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ABSTRACT 

Women's Uves as portrayed in art, literature, and public sentiment reflect like 

notions of marriage offering the quintessential defining moment of their personhood. 

Feminist thought and analysis has questioned such assumptions and has sought to raise 

awareness to the multi-dimensionality of women's lives and as well to provide critical 

analysis of the disproportionate advantage for men through the institution of marriage. 

Consequently, while feminist research promotes and values the direct inquiry into 

women's lives to replace mythical notions about women with tmths, such investigations 

into the personal experiences of women as wives has been a neglected area of inquiry. 

This study provides a phenomenological exploration of wifehood as it is incorporated into 

the tapestry of the female self, based upon an integration of feminist, symboHc 

interactionist, and psychosocial developmentalist theories. 

Utilizing an existing, ongoing investigation into adult identity, the Adult Identity 

Development Project (Sorell, Montgomery, & Busch-Rossnagel, 1983-2001), designed to 

inquire into role-related identities, a small sub-sample of twenty-six married, professional 

women, from the West Texas area were selected and their qualitative interview data for 

the role of wife was analyzed. These women were selected because of their high levels of 

education and the resultant anticipation of their ability to articulate effectively about 

processes and thoughts that often remain internal and invisible, and as well because of 

their participation twice in the interview series, approximately a decade apart, providing an 

opportunity to look at change as well as constancy over time. Utilizing a semi-stmctured 

interview schedule, women were invited to share their experiences as wives, answering 

questions regarding saliency and meaning, personal influence and effect, behavioral 

expressions, expectations of others, perceived benefits and costs, as well as past, present, 

or future changes in this role. Utilizing Wolcott's (1994) three-staged protocol for 

qualitative data analysis, these women's responses were determined to be both imitary and 

divergent. 
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Four common themes were shared among this group of women as they 

experienced their wifehood: resentment toward societal expectations for wives, pressure 

created by numerous tasks and limited time, perceptions by significant others regarding the 

"oughts" and "shoulds" for appropriate wifing, and openness to change and growth both 

personally and relationally. 

As well, these women spoke in unique styles, four emergent patterns becoming 

evident, embodied in a unique language style, self-description modality, as well as 

integration of the role of wifehood as a self-identity component. The Obligers were 

women who spoke in terms of duty, responsibility, expectations, oughts and shoulds to 

describe their experiences in this role and their compliance/contention with these 

prescripts. The Imparters spoke in a language emphasizing the expansion of others' lives 

through their caring. These women spoke of giving, helping, and providing and they 

were intentional in their selection to assume wifehood in this manner. The Partakers were 

women who spoke of stmcturing life based on inclusivity, mutuality, and reciprocity and 

they were marked by an active quest for equaUty within their relationships. The Acquirers 

also spoke with a language of mutuality, yet distinguished themselves by a more frequent 

emphasis on their personal benefit received through wifehood. Gaining, getting, and 

receiving were characteristic en:^)hases in their descriptions of wifing experiences. For the 

large majority of this group of women, wifehood was a valued and personally contributory 

experience. Each style brought its benefits and extracted its costs. 

Women both maintained as well as radically altered their style of wifehood over 

the ensuing decade. Of the twenty-four women involved in the second interview series, 

nine changed their wifehood styles, the frequency of change highest among the Obligers. 

Constancy was the path for fifteen of the women, with a greater proportion of the 

Acquirers remaining unchanged. 

This study honors the "tmth" of women's daily lives demonstrating that women do 

not perceive the role of wife in uniform, homogeneous ways. While wifehood may, 

through the feminist lense, be a place to raise issues of power and equity, it is as well a 

place of importance in many women's lives, and therefore worthy of feminist scholarship. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION-IDENTITY IS A LIFE STORY: 

THE THREADING OF THE FEMALE LOOM 

As developing individuals, individuals continually in the midst of 
representing ourselves to ourselves, we might say that self-understanding 
involves something like a process of distanciation such that we objectify 
our experience in the form of a text to be interpreted. Yet on account of 
this very coincidence, the fact that we are not dealing with some outside 
text but rather the one that is ourselves, the task involves not only 
interpretation, but in addition, creation. We are in the difficult and 
precarious position, in other words, of being both reader and author. . . . 
It is imperative to keep in mind that the story of our lives is not so much 
imposed upon the objective data of our experience as it is "automatically " 
figured into the process of development itself Interpretation is the 
irreducible means by which we are able to arrive at greater 
understanding, and the fact that it can never fully be brought to 
completion can, in effect, be seen as the primary impetus for its 
continuation. . . . It seems we can be confident that this task will not [be] 
readily exhausted. (Freeman, 1985, pp. 310-311) 

The Ageless Art of Weaving 

The coiiqjlexities of the human experience exacts a precarious balance from its 

participants whereby each is both the penned text and the author of that text, the 

beautifully formed object of art and the artist responsible for its crafting, a "being" who is 

"becoming," a product who is in process, and a fabric under constmction as well as the 

very weaver of that fine cloth. The thought process can be dizzying as the developmental 

nature of life is pondered; the search for understanding that which will always remain, to 

some degree, beyond comprehension, setting humanity apart from all other fife forms. 

The quest for identity may be as old as humankind itself The haunting echoes of 

complex questions: "Who am I?," "What is my place in the universe?," "How do I 

perceive myself?," "How do I relate to others?," "How do others perceive me?," "What 

do others perceive my place to be?," and "How do others relate to me?" are concomitantly 

pondered toward a constmction of self-definitiorL Unique in the animal kingdom, only 
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humans "have the innate need to work through the maze of our perplexing existence'' 

(Bierlien, 1994, p. 309). Is it possible that for over two and one-half million years, these 

personal deliberations have been a component of human existence: that human identity has 

been an active process of weaving from the available fibers of a given day and time? The 

answer may remain eternally elusive as the comprehension of prehistoric beings is based 

solely on interpretive inference of fossiliferous relics and preserved artifacts from that 

early era. Through these discoveries, anthropologists have developed numerous 

consensual understandings regarding both the physiological as well as the cultural 

development of the species. These scientists contend that the human cultural evolution 

can be traced through the organizing methodologies utilized to sustain physical life, 

depicted by movement through periods characterized by hunting and gathering food, 

followed by the implementation of agricultural procedures, to the more recent employment 

of specialized, industrial technologies (Brace, 1979). Cognitive processes of early 

humankind are assimied to have developed as these physiological and cultural changes 

occurred (Albright, 1954; Campbell, 1987). At what period of time the presence of self-

questioning appeared, can only be a matter of scholarly speculation, however the 

possibility of such e5q)lorations may be depicted in early pictographs dated approximately 

35,000 B.C. (Cair^jbell, 1987). This prehistoric art carved into or painted upon material 

such as rock, bone, antler, and ivory or modeled into clay, most frequently feature 

characterizations of animals, men conquering animals, and gestational women (Benedict, 

1934). Perhaps these early ancestors were seeking means through which to tell their 

history as depicted through their activities of providing food and producing progeny. It is 

possible that these images echo the early quest for a portrayal of tribal and/or personal 

position, perhaps the earliest form of identity, within the context of a harsh, nomadic 

environment. These prehistoric markings may reflect the himian desire to acknowledge 

the existence of one's self as well as one's clan and to leave a record of presence for future 

generations. 

Contemporary mythological studies reveal the striking similarities across varying 

ethnic cultures of the stories told to e?q)lain the une5q)lainable (Bierleio, 1994: Campbell, 



1972, 1987; Eliade, 1958). A core element of these myths is the "demonstration of the 

uniqueness of the human consciousness with regard to things beyond the reality of the 

senses . . . [an answer] to the need to figure out [one's] place in the universe'' (Bierlein, 

p. 309). This shared heritage of ancestral memories contains instmction and provides 

meaning for the interpretation of life for the individual and as well guides the functioning 

of the larger society. Herein, the quest for understanding is told in story form, with each 

culture, from the primitive to the advanced, offering "profound statements concerning the 

relationship of man to the mystery of his being" indicating the possibility that the search 

for identity has indeed accon^anied even the earliest human beings (Canpbell, 1987, 

p. 54) In the rehearsal of these tales, parables, myths and fables, individuals are 

conditioned for their developmental path, inspired in the undertaking of unfamiliar steps 

toward a nebulous goal, and supported by those who have previously navigated similar 

journeys (Bascom, 1965; Campbell, 1972). 

Artists, musicians, poets, philosophers, theologists, and storytellers alike have, 

throughout recorded history, offered compositions of pen, brush, note, and thought to 

symbolically depict the historical quest for understanding of self within the cosmos. 

Philosophical inquiries by Plato and Socrates reflect upon the human's differentiation from 

the animal kingdom by the capacity for continual development toward embodiment of the 

"truth." This tmth is defined as the virtuous knowledge of "one's own self and purposes," 

in essence, one's identity (Sahakian & Sahakian, 1993). Michelangelo's portrayal of man 

infiised with Divinity as depicted in the narrative panels of the Sistine Chapel, portend 

"powerfid and psychic ft)rces yet incapable of being translated into action, yet ever on the 

verge of i t . . . aspiring to the ideal" (de la Croix & Tansey, 1975, p. 500). This quest for 

actualization and understanding of the self is seen as directed by the extension of the 

mighty hand of God into the human experience. Epic literary tales recount the essential 

evolution achieved through surmounting a series of formidable and fiightening obstacles, 

each offering illustration of humankind's timeless joumey toward identity development, 

the ultimate creation of the personal fabric of life (Daiches, 1981). Each of these motifs 



of expression offer unique attempts to validate the ageless human experience of pondering 

the experience human. 

Contemporarv Identity Theories: Approved Patterns for Interlacing 

Contemporary attempts to offer definition and explanation of identity abound in 

the fields of human development (Josselson, 1994; Kroger, 1989; Marcia, 1980), social 

psychology (Hogg & Abrams, 1988; Markus & Nurius, 1986; Schlenker & Weigold, 

1989), sociology (Tajfel, 1982; Tumer, 1982), and anthropology (McBroom, 1986), with 

much of the theoretical basis for these approaches being derived from the psychosocial 

theory of identity development as proposed by Erikson (1959, 1968). Erikson depicts 

identity as both a dynamic process or joumey of the individual over time, as well as an 

internal structure for organizing the private and public perceptions of the self (Bosma, 

1995). This process of identity construction is interlaced within a developmental outline 

of the human life cycle, marked by eight sequential stages (Erikson, 1959, 1968). He 

proposes that during each stage, individuals are confronted with a specific psychosocial 

crisis brought about by the convergence of individual physical and psychological 

maturation coupled with the cultural and social expectations for role fulfillment. The 

lifelong process of identity formation and refinement moves to center stage during the fifth 

stage of life which corresponds with the arrival of adolescence. At this juncture, each 

individual begins to select the threads from which to weave a sense of self. It is here that 

the questions of "Who am I?" postulated from within, couples with the question of "Who 

are you?" externally echoed by the social network, moving the child from the realm of 

ascribed identity to that of self-definition, demanding a complex synthesis between 

psychological processes and societal directives (Constantinople, 1969; Erikson, 

1959,1968; Lemer, 1986). The psychological independence of the adolescent, according 

to this theory, is accompUshed through a necessary detachment from and replacement of 

parents as important objects, thus allowing the young adult to stand as a unique and 

autonomous individual (Bios, 1962; Erikson, 1968; Freud, 1954). Successfully addressing 

the psychosocial crisis of identity results in a commitment from the young adult to adopt a 



socially approved identity which will continually be refined throughout the subsequent 

developmental stages of life (Erikson, 1968; Josselson, 1987; Lemer, 1986; Miller, 1993). 

The basic pattem for weaving has been determined and the constmction of a fife fabric is 

laid forth. Following the sequential nature of Erikson's stages, the young aduh who has 

established an individuated self is now prepared to undertake the next psychosocial crisis 

directed toward the establishment of intimacy with an other. Successful formulation of an 

intimate relationship is considered plausible only for those with reasonably weU integrated 

identities (Cote & Levine, 1988a; Erikson, 1968; Lemer, 1986; Marcia, 1993; Miller, 

1993; Orlofeky, 1993). 

The tenets of Erikson's theory are, however, differentially applicable to the 

genders. Female identity development is contrasted with the normative, masculine process 

as varying from the desired resolutions for this fifth stage due to innate physiological 

distinctions (Erikson, 1968; Josselson, 1996; Kaschak, 1992; Lemer, 1986). Erikson 

characterizes women as being biologically predisposed towards interpersonal relationships 

correspondent with their incorporative genital stmcture. This orientation toward "inner 

space" is driven by the female's inherent disposition toward bearing and raising children. 

The fulfillment of this biological directive maintains that a woman must keep her identity 

permeable so that she may more easily accommodate the characteristics of her male 

partner's ego-identification into her own. Thus adolescent and young adult women merely 

manifest "pre-identities" which are focused upon generating sufficient attractiveness to 

warrant being sought by selected males (Erikson, 1968). Although this different path for 

the female gender is both expected and accepted, such distinction constitutes a "deviation" 

from the established baseline defining healthy ego identity development (Colby & Damon, 

1987; Hare-Mustin & Mareck, 1988; Kaschak, 1992; Tavris, 1992). Tme identity is only 

achieved with the arrival of womanhood occurring when "attractiveness and experience 

have succeeded in selecting what is to be admitted to the welcome of the inner space for 

keeps" (Erikson, 1968, p. 283). The tapestries of women's lives are crafted on top of 

their husbands' life fabric, providing both foundation and permission for further 

developmental processes to occur. Thus, the developmental process for women is then 



contextually bound to the requisite role established only through a committed relationship, 

echoing the sentiment of Hegel (1977) that "the sphere of woman is essentiaUy marriage... 

In the family the wife has her full substantive place . . . the right of being conscious of 

[her]self in another . . . the bounds of natural identity" (p. 166). 

Women's lives as portrayed in art and literature reflect like notions of marriage 

offering the quintessential defining moment of her personhood. The dominant archetypal 

tale of women's quest for identity depicts a young woman embarking on her own epic 

joumey either to find her "prince," while enduring hostilities which seek to circumvent her 

mission, or to utilize her charms to uncover the hidden "prince" within the "beast." This 

"erotic plot" is elevated to a pronouncement of tmth regarding the ultimate discovery for 

the female sel^ namely herself through her intimate other (Heilbrun, 1979; Josselson, 

1996). 

Over the past century, feminist thought and analysis has provided a means through 

which new understanding can be ascertained through re-examination of traditional fi'ames 

of reference. These scholars have challenged the prevailing ideology that there is some 

universal experience of reality by demonstrating how only one standard of experience, 

primarily that of men, has dominated social relations (GiUigan, 1982; Harding, 1986; 

Hartsock, 1987). These critics contend that it is the sanctioning of such assumptions 

which makes any other perspectives invisible (Anthony, 1991; Chodorow, 1989; de 

Beauvoir, 1952; Harding, 1989; Wollstonecraft, 1975). The standards deemed descriptive 

for human development and behavior have been established by men, reflective of 

masculine ideologies, desires, characteristics, interests, and preferences, with the 

assun5)tion that such theoretical constmcts are generalizable to women's lives. When 

such assimiptions are foimd to be contradictory to women's experiences, the resultant 

conclusion is that of an inferior, deviant, less developed condition in the female gender 

(Flax, 1987; Harding, 1989; Hare-Mustin & Marecek, 1990). Feminist theorists and 

researchers contend that characteristics which set women apart from men are due, in large 

part, to women's subjugated status in a patriarchal culture (Chodorow, 1978, 1989: 

Harding, 1989). Because of the oppressive social economic, and historic positioning 



women have experienced, the psychological processes of constmcting meaning and 

defining self are unique to their gender. From this viewpoint, numerous assumptions 

about identity have been called into question. The characterization of identity formation 

as driven by needs for separation and autonomy rather than by desires for cormection and 

relationship or by an integration of both sets of needs is seen as a reflection of the male 

theorist's subjective experiences rather than as an objective, universal tmth. Feminist 

perspectives offer a new paradigm from which to view this process, whereby identity 

development "occurs in relationship to others emerging from what is separated out from 

others, [and] continues to exist in connection with them" (Josselson, 1987, p. 21). From 

this new perspective, personal identity is viewed as a self-in-context, with each feeding 

and defining the other (Josselson, 1987, 1996; Miller, 1984; Surrey, 1991). Additional 

contributions from the feminist lens have lead to the questioning of Erikson's epigenetic 

sequential staging of identity and intimacy, documenting instead that both identity and 

intimacy interact and amplify each other, with neither formulating the base on which the 

other is built (Matteson, 1993). Erikson's imposition of stmcture-fimctionalistic reasoning 

expressed through anatomical composition has as well been repositioned by feminist 

analysis as a reframing of culturally created gender roles and as such calls for modification 

to the original framework (Josselson, 1987,1996; Matteson, 1993). 

From this perspective, the sphere of women's presumed "natural" identity, namely 

wifehood, is brought into a different light. Feminist authors such as Susan B. Anthony 

(1991), Mary Wollstonecraft (1975), and Margaret Fuller (1991) cautioned women 

against accepting as tmth, woman's reliance upon completion of self through marriage. 

This developing perspective instead saw such alliances as means through which society 

makes women "slaves to their persons,. . . [which] must render them alluring that man 

may lend them his reason to guide their tottering steps aright.. . [therein] she is reduced 

to a mere cypher" (Wollstonecraft, p. 153). The argument that the role of wife might be 

considered something different from a status achievement offering movement toward 

identity fulfilknent, likened instead to a "cmel deception that results in escape from self 

not in finding of self) abasement of self not in the assertion of self... [bringing] not a 



source of life but a mortal danger," indeed offered contrast to previously unquestioned 

assumptions (de Beauvoir, 1952, p. 149). 

The swinging of the pendulum is notable in the various interpretations of the 

impact the role of wife has in the formation of a married woman's identity. Currently 

some authors and researchers admonish contemporary women to embrace wifehood and 

motherhood as paramoimt fiitfiUment of self (Dobson, 1980; Hedges, 1996), while others 

wam of imminent peril should wifery be obtained (de Beauvoir, 1952; Glenn, 1991). 

Feminist scholars vary in their incorporation of wifing into the e?q)erience of women. In 

an attempt to broaden the perceptions of womwi, many feminists emphasize the need to 

identify and promote ways in which gender relations and women's experiences in families 

can be transformed (Baber & Allen, 1992; Rhode, 1990). Through this emphasis, the 

deconstruction of prevailing ideas about women and families are undertaken to better 

address the mystification which the ideology of marriage and motherhood brings (Baber & 

Allen, 1992). These projects seek to reach the unexplored dimension of women's intimate 

connections in adulthood, liberating "women's lives from the perspective of "wives' 

sociology" (Safilios-Rothschild,1969). This expansion of women's relational intimacies 

has predominately en^hasized fiiendships with other women, lesbian relationships, and the 

mothering relationship (Chodorow, 1978; DiLapi, 1989: Falk, 1989; Ruddick, 1989). 

Current investigations of wifing often emphasizes the division of labor for domestic and 

childcare responsibilities and the disproportionate burden placed on women (Gerson, 

1985; Hartmann, 1981; LaRossa & LaRossa, 1989). Other scholarship speaks to the 

vulnerability of wives in the traditional marital relationship, with the disparity in power, 

income, and distribution of family work often remaining hidden as long as the relationship 

endures, becoming apparent only upon termination of marital status (Okin, 1989). These 

feminists "attack love and marriage as a conspiracy that men have forced upon women to 

keep them docile, dependent, and in their place" (Fox-Genovese, 1996, p. 168). 

Collectively, these studies have been paramount in offering a sociopoUtical analysis of 

women as wives which has been illuminating and has heightened social consciousness, 

raising serious questions about the viability of women shuttling their own life fibers upon 
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those of their husbands. Some scholars contend that to make a strong, unqualified 

commitment to a marriage - and to make the investments of time, energy, and foregone 

opportunities that it entails - is so hazardous that no totally rational person would do it" 

(Glenn, 1991, p. 269). Such questioning has served to expand the notion of women as 

self-defined, in the context of all social roles, even that of wife. 

Shuttling the Yam of Wifehood 

How then do modem-day women weave the threads of wifehood into their own 

life's fabric? Fox-Genovese (1996) portends that the heightened awareness of today's 

women has resulted in some modifications of marriage and motherhood, yet predominately 

with eyes wide open, women have clung to love and sex as central, if risky, 
to a woman's life. . . .The appeal of marriage transcends differences of 
class, ethnicity, and race,.. .[with] women still regard[ing] the story of 
marriage and motherhood as central to their sense of themselves as women, 
much as it was for their mothers before them and is likely to be for their 
daughters after them. (pp. 169-170) 

Despite the growing body of literature which critiques the impact of marriage on the lives 

of women and in spite of the high rate of separation and divorce, male and female 

relationships and marriage continue to retain their vitality for most women (Stacey, 1986). 

The dialectical tensions between "love and trouble" do not dissuade most women from 

marrying at least once (Collins, 1990). Despite the limitations a marital relationship may 

bring to personal freedoms, and in the growing awareness that women report lower levels 

of marital satisfaction than men, American women continue to value and to actively 

pursue marriage (Gove, 1972; Rubin, 1976, 1983; Thompson & Walker, 1989). In fact, in 

most Westem cultures, Anglo, heterosexual, middle-class women determine the role of 

wife to be their most salient defining relationship (Duvall, 1971; Fox-Genovese, 1996; 

Gerson, 1985; Josselson, 1987, 1992,1996; Lopata, 1987). 

That the thread of wifehood remains one of significance within the fabric of 

women's lives remains apparent in this new millenium. How the women of this era define 



wifehood and what their wifehood provides for them and expends from them, perhaps not 

as apparent. Erikson's own words give direction to the continuing dedication to better 

imderstand women's lives when postulating that as 'Svomen become free to pursue [their] 

own imique proclivities . . . women's vision and creativity may yet lead, not to new laws 

of verification, but to new areas of inquiry and applications" (Erikson, 1968, p. 292). This 

type of inquiry calls for the direct investigation of women's lives that they might share 

what is important in their own experience and challenge the previously held notions 

regarding women (Belenky, Chnchy, Goldberger, & Tarule, 1986; GiUigan, 1982; 

Josselson, 1987,1996; Smith, 1987; Thompson, 1992). 

"Identity in women cannot be simply named, for it resides in the pattem that 

emerges as a woman weaves together an array of aspects of herself and her investments in 

others. The shuttle moves back and forth, the threads merge, sometimes tightly, 

sometimes not fitting well together" (Josselson, 1996, p. 8). The purpose of this study is 

to therein investigate an overlooked area of inquiry, namely the experience of women as 

wives. Through direct inquiry into this realm of women's Uves, the stated intent is to 

embrace "women's subjective knowledge of their own Uves and thereby expand our 

understanding of actual experiences of women to replace what has been distorted and 

felsefy constmcted in the act" (Josselson, p. 11). The determination of this work is to 

seek words and concepts, richly and firmly grounded in the actual experience of 

contemporary women as wives. Through this means, it is my hope that the social sciences 

and those who embrace feminist ideology may better con^rehend the fiber of wifehood as 

it is integrated into the tapestry of the female self Towards this end of exploring personal 

meanings of being a wife, the foUowing research questions were phenomenologicaUy 

explored: How do contemporary women, who are currently participating in the experience 

of marriage, define wife?. What is saUent to these women about being a wife and how do 

women feel about their experiences in this role?. What impact does wifehood have on 

women's sense of self?. What have women experienced because they are wives?. How-

have these women changed as wives over the passage of time, and how have they 

remained constant?, and In what ways are these women's definitions and experiences 
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similar and how are they distinctive? To this end, may the tales of these modem-day 

wives be told and through the sharing of their stories may their wisdom be conveyed. 

"We tell ourselves stories in order to live. " 
(Didion, 1979, p. 11) 
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CHAPTER II 

CONTEMPLATIONS-JUST AN OLD WIVES' TALE: 

UNBIDDEN UNRAVELINGS 

Once upon this time, there was a little girl who grew weary of the 
talk around her, much of which she did not comprehend, so she extracted 
herself from the circle of women gathered in her home. She slipped 
quietly out the front door and stood on the porch, breathing in the summer 
air. Fly, she wanted to fly! Stepping into the yard, she bounced 
energetically, stretching her arms horizontally from her sides. She began 
to run, weaving side to side, catching the feel of the cool air against her 
fingertips as she gathered speed. Soon, very soon, she would lift from the 
ground and her 42 pound body would glide effortlessly toward the clouds. 
Bending her head downward, minimizing resistance, she closed her eyes, 
opened them wide, and then squeezed the brown pools into a tight squint. 
"Funny, " she thought, "when I hold my eyes like this it makes things look 
somehow more focused, brighter! " She widened them again and tried it a 
second time. "Yes, this looks different!" Odd that with all the things she 
was learning, no one had ever told her what would happen if she 
scrunched up her eyes in this manner. 

No time for thinking. It was lift off time! She revved her engine. 
Focusing on afar away place where a big red oak swayed in the morning 
breeze, she ordained the spreading boughs the end of the runway. Picking 
up speed, she concentrated intently on the tree, with eyes fixed on the 
point of flight. As the perennial neared, her eyes locked, crossing one 
another's path. Magically, the tree fissioned into two. She ran wildly into 
this new vision, intrigued, not knowing which of the trees she gleamed was 
real, which one produced by the subluxation. Weaving, she ran first left, 
then right, enraptured with this strange perspective. Gaining speed, she 
longed for the moment of lift-off, when instantaneously she came to a 
dead-stop. Voices calling in her head, warnings, wisdom of the ages 
unraveled before her, the old wives' shrieking: "If you cross your eyes, 
they 'II get stuck that way!" Eyes straightened, she stared straight ahead, 
relieved that she had not become a victim of such musculature anomaly. 
Next time she might not be so lucky! Interesting perspective or not, she 
would no more allow herself to look at the world in that way for fear that 
something bad might happen. She had been sparedfr-om permanent 
damage to her health, her reputation, her future. A thread had been 
extended by which to save her. . . the power of the old wives' tale! 
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HistoricaUv Tattered Tapestries 

"If you cross your eyes, they'U get stuck that way!"offers a contemporary example 

of what is referred to as an old wives' tale (Engel & MaUoy, 1993). The origin of these 

tales remains a mystery, yet the incorporation of the phrase "old wives' tale" and the use 

of this coUoquiaUsm continues to be entwined into modem-day culture. Off-handed 

remarks equating a shared perspective to "just an old wives tale" relegates such comments 

to superstitious lore or ridiculous untmths. According to one source, old wives' tales are 

"rather sweet, often naive attempts to grapple with the . . . incomprehensible . . .universe " 

often composed of fabricated answers which are "smugly" presented as immutable facts 

(Engel & MaUoy, p. 110). The American Heritage Dictionarv of the EngUsh Language 

defines the phrase as "a traditional beUef, story or idea that is often superstitious ki nature" 

(Morris, 1969, p. 915). Offering a broader analysis of this idiom, it has been proposed 

that old wives' tales are synonymous with "worthless stories, untmths, trivial gossip . . . a 

derisive label that aUots the art of storytelling to women at the exact same time as it takes 

aU value from it" (Carter, 1990, p. xi). This genre of story is one which has been 

"discredited by the larger culture" and as such may fimction "to disavow the experience of 

women" when such experiences seem to offer a differing perspective of reaUty (Modleski, 

1998, p. 8). With Jung's (1964) analysis of archetypal forms serving as representations of 

gendered aspects of humanldnd; specificaUy that "certain feminine modaUties of being 

makes itself known in recurrent clusters of images and patterns of behaviors that are 

associated with certain dominant types of the feminine," one could feasibly point to the old 

wife of tales as one recurring theme or archetype (p. 193). Such interpretations of this 

locution clarify the niche aUocated for its modem usage; however, offer no indications of 

the origins of the phrase, "old wives' tales," nor of its historical appUcations. 

The earUest reference to the phrase, according to the Oxford English Dictionarv. is 

found in WiUiam Tyndale's 1526 translation of the first epistle of St. Paul to Timothy, 

written circa AD 65 (B. TindaU, personal communication, April 09, 2000). This 

translation of the original Greek text into the EngUsh language and canonized into the 

Bible as I Timothy bears record of the introductory use of the term "old wives' fables." 
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The text of this letter, written by the apostle Paul to Timothy, his yoimg successor to the 

churches in Ephesus and Crete, provides instruction on the duties of leadership in these 

congregations. Part of the counsel emphasizes the need for Timothy to guard against false 

teachers, misguided leaders, and heretical beUefe that were already present within these 

bodies of beUevers (Eiselen, Lewis, & Downy, 1929). It is within this portion of 

exhortation that the reference to "old wives' febles" occurs. The Uteral translation from 

Greek to EngUsh occurring in I Timothy 4:7 admonishes "the profane and old wives' 

fables refiise, but exercise thyself to piety" (Berry, 1990, p. 543 ). According to the 

Lavman's ParaUel Bible (1973), different versions of the Bible referring to this text result 

in various interpretations: "refiise profane and old wives' febles" (King James version, 

p. 2886); "Don't waste your time arguing over foolish ideas and siUy myths " (Living Bible 

version, p. 2887); "Have nothing to do with godless and sUly myths" (Revised Standard 

version, p. 2887); "Shun unholy legends that are suitable for old women only" (Modem 

Language version, p. 2886); and "Avoid discussions which are as foolish and worthless as 

the tedes a grandmother tells the children (Eiselen et al, 1929, p. 1282). The slant on this 

interpretation of febles, myths, or tales, at least those authored by women of age, seems to 

offer a view ranging from inane whimsies or feeble-minded dotage, to heretical 

impediments to the proper functioning of a spiritually developed life. These antiquitous 

renderings of old wives' fables bear simiUtude to contemporary usage of the expression 

denoting such tales as worthless, trivial, and necessitating dismissal. Understanding the 

contextual presentation of this phrases's appearance in the EngUsh language offers 

additional insight into its modem usage, but again offers no explanation for the original 

determination of how the tales or fables told by women of age or wives of experience have 

been determined to be of such questionable character. 

Folklore is the domain of tales, fables, and myths. Broadly defined, folklore is the 

"lore" or beUefe, customs, and traditions passed on from generation to generation to 

maintain a sense of group identity among a specific group of "folk"( MaUnowski, 1954; 

Utley, 1965). FoUdore is the preservation of the ordinary people's way of Uving, offering 

symboUc depictions of the traditions of those without formal education or training (Utley, 
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1965). This lore is conveyed through numerous formats including arts and crafts, dances, 

games, songs, superstitions, hoUday and reUgious celebrations, and stories (Bascom, 

1965). Stories portrayed as myths, legends, epics, tales, jokes, proverbs, riddles, chants, 

fables, superstitions, or oaths fimction as mediums of pleasure and entertainment, 

pedagogic devices for moral and psychological instmction, venues of vaUdating cultural 

rituals, traditions, and institutions, as weU as methodologies for applying social pressure 

for conformity to accepted patterns of behavior (Bascom, 1965; Daiches, 1981; 

MaUnowski, 1954; McAdams, 1985). Each genre of foUc Uterature flilfiUs a different 

purpose. Myths, such as those of the early Greeks or contained in the Bible, are stories of 

a spiritual nature developed to address the mysterious components of Ufe. These stories 

offer explanation to the "why" and "how" of the natural and the supernatural worlds as 

weU as to the purpose of humankind (MaUnowski, 1954; McAdams, 1985; Thomas, 1965). 

Myths serve as a conduit for "disengaging the [individual] from his local, historical 

conditions and leading him toward some kind of ineffable experience" (Campbell, 1987, 

p. 462). Legends portray the Uves of either fictional or actual human beings in relatively 

recent times who became heros or heroines through their actions and accomplishments, 

serving to inspire personal development in the hearers of such stories. (Bascom, 1965). 

Tales are fictional stories about animals or human beings which begin and end in a 

formulated way such as "Once upon a time" and "Therefore I teU you this tale." These 

stories incorporate notions of the magical and mystical within the context of real life, often 

featuring the poor, but rich in spirit, and the nobiUty, who are frequently less than noble 

(Bettelheim, 1976; Carter, 1990; Kohlbenschlag, 1979). Such tales provide opportunity 

for the hearer to identifŷ  with the protagonists and to vicariously face many of the crises 

inherent in the human condition, aUowing for development of problem solving skiUs and 

faciUtating personaUty integration (Levi-Strauss, 1969; McAdams, 1985). One of the 

popular types of folk tales, fables, are stories which often feature animals embodying 

human traits, providing a critical analysis of such characteristics, and concluding with 

either moral or ethical instmction for more effective Uving (Bascom, 1965). Each type of 
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story interlaces within the culture, entwining the lore of the past with the present 

development of the folk. 

Based upon this comprehension of folk Uterature forms, old wives tales might 

seemingly denote stories told by older women to raise the consciousness of the hearer, to 

portray comprehendible explanations of life's great mysteries, or to prepare the listener to 

adequately assume appropriate cukural behaviors. The oral tradition of storytelling is one 

which is richly associated with female involvement and is, in fact, frequently seen as the 

domain of women who instmct the young through these various story forms (Carter, 

1990; Lurie, 1997). "For hundreds of years, while written Uterature was almost 

exclusively the province of men, these tales were being invented and passed on oraUy by 

women" (Lurie, p. 4). Throughout Europe, with the exception of Ireland, the storyteUers 

from whom the Grimm brothers coUected their materials were most often women; in some 

areas they were aU women (Kohlbenschlag, 1979). This coUection of stories, published 

under the title of Household Tales, positions these works in the traditional domain of 

women - the home. The archetypal female storyteUer heralded from France, 'Ma Mere 

role ' , known as Mother Goose in the United States, is "portrayed as an old woman 

sitting by the fireside UteraUy 'spinning a yam'" as she is pictured in one of the first 

coUections of tales assembled by Charles Pererault in 1697 (Carter, p. 10). Only with the 

invention of affordable printing production did these fairy and folk tales become edited by 

and credited to the domain of the masculine, thus relegating these female contributions as 

"perishable," leaving no artifects or verifiable records of creation (Dinnerstein, 1976; 

Polster, 1992; WindUng, 1997). Yet a thorough search of folklore investigations seems to 

be strangely silent on the development of the genre of old wives' tales, leaving merely 

speculative and deductive processes to fiU in the gap regarding this story form and its 

cultural purpose. 

Perhaps it is that old wives' tales were created as a form of folklore related to 

"blason populaire," roughly equivalent to an ethnic slur (Jansen, 1965). The significance 

of this folklore for one group vis-a-vis another group is demonstrated through the names, 

phrases, rhymes, songs, and jokes each group may use to characterize the other. This 
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intergroup slurring occurs when "a given group has traditional rivals, enemies, and/or 

scapegoats about whom it has traditions" (Jansen, p. 43). It is beUeved that the purpose of 

such "blason populaire" acts as a unifying force in the formation of one group's identity 

and as a divisive force in the formation of one group's attitudes toward another group 

(Cray, 1962; Gaidoz & SebiUot, 1884; Roback, 1944). Such an esoteric-exoteric factor 

differentiates between those folk who are perceived to be "in" the group and those who 

are determined to be "outside" the group. Those "uninitiated into the body" are excluded 

from the cultural patterns of power, but may gain strength in their reaction to such 

exclusion by bonding among themselves, often a description of those that are marginalized 

(Heilbrun, 1997). However, direct references to "old wives' tales" within folklore 

Uterature is either esoteric itself, or nonexistent. 

The Weaving of this Old Wife's Tale: A Personal Narrative 

Why the need for this lengthy discussion on old wives' tales . . . in essence, what 

relevance can old wives' tales hold for this day and time? The answer is one quite 

personal to this author and as such lays the foundation for this research project. 

Throughout the course of my Ufe, the thread of the "old wives' tales" has been powerfuUy 

woven into my life with multiple dimensionality. I remember weU the admonitions 

catalogued as "old wives' tales" which I grew up hearing and in many ways adhering to. 

I recaU being reminded that chocolate would cause acne, reading in dim Ught would cause 

bUndness, drinking coffee would result in stunted growth, waiting to swim an hour after 

eating or risk drowning, as weU as fearing the sight of a baby around a breath-sucking cat! 

I remember being instmcted to foUow these bits of wisdom while at the same time hearing 

the derisive referral to these maxims as nothing but "old wives' tales." It stmck me as odd 

that something which was incorporated into our daily Uves was beUttled as probably 

nothing more than foolishness, yet just in case it bore some tmth, we adapted our 

behaviors to foUow suit. I find the ongoing adherence to many of these maxims amazing, 

as weU as perplexing. This thread of the "old wife tale" is but a thin filament in the fabric 

of my Ufe, yet is it nonetheless present. 
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The yam of the old wives that is more substantial in its ply in my own life sur&ces 

on those occasions when I have been on the receiving end of the accusation that my 

shared wisdom was nothing more than "just an old wives' tale!" Most pronounced in my 

recoUection are two experiences, both, oddly enough, occurring in the classroom As an 

eighth grader in Evans Juiuor High, it was my good fortune to find myself in the English 

class, my perpetuaUy fevorite subject, taught by the most demanding Mrs. Pinkston. No 

one wanted to be assigned to her classes as they were rumored to be irc^ssibly difficuh 

and incredibly boring. Though initially intimidated, I found neither predicted condition to 

be the case. Instead, I thrived on her intense descriptions of detailed poetic interpretations 

and reconstructed each sentence I would pen for her until it sung its spiritual essence! I 

contrived to become, if not this instmctor's best student ever, at least the most 

outstanding student in fourth period. During a particularly Uvely discussion prompted by 

the words from a poem by John Greenleaf Whittier, the class pondered the phrase "And in 

the field of destiny, We reap as we have sown" (Whittier, 1977, p. 277). Philosophical 

banterings ensued, questioning if the quaUty of an individual Ufe was indeed a function of 

justice in rewarding or punishing the effort given by each person toward obtaining 

specified goals. Many of the class beUeved that anything was possible if an individual was 

willing to "pay the price" and that life was feir in rewarding those who worked hard. 

There was, according to this discussion, little pay off for those who did not pursue this 

work ethic. I found myself growing imcomfortable with this Une of reasoning and 

postulated that Ufe may not be so conditional to human effort, but might be, in large part, 

determined by the circumstances into which one was boriL I cited exanqjles of those 

raised in the ghetto, those with physical or mental handicaps, others growing up in 

imderdeveloped countries, as weU as those who were of royal status due to birth rather 

than any measure of personal work undertakea Mrs. Pinkston seemed encouraging of my 

contribution to what was growing to be a rather one-sided presentation and drawing 

strength from her gaze, I continued to wonder aloud if Ufe was indeed just, and if those 

who Uved with less were somehow deserving of their circumstances. Although it has been 

years since this encounter I stiU recaU the intact of that next moment when one of the 
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very popular footbaU players sneered in my direction, "You sound Uke a communist! 

Everybody is sick of hearing these people whine that Ufe isn't fair. If they'd get off their 

butts and work at it, they might amoimt to something. It's just an old wives' tale that the 

mles don't apply to some people. They apply to aU and if you Uve up to them, then you 

reap what you have sown. If you don't, then don't come crying to me!" The classroom 

echoed a sickening silence. I looked to Mrs. Pinkston to provide some solace for my 

growing embarrassment as aU eyes felt glued to my flushing face. I had been referred to as 

a communist and had been relegated to the uninteUigent and the fooUsh, a soft, old 

woman's status. My rescuer simply repUed that the discussion had gotten a bit out of 

hand and that we would spend the remainder of the class writing a paragraph on what we 

thought Whittier was attempting to say through his poem. I reeled with humiliation and 

anger, replaying his reply repeatedly in my head. As books began to open and papers 

shuffled around me, I stared intently at the desktop below me. I felt personaUy attacked, 

insulted, and diminished before my peers. Linked with the intensity of feelings was the 

negative connotation of being aUgned with the old wives and their perceptions, whatever 

those might be. I somehow knew I had been cast by this young man into the dismissed 

category of female and I felt the sting of that relegation as severely as I felt the neglect of 

my fevorite teacher to intervene. Her discomfort with the intensifying dynamics in the 

classroom and her hasty closure to the discussion, seemingly verified the athlete's 

perception as more favorable, more justifiable, simply, MORE. I, with my communist 

ideologies (I did not even know what a communist truly beUeved) and my old wife ways (I 

certainly was clueless as to what old wives beUeved, but the erroneous nature of such 

perspectives I now ascertained!) was absolved of credibiUty. Stitches had been dropped in 

the developing pattem of my Ufe. My integrity as a hopeful scholar lay tattered, 

unraveled, frayed on the classroom floor. 

The second classroom encounter with the old wives' club occurred my freshman 

year in a Courtship and Marriage class on the Texas Tech University campus. Taught by a 

now retired professor, we had spent the majority of the semester in smaU groups exploring 

the nuances of research indications regarding the institution of marriage and were firmly 
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caught up in the defensive posturing that our marriages would be immune from aU of these 

predictions. This particular day found us analyzing the pros and cons of breast-feeding 

babies, with the professor writing our contributions on the chalkboard. The numerous 

health benefits to the baby had been Usted in detail as weU as the bonding advantage 

between mother and infant proposed by some. I raised my hand, being caUed on by name, 

and offered the additional mother benefit of uterine restoration stimulated by contractions 

produced while nursing. (Having already had a child before entering coUege, I thought my 

experience in the area of mothering and wifing and the numerous texts I had consimied 

relative to these two roles might be an additional value to a classroom of predominantly 

young, single, and childless students.) While this specific benefit of nursing was not 

referenced in our course text, I thought it was worth cataloging on our growing list of 

advantages. Turning away from the chalkboard and facing the students directly, a smirk 

appeared across the Ups of the professor. Sauntering toward my desk on the front row, he 

cantered, "You mean a little tug here results in a Uttle tuck there! That sounds Uke an old 

wives' tale to me!" He chuckled as he retumed to the board, asking for another 

suggestion while his chalk stood immobile to my contribution. I had again been relegated 

to that discard pile of the old wives. I knew that my addition to the class had been 

accurate . . . truthful... fectual! Because of the professor's ignorance of this information, 

my participation was denigrated to a fanciful and misguided perception. I was nothing but 

a siUy, old, female who passed along mythical notions and presented them as tmths. 

Later I would bring in material documenting such benefits to the nursing mother, but I had 

ateady been pubUcally dismissed and no class wide correction was offered on his part. 

Not only was my contribution minimized, but I felt minimized as a person even though I 

was the only mother in the classroom and one of only two married students. What I 

thought might provide some additional insight and advantage was proving rather to be 

perceived as less credible. I was growing increasingly uncomfortable with my wifely and 

motherly status, and not exactly understanding why. A growing tension was being 

creating by the coiUng of the "old wives' tales" into my Ufe. 
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Most pervasive of my encounters with the tales of the old wives is one that I 

continue to experience daily. It is here that I wrestle with the meaning of the words, 

"old," and 'Vife," and "tale" in the most intimate of ways. Woven into the fabric of my 

Ufe, are many stitches of varying hues that depict me as a wife. Here I weave a tapestry 

unique to my own design, sometimes rich in color and contrast, at other times poor in 

dimension and depth. The pattem of each stitch, each color, each thread, woven together 

depicts the story of my life and my days spent through the many reflections of myself, the 

many aspects of me played out in nvmierous dimensions of being. Other than those 

dimensions as daughter and sister, no other role have I occupied as long in my life as that 

of wife. In this domain, I have spent over 10,000 days of gathering fibers, spinning yam, 

and then weaving those threads into my sense of self It is my own private old wife's tale 

spun with joy, laughter, heartache, despair, connection, loneliness, assurity, and perplexity, 

that inpacts me daily as I Uve out my identity in my world of experience. 

I married as a girl, in my skteenth year of Ufe, running away to the borders of 

Mexico, a country who renders it imnecessary to acquire parental permission for youthftil 

brides. There, with my high school love, with the "I Dos" spoken through an interpreter, I 

began the scripting of my "old wife tale." Over the ensuing twenty-one years, I gave 

myself with variable intensity to this role; its impact on my sense of sel^ a constant 

companion. Here in this place, I would pursue my youthful, romantic dreams for a 

marital union, experience the joy of establishing a home and family with a partner who 

shared in these values, cultivate the quest for what proved to be the elusive soulmate 

cormection, experience a lifestyle of great privilege provided through my wifely status, 

taste periods of tremendous pleasure and hopeftdness for a long and successfiil kinship, 

and unsuccessfidly battle the rages of alcohoUsm in this man, my first love, reluctantly 

succumbing, in time, to a disease over which I wielded no power. This cancer and its 

pervasive effects necessitated an anq)utation that part of the body might be spared. A 

divorce rendered me disease free, though the battle left its marks. And while oflficiaUy the 

role had ended, the scmtinizing of myself as a wife would ripple for years beyond. The 

perception of self as weU as the perceived perception of others seemed to tug at the core 
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of my identity. My old wife tale continued to be written long after the marriage had 

ended. EventuaUy those threads I first placed in my hands as a sixteen-year-old girl were 

no longer a part of the weaving; instead they dangled Umply at the edges of the pattern, 

merely frayed ends marking their point of departure. 

Approaching my fortieth year, I again became an old wife. Eyes wide open, and 

with the knowledge and wisdom of a middle aged woman, I elected to marry a man who 

had become, and each day evolves increasingly more so, into my most intimate fiiend. 

Here the experience of self as wife grows deep in coloration, rich in complexion and the 

script is written with poetic flair. With passionate intensity, my sense of self is continuaUy 

nurtured, enhanced, chaUenged, and expanded. Through these past eight years I am 

continuaUy reworking my personal definition of wifehood, struggling to estabUsh equity in 

every relational dimension of this union, and experiencing the joy of shared professional 

pursuits. It is here that I am tasting the flavor of couplehood pursued with a daily 

intentionality, tremblingly finding the courage to face the overwhelming fears in both 

myself and my partner regarding such intimate cormection, blending our progeny into a 

new constmction of family, and have begun learning for the first time to move with the 

rhythm of the dance of soulmates. This tale of an old wife continues to be woven in daUy 

measures, some days haltingly, most days, the shuttle moving with ease and confidence in 

the creation of the chosen pattem. In midUfe, my identity seems both more soUd and at 

the same time more fluid, more determined, and yet more receptive. The role of wife 

contributes many strands of this tapestry caUed my life, providing foundational threads of 

warp and weft for this on-going developmental process. What the finished product 

produces is yet unknown and may indeed be irrelevant; the process instead the ultimate 

goal to which one may unrestrainedly participate or be resistantly coerced through. That 

this process may indeed cuhninate into personal despair and regret or celebration and 

actuaUzed integrity, I personally cannot attest and yet I find with the increasing years a 

more active invitation of its unfolding in my Ufe (Erikson, 1982). In this unfolding, the 

power of this old wives' tale is ever present as an expression of myself, an integral part of 

my personal evolution. 
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The political nature of personal Ufe has been experienced in my many days of doing 

and being a wife. Within the personal contexts of wifehood, I have encountered the 

individual, relational, and the societal dimensionaUties of this role. I have stmggled 

personaUy with the "how's" and "why's" of wifing, conjointly constmcted relational 

expectations for myself as a wife, and have found myself continuaUy resistant to the 

societal prescriptions for wifely behaviors. In both of the personal contexts in which I 

have experienced being a wife, I have consistently felt uncomfortable with the poUtical 

ramifications of wifehood. While personally comfortable in my chosen relationships with 

these two men, I have been strangely self-conscious when acknowledging myself as a wife. 

This uneasiness resides, I beUeve in the "poUtical" arena of the personal experience. As a 

young wife, I assumed that my alignment with a husband would increase my respect and 

status within the social community. After all, one of the goals for most Uttle girls, 

verbalized by those who are acutely vested in her socialization processes and eventuaUy 

planted within her own heart, is the selection of a Ufemate. In many ways, this 

determination is depicted as one of the defining moments for a young woman, the 

beginning of a new sense of self which benefits from the presence of this significant other. 

In a society which values the achievement of goals, the assumption would seemingly be 

that the accompUshment of this goal would mark this young woman as goal-oriented, 

motivated and one with great aspirations. What I saw as a beginning of many goals, 

somehow seemed to be lifted up by the world around me as the goal against which aU 

other goals must contend- To have other goals or dreams, I would be requested by this 

outside world to justify its incorporation into this wifely role. I recaU being asked by 

others I hardly knew how I would manage to do just about any other goal I might mention 

and still be "the kind of wife" my husband wanted- Had I thought about how I would 

balance all of these goals, how I could have time for them aU? I suspiciously doubted my 

husband was being asked the same questions. Certainly times have now changed and such 

a direct inquiry might be labeled as "poUticaUy incorrect," yet even today I have been 

asked 'Vho takes care of things when you are workmg so late at night?" and I only 

recently overheard a patient ask a physician how she will keep her marriage healthy and 
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put in aU the hours that her practice wiU require. What is promoted as an expanding role 

for women, seemingly becomes one of constriction. Any enhancing notions for such a role 

were only to be Uved out, if at aU, within the privacy of the marital relationship itself, 

certainly not to be experienced within the social community. I took to speaking of myself 

only in terms of personality traits, professional endeavors, activities pursued, but reUef was 

not forthcoming. It feh as if I was somehow ashamed of being a wife, which I was not, I 

was, however, greatly annoyed with the assumptions which accompanied the 

acknowledgment of said status. A place of comfort could not be found 

This lack of comfort became more inteUectuaUy, as weU as emotionaUy, 

understandable when I was introduced to feminism in the late 1960s. From this 

perspective, I began to find a rationale for my poUtical rebeUion against the status awarded 

to the genders within a patriarchal system. My feeUngs of anger about societal 

expectations for wives in specific, but towards women in general, began to make sense 

through the lens of modem feminism. Through my identification with this theoretical 

perspective, I began to find explanations for the "why's" of the societal structure within 

which my personal life was constmcted. However, feminism did not provide comfort for 

my personal experience with wifehood. In feet, I felt guilty for not personaUy identifying 

with a sense of relational subjugation; I rather reUshed being a wife within the contexts of 

my chosen relationships. I understood that many marriages were constmcted in a way to 

reenact the societal expectations for wifehood, yet my personal experience was much 

more liberating than what I experienced within the larger society. The feminist literature 

that I read encouraged women to draw strength from other relationships, those fiiendship 

bonds with other women, the connection with children, and, as weU, to consider the 

possibiUty of expansion from compulsory heterosexuaUty. This Uterature suggested that 

women's Uves benefitted from the elevation of other relationships of significance and 

were, in fact, often hampered by their wifehood. My aUegiance to feminism seemed to caU 

me to maximize other roles that I played, and to minimize the role of wife. I felt Uke a 

traitor when I enjoyed being a wife, found pleasure in that relational cormection, or 

worked to make a marriage stronger and more viable. It was as if I were a real feminist, I 
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would relinquish this secondary status and entertain life independent of men, most 

especially without the constraints of a husband. It seemed difficult, if not impossible, to 

find feminist Uterature which shed any positive Ught on wifehood. 

Presently there are several feminist scholars who acknowledge this double bind 

created by feminism for wives ( Fox-Genovese, 1996; Modleski, 1998; Polster, 1992; 

Sassoon, 1987; Thompson, 1989; Vannoy-HiUer & PhiUiber, 1989). These authors have 

also addressed, either personaUy or professionaUy, the difficulties created for women when 

feminism seeks "to pit the certainty of [feminist] theories against the contradictoriness of 

our Uves" (Modleski, p. 9). IronicaUy, ideas which were pursued within feminist theory in 

an effort to provide Uberation for women within a patriarchal social structure, may have 

inadvertently created the effect of "re-marginalizing women or effacing them entirely" 

(Modleski, p. 1). At this juncture, I consistently dropped stitches within my pattem of 

weaving, as if I had to go underground, those threads of being a wife who both embraced 

this role as weU as feminism had to be hidden on the underside of the tapestry: this old 

wive's tale deemed unworthy of recitation or pubUcation 

Reclaiming the Strength of EarUer Warp and Weft 

When had it become so arduous for women to craft their stories? Had the tales 

of the old wives always been so vehemently spumed? Had women's lore ever been held 

in a place of honor? No one can speak with certainty of the stmcture of Uves prior to 

recorded history, however it has been proposed by numerous scholars that the wisdom and 

Ufe-giving powers of women were at one time held central to societies (CampbeU, 1987; 

Eisler, 1987; Labouvie-Vief, 1994) As early as the fifth miUennium B.C.E., the earUest 

concepts of creation were purely mythic and equated creative processes with an organic 

unfolding, a process equated with feminine capacities and with the presence of a great 

mother goddess (Can^beU, 1987; Caucchiari, 1981; Eisler, 1987; Labouvie-Vie^ 1994; 

Lemer, 1986). PaleoUthic artistic expressions engraved and painted on the waU of caves, 

as weU as in potsherds, bear witness to the powerful presence of women. The 

multitudinous depictions of female figurines, vaginal shaped cowrie sheUs, and sketches of 
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gestational women, have led to emerging anthropological theories which interpret this 

cukural period as characterized by women as central to the social stmcture with men as 

peripheral (CampbeU, 1987; Cucchiari, 1981; Eisler, 1987; Leroi-Gourhan, 1971; 

Meelaart, 1975). Traditional explanations of these reUcs had determined them 

representational of a primitive fertiUty cult or as obscene male sexual objects (CampbeU, 

1987; Leroi-Gourhan, 1971). This more unfamiUar hypothesis contends that the honoring 

of women's Ufe giving powers laid the foundation for what would later become a 

"complex reUgion centering on the worship of a Mother Goddess as the source and 

regeneratrix of aU forms of life" (Eisler, p. 6; Cucchiari, 1981). Feminine wisdom was 

equated with iUumination rather than knowledge, relatedness rather than separateness, the 

personal rather than the impersonal, and growth rather than maintenance (Labouvie-Vief, 

1994; Neumann, 1955; Ulanov, 1971). Some researchers contend this embracing of the 

feminine was held in conjunction with a positive embracing of the mascuUne, in essence a 

partnership characterized by social relationships based on the principle of linking versus 

ranking (Cucchiari, 1981; Eisler, 1987). These authors propose that the stratification of 

the genders and the resultant elevation of one gender over the other was brought about by 

a period of chaos and total cultural disruptions which resulted in the fimdamental social 

shifting (Eisler, 1987), the gradual evolution of creation concepts from mythos as a basis 

to logos as primal characteristic (Lemer, 1986), the rapid expansion of populations and 

territories of major cultures dependent on muscular strength (Labouvie-Vief, 1994), or the 

shifting from hunting tribal methodologies to that of planting and harvesting or gathering 

modaUties (Can^bell, 1987). This shift resulted in the replacement of mutuaUty 

characterized by diversity to that of difference equated to inferiority/superiority termed as 

either patriarchy or matriarchy, and the subsequent ranking of one portion of humanity 

over the other. While contending different catalysts for the alteration in social stmcture, 

these maverick anthropologist agree that Goddess worship survived through centuries of 

prehistoric as weU as historic times, but has been downplayed, or simply ignored, in 

conventional archaeological Uterature possible because these depictions "do not fit the 

proto- and prehistoric model of a male-centered and male-dominated form of social 
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organization" (Eisler, p. 7). Perhaps it was during these earUer points in time, when the 

Goddess was affirmed and honored that the tales of the old wives were revered. Perhaps 

it was then that the Old Woman shared her stories to a hungry audience, awaiting the 

sharing of feminine wisdom and its Ufe giving powers. Perhaps folded into our early 

history are those times and places where the ceremony of the female was indeed as 

Bateson (1972) defines it: "the pattem that connects" (p. 3). 

A complete history of the old wives' tales seems mysteriously hidden, only bits and 

pieces avaUable for examination. Perhaps it is precisely because such a genre of tales 

exist, "they do indeed exert some level of psychic influence on us and women who seek to 

change the stories [about women's Uves] and the feminist critics who try to detect those 

changes, often find themselves having to come to terms with them" (Modleski, 1998, 

p. 10). The fiiture for these tales is yet to be determined. DaUy, milUons of women are in 

the process of writing their own wife tale, some relishing the opportunity, others 

obUgingly responding to a predetermined script. Each creating a story uniquely her own. 

QuaUtatively different experiences, yet each one a tale worthy of being told, of being 

heard. Both patriarchy as weU as feminism may have contributed to the devaluation of 

such tales woven by wives. Feminist have argued that marriage and the family constitute 

the principal source of women's subordination, yet it is tales of love, marriage, and 

motherhood that most women regard as central to their sense of self, much as it was for 

their mothers and wiU most Ukely be for their daughters as weU (Fox-Genovese, 1996; 

Josselson, 1996; Lopata, 1971; Rubin, 1983). HistoricaUy, we may never truly know how 

the phrase "old wives' tales" became woven into the fabric of our culture, but we daily 

observe the weaving process of today's wives; we have the opportunity to daily Usten to 

these stories unfolding. Jimg's (1964) reminder that "one sees one's own particular tmth 

both as one creates and shapes it and as one is created and shaped by it" wiU indeed be 

expressed in these tales (Ulanov, 1971, p. 2). Women can no longer afford to participate 

in the "endless deferral of women's stories...they must instead engage in their own 

confirmation process and grant legitimacy to each other's stories in their sameness but also 

in their differences" (Modleski, p. 28). 
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All this took place a long, long time ago and in a land not our 
own, but not too much unlike our own. As was the custom of that day, 
upon a circle of stones gathered the women of the village, those of 
wrinkled skin, those glowing of youthful femininity, mothers with babies 
nestled to the breast, those needing assistance to walk, to sit. The warmth 
of the yellow light cast upon their faces by the dancing fire, the scent of 
meals prepared on their clothing, voices speaking in whispered tones, 
others laughing, calling recognitions to one another. . . a familiar ritual 
offering comfort, acceptance, sister hood... an invitation extended and 
accepted. No beating of drums, no wild dancing, no questing for visions 
takes place. Simply, without fanfare, the evening unfolds with events 
rehearsed, jokes shared, questions pondered, wisdom offered, yarns spun, 
concerns alleviated, preparations made, joys celebrated, sorrows grieved, 
encouragement gained, stories told, values conveyed, solutions suggested, 
histories honored, connections deepened. The practiced rituals of women, 
the ceremonies of empowerment, the power of those old wives rich in 
wisdom, the myths of the feminine, beautiful tapestries woven in the 
dailiness of life. But that was a long, long time ago. . . . 

The one of greatest wisdom, the Old Wife, silently rises from Her 
seat on the stones, stoking the centuries old fire, sparks taking flight into 
the night sky. A smile crosses her lips. She recalls the youthful 
exuberance of a newcomer that would join with them tonight for the first 
time. She remembers how excitedly this young woman told of her 
discovery of a new vision, her fascination with an altered perspective she 
had discovered as a child, yet had hidden away for fear of rejection or 
reprimand. Somehow this young woman had sensed that this community 
might be open to her revelatory experience. Pulling her shawl around her 
shoulders, she anticipated the moment when this young immigrant would 
demonstrate her visionary technique with eyes crossed, only to be greeted 
by a circle of women visioning double as well. Yes, the discovery of new 
realities was embraced here, encouraged here, honored here. That was 
the power of this circle, each woman's tale bearing witness to the freedom 
to construct uniquely personal perspectives on life. Those same stones 
welcoming the women of this day as they had the women of the past, 
beckoning an invitation to sit, to share, to hear, to be heard. . . . 
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CHAPTER III 

SELECTED LITERATURE-THEORETICAL AND EMPIRICAL 

CONTEXTS: ATTACHING THE HARDWARE, 

STRINGING THE WARP 

The falling snow ushered the village women inside, settling 
themselves into the crowded space, scattering among the sparse fiimishings 
and around the hearth. A warm fire welcomed them in from the cool night 
air. The Old Wife broke from her spinning, thread resting between her 
thumb and forefinger, carefuUy studying the face of each one gathered here 
in her smaU but comfortable quarters. She had leamed the tmth of soul 
gazing by looking into the eyes of another, and she tenderly studied this 
coUection of souls, pausing from one face to the next. She resumed her 
spinning, foot pedal clacking against the hard floor. "What story would be 
caUed forth this night? What would set the tone for the evening? What 
would offer sufficient breadth to speak to this gathering . . . sufficient 
depth that it would speak to each woman?" 

Removing her hands from her work at the wheel, she bowed her 
head, waiting for silence to descend . . . the women to quiet themselves, to 
enter a few hushed moments in preparation. One minute passed . . . then 
two. The Old Wife raised her head, her mind settled on the selected tale for 
the evening. Her voice flowed smoothly, entwining with the transcendental 
quietude: 

"A woman once had a beautiful staUion, and aU the viUagers said to 
her, "You are fortunate." 

The woman would only reply, "We'U see." 
One day the stallion ran away, and the viUagers said, "You are 

unfortunate." 
"We'U see, " the woman said. 
The stalUon retumed with a dozen wild ponies, and the viUagers aU 

exclaimed, "Oh, how fortunate you are." 
"We'U see, " was aU the woman would say. 
The woman's son in attempting to break one of the ponies, was 

thrown and broke his leg. "Oh, now he wiU not be able to help you with the 
work. How unfortunate." 

"We'U see," the woman cahnly repUed. 
The Czar's men came through the viUage, gathering up aU the 

able-bodied young men to fight a distant war. The woman's son was left 
behind, due to his broken leg. "Oh, how fortunate," the viUagers cried. 

But the woman would only reply, "We'U see." 
(Thomas, 1997, paraphrased) 
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Attaching the Hardware: Theoretical Contexts 

The Old Wife's aUegorical tale teaches that the perception of events, or those 

things that could be perceived as "facts" for that matter, is, in large part, determined by 

how one "looks at it." WhUe the villagers unanimously concluded identical meaning to the 

circumstances of the woman's Ufe, the woman of few words reminds herself, as weU as 

those villagers wiio might Usten, that there are other meanings possible. The same 

observable occurrences can be accorded different meaning, in essence creating differing 

reaUties, through these varying perspectives. 

So Ukewise, the crafting of the argument or rationale for an investigation into the 

wifehood experiences of women, in essence the preparation of the loom for the holding of 

the principle fibers upon against which the weaving of this investigation wiU be crafted, is 

determined by how the weaver, in this case, the scientific inquirer, "looks at it." The 

attachment of the hardware, harnesses and heddles, to the frame of the loom determines 

how many warp threads wiU support the woven art and as weU dictate the length of 

stitches which wiU compose the finished product. The harnesses function to UteraUy 

"harness" the strung warp threads to the backside of the loom so that they can be raised 

and lowered for ease of weaving, while the wire or string heddles hold the individual 

threads in place and prevent tangUng of the numerous threads. So Ukewise, the 

investigator's constmction of a loom (a chosen scientific inquiry, framing in the focus of 

the study) contains hardware attachments (theoretical contexts) which wiU both "hamess" 

and Uberate the fabric under creation. In weU-designed investigations, these theoretical 

frameworks are openly acknowledged, as weU as the process of their "ultimately personal 

and subjective" selection (CoUins, 1990; Kuhn, 1970, p. 199; Latour, 1987; Scarr, 1985; 

White, 1966). The theoretical context provides the methodology for determining not only 

the inquiry itself, but as weU how observable events or shared responses to inquiry wiU be 

assimilated, constrained, and ultimately interpreted (Eichler, 1980, 1987; Hempel, 1966; 

Lemer, 1986; MiUer; 1976; Toubnin, 1973). 

The theoretical frameworks which provide the foundational hardware for this study 

have not been arbitrarily chosen, but have been embodied within the socio-historical and 
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cultural contexts withm which 1 participate (Gilbert & Mulkay, 1984; Harding, 1991; 

Howard, 1991; Kuhn, 1970; Lemer, 1986). Like Jung (as cited in Ulanov, 1971), I too 

must confess that I cannot "forget that my voice is but one voice, my experience a mere 

drop in the sea, my knowledge no greater than the visual field in a microscope, my mind's 

eye a mirror that reflects a comer of the world, and my ideas, a subjective confession" 

(p. 2). These conceptual structures have been determined by exposure to the processes of 

academia, as weU as personal processes which have molded my perceptions of reaUty, both 

of the larger world and of myself, as participant in that world. SimpUcity would suggest 

that one need only to designate a singular theory to shape a determined investigation, yet 

the nature of human development is corr^lex and multi-dimensional, perhaps suggesting 

simpUcity may not be preferred. Scarr (1985) proposes that it is in fact the multiple lenses 

which strengthen the human sciences by offering "breadth, depth and some excitement" 

(p. 511). While other frames of references may indeed be inherent in the constmction of 

this investigation, it is an integration of three predominant theoretical contexts which 

provide support: feminism, symboUc interactionism, and psychsocial developmentalism. 

Feminist Theory 

It was my encounter with feminist treatises exploring how gender informs and 

dictates social hierarchies that began to resonate with and make sense of my personal 

experiences with sexism. Feminist theory brought a "new" way of seeing and interpreting 

both social and personal reaUty. Upon its discovery, my vision of the world aroimd me 

came into greater focus, and it was here that I began to uncover answers to my 

questioning of the disparity of power, opportunity, responsibUity, and expectation 

accorded to men as compared to those extended to women. Feminism provided theoretical 

vaUdation and explanation to my private and personal questioning of the status quo. 

Through this analytic framework, I was suppUed with a structure to "hold the parts 

together," in essence, a backdrop upon which the pieces of my experiences of reaUty could 

be woven ^Webster's, 1996, p. 535). 
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Although feminism is not a recently developed perspective, having roots possibly 

from the beginnings of critical thinking, this framework continues to offer a "new" context 

from which to view the world. Webster's (1996) indicates that "wew" may be descriptive 

of the condition of "never existing before; appearing for the first time" or may as weU 

depict a condition which has been "existing before, but presently becoming known or 

discovered, seeming strange and unfamiliar" (p. 912). Feminist theoretical framework 

offers a non-traditional view of the status quo or dominant perceptions which may indeed 

seem strange and unfenuUar to many, yet it also makes visible a reaUty that has been in 

existence for thousands of years. This specific perspective offers a social analysis of the 

ideologies and practices that sustain the present gender stmcture, ultimately legitimating 

male domination and female subordination correspondent to presumed biological dictates. 

Feminist theory proposes that "racism, classism, sexism, ageism, and heterosexism are 

interlocking biases of a dominant culture that stratify and objectify individuals in society" 

(Baber & AUen, 1992, p. 6). This perspective raises awareness to the preferential access 

to resources, opportunities, and rewards, as weU as "the power to name and define 

phenomena and experience" afforded to those occupying the upper level of the 

hierarchical stmcture (Baber & AUen, p. 6; Collins, 1990; Hess & Ferree, 1987). Such a 

system essentiaUy justifies the rights of certain groups to have greater authority within the 

macrostmcture, placing greater value on that which is associated with the privUeged 

group, namely those who are Anglo, upper or middle class, heterosexual, and/or male 

(Dahlemp, 1987; Ferguson, 1991; Lott, 1987). This arrangement, feminist theory 

proposes, essentiaUy oppresses and e5q)loits those of lesser value to maintain the privileged 

status of those in power. Through this differential lens, the social analysis of "what is 

seen" as an essential reaUty due to biological and/or cultural imperatives is altered to that 

of perpetual poUtical strategy which maintains the advantage of one group over another. 

This perspective provides sensitivity to the multitudinous ways in which "gendered 

features of the world are taken for granted and therefore invisible" (Stewart, 1994, p. 11). 

From this vantage point, behavioral, psychological, and cognitive differences between 
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males and females are seen as reflective of cultural and social processes within this 

hierarchical stmcture which places girls and women in a devalued position. 

