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FOREWORD

Despite frequent calls for the celebration of famly diversity
research has demonstrated repeatedly the primacy of the two parent
home as the preferred model for most Americans and as the most
effective context for the raising of children Continued survival of the
marital norm 1n turn explains the widespread tendency to remarnage in
socicty as more than just the triumph of hope over experience
Rather remarnage signifies the aspiration of individuals to rebuild their
famly lives and reconfigure themselves within intact homes

Moreover social theorists recently have emphasized the need to
balance a language of nights with a language of responsibility
meaning that society must guarantee our personal freedoms but also
encourage and even demand that we limit the exercise of those freedoms
for the sake of overriding communal needs and responsibilitics
Remarriage in this sense constituies a strong statement of cultural
values In an age of what many deride as unbnidled individualism the
tendency to remarriage underscores the contmuing commutment of
mdividuals to marnage as an institution and their determination to see
that 1t succeeds  or as one friend put 1t to me recently  You avoid the
mistakes made the first time around

Yet because remarried homes do resemble nuclear families the
external community often pays hittle attention to the intenor dynamics
of remarriage and the famuly 1ssues it raises People naturally assume
that remarriage has solved matters  1gnonng the reality that re
marriages can be as complicated as divorces Moreover we lack coherent
norms governing remarnage and relaticns between the parties to it
stepparents children etc. and therefore we are often confused
concerning the handling of major hfe-cycle events

Given these uncertainties and stereotypical images of remarriage
the American Jewish Committee commissioned Dr Nathalie Friedman
to undertake a qualitative study of remarriage and the Jewish commun
ty Her research focuses upon the 1ssues involved in remarnage and the
challenges to the Jewish commumty ansing from them



In particular the day to-day dynamics of remarried households
often pose unique challenges and difficulties Conflicts frequently ensue
on questions of finances relauonships with ex partners and the
education and upbringing of children Bitterness among ex spouses often
prevails even though many years may have passed since the divorce
Conversely stepparents report feeling excluded by their respective
stepchildren Remarriage 1n short raises a host of issues complicating
the dynamics of family hfe Religion generally and Judaism particularly
exert both cohesive and divisive force within remarried homes

Although differing religious norms often entail family conflict
Jewash rituals can and do cement family ties and build bridges between
family members Here the role of the Jewish community can be critical
1n enabling blended families to introduce Jewish components into their
homes 1n ways all family members will be able to share The synagogue
m particular has considerable opportumty to strengthen Jewish 1dentity
by providing a setting where remarried families receive support and
sustenance Unfortunately as Dr Friedman notes rabbis generally have
not received the requisite traimng to enable them to work with
remarricd famibes and to counsel appropnate norms regarding
rematrriage espectally with respect to celebration of Jewish life cycle
events settings particularly npe for family friction

Despite these difficulties and challenges blended families continue
to report positive attitudes toward remarriage For many 1t represents
a second chance for realizing a successful marnage Remarriage can
provide new experiences for family members Most importantly
remarried parents report that blended families are infimtely preferable
to raising children alone In other words Jews like other Americans
continue 10 value marriage as an institution  certainly in comparison
with all the alternatives to it

The American Jewish Committee s Wilham Petschek National
Jewish Family Center 1s proud to present this study as part of its
ongoing research on the Jewish family We are particularly indebted to
the author Dr Nathalie Friedman who has served as our primary
consultant for over a decade on issues related to divorce This s her
third research project undertaken on behalf of the Family Center Dr
Sherry Rosen Research Associate 1n the Family Center expertly guided
the development of this project from early stages'!through final
publication

Steven Bayme Derector
Wilham Petschek Nanonal Jewish Family Center

REMARRIAGE AND STEPPARENTING
IN THE JEWISH COMMUNITY



1 INTRODUCTION

The most recent census figures indicate that close to one i two
marriages 1 the United States ends 1 divorce At the same time
approximately eight out of ten divorced men and somewhat more than
seven out of ten divorced wotnen can be expected to remarry within five
years of the divorce And commiiment to the institution of marriage 1f
not to a particular spouse 1S apparently strong enough today so that
when second marriages end 1in divorce  at a rate even higher than that
for first marriages (close to 60 percent) third and even fourth and fifth
marrages have become common

As a result remarried famihes are a growing phenomenon In May
1991 the New York Times reported that of the 2 million couples who
were married 1n 1987 close to half (46 percent) had at least one partner
who had been previously married A very large percentage of these
remarriages involved children 1t has been estimated that almost half of
all children will at some point live in remarried famihies

In the Jewish community divorce occurs at a somewhat lower rate
than 1n the wider population However current projections are that at
least one 1n four and possibly close to one 1n three  Jewish couples
married over the last ten years will divorce Most of these people will
remarry and 1n a majority of cases at least one child under 18 years of
age will become a member of a new remarned family

Remarriage 1s hardly a new phenomenon In the past however 1t
was rarely the result of divorce but more often of being widowed And
even when remarriage occurred after divorce children under the age of
118 were not involved to the same extent as today because until relatively
recently divorce was far less likely to occur when there were young
children in the farmly This was particularly the case among Jews where
dwvorce largely occurred either in childless famihes or 1n famihies where
children were already grown Thus the many problems that tend to anse
when remarriage takes place parucularly after divorce rather than after
widowhood and especially when there are young children invoived are
mostly of recent vantage



Relatively little rehable information exists on the subject of
remarnage and stepparenting While the field 1s far from barren most
students of the family with only a few notable exceptions began to
study remarrniage and stepparenting behavior only 1n the 1970s  about
ten years after the divorce rate had begun to escalate so noticeably The
early literature was largely clinical That i1s the applied professionals
psychologists and social workers  were the first to call attention to the
problems associated with stepparenting Only 1n the 1980s did there
begin to develop a fairly substanual body of research by social scientists
In fact between 1980 and 1987 ninety five dissertations were writien on
remarriage and stepparenting (Thinger Tallman and Pasley 1987)

Ihinger Tallman and Pasley note that apart from the popular
Iiterature largely of the how to vanety the topics that generated the
most research on stepfamilies fell into eight categones (1) the frequency
and madence of remarnage and stepfamilies (2) mate selection and
ferulity in remarriages (3) martal quality happiness and Ife
satisfaction (4) communication patierns between stepparent and
stepchild (5) contact with extended and quasikin (6) custody
arrangements (7) effects of remarnage on children (8) sources of
instability 1n the stepfamily

The Remarred Ar\g Different

Thus there has been considerable research recently on the general
topic of remarnage and stepparenting This research has uncovered a
number of problems that remarnied families confront and that make
them different from so called regular or intact famles

First when remarrniage occurs after divorce there 1s almost always
an ex spouse with rights and obligations toward and regular interaction
with the chtldren Muluply this by two 1if both husband and wife had
previously been married This can complicate life tn the remarned
family particularly if the divorce proceedings were bitter and if financial
and custodial 1ssues are constantly being renegotiated 1n court

Second people who remarry are obwiously older than those
marryng for the first ttme On the one hand this may bea plus 1n that
they arc supposedly more mature have the benefit of more hfe
experiences behind them and may be more occupationally advanced and
thus enjoy a higher socioeconomic status than those marrying for the
first ume On the other hand a first marriage tends to creates a
baseline a standard agamst which comparisons can be made That 1s
people enter remarniage with behavioral and psychological expectations
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that may or may not be met with a new spouse Thus can lead 10 greater
or lesser satisfaction 1n remarnage

In sumular vein remarneds may find that times have changed Their
first marnages may have taken place ten or twenty years before when
norms regarding home and children the role of women discipline and
sexual behavior differed from current norms These differences may
create problems and demand considerable adjustment

When children are involved as they are in most instances there are
further problems First 1s the problem of instant parenthood 1 fully
two out of three remarnages one of the pariners 1s hkely never to have
been married before or 1f previously married never to have had a child
This of course can lead to unrealistic expectations as to the relationship
between child(ren) and stepparent

Another problem facing remarneds with a child or children from
a previous marriage s that of trying to develop intimacy and adjusting
to one another This of course 1s a problem facing any newly marned
couple Remarrieds with children however have at the same time to
deal with the normal problems of young or teenage children as well as
with the special problems of the children s adjustment to the stepparent

A further problem 1s what has been characterized as indistinct or
blurred boundaries or what Rosenstreich and Schneider (1989) call the
clastic boundaries of remarried famhes That 1s who 1s part of the
immediate or the extended family? To what extent are the parents of the
Rew stepparent seen as grandparents? Are stepsiblings seen as family
members? And what about the family of the ex spouse (father or
mother) with whom the children may have only himited or even no
contact? Studies suggest that there are no clear answers as to who 1s
family when remarriage occurs

Probably one of the most cntical problems facing the remarned
family with children however 15 role confusion Andrew Cherlin (1978)
calls remarnage an incomplete institution  What he means 15 that the
norms governing stepparent/stepchild relationships are poorly defined
As a result behaviors have to be negouated in many different situations
since there are no clear cut prescriptions that can be taken for granted
For example there 1s no prescribed and clearly understood set of
behaviors for the relationship between stepmother and stepchild A
stepmother must figure out for herself which of several possible roles 13
most appropriate for her Should she be friend surrogate parent
acquaintance confidante disciplinanan?” There are no easy answers and
stepparents generally have 10 pick their way carefully through uncharted
terrtory with hittle help from their spouses who themselves are not
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certain about what the role of the stepparent should be

Remarnage 1n the Jewish community may present its own set of
problems It has been well documented for example that remarriages
are hikely to be more heterogamous than first marriages with respect to
age education social class and religion Accordingly 1n more instances
than not a stepparent s level of Jewish observance and/or identification

even assuming that both partners are Jewish  will differ from that of
the child s other biological parent thus creating inevitable conflict for
both the child and the new family Particularly as children near bar or
bat mitzvah age questions are hkely to arise about the division of
financial responsibihity for the event the guest hist seating arrangements
the distribution of aliyot and a host of other considerations that can
turn preparations for a normally happy event into quarrels or at bhest
reluctant compromises

How are religious differences between a parent and a stepparent
or between a parent and his or her ex spouse resolved” How are
decisions made with regard to religious observance synagogue
membership and attendance the child s Jewish education or the family’s
partictpation in Jewish communal affairs?” Do members of remarried
families turn to the Jewish commumity the synagogue the Hebrew
school the Jewish day school Jewish family services  for help? If they
do what 15 the commumty’s response? If they do not why not?

These are some of the many questions that [ have addressed 1n my
study of thirty remarried families Interesungly despite the large and
rapidly growing body of research on remarried famihes I found no
research at all on religious 1ssues in such families much less on Jewish
remarrieds This study therefore represents a first step toward
uncovering some of the issues particularly those relating to Jewish
identity and involvement that remarried famibhes in the Jewish
community may face

At the outset it should be noted that with almost no exception
remarriage 1S seen by the participants as problematic The clinical
hterature naturally deals with those families who have sought help for
their problems And as noted these problems may revolve around the
new marital relationship the stepparent/siepchild relanionship or the
relationship with an ex spouse Problematic 1ssues may involve money
sex discipline of children custody arrangements and a host of other
issues that seem to plague remarried families

There 1s nc point in mimmizing the fact that remarnage 1s fraught
with difficulties The very high rate of divorce among remarried couples
attests to this Despite the fact however that the very purpose of this
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study 1s to take an 1n depth look at the problems encountered and 15sues
dealt with by thirty remarried families an attempt will be made to
examine as well the successes that these famihies reported and the
techmiques that they used to solve some of the almost inevitable
problems of remarrtage While some of the families I spoke with were
patently troubled and wondered whether their marriages would endure
others felt, despite the problems that remarriage had given them a
second chance and that they were much better off and considerably
happier than they had been in their previous marniages A close look at
both those who are struggling t0 keep a second marriage afloat and
those who seemed to have successfully weathered the problems of
remarnage should enable us to better understand the factors that help
to make remarrtage work.

o A Matter of Terminology p
jedd

Even the terms used to describe this relatively new emerging famly
form with s extremely complex sets of roles and relanionships suggest
1ts problematic character Such families have been variously called
stepfamilies blended families reconsututed families resiructured
families binuclear famihes From the earliest Cinderella and Snow
White fairy tales the term stepmother has had a strong negative
connotation and as a result stepfamily has a pejorative nng In fact
Jessie Bernard (1956) warns us that most step words are smear words
carrying negative connotations And 1t 18 important to remember that
this can create problems as family members interact with the school the
church or the health care system

Nor 1s "blended an accurate charactenzation of this famly form
despite the much touted picture of the Brady Bunch television s popular
but highly romanticized portrait of remarriage and stepparenting And
as McGoldrick and Carter (1989) note the new famuly is not always a
binuclear one It has been suggested half in jest perhaps that the term
reconstituted famly calls to mind a picture of frozen orange juice
(Rosen 1991) And restructured sounds as if the parts of the original
family had simply been rearranged

Thus no single term can really capture the essence of this complex
family form However in the chapters that follow I choose to use the
term remarned famly because this emphasizes the fact that 1t 1s the
marital bond that forms the basis for the complex arrangement of
several families 1n a new constellaton (McGoldnck and Carter
1989 400)



