries of what 

was considered to be an acceptable, normal relationship, and the mutual 

dependence of these four schemas.4 This was particularly clear when my own 

negative reaction was considered, as well as the absence of comments similar to 

Colin’s amongst my other interviewees.  

 

                                                 
3 Colin may or may not have actually loved his wife. Indeed, his overt discussion of his relationship 

as chosen may have been part of his ‘performance’ (in which, as previously discussed, he tells it 

like it is and does not care what other people think of him). In my analysis, however, I examine what 

Colin said rather than how he felt. 

4 This suggests, as was argued in Chapter Two, that the contradictions evident in these schemas 

are not mere products of historical shifts from one era to another.  
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Who a relationship is with: The role of similarity and compatibility 

 

Amongst my interviewees, the understanding that relationships are based on 

similarity or compatibility was widespread. Interviewees, for instance, tended to 

argue that they sought and engaged in relationships with certain kinds of 

partners. This was particularly evident in Colin’s account, in which he specifically 

listed the qualities that he desired in his partner. Some were based on similarity: 

his partner should share his unwillingness to have children, or otherwise be 

unable to have them. Others were based on compatibility rather than similarity: 

his partner should be able to cook. Furthermore, interviewees’ shared 

understanding that relationships should be based on similarity or compatibility 

were supported by observed Australian and Western marriage patterns, as well 

as my own survey results (for examples see Chapter One, Chapter Two, and 

Appendix B). Thus, I posit that this understanding is a widespread one. 

 

It was clear amongst interviewees that similarity along the lines of social class, 

culture, religion, education, gender, and even age, strongly influenced partner 

selection. Indeed, throughout my interviews, I asked people whether they thought 

the above factors influenced who they would or could enter into a relationship 

with. Responses were mixed. Only one interviewee was open to a relationship 

with either a male or a female. While most people said that race, class, and culture 

would not influence who they loved, many felt that partners’ similar interests, as 

well as similar intellectual capabilities and educational attainments, were highly 

desirable in a relationship. For instance, Suzie (aged thirty-five), who was in a 

relationship with Peter (aged fifty-one) said of him, ‘[h]e’s the male version of 

me’. She saw this as the reason why they got along well, had fun together, and 

rarely argued. Furthermore, as shown in the previous chapter, when interviewees 

spoke about their age differences they often went to great pains to explain how 

their relationships were actually age-similar. Thus, while in theory similarity was 

not crucial, in practice, it appeared to be so. Such preferences for similarity, I 

posit, can also be understood in terms of relatedness. In many ways, being related 

to someone referred to being like them. Yet such preferences also reflect the 

cultural theme of autonomy, in that the notion of finding a partner who was 

similar to oneself was based on the premise that ‘individual’ people are unique, 
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and thus separate from each other. Colin’s wife, Ruby, highlighted this 

understanding when she described a good relationship as one where ‘you’re on 

the same page’ and have ‘similar goals’, yet ‘you’ve still got your individuality’. 

 

These observations were in keeping with broader trends, which I summarised in 

Chapter One, of age similarity in Australian and Western societies (ABS 2005, p. 

134; Burgess & Wallin 1954, p. 103; Goode 1959, p. 45; Rosenfeld 2005, p. 1286). 

Yet, as was highlighted then, cross-cultural research also shows that husbands are 

generally older than their wives (Buss 1989; Casterline et al. 1986; Cox 1970; 

Fielder & Huber 2007; Hancock et al. 2003; Pyke & Adams 2010; Van de Putte et 

al. 2009).5 Indeed, the survey responses I collected also showed that males were 

more open than females to dating someone younger, while females were more 

open than males to dating someone older.6 Similar trends in age preferences have 

been uncovered in other Western contexts, such as the United States (ABS 2005, 

p. 134; 2009, p. 8; Gunter & Wheeler 1986, p. 52; Lawton & Callister 2010, p. 19; 

Veevers 1988, p. 175). Thus, age similarity might not be seen to be the norm 

(depending on where one locates the boundary between age similarity and age 

dissimilarity).  

 

Some theorists, however, have used the growing proportion of age-dissimilar 

unions (and other unions characterised by dissimilarity) to argue for a shift 

toward relationships based on blind, freely chosen love (Amato et al. 2009, p. 70). 

This perspective is widely accepted, and it is difficult to ignore such changes to 

unions. Yet Miller (2007, p. 552) has argued that partners continue to be chosen 

‘out of a relatively small pool of possible people’, many of whom are similar to 

oneself. Indeed, as I outlined in Chapter Two, historically speaking, shifts toward 

                                                 
5 My survey results support this research. While seventy-four percent of my survey respondents 

were currently in relationships where the male was older, only twenty-six percent were in 

relationships where the female was older (Appendix B, Table AF). This is roughly in line with 

Australian marriage statistics from 2002 (ABS 2005, p. 135). 

6 A far higher proportion of females said they would consider a relationship with an older partner 

than did males: eighty-two percent of females as opposed to fifty-nine percent of males (Appendix 

B, Table AH). Though the difference was not quite so pronounced, a higher proportion of males 

said that they would consider a relationship with a younger partner: seventy-nine percent of 

males as opposed to sixty-three percent of females (Appendix B, Table AJ). 
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an ideal of romantic love were not accompanied by growing proportions of 

people forming couple relationships beyond their social class (Van Leeuwen & 

Maas 2002, p. 119). Indeed, as Van Leeuwen and Maas (2002, p. 119) have found, 

‘some barriers to heterogamy [or partner difference] actually seemed to become 

stronger at the end of the nineteenth century’. Yet these authors also equate 

similarity between partners with an unromantic perspective, and argue that it 

reflects a restriction of choice (Van Leeuwen & Maas 2002, p. 119). This suggests 

that the links that are commonly made between romantic relationships and 

partner similarity are not straightforward. 

 

With regard to compatibility, one fifty-two-year-old interviewee, Alana, pointed 

to various links between personal characteristics and selection of one’s partner. 

When I asked her to discuss whether she agreed or disagreed with the idea that 

males seek out younger, beautiful females and females seek out older, successful 

males, Alana invoked the notion of relationships as exchanges. She said: 

 

I think it’s true, I think it’s true that the good-looking 

woman has more chance to choose who she wants, and she 

wants security, she wants to have a good life, so she 

chooses a wealthy man. And the man with the money gets 

the attention of the beautiful women. But I see, I live in [an 

affluent Perth suburb] and I look at these girls from [a 

nearby private school], as they come and go. They are all 

stunning. They’re all these beautiful, stunning, long-legged, 

sun-tanned blondes. And I think, and I’ve been looking at 

them for years thinking “how does this happen?” And it sort 

of dawned on me, talking to [a scientist in the field], but 

also thinking well, if their mothers are the beautiful women, 

and their husbands are the wealthy ones, they produce 

good-looking children, and then those good-looking girls 

and boys also choose good-looking partners, and so it goes 

on.  
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Alana understood the relationships of the privileged as exchanges of beauty on 

the one hand and wealth on the other. Yet although Alana spoke about 

relationships in abstract, evolutionary terms (which implied some degree of 

biological determinism), she also invoked the notion of choice. Privilege, here, 

was seen as facilitating greater partner choice, which led to people selecting 

partners with particular, innately desirable characteristics. However, when 

discussing her own age dissimilarity and the problems associated with it, she 

appeared to see love as something that was blind and fated (which I will discuss 

later in this chapter). This was a common trend amongst interviewees, who 

frequently spoke about choice in abstract or impersonal terms but argued that 

love was blind when talking about their relationships. 

 

Yet interviewees also suggested that, rather than being similar to their partners, 

their differences made them compatible. My interview with Mark and Khiem 

provides a good example of this. Mark, aged fifty, and Khiem, aged twenty-three, 

differed in various ways. Mark was Anglo-Saxon, middle-class, university-

educated, and had lived in the United Kingdom and Australia throughout his life; 

Khiem was Vietnamese, had not completed her high-school education, and had 

worked long hours in a marketplace prior to meeting Mark. Mark was divorced 

with two children, and had met Khiem two years prior to our interview, while he 

was on holiday in Vietnam. After they met, they worked on and eventually 

succeeded in obtaining a visa for Khiem, so she could come to Australia and marry 

Mark. During our interview, Mark spoke extensively about how Khiem was 

mature for her age. This was similar to how others, whose accounts I described in 

the previous chapter, talked about age and maturity. Yet he also said: 

 

There is part of Khiem that is still like a twenty-three-year-

old… which means that there’s still some immaturity there, 

as I would see it as an older person. But the immaturity that 

I observe in a younger person is something that can be 

quite exciting for a relationship. It makes it, it’s different... 

It’s a lot more exciting, it’s a lot more fun. You don’t know 

what, well I wouldn’t say you don’t know what to expect, 

but… because the younger person is usually wants to do 
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more things… wants to explore, they’ve never done this… 

especially someone like Khiem. A lot of things in Vietnam 

she never had the opportunity to do. Come to a country like 

Australia… travelling the world or whatever, and yeah she 

gets excited. And I get excited by her being excited. So you 

get this vicarious sort of, like, pleasure from seeing 

someone else introduced to something new. It’s, it’s so yeah 

I like that, I love that… [But] I see some older–younger 

relationships as being not so free, and not so flexible. 

 

Unlike partner similarity, partner compatibility does not necessarily suggest 

sameness. Rather, the notion alludes to people (amongst other things) working 

together in a harmonious way. According to Mark, his relationship with Khiem 

gave him a sense of excitement that his previous age-similar marriage had not. 

Thus, he viewed their differences as one of the reasons for their compatibility. 

This notion of compatibility can also be understood in terms of relatedness, with 

relationships being seen as an exchange between two different partners. Both 

similarity and compatibility to one’s partner were further linked to relatedness, in 

that partners were frequently discussed as completing each other. This was 

evident when Suzie spoke of her relationship with Peter, emphasising how well 

they got along. When saying this, she used language such as ‘gelled’ and ‘clicked’ 

to describe their initial attraction, bringing to mind imagery of two parts merging 

to make a whole. Again, interviewees’ references to compatibility were also 

underpinned by the cultural theme of autonomy, insofar as partners were seen as 

bringing their own unique qualities to a relationship. 

 

Discussions of compatibility have often focused on exchange. Furthermore, the 

understanding of relationships in terms of economic exchange characterises both 

exchange theory and resource theory, which I discussed in Chapter Two. In such 

theories, relationships are seen as functional, and romantic ideals as hiding the 

self-interested and ‘utilitarian quest’ of finding a desirable partner (Lindholm 

2001, p. 343). Yet the coexistence of ‘romantic’ and ‘practical’ motivations in 

regard to partner selection has been explained in other ways (Illouz 1997, p. 210). 

For instance, the possibility has been raised that ‘people simply lie’, and that 
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relationships involve the ‘careful weighing of the prospective partner’s social 

standing and the “exchange” or “bargaining” of perceived qualities’ (Illouz 1997, 

p. 210). Yet interviewees’ views and applications of love is blind suggest matters 

are more complex. Indeed, Van de Putte and colleagues (2009, p. 1237) contend 

that ‘instrumental’ means of partner selection are compatible with a romantic 

love ideal. They suggest that ‘[e]ven if individuals look for partners on the basis of 

romantic selection criteria, they may be searching primarily within a [necessarily 

limited] group of potential partners’ (Van de Putte et al. 2009, p. 1237). 

 

Therefore, my survey findings, in combination with my interviews, suggest that 

there were discernible patterns in people’s partner selection. Interviewees 

seemed aware of this, and many stated preferences for particular kinds of 

partners: similar, compatible, or both.7 Beck and Beck-Gernsheim (1995, p. 81) 

highlight this point when they state that ‘romantic love keeps its hidden ties to 

social rules’ (see also Amato et al. 2009, p. 17; Van Leeuwen & Maas 2002, p. 119). 

Indeed, Goode (1959, p. 45) suggests that romantic love is subject to strict social 

control, with people’s peers and parents influencing who is considered to be 

eligible (see also Zinn & Eitzen 1990, pp. 226, 230). Yet much popular discourse 

suggests that love is blind. Such discourse proclaims that ‘the reciprocal attraction 

of the lovers… pay[s] no attention to the boundaries of age, class, and race’ 

(Lindholm 2001, p. 337). It is to such understandings that I now turn. 

 

Who a relationship is with: The role of blind love 

 

The understanding that love is blind was widespread amongst interviewees. Here, 

social characteristics such as age, culture, and ethnicity were seen as irrelevant to 

                                                 
7 This preference for partner similarity or compatibility is not a new one, although earlier 

preferences differ somewhat from modern ones (Lystra 1992, pp. 45, 154). For instance, in the 

United States during the nineteenth century, love was ‘cast in terms of religious experience, true 

selfhood, and gender complementarity’ (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 207; see also Lystra 1992; 

Seidman 1991). During this period, Lystra (1992, pp. 157–91) argues, courtship was a time of 

disclosure between partners, when partners’ relationships were ‘tested’ for compatibility. This 

contrasts with contemporary ideals of similarity and compatibility, in which ‘shared social 

interests and activities’ are thought to be paramount (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 207). 
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the development of love. Underpinning this notion was the view that 

relationships should be formed on the basis of love. Yet these understandings 

were not evident in Colin’s account. Colin’s list of the characteristics he sought in 

a wife suggested that he had a very specific partner in mind. His wife Ruby, who I 

also interviewed, possessed all of these characteristics, and was seen as a suitable 

partner because of this. The characteristics listed by Colin in many ways reflected 

a view of femininity that emphasised appearance and the ability to cook as 

important attributes in a wife.8 In addition to valuing particular forms of 

femininity, Colin also elaborated that the reason that he had chosen a female  who 

was older than him was that he wanted a partner who was unable to have 

children or unwilling to have more children.  

 

By violating the ways that relationship formation was normally discussed, Colin 

drew attention to common understandings of romantic love. Most interviewees, 

Colin’s wife Ruby included,9 told stories about how they had met and fallen in love 

with their partners (see also Illouz 1997, p. 166). When I asked them what 

qualities they thought a good partner possessed, people tended to provide lists of 

fairly broad characteristics. Commonly cited qualities included: ‘attractive’, ‘a 

good listener’, ‘funny’, and ‘caring’. Ruby’s answer was quite similar to those of 

others: she said a good partner was ‘honest’, ‘humourous’, and ‘on the same page’ 

as their love interest. 

 

                                                 
8 Particular gendered characteristics also appeared to be valued by interviewees other than Colin. 

For instance, males seemed to be seen as desirable when they were career-oriented; females when 

they were attractive. Yet these gendered preferences were frequently ignored, minimised, and 

certainly not seen as the ideal starting point of a relationship. Romantic love should be based on 

equality (and therefore similarity), it was implied. 

9 When I interviewed Colin’s wife, Ruby, she did not mention Colin’s list or suggest that their 

relationship had been selected in this way by either partner. One might argue that this was 

because Colin and Ruby were interviewed separately. However, several other interviewees were 

also interviewed without their partners, and none made comments similar to Colin’s. Ruby also 

spoke about how she had enjoyed their ‘courting’, yet, like several other interviewees, she said 

that romantic love was transient, and that ‘companionship’, ‘contentment’, and ‘compatibility’ 

were of greater importance in a long-term relationship. 
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Yet these characteristics, when discussed in greater depth, often had more to do 

with what was considered a desirable relationship than with who (specifically) 

was considered a desirable partner. For instance, when people said that an 

attractive partner was desirable, they frequently went on to say that attraction 

was subjective, and not something they could control. They spoke of desiring a 

partner who was attractive to them. Similarly, a partner who was caring or a good 

listener was seen, by definition, as a partner who was in love. Colin’s list, on the 

other hand, focused far more strongly on a partner’s specific qualities. He pointed 

out that his wife possessed all of these qualities. Others saw their ‘lists’ as less 

definitive, and their own partners did not necessarily have the qualities listed. 

Overall, interviewees did not think that they selected their partners because they 

possessed particular qualities. Rather, they considered relationships to have been 

formed because of the couple’s blind, romantic connection. This reflected an 

understanding that who one related to in a romantic sense was not influenced by 

social factors. Rather, love was envisioned as an autonomous force that largely 

controlled who a relationship was formed with.  

 

Most of those I spoke with, Colin included, tended to view their partners’ 

characteristics as matching or complementing their own. Yet his view of 

relationship formation also differed from those of other interviewees. Although 

several people said that they could have fallen in love with a different person, 

romantic love was seen as a crucial ingredient. They did not suggest that they 

could have a relationship with anyone, even if that person possessed the qualities 

they desired. Again, love for a partner was less to do with a defined series of traits 

and more to do with how two partners’ traits interacted and fostered romantic 

love. This notion was noticeably absent from Colin’s account of how he had 

selected his partner. His statement that he was ‘trying to find that, find a wife for 

myself’ highlighted this, as his wording emphasised his search for a person with 

particular qualities, rather than a particular sort of connection (emphasis added). 

Overall, however, the understanding of love as blind was compatible with 

interviewees’ views that relationships are based on similarity or compatibility.  

 

A good example of how love is seen as blind is provided by a couple I interviewed. 

William, aged fifty-three, and Caitlin, aged thirty-eight, had met over the internet.  
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Caitlin had been a student at a Western Australian university, and had travelled to 

Sydney in order to take part in a performance at the Sydney Opera House with 

various other university students from across Australia. After returning home, 

she decided she wanted to email a male musician she had met there. This was in 

1992, and email was a relatively new development. She randomly chose a staff 

member from the New South Wales University that the musician attended, and 

emailed them, asking whether they could provide his email address. William, it 

turned out, was the staff member that she emailed, and they continued to email 

one another for some time before eventually meeting. Of this, Caitlin said, ‘I just 

picked his name ‘cause it sounded nice. He had the same middle initial [as me]. 

You know, you can’t get much less sensible than that [laughs].’ Of their early 

relationship, William said, ‘it was just this disembodied person talking’. Later in 

the interview, Caitlin and William had more to say about this: 

 

Caitlin: I guess it’s interesting because we met online, and 

so we didn’t know what each other looked like. So [we] 

didn’t have to deal with that other experience of having the 

physical attraction come first, and then you have to work 

out whether or not you’re actually compatible after that. 

 

William: With us it was almost the other way around. 

 

Caitlin: It was very strange, especially because I felt very 

strongly in love within a fairly short space of time, and it 

seemed very off to be feeling that strongly about someone I 

haven’t actually met in person. 

 

William: Coz there’s a spirit… and then you have to deal 

with the physical stuff. Are they attractive, do you get on, do 

you get off? 

 

Caitlin: What will my mother think? [laughs] 
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William: What will Caitlin’s mother think? It’s obvious that 

Caitlin’s mother is a nice Christian lady who wasn’t entirely 

thrilled about Caitlin going out with someone who was 

fifteen-and-a-half years older and still married. She was 

seriously [Caitlin interrupts]. 

 

Caitlin: Yeah, she was very concerned about that. 

 

William described their relationship as ‘disembodied’, while Caitlin referred to it 

as being beyond the ‘physical’. However, it is important to note that they both felt 

that it was important to see if their relationship would work in the real, physical 

world. In contrast to most other couples, they said, they had skipped the initial 

stage of excluding people who they did not find attractive as potential romantic 

interests. This had led to a concern, on both their parts, that after they had formed 

a romantic connection they would discover that they were not, in fact, attracted to 

each other. It had made their relationship, as Caitlin said, seem ‘very off’. Luckily 

for them, when they eventually met they had found they were attracted to each 

other, and William and Caitlin had since married. Yet their unusual experience of 

falling in love draws attention to how, normally, people’s understanding that love 

is blind incorporates the prevailing trend that love is usually only allowed to 

develop between certain people. 

 

The way that romantic love is normally assumed to develop is highlighted by 

Benjamin’s account. He was aged forty-eight, and his wife, Alice, was aged thirty-

two. Benjamin expressed the view that he, and indeed anyone, could have a 

satisfying romantic relationship with any number of people. He felt that 

relationships occurred where the opportunity for them arose, and that certain 

places were ‘ideal meeting grounds’ for older males and younger females. He said:  

 

I could have met somebody my age… I’m quite sure there 

are many people that you could have a relationship with 

that would be a workable romantic relationship, there’s not 

just any one. As well as having the soul-mate thing you’ve 

also got the other expression “oh, there’s many fish in the 
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pond, fish in the sea”. You can be equally happy with older 

guys, I could be with a different woman, you know? 

Relationships could have existed. 

 

Benjamin saw romantic relationships as the product of circumstance, but he also 

hinted at the importance of a romantic connection: what he called ‘the soul-mate 

thing’. In this manner, he suggested that relationships should be of a certain, 

romantic, type. He also pointed out, however, that a person could have a 

‘workable’ romantic relationship with any number of people. Thus, the 

significance was placed on a special relationship, rather than a special partner. 

Yet Benjamin also argued that taste influenced whom one chose as a partner. For 

example, he discussed how his wife had always dated males older than herself, 

and noted that this preference was reflected in their own relationship. Thus, 

Benjamin combined an understanding of love as blind, and relationships as based 

on partners’ compatible and similar qualities.  

 

For some understandings of love, this tension appears to be problematic. For 

instance, Lindholm (2001, p. 337) identifies a ‘romantic love schema’ in the 

United States and elsewhere, in which ‘love is conceptualized as a mysterious, 

overwhelming, compulsive attraction directed toward a particular unique other’. 

Wardlow and Hirsch (2006, pp. 14–5) elaborate on this idea, stating that today: 

 

[I]dentity is very much about the cultivation of a more 

individualized self—a self who has a particular style, 

particular tastes, a particular constellation of relationships 

not necessarily based on kinship, and, finally, a romantic 

relationship in which each partner recognizes the 

uniqueness of the other. It is this mutual recognition of 

individuality, and the intimacy created through it, that is 

thought to provide the substance that will sustain the 

romantic relationship. 

 

Therefore, Lindholm (2001, p. 337), as well as Wardlow and Hirsch (2006, p. 15), 

discuss the notion that the recipient of love is a special other (see also Holland & 
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Eisenhart 1990, pp. 94–5; Holland & Skinner 1987, p. 90; Langford 1999, p. 34). 

Yet as partners were often seen as ‘typical’ of those their age and gender in 

various ways, this was clearly not the only understanding at work. For instance, 

Alana, whose view of marital exchange among the privileged I discussed above, 

saw her partner’s unwillingness to accept help as a typical, male characteristic. 

Thus, the ‘specialness’ of a partner appears at times to be tempered by 

interviewees’ experiences of them in everyday life. 

 

Some social scientists, rather than focusing on the ‘special person’, have instead 

emphasised the ‘special relationship’ (Giddens 1992, p. 62). This perspective, 

referred to by Giddens (1992, p. 62), is partially supported by Benjamin’s 

argument, in which he suggests that romantic relationships could develop with 

several different partners (though, interestingly, he does not go so far as to imply 

that there could be more than one relationship at once). Giddens’ (1992, p. 62) 

perspective also helps to explain Benjamin’s wife’s preference for older males, 

which suggests that love is not entirely blind. Indeed, such a view helps to explain 

why ‘instrumental’ partner selection (based on a set of criteria in which 

compatibility and similarity are extremely important, and of which people are 

conscious or otherwise) and ‘romantic’ partner selection (based on love, and 

‘blind’ to partners’ social characteristics) might be compatible (Van de Putte et al. 

2009, p. 1237). As Van de Putte and colleagues (2009, p. 1237) suggest: 

 

Even if individuals look for partners on the basis of 

romantic selection criteria, they may be searching primarily 

within a group of potential partners. Romantic partner 

selection does not imply that all instrumental 

considerations have disappeared. 

 

Thus, ideas that love is blind and that relationships are based on similarity or 

compatibility might coexist. I would not go so far as to suggest that the notion of a 

‘special relationship’ has overtaken that of a ‘special person’ (Giddens 1992, p. 

62). Rather, I argue that it is possible for the two notions to coexist. On the one 

hand, most interviewees were not very specific about what sorts of 

characteristics they desired in a partner, and those they did refer to were ones 



 162 

that arose once a romantic connection had already been established, such as 

‘caring’. On the other hand, interviewees clearly valued the unique characteristics 

of their partners, which were similar to or compatible with their own.  

 

Thus, interviewees saw romantic love as the primary basis for marriage or a 

couple relationship. Yet it has been well established, through my own research 

and that of others, that who one falls in love with is not simply a matter of blind 

chance (Goode 1959, p. 45; see also Langford 1999, p. 32). As Macfarlane (1987, 

pp. 141–2) puts it: 

 

Choice, whether in the market of marriage or other goods, 

is always difficult. The information is always so insufficient, 

the variables so complex that some external force of desire 

is needed to help the individual to make a choice. Hence 

passionate “love” overwhelms and justifies and provides 

compulsive authority. 

 

Indeed, all interviewees assumed that there were some limitations (self-imposed 

or otherwise) on relationship formation. Most, however, appeared to assume that 

limitations regarding partner selection came first, and that then, within a reduced 

pool of possible partners, a person blindly fell in love (and, as Benjamin said, 

there was the possibility of romantic love being experienced with more than one 

person throughout one’s life). This was the major difference between Colin’s 

account and those of others: there was no element of blind love revealed in his 

account. 

 

Why a relationship is formed: The role of free choice 

 

With regard to why a relationship was formed, the idea that relationships should 

be chosen was widespread amongst interviewees. When they spoke about this 

element of choice, interviewees tended to focus on free choice: choice that was 

unencumbered by the social constraints of relatedness, such as those imposed by 

family members, friends, and wider society. Below, I focus on instances when 

family members and friends disapproved of interviewees’ relationships, as well as 
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when interviewees spoke hypothetically about how they would have reacted to 

disapproval. These instances differed somewhat from Colin’s understanding of 

relationships as freely chosen, which was more focused on the selection of a 

particular sort of partner. Overall, however, my interviewees regarded 

relationships as ideally chosen. 

 

In my discussions with interviewees, it quickly became evident that in many cases 

partners’ family members or friends had reacted negatively to news of their 

relationships. Much of the time, this had been due to couples’ age differences, 

although this was not always the case. Disapproval also arose when one or both of 

the partners had recently broken off a marriage, and in several cases partners had 

still been married when they had begun their relationships.10 When family 

members or friends approved, this tended to be because interviewees’ previous 

partners had been disliked. Thus, forming a relationship involved bonds of 

relatedness beyond those that existed between partners. In this manner, 

relatedness stood in tension with the autonomy of free choice, with these tensions 

being reflected in the schema pair relationships are chosen and love is fated. 

