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This study employed relational dialectics theory to investigate what 
cohabitation means to cohabiters. Cohabitation is an ambiguous relationship 
state (e.g., perceived as “more than dating” but “less than marriage”) 
associated with negative outcomes. Scholars have empirically investigated 
cohabitation; however, little research explores what cohabitation means 
using a qualitative approach. Exploring the meaning of cohabitation can 
illuminate perceptions that might coincide with negative outcomes. Framed 
by Relational Dialectics Theory, a contrapuntal analysis of cohabiters’ 
online stories (n=27) revealed three counter-discourses: Narratives of 
Cohabitation as a Normal Relationship, Cohabitation as an Easy 
Relationship, and Cohabitation as a Worthwhile Struggle. Each counter-
discourse resisted cultural understandings of cohabitation as an inferior 
relationship. 
 

mock (2000) argues that the increase in cohabitation (i.e., co-
residency of unmarried, romantic partners) in the past century 

marked a significant shift in American family demographics. Indeed, 
the majority of couples now cohabit prior to marriage (Goodwin, 
Mosher, & Chandra, 2010). Despite cohabitation’s increased 
prevalence, it is still marked as a less “traditional” family form that 
exists outside of readily legitimated biogenetic and/or legal ties (see 
Baxter, 2014). Thus, couples who cohabit might bear what Galvin 
(2006; 2014) argues is a heavy discursive burden to construct, 
maintain, and gain legitimation for their relationships. In addition, 
cohabitation has been, and is often still, constructed as an inferior 
relationship type for a number of reasons, including lack of 
institutionalization (see Manning & Smock, 2005), uncertain 
trajectory (see Cherlin, 2004), deviation from lay conceptions of a 
“traditional” family (Baxter, 2014), and even departure from 
historically dominant religious values (see Walsh, 2012). 
Furthermore, cohabitation has received less scholarly attention than 
research examining dating and married couples (Cunningham & 
Antill, 1995; Seltzer, 2000). Yet, cohabitation warrants increased 
scholarly attention due not only to its prevalence but also to its 
association with an abundance of negative outcomes (Stanley, 
Rhoades, & Markman, 2006). 

Although extant cohabitation literature, which primarily 
focuses on heterosexual couples (e.g., Steuber, Priem, Scharp, &  
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Thomas, 2014), suggests that cohabitation is somehow different from 
dating and marriage (e.g., Cunningham, 2005; Manning & Smock, 
2005; Stanley et al., 2006), little is known about how cohabiters 
construct meanings of their relationships. Exploring cohabiters’ talk 
departs from existing quantitative research that largely relies on 
census data (Manning & Smock, 2005) and instead emphasizes 
discursive work that might resist the ideology that cohabitation is a 
“lesser than” relationship (see Baxter, 2014). Like “alternative” 
forms of family that are less readily legitimated when held to the 
standard of a (biogenetically and legally bound) nuclear family 
(Baxter, 2014), cohabiting couples might be what Galvin (2006; 
2014) calls highly discourse dependent. Thus, focusing on the 
discourse, or talk, on which all relationships depend, the present 
study appropriates relational dialectics theory (Baxter, 2011; Baxter 
& Montgomery, 1996) to explore how cohabiters make meaning of 
their relationships, particularly given cultural constructions of 
cohabitation as an increasingly prevalent yet culturally inferior 
relationship type.  
 
 

Cohabitation as a “Problematic” Relationship 
 
Cohabitation has been studied to a lesser extent than dating and 
married relationships. Nonetheless, correlations between cohabitation 
and a multitude of relational outcomes have recently been brought to 
light. Perhaps best known is the “cohabitation effect,” which links 
cohabitation with a multitude of negative outcomes, including poor 
communication and lower relational satisfaction (e.g., Kamp Dush, 
Cohan, & Amato, 2003), uncertainty about the relationship (e.g., 
Steuber et al., 2014), increased rates of domestic violence (e.g., 
Brown & Bulanda, 2008), and increased rates of divorce (e.g., 
Skinner, Bahr, Crane, & Call, 2002; Stanley et al., 2006). Despite the 
tendency to focus on negative outcomes of cohabitation, some 
research has focused on aspects of cohabitation, such as role 
enactment and partners’ wellbeing, which might not be part of the 
negative “cohabitation effect.”  For example, Cunningham (2005) 
found that for cohabiters, unlike married couples, the impact of 
attitudes about gender on housework later in life did not vary by 
gender.  Additionally, von Soest and Wichstrom (2006) found that 
undertaking cohabitation with a partner was associated with 
decreased bulimia symptoms in women. 

Although relatively little research exists on cohabitation in 
comparison with a number of other romantic and familial 
relationships (e.g., dating; marriage), scholars have approached the 
study of cohabitation in a variety of ways. Furthermore, whereas 
some social scientists have studied cohabitation as a legitimate 
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relationship form, this research has most often focused on 
demographic factors (e.g., who cohabits and why; the effects of 
cohabitation on partners, children, families of origin, and social 
network members) (e.g., Amato, Booth, Johnson, & Rogers, 2007; 
Booth, Crouter, & Clements, 2001; Booth & Johnson, 1988; Brown 
& Booth, 1996). The abundance of research that focuses on 
demographic predictors and relational outcomes is helpful to 
understanding cohabiting relationships; however, few studies have 
offered insight into cohabitation from the perspective of cohabiters 
themselves (see Manning & Smock, 2005, for a notable exception). 
Despite the scarcity of research that centers on cohabiters’ 
perspectives, exploring what cohabitation means to cohabiters is a 
first step in elucidating how relational meaning might contribute to 
relational outcomes. 

