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ABSTRACT  ~_— ' ' _
’ Although not the preferred type of family formation,

conjugal succession is now an accepted, if not expected, alternative

+to continuous marriage in the Onited States. This nev trend appears
to be related to 4 shift in the meaning of matrimony. Previously,
marriage was part of a cultural thtern of transitions and as such
vas clod&ly”tined to_movement out of the houysehold, transition from
vhrginity, establishment of a new household, and entrance to-
parenthood. Marriage has nov become more voluntary, flexible, and
conditiona}>-in short, .tailored to fit a less uniform and predictable
life course. Evidence indicates that successful second marriages have
most of the same features as successful first marriages. But if the

_ pattern of conjugal “succession has’not altered marriage expectations,
it certainly has changed the structure of marriage for aost remarrled
couples. A nev family form has emerged vwhich has been calied the
binuclear, blended, or reconstituted family. While very little is
known about how formerly married and currently sarried partners share
the responsibility of raisipg children, it seems plausible that
remarried coupleseugt invent ‘a code of etiquette for conducting
relationships. vith®others to. whom they have no legal or biological
ties. (In cohclusion, findings of a.-fewv rare studies focusing on
aspects of p ting, social relationships, and child rearing in the
context of the binuclear family .are summarily reported, and a current
national longitudinal survey of the implot of marital disruption on
childrer and families is briefly discussed. (Author/RH) '
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in potxrﬁygng shmily change, sociologists easily lapse into hyper-

bole, frequently mhnufaéturing myths which are in time shattered by ,-'ﬁ

hl 4

ED207671

empirica% é;idence. A cynical observer might conclude that this is how

one generation of researchers keeps another fn business, but it is perhaps
: - - . ~ -
fairer to view this.dialectic as an expression of inherent tensions. '

between family imagery embodying normative ideals and behavioral data

which rarely display these images in perfect fashibn. ) ‘9

. ¢ Currently we are told Eﬁat-thé traditional family is on the wane,
« . ’ . ) ) Y
giving way to a variety of alternative family forms. The ill-defined

4 -

-~ notion of the traditional f7mily is generally taken to mean‘a simple

-

nuclear household containiaé‘é maéried couple and their children. In ‘

the - most orthodox version, the family cannot be designateé traditional

if both partners are employed or if there are fewer than two children.

L
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Why' this form deserves the label 'traditional' 1s not at all clear un-

)

¢ -

lpss one has an appallihgly short sense of hfstory, fgr-ghis fam%}y form
was undoubtedly less cemmon in previous centuries than today, although

it certa}nly‘is not a8 prevalent today as in the preceding séveral decades.

4

Both then and now, demographic, economic, and .social conditions often’

placed constraints on the process of family formation and the maintenance

-
-

, of family units. Accordingly, many, if noi‘most. children were and , N
A atill are 1jkely to spend some time living in what have come to he known ) '
- ‘ - - S .
- as varient family forms. . y N . '
. : . ! .
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In one regaxd however.,, the cqﬁ;emporary family is diatinctly

4

different from any family form we have ever known in North Amerfga or
in Western Europe: 'Until this century, divorce was a rare event,
- occurring only 4n a small proportion o‘fmarriagea. Rarer still wasg ’. /
_ rem:rriage after divorce., Step-families, of wourse, éere‘not nncommon, i
“ but virtually &11 were conStructed after death rather than divorce. )
&hus. parents were reolaEed rather than augmented and childrearing was
] .
a1m07,,never oarried out by parentsg who were not residing together. p
- : I do not need to tell you that this feature of our kinship system .
has-been radically revised.in recent decades. On the handout you have

received, 1 haveoréprodgped several summary figures documenting the

changing incidence of divorce and remarriage in the United States during

- the twentieth century. The diverce rate has been climbing for more than ' 8
’
a century, but divorce was not'a’significant cause of marital disruPtion -
) . until after the First World‘Wat Ahoné marriages begun before World War -
‘rI fewer than one in ten ended in divorce, although the official statisties ‘ )/“\4
canceal the true amount of marital instability by failing df record . N~—

permanent separations which were often tantamount to divorce. Nonethe&gss.

remarriage after divorce remained untommon until theé middle third of this -

- -

. entury when divorce rates began to Blimb. By mld-century, a significant
,“ ) proportion of marriages were legally dissolved--approximately one union

in four did not 3urvive beyond 25 years. As Figute 1 reveals,,there
- was a period of quieacence in the 1950's before the divorce rate began
its recent resurgence. Between 1960 and 1980. the rate of divorce rose
N by 241 percent. At preéent, more than a quarter of all marriageslend(in. I

divorce after seven years;'and,‘over a life time, half of‘yll marriages

., - will be dissolved by choice. . N

(- o




™.