2 OBJECTIVES AND METHODS

The objective of this quahtative study was to examine Jewish
remarried families from two perspectives first what were some of the
general problems that these families encountered as remarned parents
and/or stepparents? And second what were some of the specifically
Jewish 15sues or problems that arose when one or both of the principals
were Jewish particularly when there were children involved? To answer
these questions a semistructured interview guide was developed and
administered to all remarned (joint) custodial parents 1n most instances
the current spouse or stepparent and whenever possible the former
spouse as well This gude permitted collecting mformation on|the
following topics (see Appendix for Interview Guide)

Before the remarmage U
How the couple met how long they knew each other before
marrying details about the wedding feehngs at the ume of
the remarrtage of parents friends and most particularly their
children

The ex spouse d
Relationship conflict or consensus regarding child support
the childrens education custody frequency and nature of
children s contact involvement of €x spouse 1n various aspects
of childrens lives (eg school camp vacations rehgious
mvolvement)

Current spouse (stepparent)

Consensus and dissensus regarding such i1ssues as money
discipline of chuldren gender roles relationship of children to
stepparent involvement of stepparent in decisions and matters
relating to children problems of adjustment

Jewish issues
Dufferences and possible conflict over such 1ssues as Jewish
observance and affillauon (between parent and stepparent
and between parent and €x spouse) conflict at the time of bar

or bat mitzvah decision making about such items as

J synagogue membership the child s Jewish education Jewtsh

! holiday time actual or potential role of the Jewish community
1n helping remarned famihes

In addition to the interview guide a short questionnaire ehicited
data on Jewish observance and affihation (as well as demographic
background information for the custodial parent the stepparent and
the ex spouse In those cases where 1 was unable to interview a custodial
parents spouse or ex spouse this information was provided by the
mterviewee To trace changes 1n Jewish identity that may have occurred
as famly structure changed the Jewish affihation and observance
measures were obtained for four periods while growing up during the
first marriage between marriages (as a single parent) and 1n the current
marriage ?

r
The Sample "
i

One of the primary objectives of the research was to look at the
expeniences of children in remarnied famihes How did the children feel
when their mother or father remarned? How did they adjust to the
stepparent? How did they get along with their other biological parent
that 1s their mothers or father’s ex spouse? To what extent were a
stepfather and a biological father or a stepmother and biological
mother 1nvolved in decisions about the childs education Jewish
upbringing disciplinary matters financial 1ssues?

To answer some of these questions the sample included only those
remarried families with at least one school age child generally between
ages 4 and 18 In several instances the children were somewhat past 18
but had been younger when the parent had remarried In those cases
parents recounted the experiences and problems that the children had
had as a result of their remarriage

The sample was also designed to include families that spanned the
religious spectrum from night wing Orthodox to unaffihated In order
to understand however the possible impact of remarriage on Jewish
identity the sample was purposely drawn to overrepresent famiites with
at least a moderate degree of Jewish affihation For only among such
families as my earher research on Jewish single parent families had
indicated (Friedman 1985) can one begin to assess the extent to which
Jewish observance 1n the home a childs Jewish education a family’s
synagogue attendance and a parents experiences with rabbis Hebrew
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school teachers and Jewish community organizations may undergo
change or become problematic as famuly structure changes In contrast
Jewish 1ssues are hardly relevant when Jewish identity 1s mumimal or
norexistent famihes with only very limited or no connection to the
Jewish community will hardly be able to throw Iight on how the needs
of the steadily growing population of Jewish remarrieds can be addressed
by Jewish communal leaders !

Accordingly the sample overrepresented famihies with ties to the
Jewish community and underrepresented the large body of unaffiliated
Specifically the thirty farmbies included eleven whose level of observance
and involvement may be called high nine who were medium and ten
who ranked low with respect to Jewish affihation and observance

How were these categories derived? Each respondent was asked as
noted above whether he or she observed various rituals ranging from
lighting Hanukkah candles and attending a seder to more stringent items
such as refraiming from using electricity or driving on the Sabbath
Scores for both husband and wife were summed and then divided by
two to provide a family score with a potential range of 0 to 32 the
actual range was from 2 to 32. Those with scores of 28 or higher were
classified as high scores between 15 and 27 placed a family In the

medium category' and scores between 2 and 14 gave a family a rating
of low in terms of Jewish identity The average score for each of these
categories was high 305 medium 195 low 95

Translated mto behavioral terms the typical famly 1in the hagh
category was one in which both husband and wife observed all of the
more and less stringent rituals and belonged to and regularly attended
(at least once a week) an Orthodox synagogue Famlies in the medium
range typically belonged to Conservative or Reform synagogues that they
attended at least once a month observed the rules of kashrut inside but
not outside the home It Sabbath candles but did not adhere to any of
the more stringent Sabbath restrictions attended or made their own
seder and generally ate no bread during Passover but were not likely to
make theirr homes strictly kosher for Passover And finally those
families classified as low tended not to be affihated with a synagogue or
temple attended services either not at all or perhaps only on the High
Holidays observed neither the Sabbath nor Passover 1n the home were
not mvolved 1n Jewish organizations and did not contribute 10 Jewish
causes In most tnstances their Jewish connection was restricted to being
present at a Passover seder lighting Hanukkah candles and perhaps
attending synagogue and fasting on Yom Kippur
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Locating Respondents
{

Most respondents were located through the snowball techmique

That 1s at the end of an interview oOr series of iterviews [ asked
respondents whether they knew any other remarned famihes with whom
I might speak. Interestingly while several respondents were able to
suggest at least two or three other remarried families the majonty of
remarnied men and women found 1t difficult to think of even one other
remartied family that fit the study criteria. Perhaps this 1s because as
Beer (1992) says A stepfamily looks like a nuclear family Thus such
families tend to be mndistinguishable from so called ntact families and
as a result of theirr nonvisibihty their special status may be known only
to close friends and relatives !
i Some respondents were located through rabbis day school
admimstrators and other Jewish professionals In every instance 1n
order to preserve the voluntary character of participation 1n the study
potential respondents were first screened by those who had
recommended them for their wmillingness 10 be interviewed

Altogether 1 either interviewed or obtained data ifor tharty
‘remarnied families In each instance this included data for three persons
(1) a remarned (custodial) parent mother or father (2) the
corresponding:stepparent and (3) wherever possible the ex spouse of
the remarnied parent A typical trio of interviews included a remarried
mother her new husband and her ex spouse (the childs biological
father) In several instances where the biological parents had joint
custody and 1n one where the father had full custody the pattern was
reversed and I interviewed a remarried father his new wife and his ex
wife Speafically in five cases I was able to interview only the natural
custodial parent 1n fifteen cases I interviewed both the natural
custodial parent and the stepparent and in the remaiming ten cases all
three principals were mterviewed In every instance however Iwas able
to obtain detailed relevant information about those whom I was not
able to interview

On the average 1nterviews with each respondent parent
stepparent and ex spouse  took about one and a half to three hours
Maost were scheduled 1n the late evening for two reasons First 1n more
Instances than not both parent and stepparent were working during the
day In addition however many parents preferred that their children not
be around while we were talking As a result iterviews were often
scheduled for astlate as 900 or 1000 pm Most interviews were
conducted 1n respondents homes several had to be scheduled at their
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places of work, three respondents suggested that they come to my office
and four or five interviews were conducted by telephone These latter
also averaged two hours and the rapport that I was able to establish
with telephone respondents as well as the quality of the data collected
1 no way differed from those conducted 1n person

Two notes regarding the methodology of the study are in order
Furst this research was not designed to permut generalization to the
entire population of Jewish remarned famihes Only famihies with
children were included families remarried as a result of death of a
spouse rather than divorce were excluded famihies with at least a
moderate degree of Jewish mvolvement and observance are
overrepresented Thus the purpose of the study was not to describe the

typical Jewish remarried family The research rather aimed to explore

‘relationships to uncover patterns of expernence and behawvior to
understand common problems and to discover factors that may have
made for a more successful adjustment From a practical point of view
it 15 hoped that studying these families may offer a ghmpse of their
intenor dynamics and thus provide some clues as to how the Jewish
community can better serve this steadily growing population

Second 1t 15 important to remember that just as there 1s no typical
Jewish remarnied family nerther 1s there any typical remarried family
My sample included the followming houschold constellations

1

In thirteen cases both the man and the woman entered the

marriage with at least one child and the couple had no children

jointly

In nmme cases the man but not the woman entered the marmage
with children and the couple then had at least one child jointly

i
In three cases the woman but not the man entered the marnage
with children and the couple had at least one child jointly

In three cases the woman entered the marniage with children and
the couple had no children jointly n

§
In one case both the man and the woman entered the marnage
with a child and the couple had a child jointly

In one case the man entered the marnage with children and the
couple had no children jointly

12

Thus even in this small sample we find six different famly
constellations Other constellations are possible as a result of different
custodial arrangements differences in the number and ages of children
brought into the remarriage and differences in the marital status of the
ex spouse of one or both partners Any or all of these factors will color
relationships creating different kinds of problems for the newly marned
couple as well as for the children and making for an easier or a more
difficult adjustment to remarrtage and stepparenting
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3 A PROFILE OF THE REMARRIED FAMILIES

Social Characteristics
Age

The average wife 1n the sample was 42 years old the average
husband was 45 These means however mask wide ranges 1n age for
both husband and wife the ages of the women for example ranged from
32 to 48 with about half between 40 and 45 The men s age range was
even greater with a low of 29 and a high of 58 More than half of the
men were between 45 and 50

Most of the literature on remarrtage notes that with respect to a
number of charactenistics such as age socioeconomic background and
religion second or third marnages are less homogeneous than first ones
Even 1n this small sample of thirty remarriages this 1s the case with
respect to age In their first marriages almost all the husbands had been
two or three years older than thetr wives 1n few instances did more than
four or five years separate them Among the remarrieds while the
average husband was only three years older than his wife ten of the men
were seven or more years older and five were three or more years
younger than their wives In one instance the woman was thirteen years
older than her new husband

First Marnages /

Seven of the women and three of the men had never been
previously married For two women and three men this was a third
marriage The overwhelming majornity however twenty one women and
twenty four men  had been married only once before entering the
remarriage Among those entering marrnage for the second or third time
ten of the women and twelve of the men had been married between
eleven and fifteen years and another eight women and six men between
stx and ten years The earlier marniages of the remaining few men and
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women had lasted erther fewer than six or more than sixteen years
Single Parenthood

As noted earlier men are somewhat more likely than women to
remarry after divorce and in fact to remarry sooner In other words
women tend to spend more years as single parents than do men Among
the families that I studied the average woman had spent a little more
than five years as a single parent although one had married after only
one year and one after as long as ten years The average man had been
a simgle parent for shghtly less ime  four years One however had
remarnied within days of the divorce another had been divorced
nineteen years before remarrying o

That men are more likely to remarry within a shorter time than
women 18 reflected as well by the marntal status of ex spouses in the
study Only seven of the ex wives of the twenty four previously marned
men in the sample had remarried while seventeen remained single
parents In contrast thirteen of the ex husbands of the twenty previously
married women had remarned while only seven remained single As wall
be seen 1n a later section the disproportionate number of single ex
wives had imphcations for the adjustment of the remarried couple

Diwvorces in the Family ;

A strong predictor of divorce 1s previous divorce in the family
Indeed 1n only one of the thirty families studied had there never been
a divorce 1n the immediate families of the three principals invelved
that 1s the husband the wife and the ex spouse In eight cases divorces
had occurred i the immediate families of all three principals 1n ten
cases both the husband and wife or both the wife and her ex spouse had
close relatives who had been divorced In the remaining eleven cases at
least one of the three principals had a close relative (a parent or a
sibling} whose marnage had terminated 1n divorce

Socioeconomic Background

While all educational occupational and income levels were
represented 1n the study the socioeconomic profile of these families was
not typical of the population as a whole All but three of the wives and
two of the husbands were college-educated 1n fact eighteen of the wives
and twenty one of the husbands held graduate or professional degrees
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In ten cases the women had married men who were less educated than
themselves 1n seven cases husband and wife had smmilar levels of
education and in thirteen the husband was somewhat more highly
educated than his wife Interestingly n their second marnages ten of
the remarned women had married men who were less educated than
therr first husbands Two women for example had been married to men
with doctoral degrees their current husbands had not gone beyond high
school

The high level of education of husbands and wives went hand 1n
hand with their occupational level Ten of the husbands and six of the
wives were 1n professions such as law medicine chinical psychology or
university research/teaching Another eight men were 1n business or real
estate as were five of the women The remaining men and women were
employed 1n such occupations as editor systems analyst elementary or
high school teacher or principal sales manager accountant oOfr
organization admimstrator Only four of the wives and one of the
husbands were not working at the time of the mterview

I did not ask respondents to provide information about their famly
mcomes From their occupations however as well as from the location
and apparent value of their homes I was able to group the tharty
fanmhes roughly into three categones those who either identified
themselves as or appeared to be wealthy (seven families) middle to
upper middle class (eighteen families) and finally those who were
obvicusly struggling to make 1t {rom month to month (five families)