 

Shaun, twenty-four, who was married to Linda, thirty-three, recounted an 

extreme example of family disapproval. When they had first begun dating, they 

had faced significant disapproval from Shaun’s mother. When asked about his and 

Linda’s relationships with one another’s families, Shaun outlined the situation as 

follows: 

 

Shaun: My family… it’s a bit of a disaster area… my mum, 

the second I mentioned to my mum that I was, that I 

hooked up with my housemate, my mum was like, “oh right, 

oh that’s not very smart of you, rah, rah, rah”. My mum’s a 

bit, you know, traditional, orthodox Latin, pain in the arse. 

                                                 
10 As discussed in Chapter One, statistical research has shown that age dissimilarities tend to be 

more common amongst remarrying couples, as opposed to those who have not previously been 

married (ABS 1999, p. 48; 2009, p. 8; Berardo et al. 1993, p. 98; Presser 1975, p. 193; Shehan et al. 

1991, pp. 299–300). This means that such couples are more likely to have to deal with the 

disapproval and resistance that sometimes arises from divorce. 
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And the second I told her how old Linda was, that there was 

a nine-year age difference, there was a problem. And we’re 

married now, almost three years down the track and my 

mum still has not met my wife. 

 

Lara: Really? 

 

Shaun: But like I said, it’s a very exceptional case, like it’s… I 

don’t think anybody would have had this much family 

drama like… Linda’s mum gave me a chance, her old man 

gave me a chance and his current wife gave me a chance. 

Their whole family, Linda’s step-brothers, step-sisters, we 

all get along fine… But my family’s just, like I said, it’s a 

bloody disaster zone. They haven’t been accepting at all and 

I said to them quite bluntly, “well take it or leave it. You 

can’t determine who I want to be with, and you’re gonna 

have to deal with it”. And I haven’t spoken to my mum since 

before, about two months before me and Linda got married. 

I never even told her we were getting married. 

 

Lara: Does she know now? 

 

Shaun: Ah, I dunno. It doesn’t bother me. I don’t care. If you 

can’t accept your child’s partner, that they have chosen for 

themselves at a mature age (his emphasis)… It’s not like I’m 

fourteen years old and it’s some “oh my first girlfriend”, 

whatever… I’m a grown man, for god’s sake, you can’t make 

my choices for me. And if you want to try then it’s not going 

to happen. 

 

Here, Shaun emphasised his freedom of choice, saying that his family ‘can’t 

determine who I want to be with’. He went on to highlight that he had chosen 

Linda, and that as a ‘grown man’ he was entitled to make such choices. Indeed, 

Shaun argued that family members and friends should be there to provide 
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support, as Linda’s mother had done. These were common themes among 

interviewees who faced resistance to their relationships. In response to this 

situation, Shaun commented that he did not care what his family thought. Other 

interviewees made similar statements when hypothetically speaking about what 

they would do if faced with disapproval. Here, interviewees drew on the notion 

that relationships were freely chosen, while the rhetoric of fated romantic love 

tended not to be employed. In making such choices, interviewees depicted 

themselves as bounded, autonomous adults, who were highly capable of deciding 

on a partner. 

 

However, Shaun’s assertion that he did not care what his family thought was 

contradicted by something he later told me: Shaun had spent two years trying to 

convince his mother to accept Linda, before eventually giving up. Since then, they 

had not spoken. Thus, his assertion that his family was ‘gonna have to deal with it’ 

was not in keeping with his actions. While Shaun’s case was perhaps more 

extreme than most (as he himself suggested), it was not as unusual as he thought. 

Indeed, nine more of my interviewees had experienced negative reactions from 

family members or friends, some of whom had refused to meet their partners. 

Others spoke at length about how, had they been faced with disapproval, they 

would not care. Disapproval was not always because of couples’ age differences, 

however. In the case of Suzie and Peter, whose claims of similarity I briefly 

mentioned above, it was because both partners had been married when they had 

begun an affair together. Yet only Shaun and one other interviewee, Amelia, had 

stopped seeing family members or friends as a result of their disapproval.  

 

Mark and Khiem, whose compatibility I discussed above, received negative 

reactions to their relationship from various family members, and particularly 

from Mark’s family. Mark had two children by his ex-wife: a son, who was twenty-

three, and a daughter, who was twenty-one. When I asked Mark and Khiem how 

their family members and friends had reacted to their relationship, Mark 

described their responses as a ‘mixed bag’. Khiem’s family had supported their 

relationship, as had Mark’s sister and her husband. Mark’s son was described as 

being extremely tight-lipped about his feelings, showing few signs of either 

approval or disapproval. However, Mark’s ex-wife and daughter, as well as 
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Khiem’s friends, had reacted with strong disapproval. In regard to Mark’s 

children’s reactions, on which I will focus, he said: 

 

My daughter… when I met Khiem and I told her that we 

were going to get married… she’s not very supportive, or 

she hasn’t been in the past, and… I would suggest by her 

behaviour she still is not that supportive of the marriage. 

She tolerates it. But her, I suppose what [pauses] sums up 

her perspective is “you’re marrying a child”. That’s the line 

that seems to resonate with me. I think that a lot of that was 

born out as a result of embarrassment, because she’s got 

friends that are older than Khiem. And of course with [my 

son] being slightly older than Khiem as well, [that] doesn’t 

help. So I think with [my daughter] a lot of it’s personal, it’s 

not to do with Khiem, it’s not to do with me, it’s more to do 

with her embarrassment. And that’s why she looks upon it 

not so kindly. With [my son]… I wouldn’t say he supports it, 

but he doesn’t not support it either… I think [my son and 

daughter] both support me as their dad, ok? I think [my 

son] is socially a very astute person and he certainly 

doesn’t show any signs of any displeasure or any irritation 

or any embarrassment or anything like that really… I’m not 

quite sure he’s accepting of it, but certainly his outward 

display to me and to Khiem would lead me to believe… 

[that] if he’s not accepting of it he’s far more accepting of it 

than his sister. 

 

Mark continually used the word ‘support’ when discussing others’ reactions to his 

relationship. When he spoke about his children, he differentiated between 

‘support for me’ and ‘support for my relationship’. He felt that while his son 

supported him in both these ways, in outward appearance at least, his daughter 

only showed support for him. Mark was willing to accept that his son might feel 

that his relationship with Khiem was displeasing, irritating, or embarrassing. That 

he kept such feelings to himself, however, was seen as enough. Indeed, his son 
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was judged to be ‘astute’ for hiding any negative feelings he had. Thus, Mark 

considered it to be desirable that his family members, or his children at least, 

appeared to support him and his decisions. According to Mark, problems arose 

out of family members’ reactions to his decisions, not due to the decisions 

themselves or even their thoughts about them. Other interviewees expressed 

similar sentiments about the role of family members as well as friends, who were 

seen as having the potential to constrain free choice (although ideally they did 

not). Thus, great significance was given to these people’s respect for interviewees’ 

decisions. 

 

The disapproval of some family members, such as children, appeared to be more 

or less tolerated, while friends were far more likely to have been cut out of 

couples’ lives. This was most likely due to what Giddens (1992, p. 97) calls the 

‘pregiven social obligations’ of the parent–child relationship. However, while 

children’s ‘central place in the family’ may make it highly unacceptable for 

parents to end relationships with them, this did not mean that such bonds are, or 

ever have been, unbreakable (Ariès 1962, p. 133; Jamieson 1997, p. 63). Yet the 

rise of ‘emotionally intense child-centred parenting’ may have made breaking 

such bonds increasingly difficult, particularly in the case of younger children 

(Jamieson 1997, p. 63). Overall, interviewees seemed only occasionally willing to 

sever ties with family members or friends.  

 

Furthermore, research suggests that when people’s ‘experience of biological kin 

has been thoroughly disrupted’, ‘chosen families’ can emerge, including friends 

who are ‘invested with certainty, depth, and permanence, and spoken about in an 

idiom of kinship’ (Carsten 2000, p. 12). This suggests that relationships with 

family members and friends are thought to be extremely important. This is 

bolstered by the fact that one of my interviewees, Andy, who was twenty-three 

and had previously dated a thirty-two year old female, had not told his family 

about this because their relationship was not serious. Thus, it seems that contact 

with family members can be understood as affirming a relationship’s seriousness. 

These findings, which suggested that family members and friends were central to 

interviewees’ worlds, challenged their visions of themselves as bounded and 

autonomous individuals (Carsten 2004, p. 107). When interviewees faced 
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resistance to their relationships from family members or friends, they tended to 

emphasise that such relationships were chosen. The rhetoric of inevitable, 

undeniable romantic love, which they used (in addition to the rhetoric of choice) 

when discussing how they had formed their relationships, tended not to be 

employed here. This shows that the schema that was reflected in interviewees’ 

accounts (out of the pair relationships are chosen and love is fated) was dependent 

on what was being discussed. 

 

In addition to the disapproval of family members and friends, when discussing 

other forms of social constraint interviewees also spoke about relationships as 

ideally chosen. In the case of Suzie, who was sixteen years younger than her 

partner Peter, this constraint came in the form of the pressure to marry. When I 

spoke with Suzie and Peter, they had been together for seven months, although 

their relationship had begun while they were both married to other people. 

During our interview, Suzie described her first marriage, saying ‘I was pregnant 

when I got married, and there was a fair bit of pressure [from family members] to 

get married… and I was very young, I was about twenty or so’. While she spoke of 

her relationship with her ex-husband as the product of social pressure and 

circumstance, however, her relationship with Peter was described as defying 

social circumstance. Much like other interviewees, Suzie and Peter spoke of the 

disapproval they had faced from family members and friends because of their 

affair.  

 

Suzie described herself as having never been happy with her ex-husband, and 

failed to mention having ever been in love with him (although this may have been 

because she was interviewed with Peter, and did not wish to discuss this in front 

of him). However, this also seemed to imply an understanding that romantic love 

and obligation, towards kin or wider society, did not fit together. Therefore, 

Suzie’s discussion of her current and previous relationships was in keeping with 

the commonplace view, discussed extensively in Chapter Two, that romantic love 

flourishes in circumstances in which partners can be freely chosen or rejected 

(Dimen 1989, p. 34; Giddens 1992; Illouz 1997; Zinn & Eitzen 1990). In spite of 

this notion, Suzie had remained with her ex-husband until she had met Peter. 

Thus, in the past, Suzie had not adhered to the notion that relationships should be 
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freely chosen. She did, however, conform to the notion that, because romantic 

love was thought to be exclusive, falling in love meant ‘divorcing the old love’ 

(Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 196). 

 

Overall, it was clear that people negotiated their own ‘free choices’, which 

reflected their autonomy, and the obligations and attachments they felt toward 

family members and friends. It is these negotiations, and the overall compatibility 

of autonomy and relatedness, in which I am interested (Strauss 2000, p. 71). 

Indeed, Miller (2007, p. 540) has suggested that the contemporary emphasis on 

personal autonomy, or individualism, is a product of Western kinship systems 

(see also Strathern 1992, p. 19). This fits well with social scientists’ observations 

of the ‘European marriage pattern’ (discussed on Chapter Two), which 

emphasised marital consent and divorce (Hajnal 1965; see also Coontz 2006b, pp. 

124–5; Macfarlane 2002, pp. 90, 337; Van de Putte et al. 2009, p. 1235). Yet 

interviewees’ comments at times contradicted the widespread argument that 

relationships were freely chosen: when Suzie hinted that her marriage to her ex-

husband had been an obligation and linked this to a lack of (freely chosen) 

romantic love, for instance. 

 

My interviews with Shaun, Mark and Khiem, as well as Suzie and Peter, 

demonstrated people’s shared understandings of choice, personal autonomy, and 

social constraint, stemming mainly from relations with significant others. 

Furthermore, their accounts drew attention to tensions between freedom of 

choice, on the one hand, and obligations of relatedness, on the other. Yet, overall, 

when selecting a partner, people understood themselves to be acting and thinking 

autonomously of their family members and friends, In many ways, the content of 

my discussions with Shaun, Mark, Khiem, Suzie, and Peter closely resembled 

much of the literature on choice, in which relationships are seen as freely chosen 

(Illouz 1997, p. 194), and freedom of choice is equated with intimacy or love 

(Dimen 1989, p. 34). Such views, which were outlined in Chapter Two, have been 

reflected in numerous social scientists’ work (Giddens 1992; Illouz 1997; Zinn & 

Eitzen 1990).  
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For the most part, contemporary Western societies that place a high value on 

romantic love relationships are seen as enabling this form of love, through the 

idealisation of a person’s supposed right and ability to choose anyone (Maggi 

2006, pp. 85–6; see also Miller 1998, p. 138). As Beck and Beck-Gernsheim (1995, 

p. 191) put it, lovers are seen as free and active agents, ‘personally accountable, 

taking decisions which are intentional and their own’. This is in keeping with 

arguments that contemporary societies are more open and less constrained than 

ever before (Jagger 2000, p. 51). Romantic love and the autonomy to choose a 

partner are therefore strongly linked. Langford (1999, p. 16) explains this, 

suggesting that love is: 

 

[F]undamentally rebellious in nature and emerges in 

resistance to power and control. In traditional societies, the 

maintenance of the social order is seen to depend in part 

upon the regulation of love… In modern Western societies, 

however, marriage and family life have increasingly come 

to be based upon the experience of falling in love. 

 

Notions of choice were particularly apparent when interviewees discussed the 

formation of romantic relationships. They framed partner choice as an act of their 

personal autonomy, seeing it as free from social pressures or constraints. Yet such 

explanations, which were commonly adhered to by my interviewees, allowed for 

the possibility that love might also be fated or uncontrollable. 

 

Some, such as Beck and Beck-Gernsheim (1995, p. 12), are less optimistic about 

the centrality of choice in contemporary relationships (see also Bellah et al. 1985, 

p. 107). They suggest that an ideal of romantic love, combined with an 

expectation of free choice, has led to the breakdown of modern relationships as 

binding social obligations (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 1995, p. 12; Bellah et al. 1985, 

p. 107). Shaun’s efforts to reverse his mother’s disapproval, however, as well as 

Suzie’s lengthy relationship with her ex-husband, suggest that such claims are 

exaggerated. Rather, it appears that interviewees shared deeply held 

understandings about the importance of familial relationships, and that these 

were unlikely to be overturned (possibly due to the emotionally salient 
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experiences associated with family members (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 228)). 

Indeed, accounts of lengthy and unsatisfying past relationships (with family 

members, friends, or romantic partners) were not uncommon amongst 

interviewees. 

 

Before moving on to a discussion of love as fated, it is worth discussing Colin’s 

conception of free choice. Colin’s emphasis on choosing a particular sort of 

partner was in many ways similar to those of other interviewees. For instance, he 

adhered to the view, discussed by Illouz (1997, p. 194), that ‘individuals freely 

choose their relationships from a pool of possible partners’. His account also 

reflects Illouz’s (1997, p. 193) suggestion, based on a series of interviews, that a 

contemporary ‘era of market exchange’ now influences interpersonal 

relationships (see also Dowd & Pallotta 2000, p. 569; Rosenfeld 2005, pp. 1284–

5). Thus, it might be argued that Colin, as well as others of my interviewees, 

reflected the increasingly ‘marketised’ nature of contemporary relationship 

formation.  

 

Yet Shaun, Mark, Khiem, Suzie, and Peter’s discussions of free choice differed 

somewhat from Colin’s (see also Illouz 1997, p. 193). Colin failed to mention that 

love might contribute to his choice of partner. He had listed the characteristics he 

desired in a wife, looked for a female who fulfilled these criteria, and married her. 

Fated, inevitable, and uncontrollable love had not been factored in. Rather, Colin’s 

account of his method of partner selection was oriented towards instrumental, 

practical gain, while emotional closeness and connectedness (when selecting a 

partner) were ignored. My negative reaction to Colin’s account, and the absence of 

similar accounts amongst my other interviewees, suggests that there are deeply 

held norms and ideals that emphasise the emotional connectedness of couples.    

 

Why a relationship is formed: The role of fated love 

 

In regard to why a relationship was formed, the idea that love was fated was also 

widespread amongst interviewees. This understanding, that love was ‘a force that 

is beyond oneself’, was employed when couples were in circumstances that might 

have been considered undesirable: they had engaged in an affair or experienced a 
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degree of dissatisfaction with regard to their partner (Ryang 2006, p. 1). This 

reflects the aforementioned notion that love is blind: an overwhelming attraction 

to another person (Lindholm 2001, p. 337). Yet such notions of fated love also fit 

well with the previously discussed understandings of relationships as chosen and 

as based on similarity or compatibility. 

 

Suzie and Peter provide a good example of how love is viewed as fated. As 

mentioned earlier in this chapter, their relationship had begun as an affair. In the 

following exchange, they recounted how they had first met and gotten together. 

 

Peter: Basically we did meet at school [where they both 

worked]. I took on a deputy role and we [Suzie interrupts]. 

 

Suzie: Within that school. 

 

Peter: Within that school, and basically we had to get somebody 

to come in take my position at the school as a teacher, the 

person happened to be Suzie. Um, now that was last year and 

basically from the day I met Suzie there was an attraction there. 

But for the whole of the year we just simply. 

 

Suzie: We gelled. 

 

Peter: We gelled, we clicked. We clicked very, very much so. 

And then at the end of the year [Suzie interrupts]. 

 

Suzie: Staff party, it’s always those damn staff parties 

[laughs]. 

 

Peter: Basically it was just too much. 

 

Suzie: Mmm. 

 

Lara: What about you [Suzie]? 
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Suzie: Ever since I’ve been married not a year’s gone by 

where I haven’t gone to somebody to say “I’m not happy”… 

when I met Peter it was just an instant, just a kindred spirit. 

So it was very hard to avoid and deny and it sounds very 

cheesy when you’re trying to explain, but it happened and 

that’s that, so yeah. So without mixing our words we kind of 

had an affair. I left home when I realised I just couldn’t be in 

the marriage any longer, and then he finally left his wife 

and that was that. Nothing to really be proud of, but you 

know, it’s happened, so yep. 

 

Here, Suzie and Peter both discussed their love as something that happened to 

them, something inevitable that they had been powerless to resist. Peter said that 

their attraction had been ‘just too much’, while Suzie spoke of it as being ‘hard to 

avoid or deny’. Thus, love was seen as an ‘autonomous agent, acting with a force 

of its own, independent of the will or control of the lover’ (Illouz 1997, p. 192; see 

also Lindholm 2001, p. 337; Ryang 2006, p. 1). It was, as Illouz (1997, p. 193) puts 

it, ‘an uncontrolled and overwhelming passion’. Hochschild (2003a, p. 122) 

proposes that this feeling of a lack of control is a product of Western society’s 

‘romantic love ethic’, which idealises fated, irresistible love.11 

 

In Suzie and Peter’s case, as well as in the instances of disapproval discussed 

above, romantic relationships were framed as having precedence over 

relationships with family members, friends, or even spouses. Indeed, as Beck and 

Beck-Gernsheim (1995, p. 173) have suggested: 

 

According to [love’s]… tenets someone who for the sake of 

true love sacrifices a marriage, family ties, parenthood, 

perhaps ultimately even the well-being of those dependent 

                                                 
11 As well as suggesting that love is autonomous, Illouz (1997, p. 194) makes a related argument 

that love is thought to be ‘controllable by our thoughts’. Here, the implication is that one is 

responsible for one’s own romantic successes or failures and, therefore, that love can be seen as 

work (Illouz 1997, pp. 193–4).  
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on him/her, is not committing a sin but merely obeying the 

rules, answering the call of the heart and seeking fulfilment 

for him/herself and others. 

 

Thus, Suzie and Peter’s transgression, if it can be considered so, was explained as 

an outcome of fated, blind love, which could not be, nor should be, controlled. 

Virtually all other interviewees made claims similar to those of Suzie and Peter, 

although their circumstances differed. For instance, William and Caitlin, whose 

online relationship I discussed above, spoke about their relationship as 

something that ‘just happened’, not something they ‘set out to do’. Like Suzie and 

Peter, William had also been married when he had begun his relationship with 

Caitlin. Later in our interview, Caitlin went on to say that ‘it’s just, you know, 

happenstance and you meet someone and fall in love… you don’t have much 

control over who you fall in love with [laughs]. It sneaks up on you, goes “oop”’. 

 

These perspectives, particularly Suzie and Peter’s, are reflected in further 

discussion by Beck and Beck-Gernsheim (1995, p. 192), who say that lovers ‘are 

in charge of what is true and right about their love, which means they are their 

own judges but equally the lawgivers who can rewrite the rules’. Moreover, this 

implies that ‘there is no such thing as injustice’ and ‘no right of appeal’ (Beck & 

Beck-Gernsheim 1995, p. 192). Thus, the idea that love is fated, and thus 

autonomous, suggested that it determined who one related to romantically. It 

also meant that the views of family members and friends, who disapproved of a 

relationship, could be discounted. Indeed, the role of these people was defined as 

one of support. 

 

It is possible that interviewees employed such arguments as ways of deflecting 

possible criticisms of their relationships. Suzie and Peter, as well as William and 

Caitlin, had engaged in an affair. Indeed, although Suzie said that this was 

‘[n]othing to really be proud of’, her and Peter’s wrongdoing was no doubt 

minimised through the framing of their love as undeniable. Yet even amongst 

couples that had not had affairs, the discourse of love as fated allowed 

interviewees to draw attention away from their age differences. For instance, 

when discussing the negative aspects of being in an age-dissimilar relationship 
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(something that was rarely discussed by interviewees), Alana, who I discussed 

above and was fourteen years younger than her partner, said: 

 

[I]t’s not often, but [there are] those times when I do think 

“I wish he was a bit younger” or fitter or something. But 

he’s actually pretty fit and young for his age. At those times 

I’ve thought, “oh yeah, maybe if I’d known what I know now 

I wouldn’t have gone for someone who’s older”. But you 

don’t have any say in it, who you fall in love with (emphasis 

added).  

 

The argument that their love was fated and characterised by a lack of choice was 

therefore in many ways convenient to interviewees’ situations. Indeed, as Illouz’s 

(1997, p. 166) observed in her own study, the ways in which choice or lack of 

choice was applied to romantic love were inconsistent. Her interviewees 

appeared to employ the concepts that best suited the purposes of their arguments 

(Illouz 1997, p. 166). Lakomski (1984, p. 160), as well as Holland and Eisenhart 

(1990, p. 56), have attempted to explain these contradictions by suggesting that 

people’s actions are pragmatic, and can therefore be contradictory and 

inconsistent (Holland & Eisenhart 1990, p. 56; see also Flyvbjerg 2001, p. 86; 

Hodge & Kress 1993, p. 13; Kvale 1996, p. 34). Yet, as Colin’s example shows, 

there were limitations to the adaptability of the notion that relationships are 

chosen and that love is fated. Indeed, I would suggest that participants’ 

applications of the above schemas, though not universal, were in many ways 

consistent. It is to these consistencies, and their relation to autonomy and 

relatedness, that I will now turn. 

 

Resolving schemas of similarity, compatibility, choice, blindness, and fate 

 

The accounts described above paint a fairly complicated picture of relationship 

formation. In discussing this, I turn to a different grouping of the schemas than 

that which I have used above. I therefore pair the schema relationships are based 

on similarity or compatibility with relationships are chosen, and love is blind with 

love is fated. With regard to the first pair, relationships were seen as based on 
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partners’ similarities or compatibilities, and as freely chosen. Restrictions 

regarding partner selection were seen extremely negatively, and interviewees 

frequently asserted their right to freedom of choice. In practice, however, choice 

based on fixed criteria alone was not something that interviewees adhered to, 

except in Colin’s case. Rather, choice was envisioned as enabling people to enter 

into purely romantic unions. Thus, only a certain kind of choice was privileged: 

choosing one’s fated love, free from social pressures or the preferences of family 

members and friends. In contrast, Colin’s choice, or, rather, his calculated method 

of choice, was seen as highly undesirable. 

 

Regarding the second pair, interviewees also saw love as blind, fated, and 

uncontrollable. Such views of romantic love were perhaps particularly useful for 

interviewees when talking about their affairs or reducing the significance of their 

age differences. The matter was further complicated when one looked at the sorts 

of partners that were selected. Clearly, interviewees’ love was not blind, and there 

were distinct patterns along the lines of gender and age in regard to their choice 

of partner. This was also evident amongst survey respondents, and is supported 

by other research, as discussed in Chapter One. Yet interviewees also referred to 

their desire for a special, romantic bond, beyond the bounds of instrumental 

partner selection. 

 

Thus, numerous, seemingly contradictory, ideas emerged from interviewees’ 

discussions of relationship formation. Partner selection was seen as based on 

certain personal preferences, yet it was also seen as blind. Relationship formation 

was discussed as uncontrollable and fated, but it was also seen as chosen 

(Langford 1999, p. 31). Langford (1999, p. 31) comments on the latter tension 

when she says that ‘[f]alling in love is nothing if not a gamble… we only do it when 

we perceive the odds to be good, or when we feel we have nothing to lose’. These 

contradictions are important in understanding how those I interviewed 

understood their relationships, and how the schemas they invoked differed 

according to their understandings, circumstances, and actions.  

 

In seeking the source of these contradictions, theorists have often turned to 

theories of Western historical change. As seen in Chapter Two, some see the 
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significance afforded to romantic love as a kind of escape from or resistance 

against the organisation of modern social life (Zinn & Eitzen 1990, p. 223; see also 

Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 1995, p. 178; Dowd & Pallotta 2000, p. 571–2; Lindholm 

2001, p. 345). As Beck and Beck-Gernsheim (1995, p. 178) have put it: 

 

The outside world confronts us with a barrage of 

abstractions: statistics, figures, formulas, all indicating how 

imperilled we are, and almost all of them elude our 

comprehension. Loving is a kind of rebellion, a way of 

getting in touch with forces to counteract the intangible and 

unintelligible existence we find ourselves in. 

 

Here, love is seen as counteracting modern social life and the isolation that 

characterises it (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 1995, p. 181; see also Skolnick 1983, p. 

122). In keeping with this, love is commonly seen as asocial, lawless, and ‘blind’ 

(Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 1995, p. 187). Yet, as I point out throughout my thesis, 

such arguments tend to assume that the contradictions of contemporary life are 

the result of a shift from one era to another (Amato et al. 2009, p. 239). While 

such interpretations tell part of the story, they too often draw attention away 

from a close examination of complexity. 

 

Indeed, in contemporary Australian society, there appears to be ample space for 

the schemas discussed in this chapter to coexist, through ‘socially approved 

synthesis’ (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 213). Indeed, my interviewees’ uses of the 

concepts that relationships are based on similarity or compatibility, relationships 

are chosen, love is blind, and love is fated were rarely seen as problematic. One 

exception was Colin’s account, which excluded the latter two schemas, and to 

which I reacted negatively. However, his understanding did not appear to be the 

norm, and even Colin, it appeared to me, was aware that his was not a common 

approach to relationship formation.  