Although remarriage rates havé not kept up with the pece of divorce, - —

¢ -'; three out’of everylfour divorced/persons evéntually remarty. Women re-’

) couple less quickly than men because they have’a moxe difficult time finding;
r partners after divorce. Even so, ‘more than half remnrry within ghree years
of, t'divorce. Of course, these figur\es are artificia],ly inflatedgbecause

divorce is sometimes delayed until remar age is contemplated but the -

FAN

propensity to rematry among divorcees ¥s still extraordinarily high. At /

every age, a divotced\person is more/iikely re-wed than is a;single_ S

/

person to enter marriage for the first time.

No doubt, cohabitaﬂion, which is extremely commdn among the formerly .
\

f
marriod, will begin to 'slow down the pace of remarriage during the next

decade; but-it is unlikel&jthat most or even a substantial proportion of
) . . v —wy St vl ) .
divorced personsqwill choose to.repain outside of marriage on a permanent

.

" basis. Ex#sting surbeys indicate that cohabitation is a courtshib stage
rathdr than atperferred alternative to marr‘gge, although'it~is still
' : . s
: , too sobn to draw any definitive conclusion about the long term effects

of cohabitation on marriage rates.

‘o

1]
In sum, life-long monagamy has become as pﬁch the.é;ceprion as

the rile. Although not the preferred pattern, conjugal - succession 1is
~. ' . ¢ - . .
now an aecepted, if hot expected, altérnative to contiguous marriage.

[ . Lo K

This new trend in ‘family formation, I'believe. is related to a.profound

[§

' transformation in the’ early part of the life course Marriage was once -
1 4 ¥ -~
part of a cultural bundle of trankitions and as such vas closely timed ‘

i ’
Y

" to the movement out of the household. the transition from virginity,

. ) the establishment of a new househoId. and the entrancesto parenthzod. ]
. NP
This is no longer 8o tfﬁi Marriage has become a more discrete event. .
. . . i .

N
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’independent of. thege other/passaées. Accordingly, the meaning of matrimony,

. .
has shifted, becoming more voluntary, flexible, and conditional--in short,

tailored to fit a less uniform_and predictable life course. -

LI ¥

Of course, other sources, ‘as well, have reduced social commitment .
to 1ife-long monogamy such as the changing gtatus of women, the easiné,bf

divorce restrictions; and the increased emphasis on individualism, tv |

mentjion but a few. 1 must aiso'add that the emergence of a more ‘condi-

’

tional form of marriage is not‘necessarily indicative of a decline in
' ~ -

- ’

commitminf to the institution of marriage per se. Indeed, it can be
argued that as marriage becomes more voluntary, tﬁe standards of what
passes as a gratifying on successful marriage are e1evated In the past,

married partners have required a compellimg reason to dissolve their

union; increasingly today, they must have a compelling reason to remainl

+

* [ 4
togethet. Couples expect moré¢ of their own marriage because they are
. . \

sensitive toithe’general cultural expectations of what a good marriage

~

should be.

In remarrying, individuals seek to upgrade their conjuga} situation.
Evidence suggests that.roughly the same probortion ;f second marriers

remain together as first marriers. This might suggest that the dynamics

of first and second darriages are not very different. Thé'available :
evidence. which is remarkably slim, reveals that remarriers experience
martiage quite differently. They profess. for example, to 'marry less

because of social pressure, to accord less importance to rodantic love,

and tolbe less wiiling to remain in an ungratifying relationsPip. .

_——Nonetheless, evidence also indicates that successful second marriages

have ddst of the same features as successful first marriages. In sum,
L
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"the style of second marriages is probably determined more by the fit

; r ., - .
of Ehe partners than by a divorgent set of cgpjugal expectations.

