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Freedom and Constraint in Same-Sex Engagements: How Age and Gender Shape 
Adherence to Marriage Scripts 
 

Abstract 
Based on in-depth interview and survey data collected from 116 individuals in married and 
unmarried same-sex relationships in Massachusetts, this paper examines how LGBQ people get 
engaged to be legally married. As one of the most highly prescribed relationship behaviors for 
heterosexuals, same-sex engagement practices offer a lens through which to explore how much 
and why LGBQ people adhere to and depart from existing heteronormative marriage scripts. The 
LGBQ people in this study exhibited mostly unconscious adherence to the existing engagement 
script, so long as they could easily see themselves and their relationships reflected in it. And it 
was mostly age and relationship duration, not sexuality or gender, that made the existing script 
seem inapplicable. Yet aspects of the script based firmly on assumptions of gender difference 
were more difficult for same-sex couples to follow – particularly around which partner should 
propose. This created a situation of incomplete institutionalization, but not the kinds of anxiety 
and stress typically predicted by it. Instead, LGBQ people creatively drew on other cultural 
beliefs to guide their behavior, both adapting the existing script to suit them and creating new 
ones. Overall, LGBQ people displayed more stress and work trying to stick to the script and get 
it right than they did in departing from it.  
 
Brief Note on Method and Sample: The findings are based on in-depth interview and survey 
data collected from 116 individuals in married and unmarried same-sex relationships in 
Massachusetts in 2012 to 2013. Massachusetts was the first state to make same-sex marriage 
legal in 2004. All unmarried participants had been living with a same-sex partner for at least a 
year. As none of my participants identified as transgender I refer to “LGBQ” people. 
Pseudonyms have been assigned to all participants.  
 

When I met Grace, she and her partner had just celebrated their 17th anniversary together – she 

was 48, and her partner was 52. She had started dating women toward the end of high school, 

and came out as a lesbian during college. Back then she was a self-proclaimed “club girl,” who 

“wasn’t interested in anything committed.” But by the time same-sex marriage became legal in 

2004, Grace was 40 and had already been with her partner 9 years. They had been through a lot – 

experiencing the death of parents, losing jobs, trying to get pregnant, and miscarrying – and were 

committed for the long-haul. But Grace had never cared about getting married: 

Marriage was never that important to me. It wasn’t part of the progressive politics that I 
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cared about. Being a feminist, I always thought that marriage was this oppressive 

institution, and I still feel like that in a lot of ways. Every now and then I watch those 

horrible TV shows like “Say Yes to the Dress” and it’s unbelievable to me!.... We were 

not two women who always dreamed of a white wedding. 

It’s not all that surprising then that they got engaged with very little fuss and fanfare. They heard 

about the legalization of same-sex marriage on the radio in their car, and they got engaged right 

then and there. No one proposed, they just decided together to get married. Grace said: “I think 

we just knew. I mean I always tease her that I still haven’t got my get down on one knee 

proposal – not that I’d ever expect that, but we joke! We didn’t agonize over it, it just felt like the 

right thing to do.” They went to get their marriage license that same day, and were married 5 

days later. Grace laughed recalling how she “hadn’t planned anything at all.” When her friends 

came to her house the morning of her wedding, they helped her choose an outfit from her closet, 

dragged her to get her first ever pedicure, and insisted she buy a little bouquet of flowers to hold. 

Grace explained: “It’s not like I didn’t know all those things [I should be doing] – I mean I was 

my sister’s Maid of Honor!” She just didn’t care that much about what she was supposed to do, 

and hadn’t given it much thought. 

By contrast, for Andy, a 32 year old woman, getting engaged and married the right way 

was very important. She had also come out as a lesbian during college, but had only got together 

with her partner in 2005, a year after same-sex marriage had been legalized. They dated long-

distance for the first couple of years, seeing each other only infrequently, and then moved in 

together. On doing so, Andy had informed her partner that “if marriage were to happen,” she 

wanted to be proposed to, and even went so far as to say: “If you were to propose, this is kind of 

how I would like it” – though she was careful “not to talk about it too much, and jump the gun.” 
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She got what she wanted: 7 months later, her partner proposed: 

She did it pretty traditionally. She arranged a whole date for us, so we went out all day 

and then for a fancy dinner. I didn’t know it was coming, actually. She wanted it to be a 

surprise. After dinner, we went for a walk and she got down on one knee and read a little 

speech and pulled out a ring. It was very traditional. She knew that was what I wanted. I 

wanted it to be formal. I wanted to be formally asked.  

They were both “very excited to start planning the logistics of the wedding” and “spent a lot of 

time thinking about it.” They married the following year, when Andy was 29. 

 Grace and Andy represent two broadly different approaches to getting engaged and 

married. What explains why some LGBQ people, like Andy, adhered so closely to existing 

marital conventions, while others, like Grace, didn’t care about them at all? And why does it 

matter? How couples get engaged might just seem like personal decisions, something everyone 

does differently. But that’s not the case. They are deeply social and highly ritualized experiences, 

shaped by widely shared cultural ideas for how to do them. They are also grounded in widely 

shared beliefs about what they signify about relationships. Thus, in many ways, getting engaged 

is a performance that couples do to send signals to one another and others about their 

relationship. As something they were previously excluded from, it’s also a way for same-sex 

couples to engage in something culturally idealized and normative - or not.  

In this paper, I focus in on a particular moment of the marital process – how LGBQ 

people get engaged. It is perhaps the most socially prescribed marital moment for heterosexuals, 

thereby offering us a window into how LGBQ people participate in the institution of marriage. 

Do LGBQ people share the same cultural ideas about how to get engaged and what it means as 

heterosexuals? Which ways of getting engaged resonate with them, and which don’t, and why? 
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How much freedom do they have to do it differently? And do they experience this freedom as 

liberating or stressful? 

 

How do you become engaged?  

This might seem like an odd question. Perhaps even a patronizing one. Surely everyone knows 

how to get engaged? For heterosexuals, there is no shortage of models they can look to, with 

creative ideas for how exactly to do it easily accessible on social media, in magazines, movies, 

TV shows, and websites like HowTheyAsked.com. Yet for all the seeming variation out there, 

heterosexuals get engaged in very similar ways. This is because they follow an engagement 

script. An engagement script refers to widely shared ideas about how to get engaged and all the 

activities, behaviors, and meanings associated with it. It is like an unwritten cultural guidebook, 

outlining the norms, values, and practices associated with how to get engaged, that is simply 

understood by cultural insiders.i Of course, everyone enacts the script somewhat differently, 

bringing their own personalities and background to bear on it, but overall there is more 

adherence to than departure from its main content.  