 

Indeed, Colin’s resistance to two of the shared schemas is accounted for in Strauss 

and Quinn’s (1997, pp. 172–3) framework. As Quinn (1996, p. 396) argues ‘[t]o 

say that a cultural solution… is available is not to say that it never breaks down’. 
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In most cases, however, interviewees easily resolved the tensions between 

similarity, compatibility, and free choice, on the one hand, and blindness and fate, 

on the other hand. Regarding partner selection, they seemingly achieved this 

resolution by assuming that one’s pool of potential partners was necessarily 

limited (by attraction and proximity, for instance), and that there was not a single 

other person with whom one could experience romantic love. Within this pool of 

partners, however, interviewees’ saw love as blind to age and other social factors. 

Regarding relationship formation, interviewees similarly resolved the tension 

between choice and fate by suggesting that choice was based on fate. While they 

noted that they did not care what family members and friends thought of their 

romantic decisions, when I spoke to them it was clear that many had expended a 

great deal of effort attempting to gain the approval of others. I suggest that these 

shared resolutions of contradictions in partner selection and relationship 

formation are linked to the cultural themes of autonomy and relatedness. Indeed, 

Strauss and Quinn (1997, p. 188) link solutions to cultural contradictions with 

culturally shared themes, saying that ‘task solutions’ borrow from ‘existing 

cultural themes that recommend themselves… because these themes are so 

widely available and so natural seeming’. 

 

Overall, then, interviewees’ discussions about partner selection and relationship 

formation were underpinned by various uses and understandings of autonomy 

and relatedness. On the one hand, the formation of relationships directly 

concerned who one selected to relate to, and why. Selections did not only 

establish relatedness between romantic partners, however, but drew attention to 

relationships between family members and friends. This was particularly the case 

when the latter people disapproved of an interviewee’s relationship. In such 

cases, interviewees had to deal with the tension that emerged between 

autonomous choice regarding partner selection, and the obligations associated 

with relatedness. They generally did so by suggesting that in adulthood the role of 

kin, as well as friends, was a largely supportive one. Yet they also generally 

remained in contact with family members and friends who violated this role. In 

addition to this, elements of relatedness were evident in how partners preferred 

to be similar in regard to their characteristics, tastes, or desires, or preferred that 

their characteristics, tastes, or desires were ‘compatible’.  
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Interviewees’ understandings of partner selection and relationship formation 

were also strongly linked to the cultural theme of autonomy. The four schemas 

identified were characterised by two divergent uses of autonomy: personal 

autonomy and the autonomy (or determinative effect) of love itself. Thus, 

interviewees understood relationships and love as subject to personal control or 

as characterised by a lack of personal control. Here, I have largely focused on 

personal autonomy, which in the context of this chapter refers to choice, freedom 

from coercion, and separation from others. More specifically, interviewees’ 

concern regarding choice was linked to freedom from coercion by family 

members, friends, and wider society. Furthermore, the selection of partners that 

were similar to, or compatible with, oneself, was linked to the notion that people 

were unique, and thus separate, from one another. Yet, a question remains: how 

did these understandings play out once relationships had been formed? In the 

following chapter, I explore this question, focusing in particular on autonomy as 

personal power, or as freedom from the power and coercion of others. 
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Chapter Six: 

Equal and autonomous? Social difference and power relations 

within age-dissimilar relationships 

 

 

Central to many discussions of heterosexual, age-dissimilar relationships has 

been the question of couples’ power relations and, more specifically, how they are 

influenced by gender (Blood & Wolfe 1960; Pyke 1994; Pyke & Adams 2010). 

Within the context of this chapter, addressing all possible dimensions and 

combinations of couples’ power relations is not feasible; as such, my focus here is 

primarily on gender. Indeed, the clearest patterns in couples’ power relations 

were those related to gender differences, with the influence of age and other 

social factors (such as education, socio-economic status, and culture) following 

gendered patterns. I found that those in male-older couples tended to speak more 

frequently about their power relations, perhaps being conscious of perceptions 

that such relationships were male-dominated (see also Pyke & Adams 2010, pp. 

752–4). Here, however, I am not concerned with whether age-dissimilar 

relationships were characterised by a greater or lesser degree of inequality than 

were age-similar ones. Rather, I focus on how interviewees spoke about their 

power relations, and how factors such as gender, age, and culture influenced their 

perspectives. 

 

As I have highlighted throughout my thesis, some theorists have considered the 

spread of age-dissimilar relationships to be a reflection of people’s increasing 

adherence to the principle of free choice (Amato et al. 2009, p. 70; Bellah et al. 

1985, p. 108). Further to this, it has often been assumed that freedom of choice in 

regard to one’s romantic partner is somehow linked to equality in partners’ 

power relations (Amato et al. 2009, p. 173; Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 1995, pp. 23–

4; Illouz 1997, p. 86).  Yet, as I discussed in Chapter Three, my focus group 

participants’ discussions about choice and equality revealed that the former was 

not always thought to lead to the latter. Furthermore, as was discussed in Chapter 

Five, partners’ choices were not necessarily understood as entirely free, but were 

also seen as the inevitable and uncontrollable outcomes of romantic love. Having 
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established that people’s conceptions of choice and equality were not as 

straightforward as has previously been thought, I now explore equality and 

inequality in greater depth, by focusing on interviewees’ discussions of their 

relationships after they had been established. 

 

More specifically, I examine how interviewees’ understandings of their power 

relations were connected to the broader cultural themes of autonomy and 

relatedness. This leads me to identify two apparently contradictory schemas: love 

is equal and relationships can be unequal.1 The interaction of these schemas, more 

than any of the pairs I have explored in earlier chapters, was characterised by a 

degree of conflict: between the ideal of the former and the perceived reality of the 

latter. Such conflict has also been noted by Quinn (1996, p. 400), who describes 

females, in particular, as ‘caught between conflicting ideas about their obligations 

as wives and their rights as people’ (see also Quinn 1992). She goes on to say that 

‘a cultural solution to this widespread dilemma has not yet evolved’ (Quinn 1996, 

p. 400). Yet my discussions with interviewees suggest that the conflict that 

resulted from this contradiction occurred intermittently. I suggest that it was 

partially resolved through a focus on individual responsibility, which was 

underpinned by an understanding of oneself that highlighted self-determination. 

This partial resolution meant that people’s romantic problems were generally 

considered to be personal problems. 

 

By examining power relations, I am able to focus on autonomy and relatedness in 

ways that have not often been explored. In regard to autonomy, this shared theme 

was reflected in interviewees’ understandings of how power operated. They saw 

power as expressed by people in two notable ways: through freedom from 

coercion and through control over certain areas. Both of these expressions 

reflected autonomy, in that they were linked to a broader notion of persons as 

self-determining and bounded (or separate to others). The shared theme of 

relatedness was also prominent in interviewees’ discussions of power. First, and 

most obviously, power was conceived as relational in itself. In addition, power 

                                                 
1 I first discussed the shared schema, love is equal, in Chapter Three, in regard to the boundaries 

between normative and non-normative age-dissimilar relationships. Here, as previously, I focus 

on this schema as a cultural ideal. 
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relations were guided by gender-specific norms of relatedness, which were 

reflected in interviewees’ conceptions of ‘male power’ and ‘female power’. These 

forms of power, and the characteristics associated with them, again tended to be 

individualised by interviewees, who saw the gendered roles they took on as 

reflecting their different personalities.2 Overall, while interviewees saw love as 

ideally equal, their comments suggested that their own relationships were 

thought to be occasionally unequal, and power relations were spoken of as 

shifting over time.  

 

Age (in)equality: The example of Juliette’s age-dissimilar relationships 

 

One of the most overt discussions of a couple’s power relations came from 

Juliette, who was seventy-six years old when I spoke with her. At the age of 

twenty, Juliette had married Edward, a male twelve years older than her. Juliette 

recalled that her sister had begged her not to marry him, and that at the time of 

their marriage (the early 1950s) their age difference was considered to be quite 

large. When I asked her about the power relations that had existed between her 

and Edward, she responded: 

 

He was an extremely charming person, until we got 

married. When I was pregnant with my son I got the shock 

of my life, he beat me. That would continue periodically… 

and of course nobody knew about these bashings although I 

had black eyes, broken nose, concussion, of which I still 

have effects… But you wouldn’t mention it in those days. It 

was all hush, hush. 

 

Edward’s work involved a great deal of travel, and he was regularly away from 

home for periods of between two and six weeks. Juliette and Edward had two 

children together, and she worked and cared for the children, as well as taking on 

                                                 
2 It should be noted that not all interviewees used the terms ‘equal’ and ‘unequal’ to discuss their 

relationships. Instead, they often spoke of ‘difference’, ‘struggles’, ‘realms’, and so on. I find 

equality to be a useful concept for my analysis, however, as the differences discussed by 

interviewees appeared to reflect deeply held gender inequalities. 
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numerous boarders. When Edward was around forty, however, he got a new job 

that did not involve frequent travel. Juliette spoke about how, at this point, she 

had hoped that his abuse would stop. It worsened, however, until she left him for 

a period of twelve months. In relation to these events, she said: 

 

I did leave him… but [I] couldn’t manage in those days, you 

didn’t get the support. And um [pauses], I went back again 

thinking that it might change, and he said he would. You 

know, promises, promises. And eventually [I] just said to 

get out. So he did, and he went and stayed with his 

mother… I divorced him and he actually remarried, at one 

stage. But that didn’t last that long either. But by that time 

people were a bit more enlightened. 

 

Juliette strongly suspected that, following their divorce, Edward had abused both 

his second wife and, after another divorce, his mother. She told me about a phone 

call she had received from his mother, with whom she had never been on good 

terms. 

 

And when [he and his second wife] got divorced he went 

back to mother (her emphasis). And one night she rang me... 

and said “oh Juliette, isn’t he awful”. I said “yes, that’s why I 

kicked him out”. Plonk with the phone [mimes hanging up a 

telephone]. Gave me the greatest of pleasure [laughs]. Oh, it 

was a wonderful feeling… I don’t know what he was doing 

to her [pauses]. She must have been devastated to ring me. I 

often feel guilty about it, because by that time she was 

getting quite a bit up in age. 

 

Juliette had met her current partner, Arthur, in 1978, after she moved to Perth 

from a different state in Australia. Arthur was eighteen years her junior. For some 

time, however, they were both unaware that their age difference was this large. 

She assumed he was older, while he assumed she was younger. Two years after 

they met they began dating, and when I spoke with Juliette they had been 
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together for twenty-eight years. Juliette and Arthur were not married, had no 

children together, and lived apart. They lived relatively close to each other, 

however, and (as I discussed in Chapter Four) he visited her home every day after 

work, often completing household chores that she was no longer able to do alone. 

In regard to her relationship with Arthur, Juliette said: 

 

I’ve never been so cared for and spoilt as I have in this 

relationship. He’s a kind, gentle [person], and all the people 

that know him say what a beautiful person he is, so it’s not 

my bias. But he is, he absolutely spoils me. 

 

When I asked Juliette to discuss the power relations between herself and Arthur, 

she responded by saying that she did not think there were any. Rather, she said, 

‘we treat each other as equals’ and ‘neither of us hold grudges’. She went on to say 

that ‘we’re honest with each other and say “I didn’t like that” or “how about if 

instead of that we try this?”… it’s so mutual’. Yet she also mentioned that she 

sometimes bossed him around, and that this was something that bothered her. 

She felt that she was sometimes ‘parental’ and ‘dominating’ toward him, and that: 

 

Because he’s only a couple of years older than my son… if I 

disagree [with him] I can hear mother (her emphasis). And I 

bite my tongue and feel so ashamed of myself. But I 

probably would have made the same comment if we were 

equal ages. 

 

Although Juliette suggested that age did not influence the power relations 

between her and Arthur, it did seem to influence how she felt about these 

relations. 

 

At first glance, Juliette’s account seemed to suggest that the greater one’s age, the 

greater one’s power would be, at least in the case of males. Yet Juliette had good 

reason to believe that her ex-husband had also abused his second wife and his 

mother, the former being the same age as him and the latter, obviously, 

significantly older. Furthermore, the historical context of their relationship, she 
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argued, had made it extremely difficult for her to leave him or to seek outside 

help. Here, gender appeared to have played a greater role than had age. Indeed, 

when I asked Juliette whether contemporary age-dissimilar couples’ ages 

influenced their power relations, she responded by saying that money had a 

greater influence. Thus, the notion that greater age means greater power seems 

far too simplistic, even in Juliette’s extreme case. It is the complexities of couples’ 

power relations, viewed in relation to social factors such as gender, which is the 

focus of this chapter. 

 

Conceptualising power relations, equality, and autonomy  

 

Before discussing my interviewees’ power relations in further depth, it is 

important to first define the concept of power that I use, and how it is connected 

to autonomy and relatedness. In doing so, I again employ Strauss and Quinn’s 

(1997, p. 51) connectionist approach, which allows me to conceptualise power as 

both in people and in public culture (see also Quinn 1992, p. 92). I also take note 

of Holland and Cole’s (1995, p. 477) integration of schema theory and discourse 

theory, which, they argue, enables them to both conceptualise the ‘ideal’ and 

recognise the ‘materiality of cultural artifacts’. Although my analysis is confined to 

interviewees’ understandings of their power, and thus focuses largely on the 

ideal, I find Foucault (1979, 1982, 2008) and others’ emphases on discourse 

extremely useful in examining how interviewees saw their shifting power 

relations and gendered roles (Holland & Cole 1995, p. 481). Such a focus enables 

me to explore interviewees’ ideas that love is equal and their experiences (as 

relayed to me) that relationships can be unequal.3  

 

I begin by drawing on Foucault (1979, 1982, 2008) and Flyvbjerg (1998, 2001) to 

consider conceptual understandings of power. Flyvbjerg (2001, p. 116) says that 

while many power theorists from the social and political sciences are concerned 

with ‘possession, sovereignty, and control’ and see ‘power as [an] entity’, Foucault 

                                                 
3 That is not to say that interviewees’ ideals of love were not related to their experiences. It seems 

likely, however, that their understandings that relationships can be unequal were more closely 

related to their experiences as couples, whereas the ideal that love is equal was likely to have been 

gained through somewhat different experiences. 
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sees power ‘in terms of its concrete application in strategies and tactics’. As 

Foucault (2008, p. 94) explains, ‘[p]ower is not something that is acquired, seized, 

or shared, something that one holds on to or allows to slip away; power is 

exercised from innumerable points, in the interplay of nonegalitarian and mobile 

relations’. Foucault (2008, p. 92) therefore emphasises the social elements of 

power, which he defines as ‘force relations’ (see also Bordo 1989, p. 15; Flyvbjerg 

2001, p. 116). This understanding means that power is not simply imagined to be 

a privilege of the dominant classes; rather, it is envisioned as ‘the overall effect of 

its strategic positions’ (Foucault 1979, p. 26).  

 

Foucault (1982, pp. 785–6) and Flyvbjerg (1998, p. 6; 2001, p. 118) have 

suggested that the question of how power relations work has been neglected in 

favour of considerations such as ‘who’ possesses power and ‘why’. While the 

latter questions presume relatively straightforward relations of dominance and 

submission, they argue that examining how power relations are enacted enables a 

more flexible view. Examining how power is exercised should therefore go 

beyond the question of ‘who holds power’ (Flyvbjerg 1998, p. 6). Foucault (1979, 

1982, 2008) writes about how modern power causes people to ‘internalize 

discipline and govern themselves’ (Williams 2008, p. 64). Yet although this 

conception of power draws some attention to the processes of learning and 

internalisation on which Strauss and Quinn (1997, p. 50) focus, Foucault’s (1979, 

1982, 2008) emphasis is on how public culture is imposed on people’s minds and 

bodies (see also Bordo 1989, p. 13; Holland & Cole 1995, p. 481). The ways in 

which experiences and cultural understandings inform one another, as outlined 

by Strauss and Quinn’s (1997, p. 50) connectionist model, tends not to receive 

much attention (Holland & Cole 1995, p. 481) 

 

Before discussing people’s understandings of power relations, however, I find it 

necessary to suggest that analyses of power should observe not only 

confrontations brought about by power differences, but ‘stable’ power relations 

(Flyvbjerg 1998, p. 150). These ought not to be confused with equal power 

relations, Flyvbjerg (1998, p. 150) argues. According to him, the fact that 

confrontations are more visible than stable relations means that they are more 

widely studied (Flyvbjerg 1998, p. 150). He argues, however, that confrontations 
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are actually far less important ‘[w]hen seen in the total context of relations of 

power’ (Flyvbjerg 1998, p. 150). The emphasis that is placed on ‘decision-making’ 

in relationships, for instance, tends to result in a focus on confrontation, rather 

than on stability. Such studies determine levels of inequality by examining who in 

a couple wins power struggles that enable them to make ‘important decisions’ 

(Langford 1999, p. 11). In the context of my own research, such stable power 

relations might be evident in couples’ ongoing arrangements in regard to 

domestic and paid work, as well as in areas that are less commonly recognised, 

such as ‘emotion work’ (Duncombe & Marsden 1993, p. 222). Given that the 

majority of my interviewees were engaged in long-term romantic relationships, 

my research provides a good case study of stable power relations. 

 

Following these understandings of power, I attempt to look beyond the 

widespread assumption that male-older relationships are characterised by male-

dominated relations and female-older ones by egalitarian or female-dominated 

relations (Berardo et al. 1993, pp. 97, 104; Blood & Wolfe 1960, p. 111; Casterline 

et al. 1986, p. 374; Leahy 2002, p. 203; Pyke & Adams 2010, pp. 752–4).4 Foucault 

(1979, 1982, 2008) and Flyvbjerg (1998, 2001) also lead me to an idea that is 

supported by my interviewees’ accounts: that no relationship can be seen as 

straightforwardly equal, because of the shifting nature of power relations, the 

influence that innumerable social factors have on them, and variations in 

partners’ cultural understandings of power based on their social differences 

(Duncombe & Marsden 1993, p. 222). 

 

This brings me to interviewees’ understandings of power, which were 

characterised by two, seemingly contradictory schemas: love is equal and 

relationships can be unequal. As I discussed in Chapter Two, Jamieson (1999, p. 

485) has found that in everyday life, couples work to disguise inequalities rather 

than to actively undermine them (see also Langford 1999, p. 20; Mansfield & 

Collard 1988, p. 230). This argument is supported by research that suggests that 

although contemporary couples generally express the belief that domestic tasks 

                                                 
4 The prevalence of such views is also attested to by the fact that many of my interviewees made 

comments such as these when discussing other age-dissimilar couples (though they did this only 

rarely when discussing themselves). 
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should be shared equally, in practice female partners perform a far greater share 

of these tasks than do their male counterparts (Amato et al. 2009, pp. 145, 149; 

Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 1995, pp. 26–7). As Beck and Beck-Gernsheim (1995, p. 

33) put it, relationships are ‘where long-standing differences between men and 

women come to the surface’. It is widely supposed that couples’ lived realities are 

opposed to their idealisations of equality in love relationships. Because of this, 

people’s understandings of inequality have often been ignored, and instead the 

disparities between ideals and realities have been highlighted. 

 

However, some theorists, such as Langford (1999, p. 5; see also Duncombe & 

Marsden 1993, pp. 230–1; Holland & Eisenhart 1990, p. 220), have suggested that 

ideals and realities of equality are intrinsically linked, and that today’s 

idealisation of romantic love fosters unequal gender relations. As she argues: 

 

Love does not create a private domain in which humanity 

thrives apart from a competitive and alienating public 

world; on the contrary, life “within the refuge” in itself 

helps to underpin an inhumane and unequal society 

(Langford 1999, p. xii). 

 

Langford (1999, p. 5) sees contemporary romantic love and patriarchal power as 

deeply connected, and the pull of romantic love as compounding couples’ 

inequalities. Her view contrasts with that of social scientists like Giddens (1992, 

p. 58), who understands contemporary love relationships as temporary, 

negotiated ties between equals (cf. Langford 1999, p. xii). As discussed in 

previous chapters, Giddens (1992, pp. 94, 156) sees inequality and love as 

incompatible.  

 

The relationship between age and equality is also of interest. Of specific concern 

is the question of whether those engaged in age-dissimilar relationships can form 

relatively equal partnerships. For example, Leahy (2002, p. 25) argues that: 

 

It might seem that the prohibition on intergenerational sex 

stands by itself as part of the social construction of 
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sexuality and age categories, that it acts to regulate the 

types of contact between age categories and, in this way, 

defines the socially constructed characteristics of each age 

category. While to a certain extent this is correct, the 

discourse of intergenerational sex is also defined in terms 

of its derivation from a broader and more encompassing 

discursive context. This is the discourse that maintains that 

sexual contacts should take place between parties with 

equal social power (emphasis added). 

 

Leahy (2002, p. 25) claims that age, as a socially constructed category, allows 

people differential access to power. Sexual and romantic contact between two 

people of different ages therefore becomes morally and ethically dubious, due to 

the inequalities inherent in these relationships. However, this view only holds if 

age categories remain intact. According to recent understandings, which I 

discussed in Chapter Four, contemporary age is malleable as well as being subject 

to continuous social change (Hunt 2005, p. 21). I argue against such perspectives, 

however. 

 

It is important, here, to examine earlier studies of power amongst age-dissimilar 

couples (Blood & Wolfe 1960; Leahy 2002; Pyke & Adams 2010). While I 

elaborate on these later in the chapter, here a brief discussion of resource and 

exchange theories (outlined in Chapter Two) is in order. As already mentioned, 

both theories link partners’ power to their possession of ‘resources’. 

Furthermore, although gender inequalities are acknowledged, it is generally 

assumed that partners’ experiences of power and powerlessness are not 

gendered and, instead, are determined by resources that happen to be gender-

based (Dimen 1989, p. 39; Langford 1999, pp. 11–2). My own research, as implied 

above, suggests that power relations are highly gendered, with male and female 

expressions of power being very different to each other. 

 

Resource and exchange theories have tended to promote the widespread 

assumption that age dissimilarities in male-older unions bring about male-

dominance (Atkinson & Glass 1985, p. 690; Berardo et al. 1993, pp. 97, 104; 
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Casterline et al. 1986, p. 374; Zinn & Eitzen 1990, p. 281). Resource theorists, for 

instance, argue that the spouse with the greatest access to resources (generally 

presumed to be economic or occupational) has the advantage in a couple’s power 

relations (Blood & Wolfe 1960, pp. 14–5; Pyke & Adams 2010, p. 750). Such 

resources would presumably grow as a person ages, particularly a male, and 

therefore male-older relationships are viewed as inherently unequal (Presser 

1975, pp. 202–3; Pyke & Adams 2010, p. 750; Sontag 1972, pp. 37–8). Female-

older unions, in contrast, are seen as more varied, with some suggesting that they 

are female-dominated, egalitarian, or male-dominated (Berardo et al. 1993, pp. 

97, 104; Blood & Wolfe 1960, p. 111; Casterline et al. 1986, p. 374; Leahy 2002, p. 

203). 

 

As noted above, research on power relations, particularly when related to gender 

and age, has commonly explored the tensions between the ideals and realities of 

power. These tensions are reflected in the two contradictory schemas I identified 

amongst my interviewees: love is equal and relationships can be unequal. Overall, 

interviewees’ understandings of their power relations were connected to broader 

conceptions of autonomy and relatedness. For instance, doing what one wanted 

to, or making one’s partner do something one wanted them to do, were discussed 

as manifestations of power and autonomy. Yet such understandings of autonomy 

were predicated on circumstances of relatedness: that is, autonomy was exercised 

in relation to others. Furthermore, what were considered to be expressions of 

power and autonomy varied according to partners’ age- and gender-based roles.  

 

During my discussions with interviewees, autonomy emerged as a significant 

shared theme, underpinning their conceptions of power relations. As outlined in 

Chapter Two, autonomy has often been thought of as exerting or reflecting power 

over others (Bruckner 2012, p. 20; Fajans 2006, p. 107; Williams 2008, p. 72). 

Alternatively, it has also divorced from power, insofar as it refers to freedom from 

others’ coercion, particularly in regard to one’s understandings, decisions, or 

actions (Williams 2008, pp. 77–8). Speaking about the latter conception of 

autonomy, Williams (2008, pp. 77–8) writes that it is:  
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[U]nderstood to consist of… [people’s] relative 

independence from power. As well as being defended, 

autonomy is something that must be won and increased in 

the process of resisting. The struggle with power is thus a 

struggle over autonomy. Autonomy is what separates 

power from resistance, in a sense, thus dividing the world 

into two. 

 

I find this conception of autonomy, as independence from power, particularly 

useful in my discussion (Williams 2008, p. 67). Yet I also recognise that the 

former definition of autonomy (as the exertion or reflection of power) also has 

analytical power, as it was invoked by interviewees when they spoke of using 

power to guide the behaviour of others.  

 

Certain understandings of autonomy see ‘true agency only in those decisions that 

transpire outside the confines of social relationships, established beliefs, and 

material needs’ (Borovoy 2005, p. 27). Yet such an understanding, I would argue, 

renders the concept of autonomy useless and broadly inapplicable. Moreover, as 

Fajans (2006, p. 110) says, a society of ‘individuals’ whose collective concern is to 

maximise their autonomy ‘would have trouble coordinating behaviour among 

them’ (Fajans 2006, p. 110). In my view, full autonomy, in regard to decision-

making or other areas relating to power, is largely impossible. Furthermore, there 

was little in my interviewees’ accounts that suggested that they desired or sought 

full autonomy. This observation is supported by the high value interviewees 

placed on relatedness, observed in my Chapter Five discussion of the lengths 

interviewees went to in order to overcome the disapproval of family members or 

friends.  

 

Autonomy, like power, is commonly conceived as being ‘within us all’ (Williams 

2008, p. 78). Williams (2008, p. 78) posits that ‘autonomy is everywhere—in the 

form of the autonomous individual, for example—because it is an effect of power. 

In the latter case, autonomy readily becomes part of a technique of domination’. 

This understanding of autonomy is similar to those discussed above in relation to 

power, whereby institutionalised power is thought to be directly imprinted onto 
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people’s minds and bodies (Ortner 1990, p 89; cf. Bordo 1989, p. 13; Holland & 

Cole 1995, p. 481; Holland & Eisenhart 1990, p. 56; Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 23). I 

find such conceptualisations problematic, however, in that they suggest that 

internalised cultural understandings directly reflect the public world (Macfarlane 

1987, p. 138; Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 192). 

