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1. Introduction

It has been rightly observed that today, from a cultural point of view, what is under

discussion is not the family – a factual reality that does not appear to have fallen into

disuse in spite of an excess of alarmism – but rather marriage “and in particular mar-

riage as an institution”2[2].

For several reasons the present social and cultural context does not foster marria-

ge; in fact, ours has been defined as a démariage society3[3], that is to say, a society

in which the choice of getting married is no longer a mass choice determining a tur-

ning point in the individual’s life and requiring commitment both at an individual

and a social or public level.

On the contrary, marriage simply becomes one “possible” choice, that is to say, one

of the many choices available at a social level – a choice that can even seem to be

“weak” in comparison with several other ludic and consumeristic options available el-

sewhere.

Earlier in the process, from a historical point of view, there was a revolution of ro-

mantic love overcoming the former loveless marriages (more or less since the 18th

century); since then there have been only love marriages combining, as in romance,

sentimentalism and sensualism.4[4]

However, by setting off affective individualism, already enhanced by romantic lo-

ve, one runs the risk of destructuring and disarticulating marriage completely, so that

* Traduzione: Beatrice Della Siega.
1[1] The Betrothed (1825-1842) is the title of a famous novel by Alessandro Manzoni, a historical

reconstruction of 17th century Lombardy that deals with the vicissitudes experienced by a couple
before they eventually manage to get married. (Note of the Translator)

2[2] Campanini G., Realtà e problemi della famiglia contemporanea, Ed. Paoline, Cinisello Balsamo
1989, p. 64;

3[3] This effective neologism was coined by I. Théry in her work Le démariage. Justice et vie priveé,
Odile Jacob, Paris 1993;

4[4] De Rougemont D., L’amore e l’Occidente, Rizzoli, Milano 1977;
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it is easy to go from love marriage to love without marriage. Obviously this state of

things is consistent with the postmodern philosophical idea which emphasizes indivi-

dualism to the utmost extent as a pursuit of love and freedom – today more than ever

applies the equation “I am I” and nothing more.5[5]In other words, as De Rougemont

says, love as experienced nowadays is conceived as “the pure and simple negation of

marriage, which is supposedly founded on it”, a completely

self-referential and adiaphoric love, that is to say, independent from morals, reli-

gion, family and any social control and support. A love – it has been said – that has

gone so far as to become even confusedly postromantic.6[6]

A love that paradoxically becomes therefore quite demanding, considering that

with the shortcomings of society the couple itself must continually devise its own love

and relational codes.

The data on the fall in the marriage rate and on the fragility of marriages on the

one hand and the new ways young people experience couple love and conceive mar-

riage on the other hand are – respectively in quantitative and in qualitative terms – a

sign of this difficulty. As regards the data, the marriage rate in Italy has gone from 7.3

marriages per thousand inhabitants in 1970 to the 4.7 rate of today. The rate of fema-

le first marriages (that is to say, the number of female marriages according to the pre-

sent conjugal trend) has decreased to 620 per thousand (the male rate is even lower),

and as a consequence if “the trends seen in the last few years kept constant for long in

the years to come – that is to say, without a further decrease – then 30 per cent of e-

very generation would never get married”7[7].

But rather than of definitive singlehood, today there is a widespread habit of get-

ting first married quite late: from 1970 to 1995 the age has risen from about 24 to a-

bout 27 (for women), while the average male age threshold is bordering on thirty. Re-

gardless of concrete reasons such as the prolongation of their studies and the search

for a permanent job, young people attach importance to the culture of reversibility; as

a result, the fear of irreversible choices such as marriage and procreation leads to a

5[5] However, postmodernity is powerless to address the need of whys and the need of an us, “that is
to say, of a non instrumental relationship with the other somehow oriented in its turn…to the search of
the whys”: Salamone N., Postmodernità. Quotidiano e orizzonte nella società contemporanea, Caroc-
ci, Roma 1999, p. 260;

6[6] Beck U., Beck - Gernsheim E., Il normale caos dell’amore, Bollati Boringhieri, Torino 1996; Lu-
hmann N., Amore come passione, Laterza, Roma - Bari 1985; Bergmann M., The Anatomy of Loving,
Columbia University Press, New York, 1987;

7[7] Golini A., Profilo demografico della famiglia italiana, in Melograni P. (edited by), La famiglia
italiana dall’Ottocento a oggi, Laterza, Roma - Bari 1988, pp. 350-352;
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procrastination of these choices, if not to a total refusal.8[8] At a demographical level

this leads to a fall in the birth rate, while at a social level the so-called “long family of

the young adult” who does not easily leave his parents’ house has become a mass

phenomenon with “many lights, maybe, but also many shadows”.9[9]

In addition, marriage suffers an increasing instability that can be measured on the

basis of the number of legal separations (a figure which is underestimated, conside-

ring the number of de facto separations). Nowadays in Italy almost one fifth of mar-

ried couples (18% in 1995) separate, while most legal separations take place in the

fourth year of marriage.10[10] The increase in marriage break-ups is relevant, even

though in Italy this phenomenon is still limited in comparison with the European

context.

Finally, young people’s approach to love, affectivity and sensuality has changed.

Young people live in a context that values subjectivism, the reversibility of choices

and an extreme privatism of behavior. As a result, factors such as intimacy, fusiona-

lity and mutual affection acquire importance, while more concrete aspects such as se-

xual compatibility and sharing values and aspirations are “subdued to understanding,

faithfulness and good communication”. Anyway there is a certain relational difficulty,

considering that young people “have more problems in building significant relation-

ships.”11[11]

But if intimacy, feelings, love and interpersonal communication are all that mat-

ters, then marriage as an institution loses importance and significance in the eyes of

young people, bordering on irrelevance. Indeed, love and marriage appear to be even

antithetical, and marriage is seen as “an encumbering structure” straining and suffo-

cating the freedom-love dyad.12[12]

These considerations bring about some operational consequences. On the one

hand, especially from the Catholic side, there is an effort to revise, bring up-to-date

and rethink engagement as an important and delicate period preceding marria-

ge.13[13] This is not easy to achieve, considering that at a linguistic level the term i-

tself (with its semantic reference to pledge and guarantee) is felt as far too heavy and

démodé, and is nowadays substituted by the rather light and casual term “affair” – as

8[8] Cavalli A., De Lillo A., Giovani verso il duemila, Il Mulino, Bologna 1997, pp. 92-93;
9[9] Donati P., La “famiglia prolungata” del giovane adulto come prodotto della società complessa:

verso nuove selezioni, in “Studi interdisciplinari sulla famiglia”, 7, 1988, p. 16;
10[10] Barbagli M., Saraceno C., Separarsi in Italia, Il Mulino, Bologna 1998;
11[11] Cavalli A., De Lillo A., op. cit., pp. 358-359;
12[12] Prandini R., La cultura dell’amore giovanile, “La famiglia”, 187, 1998;
13[13] Prandini R., Come ripensare i percorsi di fidanzamento, “La famiglia”, 188, 1998; see also the

interventions in Ripensare il fidanzamento, “Famiglia oggi”, 5, 1999;
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if it were a precautionary measure to signify that, as in all affairs, there is a beginning

and an end.14[14]

Moreover, emphasis is placed on the formative aspect, that is to say, on the prepa-

ration for marriage; in fact, pre-matrimonial courses are strategic and necessary for

those who have a romanticized, fairy-tale conception of couple life, in order to provi-

de instruments and an awareness which is often lacking or taken for granted and na-

tural.15[15]

This empirical survey starts then from the need to explore a very particular biogra-

phical moment, and precisely that of engaged people who have decided to begin wri-

ting their own “family romance” by getting married, thus daring to “seal their love for

eternity”.16[16]

As regards methodology, a questionnaire of 31 items was handed out to 110 cou-

ples who had applied for the pre-marriage formative courses organized by the local

ecclesial organizations of four provinces of Veneto (Venice, Treviso, Padua, Vicenza).