 
 

Cohabitating Relationships and Discourse Dependence 
 
As mentioned previously, as participants in a relationship form that 
exists outside of readily accepted familial ties of marriage and/or 
shared offspring (Baxter, 2014; Baxter et al., 2009), cohabiters might 
bear an increased discursive burden when constructing, presenting, 
and gaining legitimation of their relationships (see Galvin, 2006; 
2014). In addition to being different from more readily-legitimated 
legally and/or biologically bound relationships, cohabitation is 
considered by some to be a threat to the “traditional” American 
lifecourse. As Manning and Smock (2005) succinctly state, 
“unmarried cohabitation represents a striking potential rival to 
marriage” (p. 989). Cohabitation threatens the mythos of a traditional 
relationship trajectory (e.g., first comes love, then comes marriage) 
that provides the foundation, or “gold standard,” for conceptions of 
the America family (Baxter, 2014; Baxter et al., 2009). Thus, 
cohabitation as a relationship type and unmarried living arrangement 
not only challenges the legal and social base of the family structure 
(Baxter, 2014; Smock & Gupta, 2002) but also challenges the notions 
of singlehood and courtship in America (Rindfuss & VandenHeuvel, 
1990).  

Furthermore, cohabitation is constructed as a relationship 
that requires less commitment, and thus is lesser, than marriage. As 
Cherlin (2004) states, “cohabitation requires only a private 
commitment, which is easier to break” (p. 854), a sentiment echoed 
by the American public (Kamp Dush et al., 2003). In addition, 
although commitment is generally described simply as a partner’s 
intent to stay in a relationship (Johnson, 1991), cohabitation  is 
sometimes marked by a practical decision (see Sassler & Miller, 
2011) rather than a transition that marks increased commitment (e.g., 
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Rhoades, Stanley, & Markman, 2012). Thus, some couples initiate 
cohabitation without discussing their level of relational commitment. 
This tendency to “slide” into cohabitation rather than establishing the 
transition as a marker of increased commitment likely contributes to 
the inferior position of cohabitation.  Cohabiters are not legally 
bound through marriage and also not necessarily committed to one 
another long-term (Stanley et al., 2006). Nevertheless, many 
cohabiters likely are committed. For these couples, constructing a 
committed, legitimate relationship is likely burdensome given 
assumptions of cohabitation as lacking commitment. 

Finally, construction of cohabitation as inferior likely stems 
from the United States’ history of religiosity and ongoing 
marginalization of cohabitation in comparison with marriage. 
Cohabitation is not the start of a religiously sanctioned “normal 
family” (see Walsh, 2012) that begins with dating and then moves 
into marriage. As evidenced by the common term “living in sin,” 
cohabiters have historically experienced religious-based 
marginalization. Many major religions advocate that premarital 
sexual relations are morally wrong. Premarital cohabitation, 
therefore, is assumed to rupture the “normal” relational progression 
constructed by dominant religious beliefs. In addition to this moral 
marginalization, cohabitation is constructed as lesser-than by the 
government. As Baxter (2014) points out, a striking example of 
cohabitation’s plight as an inferior relationship can be found in the 
language that the United States Census, Child Protective Services, 
and Survey of Income and Program Participation use to define them. 
Cohabiters are defined as unmarried partners, suggesting they do not 
deserve their own status but rather are categorized by what they are 
not. Thus, cohabitation is de-legitimated on moral, social, and 
institutional grounds, ultimately contributing to a cultural ideology of 
cohabitation as inferior. Consequently, particularly in comparison 
with married couples who are able to draw upon engrained 
traditional, legal, and religious constructions of romantic 
relationships and family to readily explain their relationships, 
cohabiters are likely required to work hard to discursively legitimate 
their relationship. 

Given the discussed discursive burden that cohabiters likely 
carry to construct and legitimate their relationships, it becomes 
important to study cohabiters’ talk to understand the ways in which 
cohabiting relationships are constructed as meaningful. One way that 
cohabiters likely construct and legitimate their relationships is 
through narrative. As Becker (1997) contends, individuals tell stories 
to legitimate their status in response to cultural norms. For 
cohabiters, narratives offer a way to construct and legitimate a 
relationship in the face of perceived marginalization. Furthermore, 
narrative stories hold the potential to entertain multiple perspectives, 
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or to be dialogically expansive (Bakhtin, 1981; Baxter, 2011). Baxter 
(2011) argues that narrative is a genre that holds “dialogic potential 
because of its capacity to place several viewpoints in play 
simultaneously” (p. 143). As such, narrative is a fruitful genre in 
which meaning can be explored through a dialogic perspective. 

 
 

Relational Dialectics Theory 
 
Relational Dialectics Theory (RDT) (Baxter, 2011; Baxter & 
Montgomery, 1996) is a dialogic theory that focuses on how meaning 
is made through competing discourses (i.e. cultural systems of 
meaning) that are given voice in talk (e.g., spoken words, written 
text). According to Bakhtin (1981), competition occurs when two 
discourses are called up within a segment of talk. Discourses can 
emerge as prevalent and dominant (i.e., centripetal); other times, 
discourses are less prevalent and marginalized (i.e., centrifugal; 
Baxter, 2011). It is from this discursive struggle for dominance, or 
interplay, that meaning emerges (Baxter, 2011).   