 

In interviewees’ accounts, certain aspects of relatedness were tied to their 

discussions of power. Of particular relevance, here, was the ‘content’ (or affect) of 

relatedness: the emotions and expectations linked to romantic relationships 

(Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 1995, p. 95). Such content included sharedness, care, 

love, nurturance, compassion, and dependency, although these emotions and 

expectations were connected to males and females unevenly (Fajans 2006, p. 

117). This unevenness, in combination with the shared ideal of equality, was 

connected to the tension in interviewees’ accounts between the cultural themes of 

autonomy and relatedness (Fajans 2006, p. 117).  

 

In conceptualising this tension, I find it useful to draw on Quinn’s (1992, p. 92) 

discussion of three schemas with regard to unequal gender relations in the United 

States. These schemas are described as schemas of personhood, and include a 

schema for equitable human relations, a schema for role enactment, and a schema 

for self-attribution (which refers to the self as the ‘possessor of inherent 

attributes or traits’) (Quinn 1992, p. 92). In discussing these schemas, Quinn 

(1992, p. 92) says that: 

 

[F]ar from being woven together into seamless identities, 

these different kinds of schemas accommodate self-

understandings that may be radically different, and that 

may compete in the interpretation of a given situation, 

creating internal conflict. 

 

Quinn (1992, p. 94) suggests that an inner conflict, between ‘what is right’ and 

‘what is natural’, was common amongst the married females she interviewed. The 

schemas Quinn (1992, pp. 92–4) identifies, and the tensions connected to them, 

are relevant to my own discussion of schemas. Indeed, both emphasise the 
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tensions between ideals and perceptions of lived experience, or between desires 

and obligations (Quinn 1992, p. 93). They both also draw attention to divergences 

in the broader cultural themes of autonomy and relatedness. Unlike in my 

previous chapters, however, Strauss and Quinn’s (1997, p. 213) ‘socially approved 

synthesis’ is not so apparent. Yet I do find evidence that interviewees were able to 

partially resolve contradictions, by placing a particular emphasis on partners’ 

‘attributes’: stroppiness and stubbornness, for instance (Quinn 1992, p. 92). 

 

An unequal relationship? Power relations in male-older relationships 

 

I begin my investigation of the connections between gender, age, and power by 

focusing on male-older relationships. The power relations of these relationships 

have been subject to a great deal of public and scholarly interest (Blood & Wolfe 

1969; Leahy 2002; Pyke & Adams 2010). Accounts have often focused on how 

much power partners’ hold, and this contrasts with a view of power as relational, 

shifting, and gendered (Langford 1999, pp. 11–2). Although my interviewees 

spoke of power as a possession relatively frequently, many also understood their 

power relations in various other ways.  

 

Alana’s account provided an interesting illustration of how the power relations of 

male-older couples were understood.  Alana was fifty-two years old, and was in a 

relationship with Greg, who was fourteen years older than her. Alana had first 

met Greg when she was twenty-two and he was thirty-six. While they were 

ethnically and culturally similar (that is, Anglo-Saxon and Australian), Alana had 

grown up somewhat wealthier than Greg, and had received a university education 

whereas he had not. They also came from different religious backgrounds. Alana 

said that when she first met him, ‘I knew very little, I was quite naïve’. Greg, 

meanwhile, ‘had a lot more life experience than me’. When they first began dating, 

she said: 

 

I sort of deferred to him, and I learnt a lot from him. But 

once I got a bit older and more experienced, I felt “ok, we’re 

on par”. But still he would come over the top and tell me 

things. And I’d say “I know that”. And that really caused a 
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lot of problems for a middle part of our relationship. That 

he was still trying to be the boss, and the man, and the older 

person. And I was like “I’m not a twenty-two-year-old 

anymore! I know how to do this, this, and this. In fact, I’m 

better at this than you are”. 

 

When I asked Alana to elaborate on these comments, she responded that Greg had 

been dominant for the first seven or eight years of their relationship, but that 

after they had children it had grown more equal. She highlighted his previous 

dominance by discussing how, at the time, they had renovated a house together. 

She said:  

 

I didn’t know anything about it, and I was happy for him to 

teach me and tell me what to do… I just sort of held things 

[for him] or whatever. But as I learnt I sort of came up the 

ladder a bit. And with kids, you know having babies and 

raising children. I learnt as I went along and I think I got 

better at dealing with the kids and then I got very confident 

about children and running a house and everything. So I 

sort of came up a lot if you like, and it was more equal. But 

still he, although he says to people that I’m the boss, I think 

he likes to think that he’s the boss [laughs]. 

 

Later, when I asked Alana about power in her relationship today, she answered 

that: 

 

Greg often says to people, “oh yes we live happily in a 

matriarchy”… People ring Greg at work or send him an 

email saying “how about dinner Saturday night?”, [and] he 

says “I haven’t got delegated authority to make that 

decision” [laughs]. But he still says things like… “oh you 

know… you’ve gotta check your oil and water in your car all 

the time coz if you don’t, the motor seizes up” [in a deep 

voice]. “Der, I know! Just coz you’re a man, and you’re older 
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than me, you don’t have to tell me that”… Things like 

cooking. And I’ll say like, “you right?” “Yep” [in a deep 

voice]. He won’t ask me, because he’s gotta be in control… 

he’s gotta know, he can’t be seen to be weak and asking me. 

That’s what I reckon anyway… And I’m kind of the boss of 

the house. And I’ll say “I want to change the colour of this 

room”. “Oh well I like it like this” [in a deep voice]. I’ll say 

“well I don’t”. Mmm, we’ll have a bit of a stand-off and then 

I’ll end up changing the colour coz, you know, I’m the boss 

of the house [laughs]. And he’s the boss of the outside of the 

house. “I’m building a pizza oven” [in a deep voice]. “Don’t 

build it there”. “I wanna build it here!” [in a deep voice, 

banging her fist on the table]. And the boys are saying “no 

dad it’d be much better over here”. “No. It’s here!” [in a deep 

voice]. “Mmm, ok”. So you know the balance comes and goes 

a bit. 

 

Finally, when speaking about what aspects of their lives she ‘controlled’, Alana 

said: 

 

I’ll say things like, “right we’re having our Christmas party 

on the first of December, and we’re going to [a nearby 

holiday destination] for our holiday. I’ve booked it, and look 

I’ve booked all that”. I’ve done all the arranging for our 

holiday in Europe in September. And he just sort of lets me 

do everything... [H]e knows that I’m better at [it], like he 

doesn’t know how to do net banking, [he’ll say] “oh, I’m not 

interested in that”. There are different things that we take 

over. 

 

Alana therefore saw her power relations with Greg as fluid, changing over time, 

and varying according to circumstance. Although her comments clearly revealed 

that she felt that relationships can be unequal, she also compartmentalised her 

and Greg’s inequalities when she referred to their different ‘realms’. This led one 
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to the conclusion that their current inequalities, located in ‘the house’ and ‘the 

outside of the house’, cancelled each other out. 

 

Unstable relations: Midlife shifts in power relations 

Alana discussed the shifts in her and Greg’s power relations over time in a great 

deal of depth. She suggested that while she was younger and their relationship 

was just beginning, she deferred to Greg. As she grew older and gained experience 

in childrearing and domestic tasks, she pushed for a more equal relationship. 

Numerous scholars have documented similar trends in power relations, with 

female partners desiring more egalitarian relationships as they enter midlife, 

sometimes following the establishment of a second marriage (for examples see 

Pyke 1994; Plummer 1983; Pyke & Adams 2010). 

 

Pyke and Adams (2010, p. 764; see also Levinson et al. 1978; Tamir 1982) suggest 

that between the ages of thirty-five and fifty, males begin to gain more satisfaction 

from their relationships with their spouses and children than they do from paid 

employment. The opposite trend has been observed amongst females, who often 

return to paid employment as their children grow older (Lopata 1987; Rossi 

1980; Rubin 1979). Such changes, Pyke and Adams (2010, p. 764) argue, result in 

domestic tasks and decisions being shared more equally, and a higher degree of 

‘companionship’ between partners. Duncombe and Marsden (1993, p. 227) 

challenge this view, however, and instead suggest that ‘changes in couples’ 

financial arrangements sometimes clearly followed (rather than caused) shifts in 

perception of the emotional climate of their relationships’. Indeed, they posit that 

some females insisted on returning to work after they had given up on having a 

companionate relationship with their partners (Duncombe & Marsden 1993, p. 

227). Significantly altering partners’ power relations was seen as difficult, as 

Alana illustrated when she spoke about how Greg still occasionally treated her as 

though she lacked ‘life experience’ (Pyke & Adams 2010, p. 760). When changes 

did occur, they seemed to be facilitated by alterations to partners’ working lives.  

 

Here, a discussion of Pyke and Adams’ (2010) research is highly useful. They 

undertook an interview study in the United States, in which they focused on eight 

married couples engaged in male-older relationships (Pyke & Adams 2010, pp. 
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756–7). The authors investigated whether couples’ age differences brought about 

power imbalances, as is so often assumed (Pyke & Adams 2010, p. 750). Based on 

their observations, Pyke and Adams (2010, p. 758) categorised the couples they 

interviewed as ‘male dominated’, ‘symbolic male dominated’, and ‘gender 

egalitarian’. They based these classifications on factors such as partners’ ages at 

marriage, previous marriages, the presence or absence of cultural, social class, 

and educational differences, as well as shifts in partners’ understandings of 

gender equality across their life courses and throughout recent history (Pyke & 

Adams 2010, p. 770). 

 

Alana’s account contradicted the widespread assumption that younger spouses 

are ‘product[s] of their era’, and that they therefore held egalitarian views 

regarding gender that they brought to their marriages (Pyke & Adams 2010, p. 

770). Furthermore, it appeared that the influence of couples’ age differences on 

their power relations may have varied throughout their lives (Pyke & Adams 

2010, p. 764). As the female partners in male-older relationships entered midlife, 

they often gained skills or resources (frequently through a change in their paid or 

unpaid employment) that, it seems, allowed them to alter the power dynamics 

that characterised their relationships (Pyke & Adams 2010, p. 764). Thus, 

couples’ power relations, as Foucault (2008, p. 94) has argued, were not static, 

nor were they wholly dictated by generational factors. 

 

It is also notable that both Alana and Greg had worked full-time when they met, 

and that Alana felt that their relationship became ‘more equal’ after they had 

children and she became a stay-at-home mother. This is in keeping with Pyke’s 

(1994, p. 89) suggestion, that the impact of partners’ resources (such as paid or 

domestic labour) on their power relations differs depending on whether such 

contributions are seen by partners as ‘gifts’ or ‘burdens’. Thus, a stay-at-home 

wife whose husband saw her domestic labour as a gift may have had a more 

egalitarian relationship than a working wife whose husband viewed her 

employment as a burden (Pyke 1994, p. 89). The emphasis that is often placed on 

partners’ resources, therefore, may obscure other elements of couples’ power 

relations. Thus, I now focus on male and female roles, specifically in regard to 

their relations of power. 
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Stable power relations: Power in the present 

As Alana put it, her relationship with Greg was first characterised by a period of 

stable power relations, when she deferred to him. This, she argued, was followed 

by a period of conflict, when she fought against his assumption that she knew less 

than him. Finally, they had entered another period of relatively stable relations, 

marked by a greater degree of equality than in the past. Although this was most 

likely a simplification on Alana’s part, and her account suggests that her 

relationship in the present was characterised by occasional conflict, her 

discussion of their power relations as stable is extremely useful for the purposes 

on my analysis. I focus below on the latter phase, as this was the period Alana 

spoke about in the greatest depth. During this period Alana and Greg established 

two different realms, over which each of them ruled. While Alana described 

herself as ‘the boss of the house’, Greg was ‘the boss of the outside of the house’ 

(meaning the garden area, not what is traditionally referred to as the public 

realm). 

 

In regard to Greg’s realm and his work in her realm, Alana often spoke of him as 

stubborn, unwilling to ask for help, hopeless with some domestic tasks, and as 

having what she saw as an unreasonable need for control. This was highlighted 

above in a situation she re-enacted for me, in which they disagreed about where 

an outdoor pizza oven should be built. Alana depicted herself and one of her sons 

as the ‘voices of reason’, while Greg was shown to be temperamental and 

childlike. This was particularly evident in the deep, whining voice she put on 

when recounting Greg’s comments, which sounded like that of a male adolescent. 

Langford (1999, p. 80) has observed similar views, held by females towards their 

husbands or romantic partners: 

 

Women laughed a lot when describing how “hopeless” their 

partners were and how they were able to trick them. It may 

be suggested that humour allowed an outlet for feelings of 

frustration and powerlessness and served to bolster the 

consoling fantasy that men’s domineering behaviour was 
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an obstacle which could easily be surmounted by their own 

cleverness.  

 

Alana was not able to use her cleverness to persuade Greg that she was correct in 

this particular instance, possibly because the argument was based in his realm. 

This was because, she implied, he was hopeless and domineering. It is important 

to note that she saw him in this way not only when they argued, but, for instance, 

when he refused to ask for her help. 

 

Alana suggested that her relationship was what Adams and Pyke (2010, p. 758) 

might call ‘symbolic female dominated’. She spoke about how Greg sometimes 

joked that he did not have the ‘delegated authority’ to make decisions regarding 

the couple’s social plans. Alana also explained her control over their finances and 

holiday plans as an example of her power in this area (although one could just as 

easily see such responsibilities as time-consuming responsibilities associated 

with Alana’s gendered role, which took up large amounts of her time). As with 

domestic and paid labour, perhaps people’s understandings of these and how 

they relate to ideas of equality depends on whether they are viewed as gifts or 

burdens (Pyke 1994, p. 89). 

 

Langford (1999, p. 74), however, has warned against taking females’ claims of 

power at face value. Bartky (1990, p. 115) has made a similar argument, 

suggesting that although females’ feelings of control in certain areas compensates 

for their powerlessness, such feelings are not ‘real’ power. Here, I would disagree 

with Bartky (1990, p. 115), as does Langford (1999, p. 76), and suggest that such 

power is real insofar as that is how power is understood. Langford (1999, p. 75) 

has also suggested that females’ feelings of power come from the same ‘relational 

dynamics about which they complained so consistently’, namely, that they were 

‘responsible for everything’. By taking on such responsibilities, she suggests, 

females took on a ‘maternal’ role in their relationships, a role that enabled them 

to see their partners as ‘hopeless’ and ‘useless’ (Langford 1999, pp. 78–9). In the 

case of my interviewees, it seems likely that this view of male partners obscured 

inequalities in couples’ power relations, both past and present. 
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Male power as hidden or located in the past 

When Alana spoke about her and Greg’s power inequalities, she did so largely by 

discussing their past together. Indeed, while Greg could sometimes be stubborn 

and controlling in the present, this was generally within the context of his own 

realm, not hers. I found that most of my interviewees only spoke of inequalities 

when discussing relationships in which they were no longer engaged. As was 

discussed above, one of the most common ways in which contemporary couples 

have been shown to deal with inequalities is by ignoring them (Jamieson 1999, p. 

485; Langford 1999, p. 20; Mansfield & Collard 1988, p. 230). Indeed, based on 

her own interviews, Langford (1999, p. 74) suggested that power relations 

favouring males were largely invisible to females (and also presumably to males), 

particularly within their current relationships. Yet amongst my interviewees 

there were some, largely hidden, discussions of couples’ power relations in the 

present. 

 

One of the ways couples spoke about their power relations was through jokes. For 

instance, when couples were interviewed together, and were questioned about 

power, there was a strong tendency for one of the partners to claim jokingly that 

the female ‘had the power’. Their partner, male or female, would react to this as 

though it was a hilarious joke, and a great deal of laughter and further joking 

often followed. The following was a fairly typical exchange, enacted between 

William, aged fifty-three, and Caitlin, aged thirty-eight. 

 

Caitlin: I have the power [whispered, then laughs]. 

William: She’s right [laughs]. 

Caitlin: I’m stroppier than he is [laughs]. 

William: I’m stubborner than she is. 

Caitlin: Mostly he does what I want, you know [laughs]. It’s 

pretty even really [said seriously]. 

William: It is even [laughs]. 

 

Although the couples placed great emphasis on the fact that they were joking, 

such examples highlight the highly gendered nature of power relations. Mark and 

Khiem made a similar joke, after which Mark said, more seriously: 
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I think that in most relationships really women dominate, 

not men. It’s just that men like to think that they dominate 

[Mark and Khiem laugh]. That’s my view generally, and I 

don’t see this relationship as being any different. I think 

that Khiem gives me plenty of scope to be myself, but I’m 

sure that if I was going astray, going off the rails, she would 

quickly bring me back to reality [Khiem laughs]. 

 

Here, we see that females’ power was understood in a very different way to 

males’. While it was thought females might justifiably dominate their male 

partners when they went ‘off the rails’, Mark suggested that females must still 

allow their partners to be themselves. Power ‘used’ by females (as Mark put it) 

without good reason was seen as undesirable. Furthermore, power relations that 

favoured females were widely discussed, while those favouring males were less 

commonly addressed. 

 

When interviewees were asked directly about their power relations, they almost 

always said that such relations were equal. A few interviewees, mostly females, 

suggested in a non-jovial way that their relationships were female-dominated. 

Others explained any male dominance as personality-based or, occasionally, as 

age-based (although these age-based inequalities were almost always located in 

the past). However, one interviewee, Daniel, openly said that his relationship had 

been male-dominated. Notably, he was no longer in this relationship. Daniel was 

forty, and had previously dated Grace, a female thirteen-and-a-half years younger 

than him. Of their relationship, he said: 

 

[T]here was a power relationship and that was part of the 

reason that we broke up, because I knew that I had most of 

the power, and [pauses] for me to have a successful 

relationship I suppose I need a degree of [pauses]… My 

former partner was too compliant. If I said I was going to do 

something… I would go off and do it and [say to her] “I’ll see 

you tomorrow or tomorrow night or whatever”. And rather 
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than Grace kicking up a stink and saying “no, fuck that, you 

went out with the boys three nights this week, I want to do 

something with you”, she would put up with it… And 

unfortunately, despite me encouraging her to kick up a 

stink, because as I said I need a little bit of friction to keep 

me interested, there wasn’t that friction. There wasn’t that 

“no, I want some attention… you went to the footy on 

Saturday afternoon, you went out with the boys Saturday 

night, you went to the movies with the boys Sunday, 

where’s the me time? Where’s the us time?” She put up with 

it. 

 

Because of this situation, Daniel had ended his relationship with Grace. As most 

interviewees said when asked directly about power relations, he denied that their 

inequalities were related to age or gender. Instead, he said ‘[t]here’s a power 

relationship in every relationship, whether it’s two twenty-five-year-olds, two 

eighteen-year-olds, or two forty-year-olds. It’s how that power relationship plays 

itself out that determines relationships’. Daniel’s account, as well as Mark’s, 

suggests that interviewees did not consider full autonomy to be desirable. Rather, 

they sought and valued a female partner who would ‘bring me back to reality’ or 

would not ‘put up’ with being neglected. 

 

Interviewees’ assertions regarding power in their relationships, outlined above, 

should not simply be taken at face value. In line with Langford’s (1999, p. 74) 

observations, I suggest that power relations that favoured males were less 

frequently commented on than those favouring females. The ideal relationship for 

Daniel, in which his partner would object when he neglected her and force him to 

spend more time with her, suggests that what he saw as a desirable power 

relation was not equal in the sense that both partners would act or be the same. 

Rather, he had an expectation that females would be the ones to maintain 

relationships with their partners (Holmes 2004, p. 190). Similarly, Duncombe and 

Marsden (1993, p. 236) have observed that male dominance is bolstered by 

males’ withdrawal of emotional validation from females. This suggests that 

discussions of relationships that only examine the instrumental aspects of 
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partnerships—work, domestic labour, and finance—miss the gendered 

‘emotional component’ of relationships (Duncombe & Marsden 1993, p. 225; see 

also Holmes 2004, p. 184). 

 

Although interviewees’ relationships were clearly understood to be subject to 

shifts and imbalances in power relations, that is not to say that the perceived 

inequalities between those in male-older relationships were primarily due to 

their age dissimilarities. Indeed, my interviews suggest that many, though 

certainly not all, of those that I spoke with in male-older relationships were highly 

aware of—and concerned with—theirs and their partners’ power relations. Thus, 

interviewees’ accounts illustrate that power relations were considered important 

not simply in terms of age, but also in terms of gender. Furthermore, power 

relations were seen as varying throughout the life course, and interviewees’ 

discussions revealed that they were evident both in partners’ conflicts and in 

their stable relations.  

 

(In)equality through male-older love? 

Having highlighted some general features in the power relations of those in male-

older relationships, I now focus on what has been hinted at above: how 

interviewees’ understandings of autonomy and relatedness influenced the ways 

they perceived their power relations. While Alana’s experiences revealed how 

power relations were seen as both shifting and stable, another interviewee, 

Monica, provided further insight. Monica was fifty-two years old when we spoke, 

and had been married to Sam, seventy-two, for the past twenty-three years. They 

were both Anglo-Saxon and had grown up in Western Australia, she in Perth and 

he in a rural area. Together they had one child, although he had been married 

previously and had two other children by his ex-wife. Recently, Monica had 

moved away from the town where they lived together and back to Perth, where 

she was attempting a change of career. Sam visited her in Perth regularly, though 

he continued living in their hometown. Speaking about their power relations, she 

said: 

 

I married Sam coz I couldn’t boss him around. But… he can 

be extremely controlling. And [he] has done this, tried to, 
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for years… [E]specially the financial [side of things]. You 

know like [if I try to control our finances] it’ll be “well… you 

go and work full-time then”. And then I’ll say “okay, so what 

you’re saying to me is if I had a full-time job and I bought 

home this [amount]… that would give me this much 

power”. And… [he] can’t answer that, coz it’s all about being 

in control… But then… when I get low, I can find myself 

manipulating, I can be a great little manipulator.  

 

Monica went on to say that she felt such issues were not related to their ages. 

Regardless of age, she said, ‘women are always complaining about men 

controlling them and vice versa’. Notably, she suggested she had deliberately 

chosen a male who she could not control, as she considered herself to be 

extremely bossy. Her comments reflect the observations Langford (1999, p. 80) 

makes, that females often thought of themselves as controlling male partners 

through manipulation and cleverness. Gaining the advantage in one’s relationship 

through manipulation was thus seen as one possible way of expressing autonomy. 

Yet this kind of autonomy was understood to be highly undesirable. Indeed, 

Monica saw such strategies as ‘low’ and ultimately viewed their power struggles 

as being her problem, not Sam’s. She went on to say that: 

 

[H]e used to say that I would’ve felt like [my relationship 

was not equal]… in any relationship. You know, I’ve looked 

hard and deep at it and it’s really about me, it’s not about 

them… [S]o, it’d be something I’ve dealt with. 

 

Monica’s claim that any discomfort she felt about the power relations within 

their marriage was her problem highlights how such issues tended to be 

individualised in the understandings of contemporary couples (for example see 

Duncombe & Marsden 1993, p. 226). Rather than being attributed to partners’ 

gendered roles, the conflict and problems experienced by interviewees were 

thought of as personality-based. 

 

This was also evident in Juliette’s account. She, unsurprisingly, saw the power 
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relations between her and her ex-husband as extremely unequal. She explained 

such inequalities as being in part due to his personality, and also because 

domestic violence was largely ignored when they married. Since that time, she 

argued, people had become ‘a bit more enlightened’, and the requirement to hide 

domestic violence no longer existed. Her discussion of these issues highlights 

that a perceived shift has occurred (discussed in Chapter Two), from an 

understanding of love and marriage as being structured by wider social norms 

and practices, to one where they are considered to be a release from social 

constraints. Highlighting this point, Langford (1999, p. 20) says: 

 

Predominant configurations of love are still very much with 

us. What has perhaps changed is that where once the 

relationship between gender, power and love may have 

been betrayed by formalised modes of deference and 

institutionalised inequalities, it is now obscured by 

individuals’ own attempts to contain the contradictions in 

their experience. 

 

One way in which such contradictions might conceivably be ‘contained’ is through 

what is known as ‘deep acting’ (Hochschild 2003a; see also Duncombe & Marsden 

1993, p. 234; Langford 1999, p. 20). Deep acting describes a process in which ‘a 

feeling that one should have or wants to have obscures the authentic feeling, even 

for actors themselves’ (Langford 1999, p. 20). Though the question of what an 

inauthentic versus an authentic feeling might be is problematic, I otherwise agree 

with the claim that deep acting might be used to obscure and individualise 

couples’ inequalities. 

 

Langford’s (1999, p. 5) argument that romantic love obscures and maintains 

inequalities between males and females can therefore be discussed in relation to 

power, autonomy, and relatedness. The logic of autonomy, it might be argued, 

results in partners’ viewing any relationship problems, and not simply those 

linked to power relations, as personal issues. Therefore, the notion that love is 

asocial, as discussed in Chapter Four, means that people see themselves and are 

seen as responsible for any failings in their relationships (see also Holland & 
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Eisenhart 1990, p. 202). Thus, Holland and Eisenhart (1990, p. 230) say of their 

own female interviewees: 

 

The striking feature of the women’s opposition is that most 

of their criticisms were made privately, not publicly; they 

opposed the system as individuals, not as members of a 

group. We witnessed a great deal of personal, socially 

marginalized, individual struggle and a good deal of 

creative work in order to produce individualized meaning 

systems to render the situation liveable—for the time 

being. 

 

An understanding of oneself as autonomous, which was evident amongst 

interviewees and encouraged them to see love as synonymous with freedom, was 

thus one way in which understandings of unequal gender relations appeared to 

be reconciled with the ideal of gender equality  (Duncombe & Marsden 1993, p. 

222; Holmes 2004, p. 190). 

 

An autonomous ideal? Power relations in female-older relationships 

 

When speaking to those in female-older relationships about their power relations, 

I found that most of these interviewees tended to argue that such relations were 

equal. They spoke in somewhat less depth about such relations than did those in 

male-older relationships. A good example of this is found in Juliette’s account. 

While she spoke extensively about the (albeit highly visible) power relations 

between herself and her ex-husband, she spoke relatively little about her and her 

current partner’s relations. While this was in keeping with the tendency for 

interviewees to speak largely about past power relations, Juliette’s brief 

statement that her relationship with Arthur was equal was characteristic of many 

of my exchanges with female-older couples. 