A typical family 1n the first category consisted of two attorneys
both at presuigious law firms hiving 1n a spacious East Side Manhaitan
apartment The man s ex wife was a physician remarried to a wealthy
businessman In the middle category were a teacher and her husband a
self-employed graphic designer They lived in an old West Side
apariment Her ex husband was a wealthy attorney who was relatively
generous and prompt with respect to child support Among those who
appeared to be barely making 1t was a suburban couple She was
employed at a small publishing company Her new husband who never
completed high school had been unable to find steady work At the time
of the study he was sporadically employed doing odd jobs for
homeowners in their suburban neighborhood Fortunately her ex
husband was responsible about child support and this helped to keep the
farly from siking below the poverty line

It 1s important to note that most of the famibies 1in the middle and
lower categonies would be substantially better off were it not for the fact
that the overwhelming majonty of husbands were responsible not only
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for contributing to the support of therr new famihes but were also
paying alimony and/or child support to ex wives To compound the
problem many women complained bitterly that their ex husbands were
lax, late or totally dehnquent with respect to the court-ordered chitd
support In at least half the farmhes both factors were present the ex
husband was derelict with respect to child support and the new husband
was burdened with his own monthly child support payments In fact
problems regarding child support were reported by twenty four of the
thirty families and these problems not only affected their standard of
living but as will be seen later often created tension conflict and
resentment between husband and wife 1n the remarried famly

Children
E

To qualify for inclusion in the study at least one of the partners
had to have brought mnto the marniage a child between the ages of 3 or
4 and 18 This of course would permit looking not only at the process
of adjusting to stepparenthood but also at 1ssues that might anise with
respect to childrens Jewish involvement after the remarnage of a
parent In only two instances were all the children of the remarned
partners over 18 at the time of the interview In both cases however a
child of at least one partner had been under 18 at the time of the
remarriage

Altogether among the thirty couples we have a total of 103
children Forty five children entered the remarnied families wath their
mothers forty three with their fathers The other fifteen were the joint
children of the remarried couples More specifically three of the women
came to the marnage with three chuldren fourteen with two children
and eight with one child Among the fathers one entered the marnage
with four children seven with three six with two and six with one
Thus 1n the tharty remarried families we have a total of eighty eight
children who became stepchildren as a result of their parents
remarriages While fewer men than women brought a child into the
marriage (twenty vs twenty five} eight of the men but only three of the
women entered the remarriage with three or more children This might
suggest that 1t 1s less difficult for a man with more than two children to
find a (re)marnage partner than 1t 1s for a woman

Jewish Identity

As noted earhier the families in the study were drawn from all parts
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of the religious spectrum and roughly fell into three equal groups those
who ranked high medium or low on a scale measunng religious
observance and ivolvement While respondents were categorized on the
basis of their current observance and affihation these measures were
obtamed for three other ume penods as well 1n the parental homes
while they were growing up durning their first marniages and as single
parents

The seven women and three men who had not previously been
married were asked to provide information about therr Jewish
affiliations and observance for the time they had been singles Collecting
these data for different periods i1nt the hves of these rematrieds enables
us to compare changes in Jewish wdentity with changes n famly
structere

On the average the scores ndicate that husband and wife entered
remarnage from fairly similar Jewish backgrounds Both seemed to come
from moderately observant homes both were somewhat less observant
or involved during therir first marnage and as either singles or single
parents differences between husband and wife are 1n no way startling
Nevertheless 1t should be noted that after the first marriage mens
scores dropped shightly while women s scores rose This 1S not surprising
as women generally had primary custody of the child(ren) from the first
marriage and these chuldren were usually of pre bar or bat mitzvah age
This meant at least some 1nvolvement with synagogue or Hebrew school
and some degree of concomitant observance of religious holidays 1n the
home

The similanty of the overall scores however masks substantial
differences 1n religious background between spouses wirhin each
remarnied family For example among those couples where both
husband and wife had been raised 1n Jewish families the majonity were
from backgrounds that were religiously dissimilar In nine cases the
husband s religious background was categorized as high or medium
on the Jewish Identity scale while that of the wife was medium or
low In eight instances the opposite was the case wives came from
more involved observant families than their husbands Further in four
of the families one of the partners had grown up 1n a non Jewish home
Thus 1nh only nine of the thirty remarniages had husband and wife come
from relatively simlar religious backgrounds

A number of these men and women however had cxpenenced at
least some changes 1 Jewish observance and ivolvement since leaving
the parental home marrying becoming single parents and finally
remarrying Accordingly we might ask to what extent at the ume of the
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remarriage were there differences between husband and wife in this
respect '

What seems to have occurred 1s that the separate religious odysseys
of these men and women appeared to have brought them to relatively
common end pomnts Despite the fact that in fewer than one in three
cases had husband and wife grown up in famlies wath fairly similar
degrees of Jewish involvement at the time of remarriage in nineteen of
the thirty remarned famihes the religious profiles of husband and wife
were strikingly sitmilar In four cases both husband and wife ranked high
on the scale 1n three cases both ranked medium and 1n the remaining
twelve the Jewish involvement of both husband and wife was minimal
Among those where differences were apparent seven of the women but
just four of the men placed higher on the scale than their spouse at the
ume that the remarrnage took place This included one couple where the
wife and another where the husband were not Jewish and had not
converted It should be noted 1n addition that 1n the average four years
between the remarriage and the interview further changes in religious
imvolvement of husband wife or both had taken place Such changes
were most commonly in the direcuon of mncreased observance

In sum while the majority of these husbands and wives had come
from family backgrounds that were dissimilar with respect to Jewish
observance and affihation by the time the remarnage took place the
majonity were quite similar with respect to their reported level of
observance and affiliation As we move 1n the next section to an
analysis of some of the problems husbands and wives reported 1n
adjusung to remarriage we will note particularly whether such problems
are more or less evident when husband and wafe enter marnage at
simifar or dissimilar religious levels

One final piece of iInformation about the Jewish backgrounds of the
men and women 1n the study needs to be provided While the newly
marned partners might 1n the majority of cases have resembled one
another with respect 1o their so called Jewish identity this might not
have been the case with the Jewish identity of the ex spouse In other
words there might have been significant differences between the woman
and her ex husband or between the man and his ex wife And such
differences could well be expected to create friction 1n the new marnage
as children were pulled between two biological parents or between a
parent and a stepparent with widely different views about Jewish
observance or affibation

In fact such differences did obtain 1n the majonty of cases For
example among the twenty women who had brought at least one child
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into the remarriage only six reported that therr ex spouses  the
child(ren) s father were fairly similar to themselves as far as Jewish
observance/affilianon was concerned The other fourteen had been
married either to non Jews  several of whom had converted at the time
of the marriage but none of whom had matntained ties to Judaism after
the divorce  or to men who had been substantially Jess observant than
themselves

Similarly among the twenty three men who had entered the
remarnage with at least one child in only four cases were there just
mimimal differences between themselves and their ex wives with respect
to Jewish observance and mvoivement Five had been married to non
Jewish women one to a woman who had been somewhat more
observant and thirteen to women who had been substantially less so

Thus the overwhelming majonty of children who had been brought
mto the remarriage were shuttling between parents with very different
levels of Jewish involvement The correlates of such discrepancies will
be examined as we turn now to the actual stornies of these remarrted
famihes

4 GETTING TO REMARRIAGE
0

In my earher studies of single parents in the Jewish community
(Friedman 1983 1985) I asked how the Jewish community might be of
help to them Those who had been divorced for only one or two years
made a number of suggestions about the need for support groups for
themselves and for their children Those who had been divorced longer
however said that they would be most thankful for some networks under
the auspices of the Jewish community that would help them to meet
possible marriage partners

Just about the ume that I was interviewing single parents the
remarrieds i the present study were meeting and marrying So 1t 1s
interesting to see where and how these former single parents or singles
met one another To what extent were they able to meet through Jewish
auspices?

The answer 1s perhaps not encouraging Only one out of three
couples met through a synagogue or temple group a meeting or
conference sponsored by UJA/Federation or a singles weekend under
the sponsorship of a Jewish organization Another one in three said that
they had met through mutual fnends while the remawnng third met
through work at a Parents Without Partners meeung or while on
vacation

Clearly those who attend singles weekends or groups under the
auspices of a synagogue temple or other Jewish organization are
making a statement that they are interested in meeting potential mates
who are Jewish As one woman who was by no means highly observant
and who had i fact dated any number of non Jewish men said

We met ar a lecture sponsored by UIA When I finally decided
that I wanted to get mamed, I made up my mund to do singles

things under Jewish auspices because I knew that I only wanted
to marry someone who was Jewish.

[
Several of the men and women had met their spouses while still
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married to their former spouses and it 1s probable that the divorce itself
was the result of this fact In two or three cases this was openly
discussed 1n the interview n another two or three cases while 1t
appeared evident 1t was not explicitly discussed

Couples were somewhat more open however about the fact that
they had hved together before actually marrying. At least seven of the
thirty couples said that they had married only after having lived together
for between one and nmine years When I asked how children had
responded to the arrangement most indicated that there had been no
problem One woman noted

Frankly our lving together filled a gap for my chidren They

were very fond of him and he was really like a father to them.

Thewr own father traveled a lot and wasn t around that much for

them [ suppose we could have married sooner but both of us

wanted to be really sure it was nght

1

In contrast several women were most emphatic about the fact that

they had nor hived together with their future spouses As one explained

I knew him for six years before we marned, but we did not sleep
together In fact we went out for over a year before any of the
kads even met hum I didn t want my children to get attached to
him and then possibly to have to suffer a loss yet again t

On the average most of these couples did not rush into marriage
Seven had known one another for five or more years before marrying
and eight for at least three years The other fifteen couples had marrnied
two years or less after meeting one another

With the exception of only two couples all the marnages were
performed by a rabbr and 1n fact twelve took place 1n a synagogue or
temple The remainder were held at a restaurant or hotel (ten couples)
or 1n the home of either the husband or the wife or of one of their close
relatives Most of the weddings were as one woman described hers

small but beauuiful and very traditional

In just over half the cases the children of both husband and wife
not only attended the wedding but were active participants Daughters
setved as attendants maids of honor or flower girls sons held the
huppah gave speeches or toasts or were helpful hosts As one father
fondily recalled My son (8 years old at the ime) sure he was there
he was the star of the show A mother said
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My gurls were ternbly excited. And so were his chuldren. We had
been living together for two years and they were constantly asking
when we were gomng to get marrted. When the time finally came
the children really got mvolved, they decided who should be at
the wedding and did all the inviting

Not all children however were excted and happy participants at
their parents weddings In several cases parents simply felt that thewr
children were too young to be present in other cases children either
were reluctant guests or absolutely refused to attend A father recalled
his sons reactions

They were not at all happy i fact they put up a major fuss 1
finally told them that they didn t have to come to the wedding
and they ended up not coring 1 feit badly but I understood.

One woman whose daughters only reluctantly agreed to be present at
the wedding said

Its funny when I was danng him they really liked him But
once they saw that I was serious ut all changed. I know that
secrerly they thought thewr father and I would eventually get back
together But the wedding was like closing the coffin  they
realized st never could be

In five of the thirty cases the children of either the man or the
woman had been literally sphit about attending their parent s wedding
A father recalled that one of his two children was at the wedding white
the other was not

My older daughter was very happy and was really involved in the
whole thing The younger one I think, had her bubble burst’ She
still hoped that her mother and I would get back together

In two cases fathers told me that their ex wives had refused to let
the children come to the wedding One ex wife claimed that the children
were 100 young the other refused to allow the children to atiend
because whenever she can be nasty and make trouble she will And 1n
two cases the children themselves refused to attend a father s wedding
because they felt their mother would be hurt In one instance the
woman s children were active participants in the wedding ceremony but

23



his children were angry about the whole thing and they didn t come.