RDT scholars focus on the utterance (e.g., word, phrase, 
story) as the unit of analysis. Dialogism’s utterance is always in 
response to discourses previously spoken and in anticipation of 
others’ evaluation (Bakhtin, 1986; Baxter, 2011). Thus, RDT requires 
that utterances be considered in conversation with the cultural 
assumptions in which speakers are embedded. In this way, utterances 
are turns in talk; they are simultaneously responses to what has been 
spoken and directed toward potential future audiences. These 
audiences are specific individuals (i.e., proximal audiences) and/or 
cultural representations (i.e., distal audiences); distal audiences are 
what Bakhtin labeled a superaddressee and some scholars call a 
generalized other (Mead, 1934). This conversational stream, or 
utterance chain (Bakhtin, 1986), focuses on the interplay of 
discourses, and RDT scholars adopt an intertextual approach (see 
Allen, 2000) in which utterances are situated as proximal and/or 
distal links that are explored as part of an ongoing utterance chain.  

Discursive interplay can take several forms (Baxter, 2011). 
In polemic interplay, some discourses emerge as dominant while 
others become marginalized or silenced. Bakhtin (1984) contends 
that interplay is often polemic because when multiple discourses are 
given voice, they compete to determine which meaning will emerge 
and which will be silenced. Polemic interplay might emerge through 
the use of discourse markers (see Method section below), or the 
interplay might be hidden. The hidden polemic (Bakhtin, 1984) 
describes when a discourse is only indirectly referenced rather than 
explicitly articulated. In extreme cases, when a particular discourse is 
so dominant that alternatives are completely silenced, monologue 
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exists (Baxter, 2011). Conversely, utterances can reach dialogue 
when no single discourse dominates and otherwise competing 
discourses transform to create new meanings (Bakhtin, 1981; 1984). 
The present study aims to explore this meaning-making through 
discursive interplay in cohabiters’ talk. Specifically, we ask:   

RQ1: What are the discursive meanings of “cohabitation” 
constructed in online stories told by cohabiters? 
RQ2: How, if at all, do these constructions reify or resist the 
dominant cultural meaning of cohabitation as an inferior 
relationship form?  
 
 

Method 
 
Sample of Stories 
 
Forty-two stories posted by individuals who were cohabiting with 
their partner were sampled from the Experience Project 
(www.experienceproject.com) website. Experience Project is a 
collection of stories about a multitude of experiences from 
multifaceted perspectives. At the time of collection, all stories were 
public domain and were not password protected. The first author 
searched “cohabitate” and “cohabitation” on Experience Project and 
found one group devoted to a call for stories about cohabitation. All 
of the available (N=42) postings in this group were collected. 
Personal information relevant to author identification (e.g., names or 
places of residence) was replaced or deleted when pasted into a text 
file. Experience Project protects the identities of the authors; thus, no 
systematic demographic data were available regarding gender, age, 
race, ethnicity, educational background, or length of relationship. 
However, authors would occasionally provide that information as 
part of their stories.  

Four stories were eliminated from the data set because the 
authors of those stories indicated that they were cohabiting 
internationally. Cohabiting in the United States differs from countries 
in which the culture might be more or less accepting of cohabitation 
(see Heuveline & Timberlake, 2004). Nine stories were eliminated 
because they were irrelevant to the category (e.g., an individual 
talked about her/his partner with no mention of living together). Two 
stories were eliminated because in-text information suggested that the 
authors were not at least 18 years of age. In an attempt to reach 
saturation (i.e., the point at which no new relevant themes emerge 
from the data; Corbin & Strauss, 2008), the remaining 27 collected 
stories were analyzed. Length of stories ranged from 13 to 897 
words, and the median length was 128 words, excluding titles. 
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Saturation was reached by story 16; however, the entire story corpus 
was analyzed to verify the findings. 

 
Data Analysis 
 
Given our interest in meanings that are constructed in stories as well 
as in conversation with cultural constructions of cohabitation, we 
employed a dialogic analysis. Specifically, we engaged in 
contrapuntal analysis (Bakhtin, 1984), a type of intertextual analysis 
that Baxter (2011) argues is an appropriate method when using RDT. 
Contrapuntal analysis involves two primary analytic goals: 
identifying discourses and identifying discursive interplay. 
 

Identification of discourses. We first examined the 
stories with the purpose of locating discourses, a process that starts 
with the identification of themes. To identify themes, we followed 
the steps outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006), continually asking the 
analytic question: What is the meaning of “cohabitation?  First, both 
authors became familiar with the data set by reading it multiple 
times. The authors then identified and iteratively coded segments of 
text, or utterances, which helped to answer the analytic question. In 
this process, coding categories were continuously created, combined 
and refined: the first coding category was established for the first 
identified utterance, and subsequent utterances were compared with 
the extant code(s) and either identified with an existing code or 
assigned a new code. This assessment of similarity and difference 
continued until all of the relevant utterances were coded.  
 