 

Juliette’s suggestion that her relationship with Arthur was equal was also 

reflected in contemporary discourse. As Berardo and colleagues (1993, pp. 97, 

104; see also Casterline et al. 1986, p. 374) have said, the increasing prevalence of 
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female-older marriages worldwide has frequently been linked to growing gender 

equality. Many (though not all) theorists assume that with reduced pressure to 

marry into specific age and social groups, power relations within marriages and 

partnerships will tend towards egalitarianism (ABS 1997, p. 29; Amato et al. 

2009, p. 87). Female-older relationships are commonly seen as directly reflecting 

these egalitarian relations.  

 

Age and gender as cancelling each other out 

During our discussion of power relations Alana commented on the interaction of 

age and gender in female-older relationships. She said, ‘I do think that in our 

society that men tend to dominate, so I don’t know what happens with an older 

woman, because I also think age tends to dominate as well’. Although not in a 

female-older relationship herself, Alana raised the idea, expressed by several of 

those I spoke with, that a female’s lesser power, relative to a male’s, might be 

equalised if she were to engage in a relationship with a male younger than 

herself.5 Rebecca, who was forty-five years old when we spoke, provided an 

example of this.  She said of her relationship with her partner, who was thirty-

one, that their power relations were ‘probably pretty even’, and that ‘he likes to 

be the boss’ but ‘with the age difference that doesn’t really shine through’. She 

went on to say that if he was with someone the same age or younger than him he 

might be more controlling, but that with her he either did not feel he needed to be 

controlling, or did not think he could control her. 

 

There appeared to be a general consensus amongst some interviewees that, in the 

case of female-older relationships, the unequal power relations that resulted from 

age and gender differences often cancelled each other out. Such arguments 

contradicted those made by numerous interviewees, including Alana and 

Rebecca, who also stated that age was meaningless in their relationships (for 

further discussion see Chapter Four). Furthermore, they contradicted non-

                                                 
5 Similar claims have been made by theorists about gay and lesbian relationships. For instance, 

homosexual relationships are seen by Giddens (1992, p. 134) as more illustrative of pure 

relationships (which are characterised by equality) than are heterosexual ones (cf. Holmes 2004, 

p. 193). 
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chronological notions of age, which were used in the previous chapter to frame 

partners as special, and as therefore not categorisable by their age or gender. 

 

The visibility of female power 

Throughout this chapter I have sought to define interviewees’ understandings of 

the location and distribution of power within their relationships. However, 

difficulties arise because interviewees’ acknowledgements of power were highly 

dependent upon context and gender. For instance, female power in the domestic 

realm was open to discussion, while male power was not widely spoken about. 

Shaun’s account of his relationship, discussed extensively in previous chapters, is 

of interest here. As mentioned, Shaun, twenty-four, had been married to Linda, 

thirty-three, for seven months when we spoke. When I asked Shaun about his and 

Linda’s power relations he said that they had ‘power struggles… coz I leave my 

shit everywhere’. He then added: 

 

I like to think that we do have a pretty equal relationship, I 

mean the reason I married her is half because of that. If we 

didn’t have an equal relationship, if I felt like I was 

completely under the thumb all the time, I’d feel really 

kinda caged in and I’d just want to go, you know what I 

mean? But I don’t feel that at all. 

 

He also added that ‘I take the piss out of some of my mates for being under the 

thumb, but I’ve never felt that. Nobody’s ever said “oh yeah, you’re whipped man, 

you’re whipped”. I don’t get any of that’.6 In this passage, Shaun illustrates the 

power of the cultural schema relationships are equal, by explaining that the 

equality of his current relationship is the key reason he finds it fulfilling. He also 

appeared to see many relationships as female-dominated. As such, Shaun’s 

discussion of female dominance, and the fact that he ignored the possibility of 

male dominance, supports my argument that power relations favouring females 

were more visible than those favouring males (Langford 1999, p. 74). 

                                                 
6 Several of these phrases are colloquial, and to some extent, Australian. To ‘take the piss’ means to 

make fun of someone; being ‘under the thumb’ or being ‘whipped’ are phrases commonly used to 

describe males who are dominated by their female partners. 
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Another comment made by Shaun, of interest here, was in response to my 

question about what had attracted him to Linda. He said: 

 

I try and be as caring as I can… you know I try and be 

helpful. I don’t expect the woman of the relationship to stay 

at home and clean dishes and do all that kind of crap… I’m 

pretty on the level when it comes to equality. I want her to 

have the same opportunities as I do. I want to be treated 

the same way as I treat her, if not I’ll try and treat her 

better… I think I have lower expectations than [she does]… 

like, just as a guy. I don’t know if that’s normal. 

 

Shaun saw equality within a relationship as ideal, and, notably, connected a 

relationship’s power relations to males and females’ roles in regard to domestic 

and paid labour. Interestingly, he also pointed to the different expectations of 

males and females. That he has lower expectations ‘as a guy’ may be linked to the 

view that males are less emotionally expressive than females, and as such are less 

able to tell their partners what they want or feel (Cancian 1986, p. 700; see also 

Quinn 1992, p. 97). As such, females are seen as wanting more and males less. 

Contemporary relationships, Langford (1999, p. 14) has argued, promote an ‘ideal 

of fulfillment’, but tensions are seen as arising when males and females’ ideals of 

fulfilment differ. For instance, females’ ideals of fulfilment are often based upon 

their male partners performing tasks that the male considered to be trivial. In 

such cases, it seems likely that gender inequalities, or what were viewed by 

partners as gender inequalities, were likely to emerge (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 

1995, p. 62; Langford 1999, p. 14; Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 178). 

 

Shaun’s account also hinted at some discomfort about the ways in which power 

relations might favour females within the context of romantic love relationships. 

As discussed previously, Langford (1999, pp. 75, 78–9) suggests that females’ 

feelings of power were the outcome of the unequal power relations of which they 

often complained. Through taking on a maternal role and becoming responsible 

for everything, females were able to feel, and in some ways able to be, in control 
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(Langford 1999, pp. 75, 78–9). Again, my research, and that of others (for example 

see Langford 1999, p. 74), suggests that any power relations that favoured 

females were more widely discussed, while this was not the case with males. 

 

Indeed, many female interviewees I spoke with, particularly (though not 

exclusively) those in relationships with younger males, were extremely anxious 

about taking on a maternal role with their partner. Juliette, for example, told me 

that she worried she dominated Arthur and sometimes acted like his parent, 

especially given that her son was around the same age as him. She said she felt 

ashamed when she treated him as a child, but also added that she ‘probably 

would have made the same comment if we were equal ages’. She may well have 

been correct, given the findings of Langford (1999). Several of my interviewees, 

including Juliette, saw the maternal role that was at times taken on by females to 

be extremely undesirable. Juliette’s suggestion that her occasional adoption of 

this role was not related to her age or gender, but rather to her personality, 

illustrates how expressions of female dominance were both widely discussed. 

 

Overall, when the widely-accepted view was that interviewees’ relationships 

were egalitarian, as was the case with those in female-older relationships, they 

tended to simply agree with this point of view and say little else. When 

interviewees’ relationships might have been seen as unequal, as was the case with 

many male-older relationships, people seemed to have thought a great deal about 

their power relations (which they discussed at length during our interviews). Yet 

age-dissimilar relationships in which there were also various other differences 

(for instance, cultural, socio-economic, and educational ones) were a different 

matter. It is these relationships, notably all male-older ones, which I will now 

discuss. 

 

Power relations in male-older relationships with additional social 

differences 

 

Amongst those I interviewed, couples in male-older relationships (as opposed to 

female-older ones) were far more likely to also have cultural, socio-economic, and 

educational differences. Two relationships, in particular, had highly visible 
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differences in these areas. These were Alan and Gloria, as well as Mark and 

Khiem. Both couples were married, and involved an older, white male and a 

younger, Southeast Asian female. Both Gloria and Khiem had been relatively poor 

prior to marrying, had received less formal education than their husbands, and 

spoke or had spoken very little English when they arrived in Australia. Both Alan 

and Mark were university educated and came from middle-class backgrounds. 

Here, I focus on Alan’s (sixty-one) account of his relationship with Gloria (thirty-

one).  

 

When I asked Alan about the power relations between himself and his wife, and 

whether their backgrounds had influenced this, he responded: 

 

Alan: Well my wife has led a very sheltered life. Her mother 

never let her go out anywhere, she stayed at home till she 

was what twenty-one or something. She didn’t let her go to 

parties or discos or mix with other young kids up the road 

and all that, so she kept her on a very tight rein. So 

obviously I’m a lot more experienced with, I suppose, life. 

And the world. So that in a way gives me power because I 

have that knowledge and she doesn’t… Do I use the power? 

I don’t know. Obviously I have economic power [as Gloria is 

a stay-at-home parent]… But as far as… worldliness… I have 

to be careful I don’t lecture her, because I have the 

knowledge and she doesn’t. 

 

Lara: Yeah, especially this being obviously a foreign culture 

for her, to start with at least. 

 

Alan: So if she says something like “who’s that?” and the 

Prime Minister’s on the telly I have to be very careful I don’t 

say “oh you twit! Why don’t you know that’s the Australian 

Prime Minister?” and things like that. Because she just 

doesn’t know, and that’s fair enough… [S]he doesn’t read 

newspapers, so how’s she going to know? She’s getting to 
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know more and more. But I have to be careful I don’t 

squash her with my knowledge… And also with finances. 

She didn’t know how to manage finances at first, again I 

have to be careful I don’t make sarcastic comments or say 

“what did you do that for?” Because she just doesn’t have 

the background or experience to know about that. Not to 

say she’s not learning very quickly, but I have to be careful 

there. 

 

Alan continually spoke of the need for him to be ‘careful’ in his interactions with 

Gloria, so as not to be controlling or condescending. This claim was extremely 

unusual amongst interviewees, who often tended to assume that power relations 

were only relevant to females. Other interviewees saw females as either 

dominant, equal, or allowing themselves to be dominated by what was considered 

to be normal male behaviour (such as expecting little from their partners and, 

accordingly, giving little to them). 

 

Yet Alan was quite open in acknowledging that he currently had several 

advantages over Gloria, particularly in regard to his cultural knowledge and paid 

employment. In relation to the division of labour in their household, he went on to 

say: 

 

I don’t know anything about childcare. I’m learning as I go. 

Whereas she has a background, obviously, with the boy 

[her child by a previous relationship] and also with 

watching her mother… [helping to bring up other] young 

children and all that. So she’s definitely the nurturer of the 

family, especially while I’m away [for work]. So I think 

that’s a very powerful thing [that is, the male provider-

female nurturer relationship]. Though I suppose in the 

modern relationship there should be an equal balance, but 

it’s not. She’s the one the kids turn to when things happen 

(his emphasis). 
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As with Alana and Greg, Alan and Gloria had separate realms for which they were 

responsible. The division was seen as more in line with traditional gender roles in 

Alan and Gloria’s case, however. Indeed, it is worth remembering here that Alana, 

although younger, was engaged in full-time paid employment, as well as having 

had more formal education than Greg and having grown up somewhat wealthier 

than him. It seems possible that these differences contributed to the variations 

between Alana and Alan’s accounts. 

 

Yet it is important not to assume that age-dissimilar relationships, especially 

those characterised by other forms of difference, bring about inequalities (Presser 

1975, pp. 202–3; Pyke & Adams 2010, p. 750; Sontag 1972, pp. 37–8). Indeed, 

Pyke and Adams (2010, pp. 753–4) have criticised some theorists of age-

dissimilar marriages, who assume that husband-older relationships are male-

dominated and ignore other factors that contribute to couples’ power relations. 

They also suggest that theorists often ‘depict… women in Asia, sub-Saharan 

Africa, and Islamic cultures as enduring an unwavering patriarchy characterized 

by polygamy and arranged (i.e., forced) marriages between old men and young 

females’ (Pyke & Adams 2010, pp. 753–4). They go on to state: 

 

There is also the problem of interpreting cross-cultural 

research that finds an association between husband-older 

marriages and male dominance. This correlation is not 

evidence in and of itself that such husband-older marriage 

is a cause of male dominance… particularly when these 

marriages might be arranged or coerced, rather than 

voluntarily chosen by the bride (Pyke & Adams 2010, pp. 

753–4, emphasis in original). 

 

As such, they suggest that husband-older marriages should be viewed as 

heterogeneous (Pyke & Adams 2010, p. 754). A straightforward focus on age, they 

argue, obscures other elements that influence gender and power relations (Pyke 

& Adams 2010, p. 754). Furthermore, most accounts do not consider how couples’ 

power relations might shift when the older male retires, or if he deteriorates 

physically or mentally throughout old age. Alan himself saw this reality as being 
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in the not-too-distant future, and was concerned about its impact on his 

relationship. 

 

It should also be noted that similarly-framed gender inequalities underpinned the 

accounts of all of my interviewees, not simply those in male-older relationships. 

This may, in part, be an outcome of the processes through which partners are 

selected and the norms that characterise romantic love. For instance, as Zinn and 

Eitzen (1990, p. 233) point out: 

 

[C]ultural prescriptions affect what males and females find 

attractive in each other. Most significantly, they serve to 

perpetuate the secondary status of women. This occurs by 

pairing males and females where the latter are outsized 

(promoting the visual and symbolic reaffirmation that 

women require protection), younger, less well educated 

(justifying a woman’s deference to the man’s “superior” 

experience, wisdom, and knowledge in decision making), 

and out-resourced (again justifying power differentials in 

the relationship). What seems like natural attraction 

patterns, then, are really dictated by strong but sometimes 

subtle cultural demands that result in the maintenance of 

female dependence and deference patterns in male-female 

relationships.  

 

Many relationships in which the male is only a few years older, categorised here 

and elsewhere as ‘age-similar’, follow these prescriptions. On the other hand, 

most of those I spoke with only partially adhered to these criteria. Overall, 

however, gender appeared to be the main factor that influenced interviewees’ 

discussions of power in their relationships. Yet the gender inequalities that were 

highlighted by interviewees tended to be individualised, and thus were 

disconnected from others couples’ inequalities. 
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Equality or inequality in partners’ power relations? 

 

A study of marriages between people from different cultural backgrounds, 

conducted in Germany, has suggested that such marriages are ‘very modern’, in 

that they conform to the ideals of romantic love and individualism (Elschenbroich 

1988, p. 366; see also Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 1995, p. 84). Similar things have 

been said about other relationships characterised by difference, such as age-

dissimilar relationships. On the surface, my interviewees’ relationships often 

appeared to conform to the ideal of freedom of choice (in regard to one’s 

romantic partner). They chose unconventional partners, and most claimed that 

their relationships were equal. Some theorists, however, rather than idealising 

such unions, have suggested that they are characterised by power inequalities 

and that they are therefore undesirable (Blood & Wolfe 1960, pp. 14–5; Pyke & 

Adams 2010, p. 750). Yet Coontz (2006a, p. 78) states that ‘[t]here is no reason to 

assume that family forms and practices that differ from those of the dominant 

ideal are necessarily destructive’. Here, I agree with Coontz (2006a). Regardless 

of whether such relationships were seen as ideals or as inherently destructive, 

however, my interviewees’ discussions of their relationships highlighted two 

schemas that were related to power: love is equal and relationships can be 

unequal. When pressed, a large proportion of interviewees drew attention to the 

gendered nature of their power relations, or did so without realising it.  

 

Discussing inequality and power relations, Flyvbjerg (1998, p. 231) writes that 

‘ideals like democracy, rationality, and neutrality, all central to modern 

institutions, are young and fragile when compared to traditions of class and 

privilege’. With regard to my own findings, it seems likely that the ideal of 

equality may actually inhibit social responses to inequalities, particularly gender 

inequalities. After all, the argument that people are inherently equal also implies 

that, once people are seen to be equal, any disadvantage must be due to personal 

fault. Thus, the modern Western discourses of democracy and individualism 

interact to form a social context in which democracy is idealised, yet inequalities 

are maintained through deeply-held cultural understandings. In regard to my 

own research, this was evident in interviewees’ individualisation of their and 

their partners’ inequalities, which were seen as personal problems (when, indeed, 
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they were problematised). 

 

Yet my interviews with those in age-dissimilar relationships in many ways 

challenged the links drawn between power, autonomy, romantic love, and 

equality. First of all, they brought inequalities, invisible in many other 

relationships, under scrutiny. In some cases, this scrutiny seemed to foster a 

greater awareness of the power relations between partners, as was the case with 

Alan and Alana. Interviewees’ accounts also drew attention to the connections 

between power, social difference, and relatedness. Here, relatedness was 

associated with the notion that human relations should be equal, the idea that 

males and females occupied gendered roles, and the perception that personality 

influenced power relations (Quinn 1992, p. 92). 

 

Juliette’s account, with which I opened this chapter, may be interpreted as 

reflecting the power imbalances that characterise age-dissimilar relationships. It 

may, though, also be seen as illustrative of the complexity of couples’ power 

relations, even when such relations appear to be straightforward. Throughout 

this chapter I have attempted to untie the intricacies of power, autonomy, and 

relatedness. I did this by highlighting two schemas: love is equal and relationships 

can be unequal. Based on this discussion, I argued that although participants 

seemed to subscribe to a cultural ideal of egalitarian romantic love, they also saw 

their relationships as characterised by inequalities (fostered by gender-specific 

roles and personality differences). In an attempt to reconcile these disparate 

understandings, interviewees individualised the perceived inequalities in their 

relationships, framing them as personal problems to be solved by psychiatrists, 

the couple themselves, or not at all.  
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Chapter Seven:  

Conclusion: Shared understandings of autonomy and relatedness 

within age-dissimilar, romantic relationships 

 

 

At the beginning of my thesis, I pointed to the great deal of attention that has 

recently been paid to age-dissimilar relationships in Western societies. This is 

particularly true of female-older partnerships: so-called cougar–toyboy 

relationships. In countries such as Australia, this attention is perhaps most visible 

within the mainstream media. For instance, there has been extensive newspaper 

and magazine coverage of numerous age-dissimilar relationships between 

celebrities (Lawton & Callister 2010, p. 5; for examples see Hendrie 2009; Retter 

2009; Safran 2010; The Weekend Australian Magazine 21–22 November 2009, p. 

8). Furthermore, recent cultural products, in the form of visual and print media, 

have explored both male-older and female-older relationships. Amongst these are 

many popular television shows, films, and written texts, such as those discussed 

in Chapter Three.  

 

The attention that has been paid to age-dissimilar relationships is seemingly in 

keeping with Western statistics, revealing that there has been a gradual increase 

in the prevalence of age-dissimilar marriages (Amato et al. 2009, pp. 87–8; 

Hancock et al. 2003, pp. 21, 25; Pyke & Adams 2010, p. 749). As discussed in 

Chapter One, there has been an increasing trend toward female-older marriages, 

although male-older unions remain more common (ABS 1997, pp. 25, 29; 2005, p. 

134; 2009, p. 8; Berardo et al. 1993, p. 97; Buss 1989; Casterline et al. 1986; Cox 

1970; Fielder & Huber 2007; Gunter & Wheeler 1986, p. 52; Hancock et al. 2003, 

p. 25; Lawton & Callister 2010, pp. 13, 18; Pyke & Adams 2010; Van de Putte et al. 

2009). Thus, the tendency toward female-older unions and age-dissimilar unions 

seems to be less widespread than many cultural products might suggest. 

 

Here, it is worth noting that, in recent decades, these relationships have 

frequently been the focus of media discourse. Throughout the 1960s, 1970s, and 

1980s, magazine and newspaper articles appeared in Western contexts (like the 



 220 

United Kingdom and the United States) that were similar to those published 

today, heralding a dramatic increase in the proportion of age-dissimilar 

relationships, and citing celebrity couples who were leading this shift (for 

examples see Katler 1980; Time Magazine 21 February 1969, p. 36). Yet the 

aforementioned statistical research suggests that claims of dramatic increases in 

age-dissimilar relationships are largely exaggerated, and in reality such changes 

have been gradual and highly complex. Indeed, as I outlined in Chapter Two, in 

nineteenth century Western Europe, when the ideal of marital love was gaining 

popularity, there was a decrease in the proportion of age-dissimilar marriages 

(Van de Putte et al. 2009, pp. 1235, 1250; Van Leeuwen & Maas 2002, p. 119). 

Furthermore, and significantly, marriages in Western Europe have been 

characterised by small age differences, relative to the rest of the world, for many 

centuries (Coontz 2006b, pp. 124–5; Macfarlane 2002, pp. 90, 337; Van de Putte 

et al. 2009, p. 1235). 

 

Although age-dissimilar relationships may not be rapidly increasing in frequency, 

they have undoubtedly been subject to a great deal of popular and media interest. 

Perhaps one reason why these relationships are so often discussed is that their 

existence appears to support several broad understandings that are shared 

amongst Western people, related to the cultural theme of autonomy. These 

understandings were prevalent in my interviewees’ discussions of their 

relationships, as well as in the claims of focus group participants, survey 

respondents, and in other social scientists’ research. Among these understandings 

was the idea that age today is self-determined, and therefore not subject to the 

constraints of chronology (Bordo 1997, p. 335; Featherstone 1995, p. 228; 

Hancock et al. 2003, p. 20; Nettleton & Watson 1998, p. 14). Similarly, age-

dissimilar relationships also appear to exemplify free choice in regard to one’s 

partner, insofar as they disturb age-based social categories (ABS 1997, p. 29; 

Amato et al. 2009, p. 87; Bellah et al. 1985, p. 108). Yet these relationships also 

seem to challenge some shared understandings that are related to autonomy. For 

instance, it has often been suggested that age-dissimilar relationships are not 

equal, and that they therefore inhibit the independence or freedom of at least one 

partner (Van de Putte et al. 2009, pp. 1235, 1238; see also Atkinson & Glass 1985; 

Wheeler & Gunter 1987).  
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Conversely, the relatively small proportion of age-dissimilar relationships found 

in Western contexts might also be seen as supporting several widespread 

understandings linked to the cultural theme of relatedness. For example, as I 

outlined in Chapter Four, those engaged in age-dissimilar relationships often 

framed themselves as exceptionally youthful or mature for their chronological 

age (see also Leahy 2002, p. 25). Thus, they suggested that they were actually 

similar in age to their partners, and that it was this similarity that meant they 

related to them well. As a result of this, it was rare for partners to liken their 

relationships to other age-dissimilar ones; rather, they likened their relationships 

to age-similar ones. One exception to this was Anna, who was ten years older than 

her ex-boyfriend, Karl. Anna, thirty-seven, told me how she and Karl had jokingly 

called each other Demi and Ashton (in reference to Demi Moore and Ashton 

Kutcher, the well-known female-older celebrity couple who have since divorced). 

Yet when I asked her how she saw Moore and Kutcher’s relationship, Anna 

framed their partnership in similar terms to those described above, saying that he 

was ‘grown up’ and that the pair ‘really fit together well and in their case the age 

difference doesn’t actually matter’. Thus, age-dissimilar relationships that were 

seen positively tended to be framed as characterised by similarity, rather than by 

difference. In this manner, they conformed to people’s shared understandings 

regarding relatedness between partners. 

 

The limitations of previous research 

 

Although age-dissimilar relationships have frequently been subject to a great deal 

of media attention and popular discussion, social science research examining 

these relationships is less common. As I described in Chapter Two of this thesis, 

previous research into age-dissimilar relationships is largely quantitative, and 

tends to examine only married couples (Berardo et al. 1993, p. 96). Such research 

commonly explores census data as well as marriage and divorce records (for 

examples see Drefahl 2010; Pixley et al. 2007; Van de Putte et al. 2009; cf. Amato 

et al. 2009). One methodological problem with this research is that it tends not to 

be based upon longitudinal data (Berardo et al. 1993, p. 94). Thus, it rarely 

explores changes over time, either between or within generations (Berardo et al. 
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1993, p. 94). Furthermore, it provides no impression of how generational 

differences and broader societal changes interact. Only a small amount of 

research has been conducted on such interactions, with Pyke and Adams’ (2010, 

p. 760) findings challenging the ‘view that people are the product of the era into 

which they are born’ (see also Furstenberg & Spanier 1984; Pyke 1994). 

 

Another problem associated with the dominance of quantitative research in this 

field is that it means that the understandings or lived realities of those engaged in 

age-dissimilar relationships go unexamined. I have therefore sought to expand 

the small pool of qualitative research into age-dissimilar, romantic relationships 

(for some examples see Leahy 1994, 2002; Pyke & Adams 2010; Yuill 2004). 

Indeed, while some qualitative researchers have conducted interviews with those 

currently or previously in these relationships, such studies have focused largely 

on homosexual relationships or heterosexual, male-older relationships (Leahy 

1994, 2002; Pyke & Adams 2010; Yuill 2004).  

 

Moreover, only one of these studies, conducted by Leahy (1994, 2002), took place 

in Australia. In this case, most of those who were interviewed had been engaged 

in homosexual, age-dissimilar relationships (Leahy 2002). Some had engaged in 

heterosexual, male-older relationships, while only one interviewee had been in a 

heterosexual, female-older relationship (Leahy 1994, 2002). Leahy’s (1994, 2002) 

research was conducted in New South Wales; the context of my own research—

Perth, Western Australia—has not previously been the focus of an examination of 

age-dissimilar couples.  

 

My research, however, does not investigate age-dissimilar couples’ experiences. 

Rather, my methodology—involving interviewing, focus groups, surveys, and 

media analysis—allows me to focus on how these relationships are understood. I 

therefore discuss the viewpoints of those currently or previously engaged in age-

dissimilar relationships, as well as providing insight into how Australians see 

these relationships. Thus, there are several novel aspects to my methodological 

approach: my research is largely qualitative, I focus on both male-older and 

female-older heterosexual relationships, and my research examines (largely 

overlooked) Australian age-dissimilar relationships. 
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In contrast to the relatively sparse research examining age-dissimilar 

relationships, studies that investigate romantic love relationships generally are 

far more common. Furthermore, a much larger proportion of this research is 

qualitative. Although I have not been able to outline all the discussions and 

debates that comprise this body of research, the studies I have referred to in my 

thesis address two central, yet interconnected, questions: first, what is romantic 

love understood to be; and second, to what extent are our cultural and historical 

understandings of romantic love shared? Although not my central focus, I found it 

important to address these questions, which were crucial to my analysis of 

people’s understandings of autonomy and relatedness in age-dissimilar, romantic 

relationships. 

 

While I addressed the question of what romantic love is in Chapter One, my thesis 

as a whole might also be considered as indirectly answering this question. In it, I 

describe how Australians see romantic love, something I do through my 

discussion of how age-dissimilar, Australian relationships are understood. More 

specifically, in Chapter One, I came to the conclusion that romantic love, as 

Jankowiak and Fischer (1992, p. 154) suggest, is most likely a cultural universal. 