This survey does not deal with the above-mentioned courses (contents, pedagogy,

time, effectiveness…); however, it was convenient to resort to these moments of pre-

paration, as there was no other occasion for getting in touch with marrying couples.

As a consequence, civil marriages have been left out (anyway the civil rite is more

common in mixed marriages and in second marriages, that is to say, in 20% of mar-

riages in general, but in only 14% of first time marriages). This choice places of course

emphasis on the religious aspect.

Moreover, apart from these aspects, the purpose of this survey is to highlight in all

its complexity the psychosocial dynamics of those who have chosen to plan their mar-

riage for the first time.

The questionnaire and the related results can be divided into three cognitive areas:

the first area deals with the present quality of the couple relationship, the second

concerns the images and projects to live a future life together as a married couple; the

third focuses on the relationship with the family of origin and on a few aspects about

the couple’s prospects of parenthood.

The sample, as specified earlier, included 220 subjects mainly between 26 and 29

years old (42 %), but there were also quite a few persons over thirty (26%). All these

14[14] The term used in the original essay is “storia” (= story), which in Italian has the same meaning
as in English and the additional meaning of “love affair”. Thus the reference to a beginning and an end
of a story becomes clearer. [Note of the Translator]

15[15] Cusinato M., Psicologia delle relazioni familiari, Il Mulino, Bologna 1988, pp. 400-401;
16[16] Vegetti Finzi S., Il romanzo della famiglia, Mondadori, Milano 1994; Thomas Mann, in his

Sul matrimonio. Lettera al conte H. Keyserling (1925) wrote that marriage transforms “banality in
sublimity”, because it confers “a stability defying time, the characteristic of all that is eternally human”.
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subjects were equally subdivided between people with a compulsory school education

and high school graduates (44% for each group and 11% graduates). As regards pro-

fession, about half of the sample consisted of workers and employees.

2. State and images of the couple

We have already hinted at the increase of the age at which people get married for

the first time; indeed, the sample includes also subjects over 35. Moreover, the

engagement time is longer; in fact, only 29% have been engaged for less than 3 years,

while 33% have been a couple for 4-6 years and 38% for over seven years. But in spite

of long-term engagements and of their attending the course of preparation to marria-

ge, the celebration of the wedding is not imminent for all couples – 17% think that the

wedding can be postponed for two more years, while 10% even see marriage as an un-

certain event to be further evaluated in the future. Finally, as regards the desirable

theoretical engagement time, 35% of the sample (but 43% of women) consider no

more than three years an optimal time, while 28% (but 23% of women) prefer an

engagement of 4-7 years. It must not be forgotten that for a significant 37% the opti-

mal engagement time cannot be quantified in the abstract – one should get married

only when he is “sure” about the relationship.

This confirms the “Italian way” of forming a family – a progressive postponement

of marriage (without relevant cohabitation experiences) and of procreative choices

and, on the other hand, a prolonged stay in the family of origin, especially in the

north-east, where 61% of young people between 25 and 29 years old still live with

their parents (against a national rate of 51%).17[17] In spite of this, in more than one

fourth of the sample there still persists a feeling of uncertainty and unsafeness, and

the idea that getting married requires further verification.

The couple had its genesis in an immediate attraction, claim 35% of the sample (e-

specially young people and women – 41% – speak about a coup de foudre), while 63%

see their relationship as a “slow, gradual intimacy” increasing in time. The first en-

counter with the partner happened by chance for 36% of the sample, while for 45% of

the interviewees it was fostered by common friends and – for 19% – by the same

working environment. But actually the so-called “love at first sight” is not as fortui-

17[17] De Sandre P., La formazione di nuove famiglie, in Barbagli M., Saraceno C. (edited by), Lo
stato delle famiglie in Italia, Il Mulino, Bologna 1997; for a historical treatment of the topic see Retta-
roli R., L’età del matrimonio, in Barbagli M., Kertzer D. I. (edited by), Storia della famiglia italiana
1750-1950, Il Mulino, Bologna 1992;
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tous as the supporters of romantic (and blind) love think – from a psychic point of

view there is a selection of the partner according to one’s own lived experience (a

compulsion to repeat that the transactional school defines as life script and Goethe,

more famously, as “elective affinities”)18[18]. Moreover, from a social point of view,

homogamy plays an important role, and this means that, socially speaking, one is at-

tracted to those who are similar to him, which makes love much less ruled by chance

than one might think.19[19] Also in the sample of this survey, the matching according

to profession and education of the partners confirms the homogamic tendency.

The first important point to be evaluated concerns the present relationship with

the partner, which can be determined according to two different parameters. The first

one is the extent of satisfaction in the relationship with regard to four important a-

spects in the everyday life of a couple (serenity, affectivity, communication, happi-

ness). (See the percentages reported in Table 1).

The high levels of affectivity and happiness can be accounted for because of the

particular “fusional” moment experienced by the couple, while the datum on serenity

is obviously connected with the practical and emotive difficulties concerning the new

development tasks the couple must face, including the organization of the wedding.

Finally there is communication, which, as emerges in other surveys, is the most criti-

cal aspect20[20] – and yet this aspect plays a strategic role in the ability to face and

metabolize conflicts, or at least to avoid making them dangerously destructive.21[21]

Anyway, the quality of communication is inversely proportional to the age of the par-

tners and directly proportional to education. The second parameter shows the

opinion on the compatibility with the partner as regards five areas of couple life: the

time spent with the partner, sexuality, religiosity, shared expenses and projects for

the future. (See the percentages reported in Table 2).