In other words for many of these remarrieds geiting to marriage
was not necessarily a time of undiiuted joy Weddings generally
occasions of pure happiness were for at least half the participants tinged
with sadness and even bitterness largely as a result of children s anger
or ambivalence about the marnage And as will be seen later even
those children who seemed to be caught up 1n the excaitement of the
wedding and who appeared to be pleased about thewr parents
remarnage did not necessarily have-an easy ume ume adjusting to life
in the remarried famly

' § THE EX SPOUSE SYNDROME

During 1970-71 Judith Wallerstein and Joan B Kelly (1980)
interviewed sixty middle-class familes that had recently undergone
dwvorce Over the years they remained 1n touch with most of these men
women and children reinterviewing most of them after five ten and
even fifteen years to see how these broken families had fared In a book
called Second Chances (Wallerstein and Blakeslee 1989) Wallerstein
provides a comprehensive account of the long term psychological and
economic effects of divorce,

One of the most prominent themes pervading her account was that
for more than half the men and women whom she reinterviewed
feelings of anger gwilt longing or jealousy persisted In fact for almost
half, intense anger and bitterness appeared ot to have faded much over
the decade Such bitterness was somewhat more evident among women
and contrary to what one might have assumed remarriage often failed
to diminish their antagomism Forty one percent of the remarned women
maintamed unyielding hostulity toward their former husbands

Sandra Kahn (1990) devotes an entire book to this theme of the
ex wife syndrome A psychologist she found that among the divorced
women she was counseling most even years after the divorce remained
strongly connected emotionally to their ex spouses through feelings of
gult love jealousy or rage

Clearly when there are children ones hife 18 always bound up to
a certain extent with that of the ex spouse Parents must communicate
with each other about all kinds of matters affecting their child(ren)
Decisions about schocl or camp must be made arrangements for picking
up and delivering children must be discussed a bar or bat mitzvah or
even a wedding must be planned a child s illness may call for mutual
decisions When either parent has not resolved his or her left over”
emotions each point of contact becomes a problem each decision to be
made becomes an 1ssue

The how to books and manuals for the divorced parent suggest
that the most approprate relationship for ex spouses remarned or not

25



15 a cordial but businesslike one In fact only ten of the women and
a starthing low number  two of the men described their relatonships
with their ex-spouses 1n this manner One woman and five men said that
their relationships were distant but not necessarily hostile In contrast
ten of the twenty three previously marred women and sixteen of the
twenty seven previously married men reported unfriendly to downright
hostile relationships with their ex spouses In several cases either the
husband or wife but never both reported no relationship at al with
an ex spouse either because the ex spouse had died or because there
had been no children in the marnage

It would appear that the relationship of men with their ex wives 15
more problematic than that of women with their ex husbands The
reasons are not difficult to understand

First far fewer of the ex wives than ex husbands in the sample had
remarried Counting only those cases where there had been children in
the previcus marrage thirteen of the ex husbands had marned and
seven had not In contrast only seven of the ex wives had remarned and
seventeen had not Among the latter 1t was almost mevitable that
residues of bitterness anger and jealousy would remain  particularly
when 1t appeared that the divorce had been the result of the husband s
leaving his ex wife because of the woman to whom he was currently
married In addition the unmarried ex wife could not help but feel
doubly deprived As one ex wife put 1t )

He left me to marry that woman. All along he was carrying on

with her and I didn t even know about it Idon t think I can ever

Jorgive him And I hate the fact that the girls have to spend so

much nme there  she s wrapped up in her own child and she s

.. a bad mfluence on them I fry not to be bitter but knowing what
he s done and that now he seems to have it all and I have so
htle ot 5 just hard.
H

One perceptive stepmother who complained bitterly about the fact that
her husband s ex wife was constantly intruding on their privacy sard

I'wish to hell she d remarry so that she d leave us alone Believe
me Id pay for the wedding and the honeymoon/ )

This was one of my later interviews and [ had already heard of many ex

wives who seemed at least from the perspective of the remarneds to be
making the lives of thetr ex husbands difficult I asked .this young
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stepmother why she thought there seemed 10 be many more angry ex
wives than ex husbands

I guess now that I have my own child, I can begin to understand
why it s so difficult for her I think that a woman must feel
ternibly threatened seeing another woman takang care of her
child. I imagine I would feel the same way

In addition to the fact that more of the ex wives than ex husbands
were still single and perhaps resentful that their ex spouses seemed to
have 1t all there was more opportunity for conflict between a man and
his ex spouse than for a woman and hers Most of the ex wives were
Iving relatively nearby  some even within walking distance so that
among those families who were observant children could be walked
back and forth cn the Sabbath and Jewish hohidays Almost all the
fathers interviewed had joint custody arrangements or frequent visitation
nights This called for constant interaction between the natural parents
and raised many more possibilities for fricion 1if not outnight conflict
In contrast most of the ex husbands of women 1n the study had not
only remarried but were hiving out of state and 1n several cases much
too far away for more than very mfrequent visitation As one woman
who said that her relanonship with the childrens father was quite
amicable said

It s fairly easy to be amicable. He lives out West and the kids
rarely see him. Maybe once or twice a year He has helped just
a little over the years but basically I ve raised and supported the
children myself

What are the major factors that contribute to hosule relationships
between ex spouses” They tend to fall into three categories money
mvolvement (or lack of involvement) with the children and religion

Money

Money was by far the major cause of bitter relationships between
ex spouses whether single or remarned Women complained that their
ex husbands more often than not were stingy about child support and
made every decision about schooling camp or a bar or bat mitzvah an
1ssue of money One woman with anger that was evident as she spoke
saad
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My relationship with hum [the ex] is very bad. He stmply doesn ¢
come through with the money! My husband has to pay for
almost everything, and u s not farr He doesn t complan, but I
know he resents it. He even had 1o pay for the bar mitzvah.

A man who had described his relationship with his ex wife as definitely
hostile explammed

Trymng to deal with her has cost me a lot of money stress and
health. And the problem is that it affects the kads I keep telling
them, Remember ut s not your problem, but they feel caught in
the middle between us And I can t blame my wife for resenting
the demands that my ex makes

i

His wife confirmed this
! r
I really have no problem about child support of course he has
to take care of his kads But I do have a problem about the fact
that he s giving her alimony Why the devil can t she work? I do!

Sometimes a wife could not help but compare the generosity of her
current husband to his ex wife and children with the tight fistedness of
her ex husband As one woman said

Yes, I m getting chuld support as agreed, but it s hardly enough. My
husband 15 paying twice as much for s daughter because he feels
u#s necessary For example, he pays for her private school and
summer camp but my ex won t do that  he feels our son can go to
public school and that camp 1s an unnecessary booury So I pay for
these things though he makes much more than I do

Another noted that the contrast between her ex husbands financal

delinquency and her husbands generosity did not go unnoticed by her
children

I had to take my ex back to court to get more money My husband
is an extremely giving, generous father and he resents the fact that my
ex is so unpossible about child support. In a way I think that that s
one of the mamn problems my chidren have with thewr stepfather
They're angry at lum because he s so giving and therr own father
Rt

Involvement

While money caused some of the most bitter batties between ex
spouses 1ssues relating more directly to their mutual children also
played havoc with relations between ex spouses A frequent complaint
of women was that their ex husbands were delinquent as fathers that
they were not interested or mvolved 1n the lives of their chuldren Such
complaints usually went hand in hand with financial delinquency One
mother explained

My children are very angry at him They feel very vindictive
because they know that he s not providing child support and to
them this signals that he doesn t care about them He has never
had them to his home The only ime he sees them is when he
comes to New York once or twice a year They feel that he just
doesn t care

Another mother almost echoed the former
Y t
I have sole custody because he moved away and he sees the
children perhaps a total of one week a year Hes totally
uninterested in them and it s hard for them to accept this He s
remarried and his wife 15 very jealous of my kids and simply
doesn t want them to vist They have two half sisters whom
they ve never even seen'! Our relationship really turmed hostile
though when I discovered that he was cheating on chid support.

\

While women s complamnts centered on the lack of interest and
involvement of their ex spouses mens complaints were just the
opposite their ex wives were overinvolved and often made 1t difficult for
them to maintain close relationships with their children Fathers accused
their ex wives of turning the children against them of finding all kinds
of excuses for canceling or imiting the children s visits or of intruding

using the children as excuses 1nto their hives as remarrieds Thas
latter complaint was usually voiced by the new stepmother

My husband s relationship with his ex 15 very hostile. It s not just
money it s a matter of control She projects all her problems
on lum she s extremely intrusive She Il call here at all hours just
to say something like The kads don ¢ have any clean socks did
they leave them at your house™ And when they re here, she Il use
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any excuse to get them home Can you imagine  once she
interrupted our seder calling to tell the kads that one of the
hamsters was siwck! They upped and Ieft.

Another stepmother told a similar story L

Every milestone 15 a problem  going off to camp graduanon,
the bat muzvah. It s always chaos trauma, gnef even after all
these years {10] Except for financrally she won t let my husband
be involved in his own daughter s ife We cant go to school
events because his ex won t sit in the same room with us She
won t even let his daughter show him her schoolwork!

One Long Island father complained bitterly that his ex wife had not
only alienated his children from him and his new wife but from their
half sibhings as well And 1n addition

She separated them from my farily who happen to live nearby
The kids used to love to visit with my sister and her kids but my
€x got a court order preventing them from going there She was
totally inflexible
The kuds are supposed 1o be with us every other Shabbat
but she Il usually trump up some excuse for their not being able
to come Once our baby had a smiffle and she found out when
she brought the children over before Shabbat she turned nght
around and took them back home  after we had set up and
made plans for them And another time it was Just the opposite
one of the kads had a strep throat and she insisted on his
conung for Shabbat even though we had a new two week old
baby at home. I tell you  she hates my guts wishes I was dead.
She s always hauling me to court  even made some crazy
claims that I had it one of the kads She lives to be bitter
!loves playing the role of the wounded spouse

The complaints and vituperations of this father ran on and on His ex
wife had excluded him from his own children s bar and bat mitzvahs she
conveniently forgot to mention that one of the children was
performeng 1n the class play she excluded ham from school conferences
Fortunately this was one of the ex spouses I was able to 1nterview and
the story she told was somewhat different from that of her ex husband
First as I had suspected during my interview with this father and his
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wife the primary reason for the divorce had been the other woman
Second despite the fathers claim that he was generous and prompt
about child support, his ex wife said that this was not the case

When the divorce was finalzed, I got all of $10000 I had to
keep gong back to court for money for tutions camp lfe
insurance. The court doubled my child support and u s stll so
little that I hve on food stamps

Third she herself brought up the incident that her ex husband had
mentioned about their son with strep throat spending Shabbat with his
father stepmother and the new baby

My son called ius father and told him that he couldn t come
because he had a strep throat and the weather was bad.
Apparently my ex cailed the judge because I got a call from the
court saymg that my son had to go as scheduled Then they
blamed me for sending him when he was sick.

And finally when I asked her whether her ex was generally responsible
about observing the court-decreed visitation schedule she rephed

When it suits lim  and his wife But he could have them much
more than he actually does They are supposed to be with him
from Frday afternoon unni late Sunday afternoon. But he never
keeps them after Saturday night he always return them earlier
than he 5 supposed to !

Which of the two 1s the accurate version? Of course there 1s no
way of knowing In the end however it makes hitle difference What 1s
clear 15 that ten years after the divorce and six years after the remarriage
of the father the anger and bitterness remain ¢

I

-

Rehigion

Conflict over Jewish 1ssues also generated hostility between the ex
spouses 1 the study Recall that 1n the overwhelming majonity of cases
cluldren were shutthng between parents whose levels of Jewish
mmvolvement and observance were very different A number of parents
said that somehow the children had been able to adjust to these
differences without apparent difficulty As one mother reported
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I mamed someone with a very posiive sense of Jewishness and
this has really had a posiwe wnfluence on my children. Thewr
Jather 15 totally divorced from anything Jewish. In fact, he has a
Chnstmas tree But somehow they just accepr u. It doesn t seem
to bother them.

|

Simlarly a father noted that his son was living 1n two different worlds

Our household 1s much more tradinonal flewishly] than his
mother s And he humself is much more observant than hs
mother but it works out alright because she doesn t try to fight
i she goes along with him.

-

Adjustment to such differences however was not as easily made n
many cases and children were often torn between the conflicung
positions of their parents One mother herself Orthodox, said that her
son was having a very difficult ume observing the Sabbath or kashrut
when he was with his father

My ex s new wife 1s not Jewish and my ex makes things very

difficult for our son He and ks wife try very hard to make him

violate the Sabbath They take hum on trips and then leave him

alone while they go shopping or skung or sightseeing He won t

go because it mvolves nding They insist on eating in non kosher

restaurants and try to convince lum that its OK  that hes

russing out on a lot of delicrous food. This 15 a kad who goes to

a religious day school and loves it But at the same nime he

feels a certain loyalty to huis father so he s full of conflict

[

In most mstances conflict over religious matters was only one of
the many factors creating hostility between ex spouses An exception was
a father who since his remarnage had become Orthodox while his ex
wife was not at all observant

Judaism became the battleground  the focus of our problems
When our son came to us on Shabbar it was very difficult
especially as he got older and wanted to spend time with friends
who lived too far to walk. He began to resent that we couldn ¢
drive him. He lives two very different lives between his two
homes and ut s very painful for hum  for everyone Stll, my ex
and I have managed to maintain a faurrly even relationship for
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our son s sake. Only over reliious matters does war break out

Of course the conflict for children 15 most difficult when the
contrast between their parents 1s as obvious as in the above cases and
when a parent refuses to accommodate to the religious needs of the
child While there were other instances where one parent was Orthodox
and the other tried to undermine the child s religious position 1n the
majority of Orthodox famsites religious conflict between ex spouses was
not present the child s mother and father were both observant and the
chaldren found few differences between the two homes

Conflict between ex spouses over matters of Jewish involvement
however was not limited to those cases where one parent was Orthodox
and the other was not One mother for example who was far from
Orthodox but who wanted her children to know and to appreciate their
Jewish hentage found her ex husband undermining her efforts and
creating conflict for the children

The kids have a problem because thewr father is very much
against Jewish education He thinks it s a big waste of ime and
money And the kds constantly hear mum complaining about
paying for Hebrew school Jewish holidays are imevitably tunes of
conflict I insist on at least a mimimum of observance and he
opposes it The kads are very much in need of hus love and it s
rare that they get it so they give in to anything with him
they re so torn.
i
Another mother previously marrnied to a non Jew but culrremly married
to a temple official said that now my children feel hike foreigners
among my ex s people Interestingly her current husband was relatively
sanguine about the situation

!
The kads love Chnstmas at thewr father s If they enjoy hghting
the Chnstmas tree 50 be ! If he took them to church, I
wouldn t like u but he wont do that because hes a lapsed
Catholic 1 teach the kads what I can about Judaism and hope

v Idoun a way that will make them want to stay with it. But in

any event, when they make thewr choice, t wont be out of
ignorance

Perhaps one woman most vividly exemphfied Kahns ex wife
syndrome and her complaints about her ex husband ran the gamut of
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the factors discussed above Divorced more than fifteen years and
remarried for six this woman felt such anger at her ex husband that it
was difficult to conduct the mterview while I tried to focus on her
current marriage and the problems of stepparenting she inevitably
returned to the topic of her first marnage and her ex. How did she
describe her relattonship with him?