Despite many changes to gender relations between young men and women in 

heterosexual relationships, research shows that they continue to follow a traditional and highly 

gendered script for how to get engaged. At its core, the script contains the following basic 

behavioral components: The man should propose to the woman; he should get down on one knee 

and present the woman with a ring; he should make some declaration of love for the woman; and 

the woman should be (or act) surprised.ii Of course, a  dominant, powerful wedding culture and 

industry shapes these kinds of desires for grand, romantic gestures. Event planning for proposals 

is a booming business. But these expected behaviors are also based on a set of shared gendered 
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beliefs: that women are (and should be) more passive, and men are (and should be) more 

aggressive when it comes to relationship progression; that women care more about commitment 

than men, and that proposing is a way for men to explicitly demonstrate readiness to commit; 

that how one gets engaged is a way of gauging how in love a man is with a woman and the 

extent to which he deems her worthy of romance; and that the ring symbolizes a man’s readiness 

to spend money on the family and ability to assume the marital breadwinner role.iii Young 

heterosexuals exhibit discomfort and anxiety regarding any possible departures from the script, 

and even perceive people who don’t get engaged in the right way as having weaker 

relationships.iv 

But the people in this study weren’t heterosexual. Nor were they all young. They also 

weren’t cultural insiders, having been excluded from the institution of marriage until recently. As 

such, some of the seemingly simple, taken for granted ideas ingrained in the existing engagement 

script didn’t apply easily to them. They are in a situation the sociologist Andrew Cherlin 

describes as incomplete institutionalization.v Institutionalized behavior is habitualized; one does 

not even think about it because clear norms guide behavior and these become taken for granted 

as “just what you do.” But our society, which is oriented toward heterosexual relationships, 

provides little guidance for same-sex couples regarding marital behavior. Although a few people 

in this study had commitment ceremonies already, and some had previously been engaged in 

different-sex relationships, the experience of getting engaged to be legally married to a same-sex 

partner was new and uncertain territory for everyone. The LGBQ people in this study were 

trailblazers, among the first to get engaged.  

They grappled with a range of questions including, for example: Is a proposal is really 

necessary, or appropriate, for couples who have been together 20, 30 years?; Which partner 
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should propose given the lack of sex differences between them?; Should same-sex couples 

engage in such seemingly heteronormative practices? Are such explicit public demonstrations of 

love between same-sex couples safe? According to Cherlin, these are the kinds of “problems” 

unknown to couples in fully institutionalized situations, and they increase the potential for stress, 

anxiety, and couple conflict. At the same time, however, a lack of clear norms and guidelines for 

behavior can be liberating. It offers couples opportunities for doing things differently and forging 

relationships that are more in line with their values, beliefs, and needs. This, after all, is at the 

heart of the queer enterprise, which involves making “life choices distinct from those considered 

more socially expected, celebrated, and sanctioned,” and radically transforming society by 

resisting normalization.vi In fact, most recent research with LGBQ people tends to emphasize the 

ways they are critical of normative relationship expectations and engage in conscious and active 

resistance to marital norms.vii  

  But, far from active resistance, the LGBQ people in this study exhibited mostly 

unconscious adherence to the existing engagement script – and they followed it with great 

understanding and precision. So long as they could easily see themselves and their relationships 

reflected in the existing script, they internalized it as the only means to get engaged. Moreover, 

when they did depart from the existing script, such decisions emerged more from feelings that it 

just didn’t apply to them rather than from active resistance to it. And it was mostly age and 

relationship duration, not sexuality, that made the existing script seem inapplicable. Nonetheless, 

those aspects of the proposal script that are based on assumptions of gender difference between 

partners were more difficult for same-sex couples to follow in any kind of easy or unquestioned 

manner – particularly around which partner should propose. This created a situation of 

incomplete institutionalization, but not the kinds of anxiety and stress typically predicted by it. 
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Instead, LGBQ people creatively drew on other cultural beliefs to guide their engagement 

behavior, both adapting the existing script to suit them and creating new ones. Overall, the 

people in this study displayed much more stress and work trying to stick to the script and get it 

right than they did in departing from it.  

 

To Propose or Not to Propose? 

The dominant, existing script necessitates a proposal as the means of getting engaged and so, at a 

basic level, the answer to this question is an important indicator of whether or not LGBQ people 

adhere to or depart from the general engagement script. Seventy-three out of the 116 people in 

this study were legally married or engaged to be married. Of these, half (36) had become 

engaged via a proposal, in which one partner proposed marriage to the other, while the other half 

(37) became engaged without one. Those who did not have a proposal became engaged by means 

of mutual conversations, in which both partners discussed marriage and came to the decision to 

get legally married together. Despite popular depictions, we do not actually know how common 

proposals are among heterosexuals. But that half of the people in this study who could have had 

one opted not to indicates a significant departure from the existing script.  

 Whether because of gendered socialization, the gendered targeting of the wedding 

industry, or biological sex differences, women are generally regarded as caring about and 

needing a proposal more than men. Thus, one might expect to find a clear gender difference in 

same-sex relationships, with female couples more often having a proposal than male couples. On 

the other hand, because proposals are widely regarded as a means for men to show commitment 

to women, women in same-sex relationships may care much less about proposals than their 

heterosexual counterparts. Research also routinely shows that LGBQ women are more 
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committed to equality than other groups, and so we might expect them to be less interested in 

participating in a ritual that perpetuates inequality. Yet the data does not support any of these 

gender hypotheses, with men and women equally distributed across the proposal/no proposal 

groups. Half of the men who were or had been engaged (15) had a proposal, and half (15) did 

not; as did half of the women (21 and 22 respectively).  

 Instead, cohort had a significant impact on marital experiences, with older couples and 

those in long-term pre-existing relationships experiencing the process of getting engaged very 

differently than younger couples and those in newer relationships that were formed only after the 

right to legally marry was gained. Specifically, the longer a person had been with their partners 

and the older they were the less likely they were to have had a proposal as the means of getting 

engaged. Additionally, regardless of relationship duration or age, those who began their 

relationships before same-sex marriage was legal were also significantly less likely to have had a 

proposal.viii Sometimes these were the same people, and sometimes not - so that while being 

older and in long-term relationships that started before gaining access to legal marriage made 

one especially likely not to have a proposal, being either an older age or in a longer relationship 

also increased the odds that they did not.ix  

 

No Proposal Necessary 

It is not that older people and those in long-term preexisting relationships weren’t aware of the 

same script for how to get engaged as their younger counterparts. In this wedding-obsessed 

culture, one could not help but be exposed to it. As Grace, at the start of this paper, stressed – she 

had been her sister’s Maid of Honor and watched ‘Say Yes to the Dress!’ Yet she, like others in 

this group, had not internalized the script as relevant for them or their relationship. These LGBQ 
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people dismissed common proposal expectations as unnecessary or inapplicable given their age 

and relationship length. As such, getting engaged did not feature prominently in their narratives 

about marriage. It was not experienced as a distinct stage in their relationship trajectory deemed 

worthy of much description or explanation. In a way that was typical for this group, Judy, a 50-

year-old woman who had been with her partner 17 years before getting legally married, 

succinctly and matter-of-factly described getting engaged, saying: “I think for me it was a pretty 

straight-forward thing [to get married]. We’re not really processey people, so we just sort of 

talked about it a few times and decided to do it.”  