Remarriers display a strong'commitment to, the central features of a
- ’

. - .
N\ - . L 4

gompanionate relationship: a willingness to'cpmmuniéate opeply, .to

o share decisions, to compromise in disagrecrents, ﬁnd'to pfovide space a

. o : . N S
for individual growth and exprefsion. - : ) . d

But if'thé paEFern~of conjdgal succession has not altéered marriage
expectations, it dertaini& has changed the structure of marriage for
most remarried coupﬁ;s. Ms Paul Bohannon has observed, coup1e§ with
children can nevér completely divorce, for they remain linked thfough
their comm;n responsibilities as parents. In the past, probably most -
.males disappéared‘after d;voxée or Qére displaced by a Bteﬁ-parent who
fecreated the nuclear bouseﬁold. A éreater proﬁo;tioﬁ'of fathers are

L] . .

now w{iling and even eager to share childcare, if not-actual custody.

«

. ) ) ,
‘The result is a mew famjily form‘'which has' been called the binuclear,

*blended, or recoﬁstituted family. : S
‘Very little 1s known/;bOUf how formerly married and cuérently
married yaftners share.the respoﬁsibi{}ty of raising childrgn. An@re;
‘ Cherlin “has hypothesized that the absence of any‘c}ear-cut gpidelines'
regqla}iné the/fzéﬁﬁstituted family pséduces great strain on the marital

Fl . n
relationship-among remarried couples. Althouzh existing evidence
R . A . ' .

be&ring on Cherldn's thesis is somewhat' contradictory, it sgems plausible
" » ¢ - -

that couples must invent a ‘codé of etiquette for remarriage. Based on

_a number of qualitative case studies and a small survey, I have dis<

BV . N . ; "G .
covered abundgnt evidence that f®married persons with children have tao

deal with the potential intrusion of the ex-spouse. A mg}titude of

¥ Al
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) Penn§§1van1a,\?b\aeems 1ikely.that most children forfeit a

»

patterns for handling this situation emerged ranging from relatively

close alliances to complete social segregation between former and
) ’ ]

. : \ -
turrent partners. ;

Strict segregation between formerly and curfently married partneré

\ L -
‘N

is not generally practical when childrearing 1is- shared across households.

Some couples, albeit probably a small mindrity,'qre enormously inventive

in developing viable patterns of co-parenting which insure the child's

access to both residential and nonresidential parepts and step-parents.
-In guch cases, a new typet of extended family has emerged, whith 1s built

upon what Paul Bohannon labeled a "divorce chafn" but which in fact is
. o [N

really a remarriage chain."

-

We have no accurate data on the number pf families of this type
- . < k4 ®
since we do not know how often parents c¢ontinue to share responsibility

Al ‘ .
for childrearing after the§ divorce and remarry. .Elsewhere, I have-

estimated that at least one child 19 four dill‘have at least one step-

~

parent by the time he or she reaches the age of .eighteen. 1In a current

T

. -
study, sponsored by NIMH and the Foundation for CHild Devefopment, my

collaborators, Nick Zill and Jim Peterson, and I are col}ecting more °

precise data on how the child’'s contact with parent figureé&ig‘altered

by divotce and remarriage atd the consequences of various parenling"§“j
7 » r :
arrangements for the sodial and psychological well-being $f the child,

.

On the basis of a pilot study carried out in Cenire'Canty}p‘
goo,}d: @’e.al
of contact with the nénrésidentidal parent, probibly in no ;;éllxmeasur;
-because the %ormerly married qouplé cannot work out.; Y}able ﬁfan for
. .

his or her part'icipation. 'Thg findings revealed vastly -disparate
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_ their conception of parenthood.

. .
. .
.
-7 - . .
.

s ¥ . ' .