Identification of the interplay of competing 
discourses. Once we identified the discourses, we began to explore 
discursive interplay. In contrapuntal analysis, there are three ways to 
identify competing discourses: (1) show interplay through the use of 
discourse markers, (2) verify with participants that the discourses are 
competing, and/or (3) show that the discourses are typically 
understood as competing in the larger culture (Baxter, 2011). Given 
that we used online stories and did not have contact with the authors, 
we relied on the first and third tactics. In particular, as a sensitizing 
device, we looked for markers of discursive competition such as but, 
even though, however, just, still, surprisingly, may, and it seems. 
These discursive markers tend to indicate the presence of at least one 
of three types of interplay: (1) entertaining, in which a discourse is 
marked as only one possibility among many; (2) countering, in which 
a marginalized discourse supplants an often centered discourse; and 
(3) negating, in which a discourse is acknowledged only for the 
purposes of rejecting it and centering another discourse (Baxter, 
2011). Additionally, we used the analytic procedure known as 
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unfolding to explore the stories as culturally embedded, or as distal 
links in the utterance chain (Bakhtin, 1984; Baxter, 2011). The 
process of unfolding requires that the researcher imagine the 
cohabiter’s story as positioned in the utterance chain. We asked 
ourselves two questions that provided context for examining 
discursive interplay: What could have been said that would make 
what I am reading understandable? and What does this utterance 
reveal about the possible response of an anticipated 
(super)addressee?.      

In addition to showing that discourses are competing, 
contrapuntal analysis requires examination of how the discourses are 
positioned in relation to each other. As discussed in the theoretical 
section above, competition can be explicit or hidden. Explicit 
polemic interplay focuses on the centripetal-centrifugal struggle 
evidenced by discourse markers; hidden polemic interplay focuses 
more on the positioning of the story in the context of cultural ideals 
and is illuminated through the process of unfolding. Both articulated 
and hidden polemic interplay emerged in this data set and are 
presented in the following Results section. 

 
Verification 
 
Similar to quantitative scholars who use post-hoc analysis to validate 
their findings, good qualitative research also demands verification.  
In order to ensure our analysis was valid, we engaged in three 
corresponding verification procedures: (1) investigator triangulation, 
(2) the audit trail, and (3) exemplar identification (Lincoln & Guba, 
1985).  After coding the stories, the first and second author met to 
compare coding categories. Known as investigator triangulation 
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985) and often used with contrapuntal analysis 
(e.g., Baxter, Scharp, Asbury, Jannusch, & Norwood, 2012), this 
process determines points of commonality and divergence in 
researchers’ analyses. Through investigator triangulation, the authors 
discussed common themes, debated differences, and converged on an 
analysis that captured both authors’ findings. An audit trail was also 
created to organize the analytic memos (Lincoln & Guba, 1985): 
Both authors kept detailed notes of their initial coding categories, 
decisions throughout the coding and thematic analysis process, and 
key exemplars to highlight findings; memos were organized and 
saved in one file for ease of future access. These verification 
procedures promoted vigorous methodology and valid findings. After 
confirming the identification of thematically similar, albeit 
differently labeled, coding categories, the authors worked together to 
iteratively combine all of the coding categories into larger coherent 
discourses. The authors then labeled the discourses before exploring 
the discursive interplay.  Finally, in concert with other rigorous 
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contrapuntal analyses (see Scharp, 2013; Suter, Baxter, Seurer, & 
Thomas, 2014), we selected exemplars that provided evidence of 
interplay that were indicative of the narratives.  
 
 

Results 
 
Three primary discursive struggles emerged from cohabiters’ stories 
that served to counter, or resist, the discourse of cohabitation as an 
inferior relationship. The first discourse, cohabitation as a normal 
relationship, worked to position cohabitation as equal to marriage. 
The second discourse, cohabitation as an easy relationship, worked 
to position cohabitation as a desirable relationship form. Finally, the 
discourse cohabitation as a worthwhile struggle worked to redeem 
cohabitation as a relationship type. Each of these resistant discourses 
is described and illustrated with exemplars below. Of note, only one 
story failed to identify with these three types of narrative 
constructions. This story gave voice to what Baxter (2011) describes 
as monologue. In other words, one story reified the idea that 
cohabitation is an inferior type of relationship by expressing the 
cohabiter’s regret to live with her partner.  
 
Counter-Discourse One: Cohabitation as a Normal 
Relationship 
 
The discourse of cohabitation as a normal relationship coalesced 
from the following themes: normalization, practical arrangement, 
and expectation of relationship trajectory. These themes formed a 
system of meaning that positioned cohabitation as no different from 
marriage, and thus just as good as marriage, or positioned 
cohabitation as a typical step toward the cultural ideal of marriage. 
The resistance was primarily evidenced in hidden polemic interplay 
and identified through the process of unfolding (Baxter, 2011).  

Many narratives normalized cohabitation by not elaborating 
on the relationship. As one cohabiter wrote, “No need to elaborate. I 
do and that’s all I’ve got to say” (Story #9). Despite this individual’s 
terse declaration, s/he still took time to post to the website. When 
unfolded from cultural “already-spokens,” this declaration resists the 
idea that cohabitation is a type of relationship that needs elaboration 
due to its uniqueness or that someone in a cohabiting relationship 
would “have something to say about it.”  Narratives also discursively 
normalized cohabitation by comparing it to other relationship types. 
For example, one narrator stated, “We both take on each other’s life 
burdens. We cleave to each other as a married couple” (#12). 
Another cohabiter described, “So what we’re tackling now are things 
that most newlyweds deal with” (#6). By comparing with married 
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couples, these cohabiters’ stories discursively constructed 
cohabitation as the same as marriage while simultaneously lending 
credence to the cultural understanding that marriage is what marks a 
successful relationship. In calling up this analogy, cohabitation was 
positioned as “just as good” as others. This corresponds with 
Becker’s (1997) suggestion that stories serve as a way for narrators to 
both resist stigmatization and bolster psychological and social health 
by transforming chaos into order.  