The levels of compatibility on the time spent together and on the projects for the

future are high, and this is hardly surprising, considering that the couple is living a

period that emphasizes their common, imminent life project. Also sexuality has high

levels of compatibility, and this is important, because in contemporary culture the se-

xual aspect is so emphasized and revolutionary – as W. Reich says – that it has beco-

18[18] Francescato D., Quando l’amore finisce, Il Mulino, Bologna 1992, pp. 38-42; Baldaro Verde
J., Pallanca G., Illusioni d’amore, Cortina, Milano 1984;

19[19] Kaufmann J. C., La vita a due, Il Mulino, Bologna 1996, chapter 1;
20[20] Filippi V., Donne, lavoro, famiglia, Angeli, Milano 1997, p. 48;
21[21] Cusinato M., op. cit., p. 252 and more in general chapters 7 and 8;
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me a cultural parameter in the quality of marital life.22[22] Actually for 81% of the

sample sexual compatibility is “very important” or “fundamental” (women most of all

underline its importance).

As regards the economic aspect (shared expenses), the percentages highlight a lack

of preparation and show how hard it is to form an identity as a couple, especially in

the beginning, when the expense commitment is high and potentially stressful.

Religious compatibility is weak or lacking, mainly because males and females have

different religious models, of “church religiosity” the latter, of private religiosity the

former; thus religious marriage is planned in order to follow social conventions by a

third of the males and only 15% of the females.

In order to identify in terms of projective psychology the type of couple one would

like to be or one actually thinks to have formed, four possible metaphors have been

suggested, asking the interviewees to identify the one that best fits their conception of

couple.23[23] (See the percentages reported in Table 3).

These metaphors stand for three different visions of the couple. According to Euri-

sko, the first one (two selves holding up the architrave of their union) identifies the

couple-family of believers who also share the project to have children. The boat and

the tandem recall travel and can be associated with lay couples, tending less to stabi-

lity and more centered on the present. Finally, the two tree-trunks with a single root

refer to a definitely symbiotic and idealized vision of the couple searching for an (un-

real) “eternal” stability.

A cross-correlation of some variables allows a few considerations. If we take

gender, strangely enough, males emphasize the latter image, while women are over-

represented by the image of the columns; those who have been together for several

years prefer the image of the columns and especially that of the tree-trunks, while

they leave out the disengaged one; finally, traditional religiosity emphasizes the more

empathic image, while non-believers choose the “libertarian” metaphors of the tan-

dem and the boat.

Almost half of the sample – 47% – think that the ideal partner exists and that they

have found him/her; 38% think that the ideal partner exists only theoretically, since

one must come to terms with concrete reality; finally, 15% reject such a figure, which

22[22] Until it becomes a “pure relationship” evaluated only on the basis of its ability to comunicate:
Giddens A., La trasformazione dell’intimità, Il Mulino, Bologna 1995; among young people, 84% do
not consider verginity before marriage a value and 87% of the girls do not see male virginity as a value:
Buzzi C., Giovani, affettività, sessualità, Il Mulino, Bologna 1998, p. 55; see also Garelli F., I giovani, il
sesso, l’amore, Il Mulino, Bologna, 2000.

23[23] These metaphors have been taken from an Eurisko survey on 41 couples who are going to
getting married: Eurisko, L’immaginario delle coppie promesse, Milano 1992;
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is the outcome of “fantasies and expectations”. Also for this item a comparison be-

tween three variables clarifies a few aspects: the merely romantic vision of the “ideal”

man and woman is shared by females and is connected with a good education, young

age and – obviously – with the fusional logic expressed by the previous metaphor of

the two tree-trunks with a single root.

As engagement is a particular phase in one’s life which can be defined as “a private

space which is open to the surrounding world, an intermediate area between the e-

xclusivity of love and the sociality of marriage”24[24], we have tried to analyze also

the context “external” to the couple, and in particular its relationships with the sur-

rounding social environment – an attempt to read analytically, from an emotive point

of view, the closeness and the distance of each interviewee to various subjects accor-

ding to a progressive scale. (See the percentages reported in Table 4).

This measurement draws a geometry of closeness/distance that substantially un-

derlines the private character of the engagement experience. The only figure that ac-

tually opens a breach in the castle walls of the couple is that of the mother, who is

quite close for four interviewees out of ten (mainly women and young subjects). The

father is perceived as much more distant and also the friends and the brothers and si-

sters are not felt as significantly close. However, two sociological spheres in particular

are significantly absent. The first is that of the relations, seen as the whole of the rela-

tives in a broad sense (close for 2% of the sample, distant for 45%), and also that of

the partner’s parents (the future fathers-in-law), felt as very close only in 16% of the

cases (even though less distant than the above-mentioned relatives).

It is some time since social research re-discovered the importance of the link with

the kindred25[25], disclaiming E. Durkheim’s “contraction law” on the progressive

marginality of relatives around the nuclear family – the practical importance of help

informally given (as demonstrated by a survey with different targets carried out by I-

stat26[26]), but also an affective and symbolic importance that makes the family an

indispensable instrument of social mediation.27[27] Now, the fact that relatives on

the whole appear to be remote (those who mostly underline such remoteness are ol-

der, with a medium-high education, and identify themselves with the “libertarian”

24[24] Vegetti Finzi S., op. cit., p. 71; on the other hand a great, fundamental anthropological intui-
tion tells us that “marriage is not and never could be a private matter”: Lèvi-Strauss C., Razza e storia
e altri scritti di antropologia, Einaudi, Torino 1967, p. 159;

25[25] Saraceno C., Sociologia della famiglia, Il Mulino, Bologna 1988, chapter 2;
26[26] Istat (Istituto [centrale] di STATistica) is the Italian Statistics Institute. (Note of the

Translator)
27[27] Donati P., (edited by), Terzo rapporto sulla famiglia in Italia, Cisf, San Paolo, Cinisello Bal-

samo 1993, chapter 1;
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metaphors of the boat and the tandem, while the gender variable is irrelevant) deno-

tes a high individualism and tells us how relevant the intimistic and autopoietic

vision of the couple is, as if the latter could live and act in a pneumatic void regardless

of external relationships. As for the partner’s parents, the same variables (high educa-

tional qualification, older age, “disengaged” metaphors) emphasize their remoteness,

while gender is still irrelevant (and this is significant as well). As a consequence

engagement and marriage in particular, which in the past were alliances between

groups rather than a simple relationship between man and woman, become, in the

name of intimacy, freedom and privacy, a “place” fraught – far too fraught – with e-

xpectations and aims hardly achievable in the “asocial” solitude of the couple.28[28]

The second remoteness worthy of notice concerns the child, or better the desire for

a child, for parenthood. While only 12% of the sample feel close to him (not biologi-

cally but emotively), four subjects out of ten underline a feeling of remoteness from

him, especially male subjects with a medium-high education identifying themselves

in the image of the boat and the tandem (vice versa, the metaphor of the two co-

lumns, as suggested by Eurisko, is the one closest to the idea of parenthood, while the

fusional one of the two tree-trunks probably preserves, maybe in a pathologic form,

all its affectivity-dependence within the couple).

Moreover variables such as senior couples (over six years the desire for parenthood

decreases) and the ideal partner play an important role, that is to say, the more one is

skeptical about the ideal partner, the greater is the distance from the idea of having a

child. Finally, the religious variable plays a still more important role; in fact, non-

believers feel even less the closeness to a possible offspring.