Feminist theory incorporates the earUer phUosophical constmcts of social 

constmctionism and contends that positivistic worldviews do not adequately address the 

complexities of human experience (Franz & Stewart, 1994; Lather, 1991). This 

epistemology suggests that beUefs about the world are social inventions, dependent upon 

the lenses provided by cultures and societies which are radicaUy influenced by the position 

an individual holds in the social hierarchy (Freedman & Combs, 1996; Hawkesworth, 

1989; Rosen, 1996). ReaUty, therefore, is not the discovery of "a set of immutable 

objective tmths," but is instead pluraUstic, acknowledging multiple perspectives and 

honoring multiple tmths (Flax, 1987; Hawkesworth, 1989; Rosen, 1996). Feminist 

epistemology envisions tmth as relative, contextual, complex, and subjective, aUowing for 

the interrelated and embedded aspects of the same experience from within the complex 

personal, interpersonal, cultural, and evaluative contexts (Kaschak, 1992; Unger, 1983). 

This theoretical approach demands that scholars, scientific inquirers, as weU as individual 

participants in the human experience, acknowledge that aU portions of held knowledge are 

"partial, fragmented, and incomplete with authority limited to one's own situated life" 

(Flax,1990). 

This theoretical framework questions as weU the ways in which the social and 

"natural" sciences "ground their research in a theory of knowledge and a method that is 

Umited and inherently exclusionary" (Stewart, 1994, p. 11; Fine & Gordon, 1989; 

Harding, 1987; Hartsock, 1986; Smith, 1974; Weisstein, 1971). Feminist theory reminds 

that the epistemology of a dominant group can be made to appear evaluatively neutral, 

objective, and universaUy appUcable since it coincides with what, to this authoritative 

group, echos their own experiences (Belenky et al., 1986; Kaschak, 1992). This "new" 

scope for perceiving science contends that aU investigations proceed from a series of 

worldview assumptions which permeate the conceptuaUzation of the research itself, the 

scientists involved, the methodological constmcts, and as weU the results and impUcations, 

negating that any science can ever be, even in principle, completely objective (Eichler, 
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1988; Rorty, 1979; Sampson, 1978). From this perspective, aU research is undertaken 

from a subjective stance, whether expUcit or impUcit, and acknowledgment of such is seen 

to strengthen the quaUty of investigation (Eichler, 1988; Harding, 1996; Kuhn, 1970; 

Scarr, 1985). Inherent as weU in the traditional scientific epistemological position is the 

pursuit of a dispassionate observation, caUing for the decontextuaUzation of the scientist 

and the subject, presumably offering control against personal bias as weU as a more vaUd 

perception of the subject of focus (Asante, 1987; Harding, 1986; Jaggar, 1983; KeUer, 

1985). Feminist theory contends that such distancing of the researcher from the subject 

matter results not in objectivity but rather in the objectification of those being studied and 

creates an oppressing hierarchy with the subject subordinate to the investigator (Fee, 

1986; KeUer, 1992). A fiirther critique of the standardized scientific method offered by 

feminism resides in the attempts to estabUsh control through narrowed focus and 

intentionaUy restrained environment, narrowing the investigator's focus to such a degree 

that critical fecets may be obstmcted from view (Stewart, 1994). This theoretical 

perspective instead advocates a shift in emphasis toward the subject-in-context, lending a 

greater breadth to the scientific investigatioiL Feminist theorists have brought to Ught 

numerous ways in which traditional, scientific methods have inadequate tools for 

generating knowledge about women and gender (Stewart, 1994). This theory calls for the 

expansion of methodologies and Uberating the "existing tradition of scientific practice that 

begins. ..the shift of professional commitment known as scientific revolutions" (Kuhn, 

1970, p. 6). This paradigmatic shift moves the scientific endeavor from discoveries of 

tmth to notions of contextual meanings (Rorty, 1979). 

Feminism as weU offers a contrasting perspective of the existing psychological and 

developmental theories which have regarded the male experience as normative and has 

further contrasted the female experience as some form of deviation from that norm (Franz 

& Stewart, 1994; Hawkesworth, 1989). Feminist scholars have convincingly argued that 

there is a "mascuUne bias at the very heart of most academic discipUnes, methodologies, 

and theories" (Belenky et al., 1986). Authorship of these theories has been predominately 

by men, as weU as the testing of the constmcts with almost exclusively male samples 
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(GUUgan, 1982; KeUer, 1992). Conclusions drawn from these findings have been 

universaUzed, with women's experiences typicaUy studied for patterns of conformity or 

divergence from these established standards, often to the detriment or misreading of 

women (Belenky et al., 1986; Lips, 1988; Smith, 1974; Weisstein, 1971). Feminist 

scholarly critique of the exclusion of women's experience from both research and theory 

has led to progress in legitimating women's Uves as worthy subjects of study and the 

resultant greater wealth of diverse understandings of the human experience (Lauter, 1985; 

Robinson, 1985). In a social context that places lesser value on females, the tmths of 

women Uves have remained shadowed by the tmths of men's Uves which have been 

afforded greater vaUdity and authority (Harding, 1987). Feminist theory caUs for direct 

investigations into women's Uves and experiences, as weU as the reexamination of theory, 

research, and the basic assumptions of academic discipUnes, through the lens of women's 

perspectives so that new conclusions might be drawn and new directions forged for the 

Uves of both men and women. 

Another related assumption of feminist theory portends that social science research 

has at its heart, an expUcit agenda fostering empowerment of participants toward greater 

personal understanding of their experiences, as weU as faciUtating personal and social 

change (Collins, 1990; Fox-Genovese, 1988). Feminist research is not designed to 

terminate in scholarly contributions but instead to offer academic richness, as weU as 

pragmatic appUcation to the daUy Uves of the individual, creating an integrated weaving of 

art and utiUty (Baber & AUen, 1992; Gentry, 1989). This scholarship is richly grounded 

in the personal ejqjeriences of women and as such is not singly about women, but is for 

them (Smith, 1987; WaUcer, Martin, & Thompson, 1988; Weskott, 1979). 

Understandings resulting from such inquiry are utUized to provide information about 

women's experiences that are usefiil to women in determining choices and decisions in 

their own Uves. Increased consciousness-raising and effective personal decision making, 

this epistemology contends, serve as transformation of the personal into poUtical action 

(MacKiimon, 1987). The impact of social science research constmcted upon the tenants 

of feminist theory has over the past three decades broadened the comprehension of the 
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experiences of women, and as such has expanded psychological and developmental 

constmcts such as affiliation, interdependence, nurturance, and intimacy as components of 

identity development (Bakan, 1966; Chodorow, 1978; Josselson, 1973, 1978, 1992, 

1996). In addition, such theory and research has expanded the moral reasoning constmct 

to include an ethic of care (GUUgan, 1982) and has broadened the identified 

epistemological processes utilized by women (Belenky et al., 1986). The continued 

evolution of feminist theories and epistemologies serves as a critical guide to the 

development of effective strategies that wUl serve to bring about changes in the Uves of 

women, as weU as those of men (Sassoon, 1987). 

Feminist thinking assumes that one's sense of self or identity is constructed and 

reconstmcted through relationships and social interactions with others (Baber & AUen, 

1992; Blumstein & Schwartz, 1983). The process of this constmction occurs within a 

specified sociohistoric timeframe and is profoundly influenced by the hierarchies of power 

such as race, class, gender, sexual orientation, as weU as others which characterize a given 

time period (Flax, 1987). No aspect of experience, whether intrapsychic, interpersonal, 

societal, or cultural, escapes being gendered (Collins, 1990; Fishman, 1978; Hare-Mustin 

& Marecek, 1990; Kaschak, 1992). Feminist theory postulates that those groups granted 

greater power within a society, namefy Anglo, upper/middle class, heterosexual males, are 

granted the privUege to determine the prevailing reaUties for a given culture. Because 

women Uve in societies whose meanings are constmcted by men, certain identities are 

sanctioned for female self-constmction, namely those utUizing materials available through 

marriage and motherhood, others denounced as unseemly, undesirable, and xmwomanly 

(Baber & AUen, 1992; Hare-Mustin & Marecek, 1988). These sociaUy authorized reaUties 

dramaticaUy influence a woman's interpretation of identity possibUities and can been seen 

as coercive and intentionaUy limiting when viewed from a feminist perspective. Feminism 

proposes that the constmction of a self identity can be undertaken from other than the 

prevailing ideological paradigms within a given culture. This deconstmction process calls 

the existing social arrangements into questions and Uberates the process of identity 

constmction by intentionaUy expanding the existing perceptions of roles and identities for 
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women (Bordo, 1990; Flax, 1987; Tong, 1989). This theoretical perspective continuaUy 

recasts gender as a most saUent fecet of the self which dramaticaUy affects how Ufe is 

experienced. 

One final influence of the utUization of feminist theory as a stmctural framework 

for this investigation originates from this perspective's non-unitary, non-homogenous 

constmcts. Inherent within this paradigmatic framework are multitudinous interpretations 

for faciUtating a more accurate understanding of women's Uves, as weU as enhancing 

women's current social and poUtical status. Here the numerous voices within feminist 

theoretical thought often vie with one another for preferred agenda. Methodologies for 

empowering women vary from that of honoring the present reaUties of women's life 

experiences to that of faciUtating the expansion of social perception of women's reaUties. 

Some feminist scholars beUeve that women's identities have been Umited by stereotypic 

emphasis on the "normative developmental pathways for women including lifelong 

involvement in chUdrearing and caregiving, finding and moving though Ufe with a husband, 

and attending to the kinship network" (Baber & AUen, 1992, p. 13; DuvaU, 1971; GUck, 

1977). Pointing to previous critiques of marriage on the basis of division of labor for 

housework and child care (Dressel & Clark, 1990; Pleck, 1985; Rubin, 1983), wage 

earning differentials (Gerson, 1985; Hertz, 1987), and emotional interactional work 

(Fishman, 1978), these academicians and researchers caU for the exploration of diversity 

across women's experiences and the revisioning of female adult intimacies. ChaUenging 

the normative models of marriage and motherhood as the ideal relationship configuration 

for women, feminist theorizing suggests new possibilities for intimate cormections that 

enhance the quaUty of women's Uves such as female intimate fiiendships and lesbian 

relationships (Acker, Barry, & Esseveld, 1979; Bart, 1971; Rich, 1979). Some feminist 

scholars propose expanding the terms wife and mother to women-in-families to be more 

inclusive of various constmcts that famUy may denote (Baber & AUan, 1992; Voydanof^ 

1988). These feminists minimize the importance of marriage to a woman's identity 

"arguing that marriage primarily serves men's determination to control women and keep 

them dependent" (Fox-Genovese, 1996, p. 229). 
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Despite these feminist chaUenges to these components of contemporary marriage, 

marriage continues to retain vitaUty and enjoys a privUeged place in the Uves of most 

American women (CoUins, 1990; Fox-Genovese, 1996; Stacey, 1986). That women stUl 

regard marriage as central to their sense of self has led other feminist scholars, despite the 

critical analysis of responsibiUties assumed by women through this institution, to determine 

to "see" with the eyes of these women wiio continue to select wifehood as part of their 

personal identity as worthy of investigation (Fox-Genovese, 1996; Josselson, 1987, 1996; 

Sommers, 1994). These scholars propose to acknowledge the social and poUtical analysis 

of women's status within a patriarchal cultural and at the same time "theorize a way to 

hold on to ties that bind women to one another-common experiences, similar background, 

and/or values and ideals" (Modleski, 1998, p. 6). This phUosophy reminds that feminists 

must not participate in the endless deferral of women's stories, but must instead "become 

for each other confidantes . . . engaging in their own confirmation process and granting 

legitimacy to each others' stories in their sameness but also in their differences" 

(Modleski, p. 28). Feminist strategies for studying women's Uves (DuBois, 1983; Smith, 

1987; Stewart, 1994; Westkott,1979) caU for seeking out that which has been "left out" of 

current theoretical and enpirical inquiry. While numerous under-investigated arenas of 

women's Uves have been identified, two particularly relevant to this study include, 

research on women in their relationships (Fine & Gordon, 1989; Simon, 1988) as weU as 

the study of the transformation of women over time (Bamch, Biener, & Bamett, 1987; 

Fine & Gordon, 1989). The caU to Ulustrate what has not been yet Ulustrated, coupled 

with the granting of legitimacy to the stories of women's Uves, provides the motivation for 

this investigation. Feminist theory provides a portion of the heddUng and hamessing 

attachments on this investigative loom. 

SymboUc Interactionism Theory 

I have always raUed against any notion that who I am or who anyone else is can be 

summed up by a Ust of categorical descriptive variables that results in a coUective equation 

of personhood. The very asking of the questions "who are you" and the ensuing 
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adjectives or nouns one may utilize as offering a beginning testimonial of the self, does not 

capture the "essence" of the person. As a student of theories, I was exposed to the 

theoretical framework of symboUc interactionism which spoke to the human experience as 

one of attributing meaning to events, to words, to interactions, in effect, deeming aU 

components of life as symboUc. The subjective appeal of this theory was immediate as it 

captured what seemed to be the process by which our common human experience results 

in dynamicaUy unique interpretations. This perspective of elevating as the fundamental 

issues of each person's life the creation of meaning-meaning of events, of relationships, of 

actions of the self and others, resonated within me. The basic tenants of this theory as 

weU lend themselves to a study on the meaning of wifing to the women who undertake 

this role. That making meaning is a dynamic process rather than an end point in itself can 

be investigated as meanings over the passage of time can be compared and quaUtatively 

analyzed. 

The most basic concept in symboUc interactionism is the symbol, with symbols 

being defined as the "abstract meanings attached to objects, people, and behaviors" 

(Howard & HoUander, 1997, p. 92). It is not the concrete properties inherent in these 

symbols to which the person responds, but it is rather to the subjective meanings that these 

objects have for the respondent. Meanings are developed through interactions, a creative 

process occurring through cognition and communication resulting in the interpretation of 

each symbol. WhUe individuals constmct meaning drawing on a shared system of cultural 

interpretation, opportunity for adaptation by particular individuals or groups is avaUable. 

This theoretical framework provides a means through which analysis of both the macro-

level, such as coUective behaviors and social proTDlems, and the micro-level, such as 

interpersonal interactions, can be conducted. 

Drawing heavUy upon the phUosophy of pragmatism, symboUc interactionism is 

rooted in the notion that humans are constantly in interaction with their environment and 

wiU purposefuUy determine the stimuU to which they wiU respond (Burr, Leigh, Day, & 

Constantine, 1979). This interaction is centered between individuals who come together 

to share in the cognitive, emotive, and communicative processes of the human experience. 
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Thus it is the individuals, the interactions, and the symboUc significance that compose the 

predominant conceptual constmcts of this theory. Drawing from the earUest works of 

James (1890) and Mead (1934), the early forerurmers of symboUc interactionism, the self 

and identity are seen as constmcted in and Uved out through interactions with others, with 

the self depicted as composed of two constituent parts: the /, the self-as-knower and the 

Me, the self-as-known. The / is the component of the self which experiences, whUe the 

Me constitutes the person's perception of self as an object. This self-awareness or 

reflexivity encompasses the unique human capacity to be both subject and object to one's 

self and is the process by which the self is constmcted. 

Inherent in symboUc interactionist theory are basic assumptions which lay a fitting 

foundation for an investigation into the experiential dimension of wifehood. Through this 

lens, the human is portrayed as both an actor and reactor, the individual exercising 

selectivity in determining which portions of the environment to respond to, as weU as 

initiating interactions with those arenas deemed of beneficial interest (Stryker, 1980). 

Based on this premise of self-selection and subjective interpretation of the environment, it 

is imperative that any investigations from this theoretical framework must seek to "see the 

world from the point of view of the subject of investigation" (Stryker, p. 135). This 

acknowledgment of the vaUdity of subjective realities and their worthiness of scholarship 

embraces the same tenet inherent with feminist theory. These assumptions are weU served 

by phenomenological and narrative methodologies as exen^Ufied in this proposed study. 

An additional assumption of symboUc interactionism is that of the human's 

reflexive and introspective processes as principal to the formulation of a multifeceted self 

(Burr et al., 1979; Goflfinan, 1959, 1961; Stryker & Statham, 1985). The beginnings of 

this formulation Ue in the graduaUy acquired abUity to distinguish between self and not self 

as seen in the infant's discovery of various body parts. This process of discovery 

heightens in complexity later as the individual seeks to differentiate uniquenesses, 

tendencies, talents, and personaUty traits through comparing and contrasting the self with 

others, searching for sirmlarities and differences in an effort to achieve self definition. This 

continual and dynamic process of distinguishing the self is carried out in interactions with 
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others whUe concomitantly observing and perceiving one's self in these interactions. 

Through this reflexivity, the individual can distinguish between different parts of the self, 

the physical embodied self along with its various properties and the social self defined by 

position relative to one's selected intimates, as weU as to the larger stmcture of society. 

The me portion of self is composed of the parts of the social self and can be seen in the 

numerous roles in which the individual participates. This me is constructed within the 

context of social relationships whUe interacting with others (Burr et al, 1979). Much of 

the individual's self-concept is formulated through the projected perception of the self 

through the eyes of others and the emotional reactions to these presumed judgments 

(Howard & HoUander, 1997). 

James (1890) suggests that these self-conceptions are role-specific: "{Each of us} 

has as many social selves as there are individuals who recognize [us]. . . [and we] 

generaUy show a different side of [ourself] to each of these different groups" (p. 294). 

This assumption contends that concepts of the self are based on interactions with others 

that are often context-specific (Roberts & Donahue, 1994). Role identities are developed 

as the self occupies a particular social position accompanied by culturaUy specified duties 

and expectations. The behaviors associated with role norms and scripted relationships are 

intemaUzed over time, creating role-specific self-conceptions (Stryker & Statham, 1985). 

According to Stryker (1980), these role identities are organized hierarchicaUy based upon 

the degree of their saUence to the self, as weU as the level of social and emotional 

commitment to them. The commitment to each of these identities is based, in large part, 

on the connections the self has with other people and the emotional strength of those ties 

associated with each identity. In addition, the individual's satisfaction with performance in 

that role affects commitment (Hoelter, 1983). The greater one's commitment to a 

specified identity, the greater the saUence of that identity. Likewise, the greater the 

saUence of the identity, the more pronounced its influence on behavioral choices (Howard 

& HoUander, 1997). Self-conception then is dependent upon interactions with others in 

which individuals can evaluate the self based on how others respond to them (Kinch & 

FattL, 1983: Stone, 1977). This rationale lends credence to the investigation of women 
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occupying the role of wife and in determining the saUence and commitment of women to 

that role. 

An additional assumption inherent in this theoretical framework is that of 

impression management whereby individuals present particular aspects of themselves in 

interaction so as to achieve desired outcomes (Goffinan, 1959, 1961). Goflfinan maintains 

that similar to actors on a stage, individuals in social situations manipulate the images they 

portray in varying social situations to manage others' perceptions of them. These self-

presentations connote not an inauthentic self, but instead are "sincere attempts to show 

others who we 'reaUy are' in order to facUitate social interaction" (Howard & HoUander, 

1997, p. 101). Individuals engage in a dynamic process of mutual impression management 

in their interactions with one another, thus developing a working consensus or pubUc 

eigreement which guides subsequent interactions. It is beUeved that once this agreement 

has been constmcted between the actors, it acquires a certain moral force which obUgates 

those contractual parties to behave in accordance with this agreement (Goflfinan, 1959). 

These interactional negotiations "often end up reproducing famiUar cultural patterns . . . 

Over time, the reliance of members of a culture on a Umited set of symbols may narrow 

the underfying range of emotions, identities, and reaUties; in other words, this process may 

aflfirm stereotypic understandings of positions.. . ." (Howard & Hollister, p. 101). 

The integration of feminist theory with that of symboUc interactionism strengthens 

the faUure of the latter theory to adequately address social stmcture and power. Social 

structure, the hierarchical ranking of positions held by various actors across the numerous 

roles they occupy, dramaticaUy affects interactions. An individual's self is influenced 

simultaneously by many social positions, including, but not limited to, race, class, gender, 

ethnicity, sexual orientation, and age. Goflfinan (1959, 1961) argues that social stmctures 

dramatically impact these interactions and presentations by fostering in those who are 

sociaUy subordinate a propensity toward deUvering the desired images that appeal to the 

dominant players. Gender embodies "the actors' cultural competence - in other words, 

their abiUty to perform the culturaUy prescribed roles beUeved appropriate for males and 

females" (Howard & Hollander, 1997, p. 109). Those people with greater resources and 
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power can exert more control over interactions and the negotiation of identities. Feminist 

theory expands the premises of deriving meaning, identity constmction, and self-

presentation to incorporate stmctural positions and resource avaUabUity. This framework 

acknowledges that substantial imbalances of power may, in fact, short-circuit the 

negotiation of identities as each individuals brings to these interactions the fiiU force of 

those stmctural positions they occupy. These positional differences indeed impact the 

motivation of any individual to seek admiration and acceptance by significant others and 

the maintenance of valued identities. From this perspective it is conceivable that role-

playing may be antithetical to identity constmction: "A Ufe time of role-playing,... can 

erode one's sense of self' (McGiU, 1985, p. 247). Direct inquiry into women's experience 

with the role of wife may assist in determining the meaning women constmct within this 

context as weU as their perceptions of the expectations others hold regarding their 

performance in this role. SymboUc interactionism thus provides additional hardware to 

this investigative loom, combimng with feminist theory for foundational tenants for this 

research. 

Psychosocial Developmental Theory 

It was during a high school home economics class that I was first introduced to 

developmental theory as a template upon which to place the human experience. WhUe the 

initial exposure was brief and particularly focused upon motor, social, cognitive, and 

emotional changes in infants and young chUdren, I adopted an immediate enthrahnent with 

the conceptualization of human beings as continuaUy developing. This cursory overview 

of the postulations of Piaget (1950, 1954, 1965, 1969), Freud (1923, 1949, 1954), and 

Erikson (1959, 1963, 1968, 1980) provided differing perspectives on Ufe, lenses through 

which I attempted to view my own Ufe, each offering varying answers to the perpetuaUy 

resounding "whys?" of my own soul. One most impactfiil class discussion found us 

debating whether personaUty and identity were inherent to an individual, seeking avenues 

to merely "unfold" over time, or if these components of the self were instead constmcted 
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through environmental exposure and experiences, ponderings which most probably Ue at 

the foundational core of my research interests. 

WhUe definitional and operational distinctives for identity abound in fields of social 

psychology, sociology, anthropology and human development, much of the theoretical 

basis for these approaches derive their foxmdation from the psychosocial theory of identity 

development as proposed by Erikson (1959, 1968). Inspired by reflection upon his own 

personaUty changes, Erik Erikson, the house painter-tumed analyst, expanded the 

Freudian psychoanalytic developmental model to emphasize the individual's quest for 

identity as the main theme of human Ufe (Coles, 1970; Goethals, 1976; McAdams, 1985; 

Monte, 1980). Differing with Freud, Erflcson postulated that human development is 

characterized not so much by psychosexual tension between opposing forces of the id, 

ego, and superego, but rather by the quest for a sense of individual identity and ego 

synthesis (Erikson, 1959; Lemer, 1986; MUler, 1993). Erikson's theory places the 

concept of identity within a developmental outUne of the human Ufe cycle, marked by eight 

sequential stages, each having its own specific emotional task (Erikson, 1959, 1968). 

Each of these stages, characterized by a crisis representing a critical period in the ego's 

development, demands successfiil completion if healthy ego processes are to proceed. 

The developmental emphasis on specific ego capabiUties for each stage is asserted by a 

predetermined epigenetic principle which is maturationaUy based yet significantly impacted 

by the societal context within which the individual Uves (Erikson, 1959: Lemer, 1986). 

These psychosocial conflicts are produced by tension of competition between the 

undividual's ego interests and societal interests, with each crisis conceptualized upon a 

bipolar trait dimension. Each stage is concomitantly influenced by the earUer stages and 

reorganized by later stages (Erikson, 1959; McAdams, 1985). 

Erikson proposes that identity formation and refinement has its earUest beginnings 

in infency and moves throughout the first four stages of life addressing the sequential 

developmental dimensional crises of "tmst verses mistmst," "autonomy versus shame and 

doubt," "initiative versus guUt" and "industry versus inferiority." EarUer resolution of 

each psychosocial crisis prepares the growing chUd's psychological architecture for the 
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constmction of a sense of personal identity (Erikson, 1968). Identity is thus transformed 

from one stage to the next, with earUer forms of identity influencing later forms (Erikson, 

1968, 1980). The burden to soUdify this self-identity constmction poses as the subsequent 

psychosocial crisis, namely "identity versus identity dififiision" demanding prominence and 

emphasized attention during the fifth stage of Ufe, correspondent with the arrival of 

adolescence. 

ErUcson contends that during this stage of Ufe, the adolescent wrestles with the 

question of "Who am I?" both intrapersonaUy as weU as interpersonaUy, attempting to 

balance psychological processes and societal directives (Constantinople, 1969; Erikson, 

1959, 1968; Lemer, 1986). "The problem for each individual is to preserve a thread of 

continuity in the context of change and growth . . . maintaining a sense of continuity 

through time requires that the individual's development be consistent with the major 

trends of history" (Buss, 1979, p. 323). The adolescent begins a quest for psychological 

independence through a necessary detachment from and replacement of parents as 

important objects, thus aUowing the young adult to stand as an autonomous individual 

(Bios, 1962; Erikson, 1968; Freud, 1954). During this developmental stage, the individual 

begins the "selective accentuation of significant identifications throughout chUdhood and 

the gradual integration of self-images which begins to culminate in a sense of identity" 

(Erikson, 1968, p. 209). 

Constmcted under the impact of both socio-historical time as weU as cultural 

context, the contemporary adolescent identity crisis is marked by two primary behavioral 

manifestation of identity formation occurring in the domains of occupation and ideology 

(Erikson, 1963; Marcia, 1993; Roazen, 1976). The specification of one's talents and 

abiUties which can be expanded into what one wiU "do" professionaUy or vocationaUy 

constitutes the "essence of healthy personaUty" (Erikson, 1968, p. 53). Concomitant with 

the development of occupational direction, the adolescent must as weU determine an 

ideological identity, elaborating what one wiU "beUeve," formulating the basis for role 

commitments or fideUties, as weU as the foundation for moral and ethical values (Erikson, 

1963; Josselson, 1987; Lemer, 1986). Due to the difficulty of these developmental tasks 
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for adolescents, Westem cultures provide a moratorium, a sociaUy sanctioned period of 

time during which the adolescent is granted freedom to effectively explore these various 

domains of identity constmction (Cote & Levine, 1987; Erikson, 1968; Marcia, 1993; 

Lemer, 1986). SuccessfuUy addressing the crisis of identity results in a commitment from 

the young adult to adopt a sociaUy approved identity which wiU continuaUy be refined 

throughout the subsequent developmental stages of Ufe (Erikson, 1968; Josselson, 1987; 

Lemer, 1986; MiUer, 1993). FaUure to adequately address this crisis results in a dispersed 

sense of self, a fragmented personaUty, and a lack of meaning in Ufe, in essence creating a 

state of identity diffusion (Erikson, 1959; MiUer, 1993). FoUowing the framework of 

Erikson's proposed stages, the young aduh who has successfiiUy established a synthesized 

identity is now prepared to undertake the next psychosocial crisis of "intimacy versus 

isolation." Erikson proposes that this quest for intimate cormection with a significant 

relational partner requires the individual to make a meaningfiil commitment to another. 

Such a commitment is determined as possible only for identity achievers, a secure sense of 

self is seen as a prerequisite to successfiil relational engagement (Cote & Levine, 1988; 

Erikson, 1968; Lemer, 1986; Marcia, 1993; MUler, 1993; Orlofsky, 1993). 

Erikson's theoretical tenets are differentiaUy appUcable by gender. Female identity 

development is proposed to foUow a different trajectory than from the proposed sequential 

stages due to innate physiological distinctions (Erikson, 1968; Josselson, 1996; Kaschak, 

1992; Lemer, 1986). Erikson portrays the difference in male and female personaUties and 

social fimctioning as innately Unked to biological status, citing universal and invariable sex 

differences which result in differing irc^Ucations for role adoption and successfiil identity 

formation. Driven by correspondent analogy to genitaUa, women must become oriented 

to "irmer space," making commitment to a role involving interpersonal orientation and 

dependency upon others, whUe men respond to an "outer space" and mastery of the 

external world (Erikson, 1968). To Erikson, identity development in females is driven by 

being chosen as a wife and becoming a mother (Erikson, 1968; Lemer, 1986). "The stage 

of Ufe cmcial for the emergence of an integrated female identity is the step from youth to 

maturity... when the young woman . . . reUnquishes the care received from the parental 
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fairuly in order to commit herself to the love of a stranger and to the care to be given to 

his and her ofl&pring" (Erikson, p. 265). Erikson proposes that females must keep their 

identities maUeable in order to "be open for the pecuUarities of the man to be joined.. ." 

(ErUcson, p. 283). Thus adolescent and young adult women are instead chaUenged to 

generate sufficient attractiveness to facUitate the "selective nature of her search for the 

man (or men) by whom she wishes to be sought" (Erikson, p. 283). Female identity, in 

essence, tme womanhood, is only achieved when "attractiveness and experience have 

succeeded in selecting what is to be admitted to the welcome of the iimer space for keeps" 

(Erikson, p. 283). Based on this distinction, women are incapable of achieving identity 

before formulating intimacy and are thus never fiiUy individuated nor autonomous. Their 

developmental process is contextuaUy bound to the requisite role estabUshed only through 

a committed relationship. WhUe this "different" path for the female gender is both 

expected and accepted, such a distinction constitutes a "deviation" from the estabUshed 

baseUne defining healthy ego identity development (Colby & Damon, 1987; Hare-Mustin 

& Marecek, 1988; Kaschak, 1992; Tavris, 1992). 

WhUe Uttle research has been conducted to directly test Erikson's propositions 

regarding early and middle chUdhood, adulthood, or old age, knowledge about the 

adolescent identity crisis has generated over two decades of plentifiil research (Green, 

1989; Tesch, 1985). Empirical research, attempting to operationalize Erikson's 

conceptualization of ego identity, has been dominated by Marcia's approach to "identity 

statuses" (Bourne, 1978a, 1978b; Marcia, 1966, 1993). Status research predominantly 

employs a brie^ semi-structured interview during wiiich investigators inquire into the 

processes of exploration (questioning, experimentation) and commitment (resolving 

questions, deciding on a role) in one or more saUent areas of life such as occupational or 

ideological choices. By placing the interviewee's responses upon these two dimension of 

exploration and commitment, Marcia developed a four status paradigm: (1) Identity 

Achievement (exploration, yes; commitment, yes) characterized by the questioning and 

selection of a tested option; (2) Moratorium (exploration, yes; commitment, no) 

characterized by embracing the crisis and actively questioning and experimenting with 

47 



various options without making any formal commitments; (3) Foreclosure (exploration, 

no; commitment, yes) marked by a detouring of the crisis by relying upon parentaUy 

ascribed identities; and (4) Identity Diffusion (exploration, no; commitment, no) 

distinguished by avoidance of the process of either exploration or commitment and 

remaining highly susceptible to the influence by others (Marcia, 1964, 1993). 

Predominantly consistent results have been obtained when investigations targeted male 

subjects, resulting in a feirly concise profile of young men within each status (Boume, 

1978a, 1978b; Marcia, 1980; Tesch, 1985; VaUiant & MUofsky, 1980; Waterman, 1982). 

These consistent personaUty profiles characterize men in Moratorium and Identity 

Achieved with attributes of high self-esteem, low anxiety, high skiU competencies, 

assertiveness, empathy, academic success, satisfactory levels of intimate fiiendship and 

love relationships, more clearly defined ethics and morals, and high levels of field-

independence, especiaUy when contrasted with men in the Foreclosed and Diffused 

statuses (Cross & AUen, 1970; Donovan, 1975; Hayes, 1977; Marcia & Friedman, 1970; 

Orlofeky, 1978; Podd, 1972). With respect to personaUty variables, male Foreclosures 

are low in autonomy, indicate a high need for social approval, score high in response to 

authoritarianism and conformity and as weU score the lowest of any status on measures of 

anxiety (Marcia, 1966, 1967; Marcia & Friedman, 1970; Marcia & Lesser, 1973 Orlofeky, 

1978; Schenkel & Marcia, 1972). 

The statuses of Foreclosed and Identity Achieved females offer a simUar profile of 

high self-esteem, low anxiety, empathic, academic achievement, satisfactory levels of 

intimate fiiendships and love relationships, and high levels of field-independence, wiiUe the 

Moratorium status seems associated with unfavorable variables for women (Marcia & 

Friedman, 1970; Josselson, 1973; Orlofsky, 1978; Prager, 1982). More recent 

investigations seem to indicate that such categorical discrepancies between genders may 

be diminishing, perhaps in part due to the changing social circumstances for women, who 

are now more Ukely to match the original male profiles (Archer & Waterman 1988; 

Jossselson, 1987; Schenkel & Marcia, 1972). The few findings on those of either gender 

occupying the status of Identity Diffusion are best summarized by one word: withdrawal 
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(Boume, 1978b). The most common response to a stressfiil situation by the Identity 

Diffused is that of retreat and withdrawal. These individuals are characterized by feeUngs 

of social isolation, perceptions of being misunderstood by both peers and adults, and 

excessive wariness towards acquaintances and fiiends aUke (Boume, 1978b; Donovan, 

1975; Marcia, 1980). 

WhUe research utilizing Marcia's identity status paradigm has been proUfic, 

numerous identity scholars are critical of such methodology, citing severe Umitations. One 

prominent criticism questions the relegation of identity constmction investigation to the 

adolescent time frame, thus diminishing Erikson's perception of ego synthesis and 

refinement as the dominant issue enconpassing the entire Ufe span (Cote & Levine, 1987, 

1988a, 1988b; Josselson, 1987, 1996; Waterman, 1988, 1993). Other questions of 

concem emphasize the oversimpUfication of the multifaceted self that the identity status 

tends to create, thereby faUing to adequately capture the intricate nature of identity 

tapestries (Cote & Levine, 1987, 1988a, 1988b; Josselson, 1987, 1996; McAdams, 1985). 

The relegation of human identity to one of four selections drasticaUy minimizes "the 

dazzUng, splendid diversity in the forms that identity may take" (McAdams, 1985, p. 210). 

Investigators have, as well, caUed for a methodology that would not reduce identity to a 

static determinant, but instead could capture the dynamic nature of continuing 

development (Franz & White, 1985; Gergen, 1991; Hunter, 1998; Josselson, 1987,1996; 

Kroger & Green, 1996). Marcia's methodologies continue to be utilized in much of the 

current investigations into identity driven, in large part, by the ease of operationaUzation 

but perhaps an inadequate trade-ofi^ Umiting expansion towards capturing the greater 

theoretical constmcts of Erikson's original conceptualizations. 

It is at this juncture that the strands of feminist theory and identity theory begin to 

intertwine. Psychosocial developmental constmcts, when viewed through a feminist lense, 

caU into question the "unself-conscious" mascuUne assumptions inherent in this theory as 

universal and objective. Feminist theory reminds that such assumptions have inadvertently 

promoted masculine needs, desires, and ideologies, whUe making any other perspective 

invisible (Chodorow, 1978; Dinnerstein, 1976; GUUgan, 1982; MUler, 1984). The 
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characterization of identity formation as driven by the need for individuation of a separate 

self, the increased determination toward autonomous action, and the reUnquishment of 

previously significant relationships are determined to be biased in the reflection of a 

traditional mascuUne perspective which "sets up a false dichotomy between the self and 

others and a false sense of stmcture instead of process" (Franz, Cole, Crosby, & Stewart, 

1994, p. 325). The feminist critique of identity theory contends that identity is, of 

necessity, characterized by the nature of one's relationship with others, emphasizing 

instead constmcts of cormection, aflfiUation, and communion. (Franz & White, 1985; 

Josselson, 1996; Markus & Oyserman, 1989; MUler, 1984; Jordan, 1986; Kaschak, 1992). 

Feminist critics postulate that the central aspect of identity is the commitment to a self-in-

relation rather than to a self who stands alone (Chodorow, 1978; GiUigan, 1982; 

Josselson, 1978, 1996; Kaschak, 1992; MUler, 1986; Sampson, 1978; Surrey, 1991). This 

different perspective of identity development occurs in relationship to others, "whUe 

emerging from what is separated out from others, continuing to exist in cormection with 

them (Josselson, 1978, p. 21). The self-in-relation perspective chaUenges as cultural myth 

the notion of male autonomy and female dependency. Through this adjusted focus, 

iUumination is given to the cadre of female support provided to the independent male 

whether through the role of wife, mother, or secretary. Such invisible and 

unacknowledged female support aUows for the appearance of autonomous male 

functioning and defines woman as the one who is dependent upon her masculine 

counterpart (GeUner, 1974; Kaschak, 1992). Numerous studies have, in feet, 

demonstrated the communal areas as saUent to both genders, each deriving quaUtatively 

different meanings of importance to the self (Grotevant, Thorbecke, & Meyer, 1982; 

Hodgson & Fischer, 1979). Markus and Oyserman (1989) propose that both genders 

utilize relationships from which to create a self definition. These researchers propose that 

whUe females are more likely to establish a core self-schema as "interdependent or 

cormected"which emphasizes the knportance of others in defining the self, without 

implying a merging of the self or a lack on individuation; males are more Ukely to establish 

the self as "autonomous or separate," utiUzing relationships as important means of both 
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separating from whUe drawing upon the evaluations of others for affirmation, verification, 

and defense of the emerging self Both schemas recognize that "one's individuality or 

uniqueness is a result of one's configuration of relationships" (Markus & Oyserman, 

p. 105). 

The addition of a feminist lens to psychosocial developmental theory postulates 

new interpretations of the previous findings of identity research. The presence of more 

desirable attributes for women in the Foreclosed status as contrasted with that of the 

Moratorium status for males, may speak not so much to women's reluctance to enter the 

questioning of this stage, but may rather be reflective of society's hesitation to extend an 

opportunity for women to explore variable roles. To facUitate acceptance of ascribed 

social roles, women may instead be differentiaUy rewarded for making identity 

commitment, however premature (Josselson, 1982; Marcia, 1980; Orlofeky, 1978; Prager, 

1982). WhUe female Identity Achievers report more anxiety than their male coimterparts, 

this anxiety appears not to be related solely to being in crisis but, more so, to the striving 

for acceptance into a man's world (Matteson, 1993). 

Erikson's theoretical basis of occupational and ideological domains of identity 

formation has been seen as less appUcable to women due to their relational focus. 

Feminist have instead recapitulated that women's sense of both career and ideology are 

ftmdamentaUy interpersonal (GUUgan, 1987; Josselson, 1996). This ethic of care and 

connection is a weU-defined ideology for many women which offers soUdification and 

direction to their everyday Uves (Belenky et al., 1986; GiUigan, 1982; Josselson, 1987, 

1996). Previous attempts to measure identity within these domains were designed to 

capture those ideological and occupational focuses as traditionaUy interpreted by and for 

males (Josselson, 1987). Studies directly investigating the Uves of women have iUumined 

the foundational element of a woman's identity and sense of self to Ue in her 

interconnection with others (GUUgan, 1982; losselson, 1987; Rubin, 1979). These 

findings testify that the aspects most saUent for female identity had been previously 

overlooked by both psychological research and theory. 
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Feminist theory ftirther questions Erikson's epigenetic sequential staging of 

identity and intimacy as representative of the human developmental process. "Despite 

ErUcson's observation of sex difference, his chart of Ufe-cycle stages remains unchanged: 

identity continues to precede intimacy as the male diagonal continues to define his Ufe-

cycle conception" (GUUgan, 1987, p. 64). WhUe initial investigations documented this 

ordering for men and indicated a reverse ordering for women, continued probing has now 

expanded the question of fit for both genders. In a comprehensive re-analysis of 

numerous studies utUizing the identity status paradigm in which both identity and intimacy 

were assessed, Matteson (1993) determined that roughly 27% of the male participants as 

weU as 35% of the female participants who achieve mature intimacy, do so prior to or 

independent from achievement of mature identity. Based on this reinterpretation of data, 

revision of the theoretical constmcts has been proposed by which both identity and 

intimacy are depicted as interacting and ampUfying each other, but neither formulating the 

base on which the other is buUt (Matteson, 1993). "The elusive mystery of women's 

development Ues in its recognition of the continuing importance of attachment in the 

human Ufe cycle. Women's place in man's Ufe cycle has been to protect this recognition 

whUe the developmental Utany intones the celebration of separation, autonomy, 

individuation, and natural rights" (GUUgan, p. 72). The assumption that the identity 

process is focused on intrapersonal concerns, that the process culminates in late 

adolescence, and that the resolution of identity precedes intimacy can no longer be viewed 

as descriptive of female development and can as weU be chaUenged as overgeneralizations 

for male development (Matteson, 1993). 

The feminist lens caUs for fiirther investigation to iUuminate the uniqueness within 

the genders as weU as between the genders, recognizing the need for knowledge expansion 

of the vast diversity represented within various categorizations of individuals. It is this 

contingency's beUef that such awareness wiU serve to counteract tendencies to offer 

simplified generalizations of contrast and comparison between groups (Josselson, 1996; 

Kaschak, 1992; Matteson, 1993). To offer vaUd gendered comparisons of developmental 

processes, fiiture research must employ methodologies that san^le both men and women 
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from the same population (Kaschak, 1992; Matteson, 1993). This feminist critique 

contends that onfy when developmentalists encompass the experiences of both genders 

into their theories wiU a comprehensive identity theory be formulated. As such, feminist 

developmentaUsts continue to expand the language utUized to capture the processes of 

identity constmction, incorporating emerging concepts such as an ethic of care and 

cormection as weU as one of justice and feimess, "being" as weU as "doing," 

interdependence in addition to autonomy, intuitive as weU as inteUectual, interpersonal in 

addition to intrapersonal, experiential as weU as cognitive; process in addition to product, 

embeddedness as weU as singularity, and anchoring in addition to dependency (Belenky et 

al., 1986; Bernard, 1972; Chodorow, 1978, 1989; GUUgan, 1982; Josselson, 1996; MUler, 

1986; Rubin, 1983). 

AdditionaUy, psychosocial developmentalism contends that whUe identity moves 

center stage during adolescence, one's self definition continues to be refined, honed, and 

altered during the adult years (Erikson, 1966). Research on identity in adulthood has bom 

out Erikson's proposition of identity as a saUent, life-long constmction process (Gergen, 

1985; Hunter, 1998; Josselson, 1987, 1996; Markus & Nurius, 1986). Narrative research, 

exploring the multifaced experience of being-Ui-the-world, through the numerous roles 

one occupies, has demonstrated the active, on-going, self-identity weaving process that 

adults continue to incorporate in their interpersonal relationship with the world around 

them (Freedman & Combs, 1996; Josselson, 1994; 1996; Josselson & LiebUch, 1995; 

Rosen, 1996; White, 1966). 

The investigation of women's experiential interpretations of wifehood is weU 

suited to psychosocial developmental theory which continues to be revised by direct 

research into the Uves of women. UtUizing the Eriksonian concepts of exploration, and 

commitment to this role and the symboUc interactionism concept of role saUency provides 

a framework upon which to conceptuaUze wifery. Erikson himself claimed that women's 

identity is in large part determined through marriage to a selected man. This research 

aUows for inquiry into such propositions. Psychosocial developmental theory adds a final 
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set of hettUng and hamessing through which the foundational investigative threads for this 

study can now be strung. 

Stringing the Wam: Empirical Contexts 

With the hamesses and heddles now attached to the loom, foUowing the 

architectural design drafted by the integration of the three theoretical contexts, feminism, 

symboUc interactionism, and psychosocial developmentaUsm, the final preparatory stage 

for this investigation is ready to be undertaken. A set of vertical warp threads must now 

be strung on the backside of the loom, passing through the hamesses from one end of the 

framing to the other. Secured by the individual heddles, each attending to its own singular 

foimdational strand of the warp, these threads provide the supportive materials against 

which the unique fabric of this investigation wiU be created. The strength of these 

background fibers determine, in large part, the vigor, power, and durabUity of the cloth 

imder constmction. Against these strands, the creation of a new material wiU be 

formulated. In a scientific investigation, these warp threads are conqjrised of the related 

and relevant previous empirical inquiries into targeted research questions. The number of 

warp threads utilized ultimately determine the fit of the weaving pattern, in essence, the 

tightness or looseness of the stitches which wiU later be woven across these threads. 

Phenomenological inquiry often utiUzes previous investigations as a provision of 

secondary sources of data and supplementary sources of vaUdation (Strauss & Corbin, 

1990). Instmctive texts for conducting quaUtative investigations caU for famiUarity with 

previous related research, but often caution against exhaustive Uterature reviews lest an 

investigator becomes "so steeped in the Uterature as to be constrained and even stifled in 

terms of creative efforts by our knowledge of it [previous research]" (Strauss & Corbin, 

p. 50; GUgun, Daly, & Handel, 1992; Leong & Austin, 1996). This intentional spacing in 

the stringing, utUizing fewer warp strands as foundational to the fabric, aUows for a loose 

weave stitching, thus revealing more of the patterning of the new inquiry represented by 

the horizontal, or weft, yams as woven among the warp threads. This patterning whUe 

founded upon previous research, guards against utilizing "pubUshed Uterature for 
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vaUdation for everything that might [be discovered]," aUowing the fresh investigation to 

predominate the texture and hues of color that wiU be displayed in the newly created fabric 

(Strauss & Corbin, p. 53). 

HistoricaUy women have been regarded as societal contributors primarily through 

the roles of wife and mother (Baber & AUen, 1992; Lopata, 1987; Rubin, 1983; Stacey, 

1986). Today, as weU, feminist scholars contend that whUe opportunities for women have 

expanded, "most . . . regard the story of marriage and motherhood as central to their 

sense of themselves as women" (Fox-Genovese, 1996, p. 170). Despite such continued 

emphasis on wifehood for women, paradoxicaUy, the direct investigation into the 

experiences of women as wives has been overlooked. Numerous studies have measured 

marital satisfaction of husbands and wives, but speak more to a relational quaUty rather 

than to the personaUzed experience of either husband or wife (Bahr, 1989; Glenn, 1991; 

Johnson, White, Edwards, & Booth, 1986; Lewis & Spanier, 1979; Robinson & Blanton, 

1993). Other investigations into the roles of wives and husbands have focused on the 

division of labor regarding household tasks, childcare, and financial provision, which 

indeed wiU be experiential components of each role, but are more frequently reduced to 

quantitative measures of hours, dollars, and decision making poUcies (Bamett & Bamch, 

1985, 1986; Blood, 1963; Gerson, 1985; Griswold, 1993; Hewlett, 1986; HochschUd & 

Machung, 1989; Lamb, 1984; Pleck, 1985). Much of what is understood about wives is 

more descriptive about the ordering and stmcture of their days rather than reflective of the 

subjective experience of and ascribed meaning given to the actual fabric of their Uves. 

Those investigations which have revealed some of women's experiences as wives are as 

weU not projects undertaken to solely explore this role, but rather are portions of broader 

studies which explore either the marital experience of both partners relative to specified 

variables, the experiences of women composing a particular generational cohort, 

developmental staging in women's Uves, or some combination of these perspectives. 

For the purpose of a greater understanding of the subjective experiences of women 

in the role of wife and the contribution of this role to women's sense of identity, a 

representative sampUng of the various formats for phenomenological investigations into 
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women's Uves wiU be reviewed. From these various perspectives, the Old Wife Tale's 

wisdom is again bom out: what one sees is dependent upon what lens one looks through. 

Six different snapshots or threads of wifehood are presented illustrating what "we'U see" 

of wifehood from these different yams of inquiry. 

The Thread of Marital Relationship Investigation 

Representative of these more expansive investigations which contain certain 

revelations of women's experiences as wives are studies focused upon the dynamics and 

quaUties of the marital relationship. Exemplifying this level of inquiry whereby some 

information regarding women's subjective experiences as wives is ascertained include, but 

are not Umited to, those quaUtative investigations of Bernard's (1972, 1982), Blumstein 

and Schwartz's (1983), Cancian's (1985), Rubin's (1983), and Robinson and Blanton's 

(1993) studies of the dynamics, roles, and styles of relating in a marital relationship. 

Rubin (1983) sought to better understand how the roles of husbands and wives had 

changed during the historical time frame of the "women's movement." Taped interviews 

were conducted by the author with 150 couples Uving in marital or long-term committed 

relationships. Each couple had been in relationship for a minimum of five years and were 

between 25 and 55 years of age. Rubin's interest was to understand from both husbands' 

and wives' perspectives what effect the changing roles of men and women during the late 

1970s and early 1980s had on the formation and maintenance of their marital relationship. 

Rubin as weU was exploring the issues of personal change, growth, development, 

and identity formation which were impacted by the marital process during this time of 

social change. Excerpting quotes from the interviews, Rubin documented the 

contradictory pressure husbands and wives experienced to both maintain the status quo of 

traditional marriage, encouraged by perceived community and societal directives, as weU 

as to evolve into a more egaUtarian system, encouraged more so by a personal quest, most 

pronouncedfy on the part of the wives. Both spouses spoke of their efforts toward 

changing the traditional roles in their own marriage being met with criticism, "controversy 

and anxiety in the people around them" (Rubin, 1983, p. 28). These reactions mimicked 
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as weU as fiieled these couples' contradictory and conflicting feelings on both the 

intrapersonal and interpersonal levels. Rubin reported that both husbands and wives spoke 

of a higher level of ideological commitment to breaking beyond the stereotypical mles for 

men and women than what might be evidenced in their behaviors within the marriage. The 

prevalent "oughts" and "shoulds" as leamed from chUdhood contended vehemently with 

these revolutionary options of expanding roles for marital partners. Wives spoke of their 

fiiistration and anger at being "responsible" for the coordination of the household and 

chUdren even if husbands "helped" with or "shared" such tasks. The women of this study 

echoed a dominant perception of themselves as anchoring the fimctionaUty of the famUy 

and expressed a desire for their partners to proactively perceive and offer themselves in 

simUar fashion. 

ContrarUy, the desire for movement toward a more egaUtarian relationship 

reverberated somewhat differently in the arena of financial support for the functioning of 

the femUy. Despite espousing a feminist perspective of women's rights to pursue other 

realms of contribution and expression beyond famUial roles, the wives in this study 

frequently spoke of needkig to see their husbands as independently capable of "taking care 

of his wife and kids" as a prerequisite for respecting his mascuUnity (Rubin, 1983, p. 26). 

Spoken hesitantly, but with considerable emotion, phrases such as "I know this is not 

rational nor fair"and "I feel terrible about this. . . given aU the things I beUeve in about 

men and women being equal and aU that, but. . .," these wives confessed longing for their 

husbands to expand their roles in specified ways, whUe maintaining tradition in others 

(Rubin, p. 26). Anchoring the femUy financiaUy was perceived as a husband's 

responsibUity, with the majority of women viewing their work as a choice, or a means of 

"helping out," as contrasted to a mainstay of support for the famUy (Rubin, p. 24). 

Both husbands and wives in Rubin's study acknowledged fiiistration, resentment, 

and anger regarding the differences in what they conceptualized as genderized 

communication styles. Wives spoke of longing to be able to hear their spouses taUc about 

"what they are thinking and feeling, about what goes on in their hearts and minds" and of 

the hurtfiil and angering withdrawals, sUences and stares received to such requests (Rubin, 
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1983, p.66). These women often spoke of a sense of having to "puU for it, pulling reaUy 

hard, and sometimes . . . getting something from him" to be privy to a glimpse of their 

husbands' iimer life (Rubin, p. 70). Rubin concluded from her interviews with the women 

of this study that wives long for their partners to be more open with them; the motivation 

for this opermess being equaUy important to the disclosure itself Such personal sharing of 

a husband's irmer self would ideally be motivated by his desire to know himself, coupled 

with his desire to share these awarenesses with his wife. The investigator further 

concluded that such opermess from these women's life mates would not satiate their 

longing, "because along with his own opermess she wants him to want hers. . . .to wish to 

know [her] irmer life along with the abiUty to share [his] own" (Rubin, p.79). 

However, the women of Rubin's marital couples did not speak with a unUateral 

experience. WhUe the more prominent voice longed for greater intimate cormection with 

their spouses, other wives reflected degrees of ambivalence regarding self- and other-

disclosures. Rubin remarked that these women "often have some sense—even if stiU an 

inchoate one—that their husbands' reticence about closeness serves their own needs as 

weU" (Rubin, 1983, p. 85). These wives were cautious in just how much of themselves 

they wanted to share, and when, and how they wanted to do it. Rubin identified an 

additional stance assumed by some of the wives in this study as that of women who 

present the semblance of intimacy without much substance. These women were 

characterized as radiating warmth and opermess that seemed to promise intimate 

closeness, yet remaining elusive and unreveaUng to both husbands and fiiends. Rubin 

proposed that such wives might be artfiil at nurturance and sldUfiil interpersonaUy, yet 

suggested that such traits do not equate to the formation of intimate cormection with 

another. 

Rubin concluded that the participants in her study experienced "competing 

urgencies" as both husbands and wives attempted to balance the often demanding roles of 

marital partner, worker, and parent (Rubin, 1983, p. 161). This competition for precious 

resources of time, energy, and emphasis were, she contended, compounded by the 

changing mles regarding these roles for men and women. This investigation determined 
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that whUe both spouses experienced the "competing urgencies," these "urgencies" were 

weighted differently for women and men, resulting in a differing hierarchy of prioritization. 

Husbands spoke of work as central to their sense of identity, expressing eminent difficulty 

in "moderating their commitment to work in favor of love" (Rubin, p. 162). For the 

women of this study, the balance between these competing components created a different 

story. Wives reflected their femiUes as "the center of [their] life and thought. No matter 

what else [they] may be or do, [they're] also wives and mothers—identities that are central 

to [their] definition of self . ." (Rubin, p. 163). Rubin postulated that this varying balance 

by the genders of the work and love realms of life reflect the differing orientations of men 

and women to the world, with men's approach being one of rationality, cognition, 

mastery, competition, and separateness and women's strategy one of emotionaUty, 

intuitivness, cooperation, mutuaUty, and relationaUty. Both spouses expressed value in 

and commitment to work and to femUy, but the balance between the two is "different for 

men and for women-a diBference that has profound consequences for the ways in which 

love and work are integrated for each of them, therefore, for their relations inside the 

famUy"(Rubin,p.l64). 

The wives of this study spoke of the perceived advantages to aU femUy members if 

their husbands were more involved with the famUy, expanding both partner's worlds to 

become more inclusive of the working and loving aspects of Uving. WhUe the husbands of 

the study verbalized a desire to be more involved in the irmer life of the famUy and to be 

more supportive of their wives' careers, their behaviors frequently were not outwardly 

reflective of that desire. Rubin concluded that the changing roles for both spouses had 

indeed resulted in a struggle between what couples want and what couples do, 

optimisticaUy proposing that the want of change constitutes "a step forward —a statement 

of a new level of consciousness that is also a harbinger of change. For the wanting itself 

inq)els us to continue to seek new ways to change our relations with each other . . . ," 

(Rubin, 1983, p. 183). Rubin concluded her investigation by postulating that in the 

process of change, there are social constraints that stand in the way and, beyond that 

barrier, Ue the personal psychological constraints that must be mastered. Ideology and 
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reaUty Uve in a subtle and often unpredictable interaction. Traditional ways of being, if 

altered at all, do so slowly. 

This quaUtative investigation into the processing of the marital relationship did 

indeed provide insight into the subjective experiences of husbands and wives. Utilizing 

direct quotations from the men and women of this study, Rubin offered gUnqjses into the 

experiential realm of spousehood. It could be argued, however, that inviting reflections on 

"marital Uitimacy, companionship, sharing, communication, and equaUty" (Rubin, 1983, p. 

215) and the effect of a changing social climate may not equate to an in-depth discussion 

about wifehood or husbandhood. Rubin's methodology, however, did provide one of the 

earUer mquiries into the personal stories of men and women Uving in committed 

relationships together. 

The Yam of Specified Periods of the Life Span Inquiry 

A second warp thread is provided through the investigative work which 

emphasizes a particular stage or period of life and quaUtatively seeks to understand the 

experiences of women during this time frame. A partial listing of this type of inquiry 

includes such researchers as Rubin (1979) with her investigation of mid-life women, 

Apter (1995), who chronicled the life experience and developmental processes of mid-Ufe 

women, Kastenbaum (1981), in a study of death and dying in the aged, and LaRossa 

(1977, 1986) who investigated the impact of the pregnancy and the new infant upon the 

famUy. From each of these windows, some gUmpses into the experiences women have as 

wives are discemable. ExenpUfying this type of investigation, Apter's (1995) 

investigation of mid-Ufe women, aUowed for the comparison and contrast of middle aged 

martial processes with the retrospective recoUections of the yoimg adult marital context. 

Herein, women of this study were provided opportunity to self-address notions of 

development and to ascribe subjective meaning to relational processes, in essence, to 

reflect upon being a wife. 

Foundational to Apter's inquiry of women at the midpoint of Ufe was the 

awareness of the changing social climate over the past three decades, encon^assing the 
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chUdhood, adolescence, young adulthood and mid-aduhhood of the subjects in this study. 

Apter determined these midlife women to be products of a period of time characterized by 

a divided social history; namely, a chUdhood which prepared them as young girls to 

identify their place of work as the home and their goals those of producing and 

maintaining a famUy, whUe their entries into adulthood surrounded them with expanding 

ideas about what a woman could and should be. Apter proposed that additional pressures 

were placed on this generation of women "as the concept of happiness shifted from the 

more modest version of satisfaction to the demanding notion of fulfillment,'' thus 

compounding the complexity of charting a Ufe course (Apter, 1995, p. 19). 

Apter's (1995) study was driven by questions regarding the developmental 

processes involved in the female experience such as: "Why do women undergo 

developments in adulthood that men, on the whole, do not? What triggers this 

development? How does it proceed? How does this process succeed? What happens if it 

feils? (Apter, p. 8). Interviews and "shadowing" observations were conducted with 

eighty women between the ages of 39 and 55. The sample was drawn from older students 

attending coUege, employees of a computer company, community coUege students, and 

female participants involved in job retraining centers. As well, this sample was 

geographically diverse, drawn from Northem and Southern California, rural Illinois, 

Wisconsin, metropoUtan East Coast cities, and smaU communities in Michigan, as weU as 

Cambridge, London, and Manchester, England. The participants were varied in ethnicity, 

including Caucasians, Afiican-Americans, Hispanics, Chinese Americans, Asians, 

Scandinavians, Indians, and British. Included in this sample were women who were in the 

process of divorce, single women, women with young chUdren, and women whose 

chUdren were growm. Each woman participated in an initial interview during which basic 

demographics were ascertained, with the remainder of time (generaUy constituting two 

hours, with many considerabfy longer) characterized by discussion and questions as "led 

by the women's own cues" (Apter, p. 38). This format aUowed for each interviewee to 

determine contexts of relevance for herself and for the interviewer to utilize the data to 

formulate a theory about development, rather than confirming or refiitnig existing 
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theories. Each woman was interviewed several times over the course of fifty months. As 

well, each woman was shadowed in the contexts she spoke most frequently or 

passionately about, i.e., at work, in a business meeting, caring for an elderly parent, having 

lunch with a son, meeting an estranged spouse, etc. Interviewing or shadowing contacts 

with each participant ranged from a minimum of four to a maximum of twenty-five times 

over the course of a four-year time span. 

Among the sample of 80 women, Apter identified four types of midUfe women. 

Each group of women was "linked to past decisions, to definitions and assessments of 

power, and to female ideology-ideas about what a woman is, what a woman should be, 

and how being female affects each woman's life" (Apter, 1995, p. 40). Twenty-three 

percent of the women from this study comprised the Traditional group, characterized as 

women who had stayed within the conventional feminine framework, primarily perceiving 

themselves in familial roles of mothers, wives, or daughters. These women, although 

committed to their relationships with others, were found in midlife to be involved in a 

personal ideological shifting regarding themselves and other women, creating anxiousness 

as weU as a growing sense of Uberation as they envisioned stepping beyond their habitual 

roles. The second group, referred to as the Innovators, were distinguished as women who 

had deUberately worked to transform the existing patterns of marriage and maternity for 

themselves. Thirty percent of the women of this study comprised this group, identifying 

themselves as career women, deUberate in their directionaUty, and modeling themselves 

after their male counterparts. MidUfe brought a time of reflection upon the costs of 

keeping to these mascuUnized mles for success in the workplace, with many determining 

the price as too great. Expansive women constituted 23% of these participants, and were 

deUneated as mid-course women who were determined to break with their past choices by 

pursuing avenues to expand their personal horizons. These women deUberately had 

launched forth with a vengeance on new pathways of education, spiritual reflection job 

retraining, therapy, or relational termination. Some women of this group had experienced 

upheaval through facing external changes which brought a "forced" opportunity to move 

toward change. FeeUng the need to make up for lost time, Expansives were vigUant self-
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monitors, suspicious of lapsing into former patterns of behaviors or response. The 

Protestors constituted 16% of this sampUng and were characterized as women who had 

faced responsibUities that constrained their adolescence or early adulthood and were now 

impulsively and enthusiasticaUy claiming the freedom and adventure they had been forced 

to prematurely leave behind. 

As is always the situation when deUneations are made between sample participants, 

each group was not rigidly separated from the other groups. Apter found common themes 

shared among aU four groups, primarily around the issues of power, effectiveness, and 

influence versus impotence, uselessness, or insignificance; attachment, responsiveness, 

commitment, and cormection versus isolation and loneliness; movement, direction, and 

freedom versus confinement and stagnation; usefiil energy or time versus wasted energy or 

time; acceptance and hope versus anger and regret; balance versus bias; and clear sight 

versus distortion. Many of these common themes were reflected in these women's 

reflections upon their experiences as wives, whereas particular themes were incorporated 

into a specified group's subjective reaUty in the marital role. 

Of particular relevance to this study are Apter's findings regarding the lessons 

these women leamed from marriage. Much of the wisdom gained seemed to echo across 

aU four typologies of women, whUe certain experiences were more Ukely to be common to 

one particularly group of mid-life women. Apter reported that primary to the context of 

marriage were issues of power, with midlife women reporting having become more self-

assertive and more sensitive to the ways in which negotiations within the relationship were 

conducted. These women reported a re-evaluation of what had been their relational status 

quo prompted through a series of haunting internal questions: "Why have I not known 

what I think, what I feel?", "Why have I taken so long to trust myself?", and "Why have I 

been afi^d to speak out, to state my needs, and to show my feeUngs" (.^ter, 1995, p. 

240). As this sample of women began to shift from an external source of authority to one 

internal to self, they began to bring more of themselves into their intimate relationships, 

sharing their voices, visions, goals, and desires. In general, these women spoke of moving 

from a hypervigUant screening, a "constant measuring up of what they do and what they 

63 



don't do" for their husbands and chUdren, to a marking of decisions "with a far more 

direct reference to what it is [they] want to do" (Apter, p. 249). This change, although 

exhilarating, was also frightening for many of the women who were uncertain if their 

existing marital relationships would accommodate the shift in the balance of power. The 

ensuing attempts to create a new balance sometimes resulted in a difficult determination: 

the loss of the relationship with one's partner, or the loss of the newfoimd relationship 

with one's self The fear of loneliness and loss coupled with the value of cormection and 

attachment were sometimes sufficient to curtaU this evolving assertiveness in exchange for 

the security offered by maintaining the previous relational balance. However, Apter's 

interviews revealed that "midUfe love-loss [was] much more likely to be a task of 

deUberate self-rearrangment, rather than the devastating displacement it is popularly 

conceived to be" (Apter, p. 257). In fact, the investigator found no interviewee who had 

reached the age of fifty that indicated a stmggle with "loving too much." These women 

had either rectified the balance within existing relationships, or had exited relationships 

which extracted too great a personal price. Women whose relationships had terminated 

indicated a dual sense of betrayal: being "let down by a relationship, which they once 

tmsted, and let down by themselves for having given too much or compromised too 

much" (Apter, p. 257). 

These mid-life women addressed their former and present sense of sexuaUty, 

acknowledging a shift of power in this relational realm as weU. These interviewees 

indicated that much of their young adult experience with sex revolved around being an 

object of desire for their husbands or male partners, their own "subjective sexual feeUngs 

subservient to an awareness of [themselves] as seen by the lover" (Apter, 1995, p. 264). 

In mid-life, these women reported responding to the presence or absence of their own 

sexual desire to determine their sexual activity, whereas their former level of activity may 

have been more closefy linked to the desire of their partners. In each of the four groups, 

the proportion of women indicating a present day interest in sex was between 68 and 72 

percent. 
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Of particular interest to this study were the uniquenesses which were determined 

to exist between these different groups of women as they reflected on their role as wives 

and the developmental changes brought about through or in this dimension of their Uves. 

Traditional women, identifying themselves primarUy as wives and mothers, experienced 

three unique periods of midlife crisis. The first point of chaUenge was the Traditional 

women's identification with their husbands' ambitions, an identification that sUenced their 

own needs. Apter characterized Traditional women as those who have beUeved that their 

husbands possessed a reaUty or significance which they lacked themselves, resulting in the 

shimting aside of their own needs. Vicariously, these women aUgned their own ambitions 

and dreams with their spouses,' embodying an increased sympathy for their partners' 

achievements, and sublimating their own needs into their action on behalf of their 

husbands' work. At midlife these women began to actively acknowledge what they has 

previously ignored and began to determine a new perspective from their own vision 

(Apter, 1995, p. 78). This process often was characterized with a deep period of regret 

and grieving as these women faced the questions of "what had she given up and what was 

the basis of her beUefs that propeUed such choices?" before resolve and resolution could 

be reached. 

A second chaUenge for this group of women was the personal assessment of time 

and energy they had poured into the famUy. The busyness that was endemic to this group 

of women's Uves resulted in having "no time to think." Such absence of time and of 

mental space resulted in a Ufe buUt on performance "without self-reflection and self-

responsiveness," in essence a disassociation from one's self (Apter, 1995, p. 98). This 

aUotment of time and energy was seen by these women as "smother [ing] the bigger 

questions I reaUy do want to ask" (Apter, p. 89). Traditional women were characterized 

by a previous pattem of rationalization of their choices, an overestimation of their famiUes 

need of them, an underestiiration of their own ambitions, and a glossing over of their 

fiiistrations. The recognition of the degree to which they have suppressed their own 

feelings, thoughts, and intuitions, seemed to provide a catalyst of their midUfe growth with 

the resultant outcome one of managing time in new ways to be reUeved of the "mechanical 
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scheduUng of their thoughts and feeUngs" (Apter, p. 79). The successful resolution of this 

crisis was marked by estabUshing a balance between two paradigms, that of self-deception 

and the other of self-formation, carefuUy picking a new path in a foreign land. The thkd 

crisis point for women in the Traditional group was the empty nest, confronting a new 

sense of purposelessness and a lack of personal direction. Initially experienced as a 

catastrophe, this new foimd freedom of time ushered in a developing subjective core. 

Innovative women 's identity was not characterized by an emphasis on the role of 

wife, but rather that of professional attainment. However, like the Traditional women 

who had selectively hidden portions of the cost of their choices from themselves, so too 

was this group of women similarly bUnded. The cost for these women had instead been 

the demands of the workplace upon their personal and relational dreams, the imbalance 

created between the professional and the personal. The midlife re-evaluation for these 

women predominately resulted in an alteration of their present work environment or the 

careful selection of a new career, either option chosen to better balance their newfound 

awareness of increased personal and relational emphasis. This re-engagement of the 

seemingly oppositional worlds of love and work often resulted in considerable 

uncomfortableness as these women expressed concem about how others would interpret 

these changes: would they be seen as becoming "typical" women or as feminists who had 

compromised their values? As wives and mothers, these women beUeved they had 

sacrificed too much, and they reached with renewed determination to create the 

relationship they at one time dreamed of having, but had subUmated to their professional 

pursuits in their atterapts to adequately compete in a "man's world." Apter referred to 

this process as one in which "feminine roles and characteristics are redefined, and those 

that are valued are accepted with a highly individual slant" (Apter, 1995, p. 149). 