In addition to normalizing their relationship by refusing to 
elaborate or by comparing with married couples, stories about 
cohabitation justified the practicality of the decision to cohabit. By 
calling up practicality, narratives worked to dispel the idea that 
cohabitation is a “second best” relationship type. The decision to 
cohabit was explained as a logical decision made by strategic 
thinkers rather than simply the product of circumstance. One narrator 
explained, “We figured we’d save money and be able to see each 
other every day” (#17). This excerpt illustrates that this couple has 
“financial savvy” and communicates the desire to see each other on a 
daily basis, a benefit held by many married couples. Another 
cohabiter echoed this desire to spend time with his or her relational 
partner:  

I love that I don’t have to be alone at night and my favorite 
part is I don’t have to drive home in the snow at 2am or 
leave at 6 am to go get ready for work in the snow :) I am 
already home :) :) I love it. (#20)  

This cohabiter illustrated the practicality of cohabitation by 
suggesting that living with one’s partner is both more convenient 
(i.e., already being home) and might be safer (i.e., not having to drive 
in the snow late at night). Thus, the theme of cohabitation as a 
practical arrangement works to justify a couple’s decision to cohabit. 
From a RDT perspective, the interplay manifests in the hidden 
polemic; narratives justified cohabiting relationships as practical in 
anticipation that others would view the decision to cohabit as 
unsubstantiated. 

Finally, cohabiters’ stories discursively worked to resist the 
dominant discourse by situating cohabitation as part of a typical 
relationship trajectory.  Narrators’ talk suggested that the expectation 
is that at some point romantic couples cohabit; thus, cohabitation is 
not unusual but is part of the “normal” life course. For example, one 
narrator stated: 

I’m a big believer in trying the milk before buying the cow. 
I don’t know how ANYONE thinks getting married before 
living with someone is a good idea. You need to know just 
how many pubic hairs are going to be on your soap before 
you can make that kind of commitment. (#16) 

Volume 47, Number 1, Fall 2015, pp. 73-95                        Thomas & Scharp 83 
 

  

This exemplar negated the discourse of cohabitation as a 
unique relationship by emphasizing that the narrator does NOT know 
how “ANYONE thinks getting married before living with someone is 
a good idea.”  By explicitly calling out “ANYONE,” this narrative 
suggested that there are individuals who believe that cohabitation is a 
bad idea, potentially because of its unusual position in American 
society. According to Baxter (2011) negation occurs when a 
discourse is rejected, even though it is not voiced directly. Thus, the 
discourse of inferiority is rejected when the narrator positions the 
cohabiting relationship as a “good idea.” In addition, in an act of 
resistance, this utterance re-appropriates the common phrase, “You 
don’t have to buy the cow if you get the milk for free” by 
transforming the saying into one that insinuates that an intelligent 
person would “test-drive” a product before making a lifelong 
investment. The narrator notes that everyday life habits are a “need to 
know,” not simply a “want to know” or “should know.” However, it 
is also important to note that, while this narrative works to position 
cohabitation as “normal,” it also, like many others, reinscribes the 
normalcy of marriage as a typical romantic relationship trajectory: In 
emphasizing that it should be normal to live with someone before 
marriage, the text works to position cohabitation as a normal part of 
a trajectory toward marriage. 

Similar articulated polemic interplay is also evidenced in the 
following argument: “Statistics say couples who live together before 
marriage are less likely to stay together, but I definitely don’t think 
that is us. Leaving him is not an option. He’s my every dream” (#13). 
Unlike the previous example of negation, the interplay in this 
utterance emerges in the form of countering. The utterance gives 
voice to the cultural idea that cohabiters are less relationally 
successful than married couples, “BUT” states that the narrator does 
not believe those statistics apply to her/his relationship. S/he states 
that dissolution is not even “an option.”  Through countering, this 
narrator implicitly makes the claim that her/his relationship, like 
marriages that do not start with cohabitation, will last. Thus, this 
excerpt also rejects the understanding that cohabitation is abnormal 
while reinscribing the marital ideal: the narrator’s cohabiting 
relationship is consistent with an ideal relationship trajectory where a 
couple dates, perhaps lives together, gets married, and stays together.   

In summary, narratives resisted the discourse of cohabitation 
as an inferior relationship type by constructing cohabiting 
relationships as normal, practical, and part of an ideal relationship 
trajectory. Throughout these narratives, married couples provided a 
basis of comparison to argue that cohabiters were no different. In 
effect, cohabiters’ narratives use normalization, practicality, and 
tradition, standards that might also be used to marginalize them, to 
legitimate cohabitation. Of note, this notion of reverse discourse has 
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been used by other marginalized populations such as birth mothers 
(Baxter et al., 2012) and welfare mothers (Croghan & Miell, 1998). 