In this cultural frame, the feeling of parenthood fades in the background – accor-

ding to the Abacus public opinion data in the period from 1987 to 1996, those who

claim that having a child “makes one feel necessary and important” have decreased

from 82% to 66%, and those who think that “without children one cannot really be

happy” have decreased from 53% to 46%. The cultural landslide is naturally greater

and faster for the younger generations. Only just these data cut down to size the usual

culprits of the falling birth rate, that is to say, the economic crisis and unemployment

(in the north-east of Italy too?); but if one examines the inner motivations of the cou-

ple rather than the outer ones, the situation becomes clearer. As regards the possible

child, the couple must decide whether it wants to become a family or not; however, in

28[28] Scabini E., Cigoli V., Le problematiche della coppia e del matrimonio, in Donati P. (edited
by), Primo rapporto sulla famiglia in Italia, Ed. Paoline, Cinisello Balsamo 1989, pp. 134-135;
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the games of intimacy and competition going on within the couple, the possible child

is driven off, and the culture of infancy with him.29[29] In a postmodern context, al-

so procreation has become a matter concerning individuals – “one starts from indivi-

duals and thinks that he is going to create other individuals”, forgetting that procrea-

tion is a phenomenon mediated by couple relationship and by the families of origin.

In other words, it must be clarified that, rather than finding explanations in economic

causes (crisis, unemployment…), procreative behaviors can be explained in terms of

“parental identity and couple relationship”. A couple in its solitude seeks to attain the

difficult balance of (horizontal) shared happiness – this is the real great aim of the

present hyperromantic society.30[30]

And more in general there is an increase in “a basic disposition to independent

choices, careful to avoid any risk of getting entangled in irreversible situations – a

self-ruled disposition which is at the same time elusive and anxious, characterizing a

better educated minority in the older generations … but which is equally spread and

popular among the younger cohorts”.31[31] Such insecurity appears to be elevated

among baby boomers and on the increase among the younger generations (the baby

busters, to use the symmetrical term).

These considerations explain the strength of the three entities closer to the sample

subjects (the partner, 89%, “us” as a couple, 82%, oneself, 79%) and the specular di-

stance from their relatives (45%) and a possible child (in reality only just imagined,

39%).

As regards the quality of couple life, eight points concerning couple relationship

were investigated: willingness to compromise, acceptance of their partner’s frien-

dships, tolerance of their differences, alternation in taking the initiative, leadership,

the way of dealing with personal decisions, presence of common rules, flexibility in

facing problems. (See the percentages reported in Table 5).

There are three points worthy of reflection. The first point arises from the fourth

and fifth question – in more or less half of the cases the relationship is not symmetri-

cal, as there is an evident leadership – obviously a male leadership, since it is women

who complain about a lack of alternation in taking decisions.

Secondly, in almost eight cases out of ten common rules are lacking, or they are a-

leatory, not well defined or scarcely present in the ménage of the couple (especially

women underline this point).

29[29] Alberoni R.G., Di Fraia G., Complicità e competizione, Mondadori, Milano 1992;
30[30] Donati P., Manuale di sociologia della famiglia, Laterza, Roma-Bari 1998, chapter 7;
31[31] Micheli G. A., Effetto generazione, Carocci, Roma 1999, p. 124;
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Finally, the last question tells us that in one case out of two there lacks the adequa-

te flexibility required in order to face problems as they arise. In spite of appearances,

there is no contradiction between this fact and the above-mentioned absence of esta-

blished rules. In reality, a couple that is close to marriage often lives a situation of fu-

sional indefiniteness, but is not yet able to focalize its problems and especially to

change its approach to problem solving. The family flexibility – one of the three di-

mensions of Olson’s circumflex model – represents the ability to change leadership,

roles and relational rules. Unbalanced families and marriages – observes Olson –

tend to an excess of rigidity (poor flexibility) or chaos (excess of flexibility). But flexi-

bility requires clear, definite and shareable rules in the first place. Such rules seem to

be absent; however, in this period of the life cycle of a couple, it is inevitable to have a

relational and organizational situation that is still trying to give shape to a structure

of its own.32[32]

3. Beyond the dream: images of marriage

The purpose of this third paragraph is that of sounding out a few aspects of the

couple that “sees” itself as already married and well within marital life, beyond the

dreamy phase of the first encounters and approaches. Today the term “weak marria-

ge”, borrowed from philosophy, designates an immaturely conceived union, lacking

any form of pedagogy and characterized in such way that the difficulty to get along is

compensated by a generic relational capacity which is typical of highly socialized

young people. In absence of social precepts and reference models the risk is “not to

know what to do, which family pattern to live and follow”.33[33]

The survey on the sample focused then on nine aspects necessary to “face well”

marriage and its workings. (See the percentages reported in Table 6).

Three points have been correctly singled out for the “good management” of the fu-

ture marriage: first of all a good knowledge of oneself, followed by the importance of

an effective communication and of a real knowledge of the partner. It is women who

mostly highlight these three aspects.

Two further reflections arise from the item “to give more love to the partner” and

on the conflicts item.

32[32] Olson D. H., Il modello circonflesso dei sistemi coniugale e familiare, in Walsh F. (edited by),
Ciclo vitale e dinamiche familiari, Angeli, Milano 1995;

33[33] Vegetti Finzi S., op. cit., pp. 28-36;
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Let us consider the first item: the idea of having a good marriage by “giving more

love” is at the same time desirable and ingenuous, advisable and generic. In fact, as

teaches the theory of the family life cycle, the married couple must face several

tasks.34[34] The aims of couple love that must be constantly and flexibly achieved in

longer periods (today the average duration of a marriage is of about fifty years, more

than twice as much compared to two centuries ago), are different and differentiated

within a cultural context widely characterized by an emphasis on freedom.

Moreover, the almost unidimensional exaltation of amorous feeling often hides a

trap in which the “separated at risk”35[35] and, in general, all those who incline to an

uncritical and romanticized (and thus unreal) vision of love as the sole and self-

referential abstract motor of the marital relationship, fall.

In the survey such naïve vision is confirmed by the correlation with the three ima-

ges of marriage presented before. (See the percentages reported in Table 7).

Those who share the fusional image of the two tree-trunks with a single root belie-

ve in this item by six percentage points more than the average; the opposite applies to

the “libertarian” images of the boat and the tandem, while the figure resulting from

the “balanced” image of the two columns is close to the total average.

As regards conflict, it is important to make it clear from the start that this is an i-

nevitable part of every social relationship, and especially of marriage as a result of the

intensity of the interaction. About 45% of the sample answered in the questionnaire

that it is advisable “to learn to avoid conflicts”. However, as marriage paradoxically is

a “specific conflictual context” because of the partners’ different personal histories,

the verb “to avoid” is a paradox and a risk at the same time. It is especially a risk, be-

cause an avoidance strategy leads to resentment, anxiety and unease, so that the real

menace “is not the conflict in itself, but the very rigidity of the structure, which leads

to an accumulation of hostility”.36[36] If conflicts are an intrinsic part of marital re-

lationships, the solution does not lie in setting them aside, but rather in making them

productive and not destructive. For example, this process is favored by a mutual ac-

ceptance of personal diversities and by an ease of communication (and more in gene-

ral by actual cooperative and creative skills – the ability to cope with a problem).