Expansive women were characterized as women who felt they had Uved their early 

adulthood years in a "narrow corridor, confined by lack of skiU or confidence or self-

awareness, [seeing] midlife as an opportunity to expand their horizons, to break out of 

that narrowness, which had once seemed natural and safe to them" (Apter, 1995, p. 150). 

These women painfiiUy spoke of feeUng shackled, finding it impossible to envision any 
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fiiture for themselves without a forced revolution. The rebeUion against their present 

confinements was stimulated by either internal (personal process) or external (Ufe event) 

forces, yielding virtuaUy the same developmental course. Having rehearsed the past to 

determine the place where their potential had been curtaUed, these women grieved over 

thwarted educational opportunities, halted job skiU development, and the management of 

the "contradictory needs and constraining attachment" of marriage and motherhood as the 

point of departure from their once dreamed life course (Apter, p. 152). The pursuits of 

education, employment, job retraining, or spiritual/therapeutic self-understanding were 

doors behind which answers were sought to the haunting questions of "What about my 

fiiture as a woman?" Through these avenues, these midlife Expansives experienced a shift 

in perspective from one of practical solution, to something more intangible and esoteric. 

Articulations were of a new vision, of perceiving the familiar dailiness of their Uves in 

fiightening, yet exhUaratingly novel ways, posing a new question o^ "What am I going to 

do about what I now see and what I now want?" (Apter, p. 157). 

As wives, women of this group looked to their marriages, not so much for support 

in the actual selection of their self-determined paths, but rather for indicators of safety 

regarding the choice to share their expanding self with their partner. Those wives who 

pursued education or retraining but kept their new, expanding world private had much less 

trouble at home with fewer threatened marriages and famUy quarrels. The women who 

brought their "student self' into their homes were far more Ukely to be criticized for 

neglect of the famUy, faUure to maintain the home, and selfishness. The exciting 

awarenesses these women gained from exposure to these new environments were 

frequently met with resistance from their partners, often simply for the reason that such 

new vision represented a change in their wives. Husbands wanted their wives to be the 

women they were famiUar with, the women they felt safe with. The new ways in which 

these women were opening themselves up were often met with fear and insecurity in their 

partners. Some, seeking to reassure their husbands that their marriage would continue, 

tucked away their new horizons, not sacrificing their intrapersonal changes, but 

demonstrating Uttle extemalization of their conversional e?q)erience in the marriage itself 
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For these women, maintaining femUy harmony required a divided Ufe, a personal division 

that was easier to endure than was their spouses' anger or their own continued attempts to 

change their husbands'attitudes. 

Other women of this group, however, bolstered by an internal inventory of the 

effort previously put into pleasing others, assumed a defiant "take me or leave me" stance, 

defended with rigid determination. Some husbands of these wives accommodated this 

ultimatum, learning new relational styles. Others rejected such a dictum, leaving behind a 

radicaUy changed and emancipated woman. Of the twenty-two divorcing women in this 

study, most spoke in terms of seeing "no fiiture," "being bored and unhappy and angry," 

or "having Uved too long under the awfiil shadow of his hatred"( Apter, 1995, p. 177). 

The termination of the marital relationship granted time and space for creating life on 

"her" terms, coupled with the cultivation of an individual identity and the capacity for self-

care. The divorced women of this study testified only of a singular sense of loss relative 

to their husband's income: no women regretted the decision to divorce, though some 

regretted their marriage. For many of these women, the marital relationship significantly 

contributed to a sense of entrapment that served as a catalyst for their radical change. 

"Several women. . .saw divorce as the making of them" (Apter, p. 181). Women in their 

fifties, often considered to be more vulnerable to the adjustments from divorce, were, in 

this san^le, far more eager and wiUing to undertake the necessary changes and suffered 

far less damage to their identity and self-esteem than women who divorced in their thirties 

and forties. This later age bracket was also unwilling to sublimate the newly discovered 

part of themselves for the sake of their partner or for marital harmony. 

The final group of women, identified as Protestors, were characterized as having 

experienced life events, often traumatic in nature, which necessitated their premature 

assumption of adult responsibUity. The burden of caring for iU or incapable parents, the 

assumption of responsibility for younger siblings, the conception of a chUd during the early 

teens, or the verbal, physical, or sexual victimization by a trusted famUy member 

frequently catapulted these young girls into unprepared womanhood. MidUfe and the self-

reflection process it triggered, focused these women's protests against the past restraints 
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which had cheated them out of their adolescence and young adulthood. ImpeUed forward 

by panic that opportunity and time might pass them by, these women seized the present 

with tenacious energy and vigor. This frantic clutching frequently produced a scattered, 

chaotic, and impetuous response style. Desiring spontaneity, these women ran headlong 

into one experience after another, seemingly fearfiil that life had to be savored in every 

way. Protesting women, often judged as "diflScuk" women (too loud, too sexual, too 

assertive), regarding such pronouncement with mingled disregard and pride. Little was 

shared by the investigator regarding this group of women as wives. The narrowed options 

avaUable to these prematurely burdened women were, however, reflected in the level of 

marital unhappiness and domestic instabiUty. 

Apter's research into the midlife developmental processes of women revealed the 

"secret path" these women forged to accommodate their new visions, new decisions, and 

new forms of expression. The process at the female midcourse seemed to be one of 

honoring that which had been the sUenced, hidden, or shadowed part of the self. It is as 

though, according to one of Apter's interviewees, " the whole texture of your life changes, 

and you get better at touching it" (Apter, 1995, p. 319). This developmental 

investigation offers additional understanding of the fabric of women's Uves, including 

some reflections upon the experiences of wifehood. This inquiry, however, is foimded 

upon research questions specificaUy addressing change. These changes may be inclusive 

of the context of being a marital partner, but may as weU be extremely Umited to assessing 

only such change-specific experiences in this role. Again, insightfiil, but circumscribed 

information is gained about women's subjective experiences as wives through Apter's 

inquiry into midUfe women. 

The Rich Pfy of Longitudinal Inquiry Into Women's Lives 

A third background strand for this investigation is provided by another variation of 

phenomenological inquiry into women's Uves, emphasizing a quaUtative, longitudinal lens 

through which to observe and to gUmpse some portion of the subjective experience of 

wifehood. ExempUfying these perspectives are Josselson's( 1973, 1987, 1996) 
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exploration of women's identity development processes throughout the Ufe-span, The 

Melon Project's (Brown & Pacini, 1993) inquiry into the Vassar CoUege classes of 1929-

1935 women's personaUty development and Ufe patterns, the Illinois Valedictorian 

Project's (Arnold, 1993) in-depth mterviews of the 1981-1985 high school valedictorians' 

career and life aspirations and actualized experiences, and Livson's (1981) investigation of 

development in mid-life women. The perspective provided by foUowing women's Uves 

over time offers both breadth and depth in understanding their subjective experiences and 

the world in which they are constmcting their Uves. Josselson's (1973, 1987, 1996) 

quaUtative, longitudinal research has dramaticaUy expanded the scope of the identity 

development field. Based upon the identity theory of Erikson (1968), and utilizing the 

operationaUzation of a segment of this theory via the identity statuses (Cote & Levine, 

1988a; Marcia, 1966; Waterman, 1982), Josselson introduced the use of in-depth personal 

interviews of participants to more fliUy capture the processes of identity formation, 

maintenance, and revision. Prominent to Josselson's conceptualization of identity as a 

"jigsaw puzzle" was the assumption that each person had somewhat different pieces to fit 

together and as weU utilized a somewhat different placement process of fitting these pieces 

into the "overaU picture s[he] creates (Josselson, 1987, p. 12). Each identity piece is 

uniquely crafted, influenced through a host of variables such as intelUgence, social class, 

temperament, physical limitations, talents, physical attractiveness, early deprivations/ 

privUeges, but formulated through identifications with as weU as interactions with others 

who come to have meaning to the individual under constmction. Expanding from 

previous thought about identity formation, Josselson proposed that identity is both an 

intrapsychic and a psychosocial process, emerging from what an individual separates out 

as self from others, but remaining inextricably "bound to one's sense of cormection to 

others" (Josselson, 1987, p. 21). It was Josselson's contention that whUe quantitative 

measures may indeed uncover a particular puzzle piece, the placement of these pieces into 

the Ufe of each person would be more understood through quaUtative means. As weU, as 

aU previous longitudinal identity research had been conducted with male "subjects," 

Josselson's groundbreaking research into women's identity development was "an effort to 
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view identity in women in women's own terms," perhaps broadening the scope of the 

pervious identity paradigm formulated upon traditional male interpretations (Josselson, 

1987, p. 27). WhUe the study of identity formation in men had been relatively 

straightforward, with men predominantly defining themselves by their occupation or by 

their distinctiveness from others; Josselson proposed that women's identity formulation 

was fraught with "ambiguity and fi:iistration" as women "orient themselves in more 

compUcated ways, balancing many involvements and aspiration, with cormections to 

others paramount; their identities are thus compounded and more difficult to articulate" 

(Josselson, 1987, p. 8). 

Participants for this initial study were sixty coUege seniors, chosen randonUy from 

four different coUeges and universities during the years of 1971-1973. This period of life 

was selected as representative of the threshold time of adulthood during which the 

developmental task of identity formation is resolved. These young women were drawn 

from varied social strata, most representing the first generation of women in their famiUes 

to attend coUege. This deeply reUgious sample included CathoUcs, Protestants, and Jews, 

with few participants expressing no reUgious aflfiUation at aU. Although these young 

women were exposed to feminist ideology during the late 1960s and early 1970s, as a 

san^le, they were characterized as apoUtical, their ideologies more of an interpersonal 

nature. Most of the participants reported that their parents were more interested in 

having their daughters successfiiUy married than in their achieving professional success. 

CoUege was viewed by these parents as a means of self-improvement or opportunistic 

husband catching. Many of the women in this initial study were involved in long-term 

relationships with men, with some being engaged or recently married. Of particular 

interest to this investigation, nearly aU of the women in Josselson's original sample 

indicated their intention to marry eventuaUy, viewing marriage predominantly as a means 

for satisfying the need for companionship and the raising of a famUy. No woman in this 

sample, however, envisioned herself Uving a life of fiiU-time wifehood and motherhood. 

Most participants had no image of their Uves five years from the point of interview, 

awaiting circumstances which would aUow their identities to be expressed and more fiiUy 
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honed. Drawing from the earUer work of Marcia (1964, 1966) and Schenkel and Marcia 

(1972), Josselson explored the "internal differences" of women among the four identity 

status groups. Identity Achievement, Moratorium, Foreclosed, and Diffusion, deUneations 

made by the presence/absence of crisis and commitment in the identity formation process. 

Assignments to a particular status were made by assessing the level of crisis and 

commitment in each of four areas, occupation, reUgion, poUtics, and sexual values. The 

sexual standards and values area focused on interpersonal processes which had not been 

included in the data coUected from many of the male samplings. Data was gathered via 

taped and transcribed interviews averaging two to three hours. Participants were asked a 

variety of open-ended questions regarding themselves, with special emphasis placed on the 

reabns of occupational pursuits and dreams, reUgious ideology, poUtical values, as weU as 

sexual beUefe and behaviors. 

From these sixty interviews, Josselson extrapolated portraits of each of the 

identity statuses for these women. The four groups of women primarify differed from one 

another in the style utilized to negotiate the chaUenges of adolescence. Identity 

Achievements, those who had experienced crisis and had navigated commitment to a new 

identity, were most notably women who were reworking their chUdhood selves in self-

satisfying ways, selecting a path for themselves and beUeving confidently in their abiUty to 

achieve their personal goals. Their sense of establishment of self was determined, and 

often was explored, via experimentation in sexual experiences. Being in charge of their 

own bodies, they sacrificed the notions of being the ideal daughter, and were beginning to 

refy on their own abiUty to approve of themselves and to set standards for their Uves. 

WhUe experiencing some guUt and anxiety, these young women were driven by an internal 

quest for autonomy that shadowed these negative emotions. Josselson determined these 

young women to be the most Ukely of the four groups to rely on themselves, but also the 

most Ukely to have established cherished connections to others. 

The Moratoriums, characterized as experiencing crisis without having formulated 

commitments, by contrast, found Ufe to be compUcated and were portrayed as searching 

for absolute rightness regarding their path; a feeUng which eluded them as they pondered 
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who to be, how to behave, and whom to beUeve. Attempts to establish a separate self 

from their chUdhood background often involved dramatic departures from their famiUes-

of-origin, marred by guUt and constant self-doubt. Josselson identified this group as the 

"most interesting, Uvely, and engaging women who took part in this study," and also as 

those who experienced lower self-esteem, greater anxiety, and omnipresent guUt 

(Josselson, 1987, p. 107). These young women were awash in their own irmer 

contradictions, feeUng themselves puUed in different directions. Taking themselves 

seriously at aU times, they worried and stressed about everything. CoUege for the 

Moratoriums was a series of changed majors, moving from one discipUne to another in 

search of "a field that would adopt them and make them feel that here was something they 

were "good at" (Josselson, 1996, p. 109). Josselson saw these young women as having 

more at stake psychologicaUy than did the Identity Achievments or the Foreclosed. They 

were drawn into relationships with men who seemed sure of themselves and who claimed 

the right to define their partners as well, often resulting in controlling, abusive relational 

interactions. 

The Foreclosures, securely embedded in their famiUes-of-origin, bypassed 

exploration of their own identity. PsychologicaUy these women, whUe away at coUege, 

had not left home at alL They seemed unable to relinquish the security of parental 

attachment, as if independent selfhood would demand more than they were prepared to 

give. They climg to the security of parental authority to stmcture life and set standards 

for them to strive toward. The dominant motif of this group was fear of change and a 

wish to maintain control at aU times and at aU costs. 

Diffuseds, women who avoided the process of crisis as weU as commitment, 

demonstrated a range of pathological problems which rendered impossible their personal 

work on identity development. Josselson characterized these young women as possessing 

too few psychological resources to seriously address young adulthood identity decisions. 

Predominant in these young women was an unexamined beUef that "Ufe would somehow 

happen to them" (Josselson, 1996, p. 143). Lacking any self-reflection, these young 

women rationalized their behaviors, estabUshing no internal guideUnes to guide their 
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choices. Josselson characterized these coeds as the most talented and privUeged women in 

the study. Outstanding academicaUy as weU as artisticaUy, their "drifting" was not 

attributable to lack of talent or abiUty. Identity was not a quest, but something which 

would someday claim them, as they impulsively pursued the pleasure of the moment. As a 

group, the Diffuseds had held more jobs, changed their addresses more often, had more 

abortions, experimented with more drugs and alcohol, and tried more reUgions, than the 

women in the other groups. Josselson referred to them as "less clearly defiaied intemaUy, 

they [were] more responsive to the context in which they f[ound] themselves, taking on, 

Uke chameleons, the colors of their surroundings" (Josselson, p. 148). Seeing the world 

as fiiU of endless possibiUties, they were like artists lacking a medium, their message of self 

overwhebned by the possibiUties. These women seemed to wish to be free spirits, to defy 

the conventionaUties of their day, and to Uve for the emotional highs and lows Ufe could 

evoke. Josselson characterized these women as wanting to experience life without making 

any commitments. They had intemaUzed so Uttle from their chUdhood, their task was not 

one of claiming and reshaping, but one of invention. The task loomed overwhebning. 

These original findings were added to the accumulating field of identity status 

research, expanding this growing body of Uterature with the inclusion of the female 

subjective experience accessed through in-depth interviews. This initial investigation laid 

the foundation for what would become a longitudinal look at the process of women's 

identity development. 

Ten years later, during the years of 1982-1984, a foUow-up study was conducted 

by Josselson, seeking to determine what had become of the women in each of the four 

Identity Status groups. Of the original participant pool of skty, thirty-four women were 

located and agreed to participate. A lengthy questionnaire regarding changes over the 

past decade in their ideologies and practices in the occupational, reUgious, poUtical, and 

sexual arenas were maUed, along with tapes on which to record responses. AdditionaUy, a 

series of inquiries was made to access each woman's educational, occupational, personal, 

and famiUal history. Specific questions regarding personal growth were added, aUowing 

participants to reflect upon their life and identify those persons and experiences of greatest 
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impact upon the self FoUowing the transcription of the taped responses, telephone and/or 

personal interviews were conducted with each woman "to clarify and deepen the data untU 

we felt that we understood the important aspects of each women's Ufe'' (Josselson, 1987. 

p. 35). For the purposes of the foUow-up investigation, the originaUy determined identity 

status for each woman was utilized as her assignment group for comparisons over time. 

When interviewed a decade later, the women from Josselson's original study were 

portrayed as typical or average coUege-educated women who were engaged in "Uving 

quiet Uves." These were women who tended not to be deeply insightful or self-reflective, 

choosing instead to focus on maintaining a smoothly running Ufe. ProfessionaUy, these 

women included teachers, nurses, social workers, writers, a lawyer, a judge, a physician, a 

psychologist, businesswomen, and fiiU-time homemakers. Nearly aU of the women 

indicated a far less idealistic portrait of their work worlds than they had originaUy 

envisioned, with aU expressing some level of disiUusionment with their professional 

endeavors. Personal Uves as weU varied, with single, married, divorced, and remarried 

women, most without chUdren, only eight who had two or three offspring. As a group, 

these women were sUghtly less reUgious than they had been in coUege, with one-half 

indicating no aflfiUation at aU at this time in their Ufe. One-third of the women in this 

foUow-up indicated a brief period of participation in psychotherapy during the past fifteen 

years, seeking assistance with relational problems, grief support, or longstandmg personal 

difficulties such as depression. These women were reasonably satisfied with their Uves and 

considered themselves to be happy. Of primary interest to these women as a group were 

the people they loved and the balance among the demands of work, others, and self̂  a task 

they had creatively approached and seemingly accompUshed. 

Foreclosures in Josselson's foUow-up study continued to Uve out their goals and 

values from chUdhood, carrying forward these identifications without doubt or hesitation. 

They had so strongly internalized their parents' values that they appeared indistinguishable 

from the previous generation. Their identities were marked more by identification with 

rather than self-discovery and differentiation from. The eight women of this group were 

characterized as weU-adapted and advanced educationaUy, with aU but one holding 
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graduate degrees. They were professionaUy successfiil, hard-working, possessed positive 

self-esteem, and dedicated to their famUy. Predominately, these women had experienced 

relatively Uttle change in identity. Whereas for men, the Foreclosure status had 

empiricaUy been established to be indicative of a maladaptive form of identity resolution 

(Marcia, 1976; Marcia & Friedman, 1970; Schenkel & Marcia, 1972), women of this 

status in Josselson's study demonstrated self-confidence and low anxiety with ego identity. 

Demonstrating a particular style of being, with foundational roots in tradition and 

conviction, these women's selfhood was reflective of choices emphasizing security and 

constancy. The women of this group spoke of Uves as dominated by their efforts "to feel 

loved and cared for," in essence, to "reproduce the warm lovingness they experienced as 

chUdren" (Josselson, 1987, p. 59). At the time of these interviews, four of these women 

were married, one engaged, one divorced, and two were single. 

Of particular interest to this investigation on wifehood, was Josselson's finding 

that the "fate" of Foreclosures in early adulthood seemed to rest on their success in 

finding a life mate who weU matched their dream of how a husband and the ensuing famUy 

should be. Regardless of present marital status, aU of the women in this group emphasized 

the presence of the "right" man as central to their sense of self Their developmental 

process seemed to hinge on aUying themselves with someone who would protect them and 

provide for them emotionaUy by creating their fantasy famUy to continue the legacy that 

was theirs. Successful careers offered no satisfaction comparable to "being loved"or 

finding "security" through the significant relationship. AU of the women in this group 

spoke of their completed or continual search to fiilfiU their chUdhood dream of estabUshing 

a harmonious famUy, much as they had experienced in their famiUes of origin. Devoted 

wives and mothers, they indicated few conflicts with their husbands. Those conflicts they 

did experience centered primarily on their chUdren. Relationships with others were few 

for this group of women, as they are unable to estabUsh enough tmst outside the famUy to 

form close cormections with others. Having high expectations of themselves, they held 

high expectations for others, seeking to extract from these significant others their 

preconceived ideals of behaviors. This tendency was particularly tme in Foreclosures' 

16 



search for the "right" husband. Josselson characterizes these women as having "clear and 

uncompromising specifications for a potential husband and, once married, ongoing 

prescriptions for required behavior" (Josselson, 1987, p. 67). Finding ambivalence or 

irmer conflict intolerable, these women experienced great difficulty in these complexities in 

another. Therefore, these women were most likely to marry men who were somewhat 

passive and willing to conform to required behaviors or men who were confused about 

their own identity and relished having someone else who would ascribe an identity for 

them. IronicaUy, these women seemed to hold to a beUef that other people make you who 

you are, even as they appUed pressure to those around them to conform to their own 

Foreclosure beUefe. Such women spoke of deep gratitude and indebtedness to their 

husbands as sources of their soUd foimdation. When asked to list the people they felt 

closest to, the Foreclosures of this sample were most likely to list their husbands. 

Josselson concluded that this group of women had utilized the marital relationship to 

satisfy their dependency needs, looking to marriage to provide the security assumed 

unfindable within herself Given a satisfactory marital relationship, these women seemed 

to thrive, expressing themselves effectively and productively in the many dimension of life. 

ParadoxicaUy, the greatest personal growth among the Foreclosure group was 

found in the divorced woman. For the divorced woman in this group, the loss of her 

dream prompted by her husband's decision to end the marriage, resulted in heightened 

intemal processes. WhUe able to acknowledge these changes as growth producing and 

resulting in successful mastery of independent Uving, this participant did not revise her 

fimdamental orientation in foreclosed perception. She continued her search for the "right" 

man as a component she "needed" for fiilfiUment of the life she had envisioned as a chUd. 

Josselson concluded that Foreclosed women whose "determination to avoid exploration is 

so stubbom as to survive coUege with blinders on, are unUkely to encounter growth-

promoting forces of equal magnitude later on" (Josselson, 1987, p. 164). It was predicted 

that these women would continue the Ufe course from a Foreclosed perspective, 

maintaining an unquestioned aUegiance to their famUy-of-origin structure and experiences, 

conforming their present day worlds to those powerful remembrances. 
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Identity Achievers in this foUow-up sample were eight women who had separated 

themselves from their chUdhood ties with family and were continuing to form individuated, 

distinct identities. These women had reworked their earUer identities assigned during 

chUdhood and had self-selected aspects of who they were, foUowing a personaUy 

constmcted life plan. The central theme in these women's Uves was one of achieving 

independence and fostering self-confidence. This independence was not marked by 

separation from others, but instead an aUgnment with others who served to foster their 

independent sorting out of self-identity. Josselson characterized these interviewees as 

having personaUty fimctioning capable of toleratmg guUt, enabling them to withstand the 

stretching or severing of the parental strings, aUowing their intemal maturation process to 

occur. The steps taken to alter initial ties with their famUy-of-origin and to select alliances 

with chosen others, seemed to faciUtate a growing sense of competence in facing the gains 

and losses in life. A central theme in these eight women's self-definition was the 

awareness of their capacity to have an effect on the world. Seven of these women 

continued in Identity Achievement from coUege age into young adulthood, whUe one 

woman during the second interview period had entered a Moratorium state, questioning 

previous choices and determining new ones for herself These women were aU employed, 

but were the group most likely to have changed professions after their initial post-coUege 

employment. Seven of these women had acquired different occupations than they had 

chosen in coUege, contrasted to none of the eight Foreclosures. Identity Achievements 

were more demanding of their work than the Foreclosures, expecting their work to "aUow 

them to experience their capacity to have an effect on the world" (Josselson, 1987, p. 100). 

These women were not highly introspective or self-reflective, but instead enq)hasized 

goal-orientation. Intemal conflicts were most frequently met by suppression of these 

disruptive emotions or by altruistic endeavors towards others. Identity Achievements 

were phUosophical, acknowledging their attenqjts to fiiUy learn the extent of their control 

over Ufe, determining that both self effort and "luck" had been facUitative in their own 

Uves. 
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Of specific interest to this study were the findings regarding Identity 

Achievements' approach to marriage and the style of relationships they formed with their 

husbands. Beginning in their coUege experiences, these women sought relationships with 

men who would help lessen their dependence upon their parents. Rather than seeking men 

who served as substitute objects of dependence and who would care for them in a fashion 

simUar to their parents, these women sought men who would care about them and who 

would "replace some of the self-esteem that is inevitably lost as distance from parents 

increases" (Josselson, 1987, p. 99). These men provided a sense of stabiUty whUe these 

women actively sought to experience themselves, to think their own thoughts, and to 

process their own emotions. Of the sk married Identity Achievements, aU spoke of their 

husbands as providing this style of sanctuary and vaUdation for their contmuaUy growing 

self WhUe active in professional and community self-expressions, the women in this 

group indicated feeUng most fiiUy realized in the context of a healthy intimate relationship. 

These women tended to create marriages that were active partnerships, incorporative of 

both partners' needs. Having no sense of an ideal they were aspiring to emulate, these 

women and their partners were more Ukely to taUor their marriages specificaUy to their 

own tastes, frequently formulating non-traditional lifestyles. These wives spoke of their 

marriages as central in their Uves, yet they did not define themselves primarUy as wives or 

mothers. Unique to Identity Achievements, these women viewed their marriages as 

sources of energy to encourage their adventurousness and greater self-assertion, 

faciUtating their greater participation in the world at large. These women spoke of 

wanting to be care about rather than cared for. WhUe looking to their husbands for 

encouragement and reassurance, these women accepted responsibUity for taking care of 

themselves. Rather than the marital relationship being the place of security, as for the 

Foreclosures, these Identity Achievement women utilize the security of the marital 

relationship to foster greater self-expression outside the marriage. Utilizing the marriages 

in this manner, these women were Ukely to take risks and to experiment with their own 

capacities, and in so doing, bring back changes into the relationship as their individuaUties 

became more defined. Husbands were referenced as integral to these women's pursuit of 
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professional development by valuing their wives' contributions through self-expression in 

the work world. These husbands often served as mentors for their wives, encouraging 

their creative efforts in their jobs, critiquing the products of their endeavors, and providing 

financial support for the pursuit of additional training or entrepreneurship. Josselson 

referred to these husbands as providing vaUdation of the meaningfiilness of their wives' 

work which enabled these women to incorporate work as an "enriching and anchoring 

aspect of a woman's existence" (Josselson, p. 177). From these findings, Josselson 

postulated that a woman's abUity to express aspects of herself meaningfiiUy in work, "her 

work has to matter to someone who matters to her" (Josselson, p. 177). 

Of the married women in this group, aU had maintained their original marital 

relationship. The two who were not married had established significant fiiendships which 

fimctioned in a simUar capacity as did marriage. These fiiends provided support and 

vaUdation for the women's self-exploration, work expressions, and community 

involvement. The unmarried women, while open to the possibiUties of marriage for 

themselves, did not feel handicapped by their single status. They did however cultivate 

deeply meaningfiil and pro-actively supportive intimate cormections with select individuals 

who related to them as did the husbands of the married women. Josselson predicted that 

the Identity Achievement women would continue their process of becoming, greeting the 

road ahead with a sense of adventure. These women, possessing an intemaUzed sense of 

self, would be open to experience and flexible in their responses to newness. 

Josselson described the ten Moratoriums in her foUow-up sample as women who 

were daring, questioning, contradictory, and stmggUng. In coUege, these women were 

characterized as most responsive to the social problems around them, intrigued with the 

great phUosophical questions of life, and aware of the vast array of choices which lay 

before them. Their abUity to observe people and situations from a variety of angles often 

kept them paralyzed and indecisive. Congruent with the construction and definition of 

identity statuses, women who had undergone a period of testing and exploration as 

indicated by their designation as being at moratorium at the time of their coUege interview, 

would now be classified as Identity Achievement, Diffusion, or stUl in Moratorium. 
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Josselson's findings resulted in an additional status creation as many of the Moratorium 

women had gone back to being Foreclosures. BeUeving that these women had indeed 

completed a period of crisis and had then made commitments, she termed this status 

Foreclosure/Achievements. By the second wave of interviews, Josselson found three of 

this group to have resolved their coUege age identity crisis and to have developed 

individuaUy determined identities. One woman continued to struggle in deciding what 

commitments to make with her self-definition, whUe the remaining six constituted the 

Foreclosure/Achievement status, having chosen to return to previous values and life 

patterns. Seven of these women were married, one divorced, and two were single. These 

women were identified as much more insightfiil, self-reflective, and intemaUy sensitive 

than the women in the other groups. Most of them did make choices regarding the 

determination of a sense of identity, yet continue to "suffer, however discreetly, for the 

selves they did not become" (Josselson, 1987, p. 139). 

As wives, Uttle is shared about this group of womerL Josselson noted that it was 

not uncommon for these women to select boyfiiends who their famiUes did not approve of 

in an effort to promote their disengagement from their famiUal ties. As girlfiiends, these 

women set about pleasing these new men in their Uves with the same fervor they once 

sought to please their parents, in part, Josselson contended, to assuage the guUt over their 

parents' disapproval. These Moratorium women, during coUege, sought boyfriends as 

new sources of identification, seeking new ways to be and approval for their new choices. 

It was not uncommon for these relationships to be based on "gaining approval, respect, or 

love, being used, being left, and being taught" (Josselson, 1987, p. 136). It was unclear 

whether this group tended to marry men who brought constemation from parents or if 

most of these women, with the majority returning to Foreclosed choices regarding their 

Uves, selected men who embraced a style of Uving simUar to that of their chUdhoods. One 

woman spoke of her marriage as a settUng influence, causing her to become more 

responsible and more fiiture oriented than previously. One referenced her marriage as 

another of her spur-of-the-moment decisions that she would later rationalize and adapt to. 

A third referenced selecting a husband that she could manipulate to her own wishes. 
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findmg in later life that his passivity posed increasing difficulty for her. Josselson 

references these Moratorium women as feeUng in need of merger, the presence of the 

"other" serving as a stabilizing influence. 

The woman in this group who experienced divorce was one of the three who 

became Identity Achievements. Again, paradoxicaUy, it was the loss of the marital 

relationship that she equated as catalyst for her own developmental process into selfliood. 

This woman spoke of having kept herself fluid in order to be open to marriage and to 

famUy, at a tremendous expense to herself She had given herself "over" to her husband to 

direct the course of life, to estabUsh for her an identity which at age thirty-two she took 

over for herself Moratoriums, Josselson predicted, would continue to stmggle to find 

personal comfort with their identity selection. This group of women tended to reflect a 

seff defined by what they felt, leaving them open to often intense and unquieted 

ambivalence. 

The Identity Diffusions were the most varied and complex group of Josselson's 

study. These women were characterized as "adrift and lost," their lack of direction 

dictated by varying causative factors. FoUowing their graduation from coUege, these 

women widely dispersed as they sought to encounter the world. This group was more 

experimental than the other three groups of women, incorporating drugs, sex, and 

reUgious cults as modes of experience, more haunted by phUosophical questions about the 

meaning of Ufe, and as weU more Ukely to suffer from diminishing wiU and initiative. 

Severe psychopathology or previous developmental deficits resulted in some of these 

women's Uves from the scarring of early psychological trauma or emotional neglect. 

These women simply lacked any soUd psychic stmcture to reorganize into their own. 

Thefr Uves were characterized by a search for remedying their early ego deficits and simply 

coping with the effects of such loses. The histories of these women reflected a 

predominate pattem of "wrapping their Uves around a relationship or an endeavor, 

abandoning it, and being swept off into yet another aU absorbing center" (Josselson, 1996, 

p. 153). 
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The nine women in the foUow-up study were as well, predictably, the most varied 

in outcome, with three remaining Diffuse in identity, one in a period of making a 

commitment, three having made identity commitments, and two having died prematurely. 

This group had made more unUkely choices, had held more jobs, had moved more 

frequently, and had experience more change than any of the other groups of women. 

These women, as a group, found it difficult to be self-reflective and to evaluate the past 

years of life. Three of these women remained single, one divorced, one remarried, and 

two continued in their original marriages. The three women who were classified as stiU-

dififiise Diffusions foUowing the second interviews, reported patterns of unpredictable 

relationships with men who often were verbaUy and physically abusive. Their histories 

include men who quickly left the relationships, often unarmounced. These women did not 

long for marriage, expressing instead a desire to keep men at a safe distance, but did not 

"rule out" the possibility of marriage "happening." These women seemed to cope with 

life's unpredictability by not taking things "too seriously" and being able to lose 

themselves in a good time. Josselson remarked on their resiUency and as weU pondered 

without conclusion as to the source of the ego strength that kept them going in the face of 

such formidable odds. 

The Diffused woman who was trying to make an identity commitment, was, at the 

time of the second interview, estabUshing herself as an experiencer of life, being united in 

such pursuit with her husband. Both partners shared in a view of life as a search for other 

states of consciousness and an exploration of the kmer Ufe through meditation and 

spiritual processes. This woman attributed to her husband this newfound stabUity in 

herself and in their conjoint determination to explore Ufe with each other. The three 

women who had made commitments to themselves over the past decade each selected 

choices which rested on an external agent aroimd which to organize themselves, one to a 

highly structured corporate job, another around her husband's career, and the third to a 

structure provided by an Eastem reUgious sect. 

Josselson's analysis of this Diffused group of women was to marvel at the 

methodologies these women had employed to manage reasonable fimctioning in their adult 
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years. Josselson concluded that the Diffused state of identity in the coUege years is not a 

transitory state and should instead be interpreted as symptomatic of an ego in distress. 

Wondering if these women could have, with appropriate psychotherapeutic interventions, 

formed more flexible and self-selected identities, Josselson proposed that such therapies 

must of necessity address not merely the presenting symptom or crisis, but the deficits in 

the underlying ego stmcture. WhUe half of this group had seemingly resolved the identity 

dUemma of the coUege years; the other half continued to drift in the nebulousness of the 

yet unsolved identity formation crises. 

This second wave of data coUected on women's identity formulation again 

confirmed that for females, "identity was a matter of defining the intemal experience of the 

self through attachments to others" (Josselson, 1987, p. 171). A significant portion of 

Josselson's conclusions from this study has direct bearing on this study of wifehood. In 

the summation of her findings, this author contended that women "intertwine their 

continuing psychological development (or lack of development)" around the keystone 

relationship with their life partners (Josselson, p. 179). Juxtaposed to the person with 

whom they plan to spend theu" Uves, they wiU finish defining themselves. "A woman who 

loves makes the needs and wishes of those she loves a part of her own identity" 

(Josselson, p. 179). Such inclusion of another, Josselson proposed, may in some ways 

make the self-definition process easier, integrating another's attitudes and preferences for 

one's self̂  lessening the intemal wrestling with the self WhUe the women of this study 

who were involved in marriages were no less psychologicaUy healthy that those who were 

single or divorced, they had, by and large, done less self-exploration, and were less clearly 

defined. 

Those women who had lost a marital relationship constituted the more dramatic 

exair^les of growth and change within this sample. Such loss, Josselson hypothesized, 

represented not only the loss of a significant partner, but as well, the loss of the fentasy 

that someone else would make life be everything these women wanted it to be. Taking on 

the responsibiUty for "making life become" seemed to result in promoting these women's 

internalizations of competencies, decisionmaking, and self-vaUdation. 

84 



From Josselson's second wave of interviews, additional insight is gained regarding 

women's experiences as wives. Clearly these women valued the presence of this primary 

relationship in their Uves. The predominance of information regarding wifehood 

experiences was ascertained from the Identity Achievement and the Foreclosed groupings 

of women in this sample, presenting greater clarity of how these two groups utilize the 

marital relationship for inner psychological functioning. Some women utilized their 

cormection with their husband to satisfy dependency needs and create a sense of security, 

others emphasized their marital bond as a source of support, encouragement, and 

reassurance, facUitating their own self-exploration, some attached to their husbands to 

provide the missing authority and direction for their own Uves, and a few singly endure 

the men they had hoped would offer more. 

Ten years later, in the 1990s, Josselson conducted a third interview with aU of the 

thirty-four women who had participated in the second interviews. These women were 

now in their early forties. AU but three of the thirty women were in marriages or 

committed relationships. Half of them were mothers, the majority having two chUdren and 

no one having more than three. Of the heterosexual nonmothers involved in marriages or 

long-term relationships, over half had made clear decisions not to have chUdrerL AU but 

three of the women were employed, some in chosen professions, and others in "jobs." 

Two of these women were fiiU time homemakers/mothers and one had retumed to 

graduate school. These women at forty had busy Uves, enjoying famUy, fiiends, their 

communities, travel, and hobbies. AU of them reported themselves as happy with their 

Uves. The majority of these women beUeved that they had determined an identity that was 

befitting for them and they anticipated orUy minor modifications in the ensuing years. 

WhUe the women of this study chan^ioned the right of aU women to make choices 

regarding the structure of her life and celebrated that they had done so in their own behalf, 

Josselson noted that this period of life was frequently marked by fete, deUvering elements 

that had to be integrated into their identities. Citing illnesses in loved ones, special needs 

in chUdren, infertiUty, economic hardships, and workplace reorganizations as examples of 

unchosen destinations, Josselson noted these women's proclivity to envision themselves as 
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optimistic and hopefiil, soUd and settled. Josselson characterized the contrast between 

who these women were at 33 and who they had become at 43 as embodying changes that 

were more subtle and intemal than had been their previous decade of change. As a result 

of her findings from this third interviewing process, Josselson renamed her four groupings 

of women to reflect more accurately than did the Marcia (1966) statuses of the identity 

constmction styles. Foreclosures were renamed the Guardians, Identity Achievements 

were now identified as the Pathfinders, Moratoriums were termed anew as the Searchers, 

and Identity Diffusions were labeled as the Drifters. 

The Guardians during the past ten years had continued in a rigid, moraUstic, and 

perfectionistic approach toward Ufe. StiU founding life on duty and responsibility rather 

than pleasure or self-examination, these women were exacting of life and of the significant 

others in their Uves, but had been tempered somewhat in these tendencies by maturity. At 

this stage in life, these women no longer viewed their famiUes-of-origin as places of 

perfection, aUowing for greater freedom in selection from chUdhood those components 

that were usefiil and served them weU. They were now open to revise aspects of the self 

and to chart a course different from the one that had been set for them. Josselson 

mdicated that these women felt, for the most part, weU-served by their steadfastness, 

viewing themselves as determined and loyal rather than rigid. 

MaritaUy, these women continued to be the dominate force in thek relationships, 

providing stmcture for their marriages and their husbands' Uves as weU. They were 

unlikely to be the partner to give in, maintaining certainty that their personal wishes were 

merely reflective of ethical standards to which aU should adhere. This moralistic approach 

to Uving often led to clashes with intimate others and coUeagues. WhUe this style in many 

ways worked weU for both partners, these wives often confessed to perceiving their 

husbands as too passive or unambitious. During the preceding decade, half of the 

Guardians had come to recognize they had married men who were unsatisfectory as 

partners. For years many of these women had held on to the hope that if they did 

everything right as a wife, their husbands would respond in Uke maimer, resulting in a 

"happily ever after." These women now could speak of having stayed "too long" in a 
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fiitUe situation, indicative of self-reflection and critiquing of a dominating loyalty to 

achieving "the dream." Josselson reported that these kinds of revisions were wrenching 

for these women, although the external indicators of stmggle remained, for the most part, 

invisible to the eye. It was often in the course of working their way out of these marriages 

that the reworking of their own identity was triggered. Softened by the life plans that had 

gone awry, these women began to see themselves as human beings with limitations and 

imperfections, and began to grant themselves greater freedom to be "who they are" rather 

than continuing to respond to the "oughts" and "shoulds" of the ideaUzed mold they 

adopted as their own. WhUe stiU ftmdamentaUy authoritarian, they were more aware of 

this tendency and attempted to be somewhat self-monitoring. 

The Pathmakers, a decade later, were also found to have continued their 

developmental processes along simUar psychological paths as they were experiencing in 

coUege. Six women contkiued to foUow paths of their own crafting, whereas one was 

experiencing a continued stmggle from her thirties to find her course. These women had 

repeatedly undertaken new periods of exploration, sifted through various options, and self 

selected responses to the new vision. AU of these women were involved in professional or 

managerial endeavors, varying in the degree of centraUty given to their careers. AU of the 

Pathmakers were married or in long-term committed partnerships, ahhough two had 

chosen to divorce their first husbands during the past decade. Four had, by this third 

interview, added chUdren to their Uves. The buUc of the Pathmakers' time was taken up 

with mothering and cultivating revised relationships with their famiUes of origin, seeking 

to "know their parents as people with their own histories" (Josselson, 1996, p. 95). 

Josselson characterized these women's Uves as reflective of both change and continuity, 

expressing strength and capacity, and adapting to trauma and the unexpected turns of life. 

These women were aware that Ufe could have been Uved in many different ways, 

respectfiil of others' choices, but proud to have chosen their own path. Their Uves were 

marked by flexibUity, the wUUngness to compromise, a readiness to assert themselves, and 

the intemal integrity to Uve peaceably with their choices. 
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The women in the Pathmakers group continued to take pride in their marital 

relationships. They intentionaUy avoided societal notions about appropriate husband 

selection and selected partners who they wanted to buUd Uves with. Their relationships 

continued to stand out against social conventions, often choosing not to have chUdren, 

Uving Uves free from concem about image, conjointly working erratic hours, or pursuing 

exotic hobbies. Those women who had experienced divorce were carefiiUy methodical in 

their future choices regarding men, wanting to embody the lessons they had leamed. 

WhUe priding themselves on their strength as women, this group was insightful in seeing 

"their life course [as] shaped inexorably by the people they cho[se] as partners and by the 

exigencies of those they love[d]" (Josselson, 1996, p. 93). These women were not tom 

between choices of self-interest and others' needs, but possessed a rather remarkable 

abiUty to incorporate both without "either-or" terminology. 

The Searchers in their forties had become a more varied group over time as their 

searches had led them down different paths. Some of these women experienced prolonged 

quests, not reaUy finding themselves untU mid-life. Some sought refiige from the 

unanswered questions back at the homes they had left in their teens. Others sought 

therapeutic assistance in addressing their frantic searching, whUe a few continued to be 

plagued with renewed periods of deUberation during midlife. These Searchers had 

experienced numerous changes, both intemal as weU as external, as they attempted to 

constmct themselves. These nine women had each, by the time of the third interviews, 

found a sense of themselves and had begun to resemble the midlife Pathfinders, albeit with 

continuing self-doubt and ambivalence. Relatively few of these women had managed to 

match their talents and interests with occupational or professional endeavors. Most simply 

"feU into" their jobs and simply stayed out of a sense of famiUarity. 

As in the second wave of this longitudinal study, Uttle is said about the Searchers' 

marriages or divorces during this third course of life review. From the author's reporting, 

it is impossible to ascertain the occurrences in the marital relationships over the preceeding 

decade. Josselson indicates that as a group, these women formed few relationships that 

offered a sense of security and stability. Many of these women reported a series of 
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difficult emotional relationships, and only two referenced having formulated dependable, 

nurturing relationships with their husbands that provided them with a "safety net"' on 

which to faU back. These women spoke instead of drawing from therapists, support 

groups, and reUgion, rather than from significant intimate others. Perhaps the marital 

relationships of these women were insignificant in their quest for identity, thus seldom 

referenced. As no direct questioning regarding their experiences as wives was posed, it is 

impossible to determine how these women would reference this role in their Uves. 

However, it is probably noteworthy that given the author's depiction of the fimctioning of 

the previous two groups cormection with their husbands as instrumental in the identity 

process, the lack of reference with regard to Searchers is symboUc of a less frequent or 

less significant impact. 

The final group, the Drifters, in many ways, remained an enigma for the 

researcher. These women appeared to have Uved their Uves in different terms from the 

other women. Because of their style, it was difficult to determine a sequential history or 

path they had foUowed. In many ways, their development seemed to be done in brief 

segments which were not integrated into a whole. Each interview with these women, 

according to the researcher, was as if beginning anew, the previous life stories erased and 

overwritten by the next. Josselson characterized these midlife women as more "aware" 

than any of the other groups exemplified by their participating in more classes in personal 

enrichment, having more varied interests in the community, reading a wider range of 

Uterature, and being more intrigued by new ideologies and ideas. These women spoke 

passionately about poUtical and social concerns and continued to be the most willing to 

chaUenge authority or to rebel agamst the status quo. By their forties, these women 

indicated having settled into a life that they identified as being more stable, such stabiUty 

perhaps more intemaUy experienced rather than extemaUy visible. The answers the 

majority of these women beUeved they had found for themselves by their thirties, had by 

their forties been replaced by new ones. ReUgious groups had been abandoned, 

relationships terminated, and therapeutic endeavors halted. The preceding decade had 

indeed chaUenged the magical thinking of this group, and they had begun to reaUze the 
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impact of choice as weU as the Umitations of control. Growmg into greater consciousness 

was a central theme to the Drifters' mid-years, utilizing these new awarenesses to 

organize life. These middle-aged women, more than any other group, Uved with a sense 

of regret for missed opportunities and previous choices they never evaluated. With the 

continuous uncertainty of Ufe, it seemed remarkable that none of the women in this group 

had "feUen apart." Instead, through the uncontroUable circumstances of life, Ulness, 

death, world affaks, and other people's choices, these women had begun to view their 

worlds more reaUsticaUy. For the first time in their Uves, these women were Uving in the 

present, although stiU cUnging to some beUef that at some point in the fiiture, another Ufe 

for them could be ahead. The texture of the Drifters' more developed identities, however, 

seemed reflective of responding to Ufe rather than proactively trying to shape it. 

Establishing intimate relationships was more difficult for the women of this group 

than any of the other groups. These women seemed to be simultaneously seeking to 

become immersed in and safely boundaried from another. Josselson proposed that their 

longing for and terror of closeness resulted in an almost schizophrenic experience for these 

women and their partners. Of the five women who were married, three were married for a 

second time. Only one woman spoke of having a marriage that was vital and centraUy 

meaningfiil in her life. Frequently these women married men they had briefly known, men 

with unique problems, or men with whom they had shared a previous fiiendship. The 

Drifters marriages seemed based on companionship and efficiency but were constantly 

shadowed by distance and tenuousness. These women spoke of valuing someone to be "in 

it" with and having someone to share domestic and financial responsibiUties with, rather 

than of a passionate or intimate cormection. The women in this group expressed difficulty 

in establishing and maintaining intimacy and expressed difficulty in understanding what 

would cause their relationships to matfimction. WhUe needing a lot from others, these 

women were afraid of being caught up in the needs of another. Drifters indicated a 

knowledge of the chaUenge they posed relationaUy and often seemed grateful for their 

husbands' tolerance and acceptance of them, crediting their presence as helping them 

manage Ufe better. 
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Josselson's twenty years of foUowing these women has indeed offered insight into 

identity formation, maintenance and revision processes. The four predominant styles were 

found to perpetuaUy flavor these women's Uves and experiences with the world around 

theriL Of particular relevance to this investigation are the gained insights into the 

wifehood experiences of these women. Regarding intimate relationships, Josselson 

delineated both particular styles of formulating marital/partner association in these four 

different groups of women and as weU concluded that some general premises had 

characterized aU of these women's Uves. First, the partners women chose to share their 

Uves with did indeed become a part of them. There was Uttle of these women's Uves that 

was viewed by them without inclusion of their husbands/partners. Although their 

husbands had become a part of them, they did not feel subsumed into their husbands' 

identity, reflecting instead an inclusionary style: "to think about themselves and who they 

are in their Uves caU[ed] immediately to mind an image of their Ufe partner" (Josselson, 

1996, p. 215). Secondly, central to the development of their identities was the support, 

encouragement, and nurturance received from their husbands. In many, yet varied ways, 

these partners provided a secure foundation from which these women buUt their sense of 

seff. Thirdly, although partners provided this support, they also delimited the personal 

quaUties these women could explore, develop, and express. WhUe providing a foundation, 

they posed Umitations and roadblocks, sanctioning one type of self-expression for their 

wives and contending against another. A fourth pattem in these women's intimate 

relationships involved the recognition of their husbands' needs and wants, growth and 

stagnation, maUeability and resistance. Adaptation and accommodation of these 

idiosyncracies in their partners' own seff defining process did impact these women, 

"intercormecting their identity with the needs and foibles of someone else" (Josselson, 

p. 214). Fifthly, these women took pleasure in pleasing their partners and in knowing that 

their partners enjoyed pleasing them as weU. These women indicated, for the most part, a 

constant awareness of their husbands or partners as they went about their Uves, making 

decisions and choices, and had a sense that their partners reciprocated in this process of 

keeping the other in mind. Finally, these women unanimousfy shared a common ideal of 
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companionate egaUtarian marriage, some realizing such a goal whereas others settled for 

fer less than they once envisioned. Although these women, in general, spoke favorably 

about their experiences in intimate connection with a Ufe partner, over one-third of these 

women had divorced their first husbands, and one-sixth of the women, continued to Uve in 

disappointing, difficult marriages. 

Josselson's twenty-year longitudinal study of women's identity development, 

ascertained through three separate interview periods, does provide additional 

understanding of how women e^qjerience wifehood. Most vividly, this investigation 

determined relational styles toward intimacy with husbands or partners as demonstrated 

within these four groupings of women. Further insight into the saUency women afford to 

theu* husbands' impact on their Uves was as weU gained. Yet again, this style of 

investigation did not directly addressed this role in each of the women's Uves, but instead 

provides information oiUy from those who chose to reference and elaborate upon their 

wifehood. Particularfy sUent were the women Searchers, who provided orUy shadowy 

glimpses into their experiences as wives. The relevancy of this sUence remains unknown. 

The Strand of "Work and Love" Studies 

A fourth thread of warp for understanding women's subjective experiences as 

wives can be found in a field of investigation often referred to as "work and love" studies. 

Based on the assun^tion that work and love both stmcture an individual's Ufe and as weU 

serve as significant components of identity, this research has been undertaken to determine 

the process individuals undergo to develop personal work and famUy patterns. WhUe each 

investigation determines the specific definitions for these domains, broadly speaking work 

has been defined as employment at a job or in a position (although more recent endeavors 

have broadened the definition to include involvement in the community whether financiaUy 

remimerated or not) whUe love has been defined as the estabUshment and maintenance of 

relational connection with others (Hinand,1984; Merriman & Clark, 1991). These two 

domains have been subject to sociocultural constmctions of gender with women seen as 

attending to the matter of love and family relationships whUe men are dedicated to work. 
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With the continued entrance of women into the workforce, these deUneations have been 

questioned, and have been, in large part, the central force behind the instigation of these 

studies. Sensitive to the changing social cUmate that both encourages and chastises 

women's (particularly those with young chUdren) work in the pubUc sphere, and as weU 

commissions women to be the nurturers of the more private sphere of familial 

relationships, these investigations seek to understand how women determine their Ufe 

course where these two contexts are concemed. Drawing from a variety of theoretical 

perspectives to explain women's behavior in these "selections," the overarching questions 

become why and how a woman chooses to aflfirm one set of values, norms, or goals over 

another in what is often posed as competitive territory between these two aspects of life. 

It is recognized that such decisions are made within the individual woman's opportunities 

and constramts posed by her irrmiediate and expanded social environments, and these 

studies often attenq)t to deUneate such variables through their data coUection. Certainly, 

this field of inquiry has as weU targeted male samples, yet for the purposes of this study, it 

is those projects which have sought to understand the choices of women that bear 

significance. 

WhUe many of these studies have been quantitative in nature, a good number have 

utilized qualitative methodologies, inviting greater personal input from their participants. 

Studies which have been designed to soUcit elaboration on the meanings of these spheres 

in a woman's Ufe, have been pro visionary for additional understanding of women's 

experiential realm of wifehood. Exen^lary of this style of research which indirectfy 

provides additional insight into wives' stories is Gerson's (1985) investigation of middle-

and working-class women and the process of their choices regarding work, marriage, and 

motherhood. As weU, Merriam and Clark's (1991) study of the patterns of work and love 

which identified differences in domain en^hasis, stabilizing factors, and modes of 

interaction between the two dimensions in individual's lives, provided additional insight 

on experiences of wives through interview data coUected on a smaU portion of the entire 

sample. An intensive study of female psychotherapists conducted by Dimidjian (1982) 

revealed the emphasis these professional women placed on the relational ties with their 
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"Special Other" as the "center pole" in their Ufe-stmcture, providing additional 

experiential insight into wifing. These studies provide examples of "work and love" 

investigation but are certainly not an exhaustive coUection of such inquiries. 

The study by Gerson (1985) certainly provides an exeirqjlary look at the 

pro visionary abiUties of these types of investigations to broaden our understanding of what 

women experience as wives. Focusing on a specific cohort of women between the ages of 

twenty-five to thirty-seven, this inquiry sought, from the perspectives of social stmcture 

and chUdhood socialization, to understand how women bom into the same historical 

period develop different work and famUy patterns. Utilizing a sample of 63 Anglo women 

drawn from a list of students who had previously attended either a specified university or 

community coUege in the San Francisco Bay area, participants were extensively 

interviewed using a structured methodology, requesting information about past, present, 

and future choices regarding employment, marriage, and chUdren. Both middle- and 

working-class women were represented in this sample, 22% with a high school degree, 

22% with some coUege experience, and the remaining 56% with at least one coUege 

degree. AU portions of inquiry for this study were faciUtated by open-ended questions to 

encourage participant elaboration of her own perspective and experience. 

The interviews first determined a baseline sociaUzation process which each woman 

had been exposed to in her famUy-of-origin determined by mother's work, marital, and 

fertiUty choices. Retrospective questions regarding the interviewee's teenage 

envisionment of her own and her parents' expectations for her fiiture plans of 

employment, marriage, and chUdren fiirther clarified each woman's foundational 

assumption for herseff. Comparisons to these chUdhood baselines then demonstrated 

how, as adults, these women had either stayed on course or "veered" away from their 

early life goals. From responses to these questions, women were placed into two large 

subgroupings, those who were oriented toward domesticity (55% of the sample) and those 

oriented toward nondomesticity (45% of the sample). These baseUnes were then 

compared to these womens' actualized choices, to date, for herseff in these arenas, 

identifying subsequent experiences of stability or change to this original Ufe plarL Four 
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pathways emerged from the data: (1) the Traditional trajectory (17% of the sample) in 

which a yoimg female had prepared emotionaUy for a "domestic" Ufe and the adult female 

remained committed to that path, (2) the Rising Work Aspirations and Ambivalence 

Towards Domesticity trajectory (35% of the sample) in which the young girl was prepared 

to recreate the "domestic" Ufe she had experienced in her famUy-of-origin, but adult 

experience intervened to push her off the expected Ufe course, (3) the Nontraditional path 

(17% of the sample) in which early chUdhood aspirations for work were indicated, de-

emphasizing motherhood, with a congment adult commitment to the same path, and (4) 

Falling Work Aspirations and a Growing Propensity for Domesticity trajectory (31% of 

the sample) which began with a young woman identifying with the world of work and 

holding ambivalent feelings toward mothering and domesticity but over time eventuaUy 

opting for domesticity. Within each of these actual Ufe courses, data provided through 

these interviews identified variables which contributed to the "selection" or "veering 

toward" process in these women's Uves. 

Of particular relevance to increasing the understanding of women's subjective 

experiences as wives were those responses which were revelatory of this role in their Uves. 

Due to the stylization of the stmctured interview questions, the predominant windows into 

wifehood related to the self̂  husband, or societal e5q)ectations placed upon women relative 

to their baseline foundation and the consequential Ufe course they had foUowed. Of 

particular interest to this study were those women who had altered their Ufe course with 

much of the excerpted dialogue from the interviews relevant to these amendments in their 

Ufe stories. Gerson (1985) explained such emphasis by stating: "Events that shake up 

basic assumptions and lead to personal change are easier to isolate than are the ongoing 

mechanisms that reinforce and reproduce what is already espoused" (p. 119). What 

appeared to be significant about those who remained on track, whether in a domestic or 

nondomestic direction, was the relative sheltering from the conditions that caused those 

who veered away from early baseUnes to redirect their Ufe plans. 

As in the previously cited studies, the most profoimd variable to alter the original 

course of Ufe for these women was the threat or actuaUty of divorce. "The experience of 
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mstabUity m marriage. . .was one of the most powerfiil and disorienting events initiating a 

process of reassessment and change away from domesticity" (Gerson, 1985, p. 70). Here 

women shared their stories of marital difficulties and the ensuing personal dUemmas as 

they began to alter theu- vision of Ufe and of themselves. Women spoke with regret for 

having "suppress[ed] their own desires and let[ting] the man's desire be supreme" 

(Gerson, p. 71). In these relationships, women began to question their original ideologies 

regarding wtfehood and the ensuing appropriate behaviors toward a spouse. Whether out 

of impending financial need or the provision of a more stable environment for themselves 

ki which to be involved, many women viewed their marital instability as the rationale for 

altering their original plans and pictures of themselves (68% of domestic baseline group). 

IronicaUy, a stable marriage which created an environment of contentment and a positive 

sense of seff-identification, provided the predominate rationale for nondomestic women to 

relinquish their world of work for a fiiU-time commitment to marriage and motherhood, 

with 95% of those foUowing this trajectory referencing the impact of such valuation of the 

marriage as impacting their final choices. These women frequently spoke of the "need" to 

forego their own career aspirations to support their husbands' careers, their husbands' 

expressed discontent with their wives' work commitments, or their spouses' determination 

for chUdren as motivations for altering their once dominating pattem. These women's 

stories often reflected their husbands' traditional views regarding the division of labor in 

care of home and chUdren. Some women spoke with resentment of these limitations, but 

accommodated such Uiterpretations rather than jeopardize "a good thing." Others cited 

the economic advantages their husbands' careers offered the femily as contrasted to their 

own economic provisions, thereby justifying the relinquishment of their personal "work" 

pursuits to be more faciUtative of their husbands' careers. These women responded to 

such alterations in their Ufe course with words ranging from "adjustment" to "sacrifice," 

yet each was undertaken to continue to promote the enjoyed marital stability. 

For those women who had foUowed the Rising Work Aspiration with Ambivalence 

Toward Domesticity, 68% as weU referenced expanded work opportunities as the 

predominant contributing factor to the unexpected incorporation of work in their Uves. 
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Surprisingly, less than one-third of them indicated economic difficiUties in their household 

as a significant variable in their present-day employment. Stories of the women who had 

attempted fiiU-time domesticity spoke of experiencing isolation and loneliness, and as weU 

felt devalued by their famiUes and their social network (45% of this grouping), provided 

relevant insight into some portion of this group of women's experiences as wives. These 

women spoke of finding the work environment to better promote a positive seff-image for 

them, with mixed effects at home. Some women found that their greater seff-confidence 

promoted relational alterations, resulting in greater personal and partner satisfaction, whUe 

others shared of negative consequences to the marriage. 

From those women who found themselves experiencing Falling Work Aspirations 

and Moving Toward Domesticity, 84% referenced blocked workplace opportunities, such 

as limited advancement or job change options avaUable, as contributing to their "veering" 

from their previously anticq)ated Ufe course. IronicaUy, whUe financial difficulties were a 

more minor contributor to becoming more work oriented for those women who had 

anticipated a Ufe of domesticity, financial comfort and stabiUty was referenced by 74% of 

the women in the group who were originaUy work oriented, as contributing to a change in 

their orientation towards domesticity. As the women in this group addressed the change 

in their Ufe course, they frequently referenced the satisfection they foimd in providing for 

their famiUes by their "at home" contributions. A fliU 79% of the women in this group 

referenced the freedom they found in being freed from fiiU-time employment which 

enabled them to pursue greater other- and seff-fulfillment. 

Gerson (1985) concluded her investigation acknowledging that whether domestic 

or nondomestic in orientation, aU women faced an ambiguous set of alternatives in which 

they were to some extent "damned ff they do and damned ff they don't." Whatever the 

course women "chose," there are no unambiguously legitimate paths, for either path posed 

personal and social obstacles and some level of disapproval. The wives in this study 

frequently referenced such dUenmias, but were constmcting ways to Uve with their choices 

despite "not being able to please everyone." Gerson proposed that the ideological conflicts 

among the two "camps" of women are founded in deeply rooted stmctural divisions. 
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These women responded to a "negotiated process whereby they confront [ed] and 

respond[ed] to constraints and opportunities" (p. 213). As weU, Gerson contended that 

the Ufe course for both men and women has become more fluid, more diverse, and less 

stable than in generations past and wiU most Ukely continue a trajectory of fluctuation and 

change, providing opportunity for fresh solutions to these evolving chaUenges. 

These "work and love" investigations, when quaUtative in methodology, have 

indeed provided additional inklings into the experience of women as wives. However, 

once again, this particular typology of inquiry is limited in its scope of providing a more 

robust picture of wifehood from women's personal experiences. Inherent in the majority 

of these studies is the assumptions that the worlds of work and of love are conqjetitive, 

and therefore the majority of questions are devised to ascertain the "strain" produced from 

these dueling sources and to delineate methodologies for resolution by selecting out one's 

dominant component. The picture of wifehood gathered from this Umited lense is 

relatively skewed, and whUe valuable, wiU only provide a piece of understanding of this 

role. Additional formats seem to be caUed for to provide a broader vision than this course 

of study wiU aUow. 

The Thread of Feminine Testing of MascuUne Theory 

A fifth structural strand against which to weave this investigation of women's 

experiences as wives is provided by those studies which are conducted to empiricaUy test 

the vaUdity of theory. As much theory has been constructed based on male reaUties and 

fiirther tested upon male subjects, the appUcation of these constmcts to the feminine world 

is warranted (Harding, 1987; Huber, 1973; Millman & Kanter, 1975). Frequently, the 

intent is to see ff women "comply" with what has been determined to be the normative 

process exhibited in men (Franz & Stewart, 1994; Harding, 1987; Hartsock; 1987; Smith, 

1979). However, in more recent years, some theorists have acknowledged the initial bias 

in their theoretical constmction and/or testing and investigated additional populations to 

both test the theory for its accuracy and as weU to utilize these results to continue honing 

the theoretical tenets themselves (Levinson, 1978, 1996). From studies such as these. 
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again, particularly those which utilize quaUtative, biographical methodologies, women's 

Ufe experiences have been tapped, often inclusive of the realm of wifehood. Examples of 

these type of investigations include the testing of Erikson's (1968) identity theory to 

determine its sufficiency to describe women's identity constmction processes undertaken 

by Janeway (1971), Josselson (1987), Matteson (1975), MUlett (1970), and Roazen 

(1976). Another theoretical investigation of this nature is that of Levinson's (1996) Ufe 

stmcture staging which was recently analyzed for its descriptive fit of women's "seasons 

of Ufe." The epistemological theory of WUliam Perry (1970) depicting coUege men's 

kiteUectual and ethical development as broadened by the work of Belenky, Clinchy, 

Goldberger, and Tarule (1986) in investigating women's styles of knowledge acquisitioiL 

brought question to the accuracy of the original theoretical framework. In each of these 

noted studies undertaken to test theoretical accuracy, the subjective e5q)eriences of women 

are accessed, often tapping into the realm of wifehood for those who are involved in 

marriage. 

Selecting the work of Levinson (1996) reveals a san^)ling of what these types of 

investigations can reveal regarding wifehood. Levinson's (1978) original theory of adult 

development was designed from an Intensive Biographical Interview exploration of the 

lives of forty men. Levinson conceived of Ufe as a sequence of eras, each with its own 

bio-psycho-social character, and each making distinctive contributions through changes 

that are developmental in nature. As well, each era is marked by a period of cross-era 

transition, which generaUy lasts about five years as one exits the previous era and 

becomes initiated into the next. These eras and transitional periods are identified as: the 

Era of Preadulthood (generaUy occurring between the ages of 0-22 years). Cross-era 

Transition of Early Adulthood (generaUy occurring between the ages of 17-22 years). Era 

of Early Adulthood (generaUy occurring between the ages of 17-45 years), Age 30 

Transition (generally occ^jrring between the ages of 28-33 years). Cross-era Transition of 

Middle Adulthood (generaUy occurring between the ages of 40-45 years). Era of Middle 

Adulthood (generaUy occurring between the ages of 40-65 years). Mid-life Transition 

(generally occurring between the ages of 40-45 years). Age 50 Transition (generaUy 
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occurring between the ages of 50-55 years), Cross-era Transition of Late Adulthood 

(generaUy occurring between the ages of 60-65 years), and Era of Late Adulthood 

(generaUy occurring between the ages of 60 untU death). What moves an individual across 

these key periods of time is the Ufe stmcture defined as "the underlying pattem or design 

of a person's Ufe at a given time" (Levinson, 1996, p. 22). Levinson conceived the 

primary components of a Ufe stmcture as the individual's relationships with significant 

others and the evolution of these relationships over the years. Inherent in these 

relationships are the subjective meaning these cormections have for the individual, what 

the person gives to and receives from each relationship, and, as well, the place these 

relationships occupy in the individual's Ufe stmcture. The major contributors to an 

individual's Ufe structure are most often, the cormections formulated through 

marriage/famUy and those formulated through occupational endeavors. This Ufe stmcture, 

in essence, creates the social context in which each person Uves and determines which 

roles an individual wiU attempt to occupy and the time which wiU be expended in each 

role. A Ufe structure where career provides motivation and meaning to Ufe, with other 

activities and roles arranged around this centraUty, wiU provide a different social context 

than the Ufe structure organized around the meaning of marriage/famify responsibiUties. 

GeneraUy speaking, Levinson (1978) conceptualized each era as marked by a 

period of structure-buUding whereby Ufe decisions are soUdified and stabilized, whUe the 

transitional periods are marked by stmcture-changing characterized as a period of 

reappraisal, exploration of possibiUties for change, and the implementation of the 

alterations caUed for. This perception of the Ufe span conceptuaUzed over haff of the adult 

Ufe as spent in developmental transition, the other haff in erecting Ufe stmctures which are 

not permanent but simply for a "season." The sufficiency of Levinson's theory to describe 

women's Ufe experiences was tested on a sampling of women during the early 1980s with 

findings presented for review in 1996. 

Levinson contended that his investigation of women verified that women and men 

do go through the same sequence of periods at the same ages, however there were 

variations between and within the genders, and in methodologies of traversing each era. 
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His study of 15 Homemakers and 30 Career Women, traced retrospectively from 

adolescence through mid-Ufe transition, revealed the corresponding stabUizing and 

transitional periods as identified in the study of male participants, with the focal issues 

marking each period often varying from the male experience. Of particular relevance to 

this study, was the emphasis on the role of wife in both groups across the Ufe course, 

varying in the organization of this role among the many other roles these women 

occupied. In the Early Adult Transition, the Homemakers' vision focused on ending their 

educational process and beginning the pursuit of the marital dream, seeking to estabUsh 

their own homes and famiUes. These women knew, "as a concrete axiomatic given, not an 

abstract beUef, that they would lead famUy-centered Uves buUt around a Traditional 

Marriage Enterprise" (Levinson, 1996, p. 78). These women's voices spoke of their 

decisions to marry as based more on a sense of urgency to "have somebody" rather than 

on the actualized quaUty of the relationship itseff. Women in this group experienced a 

growing pressure to avoid becoming a single, working woman or the dreadfiil old-maid. 

The establishment of wifehood was the highest priority in these women's Uves, a driving 

force behind their personal choices. Yet, over haff of these women who estabUshed 

themselves in the role of wife, spoke of this five year period of time as "rock bottom time" 

which developed when their idealizations and realities of being a wife colUded. 

DisiUusioned, fiightened, and strained, these women found themselves beginning to battle 

with their earUer vision for their Uves. 