For the purposes of my own analysis, however, I found it more productive to 

focus on the culturally specific features of romantic love (Lindholm 2001, p. 340). 

As such, I employed a context-based definition of how romantic love is 

understood, which is in keeping with the perspectives provided by my 

interviewees, focus group participants, and survey respondents. 

 

My research findings suggest that romantic love was thought to occur at a given 

time, exclusively between two people (Goode 1959, p. 41; Jankowiak & Paladino 

2008, p. 14; Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 196). One couple provided a particularly 

good example of this viewpoint. While still married to her ex-husband, Suzie, aged 

thirty-five, had engaged in an affair with Peter, aged fifty-one. As I discussed in 

Chapter Five, Suzie explained that their affair was the result of an undeniable 

romantic attraction. She did not speak about her relationship with her ex-

husband in these terms, however, either in the past or in the present. Rather, she 

discussed her ex-marriage as arising from an unplanned pregnancy, not from a 
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romantic attachment. The understanding that romantic love is between two 

people is not, however, unique to the Australian context. Strauss and Quinn 

(1997, p. 196) observe that, in the Unites States, there exists a widespread 

conception that although ‘one may love many people, one can only be in love with 

one person at a time’ (see also Goode 1959, p. 41; Jankowiak & Paladino 2008, p. 

14). 

 

My research also suggests that romantic love was considered to occur between 

those defined as ‘adults’, rather than those who were not socially considered to 

have reached adulthood (Goode 1959, p. 41). Indeed, as I showed in Chapter 

Three, adult status was seen as necessary in order for a relationship to be 

considered romantic, although what constituted ‘an adult’ was variable. While 

this emphasis on the adulthood of partners may be especially highlighted in 

relationships in which there are age dissimilarities, the importance of partners’ 

adult status when establishing romantic ‘contracts’ appears to be a common 

theme within Western contexts (Giddens 1992, p. 192). It is widely assumed, for 

instance, that adults who are capable of rational decision-making should freely 

choose their relationships (Giddens 1992, p. 192). Indeed, Leahy (2002, p. 25) 

writes that, amongst his interviewees, there was a shared understanding that a 

partner should be ‘mature enough to be a free and independent party and hence 

capable of entering into a contract or sexual relationship’ (Leahy 2002, p. 25). 

 

My findings also suggest, unsurprisingly, that romantic love was not just defined 

as a relationship to another (adult) person, but as ‘a strong emotional attachment’ 

(Goode 1959, p. 41). Again, this viewpoint was noticeable in Suzie and Peter’s 

accounts (discussed in Chapter Five), in which they conceptualised their desire 

for one another as inevitable and uncontrollable (Goode 1959, p. 41). In this 

sense, love was seen as a strong attachment, insofar as it was associated with 

powerful emotions. In addition to this, the emotion of romantic love was 

associated with the motivation to express love, to treat one’s partner with caring 

or ‘tenderness’ (Goode 1959, p. 41). In Chapter Six, for instance, I discussed 

Juliette’s account of her relationship with Arthur, who was eighteen years her 

junior. She said that their relationship made her feel ‘cared for’, that ‘he 

absolutely spoils me’, and that their caring for each other was ‘mutual’. Although I 
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have not discussed it in my thesis, it seems likely that sex would be one way that 

couples were motivated to express their romantic love. 

 

Finally, my research suggests that, in romantic love, one’s partner or one’s 

relationship was understood as unique and ideal. One example is supplied by 

Shaun, twenty-four, whose marriage to Linda, thirty-three, I have discussed 

throughout my thesis. In Chapter Four, I highlighted how Shaun saw himself as 

exceptionally mature for his age, while seeing Linda as exceptionally youthful for 

her age. An age-dissimilar relationship, he argued, was not something that other 

people should necessarily engage in. Rather, such a relationship was only suitable 

for those who were unique, such as Linda and himself. As I have discussed 

throughout my thesis, arguments such as Shaun’s revealed an interesting tension 

in people’s understandings of similarity, compatibility, and difference in regard to 

age-dissimilar relationships. This tension is reflected in Giddens’ (1992, p. 62) 

distinction between the ‘special relationship’ and the ‘special person’. Although he 

suggests that the former is replacing the latter as a cultural ideal (cf. Lindholm 

1995, p. 58), both of these understandings appeared in my research, where they 

tended to complement rather than contradict one another. Indeed, my 

interviewees were adept at reconciling seemingly disparate ideas. 

 

To what extent, then, are our cultural and historical understandings of romantic 

love shared? In my view, much of the best-known research into romantic love 

only partially answers this question (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 1995; Bellah et al. 

1985; Giddens 1992). For instance, there has been a tendency amongst theorists 

to view historical continuity and change in what I suggest is simplified terms, 

which draws attention away from the complexities of culture. This, I argue, is 

evident in Beck and Beck-Gernsheim’s (1995) research on love. Writing about 

Western societies, they ask: 

 

What is the “New Era” all about?... [O]ne of its main features 

is a collision of interests between love, family and personal 

freedom. The nuclear family, built around gender status, is 

falling apart on the issues of emancipation and equal rights, 

which no longer conveniently come to a halt outside our 
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private lives. The result is the quite normal chaos of love 

(Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 1995, pp. 1–2). 

 

The details of this ‘chaos’ are later elaborated on: 

 

It is this quest for personal freedom and satisfaction here 

and now, which can so quickly revert into hatred, 

desperation and loneliness, that is leaving its mark on the 

divorce and remarriage figures, on overlapping and serial 

families, as millions of people go in search of happiness 

(Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 1995, p. 170). 

 

Beck and Beck-Gernsheim (1995, p. 26) therefore suggest that there are two 

value systems that are ‘welded together’ in today’s West: ‘modernity’ and 

‘counter-modernity’. This process of welding they label as individualisation (Beck 

& Beck-Gernsheim 1995, p. 25). As shown in the excerpts above, they see 

individualisation as characterised by rapid change, discord, and, as a result, 

contradiction. 

 

Other well-known theorists have taken similar approaches. For instance, Bellah 

and colleagues (1985, p. 104) suggest, based on a series of interviews, that the 

‘traditional individualism’ that characterises the United States is reinforced by 

people’s ‘therapeutic attitudes’ towards relationships. Their interviewees were 

described as being ‘without a widely shared language of obligation and 

commitment’ (Bellah et al. 1985, p. 106). As a result, they suggest that obligation 

and commitment are declining, while the therapeutic attitude (and, through it, 

individualism) spreads (Bellah et al. 1985, p. 102). These competing forces, they 

note, have resulted in confusion and difficulty for couples (Bellah et al. 1985, p. 

109). Thus, like Beck and Beck-Gernsheim (1995), they posit a contemporary shift 

towards individualism. 

 

Giddens (1992) is far more optimistic about shifts in contemporary relationships. 

He writes about ‘confluent love’ and ‘pure relationships’ (Giddens 1992, p. 61). 

Romantic love, as Giddens (1992, p. 61) sees it, is a feature of past, unequal 
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relationships. These romantic relationships were ‘for-ever’ and ‘one-and-only’ 

(Giddens 1992, p. 61). In contrast, the confluent love of today is ‘active, contingent 

love’ (Giddens 1992, p. 61). Giddens (1992, p. 61) continues that the relative 

commonality of separation and divorce in contemporary, Western societies is ‘an 

effect of the emergence of confluent love’. The inequality and durability of 

romantic love, here, is contrasted with the ‘emancipation and autonomy’ of 

confluent love (which is characteristic of the rise of what Giddens calls the ‘pure 

relationship’) (Giddens 1992, pp. 2, 61). Overall, Giddens (1992, p. 61) suggests 

that the shift from romantic to confluent love reflects a wider process of 

democratisation in people’s personal lives, which are increasingly characterised 

by personal autonomy. 

 

The arguments of Beck and Beck-Gernsheim (1995), Bellah and colleagues 

(1985), and Giddens (1992) differ in various ways. Here, however, I am interested 

in what they have in common. All of these theorists see people (or, rather, 

‘individuals’) as increasingly separate and independent from each other; their 

social bonds are envisioned as ‘loosely tied’ (Bauman 2003, p. vii). Their 

discussions, therefore, tend to focus on the purported tendencies towards greater 

freedom and independence (by employing terms such as individualisation and 

democratisation). Meanwhile, they tend to ignore or minimise the continued 

importance (and effort) afforded to relationships with others. Holmes (2004, p. 

184) has made comparable criticisms of the arguments of Beck and Beck-

Gernsheim (1995) and Giddens (1992). Beck and Beck-Gernsheim (1995) and 

Giddens (1992), she argues, suggest that ‘individualisation processes central to 

late/post modernity are undermining traditional forms of intimate relationships’ 

(Holmes 2004, p. 184). Similarly, Jamieson (1999, p. 479) points out the ongoing 

tendency for theorists, including Giddens (1992), to claim that ‘how personal life 

is conducted is more intensely intimate, individualised or personalised than ever 

before’. To put these critiques in the terms of my own discussion, autonomy tends 

to be highlighted and relatedness downplayed. 

 

Strauss and Quinn (1997, pp. 185–7) have made a similar criticism to the one I 

make, focusing in particular on the work of Bellah and colleagues (1985). They 

suggest that Bellah and colleagues (1985) wrongly conclude that their 
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interviewees ‘have no good model for thinking about marriage as enduring’, 

simply because they were unable to ‘enunciate a theory of marriage as an 

enduring relationship’ (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 185; see also Quinn 1996, p. 

397). Strauss and Quinn’s (1997, p. 185) own research in the United States, 

however, suggests that the view that marriages should last remains widespread, 

as is evidenced by the country’s slightly decreasing divorce rate in recent 

decades.1 Indeed, Quinn (1996, p. 395) has also critiqued Bellah and colleagues’ 

(1985) ‘presumption… of historical change in which a newer ideal is overtaking 

the older one’ (see also Cancian 1987, p. 107). Strauss and Quinn also critique 

Bellah and colleagues’ (1985, p. 109) assertions that relationships today are 

confusing and difficult, due to the competing understandings people hold about 

them (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 186; see also Quinn 1996, p. 395). Again, Strauss 

and Quinn (1997, p. 186) say that they found ‘no evidence that the married 

Americans I heard from experienced any such conflict in the course of their daily 

lives’. Rather, as my own research also suggests, the seemingly contradictory 

understandings people have regarding their relationships did not tend to result in 

conflict or confusion (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 186). 

 

Strauss and Quinn’s (1997, pp. 185–7) critique of Bellah and colleagues (1985) 

highlights another, less obvious, assumption shared by Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 

(1995, p. 25) and Bellah and colleagues (1985, p. 109). This is the connection 

made between contradiction and cultural instability (leading to change), in which 

the former is thought to inevitably herald the latter. This is evident in Beck and 

Beck-Gernsheim’s (1995, p. 171) argument, when they say that ‘[o]ne 

fundamental cause of so much emotional upheaval is the inherent 

contradictoriness of a form of living erected on rapidly changing feelings and the 

hopes of both partners that they can “become themselves”’ (emphasis added).  

 

This view, however, is challenged by Strauss and Quinn (1997, p. 213), who argue 

that ‘[t]here are several social and cognitive mechanisms for handling discrepant 

ideas’, and that in some cases ‘a compromise might take hold, a socially approved 

                                                 
1 As I discussed in Chapter Two, this trend is also evident in the Australian context (ABS 2007c, pp. 

139–40; 2010, pp. 215–6). 
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way of selectively synthesizing conflicting ideas’. Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 

(1995, p. 174) draw attention to how discrepant ideas might be reconciled, when 

they say that ‘idealizing love means pledging to break with all false forms of it’. 

Yet they focus far more strongly on how contradictions lead to ‘chaos’ (Beck & 

Beck-Gernsheim 1995, p. 2). Like Strauss and Quinn’s (1997, p. 213) research, my 

own findings suggest that what at first appear to be contradictions do not always 

conflict with one another (see also Quinn 1996, p. 392). Indeed, contemporary 

Western societies such as Australia are necessarily complex, rather than 

coherently reflecting a single form of rationality (such as democracy, 

individualism, capitalism, or consumerism). 

 

The possibilities of future research 

 

Although my research focuses specifically on how apparent contradictions in 

people’s shared understandings of age-dissimilar, romantic relationships are 

resolved, there are numerous possibilities for future research that might expand 

on my own findings. As I argued in Chapter One, interviewing seems to be the 

most appropriate and widely employed methodology when people’s cultural 

understandings are the focus of the research (for examples see Holland 1992; 

Holland & Eisenhart 1990; Holland & Skinner 1987; Strauss & Quinn 1997). Its 

strength, I said, is that it allows the researcher to access the understandings that 

underpin people’s thoughts and actions in everyday life. In my own study, I was 

interested in interviewing people from a broad range of backgrounds, so as to 

discern what was shared between them (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 138). As 

Strauss and Quinn (1997, p. 142) say, these regularities ‘had to be discerned 

beneath a great deal of diversity in the way in which couples and individuals 

within these dyads represented, spoke about, and thought of their marriages [and 

relationships]’. 

 

Yet other research methods are useful in different ways. Participant observation, 

for instance, would have been a productive method for me if I had been studying 

the interactions between those in age-dissimilar relationships: at toyboy speed 

dating nights, for instance (Fast Impressions 2012; RSVP 2012). Given my social 

role as a female in her mid-twenties, it would have been extremely difficult for me 
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to participate in such events. Furthermore, my interest was primarily on romantic 

relationships, which are not necessarily the focus of such events. However, 

participant observation of these or other events could certainly be an area of 

interest to future researchers. It is also one that, to my knowledge, has not yet 

been explored by social scientists, although it has been discussed in newspaper 

and magazine articles (for example see Safran 2010). 

 

In addition to employing the method of participant observation, future 

researchers of age-dissimilar relationships could also apply statistical methods 

more rigorously. Statistical research into age-dissimilar relationships is sparse in 

Australia, although the Australian Bureau of Statistics (1997, p. 25; 1999, p. 48; 

2005, p. 134; 2009, p. 8) has released some findings on marriage partners’ ages. 

As I noted in Chapter One, however, statistical research conducted in Australia 

and elsewhere tends not to include de facto couples, particularly when partners 

are not living together (Lawton & Callister 2010, p. 13; Wood & Duck 1995, p. xi). 

Given that more than one in seven of Australians who are ‘living as socially 

married’ are in de facto relationships, this is highly problematic (ABS 2012, pp. 

261–3). Furthermore, a small body of research suggests that couples who are not 

married are more likely to have age differences, and that those with age 

differences tend to have shorter relationships (Appendix B, Table AR; see also 

Amato et al. 2009, p. 89; Hancock et al. 2003, pp. 23–4; Lawton & Callister 2010, p. 

18). Information on this tendency in Australia, and whether it has changed over 

time, is not currently available. My own research has sought to overcome the 

limited availability of statistical information. However, surveying was not my 

primary methodology, and my findings are specific to the setting of Perth, 

Western Australia (Appendix B). 

 

Future researchers might also conduct longitudinal research on age-dissimilar 

couples. Although a few social scientists have done this, their studies tend to be 

statistical (for examples see Amato et al. 2009; Hancock et al. 2003; Van de Putte 

et al. 2009; Van Leeuwen & Maas 2002). Research has not focused on age-

dissimilar couples over their life courses, however, or examined how their 

experiences and understandings do or do not shift over time. One exception is 

Pyke and Adam’s (2010) research on male-older marriages, in which they 



 231 

observed that couples spoke about their relationships as changing over time. 

Longitudinal research would thus be highly appropriate if exploring the durability 

or lack of durability of people’s internalised understandings, as do Strauss and 

Quinn (1997, p. 85). 

 

With regard to research into age-dissimilar relationships, there are various other 

ways in which the understandings and experiences of these couples could be 

examined. A comparative interview study of those in age-dissimilar and age-

similar relationships would be beneficial, for instance. Although statistical studies 

have examined such couples, these offer little insight into how these relationships 

are enacted and understood. More specifically, interviewing would be particularly 

helpful in addressing the perceived and actual differences in age-dissimilar and 

age-similar couples’ power relations. It would also be interesting to uncover 

whether, as suggested in Chapter Six, particular types of age dissimilarities might 

result in a greater awareness of gender-based power relations on the part of 

partners and, possibly, lead to higher levels of equality between partners. As Pyke 

and Adams (2010) warn, however, generalisations about age-dissimilar couples’ 

power relations are problematic, and cultural, educational, socio-economic, and 

other differences need to be taken into account.  

 

Other forms of age-dissimilar relationships might also be examined. For instance, 

although some social scientists have focused on homosexual, age-dissimilar 

couples, such research remains extremely rare (for example see Leahy 2002; Yuill 

2004). Similarly, research into female-older relationships is sparse compared 

with studies examining male-older relationships (cf. Leahy 1994; Proulx et al. 

2006; Pyke & Adams 2010). Furthermore, social scientists focusing on age-

dissimilar relationships tend to investigate more male-older couples than they do 

female-older ones (Leahy 2002). Indeed, within my own research, the number of 

male-older couples is larger than the number of female-older ones, with age 

differences being smaller in the latter group. I had initially intended to focus only 

on female-older couples, but anticipated that it would be difficult to find enough 

of these couples (a suspicion that was confirmed when I sought interviewees for 

my research). Overall, then, future researchers might take different 

methodological approaches, which would enable them to examine age-dissimilar 
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relationships in different ways. Alternatively, they might focus on different kinds 

of age-dissimilar couples. 

 

The possibilities of a connectionist approach 

 

The methodology, scope, and subject matter of my research have meant that I 

have not been able to explore the areas of study proposed above. Yet my thesis 

findings have enabled me to conduct a detailed analysis of people’s shared 

understandings of age-dissimilar, romantic relationships. As I have argued 

throughout this thesis, Strauss and Quinn’s (1997, p. 60) connectionist theory fits 

well with this orientation. I have used their conceptual framework somewhat 

selectively, however, adopting their perspectives on cultural change and 

durability, cultural contradiction, and schema theory. More specifically, I employ 

some of the terms they define, such as cultural understandings, cultural schemas, 

and cultural themes. Like them, my research methodology primarily involves 

interviewing (Strauss & Quinn 1997). 

 

Above, I highlighted how theorists such as Strauss and Quinn (1997), Holmes 

(2004), and Jamieson (1999) have revealed the problems associated with 

arguments that suggest that contemporary society is characterised by processes 

of individualisation or democratisation, and that the existence of contradictory 

understandings or practices are evidence of such processes. As I have suggested 

throughout my thesis, culture refers to ‘regularities in the world of public objects 

and practices as well as more-or-less shared understandings learned from this 

public world’ (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 24). Thus, culture is envisioned by Strauss 

and Quinn (1997, p. 9) as internal, psychological, or ‘intrapersonal’, as well as 

being external, social, or ‘extrapersonal’. In my thesis, it is the former on which I 

have primarily focused. 

 

Yet Strauss and Quinn (1997) do not strictly separate these two realms of culture. 

Rather, they go on to critique what they call a ‘fax model’ of cultural 

internalisation, which envisions extrapersonal cultural messages as being 

straightforwardly reproduced in people’s minds (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 23; for 

example see Ortner 1990, p 89). Similarly, they critique slightly more complex 
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models that employ a ‘mirror metaphor’, in which ‘mental structures’ and ‘social 

practice’ as seen as endlessly reflecting each other (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 246). 

A better analogy, they argue, is one of ‘conversation’: ‘as people express 

themselves they add to the pool of public voices to which they and others respond 

and from which they learn’ (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 246). Strauss and Quinn 

(1997, p. 45) are closely attuned to Bourdieu’s (1977, p. 81) concept of ‘habitus’, 

which they define as ‘the internalized results of cultural experience’. They also 

agree with Bourdieu’s (1977, p. 8) contention that the knowledge drawn from 

people’s experiences is not rule-based; rather, it is learned through practice 

(Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 44; see also Rasmussen 2009, pp. 437–8). This 

perspective challenges the fax model and mirror metaphor. Their rejection of 

these is evident in their definition of schemas as not only ‘relatively stable 

cognitive structures’, but as ‘learned patterns of associations’ that are ‘created on 

the spot’ (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 54, emphasis added). 

 

Yet it should be noted that, as Strauss and Quinn’s (1997, p. 252) say, 

‘connectionist models do not explain everything’. Indeed, although they theorise 

the links between ‘culture-in-persons’ and public culture, Strauss and Quinn’s 

(1997, p. 253) account focuses strongly on the former. Thus, they suggest, theirs 

is not ‘a whole theory of culture’ (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 253). In the case of my 

own research, however, their focus on the intrapersonal aspects of culture is 

extremely useful.  

 

Strauss and Quinn’s (1997, p. 8) focus on cultural learning has implications for 

how they view cultural change or durability. They suggest that while cultural 

understandings are subject to change, they are also often enduring (Strauss & 

Quinn 1997, p. 26). Furthermore, they argue that ‘people do not pluck new 

cultural forms out of the air’; rather, ‘their imaginings and reinterpretations 

always rely on understandings learned and imbued with motivation’ (Strauss & 

Quinn 1997, p. 25; see also Burbank 2011, p. 6; Mintz 1979, p. 24). Indeed, writing 

about the history of love and marriage, they point to a ‘tendency to regard our 

own version of love and marriage as wholly contemporary’, and caution that ‘we 

should not underestimate the historical continuity’ of people’s understandings 

(Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 207). Strauss and Quinn’s (1997) view on continuity 
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and change, which allows for variation within and across groups based on shared 

and divergent experiences, might also be applied when comparing different 

Western contexts. For instance, in Chapter Two I discussed what is known as the 

European marriage pattern, which is characterised by small age differences 

between partners, among other things (Hajnal 1965; see also Coontz 2006b, pp. 

124–5; Macfarlane 2002, pp. 90, 337; Van de Putte et al. 2009, p. 1235). This view 

of history implies that people living in Europe and areas colonised by Europeans 

are likely to have similar understandings along several, though not all, lines.  

 

Strauss and Quinn’s (1997) view of culture also allows one to appreciate the 

various forms that contradictory understandings might take. As discussed above, 

many of those who examine contradictions in past and contemporary 

relationships presume that societies require an internal, coherent, and consistent 

logic, and that the presence of disparate understandings will lead to disorder and 

chaos (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 1995; Bellah et al. 1985; Giddens 1992). This 

approach, I argue, simply works to minimise cultural complexity. As I discussed in 

Chapter One, Strauss and Quinn (1997, p. 213) assert that discrepant ideas can be 

handled in a variety of ways, both socially and psychologically. For instance, 

‘authorities’ might validate some ideas, and marginalise others (Strauss & Quinn 

1997, p. 213). In contrast, there may emerge a ‘socially approved synthesis’ of 

ideas, as I outlined above (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 213).  

 

When either of these ways of handling discrepancies arise, Strauss and Quinn 

(1997, p. 213) argue, it is unlikely that ‘psychological inconsistency’ will emerge. 

In the case of ‘socially approved synthesis’, this is because ‘a way of resolving the 

potential conflict is readily available’ (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 213). As I have 

suggested throughout my thesis, many of the apparently contradictory 

understandings of those I spoke with and surveyed were characterised by 

‘socially approved synthesis’ (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 213). As such, 

contradictory ideas about romantic relationships were rarely seen to be 

problematic, if, indeed, they were even noticed. One reason for this may be 

because romantic love is widely discussed in Western societies today, and 

therefore the tensions within these cultural understandings are generally well 

understood and accepted. 



 235 

 

When discussing the apparently contradictory understandings of my 

interviewees, focus group participants, and survey respondents, I employ Strauss 

and Quinn’s (1997) interpretation of schema theory. As seen above, they 

conceptualise schemas as context-dependent patterns, ‘learned from and 

sensitive to the public world’ (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 84). Schemas, as they see 

them, are not ‘rigid structures’, governed by ‘precisely stated rules’ (Strauss & 

Quinn 1997, p. 119). Rather, they are ‘flexibly adaptive’ (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 

53); they vary between people, across contexts, and over periods of time (Strauss 

& Quinn 1997, p. 50). However, it should also be understood that schemas 

‘portray simplified worlds’, and can refer to a variety of areas, including ‘physical 

objects and events, but also more abstract worlds of social interaction, discourse, 

and even word meaning’ (D'Andrade 1984, p. 93). 

 

As I made clear in Chapter One, I use the term cultural schemas more formally 

than I do cultural understandings, to identify people’s complex and seemingly 

contradictory conceptions of age-dissimilar, romantic relationships. Yet the 

phrases I use to represent these shared schemas (such as love is blind) should not 

be interpreted as suggesting that knowledge appears straightforwardly in our 

minds as sentences (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 53). Furthermore, they do not 

constitute an exhaustive list of cultural schemas relating to romantic love or age-

dissimilar relationships. Overall, the shared schemas I identified were: 

relationships are chosen, love is equal, the relationship or partner is unique, the 

relationship or partner is similar to others, relationships are based on similarity or 

compatibility, love is blind, love is fated, love is equal, and relationships can be 

unequal. Many of these cultural schemas formed pairs, which were made up of 

two, divergent understandings. In several (though not all) of these pairs, one of 

the pair evoked autonomy and the other evoked relatedness. For instance, the 

notion that a relationship or partner is unique suggests independence from other 

relationships, potential partners, or other people more generally. In contrast, the 

idea that a relationship or partner is similar to others invokes relatedness to 

other people, couples, or potential partners. 
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When discussing autonomy and relatedness throughout my thesis, I have referred 

to these as cultural themes: understandings applicable across many contexts 

(Strauss & Quinn 1997, pp. 6, 85). These themes are likely to be learned early in 

life, from a broad range of contexts (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 179). Strauss and 

Quinn (1997, p. 179) suggest that they ‘carry the strength of their appeal with 

them, lending this appeal to each new schema in which they become 

incorporated’. This, I argue, is the case with autonomy and relatedness, two 

cultural themes that appear in contexts beyond romantic love and age-dissimilar 

relationships. However, as Strauss and Quinn (1997, pp. 179–80) note, not 

everyone is likely to be equally motivated by these themes. For instance, an 

interviewee like Colin, who I wrote about extensively in Chapter Five and was 

twelve years younger than his wife, might be highly aware of certain cultural 

understandings of autonomy and relatedness, yet not find these understandings 

particularly motivating when seeking a wife. 

 

Contextualising the cultural themes of autonomy and relatedness 

 

Here, it is worth again highlighting how I have explored the cultural themes of 

autonomy and relatedness throughout my thesis. I treat these themes similarly to 

romantic love, expanding their definitions throughout my thesis by discussing 

how they are understood in particular contexts (Carsten 2000, p. 4). I do this 

because I believe, like Carsten (2000, p. 2), that these cultural themes should be 

described in emic terms (see also Rasmussen 2009, p. 435; Williams 2008, p. 80). 