Predictably, the survey correlates those who aim at avoiding conflict with the ro-

mantic image of the two tree-trunks and with the belief in the “ideal” partner.

34[34] Scabini E. (edited by), L’organizzazione famiglia tra crisi e sviluppo, Angeli, Milano 1993; by
the same author, Psicologia sociale della famiglia, Boringhieri, Torino 1995;

35[35] Francescato D., op. cit., pp. 123-129;
36[36] Cusinato M., op. cit., p. 227 and more in general chapter 6;
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The percentages reported in Table 8 show this correlation.

It is to be noticed that there is an inverse relationship with the more balanced

opinion expressed by those who identify themselves with the image of the two co-

lumns and by the need to reconcile idealism with real life.

The next question linked to this matter, a feedback and a further investigation at

the same time, deals with the ways to reduce couple conflicts.

The percentages are reported in Table 9 (two answers allowed).

The two answers on which there was most consensus as regards “antidotes” to con-

flict are those of accepting each other and being able to communicate effectively (the

first one is more underlined by males, the second by females). These two answers are

directly connected with the two variables mentioned above, which, according to em-

pirical research on engaged and married couples, can help to overcome conflicts suc-

cessfully.37[37]

If acceptance and communication are then the realistic aims to be achieved in or-

der to get on well together (besides “loving each other very much”, pointed out espe-

cially by males and by those who have a hyperromantic vision of life), let us now see

how the couple regards the menaces and risks of their future marital life. The percen-

tages are reported in Table 10 (three answers allowed).

At first sight the most feared among the possible future pathologies in a marital re-

lationship is, in the first place, the rhythm of everyday life, and especially the working

rhythm, which is increasingly getting faster and is pervaded by the hypercompetitive

culture characterizing postfordism and the new economy. The main values promoted

by this culture are flexibility, mobility and risk, in contrast with the values required

by the sedimentary and stable times of familial affection, to which time must be also

devoted.38[38] There follow the fears related to the partner’s infidelity, the tensions,

conflicts and the grayness of everyday life. As Balzac wrote, “marriage is a constant

fight against a monster devouring everything – habit.”

However, in another more synthetic question on the “most serious” menace to a

couple’s life, infidelity emerges as the fear expressed by the relative majority (28%),

37[37] Cusinato M., op. cit., p. 252;
38[38] As regards the rise of the new hypercompetitive capitalism, American sociologist R. Sennett

writes “how is it possible to prevent family relationships from succumbing to short-term behaviour, to
the corresponding mentality and especially to the lack of loyalty and devotion characterizing modern
work? The family …should highlight not the importance of the chameleon-like virtues of the new
economy, but the formal obligations, reliability, devotedness and drive to achieve an aim – all these
are long-term virtues,” Sennett R., L’uomo flessibile, Feltrinelli, Milano 1999, p. 24; see also Gleick J.,
Sempre più veloce, Rizzoli, Milano 2000; about family times, Tempo e transizioni familiari, “Studi
interdisciplinari sulla famiglia”, 13,1994;
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followed at a distance by health problems and by conflicts. It must be specified that

while in the past infidelity was socially accepted in the name of a masculinist culture,

nowadays it refers to a mixture of extreme romanticization of couple relationships

and marriages that are objectively more binding.

However, unfaithfulness, responsible for about half of the legal separations in I-

taly,39[39] refers to an increasingly disarticulated and asymmetrical marital relation-

ship leading to a psychic divorce sometimes followed by the beginning of a relation-

ship with a third person.40[40] Thus infidelity is a symptom of great unbalance in

the cohesion of a couple facing the above-mentioned development tasks at random.

At this point it is possible to close this paragraph about images of marriage by dea-

ling with the most important aspects or factors of marital life. In order to investigate

on this fundamental matter, the questionnaire asked the sample subject not only to

express one’s own opinion, but also a reflected thought on what one believed the par-

tner’s opinion would be. A comparison between the two groups of data allows a re-

flection on the extent of consonance of thought in the couples with regard to the

points presented in the questionnaire. (See Table 11, no more than three answers al-

lowed).

On being asked to choose a single item as the most important one, 59% of the

people selected mutual respect, and 51% pointed out this aspect as the most impor-

tant one also according to the partner.

As comes out most clearly, the three main pillars of couple life are respect, follo-

wed by the ability to make projects and by happiness. The scarce relevance of having

children is as clear as pointed out in the previous item on emotive distance. It is to be

underlined that the importance of children is felt more by males, while females de-

mand projectuality with more decision.

The deep philosophy lying behind the three guidelines for future families in the

process of construction can clearly be defined in terms of symmetrical (man –

woman) contracting, with new requirements on the part of the women themselves.

This is the result of a cultural pattern that started in Veneto in the Seventies and

has been well-analyzed by a survey on couples who got married between 1950 and

1990, with the aim of picking out a change in the objectives prompting the decision to

make a family. If looking after husband and children was a shared objective for 56%

39[39] Barbagli M., Saraceno C., op. cit., p. 45;
40[40] Actually according to a survey on 610 separated “only 37% of the interviewees indicated

another person as an important reason for ending a relationship”: Francescato D., Locatelli M. (edited
by), Separarsi, vivere come single, trovare nuovi partner, Carocci, Roma 1998, pp. 177-179;
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of the couples formed before 1955 (fallen to 10% at the end of the Eighties), in the

present day couples seem to consider the family more as a niche of happiness, as a

way to give meaning to their lives, as a place of dialogue (90% of the subjects share

this point of view)41[41] – in other words, from a other-directed vision of social

commitment to an autonomy strongly undertaken by the two parties. The survey pre-

sented here pursues this trend and brings it forward, on the one hand leaving behind

the paradigm based on external constriction, on the other avoiding the too libertarian

one as well.

At this point we asked to what extent making a family can be a limit or a chance of

life. The answers were articulated as in Table 12.

It is necessary to specify that, as regards the first column, almost one fifth of the

sample does not see the family as an obstacle. It is interesting to note that males are

those who most deny the limiting function of the family, while females, especially

those with a medium-high education, fear that the family could become an obstacle to

possible career developments.42[42]

The family as an opportunity to give meaning to one’s life is connected with age (it

is underlined especially by those who are over thirty), while it seems that long enga-

gements weaken the idea that the family gives meaning to life – in this case, the

family tends to be perceived rather as an obstacle to self-realization. This probably

means that too long engagements create existential “adjustments” that are more of a

self-refential kind than for the benefit of the couple.