 
Counter-Discourse Two: Cohabitation as an Easy 
Relationship 
 
Whereas narratives in the first discursive struggle resisted the 
dominant discourse of cohabitation as inferior by presenting 
cohabitation as “just as good” as marriage, some cohabiters’ 
narratives simply presented cohabitation not as inferior but as a 
positive, unproblematic experience. For example, one narrator wrote: 
“I love living with my boyfriend in our own little space. :) It makes 
me feel safe and happy. I love that his is the last face I see and the 
first face I see in the morning :)” (#19). In this example, positive 
aspects of the cohabiting relationship were presented in a description 
of a carefree and unproblematic relationship. Love for both the 
cohabiting living arrangement and its associated partner interactions 
(e.g., falling asleep and waking up next to one’s partner), as well as 
reported feelings of safety and general happiness, were positive 
descriptors that abounded in this cohabiter’s story. Indeed, negative 
descriptions are notably absent from a number of the cohabiters’ 
stories.  

However, when unfolded, this explanation of cohabitation 
as an “easy” relationship reveals hidden polemic interplay in which 
talk about a safe, happy, and loving relationship counters anticipated 
assumptions that cohabitation is fraught with difficulties and thus 
inferior. A second narrator echoed the previous positive account, 
writing: “My boyfriend was living with me before we started dating, 
as friends. Now we have been living together nearly two whole years 
and have been dating for over a year and it’s a lot of fun!” (#3). In 
this exemplar, unfolding again illuminates hidden polemic interplay. 
In this case, the entirety of the relationship was presented as easy and 
“fun.”  The members of the couple were friends, started dating, and 
are still having fun after more than a year. This simple, 
unproblematic, and overall positive account is markedly absent of 
conflict or other negative depictions. As in the previous example of 
an “easy” relationship description, this account countered the 
anticipated assumption that cohabiting relationships are problematic 
and inferior. Easy, or problem-free, relationships have been noted as 
one way of conceptualizing “normal” family (e.g., Walsh, 2012). 
Narratives of cohabitation as an easy relationship, therefore, work not 
only to counter an assumption that cohabiting relationships are 
fraught with difficulties but also to further construct cohabitation as a 
“normal,” unproblematic relationship that is therefore not inferior to 
other relationship forms. 

 

Volume 47, Number 1, Fall 2015, pp. 73-95                        Thomas & Scharp 85 
 

  

Counter-Discourse Three: Cohabitation as a Worthwhile 
Struggle 
 
In addition to the first two discursive struggles, cohabiters’ talk 
resisted the discourse of cohabitation as inferior by depicting the 
relationship’s worth through hard work. These utterances countered 
the idea that cohabitation is easy while also redeeming relationships 
in the end. For example, one narrator wrote: 

My boyfriend and I have lived together for 9 months. We’ve 
been together for [over one year]. It’s not always easy. We 
live in a smallish apartment w/ [animals and a child]. I enjoy 
it a lot, though. I get to sleep w/ him every night and he 
kisses me goodbye every morning … It only gets tough 
when someone has had a bad day or something like that. 
Just like w/ any roommate. It’s hard to learn other’s quirks 
but interesting too. (#14) 
This account is rich with polemic struggle. First, the 

assertion that “It’s not always easy,” when unfolded, provides 
evidence that the story responds to an understanding that others think 
cohabitation is easy. The author detailed examples of the challenges 
that s/he and her/his partner face. Interplay again gets flagged in the 
use of the word “only” in the next sentence. “Only” echoed the 
previous utterances that cohabitation is not easy. Regardless, 
difficulty was quickly normalized through talk that problems are not 
specific to this cohabiting relationship; rather, many people who live 
together encounter problems. Finally, the word “but” shows that 
despite cohabitation being hard work, it can also be rewarding. Of 
note, this countering of the ease of cohabitation might also be a more 
proximal link to other story posts in the same online group that 
construct cohabitation as easy. Narratives of worth through struggle 
seemingly counter “easiness” not to refute the legitimacy of 
relationships that emerge as easier but to say that, yes, cohabitation is 
easy for some, but others find value in the hard work of a cohabiting 
relationship. 

Overwhelmingly, narratives that depicted cohabitation as 
struggle ended positively. Indicative of what McAdams (2006) 
argues is an American form of redemption, these positive outcomes 
result from hard work. Although McAdams specifically characterizes 
The Redemptive Self, the present story corpus exhibited similar 
narrative components to redeem relationships. For example, one 
narrator described the beginning of her or his cohabiting relationship, 
which started at the partner’s mother’s home:  

For awhile it was really great to live with him. He was 
always so active and interested in me.”  S/he then recounted 
the culmination of declining satisfaction with living with the 
mother: “[living with the partner’s mother] was a disaster 
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…. Finally he locked us in his room and said, ‘So how about 
getting that apartment?’ (#7)  

The narrative closed by reframing the narrator’s relationship: 
The apartment, although small, was pretty … It was perfect. 
Except him and I had extreme difficulty living with each 
other. Him and I had never really shared space with anyone 
else so it was different. Now we have the house and it’s a 
little different. Yeah we yell about who is taking out the 
garbage and the fact that things end up where they don’t 
belong but we’ve had two years of practice now! (#7) 
The first articulated polemic interplay emerges in the talk 

about the apartment. “Although” marks that small apartments can 
also be “pretty.”  Despite not focusing explicitly on cohabitation, the 
size of the apartment, as seen in the previous exemplar, is one reason 
why cohabitation is difficult. Yet, this shared space is soon described 
as “perfect.”  The word “except” then alerts anticipated readers to the 
contrast between a “perfect” relationship and one that is “difficult,” 
or hard work. By describing the new living situation as “different” 
and juxtaposing that utterance to the “extreme difficulty” they had 
living together, the utterance unfolds to suggest that “different” is 
associated with hard work. This conclusion is further supported in the 
next utterance, which refers to “yelling” about household duties. 
Despite cohabitation’s difficulties, these partners have been 
“practicing” for two years. Not only has the relationship lasted, the 
story conveys that only something that is desirable requires practice. 
Thus, the hard work that cohabitation requires yields relational 
rewards. 

