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Same-sex marriages are very controversial. Recently, the Vatican (Congregation for the 
Doctrine of the Faith 2003) and US President Bush (CNN 2003) both spoke out against 
same-sex marriages. On the other hand, Canada, Taiwan and several countries in Europe 
have prepared or introduced legislation to make same-sex marriage legal. The public 
opinion is divided into opponents and advocates of legalising same-sex marriages. In a 
recent CNN poll (CNN Quick Vote, 2003) 52 percent out of 22.7 million votes agrees that 
marriage should be legally defined as only a union between a man and a woman; 48 
percent disagrees. Results from a recent European survey (EOS Gallup Europe 2003) also 
reveal large differences in acceptance of same-sex marriages between European countries 
(see appendix 1). In this paper we will focus on the Netherlands. In 2001, the Netherlands 
was the first country to open regular marriage for same-sex couples (Waaldijk 2003). The 
process that led to this legislation has been described as the long road to civil marriage 
(Van Velde 2003). Also, in the Netherlands the attitudes toward homosexuality are more 
permissive than in all or most other countries in the world (Inglehart 1997; Widmer, Treas 
and Newcomb 1998; Kelley 2001). In other publications we have paid attention to the 
denial of equal rights (concerning adoption, inheriting and housing) of lesbians and gay 
men in the Netherlands (Van de Meerendonk & Scheepers 2004) and other attitudes 
towards homosexuals (Van de Meerendonk, Eisinga & Felling 2003). However, the attitudes 
of the Dutch toward equal marriage rights have hardly been studied. 
The main question we will address in this article is: (1) which specific individual 
characteristics contribute directly to explain the denial of equal marriage rights to 
lesbians and gay men, i.e., which specific social categories have strongly denied these 
equal rights?  

THEORIES AND HYPOTHESES 
There are no research reports on Dutch attitudes towards equal marriage rights for 
lesbians and gay men. So, we are faced with a lack of empirical clues to answer our 
research questions. However, we may derive hypotheses from more general theories. One 
crucial idea is that exposure to particular ‘socialising agents’ may affect compliance with 
social norms, a rather general thesis put forward by Durkheim (1897/1951). Considering a 
number of ‘socialising agents’ like religious communities and schools, to which people are 
differentially exposed after family socialisation, implies a number of testable hypotheses. 
However, if one takes this argument one step further, one could also state that the 
‘Zeitgeist’ may be considered to be a ‘socialising agent’, or more precisely a ‘socialising 
circumstance’; a general thesis put forward by Mannheim (1936/1972), and more recently 
by Inglehart (1990). In the next section we will propose testable hypotheses on the 
relationship between individual characteristics and the attitudes towards equal marriage 
rights for lesbians and gay men, building on these general propositions. 
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Effects of Individual Characteristics: Hypotheses 

The three main Dutch religions, Roman Catholicism, Reformed, and Rereformed, are 
based upon Christianity. Christianity in general has a rather negative view towards 
lesbians and gay men. The Old Testament speaks of an abomination. The official Roman 
Catholic doctrine teaches that it is not wrong to be a homosexual, but that it is morally 
wrong (a sin) to engage in homosexual conduct (sex). The advice is to “not to do it, if one 
unfortunately is one.” It concerns the difference between the pastoral and the moral 
view. The churches’ attitudes towards homosexual behaviour are very negative.1 There 
has hardly been any change in this official position. Concerning equal rights of lesbians 
and gay men, the churches, Catholic and Protestant (Reformed and Rereformed) alike, 
have actively tried to influence politicians and the public debate.2 The churches viewpoint 
focuses either on denying lesbians and gay men equal marriage rights directly or, more 
indirectly, on the right or liberty to discriminate against lesbians and gay men. Both 
strategies seem to result in unequal treatment of or rights for lesbians and gay men. 
Churches in general have been denying lesbians’ and gay men’s equal rights and have 
shown negative attitudes towards lesbians and gay men.3 Church members, irrespective of 
which religion they adhere to, therefore are expected to deny equal rights for lesbians 
and gay men more often than people who are no church members. Now, we propose in 
conformity with Durkheims general thesis, that people who have been exposed to these 
socialising agencies in religious communities will deny equal marriage rights for lesbians 
and gay men. Hypothesis 1: members of denominations deny equal marriage rights for 
lesbians and gay men more strongly than unchurched do. 