Definitely hostale  and thats not even strong enough He
destroyed me financially we were hiterally starving In fact «t was
my husband who kept me and the gwrls alive We would have
married much sooner but money was a big problem, because he
also had kuds to support My ex did everything possible to tum
the girls against me too  fought me tooth and nail over custody
and when the girls got a litle older convinced them to leave me
and live with him. And, in addition, he sabotaged me at every
pount of the way over things Jewish. He tned to destroy the kids
Jewishly  made fun of kashrut and gowng to shul wouldn t pay
for thewr bat mutzvahs

This angry woman clearly represents an extreme case of the ex wife
syndrome On the other hand the issues that kept her so bitter and
enraged for more than twenty years were not umique They were
common either alone or 1 combination to almost all the stories [
heard What was unique was the extent to which this woman remarried
for a number of years was unable to let go of the rage and resentment
that still kept her emotionally bound to her ex husband that destroyed
her relationship to her now almost adult children and that threatened
the stability of her present marnage

Such 1ssues however while common to almost all the remarnages
did not necessarily create hostile or even distant relationships between
ex spouses A number of men and women reported that their
relationships with their ex spouses were friendly cordial or at worst
businesslike At the same time cordial relationships wath an ex did not
necessarily preclude differences over financial matters relationships with
children or religious observance What these people shared was a strong
and very conscious determination not to permit such problems to
become 1ssues And 1n all of these cases parents expressly noted that the
prumary factor governing their relationships with their ex spouses was
the welfare of the child(ren) One father put 1t this way

My relanonship with her [the ex] goes through phases Now it s
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distant  even cordial We both vowed not to let it get hosnle

because of our son Everything is thoroughly discussed and
basically agreed upon.

A mother said 1n somewhat the same vein
I guess you d call our relanonship cordial to businessiike We
refuse to get engaged in screamung maiches and so far we ve
been able to keep things on a pretty even keel We do have lots
of disagreements but we do not conduct our battles or
arguments n front of the kads

Another mother herself a psychologist summed 1t up

If you want healthy kids you ve got to be friendly There s no

chowce! Were very fleuble about custody and visitaton  if

things conflict with Sunday school or [Jewish] holiday

celebranons we manage to work around it My husband and my

ex manage to keep up a good relanonship Not everybody loves

it but because a child is involved, you behave responsibly

Y

As will be seen 1n the next sections the ability to mamtan a
relatively cordial relationshap with an ex spouse has implications for the
nature of the stepparenting relationship as well as for the quality of the
remarnage itself
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6 STEPPARENTING A DIFFICULT ROLE

The very term stepparent has negative connotations Children
raised on fairy tales about wicked stepmothers and cruel stepfathers are
naturally apprehensive when a parent announces that he or she 1s about
to remarry and present the child with a stepparent Not only 1s there
concern about what 1t will be like to have a relative stranger occupying
a permanent place 1n the home but the arrival of a stepparent signals
an end to the hope however irrational that the childs parents will
reconcile therr differences and live together happily ever after

At the same time the stepparents themselves are also apprehensive
about the role that they are stepping into Those marrying for the first
time as well as those coming from a childless first marriage are perhaps
overly hopeful about quickly winning children s love and setthng into a
truly "blended family life But those entering remarnage with their own
children are nghtfully concerned about how their children will respond
to the stepparent to stepsiblings or to eventual half siblings They are
uncertain as well about just what the role of their new spouse should
be as a stepparent Should he or she have a voice in disciplining the
children? To what extent should he or she be involved in decisions
about the childs secular or rehgious educauion health matters
allowances bar or bat mitzvah plans? What should the child call him or
her?

As noted earhier more than ten years ago Andrew Cherlin (1978)
theorized that remarriage 1s an mcomplete institution thatis there are
no clear norms to help guide the new relationships  particularly those
between stepparent and stepchild One of the reasons that norms to
guide these relationships cannot be standardized across stepfamilies 1s
that the constellation of these families can take so many different forms
Thus the role of the stepparent will differ depending upon the ages and
genders of the stepchildren the proximuty and involvement of the
stepparent s biological counterpart cusiodial arrangements whether or
not there are joint children and a host of other factors that make 1t
mmpossible to delineate the stepparent role
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Feelhngs of Exclusion

Sull several common themes emerged as the stepparents in this
study spoke about their relationships with their stepchildren Perhaps
most often mentioned was the stepparent s fecling of exclusion One
stepfather who had never been previously married had a strong hint of
anger 1 his voice as he explamned

We lived together forh‘qmte a whtle before we married and the
children were quite young My wife s ex was out of town a lot so
I was very winvolved wuh the children. Even if you start out
neutral, you begin to love them as if they re your own. But then
someone says You can t make decisions you can t speak at the
bar muzvah you can t go to school mght They threw up on my
bed when they were younger but now i s their father who speaks

; at the bar mitzvah and goes to thew graduation. I am a spare
father always available if thewr father is out of town, but left out
at the cninical fimes

i
A young stepmother for whom this was also a first marriage had a
similar feeling of exclusion

I am definuely excluded it s hke I dont eust Early on I was
nawe. Not that I ever expected to be a mother to the lkads but I
did expect that we d be some kind of a famuily unit I guess I get
angry because I have no input, no control over the situation.

Another young stepmother said that when her stepson 1s in the house

several days a week her husband agrees that she can ask her stepson
to help with the dishes straighten up his room or put away his laundry
but

It s clear that I dudn t have a vote about his changing schools
just perhaps an advisory role. And if he wants a raise in his
aliowance, he goes to his father not to me It s very hard for a
Stepparent because decisions get made without your vote, but you
have to live with those decisions

Hawving one s own children does not necessarily make a stepparent

feel less of an outsider when 1t comes to a stepchild One stepmother
with two children of her own explaned
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1 tned to be affectionate with my stepdaughter but she made u
clear to me from the beginming that I was the outsider She drew
the lines and I was not to cross them. I guess I had to finally
realize that she was coming from being daddy s girl" and I had
upset all that. I really thought we d be able to blend her n with
my kds  after all she actually was lwving with us and she was
the same age as one of my daughters But 1t just didn t work,
now she s living with her mother and everyone feels that u was
my fault  the wicked stepmother™ K

Several stepparents blamed their spouses exes for wrnitng the
scripts that excluded them from the activities of and decisions regarding
their stepchildren They said that they would lhike to be more involved
with such activities as school nights camp visits or graduations but as
one stepfather said When I know that their father 1s going to be there
I stay home to avoid any conflict for the kids Or the stepmother who
noted

I dont think the children dishike me personally But they re
termibly conflicted because of the bitterness of thewr mother So I
try to keep a relanvely low profile and not cause any problems

What seems to be most upsetting however 1s when a stepparent
feels excluded by his or her spouse from a relationship with the
stepchildren One stepmother was particularly incensed because her
stepson frequently tormented her daughter and her husband refused to
let her discipline the boy

My husband sees anythung I say as cnticism of his kid. Even if
I see my stepson hurnng my daughter I have to ask my husband
to make him stop rather than dowmg it myself That s been a
probiem from Day One [ think that in a successful remarnage

the natural parent has to give the stepparent the nght to exercise
authonty my husband never let me and that s been the one thing
we constantly argue about

[

Another stepmother had an almost 1dentical problem
When our stepson 1s around, I feel that my daughter and I have

to take a backseat I mean that hiterally when we get into the
car my husband seats his son in the front next to um and tells

38

my daughter and me to su in the back. Even when my stepson
does something to hurt my daughter my husband resents it if I
say something

Indeed several mothers acknowledged that they tended to exclude
their husbands from nvolvement particularly when 1t came to matters
of discipline

I prefer that he stay out of things with my son. I take care of
everything You know when you and your husband have raised
a child from the beginming thats one thing Stepparenting is
different My ideas about what I expect from my kds are
different from his so u s better if he stays out of it.

And another summed 1t up
(. ) |
It s a hands off" policy as far as discipline 15 concerned And
that s the role of a stepparent He knows he has to go along with
what I decide and not to interfere

Unclear Roles

This last woman was quite clear about the role of a stepparent but
such clanty was far from common For a second theme that emerged as
stepparenits spoke about their relationships with their stepchildren was
uncertainty or contradiction about just what that relationship should be
As Cherlin (1978) noted there are no norms no guidehnes to tell a
stepparent just what his or her role should be Said one mother whose
words echo the Cherlin thesis

The problem 15 that there s nothing to tell im [her husband]
what to do how to act with the girls Is he father? stepfather?
pal? the ghost? At first he was very restrained with them, almost
like a‘guest in the house Bur darn it this is his house too and
he should be able to demand a certain amount of respect from
them At one point he was so frustrated that he went to a group
at the Jewish Board of Family and Children s Services But there
really 15 no one who can tell a stepfather how to act with his
stepkads

A stepmother never previously marmed had clearly given
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considerable thought to the matter

I knew that I wasn t going to be a mother  she had one So I
had to decide just what my role would be Not a surrogate
mother she s a teenager and too old for me to see her as my
child. And she thinks I m weird, because I don t know anything
about TV sucoms or rock groups so I can t really be her friend.
1d say my role is more Iike a camp counselorfyouth adviser She
knows that I deal with high school kuds so when she needs
advice about acaderuc things  Jewish education, college a
summer in Israel  she ll listen to me if I put my two cenis in.

When the children are teenagers as 1n the above case 1t 1s taken
pretty much for granted that the stepparent can 1n no way replace the
parent and attempt to take on the role of mother or father Almost
without exception for example children called stepparents by thesr first
names Only in a very few instances when the children were very
young at the ime of the remarnage was a stepparent referred to as

mom ot dad And even then the role of the stepparent was unclear
As one father who brought two young daughters into the new family
explamned

The gurls really love my wife and, when no one 1s around, they
call her mom even though by law they are not allowed to
because it 15 too upsetting to my ex. She gets upset if my wife
even appears at a school occasion, so our lawyer told her she
shouldn t go to them. \

His wife added

For quite a while we were walking on eggshells I was very
conflicted about the difference between being a mommy and
being a friend. I finally realized that a friend s all I can be It s
very important not to see yourself as being in compention with
the mother and not to be seen by the kids as trying to take over
from their mother And ut s funny much as I think the girls do
love me I keep heaning in the back of my head Idon t have to
listen to you  you re not miy mother They ve never said it but
I hear u.

In some cases as several stepparents reported the dread words “you re
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not my mother/ father  openly emerged but sometimes they helped
to clarify the blurry boundaries of the stepparent role In one famuly for
example where both husband and wafe brought children to the marnage
netther was spared i

A couple of times my kds have sawd to him, You re not my
father and I've gotten u, as well, from ks kads But it s made
us realize that there 1s a certain line beyond which you can t go
with the other s child and you have to send the parent .