 For most in this group, not only was no proposal necessary, neither was much 

conversation. They usually described the kinds of mutual conversations they had to get engaged 

as brief and not very serious. They had been with their partners so long and their commitment 

was so secure that no real discussion about marriage felt necessary. It was just “obvious” to them 

to legally marry once they could. Nick had already been with his partner for nine years when he 

gained the right to legally marry. He recounted getting engaged this way: “Our conversation was 

more or less like we've been together for nine years. People will find it kind of funny if we don't 

get married at this point. We can [so why not?].” He and his partner lined up on the first night 

possible to apply for a waiver to get married as quickly as possible, and the only real 

conversation they had was on their way home at 2am to decide how soon they should actually do 

it. Trevor, a 69-year-old man, talked about getting engaged a little more, but also only in a casual 

way. He said: “We had just been talking about marriage off and on until one day we were sitting 

at the breakfast table talking and I think I just said ‘Well do you think it’s time we do it?!’” A 

series of short, casual conversations led to a gentle nudge and then they were engaged. Trevor 

distinguished that “it wasn’t some big sudden thing,” like a proposal.  
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 As we saw with Grace, proposals were a common source of joking between older LGBQ 

people and those in long-term, pre-existing relationships. It was because they seemed so 

unnecessary that these people could playfully joke about wanting one without risking offense to 

their partners. Proposals symbolized something that only less committed, less sure couples would 

need to do. Gail, a 56-year-old who had been with her partner 24 years when marriage became 

legal, told me: “I mean we did talk about it and in a joking way we proposed to each other but it 

was just immediately for both of us, definitely for me, of course we're going to do this.” When I 

asked her what she meant by proposing in a joking way, she replied: “Because there was no 

question for either of us of whether we were going to do it or not.” Like Gail and Grace, most 

were well aware that the dominant script for how couples should get engaged involved one 

partner proposing to the other. Yet they did not regard this as necessary or even appropriate for 

them at their age and relationship stage.  

 Even the few exceptions, when older people and those in longer relationships did have a 

proposal, illustrate how uncomfortable they felt with having to do so. For example, Patrick, a 50-

year-old man who had been with his partner for 15 years, was much like his peers in thinking 

that he could simply have a casual conversation with his partner to get engaged. Unfortunately, 

his younger partner indicated he didn’t feel the same way. Patrick wearily recalled: 

 I mean I was kind of playing with the idea of ‘should we get married?’ and the one time I  

 tried to bring it up conversationally, [he] was like “are you proposing to me?” and then I  

 kinda backed off cause I wasn’t sure I wanted to go there.  

When I asked Patrick why the idea of a proposal put him off, he explained: “I mean I kinda felt 

like we’d been together for so long that it’s something we could just talk about without going 

through--. A sort of proposal.”  
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  Having reservations about marriage as an institution was another reason that proposing as 

the means to get engaged did not seem appropriate to many older and long-term couples. In the 

existing heterosexual proposal script, there is an unstated assumption that both partners want to 

marry and have no reservations about marriage as an institution. The decision to marry centers 

only around whether each is ready to commit to one another, while interest in marriage more 

generally is taken for granted. By contrast, for these couples, whether or not to marry was 

something to be worked out and negotiated between partners with thoughtful consideration. 

Older couples and those in long term relationships were significantly more likely to express 

disinterest in marriage as an institution. For couples in which one or both partners had 

misgivings about marriage, more serious, lengthy conversations were necessary before getting 

engaged. Jenn, who had been with her partner 16 years before gaining the right to legally marry, 

described having to “reason” with her partner and “conclude” that the benefits of marriage made 

it worth doing: 

I’ve never been like a big embracer of marriage. I’m able to feel that commitment 

without having something ceremonial. But as we progressed with the reality of me being 

self-employed, having a chronic illness, having to find different ways of having  health 

insurance, we kind of came to the conclusion that--. Like okay there’s some distinct legal 

and financial benefits to this … so there was this very practical reasoning. 

Angie, a 51-year-old, similarly recounted: “We certainly had serious conversations about why I 

didn’t want to get married and why she did want to get married and all of that.” At different 

stages of their relationship they kept “opening up the conversation again” until she was 

“persuaded by the legal benefits of marriage.”  

 Whether they were unsure about marriage as an institution and felt the need to engage in 
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serious discussion with their partners about it, or were so sure they wanted to marry one another 

that little or no conversation was needed, very few older people or those in long-term 

relationships considered a proposal to be a necessary means of getting engaged. They perceived 

the existing proposal script to be centered on a different kind of couple  - one that is younger, 

hasn’t been together for so long, and for whom there are no reservations about marriage as an 

institution. Inbuilt heteronormative assumptions about the kinds of couple getting engaged meant 

that the available script didn’t feel like it applied to them or their relationships.  

The experiences of people in this group fit with neither incomplete institutionalization 

nor conscious resistance theories about the ways new groups experience existing scripts for 

behavior. Unlike situations of incomplete institutionalization, these people didn’t feel unsure 

about how to get engaged, and they exhibited little anxiety about ignoring the existing scripts for 

how to do so. They also didn’t worry that not having a proposal would send the wrong signals 

about their relationship because they were sure enough about their existing commitment not to 

need to worry about what their partners or others would think. They only time they experienced 

anxiety was when their partners weren’t on the same page as them, as with the case of Patrick. 

Neither were they consciously trying to resist conforming to the existing script in an effort to do 

marriage differently. Some had reservations about marriage as an institution, but they did not 

purposefully avoid a proposal because of concerns with heteronormativity. These LGBQ people 

felt free to engage selectively with the institution of marriage, in ways that felt right for them. 

Both personal and cultural factors likely played a role in this - both being in long-term, 

committed relationships and having long histories of being cultural outsiders meant that they 

cared less about having to adhere to social prescriptions for how to get engaged.  
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It’s Just What You Do 

In stark contrast, younger LGBQ people and those in newer relationships that began with access 

to legal marriage exhibited little freedom to depart from the existing engagement script. And, for 

the most part, they didn’t want to. Instead, they frequently expressed strong desires for the kinds 

of proposals one is used to seeing depicted in popular culture. There was of course much 

variation in the particular ways these were enacted, with differing levels of formality, tradition, 

and innovation. Yet all the proposals were planned in advance by one partner, and consisted of 

one person asking the other to marry them. Few explained their desire for formal proposals in 

any depth, or seemed to think their desires for one needed much explanation. Instead, proposals 

were described as just what one does, as what is “expected” and “appropriate,” or what one 

“deserves” when they are in a loving, committed relationship.  

 When prompted, most explained their desire for a proposal by drawing on concepts such 

as romance or the need to make lasting memories. For example, when I asked Andy (quoted at 

the start of the chapter), why it was important to her that her partner “formally ask her” to get 

married, she initially had trouble answering, indicating how taken for granted the idea was to her. 

Then she emphasized her desire for the kind of romance one sees in stories:  

 I guess [pauses], I don’t really know why that was important to me! I guess I thought  

 it was more romantic you know? I think it’s fine for other couples when they just have a  

 conversation and then they are married and that’s great, but for me I wanted someone to  

 do sort of the story-book thing for just that one event. 

Though Andy said it was “fine” for others to get engaged via conversations instead of a proposal, 

her response makes clear that she viewed this is a sub-par way to get engaged, and that she might 

judge couples of who did so negatively.  
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Erin, a 36-year-old woman who got together with her partner just the year before legal 

marriage became available, focused on how important it was to create an appropriate memory: 

We kind of would say these comments like, you know, “oh, I love you so much. You're 

the one I want to spend the rest of my life with,” you know, or “will you marry me?” And 

I would be like, “are you serious? No, this is not the moment I'm trying to propose to you, 

you know?! This is not the memory I want, of me coming out of the bathroom in a towel 

(laughs). And so it was a lot of that kind of stuff over and over again. Because we kept 

trying to like figure out, this is not the memory. This is not  the way we want to do it. 

Erin and her partner clearly had moments when getting engaged came up organically in 

conversation, but they resisted those more casual moments and waited to get engaged until they 

could create the right kind of memory of it. Like others, both Andy and Erin both explained their 

desire for romance and memory-making as emerging from their own personal relationship and 

individual wants. Yet they also believed that there was a “right way” to get engaged and aspired 

to create the kind of romantic memory they were used to seeing and hearing about.  