If people attend church more often, they are exposed more severely to the official 
doctrine. The official doctrine teaches that lesbians and gay men are not allowed to have 
equal marriage rights. So the frequent church attendees will have a greater tendency to 
deny lesbians’ and gay men’s equal rights than less frequent attendees or people who 
(almost) never go to church. Tygart (2000, p.267; see also Johnson, 1997) found for the 
USA that “the less religious involvement, the greater the support for homosexual rights”. 
Hypothesis 2: the more often people attend church, the stronger they deny equal 
marriage rights for lesbians and gay men. 
Vogt (1997; see also Bobo & Licari, 1989; Gibson & Tedin, 1988) shows that education 
fosters support for equal rights for lesbians and gay men. He considers attitudes towards 
equal rights to be a part of tolerance against lesbians and gay men. “For attitudes toward 
homosexuality (…) education’s place in most lists of predictors remains firm” (Vogt, 1997, 
p.91). The question is how education increases support for equal rights? Greater cognitive 

                                                 
1 Amongst others the Pope, Dutch Roman Catholic bishop dr. Eijk and also Calvinist MP Van Dijke have 
spoken out about homosexuality. In 2000 the Pope called homosexuality “a deviation, not natural, an 
objective disorder that goes against the law of nature” (Rooms-Katholiek Kerkgenootschap in 
Nederland, 2000a). In his lectures to theology students, Eijk taught that homosexuality is a ‘neurotic 
development disorder’, homosexual relations are not ‘intrinsically ordered’ and lesbians and gay men 
are not able to love one another. It is only a matter of ‘mutual masturbation’ (Van Schaik, 1999). 
2 Examples from the denial of lesbians’ and gay men’s equal rights are the religious opposition against 
equal treatment (Equal Treatment Act), opposition to the right to marry (civil marriage), opposition 
to the right to adopt. In 1987 Roman Catholic Cardinal Simonis said he would respect landlords if they 
refused homosexual tenants in their houses (Rooms-Katholiek Kerkgenootschap in Nederland, 1987; 
see also Waaldijk, 1989). The Vatican opposed the recent Dutch marriage and adoption bills 
(Pontifical Council for the Family, 2000; see also Rooms-Katholiek Kerkgenootschap in Nederland, 
1998). Also most of the Calvinist and Dutch Reformed churches have been opposing equal rights 
(“Kerken doen,” 2000). Most religions do not allow a homosexual couple to have their 
partnership/marriage solemnized (Rooms-Katholiek Kerkgenootschap in Nederland, 2000b).  
3 Most churches (Roman Catholic, Protestants) have played and still play a double role. On the one 
side there is consideration with lesbians and gay men (and pastoral care for lesbians and gay men; in 
many Dutch cities Roman Catholic clergymen even initiated the homosexual movement by organizing 
social gatherings for lesbians and gay men), on the other side there is condemnation of homosexual 
behavior. 

Same-sex couples, same-sex partnerships, and homosexual marriages 
A Focus on cross-national differentials 

148



Denial of equal marriage rights for lesbians and gay men in the Netherlands 

sophistication by more years of schooling might lead to more support of equal rights for 
lesbians and gay men. Educational systems may inherently teach or reinforce liberal 
attitudes such as equal rights for lesbians and gay men. Theories of intergroup contact and 
personality development stress the importance of the processes of socialisation. “These 
often unintentional processes may occur in ways that nourish tolerant beliefs and 
behaviours” (Vogt,  1997, p.104). The higher educated are more likely to be exposed to, 
and socialised into, accepting norms promoting equal rights for lesbians and gay men. The 
lower educated may not have dissociated themselves from traditional norms, because 
they had less opportunities to get acquainted with other norms prevailing in other (sub-
)cultures of society. However, we propose that the longer people have been exposed to 
educational system, the less they will deny equal marriage rights for lesbians and gay 
men. Hypothesis 3: The lower educated people deny equal marriage rights for lesbians and 
gay men more than higher educated people. 
Older cohorts have been socialised in times in which homosexuality was considered a sin, 
disease or crime. Following Mannheim and Inglehart, we propose that they were exposed 
to socialising circumstances with traditional norms on homosexuality and restrictions of 
individual freedom. The denial of equal rights for lesbians and gay men was dominant in 
society and in legislation. Older cohorts have been exposed more strongly to this denial, 
and hence subscribe more strongly to it than younger cohorts. At the end of the 1960s the 
icy moral climate melted in the Netherlands as in many other countries, the so-called 
‘sexual revolution’ (Duyvendak, 1994, p.33). Homosexuality was gradually decriminalised 
and demedicalised and homosexuality was no longer considered a sin. Generations that 
have grown up during and since these changes in the sexual moral will be more supportive 
of equal rights. Strand (1998, p.114) concluded that “massive generational differences in 
socialisation environments” had led to more support for equal rights for lesbians and gay 
men among younger cohorts. Hypothesis 4: Older cohorts deny equal marriage rights for 
lesbians and gay men more strongly than younger cohorts do.  
In the parliamentary debate on opening civil marriage to same-sex couples the only 
parties to vote against the bill were the Christian political parties (“Ruime 
kamermeerderheid,” 2000). In a 1996 magazine interview, Calvinist MP Van Dijke, leader 
of the fundamentalistic Christian party Reformatorische Politieke Federatie, said: “One 
cannot divide sins into serious and less serious. Why is cheating the state out of money 
less serious than breaking the seventh commandment [against adultery]? Why should a 
practising homosexual be better than a thief?” (Van der Linden & Webeling, 1996; see also 
Rosier, 2000). In the most recent election campaign, the largest Christian party, the 
Christian Democrats have said they did not want to abolish the legally created possibility 
of same-sex marriages. Two smaller, more fundamentalist Christian parties still strive for 
this abolition. Hypothesis 5: People with a political preference for Christian political 
parties deny equal marriage rights for lesbians and gay men more strongly than supporters 
of non-Christian parties.   