In many instances 1n fact 1t was the chiidren who set the tone  erther
keeping the stepparent at a distance or accepting her or him as friend
or co parent Some stepparenis for example noted that their
stepchildren kept them at a distance for fear of hurting the real parent

One stepfather with more than a trace of bitterness called ita no win
situation

I thunk that stepparenting is the world s most thankless job a
no win. Ther father 1s totally unreliable and it really gets to me
because the girls have such affection for im In thewr eyes he
can t do anything wrong And I I am Mr Rehable there
with whatever they need, but they have very litle affection for
me I never have and never will be able to really reach them At
best, Im a kand of fniend but mostly I m a cipher

Another stepfather echoed this L
i

My stepson has a real sense of conflict I know that he likes me
but if he gets close to me he feels guilty that he s betraying his
father So I try to be sensitive to his feelings and make sure he
knows that I m not trying to be fus father

And still another

There s no quesnon but that my older stepdaughter has set the
tone She saw me from the very beginming as the obstacle to her
parents gettng together again and after five years ut stll hasn t
changed. She s very hostile Her younger sister and'I had a fine
pretty friendly relationship until the baby was born, when it came
to a screeching halt’ Now I have trouble relating at all with both

guris
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Birth of a Half Sibling

Despite the experience of this last stepfather the
stepparent/stepchald relationship generally took a turn for the better
after the birth of a stepsibling As one stepfather put 1t

When it was her and her kad, and me and my kad, it was very
difficult We were like two separate stepfamilies and, except for
my wife and me no one got along that well wih anyone else
But when the baby was born it was better Our respective kids
v 8ot closer to each other and to each of us Somehow the baby
was the bond that turned us into a blended family - f

The birth of a son had a similar effect according to a young stepmother

My stepchildren tended to keep me at a distance But when our
son came along  he s four years old now it really got better
Somehow were all related now because of hum My older
stepdaughter is almost like a second mother to our son. She used
to resent her ttime with us now she loves coming and i s made
us closer

4 }
Anagther stepmother put 1t this way

The baby has been mostly a plus factor My stepdaughter never
never used to drop n if she knew her father wouldn t be home.
Now since the baby she s been doing that The baby s become
a kand of link between us it has definitely made us closer

Almost no stepparent  whether mother or father reported an
absence of tension conflict or (at best) distance 1 his or her
relationship with a stepchild And despite the growing evidence that
parental remarnage 1s more problematic for girls than for boys (Crosbie
Burnett and Skyles 1989} this was not the case 1n the present study
What did seem to predict a relatively smooth stepparent/stepchild
relationship was the de facto absence of the childs other biological
parent In other words children who rarely or never saw the other
parent and/or who were old enough to recognize and resent the fact the
other parent had wvirtually abdicated responsibility for their welfare
perhaps felt freer to respond with affection to a stepparent As a result
1t was somewhat easier for a stepfather than a stepmother to establish

42

a closer relationship with a stepchild And in fact the success stories
were generally those involving the stepfather/stepchild relationship As
one mother explained

My husband is like an older friend to my son. They really share
and do things together My ex was not at all involved n sports
but my husband 15 and he s been a very positive model for my
son. Im off to work earlier so my husband makes my son s
lunch, watks him to the bus kisses him good bye

And a stepfather reported similarly ,
Ido fe?el much more hike a father than alstepfather I have no
children of my own, but I am completely involved in my
stepchildren s ives Whether it 5 discipline or Jewishness i
fact I have actually brought Jewishness wnto thewr lves Thewr
natural father is very wealthy and not Jewish his role 1s more
like that of the nch uncle who buys them Nintendo I think that
he s feeling very left out because our Jewishness i1s very
involving for all of us

In a similar case a woman spoke of the fact that her ex had remarned
a non Jewish woman and had become totally estranged from Judaism
In contrast she and her daughter as well as her new husband were
deeply observant As a result

In all ways my husband s the father In fact she calls him

daddy My ex abdicated his responsiblity long ago He talks
and screams about his responsibility but has never done
anything about 1t Probably the most important factor that has
brought my daughter closer to her stepfather and distanced her
from her own father is religion. Her father marned a non Jewish
woman and he observes nothing at all Jewish anymore And he
makes u very difficult for my daughter so she hates gong there.

Two stepparents one a man the other a woman  perhaps best
sum up the ambivalence that surrounds the role of being a stepparent
Said the stepfather

The lads seem to be very happy and we get along fine But I
worry because I know that kids of divorce are supposed to be
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traumatzed. I m waiing for the other shoe to fail!

And the stepmother added

When you have stepchildren, you really have an opportunity to
love them, to guide them, to parent them, but without the hang
ups that you have with your own kids I don t lose my patience
with them like I do with my own children. Of course it s only
three and a half days a week!

In sum most stepparents reported strans in their relationship with
therr stepchildren  feelings of exclusion uncertainty about their roles
problems of responding to their stepchildren s feelings of resentment
about their presence While such stramms were common to both
stepmothers and stepfathers the former seemed to be particularly
affected And agamn this probably had much to do with the fact that the
husband s ex was considerably more likely than the wife s to be living
nearby not to have remarried and perhaps at least implicitly 10 be
exercising a veto over the establishment of a close relationship between
stepmother and child

7 ADJUSTING TO REMARRIAGE
HUSBANDS AND WIVES

Cherlin (1978) suggested that the high divorce rate 1n remarnages
that have followed divorce can be traced to the incomplete
institutionalization of remarriage that 15 to the lack of commonly
understood norms for coping with the problems of remarried life Thus
far we've seen that stepparents do indeed report a sense of uncertainty
about just what their role vis a vis their stepchildren should be And
similarly there are no general gmdelines regarding the relationship with
exes which ranged as we saw from fairly amicable to considerably
hosule Even the newly remarried couple are occasionally at odds about
just how involved 1n the child rearing process the new stepparent should
be

In additton a remarmed couple typically faces financial problems
that are not seen in first marnages Delinquent ex husbands may fail to
provide child support husbands may be paying amounts of child support
and/or alimony that appear to be excessive from the perspective of their
wives there may be uncertainty or disagreement about just how much
a husband/stepfather should contnbute to the support of his
stepchildren

Thus while any marriage mvolves problems of adjustment a couple
entening remarnage faces a set of actual or potential problems that are
absent 1n the case of a man and a woman who are marrying for the first
time As Furstenberg and Spamer (1984) note

given the added stresses placed on the reconstituted
family 1t 15 surprising that remarried couples are not even
more prone to dissolution (pp 435 436)

Indeed 1n the course of interviewing these remarried men and
women 1t often became clear that all were not necessanly living happily
ever after  While the majority seemed to have adjusted quite well to
remarriage despite the added stresses a considerable minority appeared
to be expenencing difficulues that threatened the stability of the
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marrnages Specifically this section looks at two groups ten couples who
seemed to be somewhat less than happy in the remarriage and twenty
couples in contrast who appeared 10 evaluate their marriages positively
At question 1s whether there were any patterns that differentiated these
two groups Did they have different kinds of problems? Did they have
different styles of dealing with 1ssues or disagreements that may anse”?
Did rehgious identity or socioeconomic status differentiate the two
groups? Were there any patterned differences wn famly structure that
15 number or gender of stepchildren presence or absence of joint
children or geographic and/or psychologtcal distance of a parent? If any
or several of the above did indeed differentiate the more from the less
happily remarried couples that fact may contribute to a better
understanding of the factors that may inhibit or enhance sausfaction 1n
remarriage

Family Structure

To paraphrase Furstenberg and Spanier (1984) at first glance the
most conspicuous pattern is that there 1s no prevailing pattern jof
differences between the more and the less happily remarried famihies]
For example the ages of the partners and how long they had been
married were virtually 1denucal for both groups Similarly the average
age difference between husband and wife was the same for both groups
Nor did there seem to be any difference in the number age or genders
of the stepchildren brought into the famly

There was however one conspicuous difference in family structure
between the two groups of families that 1s between those who were
more and those who were less happily remarned Among the thirty
families studied one out of three (ten families) comprised a wife who
either had never been previously married or 1f previously married had
had no children Thus the children brought into the remarnage were
those of the husband and 1t was the woman who became the stepparent,
This pattern predominated among the less happily remarned families
seven of the ten families 1n this group compared with only three of the
twenty families in the happy group comprised a father with his
children a stepmother and 1n most instances a joint child

Recall that 1n an earlier section 1t was seen that relations with ex
spouses were more problematic for men and their ex wives than for
women and their ex husbands Few of the ex wives had themselves
remarried and most were living fairly near the newly marned couple
This resulted 1n relatively frequent interaction and friction between ex
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spouses which from the perspective of the newly marned stepmother
seemed to constitute undue intrusion by the ex wife in the privacy of the
remarrieds Thus 1t 18 not surprising to find that remarned famihes
compnising a father and stepmother rather than the reverse a mother
and stepfather constituted the majonty of families that fell into the
less happy category

Sociceconomic Status

The socioeconomic status of the remarried family was another
factor that differentiated the more from the less happy remarneds
Three of the five famihies that were categonzed as low socioeconomic
status but only one of the seven ranked as high were 1n the less happy
group While money may not guarantee happiness 1t did make a
difference tn these remarnied families where economic issues were rarely
dormant Fathers were pressed for child support payments and theur
wives were resentful that a large part of the family income was going to
an ex wife and her children When money was ught this could become
a source of tension conflict and unhappiness as cne wife explained

Money is a constant source of tension between us I resent the
fact that hus children have to go to pnvate school and I was
really upset when he was ready to spend thousands of dollars for
them to go to camp abroad. We cant afford that and, at the
same hme gve our child some of these advantages I finally
said, Enough 15 enough

A very unhappy woman who said that she was on the brink of leaving
her husband after four years of constant tension and financial pressure
told me

My ex was a spendthnft while I have always been quite cautious
about money so we fought a lot over that But my husband 15
farworse  he s totally nresponsible about money He hasn t the
shghtest idea of how much things cost and, beswdes that he s not
making 1! He just can t seem to stay in any job and we’re really
in trouble Idont know how much longer I can take it

In each of the thirty families there was at least some mention of

money as an 1ssue wives resented the money going to ex wives for
ahmony and/or child support husbands resented financially delinquent
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ex husbands But 1n the wealthier families money never became a major
issue affecting the husband wife relationshtp As one stepfather put it

Thank goodness we have it We have more thjan we need [
admut that sometimes I resent that I have to pay for everything
somehow I feel that it s morally not right. Her ex never comes
across But I never let it become a bone of contention between
us After all I have the money so why make an issue of u.

And a woman who had recently marned a wealthy attorney

1
Yes my husband 15 somewhat resentful that the bnloys Jather
takes only limited responsibility for thewr support. Sometimes i
does become an issue between us But 1t 5 really not a problem
it 5 only money! My husband makes a wonderful lving We
have a great life  we travel a lot we have a beautiful home we
have everything we could want  and more \
Thus while money hard{y solves all of the problems that remarneds
and stepparents encounter 1t does seem to cushion them The ability to
cover the special financial demands of child support (for one s own and
perhaps one s wife s children) and at the same ume 1o stll be able to
enjoy some of the comforts that money can provide apparently, helps to
temper resentments and to ease hife 1n remarnage

The Religious Factor

One other factor that seemed to differentiate the more from less
happily remarned 1s somewhat less easy 1o interpret Recall that families
were classified as high medium or low with respect to their degree
of Jewish observance and involvement Eleven families were 1n the hugh
range mne in the medium and ten in the low If the degree of religious
involvement has little to do with marital happiness or the stability of the
remarried family then we would expect approximately one third of the
famalies 1n each category to fall into the less happy group and two thirds
into the more happy group

This was not however the case All the famihes classified as
medium on the religious identity scale were in the more happily
remarried group while the smaller less happily marned group
compnsed five famhes who had ranked high and five who had ranked
low on the Jewish identity scale While we are talking of only thirty
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fammlies and these differences cannot be seen as statistically significant
still they cry out for interpretation

Looking first at the five couples who ranked high on the Jewish
wdentity scale we find a common thread that mght help to explain why
therr marniages were somewhat less than happy In four of the five
farmlies one partner had been highly observant while the other had
been far less so at the ime of the marnage This meant that the less
observant partner had to make some fairly radical life style changes 1n
order to maintain an Orthodox environment for his or her partner and
stepchildren For a person growing up 1n an cbservant home such an
environment tends to be taken for granted In contrast for one coming
from a totally or relatively nonobservant background adjustment to
what seem to be petty requirements and outdated rituals can be difficult
indeed One woman said that she reaily had tried to accommodate but

I cant bear the Orthodox shul where I have to su wuh the
women. It 5 not that I don t want to go to synagogue but I had
always dreamed of downg it as a famuly when I mamed, and now
I cant Also I resent the fact that we can t eat out at a decent
restaurant and that we can never do anythung fun on Frnday
night or Saturday I guess I m just selfish enough not to want to
do all this religtous stuff it seems to smother you.

Another wife had similar feehngs 1
i
He was much more religious than 1 and at first I really resented
suting separately in the synagogue I guess I ve gotten used to it
now but ut s stil not comfortable for me Actually one of the
most difficult problems was my parents They just cant
understand why we can t eat in thewr house  they think were
hving in the Dark Ages  and sometimes I do too

A husband complamed that while his wife had made some
adjustments to his Orthodox hfestyle

she s ambwvalent about a lot of aspects of Jewish observance,
for example, Shabbos things like ustng lights the elevator the
telephone the awr conditioner I try hard not to let it rankle but
i 15 a source of constant umitafion.

His wafe 1n turn
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Its true that Im prenty tumed off to rehgion, partly I think
because of his ex wife She s very religious but what a bich!
There are just so many issues that seem (o come up just about
every day but especially on Shabbos Things are just too far to
the nght relimously My husband thinks that our four year old
son should wait at least an hour between meat and dawry [
think that a half hour 15 plenty And pushung the baby carmage
on Shabbos is a big 1ssue He gets really upset because I insist
it 5 too far for our son to walk. I guess it s just that I m relatively
laissez fawre about the minuniae of observance I agree that a
good Jewish education is important but I wouldnt be at all
upset if our son turned out to be non Orthodox.

The fairly strong feelings expressed above suggest that in highly
observant families even minor differences between partners 1n the level
of observance are not easily handled For such families 1ssues of
observance can arise at almost any moment minutiae of ntual
whether a matter of the mgredients in a box of crackers or of carrying
a draper bag to the synagopue on the Sabbath can become regular
sources of irritation 1if not conflict between pariners And the less
observant partner who feels that he or she 1s making all the
concessions tends to become resentful as one woman indicated

1 feel that I've done so much I ve taken lessons Ive become
kosher I go to shul. I baswcally go along with everything, but 1
really dont want to be Orthodox rather more like
Conservadox. Ive compromised so much but it s not enough
His hope is that I Il see the light and become Orthodox my hope
is that he Il see the hight and do some compromising himself!