 

Script Following as Relational Work  

As a romantic ideal, we rarely encounter portrayals of couples making careful decisions about 

whether or not to get married, nor having serious discussions and negotiations about marriage 

with their partners. We are led to believe that we should just know that we want to get married, 

and if our partners love us and are committed to the relationship then it should be safe to assume 

they will want to marry us too. Because proposals are regarded as a natural outcome of the right 

kind of love and commitment, they are meant to just happen, without ever needing to directly ask 

for one. In reality, however, proposals do not just happen. Instead, a great deal of work goes into 
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achieving one. I identified three kinds of relational work that younger couples and those in newer 

relationships engaged in to achieve a romantic proposal: avoiding direct marriage talk; 

controlling spontaneous expressions of emotion; and creating the impression of surprise. 

   First, these LGBQ people were careful about the ways in which they talked to their 

partners about marriage prior to getting engaged. Marriage talk was a delicate balancing act, for 

while some conversation was necessary to let one another know they were interested in getting 

engaged, too much or too serious conversations could undermine the romance and surprise they 

wanted. They worked hard to only discuss marriage in seemingly casual or hypothetical ways. 

These indirect conversations were the means by which both partners could gain reassurances that 

they wanted to marry, and the one proposing could gain confidence that the other would say yes. 

Once the necessary assurance was gained no further conversation about getting engaged was 

appropriate, and the partner being proposed to must simply wait for it to occur.  

  Research shows that heterosexual couples also avoid direct marriage talk with one 

another, but posits this work as something only women do.x The idea is that women subscribe to 

the cultural idea that men are less committed and therefore fear that any marriage talk will be 

unwelcome by men. To be deemed worthy of being asked, heterosexual women must also avoid 

seeming pushy. Yet both male and female LGBQ people I spoke to avoided direct marriage talk 

and engaged in very similar conversational strategies to achieve a proposal. Their avoidance of 

direct marriage talk was driven by a general desire to achieve a romantic proposal, without 

recognition of the gendered and heteronormative premises that typically underpin this idea.   

  Capturing the kind of common carefulness with which these couples discussed marriage, 

Michelle, a 29-year-old woman who had been with her partner a year, described how she and her 

partner regularly said things to one another like “how do you feel about marriage?” or “would 
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you be open with your parents about it if we got married?” These conversations allowed them to 

discuss the possibility of getting engaged abstractly without ever having to directly say they both 

wanted to marry one another. Michelle was well aware what they were both doing, explaining: 

“[My partner] will just kind of casually say things about marriage, I think mostly because she 

just wants to know that I’m committed to her.” Sometimes her partner even asked her more 

directly: “You’re going to marry me, right?” but it would be said so nonchalantly that Michelle 

could answer it reassuringly without actually getting engaged to her yet.  

It is this kind of talk that explains why Ryan, a 29-year-old who had been with his partner 

5 years, could be “planning to get married” despite never having had a serious conversation with 

his partner about it. He said that from early on in the relationship they had “started talking about 

marriage in the hypothetical sense,” having “conversations about what kind of lives we would 

want for ourselves, and kind of alluding toward marriage.” Over time, these conversations had 

evolved, so that now they felt confident to ask follow up questions like “so we’re serious about 

this, right?” or “we’re thinking on the same page, right?” - “just as kind of more of an assurance 

that it [a proposal] will happen.” As Ryan understood it: “the proposal is expected. It is just kind 

of a formality, a moment that we can look back on when it finally happened.”  

In addition to avoiding direct marriage talk, couples engaged in another kind of self-

policing work - they restrained themselves from spontaneous expressions of love that might lead 

to a premature proposal. Like Erin described above, people sometimes spontaneously blurted out 

informal proposals to their partners. These were especially common when they felt strong 

emotions about their partners, or found themselves in settings that seemed appropriately 

romantic. However, such spontaneous expressions of love and commitment were not regarded as 

romantic enough for a proposal because they failed to convey the seriousness and effort required. 
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Examples of people’s failure to control their emotions help illustrate the less visible work usually 

involved in doing so.  

Jo a 32-year-old woman “blurted out” a proposal to her partner at the airport after she had 

returned from an extended work trip. She said that “she had really missed her” and the sight of 

seeing her made her overcome with emotion. However, as soon as the words had come out she 

regretted it. Laughing, she recalled how she had tried to make it seem more official and formal 

by “saying more nice things.” Her partner said yes, but Jo felt bad that the situation was not 

appropriate for the type of proposal she thought her partner deserved. She explained: “I felt like 

she maybe deserved something better than the I haven't showered, slept, or eaten proposal - Like 

a formal setting for handing a ring over.” Jo even gave her partner a “24 hour take back” period 

to change her mind, and made sure to follow it up with a “more formal restaurant proposal” after 

she had bought her a ring. When I asked her why she had felt the need to do that, like others, she 

focused on the importance of memory making: “I think it's a nice memory that people want to 

have, and it gives it the significance that it deserves.” She wanted to demarcate the moment and 

set it apart from the kind of regular, casual interactions she had with her partner, both to create a 

memory they could look back on and to identify it as a “significant” relationship transition.  

Jo’s partner had accepted her spontaneous proposal, but sometimes they were met with a 

partner’s refusal, even if they wanted to marry them. Nate, who got together with his partner the 

year after same-sex marriage became legal, recapped a “funny story” of his failed proposal: 

We were staying at a beautiful bed and breakfast and had come in from the cold. We 

grabbed some hot cider and sat in the hot tub outside and it was lightly falling snow, it 

was very romantic, and I turned to [my partner] and said “What would you say if I asked 

you to  marry right now?” and he looked at me and said “I think I’d say yes,” and I 
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looked to him  and went, “okay” [sounds casual] (laughs) that was it. He was so mad. 

Although the setting was appropriately romantic, Nate had not planned to propose in advance. 

He had posed the question too abstractly and casually, making his partner mad. They did not 

consider themselves engaged after this interaction, and to Nate’s embarrassment his partner “told 

everyone” about his inadequate proposal, making it clear that he expected something much more 

formal before he’d accept it. Nate knew that “it had to be big,” and promised his partner that he 

would ask him again in “the right way.” Half a year later, he proposed more formally on their 

anniversary, having taken the time to write him a song with the proposal as the last refrain, and 

making much more of a performance of it. These examples show just how constrained the 

boundaries of the proposal script are and how much work is entailed in keeping within them. 

Narrow prescriptions for romance meant that both talking about marriage too directly and being 

too spontaneous threatened the achievement of an successful proposal. 

 Lastly, couples engaged in relational work to construct the proposal as a surprise. 

Research with heterosexuals shows that, unlike in popular portrayals, proposals are actually 

rarely experienced as truly unexpected surprises. Rather, the proposal is a kind of public 

“frontstage” performance that simply ratifies a decision that has already been made “backstage” 

by the couple. Elements of surprise are limited to “the details.”xi But, here again, scholars 

typically points to a gendered process. It is heterosexual women who do the necessary 

“backstage work” to guide their male partners toward a proposal because men are considered in 

need of nudging to get it right. The LGBQ people in this study were engaging in very similar 

backstage work to ensure a proposal would occur, and then to fashion it as an unexpected 

surprise, but the work was usually done by both partners together, and not just by women.  