4. From which parents, to which sons

In the previous pages the affective relationship, marital in the future, has been re-

ad mostly horizontally, that is to say, by considering the two partners and by studying

their mutual interaction and dynamics. Now the analysis will be completed by taking

into account also the vertical direction, trusting that the present day family, postmo-

dern as it can be (if we want to commit ourselves in defining it as such), keeps and

manages a great deal of social mediations not only at a horizontal level – considering

that “the couple is always a mediation with the world of the other, with his entire vital

41[41] Mauri L. et ‘al., Vita di famiglia. Social survey in Veneto, Angeli, Milano 1992, p. 68;
42[42] It is to be considered that by now graduate females share the same working behaviors as

those of the males and hence they are “almost indifferent” to the phases of family life: Pristinger F.,
L’evoluzione del mercato del lavoro femminile in Veneto (1970-90),  “Oltre il ponte”, 47, 1994;
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world”43[43], but also at a vertical level – vertical both in the ascending direction

(the couple and the parents of origin) and in the descending one (the parental couple

and their children). If then “the shadows of the past affect the present”44[44], it is al-

so true that a couple today can be defined also by its “being a conscious hinge betwe-

en two mental universes: the transgenerational one in the past and the transgenera-

tional one in the future”45[45]

Considering that the couple is not an isolated monad, but a bridge and alliance be-

tween the generation of the past and that of the future, also one’s personal history is

not only personal, but also necessarily familial and parental, be it good or bad.

In order to examine these vertical aspects in the ascending sense, the first step was

to see whether there existed a “model couple” – possibly the parental one – with

which to identify oneself or to imitate especially as the newly-formed marital couple

takes its first steps. The answers were articulated as can be seen in Table 13.

Only one fifth of the sample sees the parental couple as the “ideal” couple to con-

form to. These interviewees are mostly young couples (under 25) and with a definitely

romanticized vision of living together (connected with the conviction that they have

found the ideal partner and with the metaphor of the two tree-trunks).

Those who claim that they do not know any ideal couple have a high education,

share the view of the two columns and believe that the ideal partner exists only theo-

retically.

Lastly, those who definitely deny the existence of any possible reference model

(whereas in the past the new couple closely depended upon their parents, relatives

and neighbors)46[46] do not in the least believe in ideal partners and have been toge-

ther with their partner for long; it seems as if their sedimented experience of couple

life had increased their independence and their skepticism about the possibility to

find reference models around them.

At this point the analysis of the families of origin can be portrayed in some aspects

of its relational “workings” and, still according to the interviewees, aspects related to

the transmission of material and non-material capitals.

43[43] Donati P., Le nuove mediazioni familiari: le “relazioni invisibili” portatrici di nuovi diritti di
cittadinanza, in Donati P. (edited by), Terzo rapporto sulla famiglia in Italia, op. cit., p. 44;

44[44] As everybody knows, according to psychoanalisys, we try to find in our partner the lost love
object of our childhood: Vegetti Finzi S., op. cit., chapter 3;

45[45] Pontalti C., Le invarianti psichiche nella coppia progettuale, in Melchiorre V. (edited by),
Maschio - femmina: nuovi padri e nuove madri. Cisf. Ed. Paoline, Cinisello Balsamo, 1992, p. 88;

46[46] Campanini G. (edited by), Le stagioni della famiglia, Cisf, S. Paolo, Cinisello Balsamo 1994,
pp. 303-304;
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The first item47[47] measures the psychological environment in the families of the

interviewees. (See the percentages reported in Table 14).

The situation appears to be blurred and indistinct; in fact, even when we are far

from extreme situations (humiliations), there appear to be individualistic tendencies

(making things separately), there is little familiarity with physical contact and affecti-

vity (hugging each other is excluded by 36% of the sample), but most of all there is a

certain difficulty in dealing with freedom (freedom of speech and freedom to be diffe-

rent…), especially when it comes to listening to each other.

Moreover, it is to be noticed that subjects with a high level of education (which can

be compared to a high social status) are connected with more satisfactory family si-

tuations.

A second point concerns what the family of origin has handed down to their chil-

dren, the next generation.48[48] (See the percentages reported in Table 15)

The scarce importance of the family history, which contributes to the specificity

and the identity of a family through the memories of affections in time, is rather per-

plexing.49[49] Also disconcerting is the fact that one fourth of the sample (and the

older subjects in particular) consider the role of their parents as scarcely relevant or

unsatisfactory for their psychological balance. And once more a high educational qua-

lification is connected with better family situations, while the gender variable is irre-

levant. The reflection on the “generational heritage” received is important, because it

refers to the more or less rich and solid material and symbolic warp and weft of the

family that is part of everybody’s past and that can become a powerful resource for

the family in order to face any risky event in the way. The difficulties and the stressful

events must not be estimated separately; on the contrary, it is important to take into

account the coping skills acquired from warps and wefts and from resources of one’s

past life, no matter how distant.50[50]

Some answers suggest a certain difficulty in the so-called “conversation between

generations”; however, it is comforting to learn that about half of the interviewees are

going to hand down to their children what they have received from their families of

47[47] This item was taken from Walsh F. (edited by), Stili di funzionamento familiare. Come le fa-
miglie affrontano gli eventi della vita, Angeli, Milano 1993;

48[48] As regards the relationship between generations, where the family is the fundamental pivot
of exchange, mediation, change and crisis, see Quarto rapporto Cisf sulla famiglia in Italia edited by
Donati P., Ed. S. Paolo, Cinisello Balsamo 1995;

49[49] Parents today do not tell their children about the personal or family histories, thus losing the
“domestic memory”: Pollo M., I labirinti del tempo, Angeli, Milano 2000;

50[50] “It is well-known that what really matters is not the event in itself, but the event in relation to
circumstances which can be all but recent”: Scabini E., Cigoli V., Famiglie a rischio e famiglie che
rischiano. Per un’episteme del rischio, “Studi interdisciplinari sulla famiglia”, 11, 1992, p. 103;
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origin to their children. Only 18% claim that they will act “differently”, while the re-

maining 31% will “only in part” pass on to their children what they received from

their parents.

In addition, males are more “traditionalist” (a sign of the cultural and generational

gap in which women have been involved?), while subjects of older age and with a hi-

gher educational qualification tend to rely more on what their parents have transmit-

ted to them.

After considering the problem from a vertical and ascending point of view, let us

now go on to the descending aspect; in other words, let us examine the “fears” invol-

ved in having a child, thus passing from a couple to a family, with all the consequen-

ces in terms of development and relational dynamics. It has been pointed out that pa-

renthood, which makes living together an irrevocable experience, is characterized “by

an extraordinary richness of individual processes and of the entire family system

which precedes, even by a long time, the event itself and constitutes the extremely

complex premise to beginning relationships on the part of the persons concerned and

consequently to the adaptation processes, in order to devise new workings for the

family”.51[51] It is well known by now that the significant fall in the birth rate in I-

taly52[52] is not to be ascribed only to significant and too easily casual elements (like

the economic cost of children or the fact that women work), but rather to faded

psychological and cultural motives which cannot be easily detected anyway.53[53] In

this same survey it emerged that the “imagined child” was felt as very close only for

one interviewee out of ten in spite of a not quite low average age at the first marriage.