In a word among these highly observant families the problem
seemed t0 be not so much the degree of observance but rather the the
degree of difference 1n observance between partners  however shight
that distinguished these famhes from their somewhat happier
counterparts Such difference may hardly have been critical components
of these problematic marriages but when they combined with some of
the other problems of remarriage  financial pressures or hostile
relations with an ex spouse  they constituted yet another constraint on
happiness 1n the remarriage

How can we explain the fact however that among the ten less
happy families we find five in the low but none in the middle range of
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Jewish observance and involvement? Part of the answer may be that the
finding 15 spurious  that 1s other factors that these five families have
in common may account for their relative unhappiness For example 1n
all five relations of one or both partners with their respective exes were
problematic. Similarly three of the five families reported considerable
financial stress that may have exacerbated hostility between exes and
resentment between spouses And third 1n all five fammhes stepparents
seemed to have been unable to establish warm relationships with their
stepchildren In other words just about all of the factors that make
remarnage and stepparenting problematic seemed to be found
combination 1n the five families that had only mimimal ues to Judaism

On the other hand 1t 1s only fair to note that at least four famhes
in the middle range of Jewish observance and involvement also seemed
to be plagued by financial stresses hosule relations with exes and
difficuities 1n relaung to stepchildren And yet these famihies were quite
happy in remarnage despite the problems Thus we might ask whether
there 15 anything inherent 1n the absence of religious observance or
identification that might help to explain why a disproportionate number
of these famihies fell into the less happy category

A recent article in the New York Times (Mar 11 1992) provides a
cilue The article suggests that family rituals may promote emotional
adjustment serve as a scurce of family strength and help to heal family
tensions One psychiatrist a leading researcher on family rituals 15
quoted

Part of the power of rituals hike dinner ime  appears 1o be
In offering a sense of stability and secunty dependable
anchors despite chaos 1n other areas of family hfe

The family dinner the bellwether indicator of ritual hfe has been
found to be on the dechne and according to most researchers new
ntuals have been slow to follow Jewish observance of course offers
innumerable opportunities around which family ntuals can develop and
indeed a number of husbands and wives said that such rituals had
served to bring the new family together and to provide a sense of
common tdentity

Interesungly however 1t was not the Orthodox families that
stressed the importance of Jewish ntual in cemenung relationships mn
the new family Perhaps these highly observani families took ritual for
granted and did not consciously recognize 1ts potential for providing a
sense of commonality and togetherness in the remarned famly

5



Furthermore as we saw earlier in those highly observant families that
fell into the less happily married group these religious rituals were
frequently seen as oppressive by one of the two partners Thus 1n some
of these Orthodox families tension over rtual observance may have
served to undermune their potentially positive effect

Among the least observant families 1n contrast Jewish ntual had
little or no place Neither the Sabbath nor the Jewish holidays provided
natural occasions for family dinners synagogue attendance or the
development of common rituals Nor did any of these famihes report
other nonrehgious ntuals that might have served as alternative ways of

providing family sohdarity As one wife in a particularly unhappy
relanonship said
1

1 really had planned to observe the holdays to go to synagogue,
to put the children in Hebrew school I think it would have
provided a certain stability to our hife as a farmly My husband
had agreed bur then he reneged. And the kids are lazy  they d
just as soon not observe All you need is one parent who s not
Interested and that sabotages the whole thing f

Another woman with no children of her own echoed this 1dea

I myself was fairly involved Jewishly before we married While my
husband goes along with me Im the pnme mover And his
children don t know what to make of all this  holidays seders
synagogue  they re far from anything Jewish. So there s no way
that we can build up something together around Jewish ntual
It 5 too bad.

In contrast to farmhes n either the high or low range of
observance a number of those in the middle range seemed to have
consciously capitalized on Jewish ritual as a means of creaung a
"blended family One husband noted for example

Jewish practice is a very strong family cementer Chuldren tend to
have a natural affinity for nitual and there are Just so many
opportunities s Judaism for nituals that can help to cement the
family
J
A wife spoke of the importance of developing new ways of observing old
rituals
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It s important to introduce new tradions that the family can
observe together For example my husband had the tradition that
every family member light his or her own menorah each might of
Hanukkah. He brought that 1o us and 1t was exciting it really
brought joy into the farmily
/
Interestingly 1n a separate interview not knowing what his wife had
said this woman s hushand practically echoed her sentiments

Jewish ruual can be helpful in budding bridges and helping to
solidify the new fanuly Just being more observant  Sukkot,
kashrut  can help bring the family together

The importance of feeling part of the Jewish community as a famuly
was emphasized by one mother who noted that this was one of the
primary reasons that she and her new husband had decided 10 move
away from the city She said

We're moving in a couple of months to the country I think it s
an easter life logisucally It makes it much simpler as far as
participation in the Jewish community 1s concemed  you don t
have to decide which shul to go to and there s a stronger sense
of communuty that makes observing holidays and Shabbos easier
And these things are unportant in making us feel more like a

family

Another woman summed 1t up

Remarniage is very difficult whether you re Jewish or not Jewish.
But bemng Jewish makes family very important And there s
definutely something added when you re a family and can do

Jewish things together in the synagogue at the Hebrew school,
or at home

Thus among the several factors that seemed to differentiate the
more from the less happily remarried famihes is the role of ritual and
in particular Jewish ntual In some of the more observant farmlies
where there was conflict or dissensus over matters of religious
observance ntual may have had a divisive rather than a cohesive effect
Among the less happily remarned were more than half of the least
observant families where Jewish ritual and involvement were essentially
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absent and alternative rituals had not been mtroduced The majority of
those families that had made a relatively positive adjustment to
remarriage appeared to have capitalized on Jewish ritval and observance
as a positsve force  as a means of providing the cement that helped to
bind husband and wife children and stepchildren together

More evidence 1s obviously needed before drawing any conclusions
about the role of rehigious observance and involvement 1n helping to
make remarnage work. However Jewish communal institutions
synagogues Hebrew schools community centers  might well recognize
that reaching out to remarried families and helping to strengthen their
ttes to the Jewish commumty could provide dividends both to the
famihies 1rvolved and to the Jewish community
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8 SIMCHA STRESS THE BAR
OR BAT MITZVAH

If there 1s any occasion that has the potential for creating stress and
tension 1n the remarried family 1t 1s the bar or bat mitzvah Few of the
remarried families 1n the study negotiated this life cycle event without
considerable emotional financial and logistical strain  Harlene
Appelman (1986) herself a stepmother called 1t

simcha stress  the anxiety and tugs generated around a
supposedly happy event like a bar mitzvah or wedding

None of the thirty families spoke of having already experienced (as
remarricds) the marriage of a child or stepchild although several voiced
apprehension at the prospect In one family for example a siepmother
was angry and bitter as she spoke of the forthcoming wedding of her
stepdaughter

This wedding thing 15 awful' My husband 15 runming around,
borrowing money 1o pay for this humongous wedding and she
[his ex] refuses to even let him walk down the aisle with his own
daughter My husband hates conflict  and he Il do anything not
to hurt lus daughter so he s going along with it alf I just don t
believe in these huge expensive affawrs It s been a big bone of
contention between us

While problems surrounding such life cycle events as a wedding a
bns or a funeral did not emerge as central to the concerns of most of
those I interviewed this was not the case for the bar or bat mitzvah
More than two thirds of the thirty families had at least one
chuld/stepchild who had become bar or bat mitzvah since the time of the
remarriage And 1n only a minonty of cases had things gone smoothly
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Financial Problems

More often than not the major problem reported by mothers was
that their ex, the child s father had refused to contribute toward the
expenses of the bar or bat mitzvah and 1n several cases had not even
attended the event As one mother explaned

My ex husband ndiculed the whole idea, dismissed it as just
foolishness He never even came to either of the bar mizvahs
of course he didn t contnbute anything My husband paid for
everything You can imagine how the boys felt. !

In a ssmilar case a mother complained that her ex made every 1ssue one
of money so that when the time came for the bar mitzvah her ex
refused to pay anything Fortunately as she noted her husband (the
stepfather) literally stepped 1n to fill the gap

"My ex simply would not come through with the money so my
husband paid for the bar muzvah. In fact it was my husband
‘'who went with my son to buy the sutt for the bar mutzvah,
because his own father wouldn t go with hum  he didn t want

to pay for u

The above examples suggest that the role of the stepfather might
be critical at the ume of a bar or bat mitzvah particularly when
recalcitrant fathers refuse to participate  either fiscally or physically or
both The example of one family illustrates the importance of extreme
sensitivity on the part of the stepfather however in order to ensure the
success of the event A woman explained

¥

My husband helped with botk bat nutzvahs He orchestrated the

entire affair both nmes  alyahs prayers seaung, music

Photographer I asked my ex for some money but it became an

issue so I decided not to press  for the kids sakes So my

thusband and I pad for them both ¢ s

&
She continued

Therr father came to both bat mitzvahs and I must say that my

husband was very sensitive about seeing to U that the girls father
had a central role He made it clear that the girls should sit with
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therr father while he took a back seat. He felt it was very

important for thetr father to feel that he had a central role in the
affair

When I spoke with this woman s husband he confirmed what his wife
had told me

\

I med to be sensinve about the whole thing and to take a back
seat even though I was the one who had quietly made most of
the arrangements The most important thing was for the girls to
Jeel comfortable about their father

Thus 1n several instances the bar or bat mitzvah served as an
opportunity for the stepfather to play a critically important role in the
remarried family and 1n the process to help reduce the stress that this
Iife-cycle event tends to generate for such families

The Feeling of Exclusion

While mothers complained about the lack of involvement
financial or otherwise  on the part of their ex husbands fathers voiced
resentment at being left out or totally excluded by their ex wives from
participation n their childrens bar or bat mitzvahs One father for
example explained

I called her and offered to help and she hung up on me She
refused to let me split the cost of either our daughters bat
mizvah or our son s bar mizvah. She made a luncheon both
times and wnvited none of us  not even my parents the
children s grandparents

According 10 several respondents rabbis themselves contributed to
that feeling of exclusion The most common complant 1n this respect
was that rabbis tended to forget that the child had two parents and
concentrated only on the mother  generally the primary custodal
parent Said a young stepmother

I couldn t believe what happened at the bar muzvah of my
stepson. \The rabbi talked only about the mother you would
never even have known that there was a father (my husband)
He was so hurt  and it 5 not as though he didn t pay his share
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for the occasion. But it wasn t the money U was that awful
feeling of being ignored, left out, forgotten.

And the father whose wife had refused to let hum participate 1n the bar
and bat mitzvahs of his children added

Even though we hadn t been mnvited to the luncheon I went to
the shul I wanted to hear my son read his portion from the
Torah. The rabbi knew I was there but he did not give me an
aliyah In s talk to my son, the rabbt never mennioned me
not even a mazel tov'

Separate Affairs

Hostile relations and/or religious differences between a childs
parents were probably the most most common causes of simcha stress
at the time of a bar or bat mitzvah These same factors sometimes
resulted 1n the decision to hold two separate affairs  one orchestrated
by the childs mother the other by the father As one father whose
relationship with s ex wife was particularly acnd explained

Never was there even a question about our collaborating when
1t came time for our daughter s bat mitzvah I worry about the
wedding! So we had two affairs Her mother rented a hall and
had all my daughters classmates as well as her famuly [
couldn t go  they d have thrown stones at me Then a week or
two later we had ours Just a dvar torah and kiddush in the shul
and a few of her close friends at home I think she loved that
more than her mother s big affair

Another father had a relatively amicable relationshup with his ex
wife but rehigious differences between them resulted n their having two
separate bar mitzvahs for their son As the Orthodox father explained

His mother wanted a Saturday party afier the temple service
with a band and photographer We had ternble arguments about
it over the phone and our son was very upset So we ended up
having two  one at the Reform temple and the other at our
Orthodox synagogue My wife and I were perfectly willing to go
to the one at the temple but I must say that the powers that be
there made it very difficult for us They didn t want me to wear
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a kipah or a tallt And they mnsisted they had some land of rule
that only one couple could go up on the platform with the bar
ruizvah boy so my ex wife went up with her husband. It seems
to me that they might be more flenble about things like that,
since there are so many remarned families today

Clearly some of the negative expenences of parents at the time of
thetr children s bar;or bat mitzvahs point to the fact that the temple or
synagogue has yet to come to terms with the special needs of the
growing number of remarned/stepparents particularly at the tume of
critical hife-cycle events

No Simcha Stress

A manonty of parents told me that things had gone relatvely
smoothly at the ume of the bar or bat mitzvah These were not
surprisingly cases where relations between excs were relatively cordial
or at worst businesslike Typically the father and his famly were
mvited to the synagogue or temple the father had his aliyah or It hus
candle along with the mother and the mother and father each paid for
his or her respective guests A mother who said that she had been

somewhat nervous about how things would go described her son s bar
mitzvah

It went great’ I must say that 1 was amazed The service the
reception, the lunch all went smoothly We split the costs we
discussed all the arrangements we shared everything We didn t
separate the tables into hus side and my side Rather the families
were all together even danced with each other One of the
reasons i all worked so well was that my husband was very
supportive in that he stayed in the background and let my ex
husband play the host the M C

Another mother reported a similar tension free expernence
It was a wonderful bar mitzvah My ex came along with his
parents I made all the arrangements but he pawd for part of 1.