 Travis, a 27-year-old man, and his partner of 2 years had successfully avoided direct 
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conversations about getting engaged. But they had discussed it indirectly often enough so as to 

make the proposal essentially co-planned in advance. He recalled the “backstage work” this way: 

There were a few times when we were passing jewelers and I would say “Do you wanna 

go look at rings?” It was never explicitly said, “engagement” or “marriage,” but it was 

invited. It was that type of invited feeling when talking about rings or at least looking at 

them, I knew that that was something he’d be open to. So, when I found a design for a 

ring that I liked, that I would want to wear for the rest of my life, I showed it to him. And 

I said “what do you think of this design?” And he fell in love with it. And so at that point 

I was like “so should we buy them?” (laughs) And he’s like “I’ll buy yours if you buy 

mine.” So we pulled out our laptops and we bought the rings! And so we didn’t ask each 

other [to get married] at that point but we knew it was coming.  

His description of the engagement being “invited” speaks to the symbolic meaning that rings 

carry. They drew on their shared understanding of what rings signify to signal their interest in 

getting engaged, while avoiding direct conversation. Once the rings arrived in the mail, Travis 

and his partner went out to dinner at the same place they had had their first date. They had 

managed to communicate their intentions so effectively that both of them knew to take the rings 

with them, and expected a proposal to occur. However, in this case, the high and obvious level of 

planning ultimately undermined the desired surprise, and Travis described the proposal as “not 

very romantic” precisely because it was so expected.  

Travis’s engagement represents an extreme example of backstage work. But even in 

situations where getting engaged was less obviously on the immediate horizon, the person 

receiving the proposal still usually had a good idea when it would occur. The fact that proposers 

often adhered to the norm of proposing on special occasions, such as while on vacation or 
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anniversaries, helped it to be easily anticipated. For instance, Rachel, a 20-year-old woman who 

got together with her partner in 2008, told me that she and her partner had talked about marriage 

so many times ahead of time that they “basically had a plan for when she was gonna propose.” 

They “officially got engaged” on New Year’s Eve, and Rachel admitted that she “totally knew” 

her partner was “going to propose then.”  

 Despite being so expected, surprise was still considered crucial. But this was constructed 

surprise, not the kind of surprise one gets with spontaneity. The person proposing therefore had 

to work hard to create a particular moment that could be experienced, or at least remembered and 

recounted, as one. Kaitlyn, a 29 year old woman, who got together with her partner in 2005, told 

a story that reflects the work that was commonly entailed. She had started talking to her partner 

abstractly about marriage almost immediately after starting to date. They had talked theoretically 

about when the right time for marriage was (after finishing graduate school) and how couples 

should pay for it (with some parental help). They had also been ring shopping together, looking 

at the kinds of rings they might like should they get engaged. Thus, by the time they were ready 

to do it her partner “really knew it was coming, there was no question.” This posed a challenge 

for Kaitlyn, as the one proposing: “I remember feeling like ‘God now how am I going to surprise 

her?!’ She knows it’s coming! Crap!” Nonetheless, in her more formal recounting of the 

proposal, Kaitlyn still felt comfortable presenting it as a genuine surprise. She told an elaborate 

story of how she had tricked her partner into thinking they were doing something mundane and 

ended up on a roof deck terrace that she had set up with champagne as the sun was setting, 

concluding: “She was so surprised, and had no idea it was going to happen!” Like her, most 

identified no tension between expectation and surprise, so long as the person being proposed to 

could not have predicted the specific timing of the proposal, nor exactly how it would occur.   
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 These narratives show that younger LGBQ people and those in newer relationships 

engaged in a lot of relational work to meet the expectations of the existing proposal script - 

avoiding direct marriage talk, controlling their emotions to circumvent spontaneity, and creating 

the impression of surprise. They illuminate the extent to which LGBQ people have internalized 

unspoken rules around getting engaged and the self-policing they engage in to keep to them. 

Existing research finds heterosexual women engage in some of these kinds of work, but positions 

it as a means to meet gendered expectations for behavior. However, these findings reveal a 

different kind of relational work, which both partners have to engage in to achieve the desired 

proposal. They make clear that although beliefs about gender difference undergird much of the 

existing heterosexual proposal script, its core requirements for romance are so strongly 

internalized that the script - and the work it necessitates - persists even without them.   

 

Getting the Details Right 

For younger LGBQ people and those in newer relationships, it was not enough for there to be a 

formal, surprise proposal; certain details also had to be included. The person proposing must 

incorporate a given set of symbols and behaviors in the proposal, so as to make the event easily 

recognizable and legitimate to their partner and others. The menu of common expected behaviors 

included proposing: over fancy dinners; at special destinations, such as on vacation or at 

locations that had special meaning to them; on special dates, such as anniversaries; asking 

parents’ permission; involving close family and friends; getting down on one knee; the offering 

of rings or jewelry; and making speeches and other declarations of love. Some also referred to 

contemporary expectations that proposals involve well-planned, grand public performances.  

 Examples in which key expected symbols and behaviors were missing demonstrated just 
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how taken for granted and specific the proposal script was. For instance, Lizzie, who married her 

partner of 4 years in 2005, told a story of her initial failure to recognize her partner’s proposal: 

We go to the cape and go out for a walk and we sit down and [my partner] starts saying 

these lovely things about us and our relationship and who I am and says “so, will you 

marry me?” and I said “someday. Someday we should do that.” And she’s looking at me 

like--. As she tells the story she’s like ‘did she just say no?’ But I didn’t get it! Because 

there was no ring, there was no big thing at the--. There wasn’t a jumbotron. And so and 

then she said “No really, will you marry me?” and I was like ‘Oh, shit, like for real!’ 

Although some common elements of the script were present, such as being on vacation and 

declarations of love, others were missing, including not having a ring nor using any grand 

gesture like a jumbotron to pop the question.  

 By contrast, when proposals included an adequate combination of any of the expected 

details, LGBQ people referred to them as “traditional.” Because it could be assumed that most 

people are familiar with the general expectations of what a proposal should include, describing a 

proposal as “traditional” was also an efficient means through which people conveyed details of 

their proposal experience to me. The word “traditional” was used as a kind of short-hand for 

letting me know that they had adhered to specifics of the script without having to go into detail. 

For instance, Clara a 29-year-old who got together with her partner in 2008, simply said: “You 

know, she did the whole traditional thing, talked to my parents, got us matching engagement 

rings, and proposed to me on a picnic.” Additionally, these LGBQ people felt no need to explain 

why adhering to “traditional” behaviors was important to them. The importance of getting the 

details right was assumed to be shared, so that they could assume that I, like them, would agree 

that doing it “traditionally” was the “right” or “proper” thing to do, and indicative of how 



Ocobock, Abigail – Please do not share or cite without author permission.  

 23 

“sweet” and “wonderful” their proposing partners were.   

 However, the way in which younger LGBQ people and those in newer relationships 

connected adherence to specifics of the proposal script with “tradition” is somewhat misleading 

because some of details they described are not “traditional” in terms of how proposals have 

historically occurred. Clara equated getting matching rings with tradition, but historically in 

heterosexual relationships only one partner - the woman - would receive an engagement ring or, 

more recently, each partner would have a different ring regarded as suitable for varying 

expectations of feminine and masculine jewelry wearing. People who had proposals also 

regularly described asking parents for their approval as a tradition they adhered to. But they often 

made clear that parental approval was not being sought in any formal sense, as it was not 

required for the proposal to happen. They were simply going through the motions of this 

traditional act out of a more abstract sense of respect for their partner and parents. For example, 

Heather, a 31-year-old woman who got together with her partner in 2010, said:  

 [My partner] went and had dinner with my parents before she asked me to get married  

 because that was something that was important, not to ask their permission, it's not that I  

 wanted them to give permission for her to ask me but it’s that I wanted them to know and 

 I wanted them to know from her why she wanted to do this. So she went and had dinner  

 with them, she called them and made plans with them.  