So what worries about having a possible child? The percentages are reported in

Table 16 (two answers admitted; moreover, it is to be taken into account that 92 su-

bjects did not answer either because parenthood was not a problem for them or

simply because they are distant from the suggested event).

There are three clusters of aggregated answers that give meaning to the question:

the first concerns the health of the future child, underlined especially by the males;

the second, hinted at by females and males alike, refers to the future seen as a mena-

51[51] Binda W., Dalla diade coniugale alla triade familiare, in Scabini E. (edited by),
L’organizzazione famiglia tra crisi e sviluppo, cit., p. 176;

52[52] To say it in figures, the women born in 1920 gave birth to an average 2.5 children each, while
those born in 1963 have an average of 1.6 children (1.4 in Veneto). In other words, in little more than
fourty years the fertility rate has fallen to about one child per head: Santini A., La fecondità, in
Barbagli M., Saraceno C. (edited by), op. cit.; see also Volpi R., Figli d’Italia, La Nuova Italia, Firenze
1996;

53[53] Micheli G. A., op. cit., especially chapter 3 deals with the psychological mechanisms of the
demographic change; see also De Sandre P. et al., Matrimonio e figli: tra rinvio e rinuncia, Il Mulino,
Bologna 1997;
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ce; finally, the third refers to the uncertainty not of the context, but of oneself as a pa-

rent and educator, an uncertainty highlighted especially by the women. These results

are hardly surprising; in fact, it is well known that gender is involved in the social

change that began in the Seventies. Probably here we are dealing with the children of

the baby-boomer generation, who “substitute with or add to the anxious uncertainty

of their parents…a more exasperated form of avoidance uncertainty”54[54]. The re-

sult is a predictable fall in the birth rate that anyway cannot be explained only in

terms of rational choice, precisely because it touches on deep and karstic systems of

meaning.

The last question had the function to end and at the same time to confirm the abo-

ve results by estimating the importance of children in the interviewees’ life project.

The answers to three possible options are reported in Table 17.

Only just more than one fourth of the interviewees connect their marriage with pa-

renthood: they are mostly young, believers, females – people who have not been en-

gaged for a long time (less than three years), who recognize themselves in the “balan-

ced” metaphor of the two columns holding an architrave. A slightly lower percentage,

equivalent to one fourth of the sample, considers parenthood irrelevant and prefers

to invest in the horizontal axis of marital partnership – here we find most of all those

who had chosen the “libertarian” metaphor of the boat or the bicycle, are over thirty

years old, are far or indifferent to religion, have been engaged for a long time, males.

There remains almost one half of the sample who claim that theoretically they

want children, but on two limitative conditions – provided that they are deferred (not

now) and “compatibly” with the marital situation of the moment (as if to say – we will

see…). The younger subjects seem to share this view, as well as those who do not be-

lieve in the ideal partner – as if to say that maybe it is better to wait and check the

quality of the marriage realistically.

5. A possible conclusion

The survey stops here; there remains the great quantity of information and data

that have been presented earlier and, when possible, made explicit. This is a research

on future families, that is to say, on couples that have decided to institutionalize and

socialize their (often long) engagement.

54[54] Micheli G. A., ibid., p. 174;
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Some years ago the authoritative newspaper “The Economist” wrote about a “di-

sappearing family” and a “breakdown of the family”55[55]. Even though the reference

was not to Italy in particular, but to Italy as well, there are many catastrophic inter-

pretations on the near future of the family, a system that is almost disappearing from

the cultural horizon of postmodernism. However, the undeniable crisis of the family

is a morphogenetic crisis linked to the change of the ways the family leads its relatio-

nal life56[56]. Also the marriage crisis (from the fall in the marriage rate to démaria-

ge) does not actually signify a radical refusal or contestation, but rather new and dif-

ferent expectations and interpretations.

This survey has touched on and highlighted some difficult critical points (in the e-

tymologically correct sense of both risk and opportunity) that here can only just be

mentioned – long and indefinite time of engagement (or of dating), the shadows on

the communication front, the difficulty of understanding each other on matters such

as religious values or economic aspects, the significant presence of fusional and ro-

manticist views – and expectations? – (the metaphor of the two tree-trunks, the ideal

partner), the unthinkable tendency to avoid conflicts, the psychic distance from rela-

tives and most of all from progeny, the specular centrality of the symmetrical couple

and of its axial values based on mutual respect and acceptance, the absence of model

couples (not even the parental one, which presents some gray areas as well) and the

fragility of the mechanisms of handing down form parents to children (in the family

history and most of all in the psychological balance), a great fear of the rhythms of life

(too fast, stressful and incompatible), the urgency to define functional protocols for

the couple so as to avoid confusion and rigidity. And, in the background, the epochal

change that is still in progress has been involving women and forcing to a profound

revision of the relationship between genders – a revision that naturally sees marriage

as the “place” of the most intense confrontation.

This emphasis on such critical matters certainly does not hide or underestimate

the several points of strength and quality present in the interviewed couples, that cer-

tainly make the marriages of the past even more distant and less enviable. Only a

blind feeling of nostalgia (“the nostalgia trap”) can estimate such marriages positi-

vely.57[57]

55[55] “The Economist”, 9-15 Sept. 1995, pp. 21-25;
56[56] Donati P., La famiglia al tornante del XXI secolo: da dove a dove?, in Melchiorre V. (edited

by), La famiglia italiana. Vecchi e nuovi percorsi, Ed. S. Paolo, Cinisello Balsamo 2000;
57[57] Fortunately the historiographical research has made a clean sweep of much of the rhetoric on

the families of the past, i.e.: Di Nicola G. P., Storia delle relazioni uomo-donna, in Campanini G. (edi-
ted by), Le stagioni della famiglia, cit.; Barbagli M., Sotto lo stesso tetto. Mutamenti della famiglia in
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Marriage today appears then to be a “weary” institution – such is the view borne

out by this survey – not because it is devoured by a fall in the marriage rate and by

de-facto families,58[58] but rather because the approach to it and its fruition have

changed. In other words, marriage tends to be disengaged and disembedded from the

external social and normative context. Marriage is now experienced in a presentified,

free, but most of all more intimate way more based on emotional and communicatio-

nal aspects, so that the value of quality easily expels the value of stability. From this

point of view discussion (that according to Habermas is the noblest form of commu-

nication) and a continuous negotiation between equals give meaning to the fact of

being married, in a society that for the first time offers the opportunity to create an

enticing, though difficult to achieve, “democracy of emotions” in everyday marital

life.59[59]

Aristotle said that the family is “the place of tragedy” because all the most impor-

tant events are concentrated within it: birth, growth, death, and all the relationship

on which our biopsychic existence is based. But to create that place starting with mar-

riage, it is absolutely necessary to be able to go beyond oneself and open oneself in a

lasting and systematic way to the still complicated diversity of the other.60[60] Ho-

wever, today the cultural coordinates of postmodernism bring about increasing quan-

tities of uncertainty, solitude and doubt61[61]. If this is true, then it becomes objecti-

vely difficult to begin to write the story of one’s couple life together by institutionali-

zing and socializing it into marriage. It is difficult not only to open one’s heart to the

other, but also to socialize this in an external context that appears to be remote, silent

and even indifferent.