DATA AND MEASUREMENTS 
To answer the questions above and to test the hypotheses, we use the data that have 
been gathered within a longitudinal research project, titled: Social and cultural 
developments in the Netherlands (Sociaal-culturele ontwikkelingen in Nederland 2000 
(Eisinga et al., 2002)). This large-scale field research is the successor of earlier data 
collections which took place in 1979 (Felling et al., 1986), 1985 (Felling et al., 1987), 1990 
(Eisinga et al., 1992), and 1995 (Eisinga et al., 1997). In this project social and cultural 
developments relevant for the Dutch society are being recorded through face-to-face 
interviews with relatively large samples of the Dutch  (Felling, Peters en Scheepers, 
2000). The sample is (always) put together through a two-step random procedure. In the 
first step municipalities were selected from 4 country parts (North, East, South, West) 
whereby the large (self-weighing) municipalities were drawn in the selection. In the 
second step, within these municipalities, a random sample of people between the ages of 
18 and 70 was drawn from the register of the registry office. These people received an 
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introduction letter and were subsequently approached for an interview by previously 
trained interviewers, 70 in total. These interviews took place between September 1 2000 
and February 1 2001. In total 2896 people were approached of whom 1008 participated in 
the interviews, a response rate of 43.7%. These people were also asked to send in a 
written questionnaire, to which 91.4% was willing. We have tested if and to what extent 
these 1008 respondents form a valid representation of the Dutch population. We found 
small but significant anomalies in comparison with the age composition, but not with the 
distributions of sex and marital status. No significant differences were found between 
people who did and who did not send in the written questionnaire. 
 

DENIAL OF EQUAL RIGHTS FOR LESBIANS AND GAY MEN 

Our dependent variable, the denial of equal marriage rights for lesbians and gay men, was 
measured by asking respondents whether “homosexual couples should have the same 
rights to marry as heterosexual couples.” Table 1 reports the frequency distribution of 
those who deny lesbians and gay men equal rights to marriage. 

 
Table 1 Homosexual couples should have the same right to marry as heterosexual couples 
(in percentages) 
I agree entirely 38,8 
I agree 30,0 
I don`t agree, don`t disagree 13,5 
I don`t agree 9,1 
I don`t agree at all 8,6 
Total (valid N) 996 
No answer (N) 12 
Total (N) 1008 
Source: SOCON 2000; author’s calculations. 

 

INDEPENDENT VARIABLES 

We employed two measures of religiosity. The first question addressed the respondents’ 
present religious affiliation, measured as none, Roman Catholic, Reformed, Rereformed, 
and other. Second, respondents were asked how often they had attended church during 
the last six months, measured as once or more a week, every two weeks, every month, 
fewer than once a month, and never. We asked the respondents’ age at the time of the 
survey. We constructed six birth cohorts by subtracting this age from the year in which the 
survey was held. We employed as the measure of education the highest level attained by 
the respondent, ranging from vocational training to university degrees. Political 
preference was measured by asking respondents what party they would vote for if national 
elections were held today. Our control variable was gender. 

ANALYSES AND RESULTS 

We used multiple regression. The results of our regression analysis are presented in Table 
2. The first column contains the characteristics used in the analyses. We present the 
unstandardized (B) and standardized (ß) coeffients of the parameters, and the standard 
error (SE). Also the significance (Sig.) of the effects is presented in Table 2.  
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Table 2 Multiple Regression. Denial of equal marriage rights for lesbians and gay men  
 B SE ß Sig. 