However, discussing autonomy and relatedness in terms of the Australian 

understandings and usages of these themes, it might be easy to ignore the latter 

theme. This is because, as discussed above, relatedness tends to be de-

emphasised in discussions of contemporary Western relationships (Carsten 2004, 

pp. 107–8; see also Fajans 2006; Rasmussen 2009). Yet this does not mean that 

relatedness does not characterise Australians’ conceptions of their relationships, 

but simply that research often focuses on aspects of relationships in which 

autonomy is more prominent (for instance, the legal history of marriage) (Carsten 

2004, pp. 86–7, 97; Kagitcibasi 2005, p. 403). For example, Taylor (1989, p. 14) 

writes about the ‘central place given to autonomy’ in the contemporary West. 
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In contrast, areas in which relatedness is more noticeable are seen to be ‘too 

mundane or too obvious to be worthy of close scrutiny’ (Carsten 2004, p. 9).2 

Furthermore, studies of relatedness, often conducted under the umbrella of 

kinship, have often focused on what kinship does and how it is used, rather than 

‘the emotional qualities with which kinship relations are imbued’ (Carsten 2004, 

p. 24). These studies tend to be conducted in non-Western contexts (Carsten 

2004, pp. 107–8; see also Fajans 2006; Rasmussen 2009). Carsten (2004, p. 9) 

contests this approach to relatedness, suggesting that Western people’s 

relationships with others make up ‘an area of life in which people invest their 

emotions, their creative energy, and their new imaginings’. Yet, as Miller (2007, p. 

550) cautions, this focus should not mean that the ‘normative ideals’ associated 

with couple relationships, and other forms of relationships, are ignored. I am also 

not suggesting that autonomy is not thematic in Western understandings, just 

that the cultural theme of relatedness has tended to be overlooked (Carsten 2004, 

pp. 105, 107). 

 

Such theoretical predispositions, Strauss (2000, p. 71) argues, are fed by prior 

notions of Western contexts as ‘individualist’ and non-Western ones as 

‘collectivist’ (see also Rasmussen 2009, p. 443; Taylor 1989, p. 14). Rasmussen 

(2009, p. 443), for instance, suggests that:  

 

[T]raits of independence and assertiveness are generally 

valued in individuals and directly encouraged by parents in 

these [Western] societies. In contrast, many other [non-

Western] societies value the opposite—promoting 

                                                 
2 Historically, this attitude has been widespread in anthropology. The study of kinship was seen as 

central to research into small-scale societies without ‘governmental institutions and states’ 

(Carsten 2004, p. 10). Yet early studies of kinship tended to focus on the ‘public roles or offices 

ordered by wider kinship relations’ and ignore the ‘intimate world of individual nuclear families’, 

because the latter was assumed to be culturally universal and therefore unworthy of social 

scientific research (Carsten 2000, p. 17; 2004, p. 10). As a result, the female members of societies, 

who commonly played a greater role in the latter realm, tended to be excluded from early 

accounts (Carsten 2004, p. 11). 
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interdependence, and self-effacement rather than self-

confidence in public settings. 

 

Rasmussen (2009, p. 438) also argues that ‘indigenous’ [non-Western] cultures 

are thought to be collectivist because the community and family’s welfare is given 

preference over the individual’s. Presumably, in Western contexts the opposite is 

considered to be true (Rasmussen 2009, p. 438). Yet Strauss (2000, p. 71) 

suggests that both individualist and collectivist understandings pervade 

contemporary, Western societies, such as Australia. Indeed, it has been argued 

that individualism is actually something that is generated by kinship systems, 

rather than being its ‘other’ (Miller 2007, p. 540; see also Strathern 1992, p. 19). 

Moreover, those who have examined supposedly collectivist societies also find 

autonomy in such contexts (Fajans 2006; Rasmussen 2009). I agree, and feel that 

such divisions are overstated. Indeed, my findings make it apparent that people 

are highly capable of negotiating the tensions between contradictory ideas. 

 

In seeking out examples of autonomy and relatedness, I looked to people’s shared 

interpretations of objects or events, as they emerged in particular contexts due to 

people’s life experiences (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 6). I focused particularly on 

the cultural understandings that underpinned people’s accounts. In Chapter One, I 

outlined the field of my research: that is, shared understandings of age-dissimilar, 

romantic relationships. I made it clear that my discussion of relatedness 

specifically regarded conceptions of ‘close’ relationships: those between romantic 

partners, and (occasionally) those between family members and friends (Miller 

2007, p. 549). Here, I found it necessary to examine patterns in age-dissimilar 

relationships, particularly those in Australia. I also outlined the concepts of age-

dissimilar relationships and romantic love, both of which are central to my thesis. 

More generally, I discussed the complexities and apparent contradictions evident 

in people’s understandings of age-dissimilar relationships, focusing on how 

Strauss and Quinn’s (1997) approach was an appropriate way to explore these in 

relation to the cultural themes of autonomy and relatedness.  

 

In Chapter Two, I focused on the obligations and roles that characterise romantic 

partnerships, as well as why and with whom these relationships are formed. 
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Given my additional focus on other forms of relatedness, such as those between 

family members and friends, I also discussed Western relationships, ‘private’ life, 

and families more generally, arguing that theorists’ conceptions of Western 

relationships tended to focus on autonomy over relatedness. As discussed above, 

these theorists commonly suggested that contemporary Western relationships 

were increasingly characterised by autonomy (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 1995; 

Bellah et al. 1985; Giddens 1992). By pointing out the limitations of prevailing 

theoretical understandings of romantic love, which emphasise individualism and 

autonomy, I reveal how a connectionist approach to cultural schemas can be 

employed to give a more nuanced understanding of love relationships. 

 

In Chapter Three, I sought to gain an understanding of the norms that guided 

what was considered to be an acceptable or an unacceptable age difference. In 

exploring this, via the focus groups I conducted, I revealed that the normative and 

the romantic influenced and interacted with each other. Normative relationships 

were seen as those in which romantic love was possible; romantic relationships 

were seen as those that were between normative couples. Meanwhile, autonomy 

was strongly linked to freedom in regard to decision-making. Having one’s 

decision influenced by another person, or making an uninformed decision, was 

seen as reflecting a lack of autonomy. For instance, focus group participants 

suggested that it was not possible to freely enter into a relationship with someone 

who was misrepresenting themselves, or who was manipulative. These sorts of 

suggestions, and others, indicated that relationships with others were subject to 

strong norms, which guided what sorts of relatedness were considered 

appropriate and desirable. 

 

More generally, in this chapter, I highlighted participants’ shared and divergent 

understandings of three media depictions: two showing male-older relationships 

and one showing a female-older relationship. Based on these discussions, I 

highlighted the influence of various factors on how relationships were seen: the 

gender of the older or younger partner, the couple’s age difference, partners’ ages 

and social roles, and the experiences of participants. From this, I identified the 

shared schemas relationships are chosen and love is equal. These reflected a 

particular understanding of autonomy wherein choice and equality were 
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idealised, and were placed in opposition to power and coercion. Indeed, the 

perceived normality of certain types of relationships was strongly related to 

whether they reflected these ideals. Conversely, the ideals of free choice and 

equality were linked to specific understandings of the norms of relatedness. 

 

In Chapter Four, I investigated how interviewees minimised their own age 

differences, given that they often unwittingly defined these differences as beyond 

the realm of the normative. Within people’s accounts there consistently appeared 

the notion that a romantic partner or a romantic relationship was unique. Thus, 

the partner or relationship was different to, or independent of, other possible 

partners or relationships. For instance, interviewees in age-dissimilar 

relationships argued that because they or their partner was uniquely youthful or 

mature, an age-dissimilar relationship was suitable for them. Yet it was the 

uniqueness of each partner, or both partners, that made them similar to (and able 

to form a relationship with) each other. 

 

In this chapter I identified two cultural schemas: the relationship or partner is 

unique and the relationship or partner is similar to others. These two 

understandings characterised interviewees’ discussions in regard to their ages 

and age differences. In addition, I identified four, non-chronological, influences on 

age that interviewees used to adjust their ages in order to challenge the relevance 

of chronology to them. I also focused on issues arising as one person’s ageing 

preceded their partner’s, which posed a problem for interviewees’ non-

chronological ages. Ageing in general, and reduced female fertility in particular, 

were stark reminders that age was not endlessly malleable and subject to 

autonomy. Based on this, I discussed how relatedness underpinned interviewees’ 

accounts of age and ageing. I examined how interviewees understood their ages, 

bodies, and selves in relation to the perceived understandings of others, and 

explored interviewees’ conceptions of their social relations with partners and 

with other couples, particularly in relation to age and ageing. 

 

In Chapter Five, I focused on how interviewees understood the formation of age-

dissimilar relationships. One of the arguments made by interviewees was that 

their relationships had begun because they themselves were similar to, or 
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compatible with, their partners. Based on this, they suggested, they had freely 

chosen their partners. Again, this argument stresses the unique characteristics of 

partners, as well as highlighting the importance of autonomy in regard to partner 

selection. On the other hand, the similarity or compatibility of partners is 

indicative of a form of relatedness. Another argument made by interviewees was 

that their relationships were fated, and so their partner selection was blind to 

social factors. This highlights a particular understanding of relatedness, in which 

romantic partners were drawn together by forces beyond their personal control 

(or autonomy). Interviewees’ discussions of the reactions of their family members 

and friends to their relationships also demonstrated how the roles of these people 

were understood. Interviewees said that they wanted these people to respect 

their autonomy, yet were generally unwilling to cut off contact with family 

members or friends if this did not occur. 

 

Four shared schemas that appeared in my interviewees’ accounts were of 

relevance to my analysis here: relationships are based on similarity or 

compatibility, relationships are chosen, love is blind, and love is fated.  The case of 

Colin, who wrote a list of the characteristics he wanted in a wife, and then sought 

and found a partner based on this list, stimulated me to question why I, and 

others, reacted so strongly against his method of choice. This led me to discuss 

patterns of relationship formation, using both interviewees’ accounts and those of 

survey respondents, and the idea that love for a partner should be blind, and 

based on a special, romantic bond, rather than calculated. A more common 

understanding of the notion that relationships were chosen focused on freedom 

from social constraint, imposed by family members, friends, or wider society.  

 

In Chapter Six, I explored autonomy and relatedness through an examination of 

partners’ accounts of their power relations, which revealed the influence of 

various forms of social difference: age, gender, social class, ethnicity, and culture. 

Interviewees’ accounts highlighted the shifting nature of power relations, as well 

as the differing forms that autonomy took among males and females of different 

ages and backgrounds. Furthermore, the ability to influence or determine a 

partner’s decisions or actions was seen as evidence of a person’s autonomy. For 

example, female interviewees’ domestic or financial responsibilities were often 
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framed as reflecting their greater autonomy or power in this area, relative to their 

partner. Thus, autonomy was envisioned as something that a person might ‘win, 

increase and cultivate’, and it was often linked to power (Williams 2008, p. 67). In 

one sense, autonomy was seen as ‘relative independence from power’: that is, 

from the power of other people (Williams 2008, p. 77). This understanding 

stressed ‘the freedom of the person to pursue individual goals unencumbered by 

social obligations’ (Martini 1994, p. 73). Yet in another sense, autonomy was 

linked to the ability to exercise power over others. Relationships themselves, 

however, were in many ways understood in terms of interdependence, and 

interviewees’ accounts stressed their divergent, gendered roles (Kagitcibasi 2005, 

p. 403). My discussions with interviewees suggested that power inequalities were 

tolerated in particular areas of couples’ lives, although partners sometimes 

sought to minimise these. Thus, throughout this chapter, I attempted to unravel 

the intricacies of power and autonomy in romantic love, and their association 

with equality. I did so by highlighting two cultural schemas: love is equal and 

relationships can be unequal.  

 

Throughout my thesis I have shown that two cultural themes—that is, shared, 

internalised, and contextually variable understandings—were prevalent in 

people’s conceptions of age-dissimilar, romantic relationships (Strauss & Quinn 

1997, pp. 6, 85). These themes were autonomy and relatedness, and they were 

noticeable not only within the accounts of those engaged in age-dissimilar 

relationships, but were also evident in how others saw these relationships. Upon 

first inspection, the cultural themes of autonomy and relatedness appeared to be 

connected to a series of apparent contradictions in how these relationships were 

understood. On the one hand, such conceptions reflected a view that people were 

self-determining, independent, separate, and free from others’ influence (Collins 

Dictionary of Sociology 2001; Dagger 2001; World of Sociology, Gale 2006). On the 

other, they revealed the norms, ideals, experiences, and emotions associated with 

relationships with partners, as well as family members and friends (Carsten 

2000; Dimen 1989, p. 39; Kagitcibasi 2005, p. 403; Miller 2007). Although these 

terms were not employed by interviewees, survey respondents, or focus group 

participants themselves, they underpinned their comments. 
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In the past, the approach taken by researchers of romantic relationships in the 

West, or of those who explore the relationships of family members and friends in 

such contexts, has commonly been to emphasise straightforward shifts towards 

autonomy over time. In contrast, identifying a series of shared schemas relating to 

age-dissimilar, romantic relationships in Australia has enabled me to better 

account for what at first appeared to be contradictions in people’s shared 

understandings. This, I have argued, is preferable to approaches that have often 

been previously undertaken, as it has enabled me to access the complexities of 

these conceptions and to make arguments regarding their durability over time. By 

exploring the interplay of autonomy and relatedness, I am able to show that these 

contradictions were, in fact, frequently resolved by those in age-dissimilar, 

romantic relationships. 
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Appendix A: List of survey questions 

 

 

Section 1: 

The following section asked respondents to answer a number of questions relating 

to age, past and present relationships, and their opinions on age differences in 

couples. It included open-ended questions. 

 

Question 1. What is your postcode? 

 

Question 2. What is your age? 

 18-20 

 21-30 

 31-40 

 41-50 

 51-60 

 61-70 

 Over 71 

 

Question 3. What is your gender? 

 Male 

 Female 

 

Question 4. What is the highest level of education you have obtained? 

 Primary school 

 Year 10 or equivalent 

 Year 12 or equivalent 

 TAFE or equivalent 

 Bachelor’s degree 

 Postgraduate degree and beyond 

 None of the above 
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Question 5. Do you currently have a partner? 

 Yes 

 No (go to question 6) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

a. What is the age difference between you and your 

partner? 

0-5 years 

6-10 years 

11-15 years 

16-20 years 

21+ years 

 

b. Who is older? 

You 

Your partner 

 

c. Do you and your partner have children together? 

Yes 

No 

 

d. Do you have children from a previous relationship? 

Yes 

No 

 

e. Does your partner have children from a previous 

relationship? 

Yes 

No 

 

f. You and your partner are: 

Married 

Living together 

Not living together 

Now go to question 6 
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Question 6. What is the greatest age difference you have had in a previous 

romantic relationship? 

 Have had no previous relationships (go to question 7) 

 0-5 years 

 6-10 years 

 11-15 years 

 16-20 years 

 21+ years 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Question 7. Would you consider a romantic relationship with someone 

older than you? 

 Yes 

 No (go to question 8) 

 Don’t know (go to question 9) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Question 8. If you answered yes to question 7, why would you consider a 

relationship with someone this much older than you? If you answered no, 

why wouldn’t you consider a relationship with someone older than you? 

a. In this relationship, who was older? 

You 

Your partner 

Now go to question 7 

a. How much older  

5 years or less 

10 years or less 

15 years or less 

20 years or less 

Do not care 

Now go to question 8 
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Question 9. Would you consider a romantic relationship with someone 

younger than you? 

 Yes 

 No (go to question 10) 

 Don’t know (go to question 11) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Question 10. If you answered yes to question 9, why would you consider a 

relationship with someone this much younger than you? If you answered no, 

why wouldn’t you consider a relationship with someone younger than you? 

 

Question 11. In Australian society today, how acceptable do you think age 

gap romantic relationships are? 

 Always acceptable 

 Sometimes acceptable 

 Generally unacceptable 

 Always unacceptable 

 Don’t know 

 

Question 12. In Australian society today, which of the following 

(heterosexual) age gap relationships are more acceptable? 

 An older man with a younger woman 

 An older woman with younger man 

 Both relationships are equally acceptable 

 Don’t know 

a. How much younger  

5 years or less 

10 years or less 

15 years or less 

20 years or less 

Do not care 

Now go to question 10 
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Section 2: 

The following questions were based on two brief examples of age-dissimilar couples. 

The examples merged a number of different accounts provided by the couples I 

interviewed. It included open-ended questions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Question 13. What is your initial reaction to Brian and Mary’s relationship? 

 Positive 

 Negative 

 Neutral 

 Don’t know (go to question 15) 

 

Question 14. Explain your reaction. Why do you feel positively, negatively, 

or neutrally about this couple? 

 

Question 15. How do you think the majority of other people are likely to 

react? 

 Positively 

 Negatively 

 Neutrally 

 Don’t know (go to question 17) 

 

Question 16. Why do you think other people are likely to react in this way? 

BRIAN AND MARY 

Brian is a 56 year old male who was born in Australia. He was married at the age 

of 25, and he and his wife divorced when he was 55. He and his ex-wife had no 

children together. Shortly after his divorce he began dating Mary, a 30 year old 

woman who he had known for several years. Mary had also been previously 

married, and had two young children from this marriage. Brian and Mary have 

been dating for the past seven months. They do not currently live together. 
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Question 18. Explain your reaction. Why do you feel positively, negatively, 

or neutrally about this couple? 

 

 

 

Question 17. What is your initial reaction to Susan and Stephen’s 

relationship? 

 Positive 

 Negative 

 Neutral 

 Don’t know (go to question 19) 

 

Question 18. Explain your reaction. Why do you feel positively, negatively, 

or neutrally about this couple? 

 

Question 19. How do you think the majority of other people are likely to 

react? 

 Positively 

 Negatively 

 Neutrally 

 Don’t know (skip question 20) 

 

Question 20. Why do you think other people are likely to react in this way? 

 

SUSAN AND STEPHEN 

Susan is a 35 year old female who was born in Australia. She met her partner 

Stephen, who is 25, in their workplace. They have been together for the past 2 

years. Susan and Stephen are currently living together, and have plans to marry 

in the near future. Susan wishes to have children sometime in the future, while 

Stephen feels he is too young for children just yet. 
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Appendix B: Survey results 

 

 

My research was supplemented by mail-out surveys, which were delivered and 

returned between April and August of 2010. As outlined in Chapter One, this 

survey was sent out to five hundred residences in the Perth metropolitan area. 

These residences were located in five demographically different suburbs. I 

requested that respondents be over the age of eighteen, and I received responses 

from ninety-nine people. It should be noted, however, that not all respondents 

answered each question, and therefore the number of responses to a question 

sometimes add up to fewer than ninety-nine. Furthermore, the percentages 

shown in the text and tables below have been calculated to the nearest whole 

number. Thus, due to rounding error, the sum total of the percentages is 

sometimes slightly greater or smaller than one hundred.  

 

The survey asked for basic background information, such as a person’s gender, 

age, postcode, and the details of their current and previous relationships. They 

were also asked to respond to a number of closed- and open-ended questions 

regarding their age preferences, their attitudes toward age-dissimilar 

relationships, and how they perceived the attitudes of the Australian public 

toward these relationships. As I did not ask that people disclose their sexual 

orientation, it was impossible to tell whether the relationships respondents 

referred to were homosexual or heterosexual. However, given the high 

proportion of married respondents, it seems likely that the vast majority were in 

heterosexual partnerships. It should also be noted that the survey questions I 

asked referred to ‘age gap’ relationships, because I anticipated that this 

terminology would be more immediately understood by respondents than the 

alternatives. Throughout my thesis, however, I have referred to ‘age-dissimilar’ 

relationships. 

 

In order to determine whether my survey respondents were demographically 

representative of Perth residents, I compared respondents’ gender, marital status, 

age, and educational background with comparable data from the Australian 

Bureau of Statistics (ABS). For instance, those who responded to my mail-out 
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surveys were more likely to be female than male: sixty-six percent of my 

respondents were female, and thirty-four percent were male (Table C). In 2006, 

however, only fifty-one percent of Perth’s residents were female, and forty-nine 

percent were male (ABS 2007b). Thus, females were over-represented in my 

survey results. 

 

My respondents were also far more likely to be married than unmarried: fifty-

eight percent were married, while forty-two percent were unmarried (Table K). 

Yet in 2006, forty-nine percent of Perth residents were married and fifty-one 

percent were unmarried (ABS 2007b). Some portion of this difference, however, 

may be explained by the fact that the data gathered by the Australian Bureau of 

Statistics (2007b) was for people aged fifteen and over, while my survey 

measured people aged eighteen and over. Less than half a percent of Perth 

residents aged fifteen to nineteen were married (ABS 2007b). When this group 

was excluded, and the percentage of married people aged twenty years or over 

was calculated, the proportion of married people jumped to fifty-four percent 

(ABS 2007b). This is relatively close to the proportion of my survey respondents 

who were married. 

 

My survey respondents were older, on average, than was the norm in Perth’s 

general population. In 2006, twenty-four percent of Perth residents were aged 

between eighteen and thirty (ABS 2007b). Yet the proportion of my respondents 

in that age group was less than half of that: ten percent (Table B). There was also 

a significant difference in the proportion of people aged between forty-one and 

fifty found in Perth and in my survey responses: twenty percent of the general 

population and slightly over thirty percent of my respondents were this age. 

Similarly, in the group aged between sixty-one and seventy years, ten percent of 

the general population and twenty percent of my respondents were this age (ABS 

2007b; Table B). Finally, my respondents tended to be more highly educated than 

was the norm among West Australian residents. In 2006, the Australian Bureau of 

Statistics (2007a, p. 6) calculated that twenty-one percent of West Australians 

held a Bachelor degree or higher, while more than half of my respondents (fifty-

four percent) had received this level of education (Table D).  
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Although my survey respondents may not have been representative in some 

ways, my findings enabled me to uncover some interesting patterns. Many of the 

patterns I observed supported existing statistical research, while others had not 

been explored previously. The resultant findings, and others, have been discussed 

to some degree throughout my thesis. I outline them in greater depth in the text 

below, as well as in the tables that follow. 

 

My survey results showed that, for those who were currently in a romantic 

relationship, seventy-two percent had an age difference of five years or less 

(Table F). Of those that were married, seventy-five percent had an age difference 

within this window (Table AR). Of those respondents who were unmarried, sixty-

three percent had a difference of five years or less between them and their 

partners (Table AR). These figures were consistent with the 2006 findings of the 

Australian Bureau of Statistics (2009, p. 8), which showed that seventy-six 

percent of married couples in Australia were aged within five years of each other. 

Furthermore, the higher proportion of married couples (as opposed to unmarried 

couples) with age differences of five years or less was in keeping with existing 

research that suggests that unmarried couples have greater age dissimilarities 

than married ones (Hancock et al. 2003, pp. 23–4; Lawton & Callister 2010, p. 18). 

 

My findings, along with those of other theorists, suggest that there remains a 

tendency toward age similarity in Australian society and other Western contexts 

(ABS 2005, p. 134; Hancock et al. 2003, p. 21; Rosenfeld 2005, p. 1286; Table F). 

Yet, as I discussed in Chapter One, cross-cultural research also shows that 

husbands are generally a few years older than their wives (Buss 1989; Casterline 

et al. 1986; Cox 1970; Fielder & Huber 2007; Hancock et al. 2003; Pyke & Adams 

2010; Van de Putte et al. 2009). My survey results support this research. Seventy-

four percent of my survey respondents who were currently in relationships were 

in male-older ones, while only twenty-six percent were in female-older ones 

(Table AF). Australian marriage statistics from 2002 showed a similar tendency, 

with sixty-six percent of marriages being male-older and twenty-three percent 

being female-older (ABS 2005, p. 134). 
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Interestingly, female respondents were less likely to (currently) be in male-older 

relationships than were male respondents to be in female-younger ones (Table 

AF). Of those who were in relationships at the time of the survey, seventy-two 

percent of females and seventy-seven percent of males were in a male-older 

partnership. This difference may be due to the fact that, as discussed above, my 

respondents were older than was the norm in Perth, Western Australia (ABS 

2007b; Table B). Indeed, researchers have documented a tendency for males to 

marry increasingly younger females as they age, and for females to marry 

increasingly younger males as they age (although, in the latter case, the male 

partner still tends to be slightly older than the female one) (Berardo et al. 1993, p. 

97; cf. Bytheway 1981, p. 926). 

 

Respondents were also asked about the largest age difference they had had in a 

previous relationship. I found that for female respondents, as opposed to male 

ones, this relationship was more likely to have been male-older (Table AG). For 

eighty-three percent of females and seventy-five percent of males, the 

relationship they had (previously) been in (with the largest age difference) had 

been male-older. This pattern is explained by research that suggests that male-

older marriages generally have larger age differences (ABS 1997, p. 29; ABS 2005, 

p. 134; ABS 2009, p. 8; Lawton & Callister 2010, p. 13). 

 

Respondents were asked whether they would consider a relationship with 

someone older or younger than themselves, and how much older or younger that 

partner might be. Here, female respondents indicated that they were more willing 

to engage in a relationship with someone older, as opposed to male respondents. 

That is, eighty-two percent of females and fifty-nine percent of males said they 

would have a relationship with someone older (Table AH). Females were also far 

less likely than males to say that they ‘do not care’, when asked how much older 

their hypothetical partner would be (Table AI). 

 

When asked whether they would have a relationship with someone younger than 

themselves, males were more likely than females to indicate that they would, with 

seventy-nine percent of males and sixty-three percent of females answering ‘yes’ 

(Table AJ). Again, males were far more likely than females to say that they ‘do not 
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care’ about the size of the age difference (Table AK). This is in keeping with 

research that indicates that male-older unions are seen more favourably than 

female-older ones (Cowan 1984), and that females tend to be ‘choosier’ than 

males when selecting partners (Feliciano et al. 2009, p. 45).  

 

However, it is worth noting that respondents who wished to appear open-minded 

might have overstated their willingness to have relationships with people older 

or younger than themselves (Feliciano et al. 2009, p. 44). In addition to this, the 

preference of females for older males may not be straightforwardly linked to the 

male’s age per se, but, rather, the social characteristics that accompany it. For 

instance, when asked why they would have a relationship with someone older 

than them, respondent fifty-eight, a female, wrote: 

 

I rate other attributes more highly than age in considering the 

suitability of a man as a romantic partner. Having said that, 

attributes I do rate highly are probably more often found in 

an older man—maturity, wisdom, educated, financially stable.  