Utterances in these cohabiters’ stories resisted the discourse 
of cohabitation as inferior by giving voice to the discourse of 
cohabitation as worthwhile struggle. In these stories, cohabitation is 
constructed as difficult, a learning process, and generally effortful but 
also rewarding, worth the practice, and able to last. These stories of 
relationship redemption construct cohabitation as a relationship type 
that requires hard work but is worth it in the end. 

 
 

Discussion 
 
Overall, the corpus of cohabitation stories can be read as a response 
to the cultural ideology that cohabitation is an inferior type of 
relationship. Overwhelmingly, cohabiters’ stories resisted this 
(mis)perception by constructing three counter-narratives: (1) 
cohabiting relationships as normal, (2) cohabitation as an easy 
relationship, and (3) cohabitating relationships as hard work but a 
worthwhile struggle. With one exception, narratives worked to 
legitimate cohabiting relationships to others on the website and 
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culturally. This discursive work corresponds with Galvin’s (2006; 
2014) presentation of marginalized families as highly discourse 
dependent. Thus, cohabiters do seem to function like discourse 
dependent families in that perceived inferior status might well have 
spurred them to resist through narrative. 

The present study also contributes to extant literature that 
illuminates discourse dependence. For example, a number of family 
forms that are positioned as “nonnormative” or “second best,” 
including families formed/expanded through adoption (e.g., Baxter, 
Norwood, Asbury, & Scharp, 2014; Scharp, 2013), foster care and 
foster adoption (Suter et al., 2014; Thomas, 2015), estranged families 
(Scharp, 2014), commuter marriages/families (e.g., McBride & 
Bergen, 2014), and voluntary kin (e.g., Baxter, Braithwaite, & Bach, 
2009; Nelson, 2013), must discursively (de)construct 
relational/familial identities and refute marginalization. Future 
research should continue to explore how talk about marginalized 
relationship types and couples who potentially perceive themselves 
as marginalized might work similarly to other discourse dependent 
families. 
 
Highlighting Discursive Interplay 
 
These online stories told by cohabiters illuminate rich discursive 
interplay. The vast majority of narratives worked to construct 
cohabitation as normal, easy, and/or a worthwhile struggle, and these 
meanings resist a dominant cultural narrative of cohabitation as an 
inferior relationship type (e.g., Baxter et al., 2009). These cohabiters’ 
narratives reveal that cohabiters respond to cultural judgments 
surrounding a lack of institutionalization, perceived lack of 
commitment, and potential religious/moral judgment. Finally, only 
one story in the corpus reified rather than resisted a cultural narrative 
that positions cohabitation as an inferior relationship type. Taken 
together, the narrative prototypes suggest that cohabiter’s stories are 
a rich site where meaning is negotiated. This finding echoes research 
that suggests that cohabitation is changing the way we understand 
relationships and the structure of the American family (Smock & 
Gupta, 2002). Furthermore, the exploration of discursive interplay 
responds to Baxter’s (2011) call for RDT-based research to not only 
identify discourses but also explore the ways in which discursive 
interplay constructs meaning(s). 

A major finding of the current study is the interplay between 
the narrative prototypes voiced by the cohabiters and the cultural 
narrative of cohabitation. Narratives acknowledged the perception 
that cohabitation can be difficult and even made reference to statistics 
that correlate cohabitation with specific, often negative, outcomes. 
As one narrator succinctly stated, “Statistics say couples who live 
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together before marriage are less likely to stay together …” (#13). 
Nonetheless, despite the dominant narrative that cohabitation is 
inferior, cohabiters voiced alternative views of cohabitation as both a 
normal and positive relationship. In doing so, however, many 
narratives also reaffirmed the dominance of the ideology of marriage: 
Nearly all of the narratives resisted the cultural understanding of 
cohabitation as lesser-than, yet some utterances positioned 
cohabitation as “worthy” by drawing comparisons to (presumably 
“ideal”) marital relationships. This finding illuminates the importance 
of studying relationships in context rather than in isolation (see Socha 
& Stamp’s, 2009, call for studying families in context) and seems to 
exemplify a more calcified ideology (i.e., that marriage is the 
relational ideal) that might be particularly difficult to de-center. 
Indeed, despite cohabiters’ descriptions of cohabitation as normal, 
easy, and a worthwhile struggle, often even “marriage-like,” the 
cultural narrative continues to position cohabitation as a negative, or 
“lesser than,” relationship type, particularly in comparison with 
marriage. Given that perceived social disapproval is negatively 
correlated with relational commitment (Lehmiller & Agnew, 2007), it 
is possible that the negative perception that others have of cohabiting 
relationships influences cohabiters’ abilities to maintain their 
relationships. Thus, cohabitation, in and of itself, might not be an 
inferior and/or plagued relationship form. 