Religious Affiliation 
    

   Not religious (ref.)     
   Catholic .336 .109 .109 .002 
   Reformed .255 .144 .054 .076 
   Rereformed .338 .165 .065 .041 
   Other .878 .159 .160 .000 

Church attendance 
    

   Never (ref.)     
   Less than once a month .133 .091 .047 .146 
   Once a month / Once every fortnight .091 .153 .019 .552 
   Once or more a week .757 .150 .199 .000 

Education 
    

   LO/LBO .220 .105 .078 .036 
   MAVO/MBO .139 .106 .050 .189 
   HAVO/VWO -.086 .106 -.029 .421 
   HBO/WO (ref.)     

Cohort/age 
    

   1930-1938 .759 .159 .143 .000 
   1939-1947 .598 .117 .173 .000 
   1948-1956 .322 .103 .110 .002 
   1957-1965 .038 .102 .013 .707 
   1965-1974 (ref.)     
   1975-1982 .136 .136 .031 .316 

Political preference 
    

   Social Democrats (PvdA)  -.594 .149 -.184 .000 
   Christian Democrats (CDA) -.330 .161 -.092 .041 
   Rightwing liberals (VVD) -.389 .150 -.119 .009 
   Leftwing liberals (D66) -.534 .176 -.112 .003 
   Christian fundamentalists (ChristenUnie / SGP) .949 .226 .153 .000 
   Leftwing ecologists (GroenLinks) -.808 .165 -.195 .000 
   Socialists (SP) -.473 .199 -.079 .018 
   Other party -.383 .317 -.034 .227 
   Don´t know -.510 .161 -.126 .002 
   Don´t vote (ref.)     
     
Sex (men) .226 .068 .088 .001 
     
Intercept 1.847 .172   .000 
     
adjusted R2 .34    
Notes: ref. = reference category 
Education categories: LO: primary education; LBO: lower secondary vocational training; 
MAVO: middle-level secondary education; MBO: middle-level vocational training; HAVO: 
higher level secondary education; VWO: secondary scientific training; HBO: higher level 
vocational training; WO: university.  

Source: SOCON 2000; author’s calculations. 
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First, we consider the effects of religiosity. According to our first hypothesis, denial of 
equal rights for lesbians and gay men was more widespread among members of 
denominations than among unchurched. As can be seen in Table 2, the effect of 
membership of a denomination was positive: members of denominations were more likely 
to deny equal rights for lesbians and gay men. The effect was strongest for members of 
other churches. Those members were much more likely to the deny equal marriage rights 
for lesbians and gay men than unchurched. These findings support hypothesis 1. 

According to our second hypothesis, denial of equal marriage rights for lesbians and gay 
men was stronger among frequent churchgoers than among people who (almost) never 
went to church. Indeed, the effects were in the direction we expected them to be. Those 
who most frequently attended church were significantly more likely to deny equal 
marriage rights for lesbians and gay men as compared to those who never went.  
Our third hypothesis concerned educational effects. We expected the lower educated to 
be more likely to deny equal marriage rights for lesbians and gay men than higher 
educated people. We found that denial of these equal marriage rights was more 
widespread among those in the lowest category of education than among those in the 
highest category. This implies that hypothesis 3 is not refuted.  
Next, we turn to the estimated effects of the societal circumstances during the 
respondents’ formative years. In our fourth hypothesis we hypothesized that denial of 
equal marriage rights of lesbians and gay men was more widespread among older cohorts 
that were exposed to circumstances with traditional norms on homosexuality and 
restrictions of individual freedom during their formative years. Older birth cohorts denied 
significantly more strongly equal marriage rights for lesbians and gay men than younger 
cohorts. There are no significant differences between the three youngest birth cohorts 
(born after 1957; formative years during the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s) with respect to the 
denial of equal marriage rights of lesbians and gay men. Our findings firmly support our 
fourth hypothesis. The older cohorts were more likely to deny equal marriage rights to 
lesbians and gay men as compared to the reference category (1965-1974). The effects of 
the cohorts tended to get stronger with the years. This might suggest an ageing effect. 
The youngest cohort is not the most permissive. This finding might indicate that the 
younger generations are less supportive of equal marriage rights for lesbians and gay men 
than the generations that came of age during the seventies and early eighties. 
Compared with those who did not vote, the supporters of the Christian fundamentalist 
parties were much more likely to deny equal marriage rights for lesbians and gay men.  
The variable sex was included as control variable in the analysis. It turned out that women 
were significantly less likely to deny equal marriage rights for lesbians and gay men than 
men.  

CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION 
In this paper we have examined which specific social categories have strongly denied 
equal marriage rights. We found that denial of equal marriage rights for lesbians and gay 
men is rather consistently subscribed to by social categories that have been exposed to 
traditional socialising agents and socialising circumstances in which traditional norms 
prevailed: members of denominations (hypothesis 1), people who frequently attend 
church (hypothesis 2), and older cohorts, especially the ones born before 1948 (hypothesis 
4), as well as by those who have presumably not dissociated themselves from these 
traditional norms, i.e., the lower educated (hypothesis 3).  
The present study also found that men deny equal marriage rights for lesbians and gay 
men more strongly than women. This sex difference was also found in American studies of 
denial of equal rights for lesbians and gay men (Kite & Whitley, 1998), and of 
unfavourable attitudes towards homosexuality or gay men and lesbian women (Herek 
1984; Kite & Whitley, 1996; Herek & Capitanio, 1999). Different explanations have been 
proposed for this difference. One of these explanations is that the term ‘homosexuals’, 
which is also used in our question format, is not gender neutral, but is often interpreted 
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with reference to gay men (Kite & Whitley, 1998), and men tend to deny equal rights for 
gay men more strongly than equal rights for lesbians (Herek & Capitanio, 1999). Replacing 
‘homosexuals’ by ‘lesbians and gay men’ or asking the questions separately for lesbians 
and gay men might solve this problem. Kite & Whitley (1998) and Herek & Capitanio 
(1999) provide an overview of different explanations for the sources of this difference, but 
we will not discuss these here.  
The overall results suggest that the theories of socialising agents (Durkheim, 1897/1951) 
and socialising circumstances (Mannheim, 1936/1972) provide us with rather good 
explanations of which social categories deny lesbians and gay men equal marriage rights 
more strongly than other categories.   

Limitations and Future Research 
We need to further explore the relationships between personal inner aversion to 
homosexuality, the expression of tolerance with homosexuality, support for equal rights 
for lesbians and gay men, and actual behaviour towards homosexuality, and lesbians and 
gay men. For the Netherlands, Wafelbakker (1975) found that fairly considerable personal 
inner aversion to homosexuality and fairly considerable tolerance with regard to 
homosexual conduct by others exist side by side, and Tielman (1982) found that expressed 
tolerance and actual behaviour of people not always correspond.4  Public opinion data for 
the Netherlands show less opposition against same-sex marriages than in other countries 
under research. These data also show decreasing opposition against same-sex marriages 
over time. This however does not mean that Dutch homosexual couples (or single 
homosexuals) are completely socially accepted (Van de Meerendonk 2003).  
In our data, we found some clues that the youngest cohort denies equal marriage rights 
for lesbians and gay men more strongly than the other post war cohorts. Recent 
newspaper publications also suggested that in certain areas, such as schools, the 
acceptance of homosexuality is decreasing. Research on ethnic discrimination also found 
more support among the youngest cohort (Coenders & Scheepers, 1998). According to the 
Dutch cabinet (Ministry of Health, Welfare and Sport, 2001) the full acceptance of a gay or 
lesbian lifestyle is not a stable condition, the increase towards more acceptance is not a 
fact, and regression remains possible. In the future, we need to examine whether there 
really is an increase in denial equal marriage rights for lesbians and gay men among the 
youngest cohorts.  
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Appendix 1  
 
For each of the following propositions, tell me if you absolutely agree, rather agree, 
rather disagree or absolutely disagree? The authorisation of homosexual marriages 
throughout Europe 

 (++/+) AGREE  (--/-) DISAGREE  

Belgique  67%  31%  
Danmark  82%  17%  
Deutschland  65%  34%  
Ellas  16%  80%  
Espana  68%  24%  
Ireland  46%  48%  
Italia  47%  52%  
Luxembourg  71%  24%  
Nederland  80%  18%  
Osterreich  48%  41%  
Portugal  43%  53%  
Finland  56%  39%  
France  58%  40%  
Sweden  70%  26%  
United Kingdom  47%  45%  
EU 15  57%  39%  
Bulgaria  20%  69%  
Cyprius  9%  81%  
Czech Republic  50%  48%  
Estonia  35%  56%  
Hungary  37%  55%  
Latvia  19%  74%  
Lithuania  26%  62%  
Malta  23%  69%  
Poland  19%  70%  
Romania  17%  77%  
Slovakia  30%  70%  
Slovenia  40%  55%  
Turkey  16%  79%  
CC 13  23%  70%  
EU 2004  53%  43%  
Swiss  65%  31%  
Norway  66%  31%  
  Source: EOS Gallup Europe (2003: p4) 
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