 

Thus, male and female age preferences in regard to partners may not be as simple 

as they first appear, as age is often associated with social markers of status and 

security. 

 

Overall, my survey findings were in keeping with most of the previous statistical 

research, both in Australia and in other Western contexts. Some of my results, 

however, are worthy of greater attention. This is particularly true of a series of 

questions that asked respondents to judge the attitudes of other people in 

Australia toward age-dissimilar relationships, or to judge these relationships 

themselves. Interestingly, male respondents were likely to say that age-dissimilar 

relationships in Australia were ‘always acceptable’ or ‘sometimes acceptable’, 

while female ones tended to say that these relationships were ‘sometimes 

acceptable’ or ‘generally unacceptable’ (Table AL). Furthermore, a larger 

proportion of females than males said that ‘an older man with a younger woman’ 

was acceptable, and a larger proportion of males than females said ‘both 

relationships’ (male-older and female-older) were equally acceptable (Table AM). 
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Overall, females tended to suggest that age-dissimilar relationships, and 

specifically female-older relationships, were less acceptable than did males. 

 

Responses from both males and females suggested that respondents saw 

themselves as more tolerant of age-dissimilar relationships than were the 

majority of the Australian population (Tables X, Z, AB, & AD). This was the case 

with the two hypothetical couples that were presented to respondents, one male-

older (Brian and Mary) and one female-older (Susan and Stephen). In their 

written answers, it was common for respondents to state that others’ 

relationships were not their ‘business’, but to also suggest that other Australians 

were likely to negatively ‘judge’ such couples. There was also a gender difference 

in how positively or negatively these two relationships were seen: females saw 

both relationships less positively than did males (Tables AN & AP). The survey 

results below outline these findings in greater depth. 
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Table A: [Question 1.] What is your postcode? 

Postcode Number of respondents Percentage of respondents 

6007 23 23 

6008 14 14 

6023 25 26 

6062 17 17 

6100 13 13 

Other* 6 6 

Total 98 - 

 

Table B: [Question 2.] What is your age? 

Age Number of respondents Percentage of respondents 

18–20 1 1 

21–30 9 9 

31–40 16 16 

41–50 30 30 

51–60 14 14 

61–70 20 20 

71+ 9 9 

Total 99 - 

 

Table C: [Question 3.] What is your gender? 

Gender Number of respondents Percentage of respondents 

Female 65 66 

Male 34 34 

Total 99 - 

 

                                                 
* Some of the postcodes listed by respondents were not those of the suburbs to which I delivered 

surveys. It therefore seems likely that a few people may have passed surveys on to those from 

other suburbs. 



 258 

Table D: [Question 4.] What is the highest level of education you have 

obtained? 

Highest level of 

education 

Number of respondents Percentage of respondents 

Primary school 1 1 

Year 10 or equivalent 11 11 

Year 12 or equivalent 13 13 

TAFE or equivalent 19 19 

Bachelor’s Degree 29 29 

Postgraduate Degree 25 25 

None of the above 1 1 

Total 99 - 

 

Table E: [Question 5.] Do you currently have a partner? 

Have a partner? Number of respondents Percentage of respondents 

Yes 76 77 

No 23 23 

Total 99 - 

 

The following questions (5a to 5f) were answered only by those who answered that 

they were currently in a relationship (see question 5). 

 

Table F: [Question 5a.] What is the age difference between you and your 

partner? 

Age difference 

(years) 

Number of respondents Percentage of respondents 

0–5 55 72 

6–10 11 14 

11–15 7 9 

16–20 0 0 

21+ 3 4 

Total 76 - 
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Table G: [Question 5b.] Who is older (in your current relationship)? 

Older partner 

in current 

relationship 

Number of respondents Percentage of respondents 

You 34 45 

Your partner 42 55 

Total 76 - 

 

Table H: [Question 5c.] Do you and your partner have children together? 

Partners have 

children together? 

Number of respondents Percentage of respondents 

Yes 43 57 

No 33 43 

Total 76 - 

 

Table I: [Question 5d.] Do you have children from a previous relationship? 

Children with previous 

partner(s)? 

Number of 

respondents 

Percentage of 

respondents 

Yes 16 21 

No 60 79 

Total 76 - 

 

Table J: [Question 5e.] Does your partner have children from a previous 

relationship? 

Partner has children from 

previous relationship(s)? 

Number of 

respondents 

Percentage of 

respondents 

Yes 16 21 

No 60 79 

Total 76 - 
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Table K: [Question 5f.] You and your partner are married, living together, or 

not living together? 

Marital status Number of respondents Percentage of respondents 

Married 57 58 

Living together 10 10 

Not living together† 9 9 

No partner 23 23 

Total 99 - 

 

Table L: [Question 6.] What is the greatest age difference you have had in a 

previous romantic relationship? 

Greatest age difference in 

previous relationship (years) 

Number of 

respondents 

Percentage of 

respondents 

No previous relationship 20 20 

0–5 40 41 

6–10 22 22 

11–15 10 10 

16–20 3 3 

21+ 3 3 

Total‡ 98 - 

 

                                                 
† There is, of course, the possibility that respondents are married and not living together. Indeed, I 

encountered one such couple while conducting my interviews. No one commented that they were 

doing this, however. 

‡ One person responded that they had no previous relationship, yet in the following question (6a) 

they answered that they were the older partner in this relationship. As it is difficult to know which 

response is accurate, their answer has been excluded from this table. 
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The following question (6a) was answered only by those who said that they had 

been in a previous relationship (see question 6). 

 

Table M: [Question 6a.] In this relationship, who was older? 

Who was older in 

previous 

relationship? 

Number of respondents Percentage of respondents 

You 27 36 

Your partner 49 64 

Total 76 - 

 

Table N: [Question 7.] Would you consider a romantic relationship with 

someone older than you? 

Would you consider a relationship 

with someone older? 

Number of 

respondents 

Percentage of 

respondents 

Yes 73 74 

No 20 20 

Don’t know 6 6 

Total 99 - 

 

The following question (7a) was answered only by those who said that they 

would consider a relationship with someone older than themselves (see question 

7). 

 

Table O: [Question 7a.] How much older? 

You would consider a relationship 

with someone how much older? 

Number of 

respondents 

Percentage of 

respondents 

5 years or less 20 27 

10 years or less 33 45 

15 years or less 10 14 

20 years or less 1 1 

Do not care 9 12 

Total 73 - 



 262 

The following question (8) asked that respondents supply a written answer. I 

have categorised respondents’ answers, and this categorisation is represented in 

the table below. 

 

Table P: [Question 8.] If you answered yes to question 7, why would you 

consider a relationship with someone this much older than you? 

Categorised responses of those  

who said ‘yes’ 

Number of 

respondents 

Percentage of 

respondents 

Age does not matter at all/the age difference 

selected does not matter/the age difference is 

minimal given the respondent’s age 

31 45 

Like wisdom/maturity/ experience of an 

older partner 

11 16 

Other factors are just as/more important (e.g. 

personality, background, interests) 

21 30 

Would not go too much older as concerned 

with needing to ‘take care’ of them/possibility 

of death of partner 

10 14 

Women are more mature than men - should 

choose older partners 

5 7 

Would not go too old—need similar 

interests/experiences/ desires 

12 17 

Maturity and age not necessarily linked 2 3 

Simply like/attracted to/always been with 

partners of this age 

6 9 

Like the safety/security of an older partner 2 3 

Total§ 69 - 

 

                                                 
§ Note that some respondents’ answers were classified into multiple categories. Therefore, the 

sum of responses does not add up to sixty-nine. Rather, sixty-nine is the number of people who 

answered the question. This was also the case with tables Q, T, U, Y, AA, AC, and AE. 
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Table Q: [Question 8.] If you answered no to question 7, why wouldn’t you 

consider a relationship with someone older than you? 

Categorised responses of those  

who said ‘no’ 

Number of 

respondents 

Percentage of 

respondents 

In a relationship/not interested in a 

relationship 

7 41 

Simply do not like/not attracted to 

older partners 

3 18 

Concerned with needing to ‘take 

care’ of them 

3 18 

Older partner would make them 

feel old 

1 6 

Male should be younger/female 

should be younger 

3 18 

Older partner likely to have 

‘baggage’ 

1 6 

Older partner too conservative/set 

in their ways 

1 6 

Total 17 - 

 

Table R: [Question 9.] Would you consider a romantic relationship with 

someone younger than you? 

Would you consider a relationship 

with someone younger? 

Number of 

respondents 

Percentage of 

respondents 

Yes 68 69 

No 23 23 

Don’t know 8 8 

Total 99 - 
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The following question (9a) was answered only by those who said that they 

would consider a relationship with someone younger than themselves (see 

question 9). 

 

Table S: [Question 9a.] How much younger? 

You would consider a relationship 

with someone how much younger? 

Number of 

respondents 

Percentage of 

respondents 

5 years or less 27 42 

10 years or less 24 37 

15 years or less 2 3 

20 years or less 1 2 

Do not care 11 17 

Total** 65 - 

 

                                                 
** In answer to the previous question, one person said that they would not consider a relationship 

with someone younger. Yet in this question’s response, they answered that they found a five-year 

or smaller age difference acceptable. Their response has been excluded from the table. 
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The following question (10) asked that respondents supply a written answer. I 

have categorised respondents’ answers, and this categorisation is represented in 

the table below. 

 

Table T: [Question 10.] If you answered yes to question 9, why would you 

consider a relationship with someone this much younger than you?  

Categorised responses of those  

who said ‘yes’ 

Number of 

respondents 

Percentage of 

respondents 

Age does not matter at all/the age difference 

selected does not matter/the age difference is 

minimal given the respondent’s age 

23 36 

Other factors are just as/more important (e.g. 

personality, background, interests, 

companionship) 

20 31 

Maturity and age not necessarily linked 3 5 

Would not go too much younger as concerned 

with needing to ‘be the parent’/be cared for 

2 3 

Younger partners are more attractive/fertile 4 6 

Would not go too young—need similar 

interests/experiences/desires/maturity 

17 27 

Respondent ‘young for their age’ 1 2 

Simply like/attracted to/always been with 

partners of this age/thinks this is how things 

should be 

5 8 

Younger partner would make them feel 

younger/be more progressive/fun and less 

set in their ways 

5 8 

Total 64 - 
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Table U: [Question 10.] If you answered no to question 9, why wouldn’t you 

consider a relationship with someone younger than you? 

Categorised responses of those  

who said ‘no’ 

Number of 

respondents 

Percentage of 

respondents 

In a relationship/not interested in a 

relationship 

9 43 

Simply do not like/not attracted to younger 

partners 

3 14 

Younger partner would make them feel 

old/unattractive 

2 10 

Men prefer younger women—older woman 

relationships will break up 

1 5 

Younger partner would be 

immature/inexperienced/have different 

desires and interests/be unable to connect 

emotionally 

7 33 

Respondent has poor health 1 5 

Likes safety/security of an older partner 1 5 

Total 21 - 

 

Table V: [Question 11.] In Australian society today, how acceptable do you 

think age gap romantic relationships are? 

How acceptable are age 

gap relationships? 

Number of 

respondents 

Percentage of 

respondents 

Always acceptable 20 20 

Sometimes acceptable 56 57 

Generally unacceptable 19 19 

Always unacceptable 1 1 

Don’t know 2 2 

Total 98 - 
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Table W: [Question 12.] In Australian society today, which of the following 

(heterosexual) age gap relationships are more acceptable? 

What is more acceptable? Number of 

respondents 

Percentage of 

respondents 

An older man with a younger woman 60 61 

An older woman with a younger man 0 0 

Both relationships are equally acceptable 34 35 

Don’t know 4 4 

Total†† 98 - 

 

Table X: [Question 13.] What is your initial reaction to Brian and Mary’s 

relationship? 

Reaction to Brian and Mary’s 

relationship? 

Number of 

respondents 

Percentage of 

respondents 

Positive 33 34 

Negative 16 16 

Neutral 43 44 

Don’t know 6 6 

Total 98 - 

 

                                                 
†† One respondent selected both ‘an older man with a younger woman’ and ‘both relationships are 

equally acceptable’. Their response has been excluded from the table. 



 268 

The following question (14) asked that respondents supply a written answer. I 

have categorised respondents’ answers, and this categorisation is represented in 

the table below. 

 

Table Y: [Question 14.] Explain your reaction. Why do you feel positively, 

negatively, or neutrally about this couple? 

Categorised responses of those who 

felt positive, negative, or neutral 

about Brian and Mary? 

Number of 

respondents 

Percentage of 

respondents 

Seems like a good/stable relationship in 

which partners ‘connect’—is happy for 

them 

31 35 

Feels the relationship is not their 

business/concern—they are free to do 

as they wish 

22 25 

There could be problems (with children, 

old age, ex-partners) 

21 24 

No reaction/do not know/need more 

information 

11 13 

Every relationship is unique/it 

depends—impossible to judge 

5 6 

There could be benefits (with Brian 

being a father, having a younger wife) 

9 10 

The age difference is too large 14 16 

Mary's motives questionable—may be 

after money/stability 

4 5 

Brian is entering a new relationship too 

quickly 

1 1 

Total 88 - 
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Table Z: [Question 15.] How do you think the majority of other people are 

likely to react (to Brian and Mary’s relationship)? 

Others’ reactions to Brian 

and Mary’s relationship? 

Number of 

respondents 

Percentage of 

respondents 

Positive 15 15 

Negative 42 43 

Neutral 22 22 

Don’t know 19 19 

Total 98 - 
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The following question (16) asked that respondents supply a written answer. I 

have categorised respondents’ answers, and this categorisation is represented in 

the table below. 

 

Table AA: [Question 16.] Why do you think other people are likely to react 

in this way? 

Categorised responses to why others would 

feel positively, negatively, or neutrally about 

Brian and Mary? 

Number of 

respondents 

Percentage of 

respondents 

The age difference is too large/not socially 

acceptable 

33 43 

Reactions will vary—different people have 

different views 

9 12 

People will see this relationship 

positively/neutrally—individuals are free to 

choose/people cannot judge other's 

relationships/not an unusual situation/people 

do not care 

28 36 

He will be viewed as denying his age/unable to 

be in same-age relationship/moving on too fast 

7 9 

She will be seen as a gold-digger/seeking a 

father figure 

5 6 

People will think they are at different life 

stages/have different experiences (kids vs. no 

kids), desires, or levels of maturity 

10 13 

Do not know/need more information 1 1 

Own experience reflects this 3 4 

Total 77 - 
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Table AB: [Question 17.] What is your initial reaction to Susan and Stephen’s 

relationship? 

Reaction to Susan and 

Stephen’s relationship? 

Number of 

respondents 

Percentage of 

respondents 

Positive 27 27 

Negative 37 37 

Neutral 29 29 

Don’t know 6 6 

Total 99 - 
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The following question (18) asked that respondents supply a written answer. I 

have categorised respondents’ answers, and this categorisation is represented in 

the table below. 

 

Table AC: [Question 18.] Explain your reaction. Why do you feel positively, 

negatively, or neutrally about this couple? 

Categorised responses of those who felt 

positive, negative, or neutral about Susan 

and Stephen? 

Number of 

respondents 

Percentage of 

respondents 

Seems like a good/stable relationship in which 

partners ‘connect’—is happy for them 

26 30 

Feels the relationship is not their 

business/concern—they are free to do as they 

wish 

13 15 

There could be problems with children/fertility 41 47 

No reaction/do not know/need more 

information 

3 3 

Every relationship is unique/it depends—

impossible to judge 

4 5 

The age difference is smaller than in the 

previous example/not large 

10 11 

Stephen is likely to no longer want to be with 

Susan as she ages 

5 6 

Age is not the most important factor 6 7 

They are at different life stages/have different 

maturity levels 

15 17 

The age difference is large 2 2 

Susan is using him to have children 1 1 

Total 87 - 
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Table AD: [Question 19.] How do you think the majority of other people are 

likely to react (to Susan and Stephen’s relationship)? 

Others’ reactions to Susan 

and Stephen’s relationship? 

Number of 

respondents 

Percentage of 

respondents 

Positive 13 13 

Negative 34 35 

Neutral 19 19 

Don’t know 32 33 

Total 98 - 
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The following question (20) asked that respondents supply a written answer. I 

have categorised respondents’ answers, and this categorisation is represented in 

the table below. 

 

Table AE: [Question 20.] Why do you think other people are likely to react in 

this way? 

Categorised responses to why others would 

feel positively, negatively, or neutrally about 

Susan and Stephen? 

Number of 

respondents 

Percentage of 

respondents 

The age difference is too large/not socially 

acceptable/subject to stereotyping 

21 34 

Reactions will vary—different people have 

different views 

5 8 

People will see this relationship 

positively/neutrally—individuals are free to 

choose/people cannot judge others’ 

relationships/not an unusual situation/people 

do not care 

16 26 

People will think he is likely to leave her for 

someone younger 

3 5 

People will think she is manipulating/exploiting 

him (for sex, etc) 

2 3 

People will think that their different plans for 

children/maturity levels/life stages will cause 

problems 

16 26 

Age is irrelevant/ difference is minimal 6 10 

Total 62 - 
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Table AF: [Question 3 and 5b.] What is your gender? and Who is older (in 

your current relationship)? 

Gender Currently in a male-older or 

female-older relationship? 

Number of 

respondents 

Percentage of 

respondents 

Male Male-older 20 77 

 Female-older 6 23 

 Total 26 - 

Female Male-older 36 72 

 Female-older 14 28 

 Total 50 - 

Total Male-older 56 74 

 Female-older 20 26 

 Total 76 - 

 

Table AG: [Question 3 and 6a.] What is your gender? and In this (previous) 

relationship, who was older? 

Gender Previously in a male-older or 

female-older relationship? 

Number of 

respondents 

Percentage of 

respondents 

Male Male-older 18 75 

 Female-older 6 25 

 Total 24 - 

Female Male-older 43 83 

 Female-older 9 17 

 Total 52 - 

Total Male-older 61 80 

 Female-older 15 20 

 Total 76 - 
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Table AH: [Question 3 and 7.] What is your gender? and Would you consider 

a romantic relationship with someone older than you? 

Gender Would you consider a 

relationship with someone older? 

Number of 

respondents 

Percentage of 

respondents 

Male Yes 20 59 

 No 12 35 

 Don’t know 2 6 

 Total 34 - 

Female Yes 53 82 

 No 8 12 

 Don’t know 4 6 

 Total 65 - 

Total Yes 73 74 

 No 20 20 

 Don’t know 6 6 

 Total 99 - 
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Table AI: [Question 3 and 7a.] What is your gender? and (You would 

consider a relationship with someone) how much older? 

Gender You would consider a relationship 

with someone how much older? 

Number of 

respondents 

Percentage of 

respondents 

Male 5 years or less 3 15 

 10 years or less 9 45 

 15 years or less 2 10 

 20 years or less 0 0 

 Do not care 6 30 

 Total 20 - 

Female 5 years or less 17 32 

 10 years or less 24 45 

 15 years or less 8 15 

 20 years or less 1 2 

 Do not care 3 6 

 Total 53 - 

Total 5 years or less 20 27 

 10 years or less 33 45 

 15 years or less 10 14 

 20 years or less 1 1 

 Do not care 9 12 

 Total 73 - 
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Table AJ: [Question 3 and 9.] What is your gender? and Would you consider 

a romantic relationship with someone younger than you? 

Gender Would you consider a relationship 

with someone younger? 

Number of 

respondents 

Percentage of 

respondents 

Male Yes 27 79 

 No 5 15 

 Don’t know 2 6 

 Total 34 - 

Female Yes 41 63 

 No 18 28 

 Don’t know 6 9 

 Total 65 - 

Total Yes 68 69 

 No 23 23 

 Don’t know 8 8 

 Total 99 - 
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Table AK: [Question 3 and 9a.] What is your gender? and (You would 

consider a relationship with someone) how much younger? 

Gender You would consider a relationship 

with someone how much older? 

Number of 

respondents 

Percentage of 

respondents 

Male 5 years or less 5 20 

 10 years or less 7 28 

 15 years or less 2 8 

 20 years or less 1 4 

 Do not care 10 40 

 Total 25 - 

Female 5 years or less 22 55 

 10 years or less 17 43 

 15 years or less 0 0 

 20 years or less 0 0 

 Do not care 1 3 

 Total 40 - 

Total 5 years or less 27 42 

 10 years or less 24 37 

 15 years or less 2 3 

 20 years or less 1 2 

 Do not care 11 17 

 Total 65 - 
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Table AL: [Question 3 and 11.] What is your gender? and In Australian 

society today, how acceptable do you think age gap romantic relationships 

are? 

Gender How acceptable are age 

gap relationships? 

Number of 

respondents 

Percentage of 

respondents 

Male Always acceptable 10 30 

 Sometimes acceptable 15 45 

 Generally unacceptable 6 18 

 Always unacceptable 0 0 

 Don’t know 2 6 

 Total 33 - 

Female Always acceptable 10 15 

 Sometimes acceptable 41 63 

 Generally unacceptable 13 20 

 Always unacceptable 1 2 

 Don’t know 0 0 

 Total 65 - 

Total Always acceptable 20 20 

 Sometimes acceptable 56 57 

 Generally unacceptable 19 19 

 Always unacceptable 1 1 

 Don’t know 2 2 

 Total 98 - 
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Table AM: [Question 3 and 12.] What is your gender? and In Australian 

society today, which of the following (heterosexual) age gap relationships 

are more acceptable? 

Gender What is more acceptable? Number of 

respondents 

Percentage of 

respondents 

Male An older man with a younger woman 18 55 

 An older woman with a younger man 0 0 

 Both relationships are equally 

acceptable 

14 42 

 Don’t know 1 3 

 Total 33 - 

Female An older man with a younger woman 42 65 

 An older woman with a younger man 0 0 

 Both relationships are equally 

acceptable 

20 31 

 

 Don’t know 3 5 

 Total 65 - 

Total An older man with a younger woman 60 61 

 An older woman with a younger man 0 0 

 Both relationships are equally 

acceptable 

34 35 

 Don’t know 4 4 

 Total 98 - 
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Table AN: [Question 3 and 13.] What is your gender? and What is your initial 

reaction to Brian and Mary’s relationship? 

Gender Reaction to Brian and 

Mary’s relationship? 

Number of 

respondents 

Percentage of 

respondents 

Male Positive 13 39 

 Negative 4 12 

 Neutral 14 42 

 Don’t know 2 6 

 Total 33 - 

Female Positive 20 31 

 Negative 12 18 

 Neutral 29 45 

 Don’t know 4 6 

 Total 65 - 

Total Positive 33 34 

 Negative 16 16 

 Neutral 43 44 

 Don’t know 6 6 

 Total 98 - 
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Table AO: [Question 3 and 15.] What is your gender? and How do you think 

the majority of other people are likely to react (to Brian and Mary’s 

relationship)? 

Gender Others’ reactions to Brian 

and Mary’s relationship? 

Number of 

respondents 

Percentage of 

respondents 

Male Positive 3 9 

 Negative 17 52 

 Neutral 6 18 

 Don’t know 7 21 

 Total 33 - 

Female Positive 12 18 

 Negative 25 38 

 Neutral 16 25 

 Don’t know 12 18 

 Total 65 -- 

Total Positive 15 15 

 Negative 42 43 

 Neutral 22 22 

 Don’t know 19 19 

 Total 98 - 
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Table AP: [Question 3 and 17.] What is your gender? and What is your initial 

reaction to Susan and Stephen’s relationship? 

Gender Reaction to Susan and 

Stephen’s relationship? 

Number of 

respondents 

Percentage of 

respondents 

Male Positive 11 32 

 Negative 12 35 

 Neutral 9 26 

 Don’t know 2 6 

 Total 34 - 

Female Positive 16 25 

 Negative 25 38 

 Neutral 20 31 

 Don’t know 4 6 

 Total 65 - 

Total Positive 27 27 

 Negative 37 37 

 Neutral 29 29 

 Don’t know 6 6 

 Total 99 - 
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Table AQ: [Question 3 and 19.] What is your gender? and How do you think 

the majority of other people are likely to react (to Susan and Stephen’s 

relationship)? 

Gender Others’ reactions to Susan 

and Stephen’s relationship? 

Number of 

respondents 

Percentage of 

respondents 

Male Positive 5 15 

 Negative 11 33 

 Neutral 5 15 

 Don’t know 12 36 

 Total 33 - 

Female Positive 8 12 

 Negative 23 35 

 Neutral 14 22 

 Don’t know 20 31 

 Total 65 - 

Total Positive 13 13 

 Negative 34 35 

 Neutral 19 19 

 Don’t know 32 33 

 Total 98 - 
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Table AR: [Question 5a and 5f.] What is the age difference between you and 

your partner? and You and your partner are married, living together, or not 

living together? 

Marital status Age difference 

(years) 

Number of 

respondents 

Percentage of 

respondents 

Married 0–5 43 75 

 6–10 8 14 

 11–15 5 9 

 16–20 0 0 

 21+ 1 2 

 Total 57 - 

Living together 0–5 9 90 

 6–10 0 0 

 11–15 0 0 

 16–20 0 0 

 21+ 1 10 

 Total 10 - 

Not living together 0–5 3 33 

 6–10 3 33 

 11–15 2 22 

 16–20 0 0 

 21+ 1 11 

 Total 9 - 

Total 0–5 55 14 

 6–10 11 9 

 11–15 7 0 

 16–20 0 4 

 21+ 3 72 

 Total 76 - 
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Table AS: [Question 13 and 17.] What is your initial reaction to Brian and 

Mary’s relationship? and What is your initial reaction to Susan and 

Stephen’s relationship? 

Couple Reaction to their 

relationship? 

Number of 

respondents 

Percentage of 

respondents 

Brian and Mary Positive 33 34 

 Negative 16 16 

 Neutral 43 44 

 Don’t know 6 6 

 Total 98 - 

Susan and Stephen Positive 27 27 

 Negative 37 37 

 Neutral 29 29 

 Don’t know 6 6 

 Total 99 - 

 

Table AT: [Question 15 and 19.] How do you think the majority of other 

people are likely to react (to Brian and Mary’s relationship)? and How do 

you think the majority of other people are likely to react (to Susan and 

Stephen’s relationship)? 

Couple Others’ reactions to 

their relationship? 

Number of 

respondents 

Percentage of 

respondents 

Brian and Mary Positive 15 15 

 Negative 42 43 

 Neutral 22 22 

 Don’t know 19 19 

 Total 98 - 

Susan and Stephen Positive 13 13 

 Negative 34 35 

 Neutral 19 19 

 Don’t know 32 33 

 Total 98 - 
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