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How would a person getting married for the second time view marriage differently from that of their first marriage?  With the ever increasing rate of divorce and remarriage in the Unites States, this is a critical question to address.  Ideals of marriage and issues such as child rearing, roles, work, perceptions, neighborhoods, and expectations are influenced by both the culture at large and by a person’s own experience with marriage and divorce.  Just as the cultural norms and traditions are always changing in societies, it is also important to realize how an individuals own expectations and perceptions may change as a result of actual personal experience.


Carol, born on 12/18/1953, in Middletown, NJ, is currently engaged to be married for the second time.  She has four children from her first marriage with her ex-husband, Robert.  Her marriage to Robert came when Carol was only 16 years old and was largely influenced by the society of the time.  Being raised as a Catholic and pregnant at 16, Carol hardly had a choice but to marry a man 10 years her senior.  It was not unusual at the time for a woman to marry so young because of an unexpected pregnancy.  Although married for 15 years, Robert was a chronic alcoholic who was both physically and mentally abusive.  Although divorce at this time was not unheard of, it was not only stigmatized but extremely frowned upon by her Catholic parents.  Not only was her decision to marry Robert a large result of culture, but her expectations at the time were also strongly influenced by her parents “traditional” values.  However, both the complexities of her unhappy marriage and subsequent divorce has had a tremendous affect on how Carol sees the institution of marriage today.  


Prior to her marriage in the late 60s-70s, Carol’s ideas of marriage were largely influenced by her Catholic upbringing and the normal practices of the time.  As Carol points out, “I was raised to be a caregiver to my family and to put my family before myself,” and also goes on the say that, “my brothers weren’t raised to be caregivers like me.”  At this point in time it was expected that women raised the children and took care of the house, while the men worked to support the family, with little emphasis on child care.  It is important to point out, however, that although this was the ideal at the time, it was not necessarily what always happened in practice, and many women at this time in fact worked.  Also, after marriage, although most couples were neolocal, it was normal for a newly married couple to move out of their family home.  Neighborhoods were selected for their affordability and economic advantages.  For example, Carol and Robert moved near her mother to help her with the child care.   

Young and naive at the age of 16, Carol’s only real expectation from her impending marriage was primarily economical and to ensure her security.  Her perception of marriage was largely considered in her own words, “a means to an end and something that had to be done”.  Her idea of marriage included a financially supported husband, a two story house, a white picket fence, dogs, kids and happily ever after.  She was taught to “do what she was told to keep the marriage together.”


Her first marriage turned out to be very different from her expectations.  She was not taken care of as she was told she would be and had come to expect but rather worked throughout the entire marriage.  Although her ex-husband worked and provided the majority of the income, he felt that, “because he made the money for the family he thought he could spend the money however he wanted,” which often included nights out, alcohol and other items that were not usually in the best interest of the family.  Unfortunately, men had most of the discretion over the family’s resources.  She was treated inferiorly and often berated both physically and mentally.  The person to whom she expected would provide her with the security she needed was actually the one who was hurting her the most.  As mentioned previously, divorce was not that common, and Carol still thought she could not survive without Robert, keeping in mind that her children were still relatively young at the time.  The law was no help, and even though the police sometimes showed up at the house to see Carol bruised and bloody, only a slight reprimand was ever given.  After 15 years of marriage and after Carol finally gave Robert an ultimatum, Robert walked out on the family leaving Carol as both the primary caregiver and source of income.  Due to the fact that he had been a war vet and the general court proceedings concerning child support at the time, Robert never paid Carol child support.

When her marriage and the abuse ended, Carol continued to work, often as much as 16 hours a day.  At this point her children were older, in school, and her eldest son was often responsible for his younger siblings.  It was at this point that Carol realized just how much she had contributed to her previous marriage and how much her ex-husband had not actually been needed. She decided she would never again feel that she was financially dependent on another person or that she was “supposed” to have a husband.  In fact, when Carol started dating 9 years after the divorce, she says, “It was important to me that the men I was dating knew that I was no longer interested in material and financial support.”  Because of her experience with her first husband, she was no longer willing to sacrifice herself because she felt she was financially unstable.  Instead, Carol was looking for someone who was caring, giving, and most importantly treated her as an equal.  Rather than marrying for economic reasons, Carol was beginning to expect more of a companion in marriage, one that would support her always and provide emotional support.  Her perception of marriage was no longer a “means to an end,” but rather a chance to share her life with someone she loves.  
It is important to note here that although the informant believes her circumstances were somewhat abnormal, she stresses how important it is to realize how more common martial abuse actually occurs.  She feels change from the cultural norm of the male as a dominant economic figurehead happens on an individual level through strong support groups for women and awareness.  She wants women to realize that, “you cannot change another person and with that acceptance we can finally reach the serenity we have never known before.”
As a result of this, her thoughts on gender roles, work, child raising, and marriage in general were also severely altered.  As opposed to her traditional expectations and perceptions, Carol was beginning to see traditional male and female roles more androgynously.  Men and women were not two distinct genders, but rather two of the same whole.  

In her upcoming marriage to her finance, Lenny, Carol says, “He needs to understand that I am not in it for the material things and I still need my independence. I am in it for the emotional support, love and companionship.” Carol has already decided that she will continue to work although Lenny has expressed his desire for her to stop working and finally be able to relax.  Although she no longer has any small children, Carol makes sure Lenny is involved with and takes an interest in the welfare of her children.  Although Carol admits that, “Nowadays, men are more involved and equal in raising children,” it was important regardless for her to make sure elements of her relationship were not dichotomous and/or grouped as male or female roles.  Before their engagement, Carol had purchased a townhouse, one which she refuses to sell even after she gets married, so that she can both maintain her financial independence and geographical location closer to her family.  Her decision on where to live is now most importantly emotional, rather than out of necessity, and she wants to remain in close proximity to the rest of her family.  Most importantly, she no longer expects marriage to be one of dominance and submissive, but rather one that is mutually understanding and compassionate.  Carol has overcome a great deal of obstacles and is fortunately able to move on from her first marriage and form a more realistic perception of marriage for her.  
From the preceding examples it is evident that the informant, Carol, has formed her new ideals, perceptions, and expectations for her second marriage from her experience with her ex-husband and first marriage.  Although the institution of marriage in the United States has changed drastically over the years, it is also important to examine the changing ideals of individual citizens based on their personal experiences.  The elements of a first marriage may have more of an impact on remarriage than the prevailing norms of the time. 