-~

perceptions by the two parents about their commitment to co=parenting,
.. ) )

the degree of childrearing responsibility assubed, and’ the quality of

relationship betweepn the child and.th; outside parent. The great
. . . ' s c
majority of nonqustodial parents expressed a desire to assume smore °

. ‘

childrearing responsibility but felt locked out and exgluded, while T L)

- 3 )
qustod@al parents often described their former partners as shitking

retain their parental obligations. . .o
Ped : » 3

responsibility: and being unwilling to

One way of interpreting these findings is to see that divorce

-,
typically divides twe features of parenghood that aré’usually fused

together: the biological role.and the sociological role. Outside

parents are likely to believe that their biological connection to the '

child provides a basis for a continuing relationship even though they may

acknbwledge some failure in.not living up to their social responsibilities

to- provide for ‘the child. Residential parents are inclined to sense the

»
»

decline in the sociological aspect of parenthood and deny the biologically-

based claims of the outside p%rént.i \. B
’ Rematriage often c;mplica\es tﬂe situation further by introducing

a new sociological parent:’ If the biological parent senses that he is

-

being replaced, he may either ascalate the level of conflict or withdraw
p .
- 4
Seen from the step-parent's perspective, the choice may . \

» ¥ \
be either to compete with the biological parent for the child's loyalty - i

completely.

and affection or to occupy a sideline position..’ SN

Some families:seéem to be able to avoid this dilemma by widening

Interestingly enough, most children have .

¢

little progkem in having more than one daddy or mommy, but parents fre-
A

quently resist the notion that pafenthood can involve more than two

S
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. players. Some observers have suggested that if we onlY had terminology
- ] [
,for all parties. the problem would subside. But.unless our model of

L] -

parenthood ig modiffed to permit mepbers greater than two, it Seéms ‘

qnlike!y that. coining new {erms will do much to clarify the situation.

Curiously, when we mgve beyond the nuclear family, accommodating’

tc.givorce and remarriage by expanding the kinship network is not as
- i < e . PR T
difficult. 'While divorce generally attenuates a parent's relationship

'

to his or her former in-laws, to a surprising éxtent, children managey

.

to retain relaﬁiongﬁips with their grandparents on the side of their
non-custodial parent. Althougb/;ontact clearly diminished to spmé
~degree, almost ail children in the Centre County Study continued to
see the parents, and usually the siblings, of their outside péreht at

. *
least occasionally during the year and many saw them more often than

* that. ' ' 3 *

("' In the qualitative case.stUQies, parents were’ usually quick to-
“point out that they had no interest in disrupting the cild's ties with.
their ex-spouse'sﬁfa;ily, even when they h#d ;dthing good to say about
the*z»former partner. An overwhelming nmjérity in the, survey indicated
that althbugﬁ Ehéy did not necessarily consider their former in-lawg

still to be their relatives, they remained nometheless their children's

relatives. Parents recognized that it was in ‘the child's best inte{est
to maintahu’elationships with _extended k%n‘who might ;ffer e@gtional
suppert and material resources in later 1life. =«

Children's contacts Gith the extended kin of their outside papents
remained the same whethe; or not-they remarried (remai)ed?). But remarriage

ultimately ;xpanded the pool of kin because children’a quire new grandparents,




i e - » .‘
. .

_— v ‘unqlﬁf; aunts, and cousias through their step-parents. "In the Centre ;/7/'
Pgnnsylyanié study, only one-s8ixth of the respondents -mentioned that

' their children had gd&.difficulty in becoming assimilated into thelir A

. v ‘ o
curreqt-spouseig family. The qualitative case studies revealed that '

most relativEs'madq special efzbrts to;disp1;§ affection to chilgren

brougbi igko the family as a way of demonstrating solidarity with their

. A J

kinsperson.

. Y - -
’ This did not mean that invidtous distinctions were not sometimes \\\\~

made between "step' and "real" relatives, but such instances were more

-

thé exception than the rule. In general, kin seemed to be willing to

overlook these diglinctions, and children in turn rarely'referred to.
— ‘ )
+ relatives on their step-parents side as "step—grandparentg" or ''step-
> ‘ s

uncles." The model of extended kin permits augmentation. Accordingly: .

the amount of contact children had with one side of the family was un-
' L : .

related to their contact with other sides. The principle seemed to

4

be one of parity for all kinship lines rather than a zero-sum arrange-
- . N ’ _'. * ‘ R
ment. X ? v
: ’ ‘oo .
Remarriage, therefore, has the effect of enlargiﬁg the child"s

kinship network. In the face of declining fertility, it might be said

that our marriage system is creating a larger pool of relatives for
. '. ‘4,
‘a shrinking number of children. -Thé contemporary American family is‘
- A ' \ ;
being extenJZd as much by serial marriapge as by generations reproducing
H ~ 4 BN

themselves. ‘ ) oo

¢ .