These references to untraditional elements under the general banner of “tradition” suggest that at 

its core what is deemed traditional is following current cultural expectations around how 

proposals should look, rather than the actual details of how proposals have looked historically.  

 Contemporary expectations for proposals have also grown over the past few decades, 

requiring increasingly elaborate displays of effort. As such, beyond behaviors, such as fancy 



Ocobock, Abigail – Please do not share or cite without author permission.  

 24 

dinners and asking parents, that remain “traditional,” a newer expectation of grand gestures was 

also present. These gestures were not described as “traditional” but rather were used to connote 

the kind of romance expected from a proposal today. Truly romantic proposals were thought to 

involve substantial effort, planning, and creativity - just as when Lizzie had noted the absence of 

a “jumbotron.” Younger LGBQ people and those in newer relationships described elaborate 

scavenger hunts, games, flash mobs, songs, and other musical or theatrical performances that 

would have required greater creativity and planning than the more traditional short speeches 

expected to precede a proposal. Aptly, Kaitlyn described this as the “whole song and dance” that 

is now expected. Moreover, in this way, innovation seems to have become a part of the 

contemporary proposal script. People expected the proposer to display creativity, not because 

they wanted to buck tradition, but rather because innovation was now considered a part of the 

social expectations for what a proposal should look like.  

  

But Which Partner Should Propose?  

Despite evidence of very firmly shared ideas among younger LGBQ people and those in newer 

relationships about how to get engaged, a centrally important detail of the existing script was 

incompletely institutionalized - which partner should propose to whom, and why. In heterosexual 

relationships it is still almost always the case that the man proposes to the woman. But this 

heterosexual assumption is immediately questioned for same-sex couples, for whom there are 

either no males or two in a relationship. Although there are no sex differences between partners, 

partners can differ in terms of gender presentation, with one presenting as more masculine and 

the other as more feminine. Given the dominance of gender in shaping heterosexual proposals, 

we might therefore expect the more masculine presenting in a same-sex couple to be more likely 
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to propose. However, this was not the case. Instead, for most, gender played little role in 

determining which partner should propose.xii 

In part, gender did not shape which partner proposed because relatively few reported a 

clear gendered difference between themselves and their partners. Only 30% of those who had 

been or were engaged reported that one partner was on the “masculine” end of a scale, while the 

other was on the “feminine” end. Of these, only women reported such gender differences 

between partners, while no men did. The average point difference in gender presentation 

between partners was also less than 2 points (out of 10). Thus, there was a lack of gender 

difference as well as a lack of sex difference for most same-sex couples, at least in terms of self-

reported gender presentation. Gender difference did not shape proposals then because it was not 

a prominent feature of most relationships. It is noteworthy, however, that in the minority of 

proposal cases in which there was a clear gender difference between partners, the more 

masculine presenting partner proposed in all but one couple. This suggests that when there are 

clear gendered differences between partners, gender might continue to shape proposals along 

expected heteronormative lines (at least for women).  

The minimal role of gender in shaping who proposed was also evident by omission in the 

interviews. Only three people brought up gender as an underlying factor shaping their proposal 

decisions. They all identified gender differences between themselves and their partners. Yet, 

even here, closer analysis reveals a more complex relationship between gender and who proposes 

than is typical for heterosexuals. Kaitlyn initially told me that gender was “an unspoken thing 

underlying all of this,” meaning that although she and her partner didn’t directly discuss it, her 

more masculine identity and appearance made it clear to them that she’d be the one to propose.  

 It is a more masculine thing to do. I feel like I’m sort of the more masculine one, so, in  
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 the movies and everything I kind of always identified with the guy going down on his  

 knee or whatever and popping the question or being like, oh yeah, that’d be so cool to do  

 that to somebody. I think I’d feel weird if I was asked.  

However, despite a seemingly easy identification with heteronormative norms, Kaitlyn was also 

open to doing things differently, and may have done so, if she had only known how. She 

reflected: “I didn’t really have any anyone to map onto, I had no example. I wouldn’t have 

known any different. So I think not having lesbian role models was why I was like, oh yeah, 

people like this [masculine] do that [propose], so I guess I would be the one to propose.” Thus, 

script following requires both that your relationship fits easily into existing details of the script 

and that few alternatives ways of doing things are readily available to you. As same-sex marriage 

becomes more common, younger LGBQ people in newer relationships, like Kaitlyn, could 

encounter a greater range of models for proposing, thereby further undermining the “unspoken” 

nature of gender in marriage practices in the future.  

 Meghan, a 31-year-old woman who was engaged to her partner of 3 years, exhibited both 

a strong awareness of gender norms and the freedom to play with them. She said she had “always 

felt like it would be her [partner’s] responsibility to propose,” explaining: “She definitely looks 

the more butch and I’m definitely the more femme part.” Yet Meghan actually ended up 

proposing to her partner. In assessing how and why this happened, she identified a playfulness 

around gender that is common between for same-sex couples: “There’s some fun gender stuff 

between the two of us. We play and we have a lot of fun with gender roles. We’re very open to 

whatever the other person is feeling.” She also believed that individual personality traits 

ultimately trumped gender, explaining: “I think my competitiveness got a little (laughs) ahead of 

me. It was pretty much a challenge (laughs) and I definitely had a little competitiveness, like 
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‘I’m gonna do this first!’” Despite having clear expectations based on gender, Meghan ultimately 

felt free to follow their relational history of gender play and her “more competitive personality” 

in proposing. In the rare cases when gender was acknowledged as a factor, LGBQ people were 

reluctant to understand their experiences solely on those terms. 

But Meghan’s story also reveals tension between individual freedom and social 

expectations. Although she bucked gendered expectations by proposing, she later adhered to 

them by tasking her more masculine partner with finding her an engagement ring, and being the 

only partner to wear one. Indeed, it wasn’t until her partner gave her the ring that she felt the 

engagement “became formal.” Meghan stressed that she and her partner just did what “felt right” 

to them. At the same time, she understood that the entire proposal process as a “constant effort to 

balance out the expectations of what you [are expected to] do with what we want to do.” The 

absence of clear gendered differences and the lack of any clear new models for who to propose 

made getting engaged incompletely institutionalized. This offered LGBQ people some freedom 

to depart from the existing script. Yet gendered expectations still held some sway, creating 

tension between social norms and individual decision-making.  

Despite incomplete institutionalization regarding who should propose, proposals did not 

occur in a social and cultural vacuum in which only individual personalities and desires shaped 

decision-making. Instead, we see an interesting mix of cultural influences, as LGBQ people drew 

on both heteronormative and LGBQ cultural norms to shape who proposed. As I show next, 

heteronormative ideas about appropriate demonstrations of commitment led LGBQ people to 

make marginal adaptations to the existing script, while a strong commitment to equality in the 

LGBQ community prompted them to develop more distinctively new ways of doing things.  
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The Continuing Importance of Commitment without Gender Difference 

In the existing heterosexual script, the man is meant to propose to the woman in part because it is 

assumed he needs to demonstrate commitment. Many LGBQ people I spoke to subscribed to this 

heteronormative idea that the person who most needed to demonstrate commitment should be the 

one to propose. They could, therefore, fairly easily determine who proposes, even absent sex 

difference between partners. There were three broad reasons that typically explained why it was 

seen as necessary for one partner to demonstrate commitment by proposing, including that they: 

had previously ended the relationship; had previously refused their partner’s proposal for (a non-

legal) marriage; or had appeared more generally wary of long term commitment.  