The Career women during the period of Early Adult Transition were actively 

estabUshing a Ufe stmcture that moved beyond the bounds of the Traditional Marriage 

Enterprise. Their dreams included professional pursuits, although they readUy 

acknowledged the desire to incorporate marriage and chUdren into their fiiture. The 

positioning of the wife role for these women was generaUy equal to their pursuit of a 

career role, and in a few cases it was secondary. During this transitional period, over 

85% of these young women were married. The women of this group tended to be goal 

oriented and high performers, often indicating their pursuits were based more on their 

abiUty to perform weU and to eUcit the desired praise and recognition than on their 
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intrinsic interest in the activities themselves. These women spoke of their early 

recognition of the chaUenges they would fece in balancing their marital and occupational 

goals. These women sought out men who were supportive and more egaUtarian in their 

orientation than the perceived majority of men, and these were the men they married. 

However, during this same five year period of time, these women also addressed 

disiUusionment with their marital partners. WhUe preparing for egaUtarianism in their 

home Ufe, many of these women were experiencing a more traditional interpretation by 

their husbands regarding responsibiUty for the home. To many, it became clear that their 

professional pursuits were not viewed by their husbands as a career, but rather as 

"working outside the home." The voices of these women spoke of a growing pressure to 

make choices based on "his" preferences and "his" opportunities. Over haff of these 

women who had married during this time divorced, usuaUy severing the marriage at their 

own instigation. 

By the time of the next transition. The Age Thirty Transition, the Homemakers 

were actively reassessing their Uves and their previous choices. Having given so much of 

themselves to famUy, these women were now reevaluating the centraUty of their wife and 

mother roles in the stmcturing of their Uves. These women actively sought ways to Umit 

their domestic involvements and to expand their participation in the outside world. This 

goal was accomplished by three different paths: the pursuit of career opportunities, greater 

involvement in community/volunteer/part-time work, or the acquisition of a legal or 

psychological divorce. Some of these women spoke of husbands who grew in their abUity 

to support their wives' expanding worlds, sharing in domestic and chUd care 

responsibiUties; the quaUty of married Ufe improving as their husbands became more 

contributory in these ways. Other women spoke of the reaUzation they were settUng for 

less in their marriages than they had envisioned, but now intentionaUy focused upon the 

welcomed addition this greater outside involvement brought them. Work and other 

external involvements became an additional component to their Ufe stmcture, but was stUl 

secondary to that of being a homemaker. Eight of the fifteen women at The Age Thirty 

Transition beUeved that their marriages had faUed. Only three obtained a legal divorce. 
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the other five settUng for an intentional division between themselves and their husbands 

created in terms of a psychological divorce. (Later, three of these women would pursue 

the legal procedure as weU.) These women spoke of marriages that had been problematic 

from the start, but they had coped, beUeving it was part of their "duty" to "endure." As 

wives, they had provided care for husbands, chUdren, and home. These women poignantly 

spoke of having reduced their marital expectations over the years to that of simply 

economic provision and tolerable behavior from their husbands. At this juncture, these 

women were now determining that their husbands had not even met these minimal 

requirements as income was poor or sporadic, and abuse, alcoholism, and infidelity no 

longer seemed tolerable. The relationship they had thought would provide them with a 

source of security had instead become a source of insecurity and imprisonment. Through 

work opportunities, these women sought both greater freedom for a sense of seff to grow 

and as weU a more dependable environment in which to partake. AU of these women 

spoke of longing for a marital relationship that would not have "forced" them to pursue 

other sources of satisfaction or income provision. Given their reaUties, however, they 

altered their Ufe stmcture to one in which famUy was the central component, work, a 

peripheral survival pursuit, and marriage a "central, but unfiilfiUed component" (Levinson, 

p. 140). 

During The Age 30 Transition, the Career women were facing the growing 

reaUties of the ambiguities of professional Ufe and the injustice of the poUtics of the 

workplace. These women were reassessing their earUer choices and reevaluating their 

fiiture courses regarding careers. During this period, nine of the thirty career women 

divorced, both partners sharing ui the decision to termmate the marriage. The marriages 

that continued were often characterized as problematic, but "good enough" in that they 

accommodated a workable combination of marriage, chUdren, and careers. Levinson 

remarked on the change these marriages went through over the course of these five years, 

"always [having] a different character at the end of this period than at the start" (Levinson, 

1996, p. 298). In response to the emotional loneliness these women often experienced in 

their marriages, fifty percent participated in extramarital relationships ranging from 
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passionate involvements to casual, nonintimate flings. Many of these women cited the 

need for a greater sense of independence and credited the affairs as pro visionary for such 

development in themselves. Others spoke of a growing awareness that "work and 

motherhood [were] working out for [them], where marriage and seff suffered. Work and 

chUdren were [theirs] in a way that the marriage wasn't" (Levinson, p. 323). Most of 

these women spoke of the strain in juggling careers, marriage, and chUdren, but had 

developed a relatively satisfactory Ufe stmcture that buUd upon these co-central 

components. 

The third transitional period. The Mid-life Transition focused on one core issue for 

the Homemakers, that of abolishing caregiving as their chief function in Ufe. These women 

began a concerted drive to be more "carefree," free to pursue their own interests, and less 

obUgatorUy bound to the needs and care for others. In reference to marriage, these 

women spoke of "at great personal cost [having] fulfiUed [their] part of the bargain and 

more , . . . but [having] received nowhere near the promised care and love" (Levinson, 

1996, p. 173). Most women reported having experienced a "rock-bottom" time in their 

marriages at this transitional period. These women lamented the lack of cormection 

between themselves and their husbands. Marriage seemed characterized by distant, 

minimaUstic interactions, maintaining more of an in^ression of couplehood than an 

actualized experience. These women referenced their husbands' interest in them only as 

domestic providers for their own needs. The disappointment of these wives often led to 

bittemess and resentfiilness and by age 40 they were less tolerant of the marital problems. 

These women spoke of a growing determination to claim more of Ufe for themselves. 

Many women in this group spoke of hoping that now that the needs of the chUdren were 

less demanding, both they and then- husbands might devote more time and energy in 

growing the marital relationship. Women spoke of wanting to cultivate more time spent 

together with their husbands, to pursue hobbies and recreational activities with each other, 

to travel more frequently together, as weU as to enhance their sex Uves with their partners. 

These requests caUed for an actual transformation of the relationship itseff, with both 

partners sharing in the centraUty of the marriage to their individual Uves. In actuality, such 
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changes were mmunal, with none of these women's husbands able and/or wilUng to make 

the marriage a central component in their Ufe stmcture. Over haff of the Homemakers 

were involved m extremely difficult marriages and elected to divorce, either legaUy or 

psychologicaUy. Twenty percent of this group continued in relationship that were "good 

enough," emphasizing how much worse their personal/relational circumstances could be. 

They characterized their marriages as having improved over the years and their 

expectations of the marriage having diminished. These wives accepted marriages in which 

they pursued activities and interest of their own, largely independent of their husbands, yet 

remained committed to the home and famUy they had created with these men. For some 

of these Homemakers, growing involvement in work or a retum to educational pursuits 

offered fiiel for their non-caregiving orientation. Yet they continued to make the 

Traditional Marriage Enterprise central to their Ufe stmcture with other pursuits as 

secondary or occupying co-centraUty. By this period of Ufe, only one woman was in her 

first marriage and unemployed. Fiffy percent were divorced or in second marriages. 

The Mid-life Transition for Career women centered on the acceptance that they 

had been sold a damaging cultural myth that, tf they only worked hard, they would be able 

to "have it aU." These women had certairUy tried to realize that dimension of Uving, 

however they were now realizing they had been duped. They spoke of Uves Uved "on a 

treadmiU" with career and chUdcare needs demanding the avaUable hours, relegating 

marriage, friendships, leisure, and the seff to a luxury that could seldom be afforded. 

WhUe having husbands who did not fimction as traditional heads of the household and 

who were supportive of their wtfe's career engagements, these women were stiU 

responsible for the primary care of household and chUdren, receiving "help" from their 

partners when "asked." WhUe having beUeved it was possible to have career, 

love/marriage, and motherhood, over 85% of the women in this group had only one or 

two of these components in her Ufe stmcture; only two women had managed aU three. 

These Career women were now questioning the nature and meaning of their careers, their 

desires for themselves in their marital/love relationships, as weU as new ways of being 

maternal. Almost every woman spoke of this transitional five year period as one of 
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moderate to severe crisis, often demanding a drastic restmcturing of her Ufe. Over haff of 

the women in this group utilized psychotherapy as a means of exploring personal Ufe 

issues and modifying the present Ufe stmcture. Over fifty percent of the women in this 

group acknowledged a drastic reappraisal of their marital relationships. This review 

indicated these women wanted more mutuaUty in their marriages. This quaUty would be 

exempUfied through a greater equity in love, passion, play and work between the marital 

partners. They spoke as weU of wanting a partnership for decision making, household 

management, and economic provisioning from their couplehood. None of these women 

beUeved that their marriages had come close to this ideal of mutuality. Four of the wives 

in this group experienced moderate to severe marital problems, and knew divorce might be 

their only course of resolution. One woman in this group had akeady made such a 

determination. 

Levinson's (1996) attempt to apply his theory of human development, based on 

previous research with an aU male sample, to the female Ufe experience was both 

confirmatory and expanding to his postulations regarding the Ufe stmcture. From this 

testing of theoretical constructs, much knowledge was gained regarding the placement of 

the role of wife in the Ufe stmctures of women. The Intensive Biographical Interview 

format offered a richness by utilizing the actual language of women describing their 

marital experience. 

The Cord of Biography and Case Histories 

A final foundational strand is provided through an additional investigative form 

through which to learn about women's experiences as wives, that of singular case history. 

Responding to the feminist critique that the use of many participants in quaUtative 

investigations often result in iUustrating particular issues, rather than actual Uves, the 

relevance of exploring one woman's Ufe or ejq)erience has value (Carlson, 1985; Franz & 

Stewart, 1994; White, 1966). Such research utilizes a variety of material to assist in 

understanding a woman's Ufe: interviews with the woman or with others in the woman's 

community, private correspondence, diaries, journals, and poetry or other written creative 
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expressions. Regardless of the resources and methods which are available, "the 

fescination of this [type of investigation] is with the particular woman as a special 

individual, her unique ways of patterning and creating a Ufe for herseff' (Franz & Stewart, 

1994, p. 3). Some of the published case histories which are fitting for review regarding 

the subjective experience of wifehood includes Gabor's (1995) riveting account of the 

marital and professional Uves of five great twentieth-century women, including MUeva 

Marie Einstein, a brilUant, but unrecognized scientist who experienced wffehood in 

relationship to Albert Einstein, and Sandra Day O'Cormor, Supreme Court Justice and 

wtfe to John O'Connor. Rose (1983), in ParaUel Lives likewise sought to explore the 

domestic portraits of five Victorian couples who were noted for their contributions to the 

world of Uterature. Additional intensives are provided by Franz and Stewart's (1994) 

Women Creating Lives, a coUection of case studies on women's identities, with some of 

these histories shedding additional Ught on the wifehood experiences of women. 

WhUe cast in a different time period, the Victorian marriages explored by Rose 

through the correspondence, diaries, and creative works of these couples reflect common 

themes in modem marriages. As a feminist scholar. Rose was attracted to the topic "since 

marriage is so often the context within which a woman works out her destiny, it has 

always been an object of feminist scrutiny" (Rose, 1983, p. 5). BeUeving marriage to be a 

poUtical experience, the biographer/researcher was interested in the management of power 

between men and women in these relationships. The choice to explore the marital 

experiences of authors was driven in large part because "writers tend to report on [their 

Uves] more amply than most people—in their letter and journals, and, to some extent, in 

their imaginative work" (Rose, p. 17). BeUeving that the men and women of today are 

desperate for information on how other people Uve so that they may better formulate ways 

to Uve, Rose envisioned this investigation as a form of moral inquiry wiiich could lead to 

greater seff-imderstanding. WhUe citing numerous advantages of today's marital 

relationships over those marriages in the 1800s, such as the encouragement of romantic-

based love, greater sexual freedom, access to birth control, smaUer famUy size, and 

availabUity of divorce. Rose proposed that marriages today should seemingfy offer a 

107 



greater chance for the pursuit of personal/relational happiness within its stmcture. 

However, the author was stmck by the similarity between the Victorian couples of a 

hundred years ago and the Westem couples of the 1990s. The chaUenges of adjustment 

within the relationship, the shared experiences which increase/decrease a couple's bonds, 

and the random occurrences of Ufe circumstances result in the "similarities between 

marriages then and now seem[ing] greater than the differences" (Rose, p. 14). The 

purpose of Rose's exploration of these couples, as is indicative of feminist scholarship, is 

to offer some pragmatic good to the reader. "I would Uke [the reader] to be prompted by 

these stories to question how the presumption of marriage, the fiction of marriage, has 

affected the shape of their Uves, for I beUeve that marriage, whether we see it as a 

psychological relationship or a poUtical one, has determined the story of aU our Uves more 

than we have generaUy acknowledged" (Rose, p. 19). The search for personal paraUels 

and the resultant questioning of the seff, is left to the individual reader. 

Of the five couples portrayed in this coUection, a random selection of one couple 

brought the focus on George EUot and George Henry Lewes, together for twenty four 

years, during the years of 1854-1878. Merely reporting on their Ufe together without the 

inclusion of the many quotations from their own hand, drasticaUy diminishes an adequate 

conveying of the power of their coUective story as weU as their personal experiences as 

husband and as wife. To fiiUy appreciate these accounts, a fiiU reading of their story is 

recommended. For the sake of this review, a summary wiU be given of their consciously 

chosen and carefuUy constmcted marriage. 

In the conventional sense, EUot and Lewes were not legaUy married and thus not 

entitled to be referenced by these roles, yet they presented themselves as such, calling 

themselves Mr. and Mrs. Lewes. BeUeving that marriage was more a matter of the heart 

and of personal commitment than a legaUy defined institution, they recognized no 

authorities beyond themselves as relevant to their definition of selves. SociaUy, despite 

their brilliant contributions to the Uterary world, they were outcast from the "acceptable" 

social circles of their time, scomed for their defiance and radicaUsm. In some ways, their 

lack of legal marriage seemed to suggest the selection of another couple for review. 
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reUeving the need to ponder what indeed constitutes a wife. Yet because Ms. EUot 

selected to refer to herseff as a wife and considered herseff one for nearly a quarter of a 

century, her inclusion as a study in wffehood seemed appropriate. The story of her 

difficult path to claim her wffehood is perhaps, aU the more relevant when investigating 

women's experiences as a marital partner. 

As aU stories have a beginning, so too does the first encounter of EUot, known at 

that time by her birth name, Marian Evans, with George Lewes. At thirty three years of 

age, Marian Evans had achieved a marked level of professional success (although her 

work was unpaid, forcing her to Uve on inheritance from her father) as the editor of the 

Westminster Review, a liberal periodical of noted stature. Ms. Evans found her Ufe 

"superficiaUy" fuU, attending parties frequented by people of the Uterary, poUtical, and 

scientific fields, enjoying the company of people such as Ralph Waldo Emerson, Sir James 

Clark, and Herbert Spencer. Though busy with work during the days and a fiiU social 

calendar in the evenings, Marian feared she had missed out on Ufe, saddened as "one feels 

when a great procession has swept by, and the last notes of its music have died away, 

leaving one alone with the fields and sky" (Haight, 1954-1978, Vol. 2, pp. 14-15). 

Middle-aged and physicaUy unattractive, she was considered a poor prospect for marriage. 

Her powerfiil imagination envisioned a Ufe much richer than the one she was presently 

Uving, longing to contribute more of herseff to someone or to something. Having recently 

completed the translation of Strauss's Lffe of Jesus (as cited in Rose, 1983), she was 

enjoying a growing respect and admiration of the prominent, yet she long for an 

opportunity to give of herseff in a more intimate, more devoted way. 

During the evenings of parties and sociaUzing, Marian had become attracted to 

Herbert Spencer, finding their scientific and phUosophical interests and love of the arts a 

magnetic commonaUty. WhUe Spencer enjoyed the con^any and inteUect of Ms. Evans, 

he found her physicaUy unappealing: "as strongly as this judgment prompted me to love 

her, my instincts would not respond" (Haight, 1954-1978, Vol. 7, p. 42). Marian had, 

despite the awareness of the lack of reciprocity, faUen in love with Spencer, and aware of 

the unconventionality of her behavior, made a declaration of her feelings, petitioning his 
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love. Her daring and unashamed proposal was one of asking Uttle from him, merely his 

companionship and the promise that he would not attach himseff to someone else, leaving 

her abandoned. The offer, poUtely decUned, had left Ms. Evans attempting to "carry on" 

with resolute cheerfiilness, striving now to be "plucky" rather than happy. 

Spencer, despite his decline of Marian's offer, continued to see her sociaUy, and on 

one particular day was accompanied to her home by George Henry Lewes, noted scientific 

author and pubUsher of a radical weekly The Leader. Ms. Evans was unimpressed with 

Mr. Lewes, despite his position in the Uterary world, viewing him as inteUectuaUy inferior 

to others of that genre, unattractive in his short and scmfify appearance, and possessing a 

flippant, non-engaging style. He was as weU married, his wife having recently given birth 

to her sixth chUd. 

Time, however, worked magic between the two budding fiiends, with Ms. Evan's 

opinion changing to that of a man who "is much better than he seems, a man of heart and 

conscience wearing a mask of flippancy" (Height, 1954-1978, Vol. 2, p. 98). A 

participant in a Ubertine relationship with his wife, Agnes, Lewes had been condoning of 

his wife's sexual and emotional relationship with fiiend and feUow journalist, Thomton 

Hunt. Lewes was not outraged by his wife's infideUty, nor the birth of three chUdren 

fathered by Hunt but bearing his own name, but had, by the time he met Ms. Evans, began 

to feel that he no longer had a free-thinkers' marriage, but no marriage at aU. British law 

at that time aUowed a man to divorce his wife for adultery, but tf that man had awareness 

of his wife's infideUty and chose to take responsibiUty for her Ulegitknate chUdren, he then, 

in the eyes of the law, lost the right to divorce her. That was Lewes' situation when he 

began escortkig Ms. Evans to the arts and to meet daUy with her for inteUectual pursuits. 

"LegaUy tied to a woman from whom he could expect no love, no help, no corrtfort, he 

was in as much despair about his emotional Ufe as was, for other reasons. Miss Evans" 

(Rose, 1983, p. 206). WiUing to support his wife and the sk chUdren who bore his name, 

yet no longer willing to Uve without a tme marriage, Lewes with Ms. Evans, abandoning 

social conventions, left the country for a period of time, operUy traveUng together and 
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sharing lodgings together. From that first trip untU Lewes's death twenty-four years later, 

they would Uve together as husband and wife. 

Marian Evans had given considerable thought to the ethics and consequences of 

her actions. Piously devoted in her youth, she had ceased to beUeve in the Uteral tmth of 

Christianity, but clung to its ethical spirit. She practiced a Christianity based on good 

works and lovuig kindness, instead of feith. She knew the mores of the time could, and 

most probably would, separate her from famUy, friends, and her entire social Ufe. "That 

she would give them up ff necessary was the bargain she made with her fate" (Rose, 1983. 

p. 215). Accused by a fiiend of taking marriage Ughtly, she responded: "Assuredly, tf 

there is any subject on which I feel no levity it is that of marriage.. . .tf there is any one 

action or relation of my Ufe which is and always has been profoundly serious, it is my 

relation with Mr. Lewes" (Haight, 1954-1978, Vol. 2, p. 213). When it was suggested 

that the couple was arrogant and proud in their rejection of legal marriage, Evans 

responded: "We are leading no Ufe of seff-indulgence, except indeed, that being happy in 

each other, we find everything easy. We are working hard to provide for others better 

than ourselves, and to fiilfiU every responsibiUty that Ues upon us. Levity and pride would 

not be a sufficient basis for that" (Haight, Vol. 4, p. 367). 

Their days were spent waUdng together, writing together, learning languages 

together, and reading aloud to each other from Homer, EUzabethan plays, or German 

poetry. Their coUaboration resulted in numerous articles and reviews as a means to 

support themselves as weU as to continue support for Agnes and her chUdren. Ms Evan's 

wrote to her closet fiiend, John Chapman, during this time, "I am happier every day, and 

find my domesticity more and more deUghtfiil and beneficial to me. Affection, respect, 

and inteUectual sympathy deepen, and for the first time in my Ufe I can say to the moment, 

'Linger, you are so lovely!'"(Haight, 1954-1978 Vol. 2, p. 173). 

Because of the irregularity of their marriage, Marian Evans could not be received 

in society, although Lewes, due to the strange moral logic of the era, continued to be 

acceptable and included m numerous circles. Generedly, such invitations were decUned 

and the couple kept to themselves and Uved quietfy, their domestic Ufe centering around 
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theu* work. In their writing endeavors, Lewes, the more professionaUy established and 

seff-confident of the two, took more pleasure in Marian" s literary success than in is own. 

Having earUer dreams of writing fiiction, Marian had grown despondent that her 

opportunities as a novelist had past. One evening, Marian shared a previously written 

chapter to a novel she had years ago aspired to write, reading it aloud to George. His 

reaction to this reading was less than overwhebning, with Lewes carefuUy recommending 

that Marian move from a descriptive style of writing to one of dramatic power, inventing 

dialogue reflecting people's most intimate thought. Lewes urged Marian to write a new 

story, pulling from her intelUgence to spark the creative processes that might override the 

more analytical portions of her soul. Providing quiet space for Marian to pursue her 

dream, George would waUc, leaving the house quiet and Marian free to her musings. 

Months later, as she read aloud her account of the death of a minister's wtfe, both of them 

moved to tears, Lewes kissed his wife claiming, "I think your pathos is even better than 

your fim" (Haight, 1954-1978, Vol. 2, p. 409). The finished story under the title of "The 

Sad Fortunes of the Reverend Amos Barton" was maUed to an English publisher under the 

pseudonym, George EUot, in honor of her husband and in awareness that Uterary works 

were treated more seriously tf conposed by a male author. This story marked the 

beginning of her rise to fame as an acclaimed author of fiction. Claiming her identity as a 

writer was due, in part, to Lewes' mentoring and encouragement, but they were not the 

motivating forces which led to her creative endeavors. Her writing, foUowing her 

relationship with Lewes, "came from inside her, weUing up along with the joy, the seff-

esteem, and the sense of fulfillment which foUowed her belated acquisition of love. It was 

a second spring in her Ufe, and its warmth released powers inside her which had been held 

back...." (Rose, 1983, p. 212). 

Before Lewes, Marian had been attracted to men who would require sacrifices and 

who would offer little in returrL Toward these men, Marian had experienced the impulse 

towards seff-surrender, a relinquishment of personhood which she brUUantfy portrayed in 

Dorothea Brooke's response to Mr. Casaubon in Middlemarch (EUot, 1871). Lewes 

himseff never inspired such feeUngs. "Do not for a moment imagine that Dorothea's 
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marriage experience is drawn from my own," EUot wrote to Harriet Beecher Stowe. "[It 

is] in^x)ssible to conceive any creature less Uke Mr. Casaubon than my warm, and 

enthusiastic husband, who cares more for my doing than for his own" (Haight, 1954-1978. 

Vol. 5, pg. 9). He was devoted to her and she accepted that devotion. Her fear of faUure 

would frequentfy render her blocked of creative expressioiL It was understood between 

them that she could not write without his assistance. She crumbled under Uterary 

criticism, and Lewes went to extraordinary lengths to keep negative reviews from her. 

intercepting newspapers, reading aloud only certain portions of reviews whUe omitting 

criticisms, and schooling editors in their dealings with his sensitive wife. 

"By turning their backs on the search for happiness in their daUy Uves, by 

committing themselves to each other, to their work, and to Duty, the Leweses managed to 

be as happy together for the twenty-four years they Uved together as any two people I 

have heard of outside fentasy literature" (Rose, 1983, p. 226). George EUot's 

contentment was never the exhilaration one might expect being the most lauded and 

respected female noveUst in England, but came from her daUy experience with her husband 

and with her writing. She came to her marital relationship with the utmost seriousness and 

the intention "that she and the man she chose would be twin pillars supporting aU meaning 

in Itfe-he the center of her Ufe as she was of his" (Rose, p. 227). She created that 

relational style with Lewes, experiencing a mutuaUy beneficial Ufe of exceptional richness. 

As is often the case of loving so deeply, the thought of losing that love casts 

immeasurable fear. "For the blessedness of loving, we pay a heavy price in anxiety" 

(Haight, 1954-1978, Vol. 5, p. 227). As their health began to deteriorate, and 

contemporaries began to die, George would sometimes, in the midst of her happiness. cr> 

suddenly at the thought of parting from her beloved. She joumaled, "I am a womaiL . . 

and have my personal happiness bound up in a dear husband whose loss would render my 

Ufe simpfy a series of social duties and private memories" (Haight. VoL 4, p. 447). She 

wondered tf she could Uve without him and pondered whose first death would be more 

bearable, preferring the pain of being the one left behind so that she might be able to nurse 

him during his decUne. During Lewes' sbctieth year, afflicted with enteritis and cancer, he 
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preceded her in death. EUot's grief was visible and she isolated, never leaving the house. 

Her wish to Uve was only to do certain things for Lewes' honor, readying a manuscript for 

pubUcation that Lewes had been writing prior to his death and estabUshing a feUowship in 

physiology in his name. Much of her genius EUot attributed to Lewes, aU of her joy she 

credited to him. 

The account of one woman's experience of wifehood, albeit a woman of 

considerable notoriety, indeed does provide a poignant look at this role through her own 

words. It is tme that no muUisubject study on wives can fiiUy capture the experience of 

any one woman to the depth and breadth as an account such as this one. However, 

questions of generaUzability have to be raised when limiting a vision to one woman's 

account. It is noteworthy that upon pemsal of the other four couples explored in Rose's 

(1983) expose, one wife, with knowledge but without approval, shared her husband for 

numerous years with a mistress, another was divorced by her mid-Ufe husband whose fame 

brought numerous tempting options, a third spent the later years of her marriage plotting 

revenge on the cmelties she endured throughout the marriage, arranging for the release of 

her diaries after her death, whUe the remaining wife demanded domination of her 

egaUtarian-inclined husband. That each of these women's Ufe circumstances, personaUties, 

and personal identities differed drasticaUy from one another, would presumably have 

impacted their experiences as wives. A far different account would have been rendered 

had another random selection been made. These beautifuUy rich and elegantly depictive 

accounts can be honored for the Ufe history they share, but any fiirther impUcations from 

them must be tempered. 

Securing the Warp Threading 

Held securely by the heddUng hardware provided by the theoretical contexts of 

feminism, symboUc interactionism, and psychosocial developmentaUsm, these six strands 

of warp threading, provided through the differing investigative formats of women's 

subjective Ufe experiences, do provide a rich background on which to weave this study. 

These six threads of marital relationship investigations, specific periods of the Ufe span 
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inquiry, longitudinal inquiry into women's Uves, work and love studies, feminine testing of 

masculine theory, and biographies or case histories, whUe each offering a imique texture 

and hue of coloration, are as weU simUar in ply, as each involves a significant process of 

"teasing out" the pertinent pieces regarding wifehood from among other variables. From 

these varying perspectives, each has confirmed the importance women place on wifehood, 

the developmental nature of this role in women's Uves, and the difficulty posed for wives 

to extract from the marital relationship sufficient personal/relational satisfaction. 

However, not one of these strands was spun from investigations that were specificaUy 

inquiring about women's experiences as wives, raising that particular portion of their 

context to central focus. IronicaUy, as in the old wives' tales of the past, the experiences of 

wives in the present has seemingly been relegated to peripheral, hardly worthy of direct 

inquiry. Modelski (1998) chaUenges other female scholars to "no longer participate in the 

endless deferral of women's stories... [but] instead engage in their own confirmation 

process and grant legitimacy to each other's stories in their sameness but also in their 

differences" (p. 28). Thus, this investigation provided an opportunity for women to 

directly address their wifehood experiences, that modem-day wives' tales might be heard, 

honored, and given vaUdity for their contributory worth to scholarship on women's Uves. 

The Old Wife sensed the story for this night, she felt its wisdom 
called forth from her intuitive depths. Someone, perhaps many, were 
struggling with their vision. . . their perspective. 

She called upon a young woman by name, asking her to rise from 
her seat on the floor, directing her to gaze out the east window, describing 
what she sees when looking through its borders. The young woman 
complied, offering rich description of a nearby cottage with a large goat 
secured to the porch railing. Again, the Old Wife directed the young 
women to the west window, asking for yet another description. The 
perplexed young women looked through the opening, portraying the dark 
shadows of the wooded land to the other listeners of this night. The young 
woman was next instructed to open the door to the Old Wije 's small home, 
stand in the doorway, and provide a portrait of observation. The young 
woman told of the garden of morning glories, their faces sleeping in the 
moonlight, the glimpse of the village path to the community well, and the 
stone wall marking the front of the property. The Old Wife smiled in 
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response, "Well done. You have observed carefully, described accurately. 
Now climb upon the roof and call out to us what you see. " 

The young woman gathered up her skirt and placed one foot on the 
porch railing, grabbing the trellis and working her way gracefully up its 
pathway to the roof. Cautiously rising into a stance, the young woman 
began to call out the sighting of the river running north of the village, the 
beginning of the valley to the east which had been hidden by the 
neighboring cottage, the presence of three other houses which could now 
be discerned, afield with a small herd of reclining cattle, and the glorious 
illumination of the moon overhead 

Awaiting the young woman's return, the Old Wife gazed at the 
gathering of women collected inside. Judiciously she brought benediction 
with this maxim: "One can always see more clearly from the roof, than 
out a window. When we really long to "Know, " we must avail ourselves 
to the "Broader Vision" less we fail to see what is there to be seen. " 
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CHAPTER IV 

METHODS AND PROCEDURES-WRAPPESfG THE 

BOBBIN, PREPARING THE SHUTTLE. 

APPLYING THE BEATER 

The Old Wife studied the people whom she loved as they sat 
studying her. She examined those around her carefully, separating the 
various threads of distress, pain, joy and expectation from the tangled 
host of emotions. She followed each separate strand back to its human 
origin. Although the Old Wife had never learned to read, she knew how to 
read people. . . She searched for new information. Who was struggling? 
Who was in pain? Whose life was changing now?. . . . What the Old Wife 
read in the faces and the spirits of the people would determine what 
stories she told. Her stories were never told merely for fun, but were to be 
sent into the inner, knowing places of those who listened. If a story 
connected, if it were meaningful, there was a creation, a birth of a new 
entity in the life of that person. But when a story was without meaning for 
its listeners, that story was stillborn. The Old Wife had seen that often 
enough to recognize this truth. . . .a story must have meaning to its 
listeners. (Paraphrased, Thomas, 1997) 

Purposive Statement 

In the weaving process, the bobbin is the spool which holds the weft thread that 

wiU be intertwined in and out of the warp threads. The bobbin is held on an oblong metal 

or wood container caUed the shuttle. The shuttle flmctions as a needle drawing the weft 

thread over and under the warp. The beater pushes each newly woven row into place, 

having comb-Uke teeth made of steel wires that compact each weft row into place to 

tighten the weave. Just as the loom corresponds to this investigation on wifehood, the 

hamesses and heddles to the theoretical contexts utilized in this study, providuig stmcture 

for the weaving process, the warp threads stretched through the hamessmg hardware to 

previous enqjirical investigations into wifehood, the bobbin, shuttle, and beater are 

representative of those appUcations of methodology which provide direction for the 

weaver in the processes she wiU foUow as the weft threads are woven into the newly 

created febric. 
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The purpose of this study was to explore and describe modem day wives' tales, 

giving voice to the subjective experiences of women involved in wifing. Utilizing an 

existing quaUtative, phenomenological investigation which, as a component of a more 

comprehensive stmcture, invited women to specificaUy address their wifehood, women's 

personal disclosures were "listened to," described, analyzed, and interpreted for meanings 

(Gertz, 1973; Bogdan & BUken, 1992; Eichelberger, 1986; Taylor & Bogdan, 1984; 

Wolcott, 1994; Van Manen, 1990). This on-going, longitudinal study, entitled the Adult 

Identity Development Project, contained rich, previously untapped, intensive interviews 

with women which invited commentary regarding wifehood experiences (Sorell, 

Montgomery, Busch-Rossnagel, 1983) These women's stories were combed for both 

commonaUties as weU as uniquenesses in thematic content and as weU explored for 

change/sameness between the first and second interview coUections conducted 

approximately ten years apart (Eichelberger, 1986; Josselson & LiebUch, 1995; Patton, 

1990). It is the hope that this study serves to bring into focus these "everyday Uves in 

progress," making visible those "unofficial, supportive, less dramatic, private, and invisible 

spheres of social Ufe," and in so doing bring honor to thek contribution (MiUman & 

Kanter, 1975; White, 1966). 

Methodological Context 

To adequately approach the research questions of this investigation, quaUtative, 

phenomenological methodologies were utiUzed. Taylor and Bogdan (1984) describe such 

methodologies as "research that produces descriptive data: people's own written or 

spoken words and observable behavior" (p. 5). The research questions of this 

investigation were most effectively addressed by this methodological format, aUowmg the 

inquirer to enter and explore the intemal processes of the individual and to offer in-depth 

description of the individual's experiential world (Westerlund, 1992). This 

methodological style was selected as it aUows for a more adequately understanding of an 

individual's "subjective" experience as it provides an avenue to address four essential 

components, those portions predominately pertaining to this project marked in itaUcs. 
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Inherent m quaUtative research is the attempt to understand people from their own 

frame of reference, to be able to experience reaUty as others experience it and to be able 

to empathize and identify with the participants in order to understand how they see things 

(Taylor & Bogdan, 1984). Secondly, research utilizing quaUtative methodology tends to 

be descriptive and discovery oriented. Rather that coUecting data to assess preconceived 

models, hypotheses, or theories, this methodology seeks a richer revelation about those 

topics or areas about which little is known (Bogdan & BUden, 1992; Geertz, 1973; Taylor 

& Bogdan, 1984). AdditionaUy, quaUtative research is process oriented and data tends to 

be analyzed inductively, developing concepts, insights, and understanding from patterns, 

themes and categories that emerge from the data (Bogdan & BiUcen, 1992; Taylor & 

Bogdan, 1984). FinaUy, this methodological format centers on "meaning" rather than on 

the discovery of "truth." QuaUtative research, in essence, seeks to capture an 

understanding of how people make sense out of their own Uves (Bodgan & BUken, 1992; 

Taylor & Bogdan, 1984; Van Manen, 1990). 

Inherent in a phenomenological methodology is the question, "what is this or that 

kind of experience Uke?' (Van Manen, 1990, p. 9). Attempting to understand the 

personal experiences of wives, an area of women's Uves about which Uttle has been 

directfy investigated, caUed for such methodology that concepts of setf-description, 

thematic commonaUties, and personal meaning might be ascertained. This methodological 

style was embraced and utilized by the Adult Identity Development Project, seeking to 

provide both quantitative and narrative opportunities for the iUumination of the 

developmental processes women experience throughout the Ufe span in the numerous 

adult roles they occupy. The AIDP provided a means for each woman to "teU her own 

story" and as weU an opportunity to link one woman's tale with that of another as patterns 

emerged. 

San^Ung Procedure 

The women included in the sample for this investigation were selected from a 

larger san^le of an on-going study, the Adult Identity Development Project (AIDP) under 
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the direction of Dr. Gwendolyn T. Sorell, Texas Tech University, Dr. Marilyn J. 

Montgomery, Florida Intemation University, and Dr. Nancy Busch-Rossnagel, Fordham 

University. The project was begun in 1983 and was undertaken to "examine the maimer in 

which the women who participated in the study defined themselves in the context of their 

adult social roles" (SoreU, 1993, p. 3). Such understandings were anticipated to "add to 

the accumulating knowledge base regarding women's development during the adult years" 

(SoreU, 1993, p. 3). 

Designed primarUy as a cross-sectional sampling of over 200 women from the 

states of New York, Colorado, and Texas, the AIDP surveyed and interviewed a non

randomized, homogeneous sample of middle-class, predominantly weU-educated, Anglo, 

adult women rangUig from coUege age to retirement age (SoreU, Montgomery, & Busch-

Rossnagel, 1997). The initial participants in this project were contacted and interviewed 

beginning in 1983, with additional women added to the growing data base as recently as 

this year, 2001. 

For the purpose of this study on wifehood, a smaU sub-sample from the AIDP was 

selected, utilizing a group of 26 professional women from the West Texas area who were, 

at the time of their initial interviews and surveys, involved in dual-working marriages, and 

who had convicted two interviews conducted eight to ten years apart. The initial 

interviews and survey irtformation were coUected during the mid-1980s, with a second 

wave of interviews conducted during the early to mid-1990s. This sub-sample group was 

selected for four reasons. It was beUeved that the educational backgrounds and career 

opportunities of this sub-sample of women would hopefiiUy have promoted a highly 

developed articulation to processes that often remain intemal (Hulbert & Schuster, 1993; 

Rose, 1983). Secondly, the perspectives offered by these women were representative of a 

socio-historic time frame which placed them in the wake of the early women's movement 

as they were formulating their professional and relational identities which would have, 

most probably, had some impact upon their participation style in their role as wives. 

AdditionaUy, this sub-sample of the AIDP aUowed for convenient accessibUity to these 

women for foUow-up research/contact for this project and as weU for future opportunities 
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for additional research that might be undertaken for this expose on wifehood. FinaUy, 

that these women had participated in two interview series aUowed for the potential of 

capturing developmental processes over the passage of time and could hopefully provide 

additionaUy insight into women and their relationship with wtfehood. 

This sub-sample of women, at the time of the first interview series, was 

characterized as Anglo, ranging in age from 26-64 years old, with the mean age being 40 

years. The women were 85% Protestant, and as well, 85% had one chUd or more, with 

only four remained chUdless. At the time of the first interviews, aU were married, 20 

involved in their first marriages, 5 in their second marriage, and one who had been married 

for a fourth time. AU but two of the women were employed fiiU-time, with 21 involved in 

professional work environments ranging from news and media, academic administration, 

professorships, pubUc relations, to law. Three of the women were working in non

professional settings such as clerical fields, 1 was a fiiU-time graduate student, and 1 a fuU-

time homemaker. Three of the women held high-school degrees only, 2 had achieved 

Associate's degrees from coUege, 9 were awarded Bachelor's degrees, 7 held Master's 

degrees, and 5 had achieved Doctoral levels of education. Their levels of personal income 

varied widefy, from $5000-$60,000 yearly income, with the mean response occurring in 

the $20,000-$24,999 categorical range. The husbands of these women were Ukewise 

predominately employed in professional fields of academia, law, management, and 

proprietorship with incomes ranging from $20,000- over $60,000, the mean categorical 

response faUing in the $35,000-$39,999 range. 

At the time of the second interview series, twenty-four of the original twenty-sk 

women were located and agreed to participate in this continued investigation. At that 

time, the ages of the women ranged from 36 years to 73 years of age, the mean age being 

that of 50 years. Marital status had, as weU, shifted with fifteen women remaining in their 

first marriages, seven now in their second marriages, one in her third, and one woman in 

her fourth marriage. Since the time of the first interviews, four women had divorced, two 

had remarried, and two remained single. The length of years married now ranged from 4-

52 years, with the mean being that of 23 years. AU but one woman was now employed. 
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four part-time, and the remaining 21 were involved in their careers fiiU-time. During the 

ensuing decade, four additional degrees were completed, two achieving Doctoral levels of 

education, 1 a Master's degree, and 1 completed her Bachelor's degree resulting in a total 

sample of educational attainment: 1 Associate's degree, 7 Bachelor's degrees, 8 Master's 

degrees, and 7 PhDs. Additional chUdren had been added to these women's Uves, with 

orUy 2 now remaining chUdless. 

Data CoUection 

Participants in the Adult Identity Development Project each signed an informed 

consent (See Appendix A), completed a respondent data sheet providing demographic 

information (See Appendix B),and completed a series of paper and pencU test instruments. 

Included in this battery of seff-response personaUty assessments were the Rosenberg Seff-

Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965), Personal Assessment Inventory (Krug & Laughlin, 

1976), 16PF Questionnaire (CatteU, Eber, & Tatasuoka, 1970), Personal Attributes 

Questionnaire (Spence, Helmreich, & Stapp, 1974), Clarity WeU-Being Inventory 

(Schlosser & Moreland, 1991), Bem Sex-Role Inventory (Bem, 1974), and the Attitudes 

Toward Women Scale (Spence & Hebnreich, 1978). (None of these paper and pencU 

measures were analyzed in the present study.) Participants were also provided 

irtformation aUowing fi^r foUow-up contacts. 

Each respondent also participated in a semi-stmctured interview entitled the Role-

Related Identity Interview (RRII) developed by Busch-Rossnagel and SoreU (1983). This 

interview schedule was theoreticaUy constmcted to operationaUze Erikson's (1959; 1980) 

concept of role identity and as weU, to incorporate Whitboume's (1986) delineation of 

two broad dimensions of adult identity, namely, role saUence and role flexibUity. Role 

saUence questions were formulated to understand the participant's motivation, affect, seff-

evaluation, and time commitment for involvement in the specified role. Role flexibiUty 

questions focused on the respondent's consideration, evaluation, and inq)lementation of 

altemative ways of feeUng and behaving in the designated roles. This interview schedule 

probed "the respondents' subjectivity across a wide range of experiential domains and 
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explored past courses of action and expectations for the fiiture" (SoreU, 1993. p. 4). The 

RRII (Appendix C) was designed to eUcit a detaUed response to the question, "Who are 

you?," inquiring about attitudes, feelings, behaviors, and seff-evaluations in five domains: 

famUy (roles of wtfe, mother, daughter, sister), work and/or homemaking, age, gender, 

values, fiiendship, and romantic intimacy. WhUe interviews were semi-structured and on 

occasion questions were posed in ways unique to the interviewer as weU as the 

interviewee, the foUowing style and content of questions regarding wtfehood were asked 

of each woman during the RRII and were extracted for the purposes of this study: 

1. What is important to you about being a wife? 

2. How do you feel about being a wife? 

3. What do you especiaUy Uke about being a wife? 

4. What do you especiaUy dislike about being a wtfe? 

5. What effect does being a wife have on the way that you feel about yoursetf as 

a person? 

6. What aspects of being a wife are the most satisfying to you? 

7. What aspects of being a wife are the most stressfiil for you? 

8. How does being a wife affect what you do in your everyday Ufe? 

9. What do you do especiaUy because you are a wtfe? 

10. What might you do differently tf you weren't a wtfe? 

11. How do you balance the things you do and don't do because you are a wife? 

12. In which aspects of being a wife do you feel the most competent? 

13. In which aspects of being a wife do you feel the least competent? 

14. What does your husband want you to do and not do because you are a 

wife? 

15. What effect do his expectations have on you? 

16. In Avhat ways do you beUeve you meet or do not meet these expectations? 

17- What do your parents want you to do and not do because you are a wife? 

18. How weU do you beUeve you meet your parents' expectations of you as a 

wife? 
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19. What thing in particular do you chUdren want you to do as a wife? 

20. How weU do you beUeve you meet your chUdren's expectations of you as a 

wtfe? 

21. When you think of yoursetf as a wife, are there ways in which you would like 

to change? 

22. Do you think you might change in the fiiture? How might you change? 

23. Are there ways in which you have already changed as a wtfe? How have you 

changed? 

24. Is there anything which keeps you from considering making a change? 

Interviews were conducted by a trained interviewer and were held at a location of 

choice for the participant, audio recorded, and later transcribed. Interviews ranged from 

two to seven hours and were completed in a single session. Each participant was given an 

identification number to assure confidentiaUty. As well, aU coUected data were stored in a 

locked cabinet, separate from the signed informed consent forms and foUow-up contact 

irtformation. For the purposes of this uivestigation into the subjective experiences of 

women as wives, only the personal demographic responses and the transcribed RRII 

interviews regarding the specified role of wife for the sub-sample of 26 West Texas 

women were utilized. 

Data Analysis 

A preliminary reading of each of the transcripts for these women's interviews was 

conducted, checking for completeness of the hard copies for each women, and for both 

interviews in which she participated. As weU, thoroughness of demographical irtformation 

was determined to ensure that aU participant data was usable for this study. Upon passing 

this preliminary level of analysis, aU participant responses were more con^letely analyzed. 

In quaUtative studies, the researcher graduaUy makes sense out of what is being 

studied by combining insight and intuition through what Lofland (1976) terms "intimate 

femiliarity" with the data. Incorporating the guideUnes of GUgun, Daly, and Handel 
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(1992), Taylor and Bogdan (1984), Strauss and Corbin (1990), Patton (1990), and 

Wolcott, (1994), the foUowing three-staged protocol was enployed for data analysis, 

enabUng these women's actual stories to be "transformed" (Wolcott, 1994). 

Stage one involved obtaining a dimension of description whereby the narrative 

data were aUowed to speak for themselves, with the goal to teU the story of the data as 

accurately as possible (Wolcott, 1994). The complete transcription for each woman was 

read in its entirety twice, in an attempt to hear each woman's voice and to gain a sense of 

her experience as a wtfe. On the third reading, descriptive impressions, hunches, 

interpretations, ideas, and a brief summary for each interview were hand written and added 

to the actual transcription. This procedure compared similarly to first-level coding as 

described by MUes and Huberman (1994). These descriptive comments were later utilized 

for evaluative consideration, faciUtating the process of listening for simUarities and 

uniquenesses between these participants. 

During the second stage of working with the data, a dimension of analysis was 

employed, foUowing Wolcott's (1994) protocol for effectively managing the data. From 

this dimension of data transformation, themes and patterns began to emerge from the 

vocabulary, expressed feelings, and referenced behaviors of these women. This "open 

coding" aUowed for a means of systemicaUy, carefiiUy, and impassively reordering the 

data, not as a means of reduction, but to produce new ways of understanding (Coffey & 

Atkinson, 1996; Strauss & Corbin, 1990). To effectively hear these women's voices at this 

stage, I foUowed Van Manen's (1990) suggestion of rereading the text several times 

asking, "what statement(s) or phrase(s) seem particularly essential or revealing about the 

phenomenon or experience being described?," applying this question to each transcript 

(p. 93). This "highUghting" approach was then foUowed by a "hoUstic or sententious" 

experiencing of each transcription, asking this time what the primary significance and 

fimdamental meaning was of the text as a whole. This stage of working with the data was 

comparable to MUes and Huberman's (1994) suggested pattem coding or second-level 

analysis. 
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During the final stage, foUowing Wolcott's (1994) third dimension of 

transformation, that of offering interpretation, my own subjective experience with the data 

was revealed. Here the researcher offers her own interpretation of what emerges from 

the transcripts, in essence, what sense I made out of these women's experiences as wives. 

It was here that my stmggle paraUeled that of Josselson when she wrestled with "What to 

teU? What to omit? What is central and what is peripheral? And to what level of 

analysis-surface or hunches about the deep unconscious?" (1996, p. 12). The chaUenge 

became one of holding on to the uniqueness of each of these women and as weU blending 

theu* voices into an organized and meaningfiil presentation. WhUe these interpretations 

have been constructed out of the "intimate familiarity" with these women's stories, they 

have as weU undoubtedly been influenced by this researcher's own experiences 

(Eichelberger, 1989; Patton, 1990). As such, I have chosen to share my personal 

experience as a wtfe, that my perspective and subjective influences might be 

acknowledged, and that the request of these women to speak candidly about their 

experiences might be met with equitable seff disclosure on the part of the one who opens 

their files. 

The Old Wife stoked the fire, the flames caressing her face with 
their warmth. Tonight would be a joyous occasion, for on the night of this 
full moon, the women of the village would gather to share their stories of 
life. Always this was her favorite gathering for she joined in the ageless 
process of hearing what meaning each woman gave to her life, of 
observing the patterning of warp and weft in each life fabric, the intricacy 
of each design. She well understood the journey each woman was 
undertaking, that soulful quest for identity within each self, a place within 
the community. Tonight she would hear the impact of her own stories 
upon the women, their lives upon each other. Here the narratives of love 
and intimate relationships would be celebrated, mourned. Within this 
circle it was as if symbolically, life's balance was lived out, each sharing 
her own life tale, yet each story intertwined with the next. How she 
celebrated each one's uniqueness, reveled in the strength of their 
commonality. 

The Old Wife glanced up from the fire. The laughter and clamor 
of the approaching crowd filled the air. The women of the village 
gathered around the fire, each finding her place around its radiance. 
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Each had responded to the invitation to share her own story. The time 
had arrived . . . 

127 



CHAPTER V 

FINDINGS-SHUTTLING THE WEFT YARNS: 

CREATING THE FABRIC OF WIFEHOOD 

The women gathered around the fire, grouping themselves in 
clusters, one resting on a rock. . . the next on the ground as she leaned 
against the legs behind her. . .another, arm draped over the sister to her 
right. . . a fourth cradling an infant to her breast. . .settling in for the 
celebration. . .anticipating the power of the evening. 

A smile arose from the very soul of the Old Wife as she studied the 
faces encircling the dancing firelight. The energy of these women was 
intoxicating, illuminating. . .it was always so at this celebration of life . . . 
the honoring of the extraordinary disguised within the ordinary. . . . 

Silence stilled the movements. . .an invitation to share from the 
heart was issued forth. . .Slowly, the cadence of one sole voice after 
another broke the stillness of the night. The unfolding of the mysteries. . . 
the embracing of the wisdom from within. . .the honoring of the tale only 
one could impart. . . The acknowledging of truths in which all could 
share. Around the circle, and into the night, the stories transpired. . 
.Abby, then Beth, Carla and Diane, Elizabeth, Fran, on to Gloria and 
Hannah. . .lone, Jacqui, Kaye, then Lenora, passed to Marti, Nina, Ofelia 
and on to Pamela. . . .the moon raising higher into its heaven. 

The Interlacing Thread Into, Through, and Among 

Webster's (1996) describes weaving as the process of "twisting or interlacing 

something mto, through, and among, so as to form something new"(p. 1513). This 

entwining is accomplished as the shuttle holding the weft yam is moved into, through, and 

among the background warp threading, the fabric emerging from this repeated endeavor. 

The buUding of the loom, the attachment of the hamesses and heddles, the stringing of the 

warp, and the presentation of the bobbin, shuttle, and beater are merely preparatory to the 

actual creation of cloth. OrUy as the weft is painstakingfy worked through these 

foundational cords does the formation of a textUe take place. It is at this point in the 

weaving process that the artist and the resultant art begin to make external and visible 

what has heretofore been held intemal and invisible. The vast variety of woven febrics are 
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determined through both the type of fibers and ply of the yams, as weU as the chosen 

weave pattem foUowed as the weft passes over and under the taunt warp threads. 

WhUe numerous variations exist, there are four basic weave patterns: the tabby 

weave, the twiU weave, the satin weave, and the fancy weave. These patterns differentiate 

themselves based upon the number of warp threads the weft thread passes over and under 

within a row. A tabby weave is the simplest and most common pattem with a weft thread 

passing under the first warp thread, over the second and continuing throughout the row. 

This close weave pattem creates a strong, flat-textured cloth that is most noted for its 

durabiUty. A second weave pattem is the twiU, featuring a weft thread crossing two, three 

or four warp threads at a time, with each row's pattem repeating but beginning sUghtly to 

the right or left of the pattem in the previous row. This technique places a series of 

diagonal Unes in the fabric adding a decorative appearance to its strength. Soft, luxurious 

febrics are created utilizing a satin weave, with the weft crossing as many as twelve warp 

threads at a time. These fabrics are considered sensuous and deUcate, but are susceptible 

to snagging. A fancy weave is more complex, producing variations of design and texture 

with the cutting, looping, or wrapping of the weft yams as they are interlaced between the 

warp threads. These fabrics often feature a pUe or a gauze-Uke quaUty to them and a 

richness to the touch. 

Texture, sheen, design, strength, and physical sensation of a fabric are e5q)ressed 

uniquely as the individual weaver works the fibers on hand to formulate that "something 

new." These quaUtative variations of fabrics are analogous to the multitudinous 

expressions of personal identity woven by individuals. The women of this study have 

UtUized the fibers "on hand," drawing from their unique personal, relational and cultural 

experiences, to create their own fabric of wifehood. Each woman's fabric is highly 

individualized and personaUy taUored, resulting in the creation of an unparaUeled product, 

whoUy extraordinary and unequaled. At the same time, these women as weU share in the 

relational constmct of wifehood and are participants in the same cultural environment. 

The avaUabUity and selection of fibers, ply, and the chosen pattem of the weave for these 

women are, to some degree, affected by their placement in historic tune as weU as 
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geographical space. Their homogeneity as a group is expressed as theu* modem day 

wives' tales are shared. The beauty of theu* coUective febric, as weU as each one's unique 

design, brings breadth and depth to understanding wifehood. 

The actual fabric of this investigation is brought forth through the shuttUng of the 

yams of these women's wives' tales into, through, and among the foundational warp 

threading. The background cords of theoretical constmcts and empirical studies wiU hold 

in place the more visible weft threads of the actual words of each woman as weU as the 

coUective voice of these women. As with any investigation, the determination of what to 

share and what to omit are painstakingly difficult to determine and wiU affect the final 

creation of this investigative fabric. The responsibiUty for weaving with integrity and 

honoring the stories of these women held me frozen at the loom for some time. Combing 

over the transcribed responses of these women to semi-stmctured questions regarding 

their experiences as wives, numerous emergent themes seemed, to this author, to become 

apparent. At times, it sounded as tf the whole chorus of wives joined in the same ballad, 

at other junctures, voices sounded more singular or joined with a select group of others to 

share in a particular verse. For the purposes of this sharing, those themes expressed by at 

least a majority of the total sanq)le (14 of the 26 women) or a simUar majority of any sub-

grouping of interviewees (5 of 8 women, etc.) wiU be identified as thematic to these 

women's perception of wtfehood. Obviously such a criteria determination excludes much 

of these subjective experiences. This distinction is made orUy for the sake of manageabiUty 

of summarization, not upon the actual relevance of these women's personal reflections. It 

is important to note that some of the depth has been sacrificed to contain the breadth of 

this review. In respect to the candid responses of these women, it is the mtent of the 

author to intersperse her own experiences as a wife among these shared emergent themes. 

For the sake of readabiUty, each interviewee has been assigned a pseudonym and wiU be 

identified by age, number of years married, and interview sequence. 
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The Common TextUe of Wtfehood 

Determining the best method to share one's "discoveries" is, as weU, a difficult 

caU. It seems logical to begin with the commonaUties between these women's stories of 

wifing. Remarkably, the twenty-six women sharing their modem day wives' tales in the 

round of first interviews, and the twenty-four of these women who spoke a second time a 

Uttle over a decade later, shared several consistent emergent themes. The passage of time 

did Uttle to alter these sbc unifying arenas relative to their experiences or perceptions of 

wifehood. Unification speaks powerfiiUy as these women addressed these components of 

bekig and/or doing wifehood. 

The Cloth of Resentment: Perceived Societal Expectation 

AU twenty-six women from the first interview series and twenty- two of the 

twenty-four avaUable for the foUow-up interviews referenced their resentment, fi*ustration, 

and anger regarding societal expectations for wives. These interviewees consistently 

perceived the world around them to have an agenda for their Uves based on two 

components of who they were: women and wives. WhUe many of these women seemed to 

personaUy experience great happiness in their marital relationship and as well, many 

reUshed the experience of a traditional interpretation of wtfehood, they were nonetheless 

angered by the seeming cultural imperative that the role of wtfe emphasizes domesticity, 

subservience, and subsun^tion into a husband's identity. One woman, thirty-nine year old 

Xena, who had been married seventeen years sharesd, "[I especiaUy disUke] the fact that I 

am expected to do things simply because I am the wife, therefore I wiU be the cook and I 

wiU be the cleaner!" (P* interview). WhUe speaking enthusiasticaUy about being a wtfe, 

another woman stated, "It's not that I'm rebeUing against being a wife, it's just that, ah, 

maybe from my era, that housewife went with wife. I don't see myseff in that role, and 

maybe I've had a difficult time ever seeing mysetf in the role or label as a housewife. For 

some reason I always sort of felt it was a lesser title than I was" (Kaye, age 50, married 31 

years, 2°*̂  interview). Further reflective on these perceptions were the words of Carla and 

Pamela: 
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I think what people expect of wives, especiaUy in this conservative 
area, the wtfe is a more subservient role, and I think a wife is like a 
husband, we just support each other. I think that view is what I 
don't Uke about being a wife. I think that's why a lot of women 
probably rebel, because they think, "it's expected of me because 
I'm 'the wife.'" . . .that might stir feelings of anger and resentment! 
It makes it like you're a machine. . . 

(Pamela, age 46, married 14 years, 2"̂  interview) 

I dislike some of the expectations. . . .1 reaUy am the one who likes 
to do the shopping and, you know, I like to have things done the 
way I Uke them done. But, then sometimes I resent that. 
Sometimes it's like, he never wakes up and wonders what we're 
gonna have for dirmer. That kind of thing. . . .Sometimes, you 
know, the role aspect of it gets to me. . . .That's kind of part of our 
culture. 

(Carla, age 40, married 4 years, 2"̂  interview) 

As well, these women identified a societal sense of loss of their own identity upon 

marriage. This loss was not so much experienced within the constmction of theu* 

personal marital relationship, but rather whUe participating in their communities. They 

spoke with some disdain of references to them as an appendage or extension of their 

spouses. "I dislike being caUed Mrs. . I sort of resent it when I feel like somebody 

expects me to sort of lose my identity or take on his identity or wants to see me in those 

terms. . ." (Ursela, age 34, married 12 years, V^ interview). These representational 

excerpts speak to the unified fiiistration these women have experienced as wives through 

the societal lense. Each one, in her own way, attempted to protect hersetf from the societal 

pressures exerted upon her as a wife by either verbaUy defending against such assumptions 

and/or actively attempting to buUd a marital relationship on terms differing from the 

cultural standards. 

I too, as a wife in two different marital constmcts, have battled with these same 

resentments toward the social expectations that household labor wiU be divided based 

upon gender and that the male partner wiU be more highly valued than the female partner. 

My determination to reclaim my birth name after my divorce and to maintain that name 
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with my second marriage was in deUberate opposition to the presumption that I would 

aUgn my name with that of my husband's. 

The Cloth of Pressure: Too Little Time 

A second commonaUty among this group of women was the sense of feeling 

"pressed for tune." This theme echoed repeatedly throughout the course of both sets of 

interviews with these wives citing difficulty in doing aU the tasks they wanted or felt that 

they ought to do. A compUation of both work and home environments created a vast 

array of assignments whether conferred or seff-determined. The quantity of tasks on their 

"to do" Usts seemed endless and non-accomplishable. Many seemed haunted by the 

intemal voice which encouraged them to try harder, to better manage their energies, or to 

approach tasks with a fresh attitude. WhUe often emphasizUig the functional components 

of Ufe, the strain of time was also expressed as a longing for some "unspoken-for" hours 

to play with their chUdren, to be more creative in their sex Uves, to luxuriously take a bath, 

to sit quietfy with a book, or to gaze longingly into their partner's face without a mental 

recounting of aU the things they "need" to be doing to effectively use this time. "There are 

endless tasks, some of which aren't visible that I 'should' be doing.. .that gives me stram 

and I don't like i t . . . .The juggling of tasks is just tremendously difficult and has negative 

ripples in a lot of areas, too.. ." (Lenora, age 44, married 20 years, V^ interview). It is 

certairUy tme that not aU of these tasks related strictly to wifehood, yet much of the pace 

of their Uves was dictated by both professional and famiUal involvements, therefore 

inclusive of their participation in Ufe as a wife. These women shared how they order their 

Uves to feciUtate aU that is theirs to do: 

I plan my day, my activities around what other's expect me to take 
care of I try to get my things done around the house. I just plan 
my time around i t . . . . Sometimes I do real weU at keeping it aU 
done, gett'mg it done, and then there is this week!..." 

(Beth, age 26, married 4 years, P* interview ) 

I get up at 5:45 a.nL and I don't go to bed tUl 11:30 p.m. or 12:00 
p.HL so I can do aU those things [cooking, cleaning, and laundry]. I 
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manage my time weU. It's just sometimes when I get real tired, I'd 
Uke to march in there and say, "Do your own damn du*ty clothes!" 
. . .sometimes I'm selfish and I want more time for what I want to 
do and I don't want to give up that time to do something that 
[others] want me to do. And so I have to work that out, but I can 
get past that. 

(Tam, age 47, married 17 years, T^ interview) 

[My most conq)etent aspect of being a wife] is my efficiency and 
organization in managing, for the most part, the household affairs 
as weU as my work. I take care of aU the bills, aU of the laundry, 
ahnost everything home-wise. I have to time that and make 
efficient use of that time and so I'm an organizer and I operate off 
of lists of things that I have to get done. . .and to a degree I also 
organize a lot of things he has to get done, too. . . . 

(Rosaline, age 35, married 14 years, P* interview) 

These women report feelings of regret that the required tasks of managing Ufe for 

their households often leaves them with Uttle time for relational focus. Quila, age 35, 

married 17 years, painfiiUy acknowledged that "tf ever I regret anything during the day, 

it's the time I don't have to be a wtfe. And part of it is that at times, I'm the one who 

feels guUty [about the lack of time together]" (1^ interview). One participant sarcasticaUy 

related the maxim, "Everyone needs a wife" and wished for one to he^ fecUitate the 

coordination of aU of Itfe's taxing demands (Fran, age 46, married 28 years, T̂  interview). 

As for myself̂  it is difficult to ascertain the source of the level of busyness in my 

Ufe and the accompanying sense of being constantly pressed for tune. My suspicion is that 

whUe being a wife, a mother, and a worker (the roles most frequentfy referenced as these 

women spoke of time constraints) each of which bring additional tasks into my Ufe, it is 

more my personaUty stmcture which orchestrates the intensity of my response to each 

role. Should my personal roles alter, I would most likely find myseff scrambling for time 

because I have too many e5q)ectations from myseff in these new roles as welL However, it 

is honest to say that most of my adulthood has been spent feeling I had more to do than 

could possibly be completed, and a longing, which has grown through the years of my 

own maturation, for "unspoken-for" hours to gift to my significant relationships with 

chosen others as weU as with mysetf. 
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The Cloth of Evaluation: Perceptions of Others 

During the course of the interviews, each woman was asked to speculate on how 

others evaluated her as a wtfe. WhUe there were areas of significant variation among these 

responses, there were three emergent themes which met the estabUshed criteria for 

inclusion in this review. IronicaUy, these themes corresponded, each with one select 

significant other, namely husbands, chUdren, and mothers. 

Husbands: Longing for TraditionaUty 

The relationships these women formed with their marital partners varied vastly in 

stmcture as weU as in reported quaUty of the marriage experience. As represented 

through their wives' words, some husbands seemed to have Uttle expectations of their 

wives, whUe others reportedly carried many. Some husbands were seemingly egaUtarian in 

their relationships with their wives, whUe others were traditionalists maintaining strict 

guidelines about task assignments based on gender. Despite these divergent styles, over 

eighty percent of the women in this study indicated that they beUeved that their husbands 

longed, tf only in secret, for their wives to better match the wife-image of the past: 

dedicating their Uves more fliUy to cooking, cleaning, and faciUtating the Uves of others. 

He expects that he was the Uberated husband and he would teU that 
to people and he told himseff that. But in tmth that wasn't it. He 
used to say, "I washed the dishes for her" and I would say, "No you 
washed the dishes for aU of us." He reaUy seemed to want me to be 
the traditional wtfe at home. And he also wanted me to be a 
professional. He respected that. He wanted me . . . .in both roles. 

(Nina, age 43, married 21 years, T* interview) 

Even though my husband is very accepting of anything I do and 
very supporting of anything I do, he stiU wants that idea of me 
bemg there to cook and be the homemaker, even though in his mind 
he wiU say it's fine tf I don't do this or that. The expectation is 
there and I think that it's kind of amazing. What they think and 
what they say is two different things about that. 

(QuUa, age 52, married 32 years, 2"̂  interview) 
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I think, and a part of that makes me laugh, because he know the 
hours of the day I spend, and that I don't cook anymore at home. . . 
If we both get home late and there's not anything "cooked." I think 
that for that man it's Uke, "WeU, why isn't there anything?' He 
looks to me for it. 

(Quila, age 43, married 23 years, P interview) 

It was not uncommon, as well, for these same women to stmggle in the present 

with their own past choice not to pursue traditional wifehood, wondering tf Ufe would be 

qualitatively better had they waUced this other path. 

It bothers me sometimes, and I reaUy wish it didn't bother me, but 
it does sometimes, that I don't play the traditional wife role, that I 
don't stay home aU day long and cook and clean and have his 
supper waiting for hiriL.. .but then again, I think I would hate it! I 
want the best of both worlds. I want a job that's going to pay me 
for 8 hours a day when I orUy work 4 outside the home because I 
want to be with my famUy and I want to be with my kids and I want 
to be there when n̂eeds me. 

Pamela, age 37, married 5 years, 1^ interview) 

Every once in a whUe I think, "Things are really hectic around here. 
Wouldn't it be nice just to be at home puttering around! Would 

like it better tf I were Uke his mother where I did everything 
around the house or I cooked deUcious meals?" I do like to cook, 
but it's just one of those things where you have to say you can't do 
it. I guess sometimes I wonder what it might be tf I were a 
traditional homemaker, fiiU-time homemaker. It's more of a 
fentasy than a real akemative. . . . I guess I never reaUy see mysetf 
as not working. 

(Ursela, age 34, married 12 years, 1^ interview) 

ChUdren: Mothers as Onfy Mothers 

ChUdren, an important part of most of these women's Uves, were seen as having 

tremendous difficulty in perceiving their mothers as wives at aU. "My chUdren have no 

real expectations of me as a wtfe. I don't think they think in terms of me as a wtfe" (Zoe, 

age 40, married 20 years, 1^ interview). "I don't think [my son] thinks of me in terms of 

being a wife very much. I think he pretty much just centraUy considers me "Mom." 

(OfeUa, age 37, married 10 years, V^ interview) Some of the difficulty in expanding the 
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parental perceptions to be inclusive of a spousal dimension does seem to relate somewhat 

to the age of the chUdren. One interviewee with two elementary school aged chUdren 

explained the difficulty in this maimer: 

They don't see me as a wife. I'm only Mom and Mom shouldn't 
have to listen to Daddy. Mon should be able to pay attention to me 
and I need Mom right now, right this minute. Not Daddy. He's 
got to come second. He's a grown up. . . .1 think they would prefer 
having just a Mom sometimes. 

(Xena, age 39, married 17 years, V^ interview) 

ActuaUy, you know, tf we get a baby sitter and go out some place, 
they are armoyed at that, so I reaUy don't know tf they see [wife] as 
a separate role yet . . . 

(Ursela, age 45, married 23 years, 2°̂ * interview) 

Even women with grown chUdren beUeved that theu* young adults often had 

difficulty in switching from a parental perception of theu* mothers, to one of their mothers 

as wives. Diane shared, "I don't think [my chUdren] think too much about my role as a 

wife. It's probabfy because they're not married and because things have changed since the 

expectations of what my generation thought of as being a wife" (age 51, married 30 years, 

2"̂  interview). 

WhUe acknowledging that same difficulty with my young chUdren in 

accommodating mom as a wife and preferring that I focus aU my energies upon mothering 

them, I beUeve that at a relatively early age, my chUdren would have been able to speak of 

my being a wtfe to their father. Certainly, as chUdren who observed the intentional 

constmction of a second round of wifehood, I beUeve they have had a perception of the 

importance I placed upon this role in my Ufe and my dedication of energies towards this 

endeavor. It certairUy brings an interesting question for me to pose to each of them! 