What does the restructuring of the kinship system mean for the

~

* welfare of the children} which after all, is the most imporfant consideration?

Many'yould argue that more is not necessarily bette;.‘ It is entirely : ]

. *

] .
o’




possible thqt the addition of new parents and extended kin places the

child in a coqfusiﬁk‘and ambiguous emotional world, wherexhis relations
. S ' ° .

o ’

; with his clee kin are diluted if not cpmpletelf attenuated. . .

Much of “the existing evidence about the iong—tgrm effects of

L} - ~

~ divorce ahd remarriage on the~socializaﬁion prbcesé is either badly .

. N o) y
out of date, or based on very limi;ed‘and nonrepresentative samplés,
using cross-sectional rather tham Iongikudinal designs. Some.of‘thé o ,
i ) :

. ) . ‘ ' ' ' )
better studies have examined tashbffect q{ divorce on childhood develop-

. e .
ment, but have not logked.at the remarri&ge process. . Perhaps it is not™

surprising, then, that researchers have not.come to any consensus on . -

[} ’

the conditions under ‘'which divorce and remarriage alter the chitd's

4+ \ .

course of development and chances in later life.

4
»

T, Wiéh_both governmental and private foundation support; a national

, longitudinal survey on the f@pact of marital disruptioﬁ onychildren and P

families was launched” last year. Data from a.representatiye sample of

sgge 1,300 children and their parents ;re.being‘:ollected tﬁis summeri

The participants in éhis séudy weée first interviewed in 1976, when Fﬁé

. ‘childrén wetq ages 7 to 1R, More thaﬁ.a third of‘the sample will ggve

1iﬁed‘in fami};es broken by sepfration o; divorqé by the time the& qré -
~follow‘ed;:up, nearly five years after gﬂ;jinitial‘iﬁtervied. and nearly

©a fifth will have écquired a new ﬁareﬁg through remarriage or cohabi- ' . s

¥ . N
: tation. v : Coe " : . '
. . N : -

Extensive'data are being cbllecéed(frdm the parents about -their”

N o 4 «
. ’ [, .

- * family' 1ife, gariéal situation, adaptation to divorce and remarriage,

when these events occurred, and childrearing practices, along with .
* ]

-

- - .

observations of the child4s developpent and personal adjdgtment.
» ~ . ,
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. ’, Parallel as well asg Eomplemgﬁtary infbrmétion'is being collected from .
'Y . : . . ° .
* _ .*the subYect-childrens and data on the é%:ld'; performance in .school - . -
P - . . IS co. ' .
) is being obtained from teachers' reports and .school reeerds. - P ‘ _

U ¢ t 'A.qajor aim of the NﬁtionaiESuryey of Child}en ié‘{o conﬁrast ‘ y .
A children in famildes where parents ar;’stabiy mafri;d éith those i; | .

1which-pérenté qhaage thefz‘pmrithl situation during tge_éouf§e~of the
. stud;. The NSC dﬁfa wili\perqif us to address m@ﬁy ?f the questions. - " :

raised in thie brief review, such as how parents divide,the responsji- .
* : v o ¢ e . ' . ; [£9
. . ‘bilities of childrearing after divorce, how subsequent®remarriage
! _* L4 ‘\ -& ! )

- v alters this. divisioh of labor, and what the consequences are for the
- , . [ . o8

s
-

-+ +¢hild's growth and developfient. Ihférmation from the NSC will‘glso

s ‘

j{ o allow us to explore the changing role of f%(-jxtended family . after , , .

‘ divoree and remarriagei_ \

.

»

‘It 1s common practice to end a tglk calling for further research.

‘In"this case, I can at least promise that, in the next several yéarsq
\ . hd

-

more conclusi¥e results will bi_forthcoming on many of the issues raised' .
» in this talk. However, even in the absence of more specific findings, o,
one major conclusion is already warranted. Divorce and remarriage can

‘ 4
: .*no lomger be considered an anomolous feature of our kinship system. o

, Conjugal succéssion has becpme an intrinsic part of oyr system of family

. [ 4

-

‘T% formation. ' . 4