 Previously breaking up with a partner created a clear expectation regarding who should 

propose, if they got back together. For Tina, a 35-year-old woman and her partner of 3 years, the 

fact that she had previously ended the relationship was key to explaining why she later felt the 

need to propose. About a year into their relationship, when they had still been living long-

distance, Tina had ended the relationship and briefly dated someone else. They got back together 

just 4 months later. By the time they felt ready to get engaged a couple of years later, it was clear 

that she would need to make up for that earlier decision:  

 We started talking about more about our future. We didn't use the word marriage, I think  

 because it was just such a significant thing. But as I had been the one that balked before,  

 and it was already clear that she wanted to be with me, in terms of who was going to  

 propose it was kind of --. I wanted to propose. 

Here Tina does not consider proposing as something she felt she had to do, phrasing it instead as 

something she wanted to do. Yet she hesitates before framing it as a personal choice. Like most, 

Tina and her partner had not talked directly about marriage. Certainly her partner had never 
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explicitly stated that she expected her to propose. But she didn’t need to. Existing cultural ideas 

about commitment and proposals were internalized enough to make it clear.   

 Second, were cases in which previous refusals to marry determined who needed to 

subsequently propose. Tom, a 57-year-old who had been with his partner for 14 years, was one 

of the rare cases of an older person in a longer-term relationship getting engaged by means of a 

proposal. He told me how his partner had refused his proposals to have a (non-legal) 

commitment ceremony and how, in large part because of this, he decided to end the relationship 

a year before same-sex marriage became legal. Having been together for almost a decade and 

owning a house together, this was no easy decision. Tom recalled a particularly painful moment 

when his ex-partner asked if they could go and watch other people getting married together the 

night it became legal. He angrily refused. When, a couple of years later, they got back together 

there was no question that his partner needed to propose. But when he finally did so, Tom did not 

immediately say yes. He remembered thinking: “OK, this is pretty good, he’s proposed to me. 

But I still wish he’d just accepted [my proposals] before, it might have been simpler.” Not ready 

to let it go, he replied: “I’ll have to think about that.” And, in a classic display of power, Tom 

took several months - during which his partner “was left just patiently waiting.” Finally, at 

Christmas, he wrote ‘my answer is yes’ in a card, wrapped it up and gave it to his partner as a 

present. This proposal story was the most long fought out struggle over proposals, power, and 

commitment. However, many others shared the same unspoken expectation that the one who had 

previously refused a proposal needed to make up for it.  

 For others, it was not necessarily making up for previous break ups or proposal refusals 

that determined who proposed. Rather, there was a more general sense that their partners were 

“commitment phobes,” who needed to prove readiness for marriage. This ultimately put the more 
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committed partner in the situation of “waiting to be asked,” much like has been described of 

heterosexual women. Occasionally, the one waiting made it clear to their partners that they were 

waiting for them to make the move. For example, Faith, a 31 year-old woman who had been with 

her partner 4 years: “My partner is more commitment phobic than me so basically I told her that 

when she was ready she could propose to me.” But more often, the one waiting to be asked just 

silently bid one’s time until their partner figured it out, as if their proposing would not signal the 

same readiness or commitment unless they had truly decided to do it themselves. Josh was in his 

early 30s when he got engaged, but had already been with his partner 7 years at that point 

because he was waiting for his less committed partner to be ready. He reasoned:   

 I was ready before him. It was like a conscious decision on my end, which was when he's 

 ready, he'll tell me. I'm waiting for that, because the last thing you ever want to do is be  

 in a relationship and have somebody come back to you and say, well, I don't know if I  

 was ready, so I waited…. 

It took several years for his partner be ready.   

 This shared expectation of the least committed needing to propose sometimes resulted in 

an insecure waiting game. Yet, if all went to plan, it could also lead to a more genuinely 

surprising, and therefore romantic, proposal. As already described, most proposals only had the 

veneer of surprise and were actually carefully constructed by couples. But when a partner’s 

commitment was really doubted, the one being proposed to was more likely to be genuinely 

surprised. For example, Tina - who had previously broken up with her partner -  said that she was 

able to pull off an “awesome” proposal because her partner didn’t think that she “was mentally 

ready yet.” Looking back, any insecurity her partner may have felt waiting was minimized by 

Tina because it ultimately led to a more romantic proposal.  
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 Drawing on ideas in the existing proposal script around commitment to determine who 

should propose has complex and uneven consequences for power and inequality between same-

sex partners. Without sex differences between partners, it is not always women “waiting to be 

asked” - thereby reducing the kind of blanket inequality we see among heterosexuals. 

Nevertheless, adherence to the same overarching idea recreates a similar kind of power 

imbalance between partners, whereby the more committed in the relationship is kept waiting by 

the other. They have only the power to say yes or no, while the less committed controls the 

timing of relationship progression. On the other hand, in cases where one partner had previously 

broken up or refused non-legal marriage proposals, needing to propose could become a means of 

re-equalizing power, helping to create a new equilibrium rather than heightening existing 

inequalities. Further, as I show next, some same-sex couples were also creating a new proposal 

script - one that is based much more firmly on commitments to equality.  

 

Ensuring Equality Through Mutual Proposals 

In deciding who should propose, the people I spoke to also regularly drew on a widely shared 

belief within the LGBQ community about the importance of equality between partners. Whereas 

for heterosexuals a proposal is typically only something the woman gets to experience, many 

LGBQ people made conscious efforts to ensure both partners were proposed to. Erin, who had 

been careful to create the “appropriate memory” of their getting engaged, decided to propose 

back to her partner shortly after she had proposed to her: “We felt like we needed to do a mutual 

proposal so there was mutuality. That is a critical part of the story.” Closer attention to these 

proposal narratives reveals that efforts to achieve “mutuality” were based on two somewhat 

different scripts: one centered on avoiding power differentials; the other on creating fairness.  
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 Some couple’s decisions to have both partners experience a proposal were purposeful 

attempts to avoid the kind of power imbalances they saw as typical of the heterosexual proposal 

script. They conceptualized heterosexual proposals as based on an unequal power dynamic, 

whereby the man proposing symbolized his ownership and control of the woman. Occasionally, 

these feelings emanated directly from their own previous heterosexual relationship experiences. 

For instance, Rachel, a 30-year-old woman, knew that her partner would need to be the one to 

propose to help her overcome the sense of disempowerment she had experienced in a previous 

heterosexual proposal. When she had been only 18, her partner’s then boyfriend had “pressured 

her into getting engaged by asking her in a very public way” and had then broken up with her 

just 2 months later. Proposing was therefore now her partner’s opportunity to regain some 

feeling of power in the engagement process and overcome past negative experiences.  

 However, as most of the people getting engaged by means of a proposal were relatively 

young, few had experienced previous marriage proposals. Wanting to avoid disempowerment 

was therefore usually based more generally on cultural perceptions than personal experience. 