Many of the narratives also called upon more broadly 
explored discourses that permeate webs of meaning-making, as laid 
out by Baxter (2011). For example, talk of cohabitation as “easy” and 
talk of practicality and cohabitation as a “worthwhile struggle” are 
reminiscent of cultural tensions between romantic and prosaic, or 
rational, love (see Baxter; Swidler, 2001). Whereas the romantic-
rational love dialectic helps to make meaning of love and 
relationships, in the present study, these discourses help to construct 
what it means to cohabit when called upon separately to refute 
cohabitation’s status as lesser-than. This finding further supports 
Baxter’s call to study discourses in a grounded, inductive manner, 
rather than deductively. Only by starting with texts and conducting 
contrapuntal analysis, rather than, for example, looking for the ways 
in which predetermined conflicts of romance-rationality emerge, are 
we able to gain rich insight into the webs of competing ideologies 
that give meaning to “cohabitation.” 
 
Narrative Redemption and Performance 
 
The present study also contributes to family communication literature 
and narrative literature by extending McAdams’ (2006) work on the 
redemptive self to include relationships. One of the narrative types 
with the most discursive interplay was cohabitation as a worthwhile 
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struggle. This prototype presented relational difficulties that require 
hard work and, thus, are rewarding and of great worth; cohabitation 
is framed as a relationship form that is not second-rate. Through the 
depiction of relational hardship, effort, and recovery, these narratives 
suggested that some cohabitation stories are constructed as 
redemptive through hard work to gain legitimation. This extension is 
significant because it implies that marginalized and/or stigmatized 
couples and families might fruitfully appropriate this type of story 
(one distinctly American and persuasive to an American audience, 
McAdams, 2006) to rebuff marginalization and garner legitimation. 
In turn, resisting marginalization might correlate with more positive 
relational (e.g., Lehmiller & Agnew, 2007) and personal (e.g., 
Lehmiller, 2012) outcomes. 

In addition to extending McAdams’ (2006) research on the 
redemptive self, exploring narrative performances of relationship 
construction (see Langellier & Peterson, 2006) through the use of 
online texts is a strength of the study. Scholars have noted the 
importance of narrative for creating and legitimating internal family 
relationships and boundaries (e.g., Galvin, 2006; 2014), and 
interview-based research has explored such narratives by asking 
participants to discuss the stories that they have told to others (e.g., 
Krusiewicz & Wood, 2001). Expanding on this type of research, the 
present study elucidates the ways in which cohabiting couples, 
through narrative, discursively construct and legitimate their 
relationship in a context external to their relationship: online, with a 
broad and unknown audience representative of the culture at-large. 

 
Limitations and Future Directions 
 
This study is not without limitation. Because these stories were 
collected from an anonymous online website, we were unable to 
collect consistent demographic information such as the age, ethnicity, 
gender, or socioeconomic status of the narrators and their partners. 
Future research could explore how these demographic variables 
might contribute to the meaning of this relationship type. Moreover, 
in many narratives it was unclear whether narrators were in 
heterosexual, gay, or lesbian cohabiting relationships; future research 
might explore what cohabitation means for partners in a variety of 
relationship types. In addition, given that choosing to post online 
might well be positively correlated with the salience of a topic in an 
author’s life, it is also possible that online posters had particularly 
good or bad experiences with cohabitation and/or the marginalization 
or legitimation of their relationships. Conducting interviews with 
cohabiters would allow for future researchers to better understand 
contextualized experiences and meaning-making. Furthermore, we 
were unable to determine the authors’ relationship length and 
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duration of cohabitation at the time of telling. A longitudinal 
approach might be a fruitful way to determine whether stories about 
cohabitation change over time, allowing for new narratives and 
meanings to emerge from discursive interplay. 

Another avenue for future research might include 
exploration of how meanings of different marginalized relationship 
types are constructed. For example, it might be interesting to explore 
how gay and/or lesbian couples legitimate their relationships, 
especially because, like cohabiting couples, they also face moral 
judgment and, until recently, lacked legal institutionalization. It 
might also be fruitful to explore whether other couples and families 
tell tales to redeem their relationships (see McAdams, 2006). Such 
research can further explore and expand upon the present study, 
illuminating the ways in which stories might help relational partners 
to overcome relationship-based disruptions and achieve redemption 
(see McAdams, 2006). Finally, considering the work the cohabiting 
couples did to compare themselves with married couples, researchers 
might do a comparative study to determine whether couples in these 
two types of relationships draw upon the same discourses and voice 
similar narrative types to discursively construct the meanings of their 
relationships. 

 
 

Conclusion 
 
The present study contributes to understandings of cohabitation 
constructed in narratives told by individuals in a cohabiting 
relationship. Unlike previous cohabitation studies that use 
quantitative data and analyses to explore demographics or look at 
cohabitation as a potentially troubled relationship, this study uses 
online narratives to take a more neutral look at the meaning of 
cohabitation, from the perspective of those who live it. Specifically, 
our study focuses on the dialogic process of meaning-making in 
narrative. This answers Baxter’s (2011) call for research to examine 
how discursive interplay constitutes our social reality. Specifically, 
our study reveals articulated and hidden polemic interplay identified 
through discourse markers and the process of unfolding. As it 
happens, resistance to the dominant cultural narrative that positions 
cohabitation as an inferior relationship is performed in multiple ways. 
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