Mothers: Relentless Scmtiny 

The large majority of these women had Uved out much of their wifehood under the 

scmtiny of theu parents. It is a shared perception that, for the most part, the daughters 

had not Uved up to the expectations of their parents, particularly their mothers. With 
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some degree of angst, often mixed with anger, these women beUeved they had 

disappointed theu* mothers in the marmer that they had attempted to stmcture their Uves as 

spouses. This burden rested heavUy on some shoulders, whUe others had, of necessity, 

cast aside this source of judgment which has determined them to be sorely lacking. 

I think my mother wants me to do a lot more as a wife than 1 
probabfy do, but she never expresses that. But I assume that from 
how I think she sees herseff as a wife and what her Itfestyle is. I 
think it's probably that I don't meet some of these expectations 
because I need to work, and she justifies that, but I think she 
probabfy thinks that I ought to do aU the housework, ought to have 
it completely spotless, and ought to do aU of the yard work, and 
bring home lots of money, and never complain and always smUe and 
always entertain. Just be a total woman in every way and never 
complain about it! 

(Kaye, age 37, married 12 years, V^ interview). 

When my mother found out that I wasn't domg 's laundry,. . . 
she lost it! BasicaUy mother thinks that as a wtfe, you're supposed 
to hold up your end of the bargain by feeding him, having sex with 
him as much as he wants, being at home,. . .doing aU the things 
that she reaUy despises! . . . She wants it both ways! You're 
supposed to be a professional, but you're supposed to reaUy do aU 
this stuff or you're not reaUy being a good wife and you're leaving 
yourseff open to him waUdng off and leaving you or something. 
She reaUy doesn't think we're supposed to do [these things]... 
it's a real confiising thing! 

(Carla, age 40, married 4 years, 2"̂ ^ interview) 

These women stmggled with the "no win" situation these messages produced for 

them. Some women spoke of feeUng that their mothers were trying to work out some of 

their own personal issues by projecting onto their daughters' Uves. "My mother would 

expect me to take whatever was necessary and not mind. I was supposed to deal with any 

idiosyncracies or whatever, subordinate mysetf to my husband. And at the same time she 

wanted me to be a professional because she was not, and she was Uving through me" 

(Nina, age 43, married 21 years, P* interview). Marti's anger was understandable when 

she described the double-bind she found hersetf in with her mother: 
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I grew up with a mother who resented it aU and bitched at it aU. 
Then for some reason, she stiU expected us to be that way, you 
know? She bitched about it, but she stiU raises her eyebrows tf we 
say something about letting him do the laundry or not cooking or 
not wanting to have sex.. .[She seems to expect] me to give him 
browrue points for the fact that he earns the money and he is the 
provider basicaUy. 

(Marti, age 40, married 21 years, P' interview) 

Fathers were mentioned orUy seldom as sources of disapproval and tf they were 

referenced at all, it was in conjunction with mothers. Most often, mothers were singled 

out as the parent with the unmet expectations from their daughters. If daughters were 

employed, they felt their mothers thought they should be home with their famiUes, tf they 

were home with chUdren, they were not contributing to their professional fields and were 

wasting their educations. WhUe this dynamic was not representative of aU the women 

uiterviewed, a majority criteria was matched within this group of interviewees. 

It has been my own experience to continuaUy feel scmtinized by my mother and to 

be found lacking whatever the criteria utilized. LUce many of these women, I grew in time, 

to understand that her judgment of me was reflective more of her own unhappiness than 

my faUure as a daughter in any of the roles that I occupied. IronicaUy, I felt less judged as 

a wife than m any other role, but recaU that as I contemplated the necessity of a divorce, I 

most dreaded her scorn. 

The Cloth of Opermess: Desiring Growth 

Perhaps the words of Beth are foundational to this common theme found in these 

women's stories of wifehood. "I think there's always room for improvement. Just a Uttle 

improvement here and a Uttle improvement there and a Uttle creativity in your marriage..." 

(Beth, age 26, married 4 years, P' mterview). Resoundingly, these women were open to 

change and to growth in themselves as weU as ki their marital relationship. WhUe crises, 

unresolved issues, and alterations in Ufe circumstances were often the precipitators of 

change, a majority of these women pro-actively sought growth and the changes that 
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growth would bring into their Uves through avenues such as further educational 

endeavors, therapy, physical fitness, hobby pursuits, enrichment groups, and travel. 

I was dealing from a position of trying to reach someone else's 
goals or aspirations. 1 had hand-me-down mles and regulations 
that reaUy weren't working. My husband would walk in and teU me 
to do this or the other or with the chUdren. . . .and I didn't Uke it. 
It made me angry, it made me resentful. 1 readjusted that. I did 
counseling. I did lots of things for mysetf. I went back to school 
because I had always been afraid to taUc in front of people. I did 
the smging and the acting and aU sorts of things simply as a 
desensitizing thing. I did a lot of readjusting and I've gotten to be 
whoever I am and tf he doesn't like that, GREAT. And tf they 
don't [like that], they have the abiUty to look for somebody else. 
And that's fine, because I Uke me! I Uke who I am and that's good. 

(Jacqui, age 47, married 23 years, P̂  interview) 

Utilizing the con^etencies these pursuits offered, coupled with a desire to 

redefine themselves as wives or to adjust the marital relationship to better accommodate 

their own needs, these women embarked on the quest of becoming. Sometimes this 

growth was dramatic and obvious to others around her, bringing forth greater assertion 

that msisted on changes within the marital relationship itseff. 

I've changed tremendousfy. I spent the first couple of years trying 
to be the good model wtfe.. .pretty much did what he wanted done. 
And from there into more of a, "no, wait a minute, that's not what I 
want to do" into a kind of "do whatever the heU you want, I don't 
care." And then.. .1 began to assume my own responsibiUty for 
where I was in the marriage. I don't think it's him, I think it's the 
constraints that I'd placed on mysetf because of my own stuff about 
what I thought was right or not. And as I've let go of my own 
intemal constraints, then I took the responsibility back away from 
him and I guess took my own power in the relationship. 

(Yvette, age 40, married 20 years, 2"'' interview) 

When I first married,.. .1 thought I had to keep aU the balls in the 
air and juggle everything and the house had to be perfect aU the 
time and I had to be perfect. I waUced on eggshells for about a year 
and a haff.. .then I figured out that wasn't my role as a wtfe. . . 
When I feel that my husband has expectations about me that are 
traditional or very proprietary as in, "You are my wife and you 
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ought to do this," I have to remind bun that's not the way it works 
and that's not the army we signed up for. 

(Hannah, age 47, married 28 years, P̂  interview) 

At other times, the forms of growth were more subtle and intemal, perhaps 

uivisible to those around them, but powerful to the women themselves in the ways they 

related as spouses with their husbands. 
I thirik I am consciously drawing back a Uttle bit because I think in 
meeting the demands that he had for me to be so close made me 
become extremely dependent and I don't think it's healthy for 
anyone to be so dependent that they feU apart when they lose a 
person.. . So I'm consciously trying to be firm and to be able to 
stand on my own two feet. 

(Fran, age 46, married 28 years, P* interview). 

I find that in my own mind, my image of mysetf. . .it's something 
that I have to keep kind of. . .manipulating or focusing or re
inventing. . . When I was younger, I thought that my worth as a 
woman and a human being aU depended on how weU I took care of 
my husband and how clean my house was. . . .But that seemed real 
hoUow and I also resented it. Now I see being a wife as having a 
whole lot more to do with the relationship with the man than 
providing services. 

(Carla, age 40, married 4 years, 2^ interview) 

I've tried to work on it.. .from being the one who was always 
waiting. Just my whole feeUng, my whole day, my whole schedule 
feeling in a dependent position. I've made a deUberate choice to 
change that to something that meets my needs and that we can 
agree to. 

(Abby, age 32, married 10 years, P' interview) 

The intentionaUty of these changes are reflective of an emerging pattem in the Uves 

of the women of this study. Unafraid to evaluate themselves, their partners, and the 

stmcture of their marriages, they moved to alter those elements over which they could 

exercise some control. Their efforts to effectively alter their intimate relationships to 

better satisfy their own wants and needs were not always successful, yet as a group, these 
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women did attempt to move against their own "status quo," refiising to simply settle into a 

mt where they did not wish to Uve. 

I smUed as I read Jacqui's words ringing famiUar in my own experience. I too, 

tried a formidable smorgasbord of alternatives to alter mysetf as weU as the construction 

of my first marriage. From assertiveness training, to meditation, therapy, to twelve-step 

programs, I attempted to expand mysetf and to push against the limitations of the 

relationship. I was not afraid of change, rather I was terrified of not changing! I have 

since grown to embrace the rhythm of my own soul which is one of restless questmg for 

the next horizon, the unexplored dimension of mysetf, my relationships, and the world 

around me. My present marriage is one where growth is essential and intentionaUy 

pursued, cultivated individuaUy as weU as between us. I share much with these women 

who value growth as primary, cost as secondary in the personal analysis. 

Divergent Patterns for Weaving 

To emerge is "to rise from that which is surrounding; to become visible" 

(Webster's, p. 444). In essence, this word is descriptive of the process of "transforming" 

the data shared by these women into a meaningfiil presentation for the reader (Wolcott, 

1994). As I repeatedly pondered the words of these women, I was stmck by the 

commonality with which they spoke. The sharing of their fi-ustrations as weU as their 

longings created an environment of its own bearing their unified voices. Yet in the 

process of reading and re-reading their texts, that descriptive stage of embracing the data, 

I became aware of particular voices emerging from the surrounding female chorus. 

During this stage of working with the narrations, the emergence of themes from these 

interviewees' own vocabulary and affective responses began to avaU new ways of 

understanding these women. Becoming visible were patterns of setf-description, styles of 

language utilized to depict the experience of wifehood, as weU as attitudinal stances 

regarding particq)ation in this role. As I continued to submerge mysetf with the 

transcriptions of these women's stories, more divergent patterns of weaving wifehood into 

their Uves surfaced, separating some women from others whUe Unking those same women 
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to those utilizing a similar style. From this author's subjective interpretation of these 

women's stories, four distinctly different styles or "voices" of wifehood seemed to 

emerge. Each style utUized a different pattem of weaving wifehood into their own 

identity. Regarding this role, issues of saUency, ascribed personal meaning, degree of 

influence upon the setf, as weU as behavioral and attitudinal consistency and change were 

referenced with contrasting verbage and emotional intensity among these groups of 

women. Each of these groupings wiU be describe in detail, citing quotations from the 

women who provided a voice for those of similar perceptiorL Each style of wifehood wiU 

be depicted in three interlocking components of this role: saUency and meaning, influence 

upon the "sense of selC'and determinations of change or constancy. 

Inherent with such deUneations made between members of a group is the potential 

of over-sunplification of the diversity and complexities of the human experience. It is the 

intent of these interpretations of these modem-day's wives' tales to provide "a way" of 

understanding the coUective and personal experiences of being a spouse, not to speak 

authoritatively as to "The Tmth" of their Uves. As determined by this author, the 

conq)osition of each group of women wiU be identified according to their participation in 

the first interviews. Thereafter, the course of Ufe and the developmental changes of this 

group wiU be traced over the ensuing decade and their participation in the second 

interview series. To that end, the foUowing four patterns of women weaving wifehood 

are offered from the words of this group of twenty-six West Texas women. 

The Oblisers: FoUowing the Pattem of the Tabby Weave 

To be obliged is to "be compeUed by moral or legal force, bound by duty imposed 

legaUy or sociaUy, or indebted to another for a favor or service, to be constrained" 

(Webster's, p. 935). The seff-expressions of the group of women entitled the Obligers 

reUed upon the use of such terms as "duty," "responsibility," "expectation," "necessity," 

"having to," "should,"and "ought" to describe their experiences as a wtfe. Exenq)Ufying 

this style of setf referral, are comments such as, "[Wtfehood] especiaUy affects me in terms 

of the sacrifices that I have to make on my time in order to do things that need to be done 
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either for him or for us" (RozaUne, age 35, married 14 years, 1^ interview) and "I feel Uke 

I should show some amoimt of respect to my husband. .." (Carla, age 31, married 4 years, 

P^ interview), ". . .being a wife has been a duty. . .a pubUc thing... appearing to be the 

good wife" (Nina, age 55, married 32 years, 2^ interview). These women seemed to 

respond to wifehood as tf some external accountabiUty was required from them and it was 

to this dictum that they attempted to foUow the pattem of the tabby weave. The tabby 

weave is a common weaving format whereby one weft thread is passed over and under 

each of the warp thread. This weaving pattem offers the closest, more constrained 

interlocking of threads, producing strong, non-textured cloth that is noted for its 

durabiUty. Percale and muslin are finished products of this weave, exemplifying the 

tenacity of such cloth. This weaving style seemed reflective of the tightness of the pattem 

that these women seemed to experience in their wtfehood. There did indeed seem to be a 

sense of constraint woven among the fibers of these wives' identity, yet their strength was 

ever apparent. The emergent themes and patterns of response for these women are 

reflective of the notion of obUgation and duty throughout the dimensions of saUency and 

meaning, influence and effect, as weU as change and constancy. Of this group of twenty-

six women at the time of the first interview series, eight were identified as composing the 

Obligers: Carla, Diane, Hannah, lone, Nina, RozaUne, Tam, and Yvette (Figure 1). 

Approaching the Loom: SaUency and Meaning 

"Standmg out from the rest, noticeable, conspicuous, prominent" are definitional 

depictions of saliency Webster's, p. 1184). SaUency, in the context of this investigation, 

refers to that which is of personal in^rtance in the role of wife to each of these women 

coupled with the individuaUzed meaning or signification of this spousal context. Issues of 

motivation towards participation in a particular social role bear special witness to saUency 

and meaning. As weU, these concepts are inclusive of individualized styles of involvement 

in wifehood and the resultant irrq)act upon setf-definition or identity. The meaning and 

saUency ascribed to the role of wife by each woman determines, in large part, her 

approach to the loom upon which she wiU weave her wifehood fabric, how she wiU "be" 
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with her wtfehood. A distinction is made here between "being" a wife, in essence, how 

this role affects each woman's fimdamental sense of seff or being, and "doing " wifehood 

which entails more the behavioral contributions each woman "does" in executing this role. 

The approach to the loom itsetf, is one of the most distinguishing features delineating 

these groups of women. 

The Obligers, when asked to speak to what was important to them regarding the 

role of wtfe, seemed to stmggle with their responses. It was as tf the question itsetf was 

inappropriately phrased and somehow circumvented them from sharing what was more on 

their minds regarding this role. Reactions to the initial inquiry of this role's significance 

resuked in quick, one-liners such as "You're asking the wrong person. I don't want to be 

a wtfe!" (Carla, age 31, married 4 years, P̂  interview), "I reaUy don't know" (lone, age 

41, married 8 years, P^ interview), as weU as ". . . weU, when you have these two 

daughters, tf I weren't married,.. .1 wouldn't feel as free to talk about them" (Diane, age 

51, married 30 years, 2"** interview). Some of the women in this group spoke directly to 

the societal interpretations of wtfehood and their resultant anger regarding these 

expectations. Nina articulated such contempt stating, "If you're taUdng about actuaUy 

being married legaUy to someone, I see that as something that society has said that you're 

supposed to be. . . .1 see being married as something that was determined by society and 

more as a part of society!" (age 43, married 21 years, P̂  interview). Concluding similarly, 

Yvette speaks of resistance to the term of wtfe and contends against such a label for her 

personhood. "I don't reaUy think of mysetf as a wife that often urUess someone says, 

'How do you feel about being a wtfe?' It's just a label. I don't think that you can define 

this is what a wtfe is and that's what I am! (age 29, married 9 years, 1^ interview). Of the 

eight women in this group, four responded, often after some deUberation, with an 

acknowledgment of positive saUency, citing either a sense of contfort in not facing Ufe 

alone, comparuonship, or the additional financial security marriage contributed to their 

personal economic provisions (Figure 2). 

When asked to describe theu* feelings about being wives, these women echoed in 

varying degrees of intensity yet with simUar sentiment: wifehood had not been a very 
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positive experience, often leaving them feeling hostUe, angry, resentful, and burdened. 

WhUe seemingfy able to readUy acknowledge their discontent, such comments were most 

frequently foUowed by an additional elaboration offermg a "softening" of their shared 

sentiments. This ambivalence was the most common theme of the Obligers' affective 

reflection. Their selected phrases to express their affective involvement with spousalhood 

depicted these conflicting feelings: "There have been more times in the last ten years that 

I've thought that my Ufe for me would be easier tf I weren't a wtfe, but most of the time I 

enjoy being a wife" (Harmah, age 47, married 29 years, P* interview). "The effect of being 

a wtfe? . . .I'm not feeling real positive about things,. . .but that doesn't mean that I don't 

think that we can work things out along the way.. .1 guess I'm not feeUng bad about being 

a wtfe at this point" (Nina, age 43, married 21 years, P^ interview). RozaUne refers to this 

ambivalence as a two directional "puU" which renders her confused and fatigued: 

It kind of varies at different points in my Ufe. At this point it's O.K. 
I don't feel Uke I'm able to devote or I'm not willing maybe at 
times to devote the time it takes to be a reaUy good wife and I feel 
very puUed . . . so about being a wife, my feelings are that it's a 
very hard job. 

(RozaUne, age 35, married 14 years, P* interview) 

OrUy one woman directly stated her negative feeUngs about being a wife: "I feel real 

hostUe about it most of the time. I feel Uke it's a real imfair role. . . ." (Carla, age 31, 

married 4 years, P̂  interview). 

An invitation to share what effect being a wife had upon their image of setf seemed 

to provide a more affable response. These women appeared to easUy identify what 

impact, tf any, this role had on theu* sense of seff (Figure 3). IrorucaUy, the most 

frequently shared perspective on role impact was that wifehood had no effect at aU. It was 

as tf there was a definite boundary between the setf and wifehood, maintaining separation 

one from the other. These woman were indeed wives, but is was merely something they 

"did," not a component of who they were. Diane explauied this perception m these terms: 

It's kind of hard to think about.. .it seems Uke I've been a wife 
forever. I consider mysetf an individual that happens to be a wtfe. I 
know there are some people who think you're an extension of your 
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husband and I don't feel that way at aU.. .Um, I suppose when I 
look aroimd I feel fortunate . . . I don't dislike [being a wife]. 

(Diana, age 51, married 30 years, 2"*̂  interview) 
The acknowledgment that this role was one which was not "disliked," was certainly not an 

endorsement of wifehood, but rather seemed simUar to wearing an item of clothing, not 

because it is a favorite, but because it is clean and covers the body. Yvette, lone, and 

Harmah echoed a simUar sentiment of ambivalence, rendering this role as non-impactful 

upon their identities. None of the Obligers referenced wtfehood as a source of personal 

fulfillment, rather seemed to be about responsibiUty toward the fiilfiUment of others. A 

second impact of wtfehood upon the Obligers' sense of setf was one of personal 

dimmishment. Reflecting this impact, these women spoke of the loss of personal identity 

that occurred upon marriage. It was as tf upon becoming wives, these women 

relinquished a vital part of themselves, reflective, in part, of that common cloth of 

resentment toward societal expectations of wives wom by the women of this study. lone 

powerfuUy expressed this loss in these terms, "[If I weren't a wife], I would be a person. I 

feel like I would be an individual. I would be me. You know, it wouldn't be, 'There goes 

's wife.' It would be, 'There goes lone.' I would be me'" (lone, age 41, married 8 

years, P* interview). Another woman identified the loss to setf in these terms: "I dislike 

that he's the primary (you fiU in the blank). The sense that, at least in society, 

wives are appendages. . . or considered to be an afterthought. . .like a lower designated 

status assigned with that role"(Yvette, age 40, married 20 years, 2°̂  interview). Carla and 

Nina, although not representing a theme expressed by a majority of the Obligers, 

cortfessed that their response to wifehood caused a negative effect on the way they 

perceive themselves. "A lot of times I feel guUty... .1 feel Uke I'm not a good wife and 

part of it is not just not wanting to do aU these things, but also wanting more of my own 

Ufe and being able to do what I want to do.. .So, I feel guUty" (Carla, age 31, married 4 

years, 1^ interview). OrUy two of the Obligers indicated a positive impact from bemg 

wives, citing the affirmation for them that "someone chose them" and the boost to their 

confidence because they "are good at being a wtfe." 
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For the Oligers, the predominant themes of saUency concurred that the meaning of 

wtfehood emphasized the expectations of others for them, resulted in a conflicting and 

difficult emotional price to the participant, and contributed Uttle, tf any, to the 

development of a personal identity for these women. Theu* Uves seemed to be puUed by 

those around them (husbands, chUdren), yet something inside them had begun to express 

resistance against this puU. "Being" a wife seemed to mean sacrifice of the setf so that 

another could thrive. These women were extracting a Ufe from what was "left over" after 

others' needs and wants had been met. The constraint of the developing fabric with the 

tabby weave began to emerge as these women spoke of the experience of "being" wives. 

Creating a Personal TextUe: Influence and Effect 

Influence is defined as "the power to affect, having an effect on the nature, 

behavior, development, action, or thought of'(Webster's, p. 693). This investigation 

sought to better understand what the impact of wtfehood was upon women's behavioral 

choices, the aUocation of daUy time and energy resources, as weU as the subjective 

perceptions of role participation investment analysis and the evaluative process of that role 

performance. Here the emphasis of attempting to understand these women's experience 

with wifing shifted to that of "doing" wifehood. Questions were asked which encouraged 

these women to explain what they "do" because they are wives and to indicate how they 

determine the aUocation of the Umited resources of time and energy in fulfilling these 

behaviors. As weU, the effect of "doing" wtfehood was explored as women weighed the 

rewards and costs, likes and dislikes, stresses and satisfections of this role in their Uves. 

AdditionaUy, women were asked to evaluate themselves m theu* performance of this role, 

both in theu* own eyes as weU as to speculate regarding such evaluations of them by 

significant intimate others. The texture of the personal textUe of wifehood was expanded 

by this addition of "doing" to that of "being", adding the influence of this role upon the 

daUy stmcturing of their Uves. 

Behavioral Responses. When asked to respond to the uiquiry, "what do you 'do' 

because you're a wife?," the women of the Obligers reflected primarUy a development of a 
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frame of reference that mcluded and/or catered to the needs and preferences of their 

husbands (Figure 4). This orientation was often quaUfied with a descriptor of how each 

woman maintained this perspective through her years of marriage: "I. . .[have] to give in 

at times when I reaUy wouldn't have to were I not a wife. I adnut, at times I tend to be a 

very selfish person and I want things my way,. . but I have to sacrifice and give up and I 

don't reaUy want to, but I do anyway" (RozaUne, age 35, married 14 years, P* uiterview). 

Others referred to fostering this frame of reference by "feel[ing] very responsible for my 

husband" (Yvette, age 29, married 9 years, P* interview) or by "basicaUy just 

function[ing] as part of a couple instead of an individual. . . .1 plan my Ufe around being a 

part of . .instead of an individual" (Carla, age 31, married 4 years, P^ interview). The 

Obligers spoke of "doing" domestic contributions, predominately those of housekeeping, 

laundry, food marketing and preparation. As expressed by the total group of women, 

there was shared resentment that these domestic tasks were assumed to be inherent in the 

fiilfiUment of wifehood. 

I disUke being of charge of the house and having to do aU that and 
bemg m charge of aU the grocery shopping and aU those things that 
everybody else takes for granted and ultimately, it's my 
responsibiUty. Even tf I can get him to go to the grocery store, I'm 
the one that has to decide and make a list and I reaUy resent 
carrying aU that garbage aroimd with me and I think it should be 
more equal. Not it my Itfetime! 

(RozaUne, age 35, married 14 years, P^ interview) 

Resentful or not, provisions of these domesticities were a sizable portion of what these 

women "did" as wives. These two descriptors of behavioral expressions of wifing were 

the orUy emerging patterns to match the majority criteria. Two of the wives in the 

Obligers as weU referenced "being there"for their husbands by providing an emotionaUy, 

supportive environment. Both women stated that these attempts to be nurturing in this 

way posed a fonnidable chaUenge due either to their own "lack of skiU" or to their 

partner's non-communicative style of interaction. 

Investment Analysis. In each relationship an individual experiences personal gain 

as weU as expenditure. The women of this study were asked to speak to their personal 
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analysis of the enjoyments, pleasures, and satisfections attained through wtfehood as 

compared to the stressors, dissatisfactions, and personal expenditures. In addition, 

opporturuty was provided for them to share their perception of the resultant "'bottom-

Une" on their mvestment. The Obligers noted four commorUy experienced beneficial 

contributions to theu* Uves through wtfehood. Predominant among the assessment of gain 

to these women was that of financial security. "I married for security. Stable, boring. 

There's not much real passion, but that's always there" (Carla, age 31, married 4 years. 1̂  

interview). A second source of satisfaction provided for these women through their 

marital relationship was a sense of stabiUty provided by having a partner with whom to 

address Itfe's chaUenges. These women were gratefiil to not have to handle Ufe "aU alone" 

and beUeved they were somehow better served to have someone "to come home to in the 

evening. I like the fact that there's somebody there to taUc to about the things that happen 

on a day to day basis, sharing experiences both good and bad"(Diane, age 40, married 19 

years, P*). WhUe these women were honest in their appraisal that marriage had been a 

difficult and taxing situation, they readUy acknowledged their appreciation that their 

husbands' mere presence provided a source of "having someone to lean on, [offering] 

support, and security" (lone, age 41, married 8 years, P̂  interview). 

Thirdly, the women of the Obligers beUeved that the relationship to their husbands 

provided a sense of companionship, most often citing a shared history created together 

over the years. "It's the companionship and having somebody who shares a history with 

you. I guess any more, having a marriage that lasts for more than about fifteen minutes is 

pretty satisfying. That alone makes me feel Uke we're doing something right!" (Yvette, 

age 29, married 9 years, P̂  interview). Comparuonship as weU encompassed the abiUty to 

enjoy one another's company. Through the marital years, these women had leamed how 

to "have fim together. We are great at parties and sex. . . .In terms of the things you enjoy 

in Ufe, the fim things you do, we're great at it!" (Nma, age 42, married 21 years). A final 

benefit these Obligers referenced from their participation in wifehood was the expansion 

of opportimities for them, particularly in the social realm. "Together we can do thmgs 

that I couldn't do as an individual, both monetarUy and sociaUy too" (Diane, age 40, 
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married 19 years, P̂  interview). These women beUeved that society was stmctured to 

better incorporate couples than single adults and were aware of greater inclusion because 

of their marital status (Figure 5). 

For these Obligers, wifehood had as weU extracted a price. AUgning themselves 

with the other women in the total sample, these women referenced their greatest source of 

wifehood stress as stemming from the societal expectations for wives as weU as the loss of 

setf-identity for women upon marriage (Figure 6). The women of this group utilized 

words such as "confined" and "constrained" to describe the additional price extracted 

from them for participatmg in this role. "Sometimes I feel constrained. I dislike the 

expectation that I'm the one who has to keep the femify together. It's my job, so to 

speak, to make sure we muddle along as we should" (Diane, age 40, married 19 years, P̂  

interview). Tam addressed this confinement by sharing that "my independence tells me 

that I have a right to do what I want to do independent of what he expects his wtfe to do... 

but I accept it eis my role as a wife" (age 47, married 17 years, P* interview). An 

additional stressor for the Obligers was the inequity in household task responsibiUty. 

Most of these women referenced their fiiU-time, professional employment and the 

"expectation" their husbands held that their wives were "suppose" to manage the 

household and prepare the meals. These women's voices echoed a unified chorus: 

"Sometimes, weU not just sometimes.... things are not equal, you know? I am a career 

oriented person. I have a career. I'm a professional woman. I do aU those things. But at 

our house, . . . [my husband beUeves] that women are stiU the people who cook and clean 

and they do the laundry" (Tam, age 47, married 17 years, P̂  interview). "I reaUy resent 

that I feel Uke I'm expected to do things that I don't thmk are always my job to have to 

do. . . That's what I dislike the most" (RozaUne, eige 35, married 14 years, P̂  interview). 

"[The aspect of being a wtfe that cause the greatest stress is] being in charge of aU the 

domestic shit that I don't have time to do" (Carla, age 31, married 4 years, P* interview). 

FinaUy, this group of women found dissatisfactory certain personaUty attributes and/or 

relational styles of their husbands that posed difficulties for them as relational partners. 

Wives in this group pointed to "aimoying habits and idiosyncracies," "lack of personal 
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ambition and professional commitment," "doesn't Usten to me," "poor interpersonal 

commimication skills," and "lack of expressed acknowledgment and appreciation for me." 

Of these eight women, three expressed doubt that they would marry these same partners 

again, indicatuig that the cost side of their investment analysis was determined to outweigh 

the retum on their expenditure. "There are a lot more demands and expectations than 

there are rewards" (Carla, age 31, married 4 years, 1̂  interview) seemed to succinctly 

represent the wtfehood balance sheet for the Obligers. 

Performance Review. An additional inquiry of "doing" wifehood regarded these 

women's personal evaluations of themselves as wives. How did they measure up to their 

notions of what constituted quality wifing? What did they see as being their areas of 

competency as weU as their areas of personal chaUenge in relationship to Uving out this 

role? What did these women beUeve that their husbands expected of them as wives and 

how weU did they Uve up to those expectations? Such questions provided an additional 

dimensionaUty of these women's experience with wifehood. 

Despite the resentment that women of the Obligers expressed regarding the 

expectation to "keep it aU going," these women had developed tremendous skills ui doing 

just that (Figure 7). A majority of this group of wives saw themselves as highly efficient 

and weU-organized. "[I feel most competent] in my efficiency and organization in 

managing for the most part, the household affairs, as weU as my work. I take care of aU 

the bills, aU of the laundry, aU the house. . .almost everything home-wise. . .1 think I'm 

very competent at doing that. . . ."(RozaUne, age 35, married 14 years, 1^ interview). A 

second competency these women beUeved they demonstrated in their wifehood was that 

of budgeting the financial resources for the famUy. The final contribution these women 

conjointly acknowledged bringing to their performance of wifing was that of providing for 

the physical needs of the their husbands and femUy, specificaUy in the provision of meals 

and the maintenance of clothing. These women spoke of "cooking every night" or of 

being creative with cooking, or sknply of "making sure we have clothing or somethmg to 

eat. . .just aU those natural necessities of Ufe" (Nina, age 43, married 21 years, P 
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interview). Enumerating their competencies as wives were, again, concise statements with 

Uttle elaboration. 

Invited to address those areas where they felt least competent in "doing" their 

wtfehood, the Obligers almost untformly identified their stmggle to create an emotionaUy 

supportive envkorunent for their husbands (Figure 8). Repeatedly these women spoke of 

being "selfish," wanting "more time for what I want to do and not wanting to give up that 

time to do somethuig he wants or needs" (Tam, age 47, married 17 years, P̂  interview). 

Somehow it seemed that to these women, providing emotional nurturing of their husbands 

requued catering to these men's wishes and being continuaUy avaUable to them. "[I 

struggle] in my ability to give as much as is needed at certain times. I tend to be 

somewhat selfish and I want to get more than I Uke to give" (RozaUne, age 35, married 14 

years, I'" interview). Diane referred to her least competent component of wtfehood as 

"bolstering my husband's setf-esteem" (age 40, married 19 years, P interview), whUe 

Nina acknowledges, "I am just not very patient.. .I'm not a good supporter, and I have 

been very critical of him" (age 43, married 21 years, P* interview). These women 

identified themselves as lacking the abiUty to provide the "warmth, love, and support" they 

felt wives "should" give to their husbands. No other area of stmggle met the fifty percent 

criteria for inclusion, leaving onfy one woman referencing her lack of hostess skills for 

entertainment purposes and another wishing she more enjoyed sociaUzing with others 

outside of the home environment as this would better accommodate her husband's style of 

engagement. 

When asked what they beUeved their husband's expected of them as wives, (Figure 

9), the most predominant response of the Obligers was that of providing the management 

of the home, in essence, "he doesn't care whether I do it, just so it gets done!" (Yvette, 

age 29, married 9 years, P̂  interview). Carla fiu*ther elaborated that this expectation 

involved, as well, the provision of chUdcare. "He gives Up service to, or at least he used to 

give Up service to sharing, but he reaUy expects me to do those thuigs. He reaUy, even 

though he says he doesn't, he does expect me to cook on a regular basis and he gets real 

grumpy when I don't" (age 31, married 4 years, P* interview). The responsibility for the 
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planning, purchasing, and preparation of food was the second most frequently referenced 

expectation these women beUeved that their husbands had of them. These Obliging wives 

also beUeved that theu* husbands wanted them to be emotionaUy supportive of them, best 

demonstrated by spending time with them and, as well, being involved in their career or 

hobby interests. These wives explauied that a husband's request to "be there" for him 

involved somewhat different expectations. "I'm supposed to be with him aU the time. He 

doesn't want me to go anywhere by mysetf. I don't even go to the grocery store by 

mysetf' (lone, age 41, married 8 years, l'̂  interview). "[He wants me to] go to every 

function his [work] has" (Tam, age 47, married 17 years, P^ interview). RozaUne fiuther 

elaborated. 

He wants me to just be there and sometimes that's hard. My 
schedule doesn't always fit his schedule.. .If I didn't clean the 
house for a month, he probably wouldn't care. That's not his main 
thing. He doesn't want me for a wtfe just to clean his house or do 
his laundry.. .just for me to be there and be a companion. 

(RozaUne, age 35, married 14 years, P* uiterview) 

Of the Obligers, fifty percent indicated feeUng successfiil in meeting the expectations of 

their husbands, the remaining fiffy percent beUeved that they faUed to measure up to these 

ideals for their spouses. Responses ranged from "wonderfiiUy weU" to "not worth a shit," 

when asked to rate themselves from the eyes of their husbands. Carla proposed that the 

reason she could answer that she met her husband's expectations was not because she was 

such a "terrific" wife, but rather that "he has pretty low expectations in terms of the 

relationship. I reaUy think he doesn't have very high expectations of me in terms of an 

emotional relationship, so it's kind of a pattem for him. I guess tf I just don't yeU at him, 

he stays pretty content" (age 31, married 4 years, P* interview). 

The influence and effect of "doing" wifehood upon these women's daUy Uves was 

impactful as they stmctured their schedules to accommodate those tasks for which they 

felt responsible. The women of the Obligers adopted a perspective which sought to 

mcorporate their husbands' preferences as they obUgingly executed these tasks. These 

women, whUe acknowledging the beneficial corrqx)nents of wifehood for themselves, 

seemed to more readUy feel the impact of the cost to themselves as uidividuals and as 
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women. This cost had perhaps been a part of the contemplation of divorce as a viable Ufe 

alterative for several of these women. Remarkabfy, the tasks wiiich many fek had been 

assigned to them out of default or predetermined societal scripts, were those areas where 

they felt most skiUful and competent. DisUking a task did not circumvent these women 

from doing it weU. The projected perceptions of these wives by their "significant other" 

were divided evenfy, with one hatf beUeving they measured up to their spouse's 

expectations (two, completely, and the other two, marginaUy), whUe the other hatf 

concurred they had "not even come close," their performance faUing to match the 

choreographed steps designed for them. The "tight fit" of this weaving pattem began to 

appear puUed too tightfy around some of these women, yet their durability remained 

evident. LUce the percale, they possessed strength and "wore weU" during their wtfehood 

years, belying the "use" they felt they had endured. 

Altering the Pattem? Change versus Constancy 

The advantage of a study which foUows participants across time is the provision of 

the opportimity to determine patterns of change or of constancy. In the exploration of 

social role identity, personal investments in a particular role are derived not onfy "from the 

role's saUence at one pomt in time, but also from an ongoing evaluation of one's affective 

and behavioral involvement in such roles" (SoreU, Montgomery, Busch-RossnageL 1997, 

p. 8). Such a design provides a window through which to observe the dynamic and 

evolutionary nature of human development featuring both the adaptations/and or 

maintenance of social roles. Alterations in the ascription of personal meaning for the role 

of wtfe as weU as behavioral variations to Uving out this role were noted through the two 

interview series. The passage of a decade of time resulted in both dramatic 

reinterpretations of this role as weU as continued soUdification of previous charted 

courses. Here the member of the Obligers foUowed divergent paths into their fiitures. 

At the time of the first interview series, aU but one of these women indicated that 

they were in the midst of a personal awakerung process, some fiirther along than others, 

but each at least begiiming to try on thoughts of new directions for themselves as wives. 
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lone, standing stable and alone in her previously chosen course of wifehood explained that 

there were no alternatives available to her. "I won't ever get a divorce... .he won't let 

me go. . .there is no way he could handle it" (age 41, married 8 years, P' uiterview). Two 

of the Obligers reflected on changes already underway in their approach to wtfehood. 

Yvette shared her past discoveries which led to her refusal to remam fearful that she might 

be less than her husband desired, somehow displeasmg biuL 

When I first married and I was first somebody's wtfe, I though I 
had to keep aU the balls in the air and juggle everything. . . the 
house had to be perfect aU the time, and I had to be perfect. I 
waUced on eggshells for about a year and a hatf.. . cause that's 
what I thought I was supposed to be douig. And then I figured out 
that I wasn't and so now my role as a wife is pretty much whatever 
the situation demands. So it's less traditional and more contextual 
. . . I hope it continues to change.. .1 would like to see a shift in the 
way I deal with power issues with my husband.. .1 think we can 
arrive at more decisions that are less of a compromise and more of 
a consensus. 

(Yvette, age 29, married 9 years, 1*̂  interview) 

Hannah spoke of having already actively considered leaving her husband, acknowledging, 

"It's a very fearfiil process [to consider altering the relationship], but I have finaUy realized 

tf I have to do it, I can do it and I wiU survive. It's something that I couldn't have faced 

three or four years ago without feeling totaUy bereft, but that's no longer true" (age 47, 

married 28 years, P* interview). The other five members of the Obligers reported being in 

a period of personal exploration regarding the marriage relationship, but were not ready to 

make a change, at least not yet: 

I've considered alternatives like, what would it be Uke tf I could 
leave work and be at home aU the time and I try to envision that 
situation... I've also considered going on in doctoral work and 
that would require me to leave and . . . I'm sure there'd be a 
difference there.. . .Any changes wiU be a matter of time, it won't 
be immediate. 

(RozaUne, age 35, married 14 years, P* interview) 

Three of these five Obligers were presently pursuing personal or relational therapy and 

beUeved this avenue to be providing them some impetus to activefy address the need for 
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change, but the actuaUzation of these changes would yet be forthcoming. These women 

desired first a better understanding of themselves before determining any alterations to or 

the actual termination of the marriage itsetf. 

My marriage is not good. It's not what I want. I'm not sure what I 
do want. And I'm not at a point where I'm ready to make any 
change in that respect. . . I'm in therapy now and I'm starting to get 
to a pouit where I'm understanding some things and understanding 
some of my dependency needs.. .1 notice I've repeated a lot of 
things. It's taken me a whUe to reaUy see those, but I can see that 
this man tf not aU that different from my first husband.. .1 just made 
some wrong decisions out of feeling desperate about wanting so 
badly to have a whole famUy, a happy famUy. 

(Carla, age 31, married 4 years, 1*̂  interview) 

At the time of the second interview series, the Obligers, for the most part, had 

radicaUy moved from their position of a decade ago regarding wifehood (Figure 1). From 

the original eight women in this group, one woman, RozaUne, was not located for further 

participation in this study. Of the seven who were available and agreed to once again 

share theu* stories, two had initiated and obtained divorces whUe five continued m the 

same marriages they were involved in at the time of the first interviews. The continuation 

of those marriages did not, in and of itself̂  indicate no change in these women's approach 

to wtfehood. The language of some of these women, even whUe maintaining those 

original relationships, had altered, indicative of a move from the group of Obligers to 

another style of approaching wtfehood. In fact, at the time of the second interview, orUy 

three women continued to utUize the setf-definition, language, and relational style of an 

Obliger. 

Continued Marriages: Change versus Constancy. The five women who maintained 

theu* Uves within the context of those marriages spoken of m the irutial interviews 

indicated the pursuit of two divergent paths. One path, foUowed by two of these five 

relationship continuers, was that of dramaticaUy altering the original relationships into 

ones which were more accommodating of their own personal desires and wants. Both 

lone and Yvette had found creative alternatives to their previous relational status quo. 
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Now after twenty years of marriage, Yvette, with pride, reported that her marriage had 

become one buUt on equity and mutual support: 

I was taUdng to a friend last rught who's been married about the 
same amount of time, [and we were sharing that same sense] of 
we've managed to stay in this partnership and negotiate it to a point 
where it's reaUy not difficult anymore. And it's reaUy fim and being 
able to be with a person that I can chaUenge towards greater 
growth and he does the same with me. We know each other weU 
enough to tolerate things that we know aren't gomg reaUy change 
too much. But also weU enough to know what things probably 
need to not be tolerated. And I think that's probably the most 
important thing about being a wtfe, is being m that intimate, loving 
relationship with someone who is more than a fiiend, and looking 
ahead with somebody who knows me in^Ucitfy, completely, and 
loves me anyway. I guess that's probably what I get from it and I 
think I bring to it too. . . I'm satisfied, glad. Somehow after this 
long, it's like I've achieved something. Like we've reaUy overcome 
some major barriers and odds against us. 

(Yvette, age 40, married 20 years, 2"** interview) 

Yvette, who had previously regarding the dailiness of wtfehood to be "boring and 

constraining," now found her interpretation to have shifted. "I like the constancy. I reaUy 

enjoy the dailiness of it. This is the same person I've known since he was eighteen years 

old and I know what he's like and he knows what I'm like, and [that offers] just that sense 

of contentment and cabn, and security." Yvette's style of setf-referencing as a wtfe now 

resembled a style, discussed at length later in this investigation, of Partaker, one sharing 

fiiUy and equitably m Ufe with a partner. She now spoke of taking responsibUity to ask for 

what she needs from the relationship and had established a commimication style with her 

husband of "dialoguing versus arguuig." This woman relished the evolution that had 

transpired in her marriage and seemed to UteraUy beam from the pages of her transcribed 

words. 

lone, on the other hand, remained in the same relationship from the time of her 

first interview, a second marriage, and whUe the marriage had changed Uttle itsetf, lone 

had altered hersetf and the way m which she positioned hersetf in the couplehood. WhUe 

readUy cortfessing, "I would never marry again. If something should happen to him, I 
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would not [re]marry. . ., " lone shared that she could now enjoy her autonomy from her 

husband and at the same time relish that he "just puts me up on a pedestal and even tf I m 

in the wrong he just takes up for me and protects me." WhUe appreciative of his love for 

her, she cortfessed that her husband had become "by far the underdog and I've become so 

much stronger now." Her independence in molding Ufe outside of the marriage to better 

address her uiterests and needs had shifted her to a new style of approaching her spouse. 

"I don't ask him anymore. IteUhim. He seems more accepting of that. I don't hang on 

him like I used to." lone's husband, she beUeved, was pleased by her greater assertion. "I 

felt like I was trying to be what he wanted me to be and I have found out reaUy he wants 

me to take the initiative so he won't feel like he's having to take care of me per se." lone 

grew pensive and phUosophical when reviewing the changes she had made. "I found out 

that tf I took care of mysetf first, then everything else feU into place. If you're not happy 

with you, nothing is gomg to work. No one is going to be happy. You can't Uve for 

someone else and that is what I was doing [earUer]." By the time of the second interview, 

lone seemed to find her marriage not a "constraint" but a foundational stmcture from 

which to conduct her newfy autonomous Ufe. Her language regarding hersetf had altered 

radicaUy. WhUe sincerefy gratefiU for the "unconditional love" extended to her from her 

husband, she seldom spoke of wifehood wiien asked questions relative to this role. 

Instead, she seemed to utUize these inquiries as an opportunity to speak of hersetf as a 

woman, celebrating her newfound personhood. The role of wife now occupied Uttle of 

her thoughts and energies. This emphasis moved lone from an Obliger into a category of 

her own which I entitled Celebrants of Womanhood. This grouping was necessary to 

capture the essential changes in this woman's Ufe. lone was one who indeed remained a 

wife, but who focused onfy on her personal setf. Marital status for her was peripheral to 

the new trajectory charted by her. 

The remaining three women who maintained the same marital relationships, 

continued to reference their wifehood experience in terms similar to theu first interview s. 

The role of wtfe was stUl one of duty, obUgation, and expectation from them. Diane, 

Nina, and Tam each indicated that tf they had this choice to make again, they would not 
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marry these men presently in their Uves. In many way, these women's marriages remained 

unaltered. Yet, remarkabfy, these women had found resourceful ways to manage their 

Uves withm the present context, subtly altering theu* position m the relationship, often 

radicaUy altering the unpact of the relationship upon themselves. Diane, now 51 years of 

age and having been ui her marriage for 30 years, had boundaried hersetf from her 

husband's expectations of her, quipping, ". . .that's not going to happen too readUy 

anymore." Now instead of focusing on altering the relationship itsetf, Diane emphasized 

altering hersetf to be less critical and less controUing of her husband, thus creating a more 

amiable atmosphere. She had grown more "comfortable" as a wife and continued to offer 

her portion to the relationship, but was no longer fretfiil about the marriage. Diane, at the 

time of the second interview, taUced of giving more of hersetf to the pursuit of her career 

which she found to be an avenue of growth and vaUdation. Tam, after 28 years of 

marriage, also referenced the importance of her work at this juncture as the primary 

source of personal satisfaction, minimizing her conscious energies toward the marital 

relationship. She continued to find the expectations of her husband's work to be a source 

of fi'ustration, "mfruiging on her freedom to choose" how to aUocate her tune, but had 

determined a more setf-respectfiil level of involvement in his career. 

Having been diagnosed with a potentiaUy Itfe-threatening condition, which at this 

point had been more Itfe-style altering, Nina has resolved hersetf to Uving within the 

context of her thirty-two year marriage out of financial necessity. WhUe acknowledging 

that this relationship had never provided for her the type of intimacy she had longed for 

and beUeved she was capable of sustaining, she had determined with new resolve to 

"make it work because I have to." Without setf-pity, Nina described her circumstance as 

I have to do it to survive. But tf I'm going to do it to survive, then 
I wiU probably make it look right and I wiU be kind to him and I 
wiU be good to hinL This is part of what I leamed in my therapy... 
I try to have a sense of humor... .1 don't have UI wiU because I 
was the one that didn't get out of the marriage in time. And I don't 
feel guUty about that.. . 

(Nina, age 55, married 32 years, 2°** interview) 
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Nma further indicated that she was continuing to work with hersetf in getting more 

conrfortable with the "pretense" she and her husband Uve, projecting one image but Uving 

a contrastuig reaUty. "It's just that it looks Uke we have a partnership and we don't, it 

looks Uke we have tme intimacy and we don't." This "dishonesty" was difficult for Nina, 

but she continued to maintain her resolve that she would do what was necessary to make 

her cucumstances work for her. Nina was as well, cultivating other realms of personal 

enhancement, a retum to graduate school, continued therapy, as weU as a new part-time 

entrepreneurship that her health could accommodate. Having overcome a pervious 

episode of cancer, the relinquishment of a previously cherished career, and the attempted 

suicide by her chUd, Nina's continued fight was in:q)ressive and remarkable. 

These Obligers who remained in their original marriages continued to remarkably 

alter themselves or their circumstances to, at the very least, minimize the personal cost to 

themselves. By fighting for changes in the relationship, minimizing the significance of the 

marriage, elevating other avenues for personal fiUfillment, or simpfy making the best of a 

very difficult situation, these women displayed the fiber of their character and the strength 

of theu* fabric. 

Divorce and Beyond: Change versus Constancy. Both Carla and Hannah, within 

the passing decade between interviews, determined to leave their marriages. Hannah, in 

retrospect referred to her marriage as a constant source of personal compUcation and 

compromise. 

The compromises I made in my beUefe and in my feelings about 
things to accommodate my husband is where I see the major unpact 
on the way I behaved. . .the way I thought about things. . . .1 tried 
to be what he expected me to be rather than being mysetf.. . .the 
idea of marriage was confirmation of something that I needed, some 
setf-worth I fek was unportant. Now that I'm not a wtfe, I've 
discovered I get those things from other sources in my Ufe. But at 
the time I thought it was dependent on being a wtfe. Now I know it 
wasn't. 

(Harmah, age 57, single, 2^ mterview) 

During the years since her divorce, Hannah reported having reclaimed hersetf on her own 

terms. She reaUzed that she had stifled her sexual desires out of a sensitivity to his "lesser 
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sexual appetite" orUy to "pretty much totaUy kUl off my own desires by the end of the 

marriage because I couldn't stand the fiiistration and rejection." Hannah shared her 

awareness of the price she now realizes she paid for relying on this defense mechanism: 

It made me a different person. It made me less able to relate to 
other people in a natural, fiiendly way.. . .1 kiUed off that part of 
my personaUty that had to do with sexual feeling and what I 
reaUzed much later, not at the time, was how much impact it had 
had on other areas of my Ufe than just the sexual activity. It had a 
very deep effect on me that took counseUng to get over. 

(Harmah, age 57, single, 2°*̂  interview) 

WhUe leavmg the marriage released Harmah from continuaUy altering hersetf to become 

the wife her husband wanted, it was the discovery of naturalistic camping that began to 

open her to the process of setf-discovery. 

. . .three other people decided to climb up on the top of this mesa 
and do this five and a hatf nule hike. And I kept thmking, "I can't 
do it. I can't physicaUy do it," because they had to go up and I 
wasn't in very good shape. And finaUy one of the guys that was 
with us convinced me I could do it and I can remember standing 
down there at the bottom and thinking, "Oh heU, I'm gouig to do it 
anyway!".. . I'm scared to death of heights.. .1 was ice cold 
because I was so terrified of cUmbing up on those rocks! Then we 
went up on top . . and at one point we sat down up there. We 
weren't taUdng and I'm sitting there looking out at the mins and I 
can't see anyone anywhere and this great peace came over me and 
it was as tf something came up to me and said, "it's ok to have fim. 
It's ok to do w îat you want to do for you." And that reaUy was 
the beginning. It was one of the two mystical experiences I've ever 
had in my Ufe. It reaUy was when I aUowed mysetf to start Uving 
again... I've leamed to beUeve that by mysetf, with proper 
preparation, I can do almost anything. 

(Harmah, age 57, single, 2°** interview) 

Harmah, as well, credited the resurgence of her "true setf' to the experience of an ultimate 

relationship formed with another naturist camper, beUeving that this involvement resulted 

in the "most significant Ufe changes" that had ever happened in her Ufe. The tune spent in 

relationship with this married man provided an avenue of 
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aUowuig my sexual feeling to come back to Ufe because I knew I 
wasn't going to have to deal with him on a long term basis . . . it 
gave me joy to be treated by a man Uke men normaUy treat women 
rather than the way I had been treated for thirty years whUe I was 
married. . . It gave me confidence, not orUy in my feeUngs about my 
sexual being, but in my ability to deal with problems at work. . . My 
entire Ufe was intensified!" 

(Hannah, age 57, single, 2°** interview) 

Harmah had determined her own path away from her earUer Ufe as an Obliger. Launching 

out on her own, she dropped the tightness of the tabby weave from her Ufe and entered 

with lone mto the Celebrants of Womanhood group. 

Carla, by the time of the second interview, had divorced and remarried. The 

selection of this new Ufe-partner had been with an mtentional incorporation of the previous 

relational lessons leamed. This relationship, she dramatized, was one which finaUy 

provided a foundation for her to "fly." Carla's language to describe wifehood in this new 

relationship had changed from her prior sense of obUgation, duty and expectation, as a 

service provider. Instead, this woman now talked about experiencing "a relational 

cormection," receiving honor, respect, and adoration. In this relationship, Carla performed 

many of the same tasks as in the previous relationship, but such jobs now were given by 

choice rather than resentfiil compUance. "I find some of the most mundane tasks are 

satisfying," Carla recounted. In this new relational constmct, she felt more "nurturing and 

nesting" than she had in the past. This evolving intimacy also brought a new fear of loss 

as she confronted ghosts from the past, but now having "more to lose." She poignantly 

portrayed these chaUenges by sharing. 

The most stressful thing [has been] adjusting to the intimacy and 
dealing with my anxiety about that, and those ongoing trust issues. 
Now for people that have not had a good track record in 
relationship, it's very difficult to re-couple. . .You've got aU those 
fears ui your mind. It's like you know that [this relationship] was 
the right thing to do, but you've stiU got to reUve a lot of stuff and 
StiU got to Uve through a lot of anxiety and fears and . . .you're in 
this heightened state of anxiety. 

(Carla, age 40, married 4 years, 2°^ interview) 
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With the new-found language of an Acquirer, a relational style which emphasizes personal 

gain above aU else, Carla summarized her present reaUty stating. 

This is my third marriage and it feels Uke I've finaUy figured out 
what it's aU about. . .The most unportant thing that it does for me is 
feeUng that I'm reaUy loved by that person and special to that 
person. . . He thinks I'm just beautiful and so he reaUy makes me 
feel beautifiil. . .This is the best in terms of mUking a relationship 
and havmg that commitment and tmst. . . and having that partner 
to waUc through Ufe with. 

(Carla, age 40, married 4 years, 2°̂  interview) 

The Obligers who discontinued their previous marital relationships had each found 

a new pathway for greater setf-fiilfiUment. These women had been intentional and highly 

selective in aUowing new people and activities mto their Uves. They seemed to embody a 

heightened energy and zest for Ufe, as contrasted with their earUer attempts as Obligers to 

extract enough in the contexts of their earUer marriages to simply sustain themselves. 

Thriving had replaced holding on, again a tribute to their durabiUty, strength, and tenacity. 

The tightness of the tabby-weave having held together imtU such febric could be 

deconstmcted, a new textUe was now in the make. 

The Imparters: FoUowing the Pattem of the TwUl Weave 

To impart is "to give a share or portion o f (Webster's, p. 676). The women 

composing the group entitled Imparters are differentiated from other wifing styles by their 

emphasis on giving of themselves to their husbands and, often as well, to their femiUes. 

WhUe these women reference performing many of the same tasks as the Obligers, the 

language utilized by this group emphasizes an intemal desue to give of their energies, 

time, and abiUties. Their language has the flavor of intentionaUty, a sense of choosing to 

give rather than merely responding to external expectations. Frequent use of language 

such as "get to" or "want to" are reflective of these women's sense of "gifting," 

"presenting," or "augmenting" the quaUty of Ufe and experiences of their loved ones. 

ExempUfying this style of setf-referral are statements such as, "I try to devote more of my 

time to him" (Beth, age 26, married 4 years, P* mterview), "I just spend my time helping 
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him" (Pamela, age 37, married 5 years, P interview), and " . . .when I do clean, I do it for 

someone else, because I'm a wtfe" (Winona, age 48, married 27 years, 1^ interview). 

These women seem to have responded to an intemaUzed "caUing" to assist in facUitating 

the Uves of theu* husbands. 

Utilizing the twiU weave, with weft threads wrapping over and under a designated 

number of warp threads, a raised pattem is formed as each row's pattem begins sUghtly to 

the right or to the left of the previous row. This texture brings additional depth to the 

fabric as is seen in cloth such as gabardine, creating a decorative fabric that maintains its 

shape despite repeated wear. These women, foUowing the twiU weave patterning, also 

attend intentfy to the pattem woven before them by their husbands, enhancing his style 

with contributions of hersetf, granting his fabric greater strength, beauty, or elaboratioiL 

The Imparters are actively occupied with helping others to maximize the creation of their 

own Ufe fabric. They find joy in seeing evidence of their "touch" among the fibers of their 

significant others. This seems to provide the ultimate fulfillment in their own lives, 

"being" useful in the expansion of another. The emergent themes and patterns of response 

for these women are reflective of this sense of "other augmentation" in the dimensions of 

saUency and meaning, influence and effect, as weU as change and constancy. During the 

course of initial interviews of these twenty-six women, seven were identified as con^sing 

the group known as the Imparters: Beth, Fran, Gloria, Kaye, Pamela, Winona, and Zoe 

(Figure 1). 

Approaching the Loom: SaUency and Meaning 

When asked to identify what stands out as most important to them about being a 

wife, the Imparters emphasized the opportimity to "be there" for their husbands. 

Interpretations of what constituted "being there" varied somewhat, but consistently 

prominent were phrases such as "taking care of," "providing love and support," and 

"being his fiiend and lover." Articulations of this orientation are powerfiiUy depicted in 

these women's foUowing words: 
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I see one of the major goals of beuig a wtfe is to support him in 
what he does . . . . to encourage him when he's bad a bad day . . . 
Every tune at lunch, when he goes back [to work], I always give 
him a kiss and hug.. . I think it is important that he knows that 
when he comes home, or even when he thinks about it, that he 
knows I'm going to be supportive of him. 

(Beth, age 36, married 14 years, 2"̂  interview) 

I think what's inqDortant to me, is how , my husband, views 
me as his wife. Because I care an awfiil lot about his feelings . . . 
and how I represent mysetf in other areas, other roles, as mother, 
organization person, and career person, how that reflects back on 
me as a wife. I think it's very important for me to care for him, 
to show that I'm there when he needs some help or he needs some 
kind of an answer or he needs to taUc to someone—just to be there. 
That's important! 

(Pamela, age 37, married 5 years, P̂  interview) 

Zoe identified specific displays of "caring for" her husband, elaborating, "It's important to 

me to be able to take care of my husband in the traditional ways: fixing his supper, 

washing his clothes, taking care of the house" (age, 40, married 20 years, P̂  interview). 

Perhaps this emphasis was best summarized during the second interview of Pamela when 

she succinctfy stated, "What's important about being a wife? It's important for what 

gets out of it" (age 46, married 14 years). Imparters seemed to be saying that it was their 

husband's happmess and sense of being loved by them that was the most saUent 

component of wtfehood for them. Cataloging the thematic content of these statements of 

meaning identified five specified methodologies of "being" that resource person for their 

husbands: providing daUy emotional support, time availabUity, Ustenmg to him, taking care 

of his physical needs (food, clothing, sex), and performing housekeeping tasks. These 

areas of specificity had to be teased out of elaborated responses such as those of Beth and 

Gloria: 

What's important? Listening, bemg supportive of my husband 
when he's not feeling very good about his work, when he's feeling 
good about his work, when he's not feeUng good about himsetf. I 
guess more begins to faU into homemaker type stuff, also.. .Just 
kind of being at home. And when he's at home, I try not to plan 
any other type of activities. I try not to do anything on Saturday 
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that both of us can't do together... I try to devote more of my time 
to him. I try to get most of my housework and stuff done so that 
we can go do things together. He likes to snow ski and I leamed to 
do that because I was married. 

(Beth, age 26, married 4 years, P* mterview) 

Being a wtfe takes into account a lot of things. A wtfe should be a 
fiiend. She should be a lover. She provides emotional support, as 
weU as taking care of the home. The home doesn't always have to 
be perfect, but reasonably kept, things feirfy clean and put together. 

(Gloria, age 38, married 20 years, P* interview) 

Each of the women m this group of seven deUneated these five emphases of wifehood, 

other designations such as expressing physical affection and providing chUdcare for their 

offspring did not meet the specified uiclusion criteria. The ordering of these meanings 

were determined by the order in which these women referenced these various components 

(Figure 2). 

When asked to describe their feelings about being wives, these women echoed a 

resounding chorus of satisfaction: "I think I probably would not be happy doing anything 

else" (Fran, age 46, married 28 years, 1^ interview). There was no variation to this 

response among these seven women. Immensely happy, content, and comfortable with 

wtfehood, these women reflected no negative affective impact from this role. "I like my 

spouse. . . .1 Uke me. I Uke what I'm doing right now. I don't think I'd have it any other 

way!" (Pamela, age 37, married 5 years, 1^ interview). 

The Imparters, when asked to reflect upon the impact wifehood had upon theu* 

sense of setf foUowed two radicaUy different patterns of response. It was not unusual for 

both patterns to be included in one woman's answer, indicating more of a "both/and" than 

an "either/or" response. Some of the women did, however, offer orUy one response and 

elaborated briefly on this position. Predominately, these women indicated being a wife 

enhanced their sense of setf by contributions of expansion, personal growth, and greater 

setf-confidence. 

[The effect being a wtfe has on the way I feel about mysetf is] just 
an extension. I don't feel Uke that when I got married, I cut my 
feeUngs and everything off. I feel Uke I just included my husband in 
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my Ufe, and this shows in our wedding ceremony because we had a 
unity candle and neither one blew out our separate candles. We 
kept them Ut. 

(Beth, age 26, married 4 years, P* interview) 

I don't think it has a whole lot of negative effect at this point in my 
Ufe; I think it has a lot of positive effect. My husband is extremefy 
supportive, for mstance, and I would not have that kind of support 
tf I was not a wife. He's proud of aU the accomplishments that I 
do. If I need to spend a lot of time away from home, even though 
he spends many hours alone, he's always pushing me out of the 
door [saying], "Go ahead and do that. That's what you need to 
do." . . . Probably just the experience of being a wife and having a 
good relationship impacts more that I'm aware of even. I think 
from good relationships you have good ego ability and the better 
your ego is, the better you're able to perform whatever it is you're 
gomg to do. Some of those growing experiences from being a wtfe 
and developing a relationship, I think I use some of those tools 
everyday in relating to people, and my job is people related. 

(Kaye, age 47, married 22 years, P̂  interview) 

Being a wtfe at this stage probably gives me quite a bit of setf-
esteem. I've had a marriage that's lasted over forty years. If I 
were a widow or a divorcee, I don't thmk I would have that same 
sort of feeling of accomplishment. There's been a lot invested in 
this relationship that has worked very weU. That I feel very good 
about. . . I guess it has helped me feel good about me. 

(Kaye, age 59, married 40 years, 2°** interview) 

Other women, and sometimes these same women, indicated perceiving that this role had 

no effect on their setf image. Sometimes single statements were made in response to the 

inquiry of impact of role on sense of setf: "I don't think it would make any difference 

whether I was a wtfe or not" (Gloria, age 38, married 20 years, P* interview). Pamela 

further articulated, "I don't know that it has a major effect on me personaUy... .1 think 

it's a nice aspect to be in at this moment in time, but probabfy tf I were single, I might look 

at mysetf m the same Ught. I don't know that I would think I would be better or worse" 

(age 46, married 14 years, 2""̂  interview). This same sentiment was expressed by Fran 

who had indicated that she could not imagine being happy without her marriage to her 

husband: 
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I don't think it [being a wife] has an effect on how I feel about 
mysetf as a persoiL . . Other than this is the context in which I've 
raised chUdren and everything. But 1 don't reaUy think tf my 
husband were to die today, I don't reaUy think I'd feel 
differently about myseff tomorrow. I don't think I'd feel less of a 
persorL 

(Fran, age 46, married 28 years, 1^ interview). 

Agreeing upon the satisfection wifehood brought to them and agreeing as weU on the 

personal meaning of wifehood for them, this group of Imparters maintained two radicaUy 

different perspectives upon wifehood's impact upon their sense of setf. That some of the 

same women identified both "no effect" as weU as the "provision of greater setf-esteem" 

perhaps may speak to the difficulty these women were having in conveying that they saw 

themselves as individuals who were not dependent upon a particular role to define who 

they were, whUe at the same time "choosing" to aUow this role to provide avenues to 

expand their personhood. These women were perhaps utilizing that which surrounded 

them to provide additional threads for their Ufe fabric, yet would have found other equaUy 

beautiful thread to have mcorporated had these wifehood fibers not been available 

(Figure 3). 

For the Imparters, the predominate themes of saUency and meaning reflected the 

importance of supporting their husband's Uves in both good times as weU as bad times and 

in providing themselves as avaUable for companionship, ftm, and provisioner of Itfe's 

essentials such as food, clothing, and weU-kept shelter. These women experienced joy 

and happiness in their wifehood, err^hasizing they would not be interested in pursuing any 

other personal or relational avenue for themselves. Despite this unification, these women 

diverged from one another in acknowledging the significance this role had upon their 

personal identity, with some (four) acknowledging no inqjact at aU, and others (five) 

speaking to the contributions to setf wtfehood had provided for therrL That wifehood 

contributed to their e5q)erience of "being" seemed to be indisputable. The twUl weaving 

pattern, creating an additional patterning and texture to the process of laymg one group of 

threads into, among, and through another, seemed to adequately represent these women 

in the determination of their wifehood fabric. The intentional, repeated design, 
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augmenting the pattem created in previous rows, enhanced the beauty of the textUe, 

reflecting the sharing of the giftedness of the Imparters. 

Creatuig a Personal TextUe: Influence and Effect 

The Imparters referenced the impact wifehood had upon their behavioral choices, 

tune and energy aUocations, and their assessment of the cost/benefit equation experienced 

ui "doing" wtfehood. As well, these women were given opportunity to offer setf-

evaluations regardmg their role performance and to offer projectives regardmg their 

husbands' assessment of them as wives. Through specific inquiry as to what these women 

"do" because of their wifehood and the impact of this "doing" upon their personal 

resource utilization, insight into these Imparters was provided. This group, as weU, 

delineated their unique coUection of rewards and costs, likes and disUkes, stresses and 

satisfaction with this role in their Uves. The "doing" component of wifehood offered 

additional depth when added to the "being" aspect of wifehood for these women. 

Behavioral Responses. When invited to share what it was that they "did" because 

they were wives as weU as how they managed to "do" it, the Imparters had no difficulty in 

responding. Theu* behavioral response seemed to be driven from their sense of saUency, 

namely that "being" and "doing" wifehood were predommately one and the same. That 

Imparters saw the importance of the role of wtfe as that of imparting to others, their 

designation of how they achieved this imparting often constituted a re-listing of the 

personal saUent features. These women began by addressing wifehood as one of the 

primary organizing fectors in their Uves: 

[How being a wtfe effects what I do]. . .weU, it affects how I eat. 
When I sleep. How I spend my money. How I spend a portion of 
my leisure time and how I spend a portion of my career time. It 
just probabfy affects a large part of my Ufe, a major part of my Ufe. 

(Kaye, age 47, married 22 years, 2°*̂  interview) 

Bemg a wife affects everything I do because it's a demand on my 
time, on my energies. I do a lot more for other people in beuig a 
wife than I would tf I Uved by mysetf... someone else's laundry. 
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someone else's cooking, housecleaning. I think those are the main 
kinds of things... .1 kind of think I'm accountable to my husband. 

(Fran, age 46, married 28 years, P̂  interview) 

. . .tf I weren't a wife, everything would be a lot different. For 
exan^le, like weekends, I get up and the first things I do are 
generaUy concerning my husband, or the house, or us. If I weren't 
a wife, I would do things for me. 

(Winona, age 48, married 27 years, P̂  interview) 

[The way I balance the things that I do is to ask myself] the first 
question: "Is it going to take valuable time away from my famUy. I 
don't do a whole lot of activities at night because that is the time 
we are a famUy. First, how much time is required to take away 
from my famUy. Second is, "Is this something I reaUy have to do, 
or is it something that I want to do, and then is it something that 
can be put on hold for another five, six, seven years. This is the 
time I have my chUdren and I don't want to be selfish with my time. 

(Beth, age 36, married 14 years, 2"*̂  interview) 

Some women of this group identified specified forms of "being there" for their husbands 

that determined what they attempt to "do" in their wifing. 

Oh let's see, I'm just there! I think I'm probably more of a listening 
ear for and his problems. . . .for him to sort things out, he has 
to verbalize it. He can verbalize and verbalize.. .and I think 
because I'm there, just helping him is a good way to describe it. I 
could cook and I could do aU that other garbage, but I think that's a 
maid, that's a worker, and being a wife, I think, is a Uttle bit more 
than that. 