They observed flaws in the heterosexual proposal script as it was portrayed in popular culture 

and other people’s relationships, and were trying to avoid doing things the same way. Courtney, 

a 37-year-old woman, was initially on the receiving end of a marriage proposal. Her partner had 

first proposed while on vacation in Paris. Though admittedly “less romantic,” Courtney proposed 

back to her partner a couple of months later at home. She felt as if she should propose back to 

avoid any power imbalance between them: “I felt like it was important for us both to propose to 

each other as individuals – to put out our intent even though we knew what the answer was going 

to be, and it wasn’t a one person taking ownership of the relationship in one way, that it was 

equal.” She even made sure to get “a similar ring” from the same jeweler for her partner, so that 
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neither had the sole financial burden of purchasing a ring, nor be the only one to wear one.  

 Heather, who had referred to her partner’s initial proposal as “traditional,” echoed similar 

sentiments about wanting to reciprocate, and proposed back just a few months later: 

I felt very strongly that regardless of the relationship that I was in, regardless of the sex or 

the gender of the person that I was with that I also wanted to do some sort of proposal. I 

don't really like a lot of the historical ideas about what women are supposed to do or not 

supposed to do, and one person wears a ring but the other person doesn't. I felt that if I 

was going to wear a ring then I wanted my partner to have one as well. …  So yeah, we 

both did a proposal; they were just a few months apart. I proposed to her on our 

anniversary. She knew it was coming. She just didn’t know  when or how.  

As was typical for those attempting to achieve more equal proposal experiences, both Courtney 

and Heather said that their partners agreed with the need for equality and knew ahead of time 

that they would be getting a proposal too. Rather than one person waiting to be asked, partners 

clearly established that both could expect a proposal.  

 Another version of the equality script was centered more on establishing fairness than 

avoiding the power imbalances perceived among heterosexuals. Here the focus was on ensuring 

that both partners got to experience being proposed to so that no one person had a special 

experience that the other did not. Both partners were seen as desiring and deserving of the 

romance and joy of being proposed to.  For example, Maddy, a 32-year-old woman, wanted to 

“re-propose” back to her partner after being proposed to because she “wanted her to experience 

something along the lines of a proposal too.” She elaborated: “I wanted her to have a ring as well 

and I didn’t want to just say ‘oh let’s go get the ring together.’ I think it really meant a lot to her 

[that I proposed too] and I knew it would.” Maddy also contrasted her “re-proposal” with the 
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“unfairness” she saw in heterosexual proposals: “It never felt right that guy proposes to girl, she 

gets a beautiful three-year salary ring and he gets nothing, some plain old stupid gold band a year 

later. I wanted her to have something just like me, it was only fair so far as I was concerned.” 

 In these ways, even if the initial decision about who should propose was driven by a less 

gendered version of the existing commitment script that created inequality, subsequent efforts to 

create “mutual” proposal experiences could serve to equalize the same-sex proposal experience. 

Ultimately, same-sex couples show some signs of doing proposals differently, but with uneven 

consequences for power and inequality. It is noteworthy that efforts to create equality through 

mutual proposals were only mentioned by women. This might suggest women have a stronger 

desire to create equal relationships. Alternatively, it might suggest that women have a stronger 

desire for romance and are thereby more committed to ensuring both partners experience it.  

 

Conclusion 

One might think that being so new to the institution of marriage would make LGBQ people feel 

at liberty to make it their own and depart from existing heteronormative scripts. And, for some, 

this was true. A history of being cultural outsiders and having more secure relational 

commitment gave older people and those in longer term relationships the freedom to ignore 

social and cultural expectations for getting engaged. But, given the timing of marriage 

legalization in their lives and relationships, younger LGBQ people and those in newer 

relationships were cultural insiders, and not so free. They had strongly internalized existing 

scripts about the right way to get engaged. The rules of engagement were clear. Of course, there 

is a certain freedom to being able to participate in a script that, until recently, LGBQ people were 

excluded from and couldn’t see themselves in. Nonetheless, overall, the engagement experiences 
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of these LGBQ people suggest a high level of constraint.  

  Moreover, it was not incomplete institutionalization and unclear expectations that led to 

stress. On the contrary, it was overly prescribed and narrow ones. Scenarios that made the 

existing engagement script not apply (being older and in longer term relationships) or unclear 

(because of the lack of sex differences) did not cause much anxiety. LGBQ people simply did 

“just what felt right” to them or drew on other dominant cultural ideas to adapt the script and 

create new ones. Script following created much more stress – and work – particularly because 

LGBQ people perceived strict and narrow boundaries for what constitutes appropriate proposal 

behavior. Thus, although incomplete expectations can cause anxiety, so too do very firm ones.   
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Endnotes 

i For more on scripting theory, see: Ginsburg, G. P. (1988); Klinkenberg, D., & Rose, S. (1994); 
Simon, W., & Gagnon, J. H. (1986).  
ii Schweingruber, Anahita, & Berns (2004) 
iii Hamilton and Armstrong (2009); Lamont (2018); Ridgeway (2011) 
iv Robnett and Leaper (2013); Schweingruber & Anahita, S. (2008). 
v Cherlin (1978); see also Cherlin (2004); Hequembourg (2004); Lauer & Yodanis (2011).  
vi Pfeffer (2012), 578; see also Green (2010).  
vii In an interview study with 40 LGBTQ-identified people in the San Francisco Bay Area, 
Lamont (2018) found that they explicitly reject heterosexual dating and marriage norms in an 
effort to achieve more egalitarian relationships. Similar findings in their study of women in 
heterosexual and same-sex marriages in Ontario, Canada, led sociologists Fetner and Heath 
(2015) to conclude that whereas most heterosexuals are “noreflexive adopters” of conventional 
wedding practices, same-sex couples take an “actively critical approach,” thinking deeply about 
how their choices relate and contribute to heteronormativity.  
viii It is not reaching a specific age or relationship duration that makes the difference. Rather, the 
older one gets and the longer one has been with their partner, the greater the odds are that they 
get engaged without a proposal. Linear regression analyses showed that those who had been with 
their partners for 11-15 years were 26% less likely (p<0.1), those together more than 15 years 
46% less likely (p<0.01), and those together more than 25 years 63% less likely to have had a 
proposal than their counterparts who were in relationships of less than 10 years. Considering age 
instead, older people were also significantly less likely to have had a proposal. Compared to 
those in their 30s, those aged 40-49 were 30% less likely (p<0.05), those aged 50-59 42% less 
likely (p<0.01), and those aged over 60 were 58% less likely (p<0.01) to have had a proposal. 
Additionally, regardless of relationship duration or age, those who began their relationships 
before same-sex marriage was legal were significantly less likely to have had a proposal than 
those who started their relationships after it was already an option to legally marry. Specifically, 
those who started relationships before legalization were 38% less likely to have had a proposal 
than those in new post-legal relationships (p<0.01).  
ix Although age, relationship duration and timing usually cohere, there are also individual 
examples of older people in relatively new relationships and younger people in long-term 
relationships that fit in this no-proposal group. 
x Sassler and Miller (2011) 
xi Schweingruber, Anahita, & Berns (2004): p.151.  
xii I analyzed gender presentation differences between partners in two ways. First, I used a simple 
binary measure of whether one partner was on the masculine end (6 or above) and the other on 
the feminine end (4 or below) of the spectrum. Second, I used a linear measure calculating the 
point difference between partners i.e. the distance between where partners were on the spectrum. 
For example, both partners could be on the feminine end of the spectrum, but one could identify 
as a “1” and the other a “4”, representing a 3-point difference. By contrast, one partner could 
situate themselves on the feminine end (4) and the other the masculine end (6) of the spectrum, 
representing just a 2-point difference between them. Neither measure of gender presentation was 
significantly correlated with which partner proposed (p>0.05).  

                                                