Such is the effort of getting married in the present day.

Italia dal XV al XX secolo, Il Mulino, Bologna 1988; Coontz S., The Way We never Were: American
Family and the Nostalgia Trap, Basic Books, New York 1992;

58[58] De-facto families are in fact a phenomenon concerning a restricted minority: Zanatta A. L.,
Le nuove famiglie, Il Mulino, Bologna 1997, chapter 1;

59[59] Such has it been defined by Giddens A., Il mondo che cambia, Il Mulino, Bologna 1999, p. 79;
see also Beck U., I rischi della libertà, Il Mulino, Bologna 2000, chapter 3;

60[60] “Accepting the small universe of the other…means to say an emotive yes to the in itself
surprisingly complicated universe of the other” Caruso I., La separazione degli amanti, Einaudi,
Torino 1988, p. 13;

61[61] Bauman Z., La società dell’incertezza, Il Mulino, Bologna 1999 and La solitudine del cittadino
globale, Feltrinelli, Milano 2000; Giddens A., Le conseguenze della modernità, Il Mulino, Bologna
1994, p. 173.
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Table 1   Quality of relationship with the partner

low medium high

serenity 5,6 50,0 44,4
affectivity 1,4 27,6 71,0
communication 7,9 42,3 49,8
happiness 1,4 36,2 62,4

Table 2   Level of compatibility

low medium high
time spent together 6,5 27,0 66,5
sexuality 9,3 17,6 73,1
religiosity 31,6 43,9 24,5
shared expenses 10,0 38,4 51,7
life project 4,7 15,6 79,6

Table 3   How the couple sees itself

two columns holding up an architrave 24,2
a boat for two people 10,0
a tandem 24,7
two tree-trunks with a single root 41,1

Table 4   Degree of emotive distance

high closeness intermediate
positions

high distance

to the partner 89 10 1
to the father 21 66 13
to the mother 40 53 7
to friends, brothers and sisters 16 76 8
to “us” as a couple 82 16 2
to relatives 2 53 45
to the imagined child 12 49 39
to the partner’s parents 16 69 15
to myself 79 19 2
to the animator of the group/priest 6 68 26



Il Trimestrale. The Lab's Quarterly 23

Table 5   Couple relationship

sometimes, rarely often, almost always
when there are problems a compro-
mise is reached

28,5 71,5

approval of the partner’s friendships 34,1 65,9
there is tolerance towards mutual
differences

31,7 68,3

you alternate with each other in ta-
king the initiative

47,4 52,6

it is difficult to say who is the boss 51,7 48,3
you consult each other before deci-
ding on personal matters

21,2 78,8

you have established rules 78,7 21,3
you are able to change the way to face
problems

52,4 47,6

Table 6   What is most relevant to the success of marriage

knowledge of oneself 93,5
knowledge of sexuality 40,4
knowledge of the partner 86,4
effective communication 89,3
to give more love to the partner 76,7
religious aspect 29,2
legal and economic aspect 25,9
to avoid conflicts 44,9
to manage conflicts 74,0

Table 7   Importance of learning how to love / couple image

2 columns boat, tandem 2 tree-trunks total
77,4 69,3 82,6 76,7

Table 8 Learning how to avoid conflicts /couple image; existence of the ideal
partner

2 columns boat, tandem 2 tree-trunks total
37,2 32,4 59,3 44,9
the ideal partner e-
xists

theoretically the ide-
al partner exists, but
real life is another
matter

the ideal partner does not
exist

total

56,0 31,6 42,4 44,9
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Table 9   Ways to reduce conflict in the couple

love one another very much 32,7
being very similar to each other 2,0
mutual acceptance 66,4
being very collaborative 8,1
communicative skills 50,2
sympathize, be indulgent 12,6
learn to manage disagreement 20,2
learn to forget it 7,9

Table 10   The most serious menaces to couple life

everyday routine 34,2
illnesses / health problems 28,2
one’s own attitude 24,8
interior changes (of oneself, of the partner) 18,8
the partner’s attitude 9,9
relationship with parents/ in-laws 25,3
economic problems 16,3
the relationship with the children 3,1
infidelity 43,7
high working rhythms / stress 59,8
disagreement, conflict 35,7

Table 11   The most important aspects for the couple to stick together

according to the
interviewee

according to the partner (in the in-
terviewee’s opinion)

absence of conflicts 12,7 15,6

mutual respect 86,2 79,9
interior balance 23,4 17,0
a stimulating life 11,3 17,6
equality of the partners 14,1 16,7
happiness 37,4 32,6
sexual compatibility 21,1 24,4
ability to make projects 51,8 41,2
satisfactory financial situation 6,0 8,0
sharing domestic work - 3,7
personal freedom             15,4 14,4
having children 20,1 28,5

Table 12   Making a family can be:

a limit an opportunity
to entertainment 18,6 to learn how to love 21,5
to career 21,5 to become responsible 10,0
to friendships 20,3 to become balanced 9,6
to one’s own wishes/ desires 26,6 to give a meaning to one’s life 26,9
to self-realization 13,0 to become mature and grow up 32,0
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Table 13   Existence of a model couple to be imitated

yes, the parental one 20,1
yes, but not the parental one 10,5
I do not know any ideal couple 28,3
ideal couples do not exist 41,1

Table 14   In the family of origin:

rarely, sometimes often, always
you make things together 46,4 53,6
you hug each other 74,6 25,4
it is not clear who makes decisions 89,3 10,7
you humble each other 93,8 6,3
you are free to be different 50,7 49,3
you discuss but take no decisions 81,3 18,7
you are free to speak 36,5 63,5
you listen to each other 35,4 64,6

Table 15   To what extent have parents handed down:

very little sufficiently very much
traditions, habits 5,1 32,1 62,8
family history 23,0 48,8 28,2
childhood memories 14,7 44,1 41,2
values, principles 4,2 28,2 67,6
financial help 17,0 34,9 48,1
psychological balance 25,9 37,7 36,3

Table 16   What worries about having a child

marital understanding grows worse 6,5
uncertainty about education 11,1
excess of responsibility 28,0
future seen as a menace 38,0
feeling insecure as a parent 15,8
expenses, costs 15,1
chance of malformation 85,6

Table 17   Importance of having children in the life project

having or not having children is the same, what really matters is the couple 25,0
there is a desire to have children, but in the future and compatibly with the
situation

46,8

marriage is unconceivable without children 28,2