(Pamela, age 37, married 5 years, P* interview) 

The impact of "doing"wifing in this marmer is felt ui the stmcture of these 

women's Uves. Gloria's career pursuits have been affected by her wifehood, "It affects a 

lot cause I have certain responsibiUties of being a wife. I mean a wife, tf she had a fiiU-

time job she could go her own way, but that is not being fair to the relationship of husband 

and wtfe" (age 38, married 20 years, P* interview). Zoe, who at the time of the first 

interview was a fiiU-time homemaker, as weU acknowledged the impact of this role on the 

stmcture of the employment conqx)nent of her Ufe: "I enjoy the feet that I don't have to 
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work and I can have my soUtude during the day whUe everybody's gone. . .If I weren't a 

wtfe, I would have to work to support mysetf, so therefore my Ufe would be greatly 

different" (age 40, married 20 years, P^ interview). WhUe valuing the stmcture that wifing 

provides for their personal Uves, there is a price that is extracted as weU. When asked 

how being a wtfe affected her everyday Ufe, Beth responded with this analysis: 

I think I get more tired, physicaUy tired, because I get up and I go 
to work and I have a demanding job. When you work with people 
and you work very closely with them, and you're dealing with their 
bodies, they defirutely want you to be there mentaUy every moment. 
So when I come home, I'm usuaUy very mentaUy tired, as weU as 
physicaUy tired, from beuig on my feet aU day . . . and then I come 
home and aU the housework is mine and I get no support from hinL 
That's fiiistrating to me. So I think that basicaUy I tend to get 
more exhausted.... 

(Beth, age 26, married 4 years, P̂  interview) 

The predominant themes which emerged from these interviews indicated that the 

Imparters primarUy "do" include coordination of home management, provision of physical 

needs (food, clothing), sustaining emotional supportiveness to their spouse, and beuig 

available with tune to share with their husbands. AU seven women referenced the 

management of the home and the provision of physical needs, sk acknowledged the 

importance of providing emotional support and four referenced coordinating schedules so 

to ensure they have time avaUable to spend with these partners (Figure 4). 

Investment Analysis. The stories shared by these Imparters revealed their sources 

of enjoyment, pleasure and satisfection through participation in wtfehood as contrasted 

with the stressors, dissatisfections, and personal expenditures. These women identified 

five sources of satisfaction in their wifehood experience. The most prommently referenced 

asset was that of caring for their husbands, which was often foUowed by the additional 

clause of being cared for themselves, "the satisfection of knowing I am making his Ufe 

better. I enjoy it. I am content doing that" (Beth, age 37, married 15 years, 2"** 

interview). "I Uke the relationship of carmg for one another," (Kaye, age 47, married 22 

years, 2"̂ * interview). This addition gained through wtfehood was foUowed by that of the 
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comfort and the security of a committed relationship: "The security of the relationship [is 

what I most Uke]. That I have a home where someone loves me. . ." (Fran, age 46, 

married 28 years, P* mterview) and the "feet that it's a very secure position," (Pamela, age 

46, married 14 years, 2"*̂  interview). A third benefit to these women came in the form of 

someone to share Ufe with. "Most satisfying would be when you can share with someone 

an experience, either a physical experience or a real simple experience of something fiirmy. 

To me, . . .when he and I sit and laugh at something, that's just bUss" (Pamela, age 46, 

married 14 years, 2"*̂  interview). "[The most satisfaction] it's sharing. The sharing 

part . . . working toward the same goals" (Gloria, age 38, married 20 years, P̂  interview). 

AdditionaUy, the Imparters identified the benefit of a close emotional involvement 

whereby it is acknowledged that "[I know] that he needs me" (Pamela, age 37, married 5 

years, P* interview) as weU as "this is the person I've chosen as my Ufe's mate and he 

chose me, too!" (Beth, age 37, married 15 years, 2°'* interview). A fifth contribution 

wifehood brought to these women's Uves was that of con^aruonship. "I like having 

someone to do things with," (Zoe, age 50, married 30 years, 2"̂  interview). One of the 

women as weU referenced the "additional status" gained through being married (Pamela, 

age 37, married 5 years, P̂  interview), whUe another addressed the rush of "the feet that 

he reaUy adores me" (Beth, age 26, married 4 years, P* interview) (Figure 5). 

The Imparters were equipped to acknowledge their sources of fiiistration, 

dissatisfaction, and personal cost (Figure 6). As indicated by the entire sampUng of 

women, the greatest source of wtfehood stress stemmed from societal expectations for 

female spouses and as weU the loss of setf-identity experienced by these women upon 

marriage. The inequity in household tasks was identified as a significant source of 

discontentment for these professional women. "The fact that I work aU day and I come 

home and aU the housework is mine and that I get no support from him, that's fiiistrating 

to me" (Beth, age 26, married 4 years, P' interview). 

My husband gets a Uttle bit upset when I say that every working 
wife needs a wife at home. He says, 'WeU, you know, I try. I do 
the best [I know to do]." I said, "I know you do." . . .but a man 
never does quite do aU the things that a wtfe, I suppose intuitivefy. 
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or a woman intuitively, seems to know to do. . . So sometimes I 
would say that he doesn't do enough. 

(Kaye, age 47, married 22 years, 2"^ interview) 

Sometimes this inequity takes a different form. "If I weren't a wife I wouldn't worry 

about some of the details that he worries about. . . .[It is especiaUy stressful] trying to Uve 

up to my husband's standards of neatness" (Zoe, age 40, married 20 years, P̂  interview). 

Another source of difficulty for these women as they Uved out their wifehood were 

effectively addressing relationship difficulties. "Not being able to relay my feelings" (Beth, 

age 26, married 4 years, 1^ interview), "my husband's possessiveness," (Fran, age 46, 

married 28 years, P* interview) and "being taken for granted" (Zoe, age 50, married 30 

years, 2"̂ * interview) were specified as problematic and stressfiil to these women in dealing 

with their marital partners. Pamela spoke to the difficulty conflict posed for her: 

[My source of greatest stress] is when we do argue. I know that it 
has to be resolved. Seeking that resolution and knowing that you 
can either resolve it one way or another. And tf you resolve it one 
way, everything is fine. If you resolve it another way, then 
everything's confiising, con:q)Ucated... it becomes a big mess! And 
I think that probably the most stressfiil situation is deciding 
whether or not you're going to resolve it the "right" way. I think a 
lot of times it's easier just to say, "Forget it! I don't want to see 
you any more. It's over!" . . . . We've never said it, but once we 
say that, it wiU be over for us! I think we're both trying so 
desperately to make this work and make it a happy time for us. 

(Pamela, age 37, married 5 years, P* interview) 

Of these seven women, none expressed any consideration of leaving theu* present 

relationships, nor, for that matter, hoping for any significant alterations in the status quo, 

seemingly indicating a ledger sheet remaining in the black. Despite the cost, fiiistrations, 

and disappointments, these women were unified in one perception, "I don't think I'd have 

it any other way!" (Pamela, age 37, married 5 years, P* interview). 

Performance Review. These women of the Imparters, as well, addressed their 

personal evaluations of themselves as wives, namely how they matched up to their 

perceptions of quaUty wifing and what they saw as constituting their areas of competency 

as weU as personal chaUenge in Uving out this role. These women were also invited to 
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identify what they beUeved theu* husbands desired from them as wives and to speculate 

how their husbands would rate their performance as a Ufe partner. 

Where the Imparters unanimously saw theu* strength as lying was in theu* abiUties 

to provide sincere, competent, emotional support to their husbands. Without fail, these 

women recounted their skiU in providing a caring atmosphere in which their partners were 

listened to, understood, and offered empathic concem. Fran summed up this asset in these 

words: "[I am most competent] in keeping my husband's spirits soaring. Supporting him 

is reaUy what I do best!" (age 46, married 28 years, P' interview). Another offers, "I 

would say I try to listen when he's sharing with me. I try not to get impatient. I try to be 

understanding" (Gloria, age 38, married 20 years, P̂  interview). Kaye further elaborated 

on this provision for her husband stating: "I'm very intuitive and I sense his needs quickly, 

and I respond to those needs. I would say that I'm probably best at that. . .bemg sensitive 

to his needs " ( age 47, married 22 years, 2^ interview). The only additional strength 

these women acknowledged in the performance of their wifing was that of household 

management and organizational skills. "I think I can get a lot done in a Uttle bit of time. I 

can handle a lot of different situations" (Pamela, age 46, married 14 years, 2"^^ mterview). 

WhUe not meeting the inclusion criteria, other women identified their easy-going nature 

and the resultant positive impact on the relationship, understanding their husband's career 

field because of theu* participation in a simUar career themselves, and providing 

companionship to theu* husbands as competencies they offered (Figure 7). 

The Imparters, whUe acknowledging they do provide management of the home 

environment as weU as make provisions for the physical needs of their husband, the most 

consistent designation of an area where they feel least competent was that of 

housekeeping. With Uttle elaboration, these women cortfessed not Uking to clean the 

house and therefore perhaps not cleaning it as often as would be desirable. "I'm not a 

good housekeeper at aU," (Zoe, age 40, married 20 years, P* interview) and "[I am least 

competent in] keepmg my house clean," (Beth, age 26, married 4 years, P̂  mterview). 

Pamela fiirther elaborated: 
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It bothers me sometimes that I don't.. .and I reaUy wish it didn't 
bother me, but it does bother me sometimes, that I don't play the 
traditional wife role, that I don't stay home aU day long and cook 
and clean and have his supper waiting for him... It does bother me, 
but then again I thmk I would hate it!" 

(Pamela, age 37, married 5 years, P* interview) 

Resolving relationship difficulties was a second area where these women beUeved 

themselves to be least competent when it came to fulfiUing their wtfehood role. Kaye 

reported finding it difficult to stop perpetuating her husband's dependency on her: 

Perhaps I could do something that might be better for bun.. .not 
active involvement, and not giving a lot of duections in his Ufe. I 
think relationships with spouses are much like relationships with 
chUdren. You need to give them an opporturuty to learn because 
you need to give yoursetf that opportimity to leam and I have a 
difficult time with that. I tend to want to rescue in that situation. 

(Kaye, age 47, married 22 years, 2"*̂  interview) 

Fran pointed to her difficulty in establishing shared goals with her husband "in regard to 

how much tune we spend together, where we spend it.. .that type of thing" (age 46, 

married 28 years, P̂  interview) whUe Gloria referenced the chaUenge in finding a way of 

"bemg more at ease around his mother" (age 38, married 20 years, P̂  uiterview). Zoe 

spoke of better morutoring her contribution to relational difficulties, namely, "I suppose 

the perfect wtfe would never be gripey, would never criticize, would never have a "Do" 

Ust, but I'm not sure that's a matter of competency" (age 50, married 30 years, 2°"̂  

interview) (Figure 8). 

The Imparters beUeved that their husbands primarily wanted two contributions 

from them as wives: namely, management of the home environment and emotional 

support. Most often these women referenced both of these quaUties as they envisioned 

their husband's response to what they wanted from their spouse as demonstrated by Fran's 

reflection: "He wants me to run the home very efficiently. He has wanted me to be 

predominantly responsible for rearing our chUdreiL And I guess, above aU, he wants me to 

support bun one hundred percent emotionaUy (age 46, married 28 years, P̂  interview). 

The stretch that can be placed on these women in attempting to fiilfiU these requests was 
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demonstrated ui this woman's response to the inquiry, "What things in particular does 

your husband want you to do because you're a wtfe7' when she stated, "I think he expects 

aU of his underwear in one place and his socks with aU this, and his clothes put up, and 

everything just real neat Uke his mother kept it, but yet always be wUling, when he's ready 

for me to come sit beside him, I'm right there"(Beth, age 26, married 4 years, P* 

interview). A third area of desire these women beUeve theu* husbands have is that of 

providing meals. "He expects me to get up and go to work, but he stUl expects lunch on 

the table and he stiU expects his supper. He expects me to fit aU of it together, home and 

work" (Beth, age 26, married 4 years, P* interview). "He reaUy would Uke for me to cook 

more than I do. . . ." (Kaye, age 37, married 12 years, P* interview). Other areas were 

referenced by this group of Imparters but none met the criteria for inclusions. Additional 

areas of desue by husbands were identified as housekeeping, greater inteUectual pursuits, 

as weU as no expectations of them as wives. The overaU consensus of these women 

relative to meetuig their husbands' expectations was summed up by Pamela: "I expect 

most of the tune I do meet them. I think there are some times when I don't meet them for 

him and it's because of lack of time. I'm so busy I can't do everything that he would like 

for me to do in the wife capacity" (age 46, married 14 years, 2°** interview). These 

women's responses ranged from "fair" to "100%" when speculating about their husband's 

satisfaction with them. Ranking fair at 50% and utilizing the percentages estimated by the 

other women who spoke in numeric responses, these women seemed to indicate beUeving 

they matched their husband's expectations 75% of the time. 

The influence and effect of "doing" wifehood upon these women's daify Uves was 

indeed unpactfiil, appearing to actuaUy set the stmcture of the ordering of theu* hours and 

their energies. These women seemed to willingly and lovingly mcorporate this role mto 

their Uves, gifting themselves to better faciUtate the Uves of their husbands and, often as 

well, their chUdreiL The Imparters created a balance sheet which matched listings of 

benefits and costs accmed during wifehood, yet they seemed to readUy tip the balance in 

favor of a sense of positive retum on their investment. The perception is one of having 

been weU compensated for any expenditure they had made, leaving these women happy 
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and content in theu* marital relationships. These women, as well, perceived themselves as 

competent in offering that which they most valued: emotional support. Acknowledging 

that there was always room for unprovement, these women could identify themselves as 

skiUfiil, yet chaUenged in a few areas. Conjouitly they identified housekeepmg as one of 

the most difficult to execute tasks, yet they as well, did not place it at the same level of 

priority as that of offering emotional support. The projected perceptions of these wives by 

their Ufe-mates were predominately highly positive, expecting marks of exceUence in the 

emotional nurturing component but stmggUng in the more "traditional" realms of 

wifehood, such as cooking and cleaning. The beauty of the twiU weave was evident in 

their responses as seen in these women weU matching their ideals of quality wifing, and 

sensing simUar regard from their husbands. The pattem foUows that of a beautiftiUy 

choreographed dance, with one leading and the other foUowing, gUding side-by-side with 

few misplaced steps. LUce the gabardine, the texture of their fabric reflects a beauty and 

an ability to wear-weU the linking of their Ufe with this role. 

Altering the Pattem? Change vs. Constancy 

FoUowing the course of Ufe for these Imparters provided additional insight into the 

elements of alterations of previously charted courses as weU as the constancy of steadfast 

adherence to that earUer selected path. At the time of the first mterview series, one of the 

Imparters mdicated being in a period of re-evaluation of hersetf and/or her relationship 

with her husband, four, spoke predominately of change which had earUer occurred, with 

indications of a continued effect from previous role amendments which were stiU 

occurring, and two women indicated that they had e5q)erienced no change and did not 

readUy anticipate alterations in theu approach to wifehood. These deUneations are helpfiil 

in discussing the path foUowed by each woman and wiU be utilized as a means to perhaps 

provide insight into the trajectories of these women's Uves. 

Reflecting on Effects from Past Change. The four women who identified having 

experienced an earUer process of growth or change were Fran, Gloria, Kaye, and Winona. 
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Each woman spoke, some at length, of chaUenges they had personaUy and/or relationaUy 

previousfy addressed. Some of these alterations were brought on by external conditions 

such as Ulness, employment difficulties, and chUdren with special needs, whUe other 

changes were driven by intemal shifting such as attitudes, personal desues, and Ufelong 

dreams. Fran identified hersetf as changing as her chUdren grew older. At mid-Ufe she 

found hersetf continuing a process that had ah*eady began some years ago. She explained 

this point in her Ufe statuig: 

I think I've changed a great deal m how I feel about what he 
expects and what I can give to him. Now that the chUdren are 
grown, I think he would like for us to be as close now as we were 
when we were first married without chUdren. And unfortunately, 
I've reached my mid-Ufe crisis where I'm ready to try my wings 
now because I've given aU of that to my famify in previous 
years. . . .1 think he is both resentfiil and very scared of me getting 
away, not away physicaUy, because I'm not away physicaUy, but 
emotionaUy and spirituaUy. I'm just a Uttle further removed from 
him than he would like. I think I am consciously drawing back a 
Uttle bit because I think in meeting the demands that he had for me 
to be so close, he made me become extremely dependent and I 
don't think it's healthy for anyone to be so dependent that they faU 
apart when they lose that persorL And we see this happen aU the 
time when guys lose their wives to death. They're just not able to 
do anythuig. So I'm consciously trying to have my husband do a 
Uttle bit more because I think a good masculine trait is to be able to 
be firm and to be able to stand on your own two feet. It's real easy 
to lean on somebody else, so I'm consciousfy trying to [change] 
that. 

(Fran, age 46, married 28 years, P* interview) 

Fran seemed to speak not orUy to wanting more independence in herself but also of 

longing for her husband not to be dependent upon her. This Imparter, perhaps seeing Ufe 

as she had been so prone to see it in the years past, or perhaps seeking to add justification 

for her own re-positioning in the relationship, emphasized her actions as offering benefit to 

her husband and to his Ufe m the fiiture. She was changing, at least in part, for his 

benefaction. The changes that she had initiated some years ago were continuing to 

reverberate through the relationship and she anticipated additional alterations. 
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At the time of the second interview, rune years later, Fran reported the impact of 

this positional alteration for hersetf and the marriage. She, as weU, added additional 

msight mto the last fifteen years of her marriage. Recounting the impact of an adult 

"special needs" offspring who continued to reside with them, death of three of their four 

parents, a hysterectomy and the resultant hormonal difficulties, Fran shared that at the 

tune of the first interview, the rippUng effect of these Ufe events were bearing down on 

her. 

I kind of went nuts in my midUfe crisis and decided I wanted out of 
the whole mess! At that time I made very blatant changes as far as 
not taking criticism and standing up for mysetf. I was in counseUng 
for a year. My husband was in counseling. . .1 made a lot of 
changes as far as not [being] a doormat now. . . .So I made that big 
change and that involved everything from what time I got up to 
what I serve at meals. Everything! It was a giant change. . . .It's 
said that passive people just take and take and take and take untU 
aU of a sudden they just won't take anymore. . . .1 had had enough 
of everything. . .and just decided I wasn't going to put up with it. 

(Fran, age 54, married 36 years, 2°** interview) 

Fran credited these alterations internalized to her new sense of setf and as weU the shift in 

the position she was wiUing to occupy in the marital relationship as resulting in a 

redesigning of the marriage itsetf. Fran described this new partnership in these terms: 

I am very satisfied. Part of that comes from seeing fiiends who 
have been married as long as we have and get divorced and seeing 
the turmoU that their Uves are stUl in. That has helped to soUdify 
our marriage, just to watch what's happened to those others. I [am 
better able now] in accepting him as he is. . . .he accepts me as I 
am. And as you get older, you just realize so much more. I think 
both his possessiveness and my passivity are both cormected to how 
we were both raised.. .with a very domineering father and a very 
passive mother. So that was our role model from both sides of the 
famUy.... I thmk I have lower setf-esteem than is healthy, but 
probably I have it because I chose to have it. I don't think he's 
taken that from me any more than I've aUowed him to take it from 
me. My perceptions have changed in that, tf indeed he is part of the 
cause, I have aUowed him to do it. [Now I have] a lot more setf-
confidence. This was when I started demanding some time for 
mysetf. . . . Now, I think I'm probabfy a much better wife than I had 
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been before. I like the stabUity, the security, the safety.. . .1 like the 
companionship,. . .always having someone to go somewhere 
with . . . or always having someone to watch TV with. I think it 
helps me feel complete. . . .1 feel more complete than I would tf I 
were single. 

(Fran, age 54, married 36 years, 2"** interview) 

Fran predicted that these changes wiU continue on into the fiiture, hopefiiUy resulting in a 

more gentle, accepting relationship as this couple ages. Fran's language to refer to hersetf 

as a wife had moved from one who was focused on Imparting to one who was interested 

in Partaking, an alternate style of wifing which wiU be described in detaU in a later section. 

At the time of the second interview, Fran spoke of not just providing companionship, but 

of receiving comparuonship, not merely of accepting her husband's idiosyncracies but of 

bemg accepted by him. This movement toward mutuality, equity in giving and taking from 

the relationship are markedfy different from Fran's earUer relationship descriptions. 

It was the subjective caU of this investigator to identify Gloria as one who had 

previously conten^lated changes in hersetf or in the marital relationship. It was merely 

two simple statements referenced by this woman which seemed to indicate there may weU 

have been some active contemplation of alteration, yet these contemplations were not 

acted on. It seemed that entertairung such notions of change may have been too risky, 

placmg at stake more than Gloria was wiUing to gamble. When Gloria was asked tf she 

had thought about different ways of feeUng toward her husband, she responded, "Don't 

we aU." CertairUy such a response might be reflective of a majority of women, but at least 

two in this smaU group of Imparters responded with a defirutive "No." When asked tf she 

nught be considering any altematives presently, Gloria did respond with an answer of, 

"No." A fiuther inquiry as to what kept her from considering any altematives resulted in a 

response o^ "Fear of being caught." It seemed plausible that Gloria had considered a 

particular methodology of introducuig change into her Ufe, but, for the time being, had 

chosen to not seek out this fantasized avenue. Additional probes to gain greater 

clarification regarding these contemplations were not made, responding to the 

investigation's boundaries of respectfiil inquiry. 
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At the time of the second interview, Gloria seemed to taUc somewhat more 

animatedly about her wifehood and the marital context. Utilizing works such as "sharing, 

receiving support, having the same goals, and being there for each other" demonstrated a 

re-working of the relational stmcture over the past decade, emphasizing mutuaUty and 

mterdependence. Gloria, as weU, taUcs about her husband having become "her best fiiend" 

and stated that they neither one have expectations of each other but instead, "We do 

things for each other because we want to" (age 47, married 28 years, 2^ interview). The 

marriage now provided her a foimdation from which she experiences "the freedom to be 

mysetf." Gloria, however, indicated that she did not see hersetf or the relationship as 

having changed, yet her descriptions were vastly different from her days as an Imparter. 

Now Gloria, Uke Fran, seemed to have adopted the style of the Partaker, emphasizuig the 

camaraderie of two partners undertaking Ufe side-by-side. To take issue with this 

woman's own words is a bold step, but one that this author deemed honoring of the 

alterations surmised. Gloria, m her second interview, concluded that she does not 

anticipate future changes: 

If he has any changes [he would like me to make], he hasn't ever 
said anything to me about how he would Uke me to do something 
different. He's always aUowed me to be what I wanted to be or 
what I am and not expected me to be something else or somebody 
else. . . .1 think I'm satisfied with how I am. . . .1 think I have 
always been the person that I am and who you are has a lot to do 
with your role as a wife. 

(Gloria, age 47, married 28 years, 2""* interview) 

Gloria seemed to have altered her role as a wife over the ensumg decade, and she did 

indeed seem satisfied both with who she was and how she incorporated wifehood into her 

sense of setf. 

Kaye actively acknowledged past changes that had primarUy been extemaUy 

introduced by the declining health and ensumg necessitated early retuement of her 

husband. At the tune of the first interview, he had been retired for five years and the 

couple had undergone a "con^lete role reversal." Kaye had become the sole wage-earner, 

supplemented by her husband's disabiUty income, and her husband had become responsible 
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for the running of the household. Kaye acknowledged that her husband's Ulness had been 

a source of tremendous, daUy stress, however, they were now settled mto a "routine" to 

accommodate these necessary changes. She related her early response to their Ufe 

structure alteration in this way: 

I think I just felt that there was so much that I didn't know that I 
needed to know. I don't think it was so much helplessness as more 
of a grief sort of reaction.. .there were a lot of thmgs business-
wise that I knew and I had handled as, in years past, I did not take 
the backseat role of a protected, dependant person. I think 
probably more things related to grief . . Another strong feeUng I 
have had is that he is invading my space. He took over my kitchen. 
He took over my garden. And I didn't realize that those were my 
areas. I thought they were our areas, untU he started fimctioning in 
them, and I reaUzed that was my property and my space. So I 
have spent two or three years working through those, being 
surprised by a lot of the feelings. And then trying to decide, did I 
reaUy want to own that space? And by and large, I've given him aU 
of it and I don't want any of it. 

(Kaye, age 47, married 22 years, P* interview) 

Along with this extemaUy induced process of change, Kaye also acknowledged having 

explored altematives to wtfehood by confronting the possibility of her husband's death and 

as weU by having imagined Ufe as a divorced woman, but she found that she: 

never explored the option of not being a wtfe for very long at a time 
because it's very fiightening to me. Even tf I was considering 
divorce, and in fact, just to play with this sort of feeling, I have 
gone out in the last few years with divorced and widowed ladies 
who have been or are some of my fiiends, and I reaUy am 
uncomfortable in that role . . . not being a wife, just seems 
threatening to me because of the aloneness and because of the way 
that people that are not wives are treated in society. And I don't 
want to be treated Uke I see some being treated. 

(Kaye, age 47, married 22 years, P^ mterview) 

Over the ensuuig decade, the health of Kaye's husband continues to decUne and she has 

also suffered an unexpected death of a grown chUd, and experienced a heart attack hersetf. 

Kaye indicated that she constantly considers altematives for hersetf, always in the process 

of becoming her strongest. She now spoke of the mandatory role reversal as having been 
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aU for the good. I went from being a kind of lazy, rich bitch, to a 
lot of discontent, going back to school because I wanted to have a 
career, and than a career because it's necessary in my situation.. .It 
was a big adjustment for me when aU of a sudden I realized, this 
isn't anything I'm playing with anymore. You know, I'm not doing 
this just for fiin, or for fiilfiUment, or to better the community. I'm 
doing this because we have to have . . . sheUer,... food, and that 
sort of thing... I was a Uttle bit angry that my career turned out to 
be more than I thought it was going to be. So there were a couple 
of years I kind of had to work with that. I'm a much more content, 
fulfiUed person as a career woman that I was as a housewife.. . . 
There's just been a lot of satisfaction in what I have leamed and 
what I have accomplished with a career, and I think the fiilfiUment 
of femininity and womanhood, because I don't think I felt like I was 
a valued part of society. Now, I feel like a valued, contributing part 
of society.... In general, I am so much more setf-assured as a 
person. . . and as a wife. 

(Kaye, age 59, married 40 years, 2°̂  interview) 

Kaye spoke of now seeking a deeper spiritual Ufe, seeking ways of: 

equipping mysetf to understand what it means to be a comparuon 
with my husband . . . I've pretty much spent my Ufetime tryuig to be 
the best wife I can or have the best relationship that I can have... I 
think I have been very serious and deUberate about the changes I've 
made, and they have enabled me to grow. And I think the more I 
grow, the better wife that I am. 

(Kaye, age 59, married 40 years, 2°'* interview) 

Kaye maintained her wifing style as an Imparter, continuing to seek ways to facUitate a 

better Ufe for her husband. As weU, this remarkable woman, expanded her own Ufe, 

incorporating "two to three everungs a week" as her time away to pursue personal or 

fiiendship interests. Kaye bore witness to the remarkable strength of the twiU weave and 

its abUity to adapt to the pattem brought in by Ufe circumstances, altering the rhythm 

momentarily, but quickly estabUshing a new one by which to resume the weaving process. 

FinaUy, in the group of Imparters who at the time of the first interview indicated 

having experienced previous changes in Ufe, was Winona, a forty-eight year old woman in 

the nudst of her twenty-seventh year of marriage. Winona recounted having completed a 

period of upheaval in her marriage, but havmg found an agreeable resolution for both she 

and her husband. She shared, 
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We've gone through so many things together.. .these things are 
what have made me change. Seeing the way he reacts, I've found 
too, a lot of times, when you get reaUy down on somebody like 
your husband, and you think, "Oh, what a jerk! What did I marry 
him for?" You can get reaUy down in the pits. Then it seems that 
something happens.. .and he usuaUy comes through with a heroic 
act abnost. And you say, "Am I impressed! No wonder I chose 
such a good person." I think you see a lot of that over the years. . . 
I thmk I'm a lot more independent now . . . through these 
problems, I've leamed to be more independent. 

(Winona, age 48, married 27 years, P̂  interview) 

Winona did not reveal the nature of the problems experienced in the relationship and the 

nature of the interviews were designed to be respectfiil of the boundaries of each 

interviewee. She did, however, offer predictions regardmg the fiiture of the marital 

relationship: 

From the way I can see my husband changing, tf he keeps on the 
way he is, I thmk we're going to get closer, more fiiendly. I think 
everything's going to get much better and I think I wiU be more of 
a wife and less of a worker because, to me, wtfe is doing aU the 
home stuff and I reaUy enjoy that. . . . 

(Winona, age 48, married 27 years, 1^ interview) 

Unfortunately, it is unknown the path Winona's Ufe took as she was not available for 

further involvement ui this study. Did she find that place of "becoming more of a wtfe" 

and did she experience that "closer, fiiendUer" marriage? Winona did, however, add to 

the understanding of Imparting wives, the saUency of wifehood for them, and the language 

they utilize to describe themselves in this role. 

In the Midst of Present Change. From this group of Imparters, orUy one woman 

indicated having just recently begun a period of change in her Ufe. At the time of the first 

interview, Zoe was searching for methodologies to alter personal characteristics she bad 

grown uncomfortable with. Viewing hersetf as a bit of a "whiner," Zoe indicated that she 

was attempting to decrease her level of whining and nagging and determine ways "to do 

my job better. . .more gracefiiUy" (age 40, married 20 years, P̂  interview). The negative 

impact of her whining and nagging resulted in "my husband reaUy clam[ing] up." WhUe 

indicating presentfy atten^ting to address this trait in hersetf, Zoe, somewhat 
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contradictorily, predicted that she would not be anticipating future changes in hersetf. 

Perhaps she beUeved she would quickfy achieve the changes she hoped for, fiiture changes 

would then be rendered urmecessary. 

At the time of the second interview, Zoe, now fifty years old, had been married for 

thirty years. Zoe's emphasis on change continued to be the same as a decade ago, 

enqjhasizing now the intent to become "less gmmpy." She indicated the motivation for 

such consideration of this change because, "a person should be less gnirrq^y, " and she 

predicted this feat may be more accomplishable now that the chUdren were out of the 

house. When asked tf she had made past changes, she indicated that she had "tried to 

whine a little less, and tried to be a little less particular." Zoe indicated that her area of 

least competency was that of "never be[ing] grippy, never criticiz[ing], and never hav[ing] 

a "Do" list." She indicated that her husband would be more content tf "she not question 

him," perhaps indicating a commimication style developed between the two of them over 

the years. It appeared that the longed for change had not been forthcoming and that Zoe 

StUl struggled with this realm of her personal orientation. However, it was noted by this 

investigator, that Zoe did not speak emphaticaUy regardmg these changes, but rather 

seemed to indicate this ad^tation would be preferable should it somehow occur. When 

invited to address the fiiture and any changes it might usher in, Zoe spoke of possible 

shifts m health and the resultant need for one spouse to become the caregiver to the other. 

This woman's focus on change seemed markedly different from the other women of the 

Imparters, less intentional, less driven, yet dreaming of adopting a "more gracious" 

interactional style. 

Stable and Content with the Status Quo. Both Beth and Pamela were emphatic 

that they felt no need for change in their personal or relational Uves at the time of the first 

interviews. Beth spoke of beUeving that "there's always room for improvement.. .in your 

marriage and in your sex Ufe" and shared that she and her husband were scheduled to 

participated in a marriage eruichment retreat. Yet when asked specificaUy tf she was ready 

to make some changes, she responded, "I think I'd reaUy like things basicaUy as they are 

right now" (Beth, age 26, married 4 years, P interview). 
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The foUowing decade, with Beth having now been married fifteen years and having 

reached the age of thirty-seven, found this woman indicating no significant change m 

hersetf, the marriage, or her position in the relationship. She did reference beUeving that 

as a wtfe, "I think I've become better at it." Her dream for the future with her husband 

was one of "hop[uig] I get better [at being a wife]." When asked to elaborate on how that 

would look, she deUneated, " . . . focusing on his needs, our needs as a couple, my needs as 

a woman. I hope it gets better, that I'm able to do it better. More efficient with the tune" 

(Beth, age 37, married 15 years, 2^ interview). Beth did, however, elaborate on the 

parameter of her wUUngness to change towards better meeting her husband's needs: 

I don't want to be a June Cleaver. I also don't want to be steam 
roUed. I think there is kind of a balance of being attentive to your 
husband's needs. . . .1 need to meet his needs, but in the same 
sense, I don't need to be a "yes woman." I don't need to do it 
because he says to do it, as much as he is doing it for protection 
and love of me. . . . Submissive is a good thing in Christiaruty 
because the male takes a more dominant role, and a more 
aggressive role in the famUy stmcture.. . .So, it's OK with me, tf he 
wiU take his role responsibiUties; I don't mind being submissive to 
him. If he does not take his role as a leader in the household Uke he 
needs to, then submission can be a Uttle harder. 

(Beth, age 36, married 14 years, 2°̂  interview) 

Beth continued to indicate that she anticipated no significant changes in hersetf and m her 

marriage, as she continued in her contentment with the status quo. 

Pamela, as well, at the time of the first interview indicated that she had no interest 

nor felt any desue for changes regarding her wifehood role. Her one word answer of, 

"No," seemed indicative of a preference for maintenance of the present relational 

stmcture. By the time of the second interview, Pamela at the age of 46, with 14 years of 

marital experience, continued to reflect on possible change with the same one word 

response, "No." Pamela seemed content in the present stmcture, having created a 

satisfactory place for hersetf early in her marriage, she saw no need to alter a good thing. 

The Imparters seemed to approach the notion of change very differently. WhUe aU 

seven reported high levels of marital satisfaction and aU seven remained in the same 

relationship they were involved in at the time of the original mterviews, four had 
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experienced some rather dramatic alterations to the relationship, some induced through 

mtention, mtemal shiftings, whUe other changes concurred with external alterations in 

Itfestyle. These four seemed to embrace the changes, whatever their source of origination, 

and worked with these ckcumstances as means to expand their personhood. Such changes 

seemed to propel two of these women into a new style of wifing, that of a Partaker, a 

style emphasizing the mutual sharing of giving and taking in the relationship. The 

remaining two maintained the stance of facUitatmg and enhancing the Uves of their spouses 

as central to their personal meaning for wifehood, remaining steadfast as Imparters. One 

woman seemed to be somewhat looking at the possibiUty of change, and the remaining 

two felt no need to alter the present reality. At this juncture, the weaving pattem foUowed 

by these women diverged, two adopting new methodologies of weaving wifehood into 

their Uves, four maintaining the origmal weaving pattern, finding its beauty personaUy 

pleasing to them as they continued as they had begun. 

Personal Reflections on Being an Imparter 

In my first experience as a wife, I too adopted mysetf with a vision of aUgning my 

Ufe with that of my partner so that we might create the most conducive atmosphere in 

which our famify might thrive. I began this joumey beUeving that my role was to be 

supportive, nurturing, and facUitative of "bringing forth" the "fiiU potential" in each 

member of our famUy, whether parents, chUdren, or spouse. This style of entwining my 

Ufe with the Uves of those significant others around me had roots m my famUy-of-origin 

where I was taught that being a daughter was about making your parents happy. I busUy 

set out to leam how to do just that, for the consequences of choosuig otherwise were 

severe, thus casting the tenor of my relational style with others. 

My experience as a young wtfe was that of attempting to figure out the best way to 

"extract" my young husband's potential for personal and professional development. I 

relished "beuig there" for him during both the good and the bad tunes. I worked my 

scheduUng of activities and management of the home around his work and school hours. 

When he suffered setbacks along the way, I optunisticaUy re-adjusted mysetf to help him 
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find new avenues of enhancement. In many ways, this style of wifing worked weU for me 

and I, too, felt fiilfiUed and content in offering mysetf in ways that were congment with my 

personal mearung ascribed to this role. On those occasions when he floundered for 

extended periods of time, which became more pronounced as his diseased setf began to be 

more prominent, I began to seriously stmggle with this methodology of wtfehood. In the 

realization that there was nothing I could offer that would facilitate his movement toward 

health and wholeness, I began to seriously re-evaluate my relational style, not merely with 

him, but with everyone. Through a period of mtense setf-scmtiny, difficult and painfiil 

years of personal and relational therapy, I left the dimension of Imparter because it no 

longer worked satisfectorUy for me. In leaving this place, there was much grie^ for there 

had been an immense contfort in knowing "how" I needed to "be." Now the path was 

unclear, foggy, and somewhat fiightening, yet I knew I could not "be" as I had "been." 

As I read the stories of these Imparters, I could readUy identify with their ideology 

and their vast contentment, a part of me longing for that which wiU no longer fit. I 

celebrate these women who have found this style to serve them weU and wonder what 

alterations, tf any, they wiU make over the course of their Uves. I beUeve this style can 

indeed contribute to Ufelong comfort and security for many. 

The Partakers: FoUowing the Pattem of the Satin Weave 

To partake is to "take part in, to participate, to share" (Webster's, p. 984). The 

women whose style of wtfehood was that of a Partaker referenced their marital experience 

as one of "mutuaUty," "equity," "reciprocity," and "sharing." The language of this group 

of women emphasized inclusivity, both giving and receiving, and a keen awareness of 

beuig benefactors as weU as donors in their role as wife. These women seemed to take 

pride in their acknowledgment of the mutual benefit for both partners from the marriage. 

These women, as weU, were highly articulate in speaking to the investigative questions 

regarding wifehood, offering rich elaboration on the functioning of this role m their Uves. 

ExempUfying this style of relationship referral are responses such as, "it's a 

reciprocal relationship" (Abby, age 32, married 10 years, P interview), "it's work 
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together, play together, develop together," (Lenora, age 44, married 20 years, P* 

uiterview), " it feels good to contribute to somebody else's Ufe.. .and it feels good to have 

somebody contribute to your life," (Starla, age 35, married 15 years, P̂  interview) as weU 

as "ours is a partnership" (Jacqui, age 57, married 33 years, 2°̂  interview). These women 

shared a sense of camaraderie, contfort, and caring with theu* partners, creating a soft and 

inviting texture to their Ufe febric. They were intentional about their relationships and 

sensed the same from their husbands. They often saw both partners in the relationship as 

providuig "an extension" of the other, enabUng greater growth, more task 

accomplishment, and more effective use of personal resources. The satin weave, utilized 

in the patterning of luxurious febrics such as damask, sateen, and satin, overlaps up to 

twelve warp threads with its weft, creating a smooth, rich feel to the textUe. These types 

of materials are often seen in party attire and dramatic draperies. This patterning seemed 

analogous to the shaping of wifehood for these women, who, for the most part, were 

wrapped in a highfy attractive, smooth fitting atmosphere created by this role. The 

emergent themes and patterns of response for these women were reflective of this creation 

of relational smoothness as they addressed the dimensions of saUency and mearung, 

mfluence and effect, as weU as change and constancy. Of this group of twenty-six women 

at the time of the first interview series, six were identified as composing the Partakers: 

Abby, Jacqui, Lenora, Marti, QuUa, and Starla (Figure 1). 

Approaching the Loom: SaUency and Meaning 

The Partakers spoke with much elaboration and intensity when asked to identify 

what was most important to them about bemg a wife. AU six women of this group 

responded with conceptions of the mutuaUty and inclusivity of both partners' needs, 

wants, and dreams. The support offered by both to each other provided the means by 

which these goals were accomplishable. These women designated three qualities that 

were most important for them regarding their experience in wifehood. Each woman spoke 

of the mutual support offered and received in their partnerships. "It's a reciprocal 

relationship, a chance to give and to get for me. I get support and nurturance from my 
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husband.. .and I give simUar things, I thmk" (Abby, age 32, married 10 years, l"" 

interview). Jacqui described this supportive environment in these terms, "I Uke there being 

someone for me when I need it and I also Uke beuig there for my husband when he needs 

comfort or to taUc" (age 47, married 23 years, P mterview). "Being there when he needs 

me and vice versa," (QuUa, age 35, married 15 years, P* interview) and "we have that sort 

of relationship.. .that one can lean on the other" (Jacqui, age 57, married 33 years, 2°** 

interview) are ways in which these women acknowledged this reciprocal supportiveness in 

their relationship. "[The relationship] has always got a nice support system buUt in, so that 

helps you to be the kind of person you want to be,. . .and you help him to be the kind of 

person that he is" (Starla, age 35, married 15 years, P* interview). One woman's poetic 

reflection on this unportant offering of wifehood was shared m this marmer, "I Uke his 

open arms when I need them.. .and I like being there with my open arms when he needs 

me" (Starla, age 44, married 26 years, 2"^ interview). 

A second meaning of wtfehood to these women was that of sharing daUy with 

another. "I can't imagine not growing old with my husband. [I love] the sharing of what 

we've done ui our Ufe together" (Quila, age 35, married 15 years, 1̂  interview). "There is 

a sharing of events, the sharing of relationships,... the classmates that we knew together, 

or the times when our chUdren did certain things, or we were active in something... .that 

sense of sharing pride in our common history" (Jacqui, age 57, married 33 years, 2"̂  

interview). Not orUy was there an appreciation for the history created together through 

the days, months, and years, as Marti caUed it, "our growing up together" (age 40, 

married 21 years, P* interview) but also the daUy execution of managing Ufe side-by-side. 

"The daUy doing for, the daUy caring for each other" (Lenora, age 44, married 20 years, P̂  

interview). Abby acknowledged the benefit of two sets of hands which offered 

"additional engineering of the general organization and atmosphere of the home" (age 32, 

married 10 years, P' interview). Jacqui fiirther described this approach to daUy Ufe by 

summarizing: "When I can't do my part, he picks it up, and tf he can't do his part, I pick it 

up. The object is just to get whatever needs to get done, done" (age 57, married 33 years, 

2™* interview). 
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This group of Partakers thirdly identified as important to them about wifehood, 

the shared fiiendship they experienced with their Ufe-mates. "[What's important to me 

about being a wife] is coming to the realization that he is my best fiiend" (Marti, age 40, 

married 21 years, 1"̂  interview). "I Uke having a best fiiend always there. I Uke havmg 

that relationship with someone that you can share everything with and not having to deal 

with aU of Ufe's things by yoursetf' (Starla, age 44, married 26 years, 2"̂  interview). 

AdditionaUy, these women pointed to the growth that the marital relationship had 

produced for both partners. "What I've experienced being a wife helps me in the other 

thmgs that I do. . .1 thmk it has helped me have a better rounded personaUty" (Quila, age 

35, married 15 years, l'̂  interview). QuUa, in her second interview, fiirther elaborated on 

the impact wifehood had upon her personal growth: 

It's sort of a remforcement of what I said about my relationship 
with God. When you're fiiU of setf-doubt, there's a man who says, 
"I love you. If I love you, you can't be quite that bad." . . . So that 
helps you to be the kind of person you want to be, because 
somebody loves us to be that kind of person. And you love 
somebody to be the kind of person that he is, and it feels good to 
contribute to somebody else's Ufe and to be a major contribution, 
and it feels good to have somebody contribute to your Ufe and to be 
a major contribution. 

(QuUa, age 52, married 32 years, 2™* interview) 

Each of the final three themes were referenced by five of the seven women as saUent to 

their wifehood experience. Other themes which did not meet the inclusion criteria 

included the freedom to be one's tme setf, being the recipient of unconditional love, and as 

weU, the security of a stable relationship (Figure 2). 

When asked to describe their feelings about being wives, these women 

predominantly expressed immense satisfaction, utilizing words such as comfortable, glad, 

peaceful, and tremendously happy. "I like the freedom of being a wife. I think it gives 

you so much freedom to have a . . .husband and wtfe relationship that's loving and 

accepting" (Starla, age 35, married 15 years, P* interview). Quila, representing the 

dommant affective response of these women toward wtfehood shared, "1 think that I 

wouldn't want to be any different than what I am now.. . .1 think [wtfehood] is a role to 
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be valued as a person,. . .and 1 Uke that" (age 52, married 32 years, 2™* interview). Four 

of the Partakers echoed simUar terms to express their joy in being wives. Two of these 

women were less exuberant, responding with a more qualified enthusiasm that whUe this 

relationship was valued and brought a positive impact upon their Uves, it also posed some 

chaUenges which conveyed, as well, some negative affective power. Both Abby and 

Lenora identified relationship chaUenges which, at times, diminished some of the more 

enjoyable feelings experienced in their wifehood. Abby referenced at times feeling 

personaUy competitive with the role of wife and that of her own identity, finding it 

chaUenging to balance these two conq)onents of hersetf. Lenora identified the setf-

confidence she experienced when the marriage was thriving, but also recounted the 

duninishment of her confidence as she observed the stmggles and difficulties in the 

relationship. 

With some variation in perception as to the magrutude of impact wtfehood had 

upon their sense of setf, the women composing the Partakers beUeved that this role was 

central in their own process of "becoming." WhUe often unified ui identifying significant 

effects wifehood had contributed to personal identity, unique to this group of women were 

the methodologies utilized to puU from this role in offering setf definition. FoUowing three 

major paths of effect, these women saw theu* wtfehood as "providing a secure, 

foundational base" from which to conduct their Uves, as a laboratory from which some of 

their most important personal growth did occur, or as absolutely essential to "aU else that I 

am." Two of the Partakers had found their wifehood to offer a foundational base to draw 

from as they Uved out their many other aspects of Ufe. "[Wtfehood] gives me some 

resUiency and some added stabUity to my emotions... to just how I'm able to interact with 

the world since I've got a pretty secure, soUd, stable kind of base" (Abby, age 32, married 

10 years, P̂  uiterview). Jacqui explained her placement of wifehood m her identity: "I 

don't know that it adds to my sense of setf-esteem,.. .but it gives me a sense of security 

and I think, perhaps, that is a base that I work off of' (age 47, married 23 years, P̂  

uiterview). Two of these women beUeved that instead of a foundational element, 

wtfehood offered a laboratory in which they accompUshed some of their most significant 
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personal evolution. Each credited theu* partner with providing both the freedom and the 

guidance to achieve these sizable Ufe steps. 

I think I am probably very, very unusual, in that the man who 
married me finished raising me. I had been raised to be a very 
dependent person.. . everything I did was to please [my parents], 
not to develop any sort of sense of setf-worth for mysetf. . . I 
transferred this to pleasing my teachers, and then transferred that to 
pleasing my husband. He later said, "One moment, please. . . Look, 
you are a neat person in your own [right], but we have just got to 
find out how [you can beUeve that about yoursetfj." He 
encouraged me. We went to therapy together. He was very 
uidependent, so the only Ufestyle I knew with my foUcs, he would 
not accept. . . so I'm very glad . . . I am very grateful to him. 

(Marti, age 40, married 20 years, P* interview) 

I feel a more complete person because of [the relationship with my 
husband] and it's because, I thirUc for me, there's a chance for 
expression of some parts of mysetf that are very meaningfiil and 
appropriate in that relationship and are onfy expressed more 
mdirectly in other relationships. . .Beuig a wife . . . affects my Ufe in 
that I know absolutely at a deep level that there is someone in my 
world who supports me, who cares for me, who, even tf I'm wrong, 
wiU reflexively support me and that's real. 

( Lenora, age 44, married 20 years, P̂  uiterview) 

The remaming two Partakers spoke of the core of the setf as being buUt around wifehood. 

"What I have experienced bemg a wife helps me m aU the other things that I do" (QuUa, 

age 35, married 15 years, P^ uiterview). An additional reflection on the centraUty of this 

role as the primary orgaruzing component for the rest of Ufe was offered: "[Being a wife] 

has everything to do with how I feel about mysetf as a person... .The support that 

gives me, aUows me aU the freedom and flexibUity. . . and I think it has everything to do 

with everything else that I am How does it affect me? It gives me the strength to do 

what I do in everyday Ufe" (Starla, age 44, married 26 years, 2"*̂  mterview). 

These three different mcorporations of wifehood into the sense of setf had the 

foUowing specified impacts which were identified by these Partakers: provision for 

personal growth opportimities, expansion of personhood through the presence/influence of 
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spouse, contribution of positive setf-esteem due to husband's appreciation and vaUdation 

of wife, and enhancement of the setf in successfiiUy occupying other roles. These themes 

met the uiclusion criteria, whUe other specified impacts such as the addition of 

discipUne/higher standards in Ufe, freedom from addressing dating issues, as weU greater 

contfort with one's own body and sexuaUty, did not meet this minimum frequency 

(Figure 3). 

For the Partakers, the predominant themes of saUency and meaning reflected the 

importance of buUding, mamtaining, and relishing the creation of a mutuaUy satisfying, 

emotionaUy nurturing relationship. These women were vested in offering their 

contribution to this partnership, but fiiU weU expected, and for the most part received, a 

Uke contribution from their husbands. The emphasis on "getting" and on "giving" was 

notably unique to this style of wtfehood. These women experienced much happiness, 

security, and support from these relationships with no indications that any of the seven 

were entertaming any thought of leaving these marriages. Two women did reflect on 

some relational chaUenges which had a negative unpact on their sense of "being" in the 

relationship, yet neither referenced concem for the residual effect these issues posed. AU 

six of the Partakers credited the marital relationship and their experiences as wives as 

being significant in their sense of setf, with three different positionings of these impacts in 

their Uves: as a foundation from which to organize and experience the rest of Ufe, as the 

laboratory withm which they experienced the most profound and Ufe-alteruig personal 

growth, or as the core element aroimd which they had buUt the rest of Ufe. That wifehood 

contributed significantly and positively to these women's sense of "being" was apparent. 

The beauty and sheen of the satm weave was fiiUy reflected in the responses of these 

women. They indeed felt confident and competent as they continued their weaving 

pattern, knowing how this cloth was to "feel" when experienced aroimd theriL For the 

most part, they were surrounded in luxuriant softness and vibrant color. 
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Creating a Personal TextUe: Influence and Effect 

The Partakers were asked to reference the impact wtfehood had upon their 

behavioral choices, time and energy aUocations, and their assessment of the cost/benefit 

ledger as experienced in "doing" this role of wife. Again, these women were invited to 

share what specificaUy they "did" as wives, and to speak of their own role performance 

evaluation and to speculate as to how their husbands nught rate their fiilfiUment of wifing. 

A coUection of rewards and costs, likes and dislikes, as weU as stresses and satisfaction 

with this role was created from these women's responses. This component of "doing" 

wtfehood provided additional insight into the Partakers when combined with their sense of 

"being" wives. As weU, differentiation between these groups became more apparent when 

con^aring their styles of "doing" and "being" wives. 

Behavioral Responses. When given the opportunity to share what it was that they 

"did" because they were wives, as weU as how they managed to "do" it, these Parakers 

responded in ways vastfy different from the previous two groups. Instead of a listing of 

domesticities as the Obligers shared or referencing the provision of emotional support as 

did the Imparters, these women spoke more to a flavor of "being" that impacted their 

"doing." Often these women listed nothing that they "did," but instead reflected on how 

they "feh" in the midst of "doing" their Uves as wives. These responses were given to the 

inquiry pron^t, "What do you "do" especiaUy because you're a wife?" The tone of these 

reflections were represented by the foUowing quotes: "[Being a wtfe effects what I do 

everyday] in that it gives me knowledge that I know.. .that there is someone in the world 

who supports me, who cares for me . . . " ( Lenora, age 44, married 20 years, P interview). 

"It gives me strength to do aU that I do on a daUy basis," (Starla, age 44, married 26 years, 

2°"̂  interview). This method for "doing" wtfehood seemed to caU for a pausing to 

remember, with gratitude, the gift of their relationship. From that ritual imfolded any 

other specified behavioral contributions toward wifing. 

As well, the Partakers spoke to the creation of an atmosphere of mutuaUty and the 

active cultivation of a sense of cormectedness with their partners. This flavor of "doing" 

seemed to be primarUy dependent upon the gift of time together and the intentional 
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reaching toward the partner. QuUa offered the foUowing depiction of this emphasis on 

time: 

. . .tf ever I regret anything during the day, it's the time I don't have 
to be a wtfe. . . My husband and I Uke to spend time together and 1 
try to spend time, undivided time, with [him]. I try to be the 
comparuon, the friend, to be there . . . make the things that are 
important to him happen. . .tf it's nothing but spending time 
together, going somewhere, being flexible. . . .1 feel Uke [it] helps 
the hours in the day that we fight for time to be together. . . 

(QuUa, age 35, married 15 years, P interview) 

The use of time to display love and connectedness seemed to take several forms. One 

woman taUced of the deep gratitude she felt for the way she and her husband embraced 

each other's schedules rather than contending against them. 

We just work at it reaUy hard. My husband's reaUy good about. . . 
for mstance, when I have a show coming up and it requires 
long, tedious hours and months of preparation, and particularly 
leading up to deadUnes, everything else just goes, and he fills in the 
gaps. . . Then when the show is over and that part is 
concluded, I try to cook a few reaUy nice meals,. . . it's just a give 
and take situation. It's just not always on the same balance, and 
sometimes it gets out of balance, but then you just try to re-balance 
it. 

(Starla, age 44, married 26 years, 2"̂  interview) 

Others shared a methodology they utilized in their relationship to maintain that sense of 

cormection throughout the course of the day: "I try to stay in tune with what happens to 

him everyday. That takes some work. This is a conscious thing." (Marti, age 40, married 

21 years, P* interview). Jacqui fijrther Ulustrated this "staying in tune" by sharing, 

"There's always, in everything I do, a consultation with my husband, because it's simple 

courtesy. "What are you doing when?," and "I'd Uke to do this," and "How does that fit 

with your schedule?" And he does the same thing" (age 47, married 23 years, P̂  

interview). In the second interview series, Jacqui demonstrated how connection can be 

fostered without actual time spent in each other's presence: 

WeU, it's a matter of making the contact through the day. I just caU 
my husband . . . about something and he just calls me,. . . and 
that's just something that we have developed over time. [We] do 
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not caU and say, "oh honey about this,". . .but, "Hey, how are you 
doing? I'm missing you!".. .We've always made those touching 
base tunes during a day.. .and making the contact so that nobody is 
reaUy "not" involved. Maybe [we are] not physicaUy involved, but 
there is emotional involvement. 

(Jacqui, age 57, married 33 years, 2*̂  mterview) 

Time involvement and mtentional relational focus is often, as well, initiated b\' husbands. 

Sometimes what these wives "do" is respond to their husband's reminders to redirect their 

focus. "I get into my own world. . .and I can stay in there for a long time and kind of 

forget reality. . . . He is a lot more relationship oriented than I am so, a lot of time, he has 

to caU my attention to it. "You know we haven't taUced about this in a long time and we 

reaUy need to re-evaluate this. . .." (Starla, age 44, married 26 years, 2""* interview). Other 

responses of "doing" wifehood included the provision of emotional support, and home 

management by two women whUe referenced by onfy one woman each were the "doing" 

of nutritional planning and food preparation, having sex when it was not desired, and 

taking care of the laundry, none meeting the criteria for inclusion (Figure 4). 

The predominant themes of behavioral responses to wifehood for the Partakers 

was the enq)hasis on the tone this relationship sets for the majority of these women's Uves, 

the intentional estabUshment and maintenance of cormectedness with the partner through 

each day, and the honoring of time for the two of them to share. Few women even 

referenced the more traditional interpretations of "doing" wtfehood emphasizing food, 

clothing, and housekeeping. In feet, not one woman referenced cleaning house as a way in 

which she Uved out her response to wifing. 

Investment Analysis. The Partakers shared as weU their sources of wtfehood 

satisfection, pleasure, and enjoyment along with those that brought stress, dissatisfaction, 

and cost to theriL These women's accumulation of pleasures emulated similarfy' the 

delineation of what was in^ortant to them about being a wife. Given their indicated levels 

of marital satisfaction, this paraUel makes sense: they were being given the experiences 

they had looked forward to and determined as personaUy meaningful in being a spouse. 

These women identified five sources of personal pleasure: sharing daify Ufe together, 

mutual emotional support, fiiendship between the partners, open and honest 
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communication, as weU as personal growth and change (Figure 5). WhUe earUer quotes 

have been shared regarding the joy these women experienced in sharing a daUy Ufe with 

theu* partner, a succinct reflection on this contribution was offered by Lenora, "The most 

satisfying is the sharing . . . just the ordinary thmgs. . .the ordinary fabric of Ufe. . ." (age 

44, married 20, P* interview). Much has akeady been shared by these women regarding 

the provision and reception of emotional support within the context of the relationship. "I 

Uke havmg that relationship with someone you can share everythmg with, and tmst, and 

know you don't have to deal with aU of Ufe's thmgs by yoursetf' (Starla, age 44, married 

26 years, 2^ interview). Friendship was referenced as enjoying the company of the spouse 

and finding an intimate closeness. "It's having a soul mate, that best fiiend, always there" 

(Starla, age 44, married 26 years, 2^^ interview). 

Forthright commimication was seen as a pleasure and something to be celebrated 

between these Ufe-mates. "I reUsh the Uttle times . . . the times where we visit and we 

reaUze that we're not going to play games and we are actuaUy taUdng to each other and 

not at each other or through each other. I think it's the Uttle thmgs that make your day" 

(Marti, age 40, married 21 years, P* interview). Personal and relational growth was, as 

weU, frequently referenced in earUer portions of the Partakers' responses with an 

additional contribution being offered: "I don't know what I reaUy expected when I first 

got married, but the way it is now, it has grown! I can't imaguie not growing old with my 

husband!" (Quila, age 35, married 15 years, P̂  interview). As weU, these women 

referenced the pleasure they experience from sexual sharing with their husbands, planning 

and setting goals together, making decisions together, and experiencing unconditional 

love, with none of these themes reaching the criteria for inclusion. 

Partakers, despite their seemingly happy relationships, were able to recognize 

areas of difficulty, chaUenge, and fiiistration for them (Figure 6). LUce those of the total 

sample, this group shared in their referencing of the fiiistration they experienced in 

contendmg with society's expectations for wives and recognized a sense of loss of 

identity, however were less Ukely to comment on the latter than were the other groups of 

wives. The third most frequentfy referenced source of stress from wifehood was identified 
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by the Partakers as relationship difficulties. These "issues" took different forms between 

the partners in these various marriages, but were more commorUy those of 

"discormection," "not beuig understood by their husband," "having differing expectations," 

" husband's lack of expressiveness," "sexuaUy accommodating their partner," "not feeling 

appreciated as much as desued," as weU as "difficulty ui knowing how to effectively 

emotionaUy support the partner," and "not being playfiil and spontaneous enough." Marti 

shared regarding her particular relationship, "I guess, in some ways, our expectations do 

not match. I had a picture of what I expected marriage to be and what I though his 

picture was [did not] match. I have to constantly remind mysetf, I'm a Uttle bit PoUyanna. 

Everything's going to be OK, and I have to work on that" (age 40, married 21 years, P' 

mterview). Abby shared that what was most stressful to her was, "Sometimes feeUng very 

unconnected to the person to whom I am married . . . just sometimes not being 

understood, not being able to understand, not being the kind of person that he picked for a 

relationship, for fiiendship, or support. It's not always like that, but sometunes it feels 

that way" (age 32, married 10 years, P* interview). Offering another perspective was that 

of, "[Most stressfiU] is the mabUity to understand one another." (Lenora, age 53, 2"̂^ 

interview). "I don't think that I'm appreciated.... I need support, I know that. He's a 

Uttle reluctant to stroke, which has caused us problems. . . . He's not terribly sentimental, 

which I miss, but he's the type that says, "I told you I loved you once and tf that changes, 

you'U be the first to know." (Marti, age 49, married 30 years, 2""̂  interview). Fourthly, 

these women referenced the household tasks and management that they were responsible 

for. "I disUke it when I feel that I am assigned to [domestic tasks] because my tune's not 

as important" (Abby, age 32, married 10 years, P* interview). "[I disUke] the endless 

tasks, some of which aren't visible that 1 should be domg. . .that's reaUy the orUy area that 

gives me strain" (Lenora, age 44, married 20 years, P̂  interview). Other stressors 

referenced by these Partakers mcluded concem about theu* husband's health, cituig 

previous health problems or compromising personal habits which could jeopardize their 

longevity, carrying their husband's concerns with them throughout the day, and the aging 

process, none of these themes reaching the criteria for inclusion. 
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Of these six women, five referenced specific relationship issues as the primary 

source of stress, foUowing the societal pressures on women and the perceived loss of 

personal identity upon becoming a wtfe. Additional dissatisfactions took the form of the 

management of household tasks, with four of the Partakers making some reference to 

these expectations. It was unportant to note, however, that the mention of domesticities 

had, untU the question of, "What do you find most stressful about being a wtfe?," not been 

referenced in these interview responses. Despite these frustrations with reoccurring 

relational issues, this group of wives, for the most part, seemed to tip the balance of their 

mvestment analysis to that of significant retum on their emotional and physical outlay. 

Performance Review. These women were given opportimity to speak to their 

personal evaluations of themselves as wives, namely how weU they matched theu* 

perceptions of quaUty wifing. Each wife was asked to enumerate her particular 

competencies as weU as chaUenges in "doing" this role and as well, to address her 

husband's evaluation of her as a wife. 

LUce the Imparters, these women of the Partakers saw their predominant strength 

in theu* abUity to adequately provide an emotionaUy supportive environment for theu* 

husbands. "I feel like I am a most realistic, yet optimistic person and I think that my 

optimism as a wtfe balances out aU the aspects of our Uves. I can be there for him, 

unconditionaUy, loving him unconditionaUy (Starla, age 35, married 15 years, P̂  

interview). The second most frequently referenced competency possessed by this group of 

wives was that of home management. "I think I am good at keeping a home and keeping 

the femify atmosphere... .I'm realfy good at keeping eight miUion balls in the air at one 

tune!" (Abby, age 32, married 10 years, P* interview). "I know that I'm always expected 

to know what to do about anything, from the financial, to the personal, to the chUdren, to 

the house, to whatever. I know I can do i t , . . .but I probably need more support that I act 

Uke I do" (Quila, age 52, married 32 years, 2^ interview). Other competencies of 

"bemg romantic," "budgeting," "and "teaching my husband about women" were as weU 

reference, each by one woman (Figure 7). 
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IronicaUy, the Partakers, viewing themselves as offering their side of a mutual 

emotionaUy supportive relationship, saw themselves predominantly struggling with 

offering even greater levels of support. QuUa explains this paradox in this manner. "I 

think we do real weU. . .but by spending more time than we presently have together, 

there's no way we can't be better at,. . .whether it's making love, whether it's taUcing 

more,. . . whatever." (age 35, married 15 years, P̂  interview). Immensely satisfied, these 

women beUeved that their partnerships could become even stronger; foundational to that 

partnership was the creation of a mutuaUy supportive environment which was fostered by 

intentional tune spent together. Marti referenced feeling least competent in providing her 

portion of support to the relationship because, "It's hard to know what kind of support he 

needs. It changes more than mme does. It's fimny, for a man, the kind of support he 

needs is hard to determine sometimes. I'm pretty up front with the kind of support I need, 

but he's not quite as open about that" (age 40, married 21 years, P* interview). Starla, as 

well, spoke to the desire to better support her husband, agreeing that it was more difficult 

at times than she wished: "I feel the least competent about being always sensitive to the 

messages that my husband sends me, to listen[ing] to what he's saying, and to not 

contribut[ing] to the bombardment of trivia that comes into his daUy Ufe. I think that's 

one of the hardest things for me to do" (age 35, married 15 years, 1^ interview) A decade 

later, Starla continued to stmggle with this dUemma, but addressed the paradox in her own 

thinking: "If I see that my husband has a need that I'm not meeting, you know I reaUy try 

to make a real concentrated effort on that area and to be supportive in that area... . 

Maybe I would just have to say that the most and the least competent [portions of myself] 

is in being the support that he needs, when he needs it!" (age 44, married 26 years, 2^ 

interview). A second identified area of stmggle for skiU development was that of 

preserving sufficient time to dedicate to the couplehood. "I don't find enough time to 

spend with my husband.. .Uke the lover aspect, there's not enough time, I guess" (Quila, 

age 35, married 15 years, P̂  interview). Additional chaUenges uicluded "being more 

sexuaUy adventurous," "entertaming more sociaUy," "beuig more playfiil and 

spontaneous," and "cooking more." None of these met the criteria for inclusion (Figure 

8). 
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The Partakers beUeved that they weU performed their roles as wives, with the 

qualifier that "there's always room for improvement!" These women fiirther beUeved that 

their husbands were satisfied with theu* performance of wtfehood. These women were 

nearly unanimous in their perceptions of husbands' expectations of them as wives, namely 

providuig that emotional support foundational to this mutual partnership. One woman 

shared, "I think my husband wants me to support him emotionaUy, wants me to listen to 

him, wants me to be there when he needs a caruig person to be there. . .that whole domain 

I think is the most important to him. . .1 think he wants a comparuon that's not so heavy 

emotionaUy and not so task-oriented companionable" (Lenora, age 44, married 20 years, 

1^ uiterview). It seemed as tf these women moved their focus to those nuances they 

thought theu* husbands might Uke added to this partaking foundation. Specific personal 

requests such as "wanting more sex," "cooking more frequently," "a different chUd 

discipline style utilized by the mother," and "not be so organized," were referenced, 

without meeting the uiclusion criteria. In general, these women seemed to indicate that, 

I thirUc he expects of me the same things that I expect of him. He 
expects me to be there for him, to work on the relationship, he 
expects my values and his values to be viewed on a line as closely 
together as possible. He expects me to maintain mysetf as fer as to 
be disciplined in my own personal needs and to continue to grow as 
a person. He expects me to meet him within our relationship. 

(Starla, age 44, married 26 years, 2^ interview) 

These women's responses ranged from "fair" to "100%" when asked to estimate their 

husband's satisfaction with their "job" performance. Ranking fair at 50% and utUizing the 

percentages estimated by the women who spoke in numeric responses, these women 

seemed to indicate beUevmg that they matched their husband's expectations approximately 

75 % of the time (Figure 9). 

The mfluence and effect of "doing" wifehood upon these women's daUy Uves 

mamtained an impact unique to this group of wives. "Doing" and "bemg," in many ways 

were one in the same experience. The predominant contribution of Uvmg out the daiUness 

of wtfehood was the awareness of the centraUty of this role as either a foundation on 
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which to buUd other components of Ufe, central to the sense of setf, or provisional to 

growth and maxunization of personal potential. It was holding conscious the awareness of 

the gift within theu* relationship that constituted the daUy "doing" of wtfehood. The 

Partakers created a ledger sheet for "doing" wifing which markedly shifted the balance in 

the accumulation of assets and benefits. Investing as they had in a partnership had been a 

wise UtUization of their resources, and their Uves reflected their satisfection, happiness, and 

emotional stabiUty. These women perceived themselves as competent, caring, and 

dedicated comparuons, offering their portion to create a partnership based on reciprocity, 

equity, and mutuaUty. WhUe gifted in the art of emotional nurturance, these women 

beUeved that one could always expand in capacity and teclmique, leaving themselves open 

for continued enhancement of these skills. The projected perceptions of these wives' Ufe-

mates were predominately high, with orUy a couple of women beUeving they matched 

with "fau*" marks theu* husband's expectations for thenL In this area of "doing" wifehood, 

these women created a beautifiil febric utilizing the satin weave. These women did appear 

to be, for the most part, aU dressed up in party cloth . . . and they knew exactly where they 

wanted to go! 

Altering the Pattem? Change versus Constancy 

FoUowing the Ufe course for these Partakers over the ensuing decade provided 

additional understandings into their selection to maintam previously chartered paths or to 

veer into new avenues of expression. The passage of time brought both re-kiterpretations 

of wifehood and as weU ushered in greater levels of commitment and appreciation for the 

weU-waUced course. AU of these women, six by the tune of the second interview, did 

indeed recount significant periods of time spend in personal and/or relational 

re-exammation. Some began this process earUer than others, yet it did seem that at one 

time or another, each woman had found hersetf m the midst of reflecting upon her Ufe, her 

relationships, and the style of integrating these corrqx)nents. 

At the time of the first interview series, four of the Partakers indicated presently 

bemg ui the nudst of a period of self'relational evaluation. This on-gomg reflection seemed 
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to be attemptuig to usher forth some alterations to the present status quo of Ufe with these 

women seemingly open to the possibilities of change. Three of these four women as weU 

referenced a dramatic period of past reflection which had ab*eady accumulated mto 

attitudmal and behavior shiftmg from earUer employed strategies, with contmued rippUng 

effects being experienced. These earUer alterations had been uitentional, driven by 

personal, intemal processes requuing growth. Abby shared: "[The effect being a wtfe has 

on how I feel about mysetf).. .there was a lot of competition between those two. It 

seemed at one time to be kind of an "either/or" situation, but I don't reaUy feel that way 

anymore. I don't feel Uke it, ui any way, keeps me from beuig mysetf to be a wife.. .at 

least I'm trying to keep it that way!" (age 32, married 10 years, P̂  interview). This re

working of the placement of wtfehood in her Ufe had been actively pursued by Abby. She 

further elaborated, "I've tried to work on [changing some things].. .from being the one 

who was always waiting. Just my whole feeling, my whole day, my whole schedule, 

feeling in a dependent position. I've made a deUberate choice to change that to something 

that meets my needs and that we can agree to meet [on]" (age 32, married 10 years, P* 

interview). Jacqui had also previously taken a personal inventory, finding her Ufe and her 

marriage to be unsatisfactory. 

I decided that I reaUy needed to grow and stretch and I had some 
hard tunes working through some things. I was so unhappy. I 
think probably, I was unhappy with mysetf, but I reached the point 
in my marriage where I was free to leave. I had already worked out 
that my husband would take the kids and I would go and do 
whatever. I would simply get out! Once I reached the point where 
I was free to go, then I was free to stay on my own terms. And that 
was a very freeing and very heaUng part of the change in our 
relationship. 

(Jacqui, age 47, married 23 years, P̂  interview) 

Jacqui's decision to stay and re-design her marriage, drawing from the insights she had 

gained as she contemplated terminating the relationship, was the beguming of what would 

be a lengthy birthing process. 

I reaUzed that I was deaUng [with my Ufe] from a position of trymg 
to reach someone else's goals or aspirations. I had hand-me-down 
mles and regulations that reaUy weren't working. And I was in a 
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position of being the top sergeant. My husband would walk in and 
teU me to do this or the other with the chUdren and . . . I didn't Uke 
it. It made me angry . . . it made me resentful. . . . I disUked being 
taken for granted. 

(Jacqui, age 47, married 23 years, 1^ interview) 

Jacqui determuied to "shake things up!" Her attempts to intentionaUy alter the status quo 

of Ufe were creative and often dramatic. She recounted with pride the numerous avenues 

she employed to "free-up" hersetf and to demand that her world "deal" with this evolving 

woman. 

I went back to school for a whUe, which was an extremefy 
threatening situation for my husband, and I did some things that 
were reaUy strange, but things that made him reaUy stop and see me 
as a person, as opposed to as his wife. I did strange things like, I 
took acting, and voice, I took the Red Raider Special and leamed 
to rappel. . .1 took aerobic dance with aU those 19 year old cuties! 
I took karate and got my green belt. . . . Pretty aggressive things! 
I was renegotiating a lot of things in my Ufe and changing some 
relationships to where [they were] more comfortable and more 
balanced for me. It was a hard time, but it was a growing time and 
I think growth is always hard! . . .1 did a lot of readjusting to 
remove stress from aU of my relationships. And I've gotten to be 
whoever I am, and tf he doesn't Uke that, GREAT! And tf they 
don't Uke it, they have the abUity to look for somebody else, and 
that's fine! . . .because I Uke me, I like who I am, and that's good! 

(Jacqui, age 47, married 23 years, 1^ interview) 

Starla had as weU experienced a period of readjustment brought by a difficult and 

stressful time, but she reflected on the lessons leamed about hersetf and her relationship 

with her husband with gratitude and with pride. Her level of analysis is representative of 

this group of women as a whole, demonstrating their keen insight and soulful ponderings. 

[I came to feel pleased with my Ufe by] overcoming problems, 
overcoming tragedies, overcoming barriers. It's a very buUduig 
tune, because a lot of times when you encounter something that's 
very hard to cope with, and you overcome that, you feel Uke the 
reason you [made it] is that the relationship puUed through. 
Together, [that's] what's worthwhUe or we would not have lasted 
through that tune period. So I think the wonderfiU times of sharing 
are the top of the mountain... that fond femiUes make 
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relationships worthwhUe. But also cUmbing to those [are buUding 
times], you know stumbUngs are also buUding times. If your 
relationship is vaUd after those times are over,. . .then there's a lot 
of vaUdity to that relationship. And tf it has proven out over that 
much tune, then it's worth hanguig on to! 

(Starla, age 35, married 15 years, P̂  interview) 

Quila shared of having just recently entered an active period of re-evaluating Ufe brought 

to her marriage through a recent external circumstance. 

He had open heart surgery four months ago, so I think our 
perspective is now more on his quaUty of Ufe and how it affects our 
quaUty of Ufe. I think I'm reacting on how we should fight for 
more time together. I think that ought to be different now. . . .1 
think that we're trying to set some goals m our business that would 
let us slow down quicker than we might have tf this hadn't 
happened. 

(QuUa, age 35, married 15 years, P̂  interview) 

The additional two members of the Partakers indicated Uttle questioning or changing of 

this role at the time of the first interview. Instead one spoke of wishing things would be 

different: " Well, I wish we didn't have the task stuff. I wish it wasn't so heavy. I wish 

we could have a Uttle more spontaneous time together. I guess we try somewhat to do 

somethuig about that" (Lenora, age 44, married 20 years, P̂  interview). The other 

woman uidicated merely being content and seeing no need for alterations. 

By the tune of the second round of conversations with these wives, aU six of the 

women had traveled through a process of re-examination. These women spoke deeply 

and analyticaUy about their experiences in feeing some of Ufe's difficult chaUenges and the 

ensuing changes brought into their Uves. Two of the Partakers had, over the past decade, 

determined to leave the marriages in which they shared at the tune of the first interviews. 

Those leaving the marital relationship traveled different courses, one electing to form a 

new marital experience utilizing the different wifehood style of the Acquirer, which wUl be 

further explained in a later portion of this study, whUe the other enjoyed the pursuit of 

greater levels of professional participation and development. Of the four who continued 

their course withm the context of their original marriages, four had taken steps to radicaUy 
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alter some component of the relationship or to re-du*ect themselves. AU four of these 

women contmued to enjoy and embrace the Partaking style of wifehood. 

Continued Marriages: Change versus Constancy. Four of the six Partakers 

continued to conduct Ufe within the security and comfort of theu* partnerships: Jacqui, 

Marti, Quila, and Starla. As a group, these women continued to be very happy in these 

relationships, many of which were now enjoying more quality time to share with their 

partners as the demands of chUdren had begun to be less prevalent. Each of these women 

recognized having altered themselves or theu* relationship over the course of the ten years. 

Predominantly, these women had responded to intemal and external pressure which 

necessitated afterations to the previous pacmg of the path, experiencing junctures in Ufe 

which demanded new methodologies for accommodation. They had risen to the occasion, 

cultivating new avenues of "becoming," aU the whUe mauitaining the spuit of the 

Partakers' style. StiU fiiUy partners, recipients as weU as benefactors, these women 

discovered ways to further honor and soUdify their foimdation of mutuality. Since the 

time of the first interviews, two of these women's husbands had required open-heart 

surgery which demanded that they become the sole wage-earner for at least a one year 

period of time. After twenty-five years of working with a conpany, one husband was laid 

ofl̂  as weU necessitatmg that his wife assume fiiU responsibility for their famify's financial 

shuation. These women aU expressed appreciation for being able to contribute m this 

significant way, although at times, the responsibUity felt stressfiil. There were important 

lessons leamed during this time of change. Quila, who co-owned and operated a service 

business with her husband, shared: 

ĥad a heart attack, open heart surgery, and then later, another 
heart attack . . . . So over the years, I had to take on aU of the 
business responsibUities, aU of the household responsibilities, and 
then when he was OK again, I'd relinquish those. . . .He and I were 
so busy working and taking care of responsibiUties. . . .It's kind of 
Uke our business ran us for a while and that's aU changuig [now]. I 
think it made me reaUze how hard I worked and how it wasn't even 
feir to me how hard I worked, let alone to my husband. I'm the 
healthiest person I know and have more energy than anyone I 
know, and that's the way I should keep that! You don't want to 
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mm your health domg something that's not doing somethmg for 
you or your husband or your famUy. 

(QuUa, age 52, married 32 years, 2"*̂  interview) 

As a result of these lessons, QuUa had, within months of the second interview, taken a new 

job to better aUgn her professional Ufe to match these personal awakenings. QuUa and her 

partner were adjustuig theu* Itfestyle to accommodate these changes and were looking 

forward to "spend[mg] more time on ourselves" (age 52, married 32 years, 7^^ interview). 

With dramatic shifts in the style of daUy Uving and the re-prioritization of goals, this 

woman was atten^ting to honor the lesson of the briefness of Ufe, creating yet another 

new envuonment from which to Uve on "her own terms." 

Jacqui appeared to now be relishing the previous alterations in her marriage and 

spoke of her husband in glowing terms. 

My husband is the most wonderfiil maiL He is so accepting of 
anything I do, and thinks it's just wonderful. He says, "I can't 
beUeve how wonderfiil my Ufe is with you!" He's a wonderfuUy, 
flexible man. He never criticizes me or finds faults with me. . . he 
reaUy makes no demands on me. . . Being a wife is a very 
conrfortable thing for me. I can't reaUy imagine not being a wife, 
because there's a lot of positive things about beuig a wife. . ." 

(Jacqui, age 57, married 33 years, T^ interview). 

Jacqui had created the space she desired ui the relationship and her husband had adapted 

to her lead. The result was the creation of a soUd, vibrant, mutuaUy satisfying relationship. 

Presently no changes were anticipated, but in the spirit of a tme pioneer Jacqui reminded 

that "it's never in concrete." 

Starla contmued, during the second interview, to reference the tremendous unpact 

her husband has had on her Ufe. She mamtained her exuberance for Ufe and her pleasure in 

her partner. "He is reaUy a neat person.. . . He is a lot more laid back and low key . . .and 

so he has made me a lot more meUow in personaUty and I reaUy appreciate that influence 

he has on me in that way" (age 44, married 26 years, 2"** interview). Starla seemed to be 

entering a phase of approachmg Ufe, in general, from this more laid-back orientation and 

spoke of enjoying the moments in Ufe. She saw her intentional changing now prompting 
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her toward a greater spiritual awakening and "you know that tf I beUeve a change is 

requued, then a change wiU come. That's just the way I am you know!" (Age 44, 

married 26 years, 2"̂  mterview). This assertive style seemed to have served Starla weU. In 

Marti's uiterview, she too referenced an alteration of Itfestyle in an attempt to slow down 

the pace of Ufe and to better enjoy the moments. 

We're trying to seU the house that we have, to buy a lake house. 
Our Ufestyle is going to change to offer us more leisure. I'm 
making subtle changes [at work]. For about the last year I have 
said, "At 4:30 I'm out of here!" Isn't that sUly? 
I think it is part of being a woman. We're organized, we're loyal. 
We're told that something big is going to happen to us bad tf we 
don't stay within the time frame. . . We've made lots of changes. . . 
It's been more of an evolution. 

(Marti, age 49, married 30 years, 7^ interview) 

These Partakers who remained in theu* original marriages continued a path of 

consistently partnering through Ufe, with aU of its difficulties and chaUenges. These 

women had, with courage, faced extemal obstacles to their weU-balanced Uves and had 

managed to create a new sense of stabiUty. This stabilization was estabUshed, in large 

part, due to the strength of the relationship which had been cultivated between these two 

Ufe partners. Truly "partners m Ufe," these women experienced a security, comfort, and 

confidence radiating from the marital stmcture and experience, permeating the rest of Ufe. 

The beauty of the satin weave was demonstrated in how they daify Uved with one another 

and how they valued the opporturuty to have Uved in such warmth. 

Divorce and Beyond: Change versus Constancy. Both Abby and Lenora, within 

the passing decade between interviews, had determined to leave their marriages. Lenora 

referenced the past difficulty of estabUshing and mamtaining the kind of emotional 

cormection that would be sustainmg of the relationship. There had been difficulty in 

understanding, and perhaps, acceptmg one another. The couple had fek a tremendous 

impact with the addition of chUdren to theu* famUy and stmggled to equitabfy manage the 

home and chUd care needs. Lenora beUeved that she had worked hard on the marriage 

and, in hindsight, would have done very Uttle differentfy. Now, smgle and with her 
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chUdren launched, Lenora was relishing the additional focus given to her career. This role 

provided "a centering.. .It organizes an awfiil lot and I tend to see a lot of the world 

through the lens of what I'm [doing professionaUy]. There's a lot there that has to do 

with mysetf and my image of mysetf' (age 53, single, 2"*̂  interview). Lenora elected to 

seek additional training for greater professional development and was enthraUed by her 

new experiences and the movement toward completion of a Itfe-long dreariL Lenora made 

no reference to any interest or pursuit in an "intimate other," She seemed content, at 

peace with the course she had taken her Ufe. She was stiU partaking of Ufe, but in new 

avenues of experience, joirung the Celebrants of Womanhood. 

Abby had divorced and remarried by the time of the second interview. She had left 

a marriage which had grown to feel confining and compromising and had created a new 

style of wifehood for hersetf, now sharing with the group referred to as the Acquirers. 

Abby reflected upon her previous relationship, explaining the essentiaUty of the 

termination of this context for her. 

I left a marriage which I was in during the tune of this other 
[interview] and in doing that, reaUy moved away from the other 
more traditional wife expectation of beuig someone's supporter and 
celebrator and seeing that as my most important role in Ufe.... I 
left that role with that marriage.... I felt Uke Uving that way was 
slowly, but surely, erasing or diminishing me as a person in reaUy 
critical, serious ways. . . . Trying to extract mysetf from that 
previous marriage took every ounce of courage and energy that I 
could summon and it took a few years to summon it. Since gettuig 
out of that, I began to feel like I could breathe again! It was OK to 
find out and to be who I was. 

(Abby, age 42, married 4 years, 2°^ interview) 

Abby spoke of marriage during the first mterview, utUizing the language style of a 

Partaker, referencing mutuaUty, equity, and sharing, yet she now clarified that perhaps this 

was more her expectation from marriage than had been her actual experience. Abby had 

found the courage to reUnquish a relationship that she detennined to be threaterung her 

very sense of setf and had begun the steps towards setf-tmst. The foUowing relationship 

for Abby was one in which she was deUberate and precise in the constmction of a 
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wtfehood which fit for her. She demonstrated great setf-confidence and assertion as she 

laid out the parameters of how she could "be" in relationship with another. 

Eloquently, Abby shared the flavor of this new relationship with the flau* of an 

Acquirer. UtUizing much of the same language of mutuaUty and reciprocity, this wifehood 

style emphasizes as weU, the predominant focus on personal benefit received through 

participation m this role. Abby now spoke of Uttle cost to hersetf and much gain, of bemg 

enhanced, augmented, and expanded. 

I've made a commitment to be in partnership with . . . . In 
our relationship it means that I have a place. I have a place to go 
to, wherever else I go, for the rest of my days.. .a place that I can 
come home to m my relationship with him. And it means that I 
provide the same thing for him. . . Our conunitment is to keep that 
place steady and consistent and continuous, with good wiU and 
respect, and lots of freedom for both of us... .[I have] a person that 
I thmk just pretty much aU the time is helpuig me be my best setf 
and helping me beUeve in mysetf, and looking for the best in me. . . 
[Wtfehood] gives me more freedoriL . . .there are rughts when I can 
stay out [with my professional commitments] and on those rughts 
he's home making sure everybody gets fed and goes through a 
routine . . . so it gives me a lot more flexibiUty than when it was 
oiUy me. . . .It preserves my energy for these other areas because 
this relationship is so good that I have more to give to work, and 
more to give to my friendships, and more to give to mysetf. . . .1 
orUy experience, I think, enhancements and it's enabling. . . .He 
acknowledges and says he's thankful for my contribution and 
doesn't expect more. 

(Abby, age 42, married 4 years, 2^^ mterview) 

Abby spoke with passion about the vibrancy of this new context for her. Her emphasis 

was on the contributions offered by her husband and this relationship, typifying Acquirer 

style. Abby, as often did other Acquirers, identified a relational "rhythm" established 

within this new marriage. 

We make a good team. Kind of like when your playing a good 
game of tennis and the baU is just going back and forth and the 
cormections are good, . . . I like that. We kind of have rhythms of 
our feeUng of bemg "in sync" with each other versus not. And 
when we're not especiaUy "in sync," . . I have [a personal] rhythm 
of being pretty comfortable with that, or getting real upset by that 
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sometunes. . . .Since we give each other that much freedom, it 
means we have opportunities to get extremefy involved in our work 
that we have separate from ourselves together. Then that just 
feels like you're a stranger to the other person and every once in a 
whUe, that reaUy scares me. Having ended one marriage before and 
knowing that two people can become that disaffected, I don't want 
to do that again . . . 

(Abby, age 42, married 4 years, 2°'* interview) 

Abby remained tme to those earUer lessons leamed from previous wifehood and she 

monitored this new relationship to ensure it maintained the integrity that was essential for 

her. Despite Abby's celebration of this altered relational stmcture, she expressed some 

concem about the adequacy of the "fit." WhUe much more fitting for her than the 

previous context, she pondered, on occasion, tf mdeed this new context was fuUy fitting 

for aU of her. 

I can feel everything tightening up when we get into one of those 
periods . . . stressing . . . [our] differences. and I are 
extremely different people. We see the world differently, we 
process mformation differently, we are complete oppo sites 
on many personaUty measures.. . .And there were some things that 
when I was single, I sat down and thought about the kind of man I 
thought I ought to be with, and one of those thmgs was a term. . .1 
caUed, "verbal adept," . . . being able to think and taUc and move in 
the abstract reabns,.. . to process and integrate ideas and buUd . . 
.theories and stuff Uke that. . . .When I get to focusuig on how we 
don't cormect m that way at all, I thirUc, "What in the world did I 
do?" . . . .Every once in a whUe it seems that the places where he 
misses, just seem Uke the most important thing there is. . . .That's 
when I get stressed out. 

(Abby, age 42, married 4 years, 2°'* interview) 

Abby's words were indicative of one who was continuing to weigh the goodness-of-fit. 

Her reclaimed personal strength seemed to demand that she honor herseff and that she 

speak her own tmth, even when it was unconrfortable. 

The Partakers who discontinued their previous marital relationship had each found 

a new pathway for greater seff-fiilfiUment. More content, re-centered, these women 

projected a continuing evolution in process. Where these changes would lead was 

unknown, but unUke the other five in this group who seemed settled into quietly shiftmg 
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parameter, these two women seemed to stiU be exploring the terraui, parameters not yet 

fuUy estabUshed. 

The Acquirers: FoUowing the Pattem of the Fancy Weave 

To acquire it "to get or gain by one's own efforts or action, to come to have as 

one's own" (Webster's, p. 12). The women of the group referred to as Acquirers 

distmguished themselves from other styles of wifehood by their emphasis on personal gain 

provided through the marital relationship. UtiUzmg concepts of mutuaUty and reciprocity 

as a portion of their reference, these women separated themselves from the Partakers by 

theu* more frequent reference to "benefit," "augmentation," "expansion," " reception," and 

"getting" for themselves than on those of shared benefit. These women seemed constantly 

to be amazed by theu* good fortune to be experiencing this relational flavor in their Uves. 

Their comments were reflective of a deep sense of gratitude, appreciation, and 

thanksgiving for having been given such a gift. These Acquirers readUy acknowledged 

the effort they put into these marriages, but theu* ledger sheet shows only black. "I think 

I'm very lucky to have a husband Uke him," (OfeUa, age 37, married 10 years, P̂  

uiterview), "I want to be valued," (Veroruca, age 57, married 16 years, P̂  interview), "I 

feel such gratitude," (Veroruca, age 67, married 26 years, 2°̂ * interview), and "this 

marriage is the best thing" (EUzabeth, age 73, married 52 years, 2°^ mterview). These 

women seemed to Uve wtfehood in a sense of celebration and dedication. 

The fancy weave is the pattem utilized to create cloth with variations of designs 

and textures. Cut or looped yams that extend about the fabric surface create a fiirry 

texture such as corduroys, terrycloths, and velvets. Other variations can be a double 

weave which binds two layers of cloth together for added warmth and strength as seen in 

blarUcets, drapery and upholstery fabrics. A fancy weave might also create a gauze-Uke, 

loose, sheer fabric such as rayon and gauze-cottons. WhUe there are enumerable 

variations which can be created, these styles of weaving are coUectively referred to as 

fancy weaves, representing a more complex style of patterning and treatment. This 

weaving teclmique seems analogous to the creation of a wifehood fabric for the women of 
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the Acquirers. Complex, original, and intricate, this style of wtfehood appears fancy, 

imique, and noticeably different when viewed through the eyes of the artist hersetf. These 

women have woven a taUor-made garment, reflective of theu* own personaUties, values, 

energies, and style of loving themselves as weU as their partners. The emergent themes 

and patterns of response for these women are demonstrative of this individualistic flair 

coupled with a sense of awe and gratitude as they responded to inquiries of saUency and 

meaning, influence and effect, as weU as change and constancy of their wtfehood 

experience. Of this group of twenty-six women at the time of the first interview series, 

five were identified as composing the Acquirers: EUzabeth, OfeUa, Ursela, Veroruca, and 

Xena (Figure 1). 

Approachmg the Loom: SaUency and Meaning 

The Acquirers spoke with both tenderness and exuberance when asked to reflect 

upon that which was most meaningfiil to them about bemg a wife. AU five women, some 

with more elaboration than others, responded with emphasis on what they received from 

participating m wtfehood. They as weU recounted numerous mutual benefits, but their 

focus was on their personal gain from the relationship with their husbands. OfeUa 

concisely summarized the response for this group of women when asked what was most 

important about being a wife, "Being loved!" (age 37, married 10 years, P* interview). 

Elizabeth, with fifty-two years of experience in her marriage further elaborated, "I think 

it's a reaUy good deal. . . .1 Uke being taken care of, and my husband's very good about 

that.. ." (age 73, married 52 years, 2"̂  interview). "I find it very fulfilling. That's what I 

wanted my whole Ufe.. .I've become so much stronger than I ever though I could be, and 

a lot of that is his influence" (Xena, age 47, married 25 years, 2°'* interview). Ursela spoke 

of being the recipient of "intknacy. . .and the affection. . .there is no other relationship that 

I can reaUy say even comes close to having the same level of intimacy and affection... 

having someone who has your weU-being in mind" (age 34, married 12 years, P^ 

uiterview). Veronica, eloquently spoke of the saUency of this role in her Ufe: 
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I find it necessary to have a significant other. Someone to whom 
intimacy is not only generated.. .but [provides] a way for me to 
become more contributive, more able, more responsive to other 
people. . . . This is an important, necessary relationship. I need 
that. . . .Other relationships are important to me. . ., [but] there's a 
relationship you can't have another way. . . .1 feel it necessary to 
have that someone with whom I can be relaxed and wear my jeans 
that are about to pop out and feel what one does not feel with 
other[s].. . .Closeness. . . warmth. . . affection, daUy. I want to be 
valued, needed, respected. 

(Veroruca, age 57, married 16 years, P̂  interview) 

These women seemed to have known what it was they wanted, and they had helped to 

create that environment for themselves. This response style of emphasizing setf-benefit 

differentiated this group of women from the other wifehood styles. 

When combing through their mterviews, the foUowing themes of saUency for the 

Acquirers emerged: receiving love, having an advocate, getting emotional support, 

experiencing affection/sexual connection, and sharing in conparuonship/fiiendship (Figure 

2). A dominant theme for these women, the reception of love, was poeticaUy 

demonstrated in Veronica's sharing of a relational ritual and it's constmcted meaning for 

this couple: 

I like the fact that.. .1 often have a yeUow rose someplace, in the 
refiigerator, on my lavatory, in my desk. Last Monday, 
thought I was down. . .and so he started out my morning with a 
yeUow rose on my desk. .And that's nice. That's sort of the icmg 
on the cake, and it's nice to have. It's just a^symbol of being 
valued. 

(Veroruca, age 57, married 16 years, 1^ interview) 

OfeUa, speaking similarly for the other Acquirers, glowingly shared the importance of 

havuig an advocate in her husband. "My husband has such a high opiruon of me that I 

have to sort of Uve up to it and it sort of pushes me a little. He doesn't make me feel 

insecure tf I have a Uttle problem, either. He's very supportive" (age 37, married 10 years. 

P̂  uiterview). This second theme was referenced by aU five women sharing this style of 

wifing. 
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Receivmg emotional support was referenced by a majority of these women and 

whUe not particularfy elaborated upon, these women spoke to it simply as a given in their 

relationship with these husbands. EUzabeth, with humor, related her value of this 

component of wtfehood: "I Uke the feeUng that there's someone there that cares for me aU 

the time. . .. Most of the time he thinks I'm just fine. Some days he'd give me away, but 

he's [always] supportive emotionaUy" (age 64, married 43 years, P' interview). 

Fourthly, the importance of physical and sexual expression in these relationships was 

referenced by a majority, with Veronica statmg with her artistic flair: 

[Our mtimacy] is important as we get up every day. . . . In the 
morning we always have cuddle time. . . skin time. Always, 
without it, we would both feel the day wasn't quite right. But 
that's fifteen minutes, maybe a hatf an hour. . . .We never sleep in 
night clothes, for example. We are always flesh to flesh, because 
it's just a total intimacy. We don't find each other's bodies at aU 
repugnant... we find them very attractive. 

(Veroruca, age 67, married 26 years, 2"*̂  interview) 

And finaUy, these women spoke of the importance of the fiiendship and comparuonship of 

their husbands to their wifehood experiences in spending time being fiiends, listening 

to one another, and just "fooUng around" (OfeUa, age 37, married 10 years, P̂  interview). 

When asked to describe their feeUngs about beuig wives, these women's responses 

were indicative of immense satisfaction and happiness, sometimes bordering on elation. 

How do I feel about [ being a wife]? It's so important to my Ufe 
that I don't know that I thmk about it except in gratitude. I don't 
think that there are many days that go by that I don't say to in 
some way, "How lucky can I get?" So that's the feeUng.. .how 
high is my Ufe's satisfaction! That's why thinking about 's iU 
health, much less his dying, is a real stomach jerker, a heart jerker. . 
. .But feelings, I think in the last quarter to third of your Ufe do 
come to that, even tf we both Uve to be ninety. There's that feeling 
of total commitment and giving it up is...when it's gone...is [going 
to be] very difficult. 

(Veronica, age 57, married 16 years, P̂  mterview) 

Xena shared her affective response to wifehood ui this marmer: "I'm very happy.. .1 find it 

very fiilfilling. [This is] what I wanted to be my whole Ufe. . . .So I'm very happy with my 

Ufe. I'm pleased with it. . . .1 think I'm one of the lucky ones!" (age 47, married 25 years, 
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2"̂  mterview). OfeUa added her voice to the choms, "I have a wonderful husband. . .1 

can't imagine Ufe without him" (age 37, married 10 years, P̂  interview). Perhaps 

speaking for aU of these women. Veroruca shared, "I see my marriage and spousal 

relationship in ideaUstic terms, perhaps, [but] I think that's real!" (Age 67, married 26 

years, 2*̂  interview). AU five of the Acquirers shared in these sentiments, however some 

were more elaborate than others in their responses. 

Identifying the unpact wifehood had upon their sense of setf, the women of the 

Acquirers again spoke as tf in one voice. These women beUeved wifehood to be central to 

theu* identity, and as weU, to their setf-esteem and setf-confidence. They did not, however, 

feel they were dependent on this role. As the Partakers had attempted to articulate, the 

Acquirers seemed to stmggle to adequately convey both portions of this paradoxical 

integration of wifehood: it was aU important and they would fimction just fine, tf they had 

to, without it. Wtfehood provided an avenue for intimate incorporation of another, which 

suited them weU, and they readUy acknowledged the power of this association. Yet they 

would be whoever they were ui other Ufe contexts, drawing from what they'd leamed 

about themselves and about Ufe in the marriage, but capable of honoring these 

awarenesses without the presence of the partner. Ursela addressed this u*ony in the 

foUowing marmer: 

I would say that [being a wtfe] has a tremendous positive affect on 
my setf-esteem and feeUngs about mysetf, although I would have to 
say that I think I could be smgle and feel that way, too. I didn't feel 
I had to get married in order to feel OK about mysetf, but I think 
having that relationship has a positive kind of effect on me in terms 
of making me feel good about mysetf... .1 keep [saying], more as a 
way of telling mysetf that tf died for some reason, "I was 
happy before I met him and I could be happy agaui, tf I had to." 

(Ursela, age 34, married 12 years, P̂  mterview) 

Veronica, who confidently spoke of her abiUty to address Ufe alone, indicated her strong 

preference to be in relationship, particularly in relationship with her husband. 

I find it necessary to have a significant other. . . .[The effect being a 
wife has on my feeUngs about mysetf). . .it's very unportant. It's 
necessary. I didn't Uke it when I was single, so it's in my values 
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somewhere. It's part of my unage. . . . I value [my marriage] a 
great deal, and yet there's nothing I do now that I wouldn't 
do [without my marriage]. See, what I'm trying to [ask] is, "What 
would I do tf I were married, that I would [not] do tf I were 
single?" I think I would . . .care for someone else's needs. . . I try 
to find uiteresting things to do on Friday rught. I think I would do 
that tf I were suigle. I try to dress so that I feel attractive. . . . I 
would do that tf I were single.. . .[yet my marriage] is an 
unportant, necessary relationship. 

(Veronica, age 57, married 16 years, P* interview) 

Elizabeth credited her participation in wtfehood as a major provision of her positive setf-

esteem. "[Being a wife has unpacted my sense of self) a lot because I feel that I have been 

a good wife, and it gives me a good feeling about mysetf. So this is sort of my role m Ufe. 

I see mysetf as a wife and I think that I have done a good job, so that makes me feel good 

about mysetf' (age 73, married 52 years, 2"'* interview). "1 think being 's wife has 

made me an entirely different person than I would have been tf I weren't his wife. I think 

I'm a better person because I'm his wife"(OfeUa, age 37, married 10 years, P̂  interview). 

Xena, adding her voice to her Acquiring sisters stated, "[Being a wife contributes to my 

sense of setf with a feeling ofj complete[ness]. I don't know that I would be happy with 

me alone. I need this other person that I haye"(age 39, married 13 years, P̂  interview). 

AU five of the women composing the Acquirers referenced as central to their 

meaning of wifehood, the experience of being loved, chosen, and valued (Figure 3). They 

spoke in terms of receiving, gettuig, and being blessed. They relished the opportimity that 

wifehood had provided for them to experience a close emotional nurturing as weU as a 

sense of comparuonship and fiiendship. They celebrated the expressions of affection and 

sexual intknacy as flowing from this space of being treasured and in the nudst of this 

envuonment, they thrived. Wtfehood created for them a space where the best of setf 

could spiU forth and they acknowledged the relational contribution for this revelatory 

process. Yet, these women recognized theu* own personal strengths and beUeved that the 

attributes in themselves which were honed in these relationships stiU emanated from their 

personhood. Immensely happy in this atmosphere, these women were busUy filling row 
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after row with the fancy weave, creating luxuriously mviting febrics, warmth exuding from 

the rich pUe. 

Creatuig a Personal TextUe: Influence and Effect 

The Acquirers were invited to share their behavioral determinants as wives: what 

did they "do" because they were wives, how did bemg a wife impact the daUiness of their 

Uves, and how did they make these decisions regarding aUocation of theu* time and energy? 

As well, these women were asked to offer an analysis of the pleasures, satisfactions, and 

benefits they experienced as wives and to contrast those to the fiiistrations, 

dissatisfactions, and costs this role brought to their Uves. This component of "doing" 

wtfehood provided an additional perspective from that of "being" a wife. The style of 

"doing" wifing differentiated this group of Acquirers from the other styles of wifehood as 

their responses to this line of questioning indicated. 

Behavioral Responses. When asked to identify what they "did" as wives, these 

Acquirers irutiaUy spoke of an inclusive orientation to their days and hours. This thought 

process uicluded two components, namely actively incorporating their spouse and his 

wants, needs, desires, and schedule in and through her selection of time and energy 

aUocations, and as weU to keep him appraised of her daUy schedule, wants, needs, and 

desues. This attitudinal shift seemed to move from an emphasis of "my" day to that of 

"our" day, which did not necessarUy indicate the day would be spent in each other's 

presence, but rather with a chosen awareness of the other throughout the day. OfeUa 

explained her approach to "domg" wtfehood m this marmer, "I think I see mysetf as a part. 

I don't see mysetf as just me. I'm always his wife.. . .That's just how I define mysetf' 

(age 47, married 20 years, 2"** interview). Xena commented simUarly regarduig her 

orientation, "I take [this other person's] feelings uito consideration. I can't think just 

about me. There's another person who I'm responsible to and he's responsible to me. I 

can't make decisions just on my wants and wishes. It has to be a joint thmg" (age 39, 

married 13 years, P* uiterview). EUzabeth indicated, m both interviews, that being a wife 

factored uito her daUy stmcture in a sigruficant way. "It affects [my daUy Ufe] m that I do 
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thuigs. . .considering not orUy mysetf, but my husband also. . . .If I weren't a wife I would 

. . .be doing just exactly what I want to do" (age 64, married 43 years, P' interview). " 

[Bemg a wife] just sets the tone for everything that I d o . . . .It sets up what I have to do 

everyday because there are certain thmgs m the way that we Uve . . . that I do 

everyday . . ." (age 73, married 52 years, 2°^ uiterview). Ursela addressed the choice she 

consciously makes to emphasize time with her spouse over other options she may have. 

There are so many days I go home with a briefcase saying, "This is 
what I'm going to get done!" And the next morning, I didn't touch 
it because I got into other things.. .there were times when we 
needed to taUc and I try to be sensitive. . . . I'U much more readUy 
do that than work on somethmg, unless it's just absolute [that] 
I've got to get it done. But tf there's a choice, then I wiU go do 
whatever wants to do. . . .When there's a choice of doing 
something with a fiiend or , I'U take êvery time. . . .This 
is something we taUc about because we're aware that we tend to do 
thuigs with each other.. .and whUe it's good, I see some 
[potentiaUy] bad thmgs, too, on down the road. 

(Ursela, age 34, married 12 years, P* interview) 

Veroruca addressed this inclusive orientation utilizing these words: 

I cormect every day to say, "What happened to you, today? Let me 
teU you what happened to me. You can teU your story later, I want 
you to reaUy listen to what I had happen to me today." Or vice 
versa.. .that's often happened in reverse. . . . There isn't a day 
[that] ever goes by, tf we're separate, ( I 'm off on a trip, he's off 
on a trip), we always caU, always! Our phone bUls are ridiculous! 
WeU, they're not ridiculous, they're very important to us. So, what 
I do is connect, always. I always work on the relationship, work, 
meaning, it's always a part of my Ufe. Do I think of it as work? 
WeU, I think of it as important.... I think it's just part of what I 
want to do. It's part of play. It's part of relaxation. It's part of 
recreatuig. So it's not a burden... . I don't ever think about it that 
way.. .[it's] pleasurable and rewarduig. 

(Veroruca, age 67, married 26 years, 2^ mterview) 

"Keeping in touch" was a significant piut of this inclusive orientation. "I want to know 

where he is and I want him to know where I am. I want us to at least be able to contact 

each other wherever we are, so that it's a knowing situation" (Veroruca, age 57, married 

16 years, P* interview). The choice to think inclusively throughout the day was a 
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dominant characteristic of the Acquirer's approach to wifehood. The actual deUneating of 

specific tasks or behaviors was referenced by two women who spoke of cooking, cleaning, 

and one who referenced playing more go tf than might be played were her husband not 

such an avid fan! This one theme of an inclusive orientation was the only emergent 

response to the inquiry regarding the "domg" of wifehood (Figure 4). 

Investment Analysis. The Acquirers shared their sources of stress and fiiistration 

along with their enjoyment and pleasures associated with their wifehood experiences. 

These women identified five specific additions to their Uves gained through their marital 

relationships which met the inclusion criteria. The most prominently referenced addition 

to their Uves was that of "having someone that cares for them." Elizabeth spoke of this 

benefit as ". . .a feeUng of belonging. That there's somebody there that reaUy cares for 

you" (age 64, married 43 years, P* interview). "I Uke being taken care of, and my 

husband's been very good about that , . . . I Uke being part of a couple" (Elizabeth, age 73, 

married 52, 2°*̂  interview). Ursela referred to this satisfaction in her Ufe stating, "It's very 

satisfying to me. . . .having someone who. . .has your weU-being in mind" (age 34, married 

12 years, P* interview). Xena taUced of the "extra" brought into her Ufe by her husband, 

having "someone who reaUy cares" (age 39, married 13 years, P mterview). These 

women appreciated how Ufe is magnified for them by the presence of someone who cares 

for them, demonstratmg that caring for them m visible ways. 

A second accmed asset for these women through their marital relationships was 

that of "bemg fiiUy known" by another. Ursela referred to this as "someone who 

understands you," whUe Veronica spoke of her husband's intense desire for her to 

continue her quest, "just to be me" (age 57, married 16 years, P̂  interview). These 

women experienced the freedom to be themselves and to have that "reakiess" affirmed by 

and shared with another. A thud addition to these women's Uves was that of sharing the 

daUiness of Ufe. "Having someone to share aU the good and aU the bad makes it a lot 

easier" (Xena, age 39, married 13 years, P^ uiterview). These women, as weU, referenced 

the pride and pleasure they find m celebrating the personhood of their husbands. "I'm 

married to this reaUy super guy. He's just about ideal . . . He's briUiant. He is extremely 
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weU-read. He's real thoughtfiil, gentle and lovuig" (OfeUa, age 47, married 20 years, 2°** 

mterview). Veronica elaborated on the pleasure she experienced in the quality of 

personhood her husband possessed: "[ is] generous, sensitive, responsible to people, 

he cares about people. It's what he's brought to our marriage. . . .just totaUy open" (age 

67, married 26 years, 2^ mterview). "The most satisfying [part of being a wtfe] is [that] I 

have a lot of pride in my husband's accompUshments. I reaUy do! I'm very pleased with 

the man I chose to marry and I stiU love him. After twenty years, not everybody says 

that!" (OfeUa, age 47, married 20 years, 2"'* interview). A final benefit referenced by the 

Acquirers was that of comparuonship, often listed without elaboration. "I like the 

comparuonship part of bemg a couple. . . .what we do together. . .it's just kind of aU 

mtermeshed" (Xena, age 47, married 25 years, 2"̂ * interview). "[I am most comfortable] 

with this companionship relationship I have with my husband. We reaUy . . .enjoy pretty 

much the same thmgs. . ." (Elizabeth, age 73, married 52 years, 2°"̂  interview). These 

women also spoke of "talking with each other," "sexual intimacy," and "giving care to 

him" as additional benefits they received, but these references did not meet the inclusion 

criteria (Figure 5). 

Acquirers']0\nQd with the other groups of wives in acknowledging the cost they 

feh was incurred because of the societal expectations for wives as weU as their resentment 

of bemg reduced to a "Mrs." to be descriptive of who they were. The thkd most 

frequently referenced fiiistration for these women was the routine of housekeeping, citing 

weariness of managing the cooking and cleaning components of theu* couplehood. "I'm 

not crazy about the routine, seeing to the physical needs. I get tired of that" (OfeUa, age 

47, married 20 years, 2"̂  uiterview). EUzabeth, who spoke frequently of her particular 

generation and the changes she had seen, acknowledged, whUe gratefiil for some of the 

newer "converuences," she stiU found housework to be tedious and tuesome. 

I don't reaUy Uke the things. . . Uke the day to day thuigs. You get 
to where you just don't think about it, but I'm not reaUy aU that 
crazy about washing and ironing and cooking and cleaning. . . .You 
know that you have to do them, so you go on and do them so then 
you [can] do other things that are fim or that you enjoy. I might 
add that the number of electronic gadgets and things that we have 
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now, as opposed to when I was first married, it's just fantastic! 
When I was first married, for instance [m] ironing, you just ironed 
untU it got hot and then you unplugged it and uoned . . . imtU it got 
cold and then you did it agam. . . .And of course [there were ]no 
dishwashers... .When we were first married, there were washing 
machines . . .but nothing in the home, and [so] I waUced to a 
laundromat. . . .So things have reaUy changed.... it's easy 
compared to what it used to be! 

(EUzabeth, age 73, married 52 years, 2°** interview) 

Xena's response combined both her fiiistration with repetitive tasks that are "hers" to do 

as weU as the resentment she feels that there is a societal expectation for her to attend to 

these chores. "[I especiaUy dislike] the routines. You clean the house twenty times and 

it's StiU crummy and you have to do it again and agaui.. . .the fact that 1 am expected to do 

things sknply because I am the wife, therefore I wiU be the cook and I wiU be the cleaner!" 

(age 39, married 13 years, P̂  mterview). 

A fourth response regarding the perceived "costs" of wifing was that of the 

stmggle to maintam tkne/energy for the relationship. Ursela stated this stmggle m these 

words, " [One of the sources of greatest stress] I guess is the puU sometimes between the 

job and spendkig tkne. . . havmg free time for . He's pretty good about saying, 

"Look, you've spent enough time at that. How about some time for me?" (age 34, 

married 12 years, P* interview). Veronica, in her imique style expressed this difficulty in 

this marmer: 

I don't Uke it when there seems to be a conflict in schedules and 
one of us has to decide that we can't do both.. . .I'm glad we have 
the decision to make, but it's paradoxical, when we have the 
decision to make, I'm sorry because one of us has to "give in." 
Well, "give in" isn't the term. One of us has to say "this ' is more 
Unportant than "that," therefore we'U do "this." I usuaUy wish we 
could do both . . . If there are two conferences and we could go 
together to a cortference, I'd Uke to be able to do that. But tf we 
have to decide not to do that because the other one is busy, 
I disUke that. That doesn't happen very often, but it is hard when k 
happens. 

(Veroruca, age 57, married 16 years, P' mterview) 
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Veronica worried that often the scales were tipped urtfakly ki her dkection, that too much 

energy was expended by her husband. "Have I reaUy given t̂hose same parameters? I 

know how often during a busy year we [expend energy] that's related to my business. So 

I thmk stress is more of a feeUng of am I dokig for what's fak. . . .I'm fearful I am not 

domg enough." (age 57, married 16 years, P̂  mterview). Other fiiistrations that were 

shared included the response, "nothing!," but this comment did not meet the criteria for 

kiclusion (Figure 6). 

The balance sheet for these women of the Acquirers was one showing a 

tremendous retum rate on thek mvestment. These women were overwhelmingly pleased 

with the end resuU and continued to espouse thek good fortune. However, these women, 

Uke those of the Obligers and Imparters were quick to pokit out thek growing fatigue 

with bekig responsible for the buUc of household chores. This responsibiUty, however 

tedious, did not seem to detract from thek immense pleasuring in thek relationships. 

Three of these women referenced being in "traditional" relationships which they found 

mutuaUy satisfying for both partners. These women were quick to acknowledge thek 

"choice" to participate ki this relational stmcture and, for the most part, seldom referenced 

the division of labor this stmcture perpetuated. OrUy when asked to address the "dislikes" 

in wifing did they suggest this part of the role sometimes growing wearisome. The 

Acquirers seemed to foUow the path of EUzabeth's style whereby these tasks were not 

dweUed upon, but performed abnost by rote: "You go on and do them so that you can get 

to the things that you enjoy!"( age 73, married 52 years, 2""* mterview). Perhaps, Uke 

Veroruca, these women are able to create a sense of meaning from these chores. "I even 

Uke the chores, because it means I'm valuable. . .1 don't have to cook the meals in order to 

feel valued, but I feel that [can be] unportant." (age 57, married 16 years, P* mterview). 

Performance Review. The Acquirers were given the opportunity to evaluate 

themselves as wives, identifying thek area of greatest competency as weU as those areas of 

struggle. Each wife was also asked to speculate regarding her husband's evaluation of her 

completion of this role. These women spoke candidly about thek perceptions of thek own 

225 



"domg" of wtfehood. They spoke more readUy of the competencies thek husbands 

offered, than of those they offered themselves. 

The predonunant asset these women saw themselves as bringkig to the relationship 

was that of helping to create an atmosphere of sharing. " I . . .contribute in a poskive way 

ki terms of tmst and abUity to share. . . .InterpersonaUy . . .1 feel. . .con^etent." (Ursela, 

age 34, married 12 years, P* interview). "[I'm reaUy good] with the sharkig It's 

gotten to the pomt where I know what he's going to say sometimes before he says is. But 

stUl sometunes I haven't the faintest idea where these things come from, so there's some 

surprises left!" (Xena, age 39, married 13 years, P* interview). Other competencies were 

shared by these women, but none reachkig the criteria for kiclusion. These additional 

personal assets included "companionship," "home management," and "supportive of his 

career," "creative sexual relationship," and "commimication skiUs." 

The Acquirers perceived themselves as being conq)etent in most areas of wifing. 

These women recognized that there was always room for knprovement, and knew they 

were not "perfect," yet they were very conrfortable with themselves and the places where 

they might could stretch to become better wives. The dominant theme for these women 

was that of having no real deficiencies in offering thek wifehood (Figure 7). Almost 

apologeticaUy these women expressed thek adequacy in thek role: "This is going to sound 

terrible; I reaUy think I'm pretty competent ki aU of them" (EUzabeth, age 73, married 52 

years, 2""^ interview). When these women did see areas m which they might be deficient, 

they often acknowledged this had been a conscious choice on thek part. For exan^le, 

Ursela addressed what she termed as the "tradkional wtfe" skills, "[My least competent 

area] is ki terms of the traditional wtfe who is sort of the social organizer and plans thmgs. 

I don't do that. However, k doesn't bother me. I thmk tf I were a fiiU tkne homemaker, I 

might work harder at that kind of thkig" (age 45, married 23 years, 2°^ mterview). 

Veroruca spoke to this as weU, "I feel competent because I have conrfortabUity... .1 use 

to thmk I had to be the best cook, the best cookie maker, and tf I wanted to do that, and tf 

I do that, I feel k comes out pretty weU.. . .But would I be upset tf I didn't [do this]? 

226 



. . .No, tf I get somethmg done, k's great. And tf I don't, I don't feel bad about k Do 

I feel kicompetent? N o , . . .homemaking doesn't enter my mkid." (age 67. married 26 

years, 2° mterview). Two women referenced not bemg as good at managing the home, 

whUe one woman referenced not keepmg the house as clean as might be deskable, nekher 

meetkig the criteria for mclusion (Figure 8). 

The Acquirers beUeved that thek husbands expected two thmgs from them as 

wives, emotional support and time (Figure 9). Here agam, thek responses were not 

elaborate, aknost as tf expectations were a foreign concept to them. EUzabeth beUeved 

that her husband expected emotional support from her. "He enjoys taUckig to me, he 

expects me to listen to him. He Ukes for me to agree with him, tf possfl)le. But he expects 

for me to Usten to hkn when he wants to taUc and as I said, I enjoy k" (age 64, married 43 

years, P' mterview). "He expects my love and support" (OfeUa, age 37, married 10 years, 

1^ mterview). Time was often referenced in the same sentences as the provision of 

emotional support. "Just to be with him.. . .When we go to church, we [go] as a famUy 

and when we go out, we [go] as a famUy. He doesn't do a lot just by hknsetf' (Xena, age 

39, married 13 years, P interview). "He expects a lot of my tkne. He want to spend a lot 

of time with me" (OfeUa, age 37, married 10 years, P̂  mterview). "Domg things together" 

was reported as weU by Ursela as her husband's primary expectation. Three of these 

women referenced one word responses such as cooking, cleanmg and thus a thkd 

expectation is listed as domestic contributions. WhUe the expectation list from these 

husbands was not lengthy, k may weU be that the type of connection these couples shared 

ckcumvented the need for a mental check-list of requkements. Veroruca, who earUer 

indicated her husband's orUy expectation was for her to be hersetf emphaticaUy states the 

level of significance she places on her husband's happiness with her job performance. 

If thought I was not being a wtfe, he would orUy have to say k 
once. . . because k is quke unportant to me to be a fiiU, good wife. 
If I thought that were in any way upset with what I was being 
as a wife, that would be priority one. I'd stay home from work to 
do that! 

(Veroruca, age 57, married 16 years, P mterview) 
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The Acquirers beUeved that they met weU thek own and thek husbands' 

expectations for wtfehood. WhUe acknowledgmg "room for growth and improvement," 

these women beUeved ki themselves and perceived that thek husbands beUeved in them to 

buUd the style of relationship they both desked, and deserved. UtiUzmg the same scaling 

as for the women m the other groups, these women beUeved that they met thek spouse's 

expectations 100%. 

The influence and effect of "dokig" wtfehood unpacted these women on a daUy 

basis, not so much in terms of what they "did," but in thek sense of bekig cared for, 

appreciated, and accepted by thek husbands. They ki tum valued thek husbands for the 

type of person they were as weU as for the way ki which they husbanded. What these men 

wanted from thek wives was the opporturuty to enjoy thek company, to bask in the 

relationships they had conjointly created. Often, it was the husbands who longed for more 

time with thek wives and who would "fight" to mamtain that quaUty time for one another. 

Both the Acquirers and thek spouses beUeved these women to be highly competent as 

wives, as weU as individuals in a multitude of other roles. Often these wives worked wkh 

thek husbands ki thek own buskiess, coUaborated professionaUy with each other, or at the 

very least, highly respected the work one another offered to the commimity. In many 

ways, these relationships were traditional in thek division of labor, yet this format seemed 

to serve them weU. Creating a style of "dokig" wifehood, these women contkiued to 

utilize an individualized style of the fancy weave, some making thek own mles as they 

wove, whUe others foUowed the traditions of thek day. Either path, the plush fabrics 

created enveloped these women in warmth and beauty, each perfectly suited to the 

garment she wore. 

Altering the Pattem? Change versus Constancy 

FoUowing the course of Ufe for these Acquirers over a decade of time provided 

additional insights mto this style of wifehood. The passage of tkne brought numerous Ufe 

developments as chUdren launched, careers were retked, heaUh chaUenges arose, aduh 

chUdren faced difficulties, but by and large, this style of wifing remakied largefy 
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unchanged. WhUe open to "knprovements" these women saw Uttle to no need to alter the 

course of thek relationships. Speaking wkh the voice of wisdom, septarian EUzabeth aptly 

stated, "Don't change k tf k aki't broken!" (age 73, married 52 years, 2""* mterview), 

echokig the predominant sentknent of the rest of the Acquirers. The youngest member of 

this group however, appeared to be altering hersetf and her relationship, leadkig her to a 

change in her wifehood style. None of these women left thek relationships, continumg 

through Ufe with thek husbands referenced during the fkst interview. 

Enioving the Charted Course. Four of the women in this group of Acquirers were, 

ten years later, maintaining the cherished and famiUar path. Each of these women, whUe 

able to address areas of the relationship which could be "tweaked" for greater optimum, 

was content to perpetuate her status quo. With fifty-two years of marital experience, 

Elizabeth reflected on aU the societal changes she and her husband had watched urtfold and 

spoke of thek abiUty to manage these extemal shiftings whUe maintaining thek own 

equUibriuriL Elizabeth saw the roles of women as broadening over the decades of her 

Uvkig and shared some of her perspective: 

I grew up with the idea that women defer to men. . . .In my earUer 
years, women didn't work much. Nearly aU of my fiiends [were] 
women who did stay at home. And k was rare for a woman to get 
a Ph.D. or to be a professional woman. If a woman [did work] she 
was a teacher or a nurse and she [worked] because she didn't want 
to stay at home. She'd rather somebody else do the homemaking 
and take care of the chUdren, urUess she was a widow and had to do 
tha t . . . . I was a person who was pretty happy staykig at home, 
domg the work that I've always done.. .lot's of volunteer work 
. . .scout leader, Sunday school teacher. . . . I did have two years of 
coUege and whUe we were at the various universkies, I went back 
to school and eventuaUy got my degree which is ki teaching, but I 
found I didn't reaUy want to teach. I was havmg too good of a 
time domg other things!.. .The uiteresting thmg is, that as we have 
gotten older, everything has changed somewhat.... [Now] some 
people think [bekig a wife] is demeaning. You know some people 
wUl say, "What do you do?" So many of the younger women I 
know and even some of the women my age are professionals.. 
.[Now] some people don't have a very high opinion [of you] tf 
you're just a wife. 

(EUzabeth, age 73, married 52 years, 2"*̂  interview) 
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These are the changes EUzabeth contended with, but she and her husband are at peace 

with the path they have chosen and the way m which they contkiued to chart the course of 

thek Uves. WhUe Elizabeth predicted no changes in this relationship or ki her approach to 

wifing, she did acknowledge that she suspected her husband may be resisting some 

changes in himsetf: 

After he retked. . .he helps.. .actuaUy, he would do anything pretty 
much around the house tf I asked him. He doesn't reaUy want to. 
. . .1 think that my husband stiU feels that's a woman's place, but he 
knows deep within his heart that he reaUy ought to help some 
too . . . He is doing the vacuuming as his regular job and he'U do 
other thkigs tf I ask hkn to , . . .but basicaUy he feels that these 
tradkional thkigs are a wife's job. But then he's reaUy good, Uke he 
has my car washed,. . .he get the gas, he takes care of aU the biUs 
. . . he takes care of the yard.. . I don't have to worry about that 
. . .So our roles, I think, are pretty weU-defined. 

(EUzabeth, age 73, married 52 years, 2"̂ ^ mterview) 

WeU-defined roles for this couple seems to have weU-served theuL Elizabeth mamtained 

her Acquirers style of seekig Ufe as a wife as about gain and enhancement, feeling no 

deske for change, laughingly stating, "It's too late for that!" 

Ofelia indicated, as well, no deskes for change other than, perhaps bemg "a Uttle 

surmier in disposition!" (age 47, married 20 years, 2^ mterview). She anticipated that the 

relationship wkh her husband might change when the chUdren are out of the home, 

aUowing "my role as a wtfe wiU be larger because there wiU be more tkne." OfeUa seemed 

to look forward to the future and recounted her beUef that the love between the two of 

them would contkiue to grow. "The way I look at my husband and think about my love 

for [him] has changed so much from the time when I married hinL I admked him and 

respected hkn then, but my admkation and respect for him has grown so much through the 

years. I think I'm very lucky to have a husband Uke him!" (age 37, married 10 years, P̂  

kiterview). Content wkh the path behind her, OfeUa had chosen to continue to maintain 

her faitbfiilness to this course. 

Xena as weU stated, "I'm very happy where I am right now.. .1 reaUy don't see 

mysetf changmg too much because I'm not unhappy with any part of my Ufe. I'm quite 

230 



satisfied, and as far as I'm concemed, my husband is too, so I don't see that I reaUy need 

to change anything" (age 47, married 25 years, 2°̂  kiterview). Possible change up ahead 

for this couple might result from the need to prepare for thek chUdren's coUege education 

which may necessitate that Xena take on addkional professional responsibUities to assist in 

generatkig the necessary fimds. UntU then, and most probably, even then, this women wiU 

contkiue her style of wifehood, one fiUed with appreciation for the opportimity to Uve in 

communion with another as she does. 

Veroruca's anticipated alterations centered in the nearkig retkements for hersetf 

and her husband. Because of thek chosen careers, they both are plarming to reconstmct 

themselves professionaUy into part-time consukants in thek respective fields, selecting 

those situations in which they choose to become involved. This couple has reUshed the 

planning for the next stage of thek Uvkig as they thrive on "the kiteractive process. . . . 

CommonaUty is key.. .our kitimacy is a lot generated by the fact that we think, feel, a lot 

of the same ways" (age 67, married 26 years, 2^ interview). Extracting the joy from each 

present moment, this couple, as weU, looked with anticipation at thek conjoint fiiture. 

RelationaUy, thek style seemed to be determkied. Veroruca's sense of "gratitude" was 

ever present in her poignant sharings. Ltfe around them may change, but this couple 

seemed to have mutuaUy determined thek methodology for traversing together. 

These four women kidicated a determination to maintain the stay of thek course. 

Without fear, they face the fiiture with thek beloveds with fakh that they can effectively 

navigate through the elements. As Acquirers, they continued to count thek good fortune 

and to beUeve that they have aU they had ever dreamed of̂  and sometimes even more. 

Alterkig the Course. One woman ki the group of Acquirers had begun, over the 

past decade, to alter her style of wtfehood. At the tkne of the second kiterview, Ursula 

appeared to be moving to reconstmct the relationship for hersetf, now utilizing the 

language of a Partaker. At tknes the mutuality and equity seemed to be her experience in 

the relationship, at other times it seemed that Ursula was striving to institute this equal 

balance into the relational stmcture. This woman was the youngest member of the 

Acquirers and she had, as well, the youngest chUdren who had been added to her ltfe 
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foUowing the first mterview. The issue of "tkne" seemed central to this renegotiation. 

Ursela shared, 

I dislike the issue of my husband wanting me to spend more tkne at 
home. I think that's sort of an issue, but that's more related to the 
parentmg role than k is to the marital role. . .I'm not sure. . . .1 
think [we are] feeUng at this stage in our Uves that we have to sort 
of fight for some tkne for our relationship. . .Work is always a sore 
pomt. I think he always perceives my job as taking up much more 
time than I perceive k.. .He wants me to spend tkne with him.. . 
The flip side [to that] is I don't spend a lot of tkne ki other 
activkies. I wouldn't take off for a weekend by mysetf. . . That 
sounds nice, but I thmk he would frown on that.. . .Scheduling 
time for u s , . . . ki the last few years. . . [has been the most difficuh 
part of bemg a wtfe]. I think I'm seeing some Ught at the end of the 
tunnel. The kids are more independent now, so our time is freeing 
up a Uttle bit more. 

(Ursela, age 45, married 23 years, 2^ interview) 

When asked about changes that have been made in the relationship, Ursela indicated that 

she was contkiuing a process begun some years ago, being more assertive in the 

relationship. The changes have been painstaking for her and continue to be chaUenging to 

enact, but Ursela was committed to fiilfilling this promise to hersetf. She shared: 

Ways I would Uke to change? Yes, now, I think for us there's this 
constant thing . . . I think being eissertive. I thmk tf I don't always 
express my opiruons, my husband wiU make up my mind for me, 
you know. So that's kind of something that I should continue to 
do,. . . to try to be assertive and express what I want in the 
relationship... .It's knportant for two people to have sort of an 
equal basis in the relationship. . . .In our relationship, he's much 
more vocal. He is much more expressive. I'm the more reserved 
one... .the one who holds back more.. . I have to watch that 
because sometimes I can aUow him to make a decision and go off 
with k when I [kistead need] to say, "Hey, wait a mkiute. You 
didn't hear what I had to say!" Or I have to speak up and let hkn 
know how I feel. . . . It's something that is easy for me, particularly 
tf I'm overwhebned with work . . .and something comes u p , . . .to 
say, "You make the decision." . . .Then later I reaUze that I didn't 
reaUy take the time to let him know how I fek about the issue.. . . 

(Ursela, age 45, married 23 years, 2"̂  interview) 
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When asked how she was attempting to bring about this change, Ursela, tongue-ki-cheek, 

repUed, "Oh, gripkig more. I can't be gripping more!" The need to establish a greater 

sense of equky in this relationship, a need to setf-assert, a need to reaUocate tkne seemed 

to have caUed Ursela to reposkion hersetf ki the marital context. A Partakers' style of 

wifehood may kideed serve her weU. 

The Acquirers differentiated themselves from the other groups by thek procUvity 

to constancy in the coursing of thek Uves. Of aU the styles of wifing, these women were 

the least likely to seek alterations. Imminently happy, this steadiness seemed 

understandable, echokig EUzabeth's wisdom, "Don't fibc k tf k aki't broke!" One women, 

however, did seem to find k necessary to adjust her path, at least for this juncture of Ufe. 

With the flowing, fancy weaving style, these women continued to create rich textures and 

depths of Uvkig. 

Personal Reflections on Becoming an Acquirer 

Leaving the famiUarity of the Importer's style of wifehood, wkh a finalized divorce 

decree ki hand, I pledged to contemplate Ufe on my own terms. In this imfamiUar, but 

exhUarating place, I leamed for the first time what k was to fiiUy hear my own soul's 

whisper. As I grew more trustkig of that growing presence, as the whisper became more 

audible, I vowed to honor my own dreams, to seek my own tmths, and to Uve out this 

quest with the same integrity I had previously pledged to another. What mitiaUy fek 

selfish grew to be that which was essential to achieve setf-ness, and ki time the ache for 

what once had been was replaced by an unquenchable thkst to drink deeply of ltfe, 

respectfiil of my own tastes. In this time of reconstmction, I began to question my own 

kiterest for an kitimate-other, determining such a course might distract me from my own 

course. To such a notion, I explored what it would requke of another to "take my 

course," determining that I could not and would not compromise "my" path. Should 1 

ever open my ltfe to share with another, k would, to honor those emerging "Ufe lessons," 

have to match my own. No sales pkch would be given, for I was not marketkig a product, 

but Uvkig an imfolding process to which I non-negotiably would remam faithful. Should 
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another be on the same path and we mutuaUy benefit one another's waUc, perhaps,. . .but 

that path would indeed have to be the same. 

In this second stagkig of my Ufe, k has been my great fortune to have embarked, 

with one of Uke process, upon the great adventure of wtfehood Unking heart to heart, body 

to body, and soul to soul. Meeting ki the process of achieving this final degree, we 

consider it our greatest opportimity to have crossed paths and to have been given a second 

chance, a sacred space where those lessons of the past can be fiiUy embraced, honored, 

and Uved out. I stmggle now orUy with how to reference my experience, so aware that 

relationships are often pamfiil, unfiilfiUing and diflficuk, not wanting to be msenskive nor 

aggrandizing, yet to not speak with awe and intensity is to desecrate the most hofy of gifts. 

I, Uke the women of the Acquirers can orUy attest to the gain and expansion bekig a wife 

in this context has bestowed upon me. DaUy I go through the activities of my ltfe, 

drawing strength from the experience and knowledge of being cherished, adored, and 

chosen. From this space, aU of my ltfe is richer.. .erUianced... broadened. . . deepened. 

There are no expectations and in response to this ultknate freedom, I long to ensure that 

his ltfe is as enriched through his experience with me as my own has been with him. We 

are both con^etent and capable of Uving effective Uves mdependently, but we have chosen 

to intertwine our bemgs with one another, seizing the opportimity so graciousfy bestowed 

upon us. The rhythm which moves us is one, we choose to dance our togethemess 

choreographed by a soul music, untU one partner must leave the floor. The price which 

may be requked at that time seems unpayable, yet we consciously choose to extract fiiUy 

from this sacred space we now occupy. The words sound inflated; they seem insufficient 

to convey my experience. Of aU women, I am tmly most blessed. 

The Various Weaving Patterns of Wtfehood 

The stories of these twenty-six women reflected both commonaUty and diversity. 

Thek candid reflections upon thek wifehood provided a means to move toward greater 

understanding of women's personal experiences with this role. These wives told of 

generalizable resentments they feel toward the societal expectations to assume wifehood in 
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prescribed fashions. They were pressed for time to fiiUy enjoy the richness of thek Uves, 

husbands, chUdren, careers, community, fiiends, parents, and perhaps most importantly, 

themselves. They stmggled to carve out thek Uves against perceptions others have of 

them and for them, and yet they contkiued to contend agamst these Umitations. They were 

open to growth and readify acknowledged the areas of desked knprovement both 

personaUy and relationaUy. 

As well, these women positioned themselves in imique orientations to the 

incorporation of wifehood into thek Uves. Some, the Obligers, responded to a sense of 

duty and responsk)Uity, attemptkig to answer this dictum with great effort and integrity, 

often finding the path constraining and ever so chaUenging to thek personhood. Wkh 

much dedication and kitent, the Imparters sought to give of thek energies and time to 

augment the ltfe of thek intimate other, enjoying the reflections of thek touch in his cloth. 

Others, referred to as the Partakers, actively sought to constmct a relationship based on 

mutuaUty, partnership, and equity, these concepts flavoring both the "doing" and "bekig" 

kitegration of this role in thek Uves. The Acquirers offered another approach, embracing 

the experience wkh thek partners as predommately about the augmentation of thek own 

Uves. Each style brought its benefits and extracted its costs, each style preferable to one, 

undoable to another. 

These women, as well, both akered and maintained thek style of wifehood. Of the 

twenty four women who were participants in the second series of interviews, nine women 

changed thek style of wifehood. Some of these changes were acconq)Ushed through 

divorce and the constmction of a new and differently stmctured relationship. Others 

pushed for change withki the context of a relationship which had estabUshed kseff on a 

particular relational style, orUy to be deconstmcted that k might be buUt anew. Some 

found change m approaching ltfe kidependent of a relationship, celebratmg thek new

found womarUiood and reUshing tkne for themselves. Change occurred among at least one 

member of each group of women, movkig them to an akered style of wifehood during the 

course of the passing decade. The highest frequency of change was experienced by the 

Obligers. Constancy of wifehood styles, maintained across the two interview series, was 

235 



determkied to be the path for fifteen of the participants. This constancy was demonstrated 

ki aU four style of wifehood, with greater constancy demonstrated proportionately in the 

women of the Acquirers (Figure 10). 

Homogeneous as a group of women, Unked by sociohistoric tkne, geographical 

space, socio-econonuc status, and educational opportimity, these women were diverse m 

thek styles of weaving the fabric of wifehood. This diversity bears wkness to the need to 

understand the "real Ufe" experiences of women as opposed the perpetuation of 

assumptions based on stereotypic thinking. Unified.. .and divergent. . .modem-day 

wives' tales are bemg shared. May we Usten. . . may we leam! 

. . . Quila, and then RozaUne, Starla, and next to Tam, Ursela, 
Veronica, Winona, and on to Yvette, and round the circle to Zoe. The early 
light of dawn breaking now on the horizon. The night had indeed brought 
embracement, acceptance, acknowledgment of the uniqueness of each one. . . 
the bond connecting one with another. . .Indeed, the tales of the wives had been 
shared. . . but only in part. . . for each new day beckons opportunity to grow, 
to change. . .altering tales. . .new "truths" to be shared. The appearance of the 
next full moon, calling for yet another circle. . .much to say. . .much to hear. 

Empowered, honored, supported. . . the women disperse as the day 
calls for their contributions. . .Extraordinary women in the midst of ordinary 
life. . .they resume the daily rhythm. . .until that next celebration. 
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CHAPTER VI 

INSIGHTS AND UNDERSTANDINGS-VIEWING THE 

COLLECTIVE TAPESTRY: INTERPRETING 

THE PATTERNS 

The Old Wife stood and stretched, her face toward the 
rising sun. The final wisps of smoke from the dying fire escaped 
into the fresh dawn air. Stillness surrounded her, the women 
having returned to their homes. She studied these moments, 
envisioning the women busy, preparing themselves and others for 
the day. . . their work calling to them. 

She too had work that was hers . . . a different kind of work. 
It was hers to sort through the events of the night, to inwardly 
listen to the meanings extracted. "What had been heard? What 
had been leamed? How did these women's truths align with her 
own . . . challenge her own? Who did she now understand these 
women to be? And what about herself? How had she been 
impacted by what had transpired? " 

The Old Wife pulled her shawl around her and began the 
winding path toward her home. She walked slowly, deliberately, 
knowing there was much to consider. . . . 

Perceiving the Fabric of Wifehood 

It is at this stage of an inquiry that the investigator asks herself if she achieved her 

quest for insight and understanding. The expressed purpose of this undertaking was to 

seek out 'Vomen's subjective knowledge of their own lives" in the context of wifehood, 

and to listen to their words and concepts describing the meaning, impact, and experiences 

of this role (Josselson, 1996, p. 11). Drawing from symbolic interactionism, psychosocial 

developmentalism, and feminism, a strong theoretical base was prepared for the 

assumption that the role of wife would be one of meaning for married women, and that 

this meaning would have been developed through interaction and aflSliation with others. 

The exact nature of what this role symbolized, the meaning ascribed to it, the degree of 

saliency and commitment, as well as its impact upon ego synthesis could best be 

understood by "seeing the world from the point of view of the subject of investigation" 
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(Stryker, 1980, p. 135). Did this investigation determine this role to be of importance in 

women's lives? Equally important, utilizing the strengths inherent in feminist theory, did 

this project give to these women the power to name and define the phenomenon of their 

own experience? Did it recognize pluralistic realities? Did it search out those portions of 

women's lives which are often left out, minimized, or sinqjly deemed unworthy of 

investigation? Did this project involve the researcher in a personal manner? Do the 

"discoveries" of this inquiry serve to empower those who participated as well as those 

whose Uves are vicariously represented through them? Is this research not simply about 

women, but for the pragmatic living of their lives? 

These questions are perhaps best answered by a review of the research questions 

inherent in this investigation and the insights ascertained in response to them. Each 

question provided a different "angle" from which to view the subjective experience of 

wifehood. The interpreted responses to each question produced a portion of the collective 

tapestry of wifehood containing various pattemings. These patterns included: 

Patterns of Meaning and Saliency 

Two research questions were asked addressing the concepts of meaning and 

saliency: (1) How do contemporary women, who are currently participating in the 

experience of marriage, define "wife?" and (2) What is salient to these women about 

being a wife? The women who participated in this project were those of great privilege. 

They grew up in families who provided well for their physical needs and wants, they were 

given opportunities of exposure to art, literature, and music, they were encouraged to 

pursue higher education, many achieving advanced degrees, they were intentional in their 

professional pursuits, many employed in the higher levels of their chosen fields, and they 

were, for the most part, deliberate in their addition of children to their lives. By 

commimity standards, these women could be said to "have it all." Despite this 

homogeneity, these women varied among themselves in defining and determining 

significance to this role of wifehood in their personal lives. The answers to these two 

questions on definition and saliency, in essence were, "It depends on how these women 
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'saw' and 'experienced' this role." It was determined that predominating among these 

women were four different meanings ascribe to wifehood, each meaning adhered to by a 

portion of the participating wives. 

One group of women, (n=8) utilized terms such as "duty," "responsibility," and 

"shoulds" to depict their definition of this role. This group, called the Obligers, responded 

to wifehood as a duty placed upon them through marriage, which tended to carry with it a 

list of responsibilities that were hers to assume. These responsibilities were imposed 

through this role and were to be accommodated, personal choice being of little 

consequence. For these women, saliency was difficult to find, but was acknowledged as 

prevailing against a sense of aloneness, offering companionship and greater economic 

security. A second definition held by some of these women,(n=7), was that being a wife 

was about offering of one's self to benefit the life of their husbands. These Imparters 

utilized such terms as "helping," "giving," or "augmenting" to describe the fimction of this 

role. These wives viewed themselves as assisting their husbands to be the best (men, 

employees, fathers, sons, etc.) they could be and predominately chose to give of 

themselves in this manner. The saliency for these women was that of "being there" for 

their husbands, whether offering physical, emotional, spiritual, or social care. 

A third definition of wifehood offered by another group of women from this 

sample, (n=7), was that of a partner who mutually shared life with another. The Partakers 

viewed being a wife about the "give-and-take" reciprocal sharing and caring through the 

dailiness of life. These women were intentional about their relational structure and 

believed their husbands shared in this commitment to equality. The essential salient 

portions of wifehood were the incorporation and enjoyment of these relationship qualities, 

relishing the mutuality through all the components of living. A final definition of wife was 

that of one whose life is augmented by the presence of her relational partner. These 

Acquirers, (n=5), experienced wifehood as a place where one was "given to," "cared for," 

and "gained," with their marriages providing a place to receive love, emotional support, 

physical and sexual connection, as well as intimate fiiendship. These benefits constituted 

that which was most salient for these wives. 
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These findings were supported by feminist theoretical constructs which remind that 

women, whether women as professionals, women as mothers, women as wives, or women 

placed in any categorical considerations, cannot be describe in a unitary, homogeneous 

manner. Feminist theory encourages the recognition of the vast diversity among all human 

beings, embraces those differences, and cautions against the tendency to speak in a 

stereotypic and assumptive manner. The diversity represented among this homogenous 

sample of women affirms the continuous imperative that a few common variables not be 

allowed to predict the values, lifestyle, or personality characteristics of a group of 

individuals. 

These women indicated that wifehood does have meaning and importance in their 

lives, but exactly what it means and how it is important varies. Despite the similarities in 

these women's backgrounds, the propensity to a commonly experienced socialization 

process during their childhood and young adult years, a shared socio-historical timeframe, 

the similar geographical mores and expectations regarding wifehood, the pursuit of dual-

career relationships, these women constructed different meanings for and experienced 

different saliencies from wifehood. The motivation for these variations remains unknown, 

but certainly could be inclusive of variables such as personality characteristics, personal 

tastes and preferences, variations in socialization expectations, as well as the impact of 

each of these variables upon the spouse, and the ensuing interactional patterns established 

between the two partners. As all three theoretical frameworks utilized in this investigation 

suggest, roles and role meanings are established through interaction, and these interactions 

are influenced by the social structure of a given culture. The continued structure in our 

environment is one where husbands/men are afforded greater power than are 

wives/women, which is probably highly influential in the formation of the meanings of 

these roles. What effect, if any, the selected men in these women's lives had upon their 

definitional construction of wifehood is unknown. In the selection of this sub-sample of 

women, it might be possible to assume that this influential effect might be somewhat 

minimized due to the level of power these women had, based on their affluence, 

educational attainment, enq^loyment status, and race. Other than Anglo males, these 
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women hierarchically were at the top levels of influence. It might be predicted that 

women of lesser power within the social structure would be even more susceptible to 

aUgning with the chosen meanings of those having more power, thereby experiencing 

diminished input into the construction of meaning for this role. These variations would 

require a larger, more diverse sampUng to investigate the influential capacity of "the other" 

upon formulating meanings for the self 

That wifehood is meaningfiil to women had been determined in other studies such 

as Rubin (1983), Josselson (1973,1987, 1996), and Apter (1995). In each of these 

inquiries, women spoke of the importance of their intimate other relationships, but specific 

wifehood styles were not referenced nor determined. Josselson's twenty-year longitudinal 

investigation continuaUy referenced the importance of the marital relationship environment 

to women's developmental processes. From these studies, questions could be raised as to 

the possible correlations between this study and those previously conducted. For example, 

it is possible that among the groups of women in Apter's identity investigation on middle 

aged women, a link between the Traditionalists, who began their young adult Uves with a 

conventional framework of being wives, daughters, and mothers, and who by mid-age had 

begim to shift their ideology beyond these roles could be found with the Imparters or 

Obligers in this study. The Obliging and Imparting women as well, utilized a more 

traditional interpretation of wifehood, with many of them by mid-life having moved to the 

Partaking or Celebrant style of embracing Ufe. ParaUels may exist between Josselson's 

(1987, 1996) finding that the Pathmakers utiUzed their marital partners as resources to 

lessen dependency on parents, develop greater self-confidence and self-assertion, with 

those in this study, the Acquirers and Partakers, who spoke passionately about the same 

benefit their spouses' provided. Perhaps these investigations are aU referencing a 

particular phenomenon in women's Uves and describing it somewhat differently. Perhaps 

there is an overlapping of identity formation processes and wifehood style processes. 

Additional investigation would be required to tease out these con^wnents. As the Adult 

Identity Development Project contains a variety of personal and relational assessments and 

251 



measurements, as weU as interview data across multiple roles and significant life arenas 

such as values, spirituaUty, etc., such opportunity is readUy avaUable for fiirther study. 

It is my beUef that this uivestigation added fiirther verification to the importance 

women beUeve their wifehood has in their Ufe, but perhaps most contributory is the 

additional understandings of what women find to be most meaningfiil. The participants of 

this study provided insight mto the various definitional styles of "being" a wife featuring 

patterns of self-description, selected language, and attitudinal postures assumed b\ these 

participants. Honoring the tenet of feminist scholarship, the actual experiences, language, 

and concepts of women were utUized to formulate these "patterns of weaving" wifehood. 

It is quite possible that additional styles are utilized by women, but a larger and more 

diverse sampling would be necessary to determine what those styles might be. This study, 

I beUeve, provides a foundational component to such an undertaking. 

Patterns of Affective Response 

A third research question asked by this inquiry regarded women's affective 

experiences with wifehood, namely, how do women feel about their experiences as a wife? 

Almost without faU the initial response was one emphasizing magnitude, indicating a depth 

of feeling ranging from euphoria to despak. Only two women at the tune of the second 

uiterviews had, by determined effort, achieved a level of dispassionate response towards 

wifehood, seemingly bom out of necessity to make their present circumstances workable. 

Overwhelmingly, these women intensely responded to their years of experience in this 

role, which for this group of women, was predominately positive. Marriage, whUe not 

perfect and with room for improvement, had been a highly satisfectory experience bringing 

security, companionship, emotional nurturance. and an opportunity for personal growth 

and development. These women, for the most part, were gratefiil for the presence of their 

husbands in their Uves. At the same time, these women could elaborate theU fiiistrations 

with marriage or with their husbands, but their words contioued to portray a relational Ufe 

of satisfaction and contentment. As a group, the Obligers were reflective of the more 

negative affective response to this role, citing resentment and hostiUty as common to theU 
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experience. Yet even among this group of women, there was not the level of negative 

affect one might expect given the sense of burden and constraint these women referenced. 

The women of the Imparters and Partakers shared sunUar sentiments of satisfaction and 

contentment with this role in their Ufe, whUe the Acquirers were most joyous about their 

experiences as wives. 

Perhaps most notable about this study's findings is the high levels of happiness 

these women reported in this role, contrary to other cited mvestigations (Gerson, 1985; 

Levmson, 1996; Rubin, 1983). It is not known if this group was unusual in the actual 

happiness experienced, if the questions asked of these women ascertamed a different 

aspect of their experience than those questions asked m the previously cited studies, or if 

these women desked to represent their relationships in the best possible Ught, choosmg to 

share more of that which was favorable than that which had negatively impacted their 

affective quality. Additional interviews from the Adult Identity Development Project 

could be analyzed to determine how other sub-sample groups reported their feeUngs about 

beuig a wife by utilizing the same style of questioning. 

Perhaps it would be encouraging to women to be aware of this reported level of 

positive affective response to wifehood, as it runs contrary to popular beUef 

Acknowledgmg that some women feel extremely happy with this role may afford greater 

opportunity for women of femmist orientation to, less hesitantly, reference theU positive 

personal experience. Perhaps as weU, there may be an encouragement to feminist scholars 

to become more incorporative of wifehood as a vaUd source of women's satisfaction and 

to be more deUberate in investigating this role. Reporting this level of role satisfaction 

might also encourage women to be unwilling to settle for less in their own relational 

constructions, knowmg that others Uve with this affective quaUty in their Uves. Frequently 

women are told that they romanticize too much, theU relational dreams are unrealistic, 

when perhaps they have been persuaded to settle too easUy. This possible pragmatic 

appUcation in the daUy Uves of women could serve to empower them both personaUy as 

weU as relationaUy, honoring another tenet of femmist scholarship. 
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Patterns of Impact of Role Upon Identity 

A fourth research question posed by this investigation regarded the influence of 

wifehood upon the self, specificaUy phrased, what impact does wifehood have upon 

women's sense of self? Erikson (1968, 1980) proposed that identity for women foUowed 

the formation of an mtimate-other relationship, whUe a reverse ordering was predicted for 

men. Experiencing that intimate relational context was deemed pre-requisitional as 

women's identity must be kept maUeable to incorporate their husband's "peculiarities.'' 

Josselson's (1973, 1987, 1996) research on women's identity processes verified the 

importance of this role within a woman's identity development, but did not determine 

marriage or a significant-other mtimate relationship to be "essential'' to her identity, but 

rather to depict women's procUvity to integrate multiple others into their own life fabric. 

This study provides additional confirmation to the significance wifehood holds for women 

and the impact this role has upon a woman's sense of self As weU, this study offers 

fiirther verification that whUe highly valuing this wifehood, women do not consider this 

role to be essential for their identity construction. 

Unique to this study were the indications of variation in the placement of this role 

in these women's Uves. This investigation seemed to indicate five different methodologies 

for utilizing this role m defining the self A first placement of wifehood was notably 

separate from the self, indicating no contribution to identity. This position might be 

iUustrated with the self standing separate and apart from the wife, each seemingly a 

completely unrelated entity, Uving distinct Uves away from each other. Seven women of 

this study indicated that wifehood was non-unpactfiil on their sense of self 

Predominantly these women were coUected uito the group of the Obligers, but a few were 

also scattered throughout the other groups as weU. This separation of self from the role of 

wife may be indicative of the more stressfiil personal experiences with wifehood this group 

of women may have had, thus not aUowing for mcorporation of this role as significant to 

identity processes. This positioning may, as weU, be a style that would be utUized 

regardless of satisfection within the relationship. Two women who indicated contentment 
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and happmess m their wifehood roles, beUeved this participation had no effect on their 

personal sense of self 

Found solely in the group of Obligers were five who reiterated a loss of self due to 

the assumption of the role of wife. These women referenced this personal dimmishment as 

being precipitated by the unpact of guUt for not fiilfiUing wifehood as they "should" or 

perceiving others' treatment of them as merely addendums to their husband. (IronicaUy, 

some of the same women who spoke of this loss of self also mdicated that wifehood had 

no effect on their identity. It was difficult to ascertain which seemed to portray the most 

accurate perception for these women, a diminished self or an imaffected self, when 

attempting to perceive the placement wifehood in their Uves. Additional probing of the 

questions posed these women would have been helpfiil Ui ascertaining this seemingly 

significant distUiction, but such opportunity was not avaUable.) From this position of 

diminishment, the role of wife seemed to bear down upon the uidividual, actuaUy 

contendmg against the self as she attempted to conduct the rest of her Uve. 

A third position of the wtfe role in the construction of these women's identity was 

that of a foundational base, providing a source of security and stabiUty from which they 

would move out into the rest of Ufe. This style of incorporation of wifehood into personal 

identity was expressed in both the Imparters and Partakers (n=4) who acknowledged 

drawing strength and resiUency for themselves from this role. In this perspective, the role 

of wife provided a place for the self to stand, launch forth, and retum to, whUe 

participatuig in the rest of life. A fourth position for the role of wife as shared by the 

women of this study was metaphoricaUy depicted as a laboratory for personal growth. 

This style often referenced the husband as a mentor, assisting their wives to acquire skills 

and traits to faciUtate their participation in the other roles they occupied in Ufe. In this 

positioning, the wifehood role encompassed the self, creating an experimental atmosphere 

where the self grew stronger as it moved in and out of the laboratory. This style was 

referenced by five women, again withm the Imparters and Partakers. These foundational 

and experimental perspectives of wifehood may paraUel Josselson's (1987, 1996) 

depiction of anchoring whereby women utilized theu partners as a means through which 
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they separated from old attachments and affiliated with new dimensions of Ufe. This 

anchoring served to provide a stronghold whUe aUowing a loose tethering to explore and 

experunent with additional identity constmction. The Identity Achievements, later 

renamed the Pathfinders, were the group m her study who forged new identities through 

afifiUation with men who supported their wives' talents and interests. Perhaps these two 

styles of mcorporating wifehood into selftiood are merely one style, yet the language of 

these women seemed to indicate a difference. Again, additional inquiry wUl be necessary 

to appropriately ascertain what difference, if any, Ues between these two. 

A final positioning of the wife role was centraUy inside the self From this position, 

wifehood was the Ufe organizing role. Women utilizing this style of positioning with this 

role were found ui the Partakers and Acquirers. Seven women referenced this placement 

of wifehood for herself. These women of the Partakers and Acquirers seemed to stmggle 

to convey the paradoxical integration of this role into their identities. They verbalized 

both a strong mdependent self and a strong embracuig of wifehood, extracting fiiUy from 

this context toward the continuing development of their personhood. The women ui this 

study emphasized the consistency of the self, with or without theU marriages, yet they 

enumerated the benefits received because of their relationship with their specific partner. 

The women in Josselson's study, as well, indicated a similar incorporation of their 

husband's self into them, feeUng enhanced and expanded rather than subsumed. 

These positioning styles may weU be anticipated by symboUc interactionistic theory 

which postulates that roles wiU be hierarchicaUy organized based on degree of saUency to 

the self and the social and emotional commitment to them. The greater an individual's 

commitment, the greater the saUency of that specific role on the uidividual's identity. 

These variations seemed to be reflected in those groups of women who found a more 

multidimensional meaning to their wifehood, namely those in the Partakers and Acquirers. 

The Obligers who struggle to find saUency m this role, were noticably less Ukely to 

reference any impact bemg a wife had upon theu sense of self 

Notable, as weU, was the abUity to alter the positioning of the mdividuals with this 

role. Nine of the women from this study changed their earUer methodology for 
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uicorporating wifehood in theu Uves, aU changes initiated pro-actively by these women. 

The maUeable nature of identity was reference ui theory by Erikson (19968, 1980) as he 

designed his developmental theory around a Ufelong process toward ego synthesis. In 

those mvestigations of women's Uves conducted by Gerson (1985), Levmson (1996), 

Apter (1985), and Rubin (1983), women were determmed to be constantly adjustmg theu 

original personal trajectories and/or identities either through intemaUy responsive 

processes of choice or extemaUy induced processes of necessity. This investigation 

echoes that same findmg in these women's Uves. Identities are constantly "ui process.'' 

These women were able to weU-articulate how they have changed from who they once 

were, who it is that they are at the present, and who they dream of becoming in the fiiture. 

Patterns of "Douig'" 

A fifth research question asked what have women experienced because they are 

wives? This question involved how it was that women "did" wifing. In response these 

women spoke of experiencing societal and relational expectations to perform certain tasks 

assigned to them because of both their gender and theu marital status. To these, some 

compUed, some rebeUed, many complained, others re-negotiated, whUe a few scoffed. For 

some, "doing" wifehood revolved around the performance of household and physical 

needs provision. For others, these tasks were seldom referenced and deemed insignificant 

to wifing, emphasizing instead the mamtenance of emotional cormection as central to theu 

"douig" of wifehood. 

In the "doing" of wifehood, the styles of "bemg" with their ascribed meaning and 

saUency determined, ui large part, the behaviors exempUfied by these groups of wives. 

WhUe many behaviors were shared m common among styles of wifehood, such as 

providing emotional support, management of households, incorporation of husband's 

preferences into thinking and planning, others were held separately by each group. That 

many of these women "did" the same types of behaviors, these behaviors were drastically 

altered by the attitudmal stance assumed by these wives. Some, predominately the 

Obligers, felt coerced to give and pushed agamst that extemal pressure to provide 
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specified "services" for theu husbands. The Imparters desired to give as that fiilfiUed theu 

meaning of wifehood, and gave easUy and consistently. The Partakers worked toward 

mutual sharing in those capacities, as in aU components of theu relationship, theu 

behaviors often about coordinating the household, but sharing more in the execution of the 

tasks with their partners. For the Acquirers, doing wifehood, whUe giving of themselves 

in often domestic ways, was stiU predominantly about what was "done" for them as 

opposed to what they "did." These behavioral components of wifing were as weU 

predicted by symboUc mteractionism based on the greater a role's saUency to an 

individual, the greater the influence that role has on the individual's behavioral choices. 

Patterns of Change and Constancy 

A sixth research question asked how do women change as wives over the passage 

of time and how do they remain constant? Psychosocial developmental theory (Erikson, 

1968) postulates that identity wiU continue to alter over time. Each of the cited types of 

investigations into women's subjective experiences (Apter, 1995; Gerson, 1985; Josselson. 

1973; 1987; 1996; Levinson, 1996; Rose, 1983; Rubm, 1983) spoke to the process of 

developmental change noted by the participants who shared their retrospective as weU as 

present perspectives. This study, as well, bore support to the developmental perspective 

of the human experience and the contmued identity construction process. Within each of 

the groups of wifehood styles, women pro-actively selected to aUer theu relational posture 

and to redefine themselves m this role. Nine of the twenty-four participants (38 %) in the 

second interview series pushed for change within the context of the original relationship 

which had an estabUshed style, only to deconstmct and to buUd anew, a vastly different 

context. In each case of this level of change, the wives were the catalyst agent to bring 

about this remolding, triggered in large part, by her growing discomfort with the relational 

status quo and its fit for her. The old relationships were adapted and stretched in new and 

meaningfiil ways, or were terminated, mcapable of accommodatuig the growing self 

Some of these women of change formed new relationships utUizing new blueprints for 

constmction, whUe others reUshed the time to remain self-focused. The highest frequency 
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of change was experienced by the Obligers and the most frequent wifehood style utUized 

by the time of the second mterviews was that of the Partakers. This trajectory seemed to 

uidicate the mid-Ufe shift of focus to honoring the self, a consistent finding with 

mvestigations of nuddle-aged women and to desuing greater equity and faimess m 

relationships with others (Apter, 1995; Josselson, 1996). That both the self as represented 

m other roles, as weU as that of wife, are working congmently on repositioning in 

relationship to others, is bom out m this study as women reference the shiftmg climate in 

wifehood was not merely contauied therem. It would be possible to ascertam other roles 

for these same women m the AduU Identity Development Project that could be analyzed 

for determination of which roles are most central to these women's desire for change, 

which roles are actively being redefined, and how these roles are now being integrated uito 

the individuals' identities. Perhaps another study for another student! 

The women of this study indicated an openness to change and a willingness to 

grow and develop. Perhaps as women who have been exposed to university experiences, 

these women are atypical m theu openness to self and relational alterations. Through a 

more diverse sampUng, the procUvity toward this orientation could be ascertamed. Just 

how open are women, in general, to changes in the self and m the stmcturing of theu 

roles? It is predicted that Uf this same group of women were foUowed throughout an 

expanded period of tune, additional mtentional changes would be noted in both themselves 

and m their relationships. 

Constancy was as weU demonstrated among this group of women, with the least 

amount of change noted in the Acquirers. Notably, these women seemed the most elated 

with theu status quo of life. This group of women also tended to be somewhat older than 

many of the women in the study, and had, according to their own stories, aUeady 

completed a significant period of change prior to the first mterview series. This earUer 

alteration may have aUowed for a "settling in" to enjoy having achieved the desired 

constmction of self and relationship. 

It would be advantageous to longitudmaUy foUow a group of women from pre

marital status into the aging years, listening to the language utilized to describe their 

259 



dreamed-of relationship and their anticipated positionmg with wifehood, and to then 

foUow the unfolduig of the actual experience with this role for these women It would 

also be beneficial to mclude other roles in the analysis, looking across roles for simUarities 

m style of positioning, to issues of saUency and meaning, and as weU as to behavioral 

expenditures. This multiple-role analysis would aUow for a more complete understandmg 

of the tapestry of women's Uves which is limited in a focus on only one role, regardless of 

its significance to these women. The role of wife factored in with other roles as each 

woman extracts meanmg, determines unportance, and aUocates her limited resources of 

time, physical and emotional energy. This broadened perspective is possible with data 

aUeady coUected by the ADIP, but such analysis would be a lengthy undertaking. 

Pattems of Differences and SimUarities 

The final research question posed by this uivestigation asked how are these 

women's definitions and experiences similar and how are they different? At this point, m 

many ways, this study and these research questions have come fiiU cucle. Differences and 

simUarities are noted throughout the discussion of the previous research questions. The 

commonaUty of homogeneity, the finstration with societal expectations of women and 

wives, the anger of being perceived as secondary, merely appendages to he who is 

primary, shared among aU groups and reference with varying degrees of passion by aU of 

the participants. These women acknowledged theu struggle to keep separate the personal 

and societal levels of role analysis. Straming to listen to theu own voices to both guide 

and evaluate their participation in the role of wife, these women consciously worked to 

render sUent the ever-present, ever-powerfiil societal dictums that echo from a by-gone 

era. Yet in the midst of hearing those other voices, these women feU judged harshly m 

theu performance of this wifely role, particularly by their mothers. They beUeved, as weU, 

that their husbands would prefer a more traditional interpretation of wifehood which 

would make his life easier, enq)hasizing the assumption of the Importers' positioning. 

Many intentionaUy braced against assuming such an interpretation of wifehood. whUe 

others stated they simply did not have the time it would require to cater to the partners m 
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this way. Despite these mtemal as weU as extemal stmggles, coUectively, these women 

valued this role and derived a significant contribution to their sense of self from theu 

participation ui it. 

WhUe the women comprising this study often spoke of domg the same things and 

wanting the same thuigs, the language in which they framed up theu referencmg of self 

with the context of wifing seemed to bear distinction. There was no hierarchy in voices 

utilized, as each style brought its share of benefits and extracted as weU its costs. 

WhUe the most likely group to experience change was the Obligers, those who 

mamtauied their style at the time of the second interviews were remarkably resiUent, 

making the best of a less than satisfactory situation by maximizing other roles in their Uves, 

particularly theu professional role. Their language of duty, expectation, obUgation, ought 

and shoulds created a heavy weight to this role. These women, some valiantly and others 

wiU Uttle effort left to give, continued to try to deUver the "right" wifehood behaviors but 

found motivations of guUt and social exchange for material resources insufficient to 

produce the desued responses. Theu experiences as wives had been unfiilfiUing and 

stressfiil and one wonders what the future holds for these women. . .relationship 

restmcturing, the discontinuation of their present situation, or more of the same? 

The Imparters participated in most of the same tasks identified by the Obligers, 

however they approach those domains with personal desire and a sense of choice. These 

women spoke of giving, expanduig, augmenting, presenting, offering aU of themselves to 

others. This giftmg of self, for the most part, provided a rich source of happmess and 

contentment. Their expectations of spouses seemed to be that of maintaining the 

traditional division of labor, although they did express some finstration v̂ dth how much 

rest on theu shoulders. They perceived themselves as possessmg greater competency m 

the areas of domesticity and chUd care and were therefore more logicaUy the person to 

perform such tasks. Theu days were spent attemptuig to balance the needs of aU 

significant other m theu Uves and they spoke seldom of time for self 

The Partakers and Acquirers, which composed over half of this san^le by the time 

of the second uiterview, seemed to represent those who Gerson (1985) refered to as "on 
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the cuttmg edge of social change... most susceptible to and responsible for unplementing 

changes m the traditional stmctures (p. 38). Ryder (1965) taUcs of each generation 

providuig a vehicle for uitroducing new postures, not for introducuig change, but for 

permitting change to occur out of the confrontation of the existmg stmcture. 

"Fundamental social change takes place not through mass poUtical movements, but even 

more fimdamentaUy through the personal decisions of many individuals" (Gerson, p. 39). 

This group of women seemed to exemplify aU the components of transitional agents as 

they held the class position that can exert an influence on how women can process the 

social stmcture they mherited. Only this group v^th power is sanctioned to shape 

altematives and define constraints and opportunities. These two groups of women seemed 

to Uve their wifehood from a different perspective than that of traditional interpretation. 

Personal changes in individuals and famiUes always precedes that of transformation of 

societsd norms and poUcies, producing a lag time between the two. The response of 

society to embrace change is likely only after a significant number of people with some 

measure of poUtical power make sunUar choices that begm to press for stmctural changes. 

The women of the Partakers and the Acquirers may, in fact, be part of that group of 

powerful change agents, ushering in new altematives to old relational constmcts. 

The Partakers marked their quest for equity, mutuaUty, and reciprocity. They 

seemed to carefiiUy choose their words to relate this intentionaUty, perhaps takuig issue 

with traditional norms more by what is not said that what is stated. WhUe identifymg 

many of the same tasks performed m theu role as wives, they readUy acknowledge theu 

husbands Uke participation. These women demonstrated high degrees of satisfaction in 

theu Uves as wives and reUshed the joy of sharing Ufe v^th one who reciprocated 

emotional support and enthusiasm for relational and personal growth. 

The Acquuers spoke of being a wife m a language reflective of personal gam. 

Their experience as wives had resulted in expansion of interests and greater self-

confidence. This supportive environment was coupled v^th high rates of personal 

satisfaction and Uttle emphasis on task performance. Energy seemed to be appUed to 

relational enhancement, vying for time to be spent between partners and to see that each 
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others needs are being met. These couples seemed to match those of Thompson's (1989) 

study which focused on couples who base theu relationship on marital responsibUity that is 

grounded m contextual and relational moraUtity. Relational moraUty is characterized as 

daUy uiteraction "accompUshed through words, actions, thoughts, and feeUngs and are 

marked by responsibUity for attribution, disclosure, empathy and cooperation " (p, 7). 

These relationships seemed to be more characterized by growth and mtentional 

mauitenance and are of a different flavor than the marital relationship of traditional 

standards. Perhaps women such as the Acquirers and the Partakers are indeed the 

harbingers of change. 

Other Thoughts and Musuigs 

My life has been enriched by the process of Uving with these women uiside my 

heart and in my head for the past year. Through their intunate sharing, they have made 

articulate those invisible processes and have provided an avenue through which this 

inquuy could accompUsh what it set out to do. I beUeve that the intent of this inquiry was 

honorably met and whUe there is always more to understand.. .this study provides greater 

msights than previously held regardmg women's subjective experiences with wifehood. 

But always. . .there are more "tmths" to discover. 

The full moon began its ascent into the black sky. . . the 
call ushered forth once again. The night of celebration had 
arrived. . . the gathering of women to partake anew in their ritual 
of truth. . . . Never tiring of the power of the circle, they collected 
. . . the Old Wife presiding, shawl pulled snugly around her 

shoulders. 
As for centuries before . . . and those to come . . . the 

stories of women shared. . . the emergence of new truths. . .new 
selves. . .new processes. Here is honored that evolutionary process 
bestowed from an ancestral past. . . continuing forward. . . 
stretching into the future. Threads from those who have gone 
before, placed into the hands of those of the moment. . . woven 
forward into patterns yet to be seen. 

Weaving, the ultimate art of creation . . . a "being" in the 
process of "becoming, ". . . a text being written by the reader, a 

263 



fabric under construction by the very weaver who is the product of 
that lacing of threads. 

The history of humankind told through the intertwining of 
those strands . . . among them the story of the Old Wives. . .tales to 
be honored, tales to be valued. . .tales to be affirmed. . . wisdom 
to be shared. Women honoring other women's stories . . . 
humankind honoring them as well. May we listen . . . may we 
learn . . . the power of the Old Wives' Tales is among us. 

264 



REFERENCES 

Acker, J., Barry, K., & Esseveld, J. (1979). Feminism, female friends, and the 
reconstmction of mtimacy. In H. Z. Lopata & D. Mames (Eds.), Research in the 
mterweave of social roles: Friendship. (VoL 2) (pp. 75-108). Greenwich, CT: JAI. 

Albright, W. F. (1954). A survey of the archaeological chronology of Palestine from 
neoUthic to middle bronze. In R. W. Ehrich (Ed.), Relative chronologies m old 
world archaeology. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

Anthony, S. B. (1991). Homes of suigle women (excerpt). In M. SeweU (Ed.), Cries of 
the spirit: A celebration of women's spuituaUtv (p. 149). Boston: Beacon Press. 

Apter, T. (1995). Secret paths: Women in the new MidUfe. New York: Norton. 

Archer, S. L., & Waterman, A. S. (1988). Psychological individuaUsm: Gender 
differences or gender neutraUty? Human Development. 31, 65-81. 

Arnold, K. D. (1993). AcademicaUy talented women m the 1980s: The IlUnois 
Valedictorian Project. In K. D. Hulbert & D. T. Schuster (Eds.), Women's Uves 
through time: Educated American women of the twentieth century (pp. 393-414). 
San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Asante, M. K. (1987). The afrocentric idea. Philadelphia: Temple University Press. 

Baber, K. M., & AUen, K. R. (1992). Women & famiUes: Feminist reconstmctions. New 
York: The Guilford Press. 

Bahr, S. J. (1989). Family interaction. New York: McGraw-HUl. 

Bakan, D. (1966). The duaUtv of human existence: Isolation and communion in Westem 
man. Boston: Beacon Press. 

Bamett, R. C , & Bamch, G. K. (1985). Women's involvement ui multiple roles and 
psychological distress. Journal of PersonaUty and Social Psvchology. 49, 135-145. 

Bart, P. B. (1971). Sexism in social science: From the iron cage to the gUded cage, or, the 
perils of PauUne. Journal of Marriage and the FamUy, 33, 734-745. 

Bamch, G. K., & Bamett, R. C. (1986). Consequence's in fathers' participation in famUy 
work: Parents' role strain and weU-being. Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology, 51, 983-992. 

265 



Bamch, G. K., Biener, L., & Bamett, R. C. (1987). Women and gender in research on 
work and fanuly stress. American Psychologist, 42, 130-136. 

Bascom, W. R. (1965). Four fimctions of foUdore. In A. Dundes (Ed.), The study of 
foUdore (pp. 279-298). Englewood CUfife, NJ: Prentice-HaU. 

Bateson, G. (1972). Steps to an ecology of mmd. New York: BaUantme. 

Belenky, J. F., CUnchy, B. M., Goldberger, N. R., & Tamle, J. M. (1986). Women's ways 
of knowuig: The development of self, voice, and mmd. New York: Basic. 

Bern, S. L. (1974). The measurement of psychological androgyny. Journal of Counseling 
and CUnical Psychology. 45. 155-162. 

Benedict, R. (1934). Pattems of culture. Boston: Houghton Mififlm. 

Bernard, J. (1972). The sex game: Communication between the sexes. New York: 
Antheneum. 

Bemard, J. (1982). The fiiture of marriage (Rev. ed.). New Haven, CT: Yale University 
Press. 

Berry, G. R. (1990). The interUnear Greek-English new testament Grand Rapids, MI: 
Zondervan Publishing House. 

BetteUieun, B. (1976). The uses of enchantment: The meaning and importance of fairy 
tales. New York: Knopf 

Bierlein, J. F. (1994). ParaUel myths. New York: BaUantine. 

Blood, R. O., Jr. (1963). The husband-wife relationship. In F. I. Nye & L. W. Hofifinan 
(Eds.), The employed mother m America (pp. 282-305). Chicago: Rand McNaUy. 

Bios, p. (1962). On adolescence: A psychoanalytic interpretation. New York: The Free 
Press. 

Blumstein, P., & Schwartz, P. (1983). American couples: Money, work, sex. New York: 
WilUam Morrow. 

Bogdan, R., & BUken, R. (1992). QuaUtative research for education: An mtroduction to 
theory and methods. Boston: AJlyn and Bacon 

266 



Bordo, S. (1990). Feminism, postmodernism, and gender-scepticisuL In L. J. Nicholson 
(Ed.), Feminism/Postmodemism (pp. 133-156). New York: Routledge. 

Bosma, H. A. (1995). Identity and identity processes: What are we taUdng about? In A. 
Oosterwegel & R. A. Wicklund (Eds.), The self m European and North American 
culture: Development and processes (pp. 5-17). The Netherlands: Kluwer. 

Boume, E. (1978a). The state of research on ego identity: A review and appraisal. Part I. 
Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 7,223-252. 

Boume, E. (1978b). The state of research on ego identity: A review and appraisal. Part 
IL Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 7, 371-392. 

Brace, C. L. (1979). The stages of human evolution: Human and cultural origms (2"*̂  ed.). 
New York: Prentice-HaU. 

Brown, D. R., & Pacini, R. (1993). The Vassar classes of 1929-1935: PersonaUty 
pattems m coUege and adult Ufe. In K. D. Hulbert & D. T. Schuster (Eds.), 
Women's Uves through time: Educated American women of the twentieth century 
(pp. 93-116. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Burr, W. R., Leigh, G. K., Day, R. D., & Constantine, J. (1979). SymboUc interaction 
and the famUy. In W. R. Burr, R. HUl, F. I. Nye, & I. L. Reiss (Eds.), 
Contemporary theories about the famUy (Vol. 1) (pp.42-104). New York: The 
Free Press. 

Buss, A. R. (1979). On the four kmds of causaUty. The Behavioral and Bram Sciences. 2, 
139. 

CampbeU, J. (1969). The masks of God: Creative mythology. New York: Penguin. 

CampbeU, J. (1972). Myths to Uve by. New York: Bantum. 

CampbeU, J. (1987). The masks of God: Primitive mythology. New York: Penguin. 

Cancian, F. M. (1985). Gender poUtics: Love and power m the private and pubUc spheres. 
In A. S. Rossi (Ed.), Gender and the Ufe course (pp. 253-264). New York: 
Aldine. 

Carlson, R. (1985). MascuUne/feminine: A personological perspective. Journal of 
Personality, 53, 296-311. 

Carter, A. (1990). The old wives' fauy tale book. New York: Pantheon. 

267 



CatteU, R. B., Eber, H. W., & Tatasuoka, M. M. (1970). Handbook for the Sbcteen 
PersonaUty Factor Ouestionnaire (16PF). Champaign, IL: Institute for PersonaUty 
and AbUity Testing, Inc. 

Chodorow, N. J. (1978). The reproduction of mothering. Berkeley: University of 
California Press. 

Chodorow, N. J. (1989). Feminism and psychoanaKtic theory. New Haven, CT: Yale 
University Press. 

Coffey, A., & Atkinson, P. (1996). Making sense of quaUtative data: Complementary 
research strategies. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Colby, A. & Damon, W. (1987). Listening to a different voice: A review of GiUigan's In a 
different voice. In M. R. Walch (Ed.), The psychology of women: Ongomg 
debates (pp. 321-329). New Haven, CT: Yale University Press. 

Coles, R. (1970). ErUc H. Erikson: The growth of his work. Boston: Little, Brown. 

Collins, P. H. (1990). Black feminist thought: Knowledge, consciousness, and the politics 
of empowerment. New York: Routledge. 

Constantinople, A. (1969). An Eriksonian measure of personaUty development in coUege 
students. Developmental Psychology, i , 357-372. 

Cote, J. E., & Levine, C. (1987). A formulation of Erikson's theory of ego identity 
formation. Developmental Review, 7, 273-325. 

Cote, J. E., & Levine, C. (1988a). A critical examuiation of the ego identity status 
paradigm Developmental Review, 8, 147-184. 

Cote, J. E., & Levine, C. (1988b). The relationship between ego identity status and 
Erikson's notions of mstitutionaUzed moratoria, value orientation stage, and ego 
dominance. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 17, 81-99. 

Cray, E. (1962). Ethnic and place names as derisive adjectives. Westem FoUdore, 21. 27-
34. 

Cross, H. & AUen, J. (1970). Ego identity status, adjustment, and academic achievement. 
Joumal of Consulting and CUnical Psychology, 34, 288. 

268 



Cucchiari, S. (1981). The gender revolution and the transition from bisexual horde to 
patrilocal band: The origms of gender hierarchy. In S. B. Ortner & H. Whitehead 
(Eds.), Sexual mearungs: The cultural constmction of gender and sexuaUty (pp. 
31-79). New York: Cambridge University Press. 

Dahlemp, D. (1987). Confiising concepts - confusmg reaUty: A theoretical discussion of 
the patriarchal state. In A. S. Sassoon (Ed.), Women and the state (pp. 93-127). 
London: Hutchinson. 

Daiches, D. (1981). Critical approaches to Uterature. Essex: Longman Group. 

de Beauvou, S. (1952). The second sex (H. M. Parshley, Trans.). New York: Knopf 

de la Crok, H., «& Tansey, R. G. (Eds.). (1975). Gardner's art through the ages (6^ ed.). 
New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich. 

Devault, M. L. (1987). Doing housework: Feeduig and famUy Ufe. InN. Gerstel & H. E. 
Gross (Eds.), FamiUes and work (pp. 178-191). Philadelphia: Temple University 
Press. 

Didion, J, (1979). The white album. New York: Sunon & Schuster. 

DiLapi, E. M. (1989). Lesbian mothers and the motherhood hierarchy. In F. W. Bozett 
(Ed.), Homosexuality and the famUy (pp. 101-121). Binghamton, NY: Harrington 
Park. 

Dimidjian, V. J. (1982). A biographical study of the psychosocial developmental issues in 
the Uves of six female psychotherapists in theu thirties. Women and Therapy. Ĵ  
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INFORMED CONSENT 

I hereby give my consent for my participation in the Adult Identity Development Study. I 
understand that the person responsible for this project is Dr. Gwendolyn T. Sorell, whose telephone 
number is 806-742-3000. It has been explained to -me that this study is part of a project that has 
as Us objectives describing how individuals perceive themselves and their social roles and how 
these perceptions may differ among people who are different ages. 

Dr. Sorell of her authorized representative has (1) explained to me that participation m this project 
will involve my completing a set of paper and pencil questionnaires and meeting at my convenience 
with a project representative who will ask me to participate in a tape-recorded interview about 
those areas of my life that seem of primary importance to me at this point time; (2) explained to me 
that the procedures involved are not designed to explore topics that might feel uncomfortable 
discussing and re not expected to involve any risk or discomfort on my part; (3) explained to me 
that the information gathered in this project is expected to fiirther understanding of how adults view 
themselves and their lives; and (4) explained that although some of the information that will be 
gathered through the procedures used in this project could be obtamed using paper and pencil 
measures only, the depth and detail of ;understanding that will be provided using the methods that 
have been described would be lacking. It has also been explained to me that the information I 
provide will be confidential and the probability of my incurring any damage or suffering from 
adverse consequences as a result of participation in the project negligible. No risks associated with 
participation in the project have been identified. 

Dr. Sorell has agreed to answer any inquiries I may have concerning the procedures and has 
informed me that 1 may contact the Texas Tech University Institutional Review Board for the 
Protection of Humans Subjects by writmg them in care of the Office of Research Services, Texas 
Tech University, Lubbock, Texas 79409, or by calling 806-742-3884. 

If this research project causes any physical injury to participants in this project, treatment is not 
necessarily available at Texas Tech University of or the Student Health Center, nor is there 
necessarily any insurance carried by the University of its personnel applicable to cover any such 
injury. Financial compensation for any such injury must be provided through the participant's own 
insurance program. Further information about these matters my be obtained from the Office of 
Research Services, Room 203 Holder Hall, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas 79404-1035. 

1 understand I may not derive therapeutic treatment from participation in this study. In understand 
that I may discontinue my participation in this study at any time 1 choose without penalty. 

S ignature of Respondent Date 

Signature of Project Representative Date 

Witness to Oral Presentation Date 
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I am willing to be contacted about participating in a follow-up data collection for the Adult Identity 
Development Study. Listed below are the names and addresses of two people who will know where 
1 can be reached should 1 move from the area where I am not living. 

Name 

Street 

City State Zip 

Phone 

Relationship (Parent, Friend, etc.) 

Name 

Street 

City State Zip 

Phone 

Relationship (Parent, Friend, etc.) 

Representatives of the Adult Identity Development Study have my permission to contact these 
people regarding my whereabouts. 

S ignature of Respondent Date 

Please send a summary of the fmdmgs m the Adult Identity Development Study to: 

Name 

Street 

City State Zip 
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APPENDIX B 

RESPONDENT DATA SHEET 
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RESPONDENT DATA SHEET 

Please respond to the foUowing mquuies accurately and completely. 

Age: Years Months 

Race: Black White Hispanic Asian Other, 

Religion: CathoUc Protestant Jewish Other None. 

Place of Residence: 
City State 

Education: 

1. Elementary School: Grades Completed, 
Year this grade was completed. 

2. High School: Grades convicted. 
Year this grade was completed. 

3. Degrees Earned: High School Diploma Date 
13. Date 
B.A. or B. S. Date 
M. A. or M. S. Date 
Ph.D. or Ed. D. Date 
Other (please specify): 

Date 

4. Other Educational and Trauung Programs: (contuiue on reverse side if necessary) 

Technical and Vocational Trauung: 

Type of Trauung 
Name of Institution 
Dates ofTrainmg 
Type of Certification Eamed, 

Professional Trauung: 

Type of Trauung^ 
Name of Institution, 
Dates of Trammg_ 
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Type of Certification Eamed 

5. Are you currently enroUed as a student at an mstitution of higher education'^ 

Yes, No 

de^e^eT ^ ^ '''^^''^^^ ^'^''^^^ ^ ^ educational program, are you workmg toward a 

Yes No 

If yes, please specUy type of degree: 

7. If you are currently enroUed in an educational program, for how may credit hours are 
you registered at this 

time: 
Semester Credits 
Quarter Credits 
N̂ot AppUcable 

8. If you are currently enroUed m an educational program, what is your classification? 

Freshman 
Sophomore 
Junior 
Senior 
Graduate Student 
Other (please specify) 
Not AppUcable 

9. If you are NOT currently enroUed as a student at an mstitution of higher education, do 
you plan to contkiue your education in the fiiture? 

Yes No Not AppUcable 

10. If you plan to contmue your education m the fiiture, please describe the type of 
program m which you plan to enroU and specify your reason for selectmg this type of 
educational undertaking. 
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EMPLOYMENT HISTORY: (paid employment outside the home) 

1. Are you employed at this time? Yes No 

If your answer to Question 1 was "yes," please answer Questions 2, 3. 4, 5, and 6. 
Otherwise, skip to Question 7 of this section. 

2. How many hours per week do you work? Hours 

3. Length of tune m current employment: Years Months 

4. Name of current employer: 

5. C^urrent job title 

6. Brief description of duties 

7. In what year did you begin your first fiiU-time employment? 

8. Since beginning your first fiiU-tune job, how many years of fiiU-time work experience 
have you had? 

Years ^Not AppUcable 

9. If you are not currently employed, do you plan to seek employment in the fiiture? 

Yes ^No ^Not AppUcable 

10. If you seek employment in the fiiture, wUl you look for fiiU-tune employment? 

Yes ^No ^Not AppUcable 
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VOLUNTEER AND COMMUNITY SERVICE WORK: (unpaid work outside the 
home) 

List below volunteer organizations and community service activities m which you 
participate and the approximate numbers of hours per. month you spend engaged in these 
activities. Contmue Ust on reverse side of page if necessary. 

Activity or Organization Hours per Month 

1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
5. ^ 
6. 

FAMILY STATUS: (complete each mquiry that appUes to you) 

1. If you are now or ever have been married, list the dates of marriage. If any of your 
marriages have been terminated, please mdicate the manner of termination in the space to 
the right of the dates. 

Dates Manner of Termination 

(Divorced, Widowed, etc.) 

From to 

From to 

From to 

From to 

2. If you are currently separated from your spouse, how long have you and your spouse 
been Uvmg apart from one another? 

weeks months years 
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3. List the age and sex of your natural, adopted, and stepchUdren. If you have more than 
10 chUdren, contmue listmg mformation about them on the reverse side of this page. 
Please mdicated adopted and stepchUdren with a star (*) and note on the blank Une to the 
right the chUd's age at the tune you began Uving together. If you have not Uved 
contmuously with a chUd from the tune of Us buth untU it reached the age of 18 years, 
please describe these cucumstances m the space below. 

r'chUd: 
2"̂ ^ chUd: 
3̂ ^ chUd: 
4* chUd: 
5* chUd: 
6* chUd: 
7* chUd: 
8* chUd: 
9* chUd: 
10*chUd: 

Years 
Years 
Years 
Years 
Years 
Years 
Years 
Years 
Years 
Years 

Months 
Months 
Months 
Months 
Months 
Months 
Months 
Months 
Months 
Months 

Sex 
Sex 
Sex 
Sex 
Sex 
Sex 
Sex 
Sex 
Sex 
Sex 

4. Which of the chUdren Usted above reside with you at this tune? 

None 
V 
2nd 

3rd 

4th 

5th 

6* 
-yth 

gth 

9th 

10* 

5. List the school and grade level of each of your chUdren. If any of your chUdren are not 
m school at this tune, please Ust the highest level of education completed (e.g., high 
school, B.A., Ph.D., technical trauung) by each of these chUdren. 

V 
2"** ^ 
3̂ ^ 
4* . . 
5* 
6* . 
-yth 

8* ^ 
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9* 

10* 

6. Check the category that describes annual mcome eamed by you. 

None 
Under $5,000 
$5,000 to $9,999 
$10,000 to $14,999 
$15,000 to $19,999 
$20,000 to $24,999 
$25,000 to $29,999 

$45,000 to $49,999 
$50,000 to $54,999 
$55,000 to $59,999 
$60,000 to $64,999 
$65,000 to $69,999 
$70,000 to $74,999 
$75,000 to $79,999 

$30,000 to $34,999 $80,000 to $84,999 
$35,000 to $39,999 $85,000 to $89,999 
$40,000 to $44,999 $90,000 or more 

7. What is your spouse's age? years months 

8. What is the highest educational degree eamed by your spouse? 
Did not complete high school 
High School Diploma 
A.A. or Technical 
B.A. or B.S. 
M.A. or M.S. 
Ph.D. or Ed.D. 
Professional degree (please specify): 
Other (please specUy): 

9 What is your snouse's iob title? 

10 What is vour snouse's occupation? . , 

11. Please describe briefly your spouse's job rliitip<i-

12. How long has your spouse been employed m his/her current job? 
years months 

13. On the average, how many hours per week does your spouse spend at work? 
hours/week 
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14. Check the category that describes the annual mcome eamed by your spouse. 

None 
Under $5,000 
$5,000 to $9,999 
$10,000 to $14,999 
$15,000 to $19,999 
$20,000 to $24,999 
$25,000 to $29,999 
$30,000 to $34,999 
$35,000 to $39,999 
$40,000 to $44,999 

$45,000 to $49,999 
$50,000 to $54,999 
$55,000 to $59,999 
$60,000 to $64,999 
$65,000 to $69,999 
$70,000 to $74,999 
$75,000 to $79,999 
$80,000 to $84,999 
$85,000 to $89,999 
$90,000 or more 

15. Which of the foUovymg describe you (check aU that apply): 

Student 
Worker (employee) 
Friend 

Daughter 
Sister 
Sweetheart 

"wife 
Mother 
Homemaker 
Other (please specify) 

Son 
Brother 
Beau 
Husband 
Father 
Provider 

Attached to the back of this questionnaue is a set of rating sheets—one for each life 
situation referred to m Question 15. People usuaUy do not think of themselves in the same 
ways m aU sUuations. For exan^le, some people thmk of themselves as very mdependent, 
compared to others, when it comes to being a student, but as less independent uisofar as 
being a son or daughter is concemed. They may not think of themselves m term of 
mdependence at aU when it comes to bemg a fiiend. 

Smce we are interested m knowing how you think of yourself m each of several aspects of 
your life, we would Uke you to complete one rating sheet for each of the ways you have 
described yourself m Question 15. Select from the set of ratmg sheets those correspondmg 
to the categories you have checked above. For each situation, cucle the number on the ' ' l" 
to "7" a scale that reflects how you evaluate yourself m that situation on each adjective. 
Consider "4" to be the average for most people m the Ufe sUuation named at the top of the 
rating sheet. A ratmg of " 1 " wiU mdicate that you see yourself as bemg much less Uke the 
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adjective than most people m that Ufe sUuation, and a ratmg of "7" wUl mdicate that you 
see yourself as being; much more Uke the adjective than most people m that Ufe sUuation. 
If you find U difficult to rate yourself on an adjective because you do not ordmarUy thmk 
of yourself m those terms m a certam situation, circle the "X" at the far right. 

Complete one ratuig sheet for each of the ways you have described yourself m response to 
Question 15. If your have checked the "other" category, use the ratmg sheet which is not 
labeled to evaluate yourself in this Ufe situation. Be sure to enter the name of this category 
m the blank space at the top of the sheet. 
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APPENDIX C 

ROLE-RELATED IDENTITY INTERVIEW SCHEDULE* 

•This interview schedule includes only those items from the original schedule which pertain to the role of wife. For a 
copy of the complete interview schedule, contact Dr. Gwendolyn T. Sorell, Texas Tedi University, Box 41162. 
Lubbock, TX 79409-1162. 
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" '̂av 1008 Instructions i 

iNSTRuCTlONS 

CONDUCT THE INTERVIEW r)UT OF THE PRESENCE OF OTHER PEOPLE 

COLLECT COMPLETED QLESTIONAJRES FROM RESPONfDENT BEFORE BEGINNING 
INTERVIEW LOOK THEM OVER TO BE SURE INFORMED CONSENT HAS BEEN 
SIGNED .AND THAT ALL QLESTIONAIRES H.A\T BEEN COMPLETED 

NOTE ON ROLES CHECKLIST THOSE ROLES CHECKED IN QL̂ ESTION 8 OF THE 
TAMiLY STATUS" SECTION OF THE RESPONDENT DATA SHEET. AS YOU UTLL 
NEED TO REFER TO THESE LATER Ps' THE INTERVIEW PLACE CHECKLIST 
BEHIND "FAMILY" QUESTIONS DIVIDER. 

PLACE THE RECORDER CLOSE TO THE RESPONDENT TEST THE RECORDER TO 
BE SURE THAT IT IS WORKING 

BE SURE THAT NO MACHINERY. SUCH AS AN AIR CONDITIONER OR A LAWN 
MOWER, IS RUNNING DURING THE INTERVIEW, BECAUSE THE NOISE WILL 
OVERRIDE VOICES DO NOT PLACE THE RECORDER ON TOP OF A REFRIGERATOR 
OR ANY OTHER APPLIANCE TRY TO PLACE IT ON A RUG OR O-̂ HER PADDED 
SURFACE. DO NOT DO THE INTERVIEW IN A BATHROOM OR OTHER TILED AREA. 

REMIND THE RESPONDENT (PERIODICALLY IF NECESSARY) TO SPEAK 
DISTINCTLY AND LOUDLY USE NONVERBAL REASSURANCE AND 
ENCOURAGEMENT CUES TO AS GREAT AN EXTENT AS POSSIBLE TRY TO AVOID 
LAUGHING AS A MODE OF INDICATING YOUR UNDERSTANDING BECAUSE 
LAUGHTER WILL DROWN OUT THE RESPONDENTS VOICE 

WATCH THE TIME AND THE TAPE METER SO THAT YOU WILL KNOW WHEN YOU 
ARE NEARING THE END OF A TAPE. 

HAVE A PENCIL AVAILABLE TO HAND THE RESPONDENT WHEN SHE IS ASKED TO 
COMPLETE THE PIE DIAGRAM AND SELF-RATING SHEETS 

TAKE THREE 90-MINUTE TAPES FOR THE INTERVIEW TAKE AN EXTRA TAPE IN 
CASE OF AN UNEXPECTED DIFFICULTY (A DEFECTIVE OR DYSFUNCTIONAL 
TAPE). SOME INTERVIEWS MAY BE LONGER THAN ANTICIPATED 

BE SLT^ THE RECORDING EQUIPMENT IS WORKING PROPERLY BEFORE '̂OU 
BEGIN THE INTERVIEW WHEN A NATURAL PAUSE OCCURS DURING THE 
INTERVIEW REWIND AND PLAY BACK A FEW INCHES OF TAPE TO BE SLT^ THAT 
THE RECORDING IS AUDIBLE AND LTODERSTANDABLE 

WHEN YOU FEEL TH.AT THE RESPONT>ENT IS AT EASE .\ND REASONABLE' | 
COMFORTABLE. BEGIN THE INTERVIEW __J 
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Mav 1998 Familv 

F.AMILY QUESTIONS 

i CHECK TIME AND TAPE METER TO SEE IF TAPE NEEDS TO BE TURNED 
! BEFORE BEGnWING THIS SECTION OF THE INTERX^EW 

Please tell me about your family 

PROBE - Please describe vour familv situation. 

ASK QUESTIONS 2-20 IN THIS SECTION FOR WIFE. MOTHER- DAUGHTER. 
AND SISTER ROLES. WIFE QLTESTIONS SHOULD BE ASKED OF ALL 
PvESPONDENTS WHO ARE OR EVER HAVE BEEN MARRIED. REGARDLESS OF 
WHETHER THEY HAVE CHECKED THIS ROLE ON THE DATA SHEET OR 
INCLUDED IT IN THE PIE DIAGRAM WIFE QUESTIONS SHOULD BE ASKED 
IN RELATION TO THE RESPONDENTS MOST RECENT MARRIAGE IF SHE HAS 
BEEN MARRIED MORE THAN ONCE. MOTHER QL'ESTIONS SHOULD BE 
ASKED OF ALL RESPONDENTS WHO HAVE CHILDREN, REGARDLESS OF 
WHETHER THEY HAVE CHECKED THIS ROLE ON THE DATA SHEET OR 
INCLL-DED IT IN THE PIE DIAGRAM. UNLESS BOTH OF RESPONDENTS 
PARENTS ARE DECEASED, DAUGHTER QUESTIONS SHOULD BE ASKED 
ASK ALL QUESTIONS IN RELATION TO WIFE ROLE BEFORE ASKING 
QUESTIONS ABOUT MOTHER ROLE. WIFE AND MOTHER QUESTIONS 
SHOLT-D BE ASKED BEFORE DAUGHTER QUESTIONS. DAUGHTER 
QUESTIONS SHOULD BE ASKED BEFORE SISTER QUESTIONS. IF 
RESPONDENT IS NOT MARRIED. IS NOT A MOTHER, ANT) DOES NOT HAVE A 
SIBLING OR LIVING PARENT. GO TO INSTRUCTIONS AT THE TOP OF PAGE 
12 OF THIS SECTION. ... 
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^lavi^gs Pan„,̂ 2 

IF RESPONDENT IS SEPARATED. DIVORCED. OR WIDOWED. WIFE 
QUESTIONS WILL REQUIRE SLIGHT MODIFICATION (E.G.. PHRASE THEM IN 
THE PAST TENSE: SPEAK OF THE WIFE ROLE IN HETOTHETICAL R-ATHER 
THAN CONCRETE TERMS IF THE RESPONDENT IS MORE COMFORTABLE 
WITH THAT TYPE OF APPROACH). IF RESPONDENT IS NOT CLTIRENTLY 
LIVING WITH HER HUSBAND DUE TO SEPARATION. DIVORCE. OR DEATH, 
SAY THE FOLLOWING BEFORE ASKING QUTSTIONS ABOUT THE WIFE ROLE: 

I know you are separated/divorced/widowed. However. I would like to ask some 
questions about your feelings about being a wife. I am panicularly interested in how you 
felt about beine a wife when vou were livine with vour husband. 

2. What IS imponant to you about being a wife/mother/daughter/sister? 

PROBE - Why are these things important to you? 

3. How do you feel about being a wife/mother/daughter/sister? 

4. What are some of the things you like and dislike about being a 
wife/mother/daughter/sister? 

PROBE - Are there any other things you especially like and especially dislike about 
being a wife/mother/ daughter/sister? 

5. What effect does being a wife/mother/daughter/sister have on the way you feel 
about yourself as a person? 

6. What aspeas of being a wife/mother/daughter/sister are the most satisfying and the 
most stressful for you'' 

PROBE - /Vre there any other things that you find especially satisfying and 
especially stressfiil about being a wife/mother/daughter/sister'' 

7 How does bein« a wife/mother/daughter/sister affect what you do in your everyday 

life'' 

PROBE - What do you do and not do especially because you are a 
wife/mother/daughier/sister^ 

a. .Are there anv other things you might do differently if you weren't (a 
wife.-'mother/dauuhter/sisier)'' 
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b How do you balance ihe things vou do and don i do because vou are a 
Aife/moiher/daughter/sisier with other things you must or would like to do'' 

8 In which aspects of being a wife/mother/daughter/sister do you feel the most and 
the least competent' 

PROBE - What do you do especially well and what do you have the most difficultv 
doing as a wife/mother/ daughter/sister? 

PROBE - Are there any other things you do especially well and have difficulty 
doina as a wife/mother/ dauuhter/sister'' 

IF RESPOTMDENT HAS EVER BEEN MARRIED OR HAS CHECKED THE 
SWEETHEART ROLE ON THE DATA SHEET. ASK QUESTIONS 9, 10 AND 11 
OTHERWISE GO TO INSTRUCTIONS AT THE TOP OF PAGE 4 

What things in panicuiar does your husband/sweetheart want you to do and not do 
because vou are a wife/mother/dauchter/sister'' 

BE SURE RESPONDENT SPECIFIES BEHAVIORS. NOT CHARACTERISTICS OR 
ATTITUDES (E.G.. HONEST. GOOD. RESPECTFLl.) IN RESPONSE TO THE 
EXPECTATIONS QLTESTIONS. 

PROBE - How does he want you to behave because you are a 
wife/mother/daughter/sister'' 

10. What effect do these expeaations have on you? 

PROBE - How do these expeaations affect the way you feel about yourself as a 
person^ 

PROBE - How do these expectations affect the way you spend your time? 

11 In what wavs do you believe you meet and do not meet these expectations' 

PROBE - How well do you meet these expectations' 
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-May 1998 Family 4 

IF AT LEAST ONE OF RESPONDENTS P/VRENTS IS LIVING, ASK QUESTIONS 
12. 13. AND 14 IF BOTH OF RESPONDENTS PARENTS ARE DECEASED. GO 
TO INSTRUCTIONS FOLLOWING QUESTION 14 BELOW 

12. What tilings in panicuiar do your parents want you to do and not do because you 
are a wife/mother/dauuhter/sister'' 

BE SURE RESPONDENT SPECIFIES BEHAVIORS, NOT CHARACTERISTICS OR 
ATTITLTDES (E.G.. HONEST. GOOD. RESPECTFUL) IN RESPONSE TO THE 
EXPECTATIONS QUESTIONS 

PROBE - How do they want you to behave because you are a 
wife/mother/daughter/sister? 

13. What effect do these expeaations have on you? 

PROBE - How do these expectations affea the way you fed about yourself as a 
person? 

PROBE - How do these expectations affect the way you spend your time' 

14 In what ways do you believe you meet and do not meet these expectations? 

PROBE - How well do you meet these expeaations? 

IF RESPONDENT HAS CHILDREN OVER THE .AGE OF SIX, ASK QUESTIONS 15, 
16, AND 17 OTHERWISE. GO TO INSTRUCTIONS FOLLOWING QUESTION 17 
ON PAGE 5 

15 What thines in particular do you think your child/children want you to do and not 
do because vou are a wife/mother/daughter/sister'' 
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BE SURE RESPONDENT SPECIFIES BEHA\ lORS. NOT ( H.AR.ACTER1STICS OR 
ATTITUT>ES (E.G.. HONEST. GOOD. RESPECTFJL) IN R£SPONSE TO THE 
EXPECTATIONS QUESTIONS. 

PROBE - How do they want you to behave because you are a 
wife/mother/daughter/sister'' 

16. What effect do these expectations have on you? 

PROBE - How do these expectations affea the way you teel about yourself as a 
person? 

PROBE - How do these expectations affect the way you spend your time' 

17. In what ways do you believe you meet and do not meet these expectation.*-.̂  

PROBE - How well do you meet these expectations? 

IF RESPONDENT IS NOT CURRENTLY LIVING WITH HER HUSBAND DUE TO 
SEPARATION, DIVORCE. OR DEATH, AND YOU ARE ASKING QUESTIONS 
ABOUT THE WIFE ROLE. PHRASE QUESTION 18 AS FOLLOWS 

18. When you were living with your husband and you thought about yourself as a wife, 
were there ways in which you wanted to change'' 

REPHRASE FOLLOW-UPS TO QU'ESTION 18 TO DETERMINE WHAT CHANGES 
RESPONDENT CONSIDERED AND WHETHER OR NOT SHE ACTU.ALLY MADE 
THEM. 

! 8 When you think about yourself as a wife/mother/daughter/sister. are there ways in 
which you would like to change? 

PROBE - Do vou ever think about different ways of feeling about being a 
wife/mother/daughter/sister' 
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Mav 1998 Familv 6 

PROBE - Are vou presently considermsi anv alternatives to the wav \ ou behave as 
a wife/mother/dauahter/sister' 

(b) 

Yes 

ASK FOLLOWUP 
QUESTIONS ON 
PAGE 8 

No 

(a) Is there 
anything that 
keeps you 
from 
considering 
changes' 

Yes 

Please describe what 
ttiiS IS. 

No 

Do you have anv doubts or questions about being a wife/mother/daughter/sister' 

PROBE - Do you ever wonder why you feel as you do about being a 
wife.'mother/daughter/sister"' 
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Mav 1998 Familv 

PROBE - Do vou ever question vour feelings toward your 
husband/children/parents/siblingi s i' 

Yes 

(a) What is it that vou have 
questions or doubts about? 

(b) How senous are these 
questions for you now? 

GO TO INSTRUCTIONS BEFORE Q 19 
ON P.AGE 9 

No 

CO TO INSTRUCTIONS BEFORE Q 19 
ON PAGE 9 
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Mav i598 imiiv S 

f?.J Wh^t 3re the chsruer vou are considennL'' 

(b) Why are you considering these changes.' 

' /-'.T i_. c . j 3 r i ( i ; T 

noLibiv aie you considenng mese cnaiiuci. 

(d) Do vou think vou mieht actuallv chanae in this area of vour life? 

Yes 

(a) What do you 
think that change 
miuiii be? 

(b) What are you 
doing to bring 
this about? 

No 

(a) Is there anything 
that keeps you 
fruui luiikaig anv 
chance? 

Yes 

Please describe these 
things. 

(b) How are you 
coping with not 
making any 
chana.e? 

No 

How are you 
coping with not 
making any 
chanee? 

i GO TO INSTRUCTIONS BEFORE 0 19 ON P.AGE 9 
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Mav 1098 Famjlv 9 

'.q 

IF RESPONDENT IS NOT CURRENTLY LIVING WITH HER HUSBAND DUE TO 
SEPARATION. DIVORCE. OR DEATH. PHR.ASE QUESTION 19 AS FOLLOWS 

Do you feel differently today about being a wife than you did when you were living with 
vour husband'̂  

I -.2.) Describe these differences 
I 

j (b) How did you come to feel the way I 
I vou do todav about beinu a wife? 
I 
i 
j GO TO Q20 ON P.AGfc 11 

I No 

(a I How did you come to feel the way 
you do today about being a wife'' 

GO TO 020 ON P.AGE 11 
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Mav 1998 Familv 10 

19 In the past have vou made any chanaes in vour role as a wue/mother/dauahter/sister'; 

Yes 

(a) Describe these 
changes. 

(b) Why did you 
make these 
changes? 

(c) Please describe 
the impaa these 
changes have 
had on you. 

(d) How have these 
changes affected 
the way you feel 
about bdng a 
wife/mother/ 
dauehter/ sister? 

No 

(a) Have you had 
doubts/questions 
in the past about 
being a 
witc/mother/ 
daughter/ sister? 

Yes 

Describe these 
doubts/questions. 

(b) How do you 
think you came 
to feel the way 
you do today 
about being a 
wife/mother/ 
daughter/ sister? 

No 

How do you 
think you came 
to feel the way 
you do today 
about bemg a 
wife/mother/ 
dauehter/ sister? 

I GO TO Q 20 ON PAGE 11 

311 



20. In the fiiture do you think you might change as a w ife/mother/dauahier/sister' 

PROBE - What alternatives in your feelings and behavior as a 
v\ife/mother/daughter/sister do you think you might consider in the 
tliture'̂  

Yes 

(a) What do you 
think that 
change micht 
be? 

(b) Why would 
you make this 
chanee? 

No 

Is there anything that 
would keep you firom 
considerine a chanee 
in the future? 

Yes 

What? 

No 

I GO TO PAGE 12. 
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