Maybe it all went so well because my ex s wife is a psychologist
and she keeps things under control.

And a father who had a somewhat less than cordial relationship with his
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ex wife said that he and his ex somehow managed 1o put aside their
differences when 1t came ume for their son s bar mitzvah
] -
At first I thought it might be a good 1dea for us to have separate
affawrs but I hated the wlea. It was just not a choice my son
was very much against it We ended up having a brunch after the
service that my ex and I jowintly arranged. Frankly I think we
really handled u well we planned it together we shared
expenses the rabbt was fine and, most important our son was -

happy

While religious differences between exes sometimes made for
tension and conflict at bar or bat mitzvah time this was not always the
case One mother whom I interviewed shortly after her daughter s bat
mitzvah told me

There was not a scintlla of conflict! We had a party with

everyone tagether His famuily and friends came  even his old

girl frend was there And there were no religious pulls even

though he 1s not Jewish because he doesn t observe anything

Catholic  doesn t observe anything Jewish or not Jewish 1

Thus simcha stress 1S not necessarily built into the lhife-cycle
events that remarned families experience Prerequisites however for
avolding such stress seem to be readiness of ex spouses to put aside
differences and to share in arranging and paymg for the event
willingness of stepparents to relinquish the spothight and take a
backseat and sensiivity and flexibility on the part of the rabbi to ensure
that neither parent 1s excluded from full participation at the temple or
synagogue Under those conditions the bar or bat mitzvah can truly be

the joyous occasion 1t 1s meant to be not only for the child but for all |

who are mnvolved in the event g

B

9 THE PLUSES OF REMARRIAGE

t
i H

Almost no one whom I imnterviewed  husband or wife  failed to
note that remarnage and stepparenting were fraught with problems As
one mother put 1t

2t

Being remarnied 15 extremely comphicated. In fact Id say thatits

inherently complicated bt into the swuaton Its hard

enough for two people to agree but i a remamage you re
usually dealing with three or four adults and any number of
children. It s hard to think of the pluses of remarmage’

Yet just a few minutes later this same woman said

I guess there are some pluses for a second mamiage  age and
expenience At 22 you re short sighted. You haven t hived alone
yet so how can you live together? It s true that we both came
with our bruises 10 this mamage buf at the same iime we also
came with strengths You re more formed you know what you
want and need. Of course that can be both a strength and a
weakness

Almost everyone I spoke with mdicated a similar ambivaience
about remarriage Even those whose marnages seemed to be foundering
had positive things to say Similarly even those who seemed quite happy
were more than ready to talk about the problems of adjusting to a new
spouse with children underfoot and demanding attention of
coordinating calendars and sharing significant occasions with an ex of
dealing with a spouses resentment about demanding ex wives or
delinquent ex husbands

What was clear however was that most couples had not expected
that remarniage would be easy and smooth they had anticipated many
of the problems that might arise In fact at least half had sought
professional advice and support at the ume they were contemplating
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remarriage and more than half had obtained such help for themselves
and/or their children after remarnage In only two cases had the services
of a therapist or a support orgamzation such as the the Stepfamily
Association not been utihzed

Despate the anticipated and actual problems however most couples
were able 10 cite a number of pluses  factors that served to make
remarniage on balance a positive experience for them These pluses
seemed to fall into three categories (1) those viewed from the
perspective of the first marnage-and thus representing a second chance
for a successful marriage (2) those seen from the perspective of life as
as a single parent (3) those viewed as positive factors inherent 1n
remarriage and/or stepparenuing Not surpnsingly most of the latter
were voiced by men and women for whom this marriage was their first

A Second Chance

The title that Wallerstetn and Blakeslee (1989) chose for their
foilow up study of divorced families  Second Chances 1s clearly an
apt one At least six of the men and women with whom I spoke saw the
remarriage as a second chance  an opportunity to avoid the mistakes
and pitfalls of the first marnage One woman put 1t this way

! find 1t wonderful to be 1n a relationship that works I truly feel
that Ive been given a second chance And I must say that it s
fun to have someone to parmer and to parent with We have
great times we have fun' I did not have fun in my first marriage

A young stepmother for whom this was a first marriage said that she
saw the marriage as an opportunity for her husband to have a second
chance at happiness

1 keep telling hum, Don t blow it! You re mussing out on a full =

relanonship with your daughters but you ve been given a second
chance We have a child now who s only two years old and you
have a chance to love him and be with him all of your hfe

Some men did not have to be told that remarnage represented a
second chance for them As one put 1t
|
I must say that I did a lot better this timeTMy wife 15 infinitely
more supportive and less competitive  more alert to my needs
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At the same time I feel that I ve gotten a seconrd chance to meet
another person s needs

Another man saw remarrnage as a second chance not only for im but
for his children from the previous marriage as well When ] asked him
about the possible pluses of remarriage he looked fondly at hus wife and
said

Look at her' I don t know where to begin’ She 5 the best friend
I've ever had in my life I m finally learning how to trust agan.
And 1t 5 been wonderful for my children  they've gotten a sense
of what a real home can be ke a mommy a daddy a baby
people eating together friends welcome no fighting and
screaming  a nch full ife 1 m grateful that I ve been given a
second chance at creating a working, viable family
t
Better Than Single

A number of men and women but particularly the latter iended to
see the pluses of remarnage from the perspective of hfe as a single
parent or n several cases as a single They spoke of the difficulues and
msecurities of single parenthood of the sense of feeling incomplete
of the absence of love and sharing For example a woman who had been
a single mother for five years said

Besides the normal pluses of sex and love there are so many
other pluses It s so wonderful to have someone standing by you.
You no longer feel that you are a failure You go to the park
with the lads and you re not alone anymore Bemng a single
parent is a tough mountam to climb alone Being married again
you have help support encouragement securily
1}
A man who had been a single father for six years voiced similar
sentiments
i
Remarnage solves the problems of the disadvantages of being
single From my son s point of view he s now exposed to a
family structure Even with our fights its a more normal
structure compared to one parent/one child, -

One mother admitted that after seven years of single parenthood
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remarnage had required considerable adjustment for both herself and
her son

One of the biggest problems s that of adjusting to a new person
when you ve been a single parent for a long time My son and I
knew each other s rhythms You really get used to things when
it s just the two of you And then a new person enters the scene
and you have to adjust

Sull that same woman said that one of the pluses of remarnage as
compared to single parenthcod 1s that she felt it hadrfinally
legitimated her in the e¢yes of the (Jewish) community Somewhat
bitterly she noted
g0

Remarned I feel more part of the community Before I felt

different almost an outcast My son felt it too Even though

there are so many divorced families 1ts somehow a black

mark on everybody mvolved. I always felt that I had to prove

that divorce hadn t scarred my son much Maybe I m projecting,

but I think people legitimate you when you remarry after divorce

4 1

Single parenthood was a reference point for another woman as she

spoke of the pluses of remarnage ' {
J 1

It s great to regain family My daughter and I were just not a

complete family I happened to have ltked being single  but not

forever! My daughter s life would have been totally different if not

for my husband.

Pluses Inherent In Remarnage Itsell
\

The husband of the above woman had also married for the second
time and was equally positive about the pluses of remarriage However
he di:d not use single parenthood as reference point Rather he spoke
of the factors inherent in the marnage itself and he attnbuted the
success of the remartiage largely to his wife

Life with her is so rewarding It s what makes living worthwhile. It s
been a great hife and fawrly normal for the kids We have three
wonderful kads  hers nune, and ours! At this time, we really are a
fanuly untt  fewer kids but very much a Brady Bunch. 7

This mndeed was perhaps the one family among the thirty studied, that
seemed to resemble the famous Brady Bunch His child, hers and their joint
child did appear to constitute a truly blended famuly that could, as he put
1t, spend hours and hours together in the car without problems Money
was undoubtedly a help  both husband and wife were professionals with
very comfortable incomes that enabled them to discount the fact the his ex
demanded what mught have seemed to other remarried families excessive
support and alimony and that her ex was quite delinquent in providing
child support. But as the husband/stepfather noted

I adrut that I sometimes resent spending money on her child, but
I kmow that her ex can t afford i, and why should I make a federal
case out of u I can afford 1.

As with the above couple, a number of men and women spoke about
pluses of remarnage neither from the perspective of their previous
marriages nor from that of single parenthood, but dwelt on factors mherent
In remarriage itself Some mentioned the advantages for themselves others
cited defimte pluses for the children  both stepchildren and joint children

Several stepparents noted that while remarniage presented numerous
problems with respect 10 stepparenting, remarriage after divorce (in contrast
to after the death) <hd offer an inherent plus regular opportumties for a
breather As one stepfather said

Despite the problems that sometimes seem umpossible, there are lots
of pluses One big plus s that thewr father takes them every other
weekend so that we have it 1o ourselves We've had the pnvacy that
has given us a chance to develop a relationship of mutual respect.

7
A woman who had married for the first ume but now had several chikiren
of her own also appreciated the advantages of jont custody
A

I must say that when hus son was here, I often felt jealous of my

husband s devotion and attention to him. But at least it was only 50

percent of the ime, so that we had the other 50 percent to develop

as a couple. I m not sure that I would have wanted 100 percent of

a stepchld. Marrying someone with a child gives you a chance to

expenence children without 100 percent computment.

H

This same wife felt that marrymng a man who had his own chiuldren had a
definite advantage
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I got to see what land of a parent he was before we got marned. 1
also got see what kands of problems chuldren tend to present. You

1 get an instant fanily sense, and I think that that helped me when
we had our children.

Most men and women tended 10 focus on the inherent advantages of
remarnage for thewr children both jomnt and stepchildren One
stepmother for example, thought that her stepson had bencfited
considerably from his relationship with her- t

He now has an extra person who s his fnend. Somenimes I think
that my stepson can talk more freely to me than to his mother
about centain things hike sex. His mother and his father both obsess
over him, but they don t really pay attention to what he s saying 1
try to talk with and accept hum as he 15 and he knows u. I ask
questions because I m interested in him, and he knows that. Frankly
i I think he s happier at our house than at his mother s
1
Her husband agreed

She s done a lot to bring out ny son. She s great at conversations
with hum, takes hum shopping She has more flarr than his mother
and he really likes her ;

A number of parents  particularly mothers - felt that their chiidren
from a previous marnage were benefiting from having a positive male role
mode] 1n the house. As one mother noted

There are a lot of pluses particularly for my son. I like the fact that

he has a male role model n the house. And it has also gven him

a chance to see a happy family mnmacy between two people. He

gets to see someone who is kand 1o hus mother And, at the same

time, he gets to leam that he has to share me. Overall, I think u

has been very good for hum. 4

; ?

In a similar vein a mother noted the benefits that she felt her remarnage
had provided for her daughters

It 5 very impontant for the girls to see me tin a marnage relatonship
They were both stll n strollers when my ex and I sphit.

In several instances the advantages of remarmage were seen as
extending to jomnt children that 15 those born to the couple after
remarriage. One couple for example had three joint children two sons and
a daughter The mother/stepmother said

I like the fact that our only daughter gets the benefit of not being
monkey in the middie [of two bays] because she also has older
half sisters whom she can wlentify with, !

Another mother/stepmother also felt that the stepfamily situation was
beneficial to the couple s joint child

I kmew that my biological clock would not perrmit me to have more
than one chuld. But it s great that our daughter will never be an only
child  she adores her half brother and sister and they wn tum, are
very good with her Sometimes of course, they seem to be jealous
of the attention she gets but that s true of older sibs in any famuly

One young stepmother perhaps summed Jp the inherent pluses of
remarriage

It can be extremely enniching if you're very pattent and open but it
requires constant work and mput. Life 15 so much better with two
canng adults shanng with someone you love, At the same time, #
gwves children a chance to expenence another person and gives the
stepparent who has not had children of her own a chance to
expenience kads without 100 percent commiiment.

In sum, despite the problems of remarnage and stepparenting, most
couples  even those whose marriages seemed to be foundering -- were able
to see Temarmage as at the very least, better than either a previous marnage
and infinitely better than hfe as a single parent. And the majonty
recognized advantages inherent in remarniage itself for themselves as well
as for therr children and stepchildren
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10 THE REMARRIEDS RECOMMENDATIONS

Most of the problems and expenences of the thirty remarmed couples
mterviewed for this study were not, as other studies of remamage have
indicated, atypical Remarnage 1s inherently complicated was the way one
young mother put it. All of the famulies in this study however were Jewish
and cne of the pnmary purposes of the research was to examine the Jewish
factor and to specify the ways in which 1t may constrain or enhance
adjustment m remarried/stepfamihes Such information which has never
previously been specifically gathered should certainly be useful for Jewish
lay and rabbinic leaders and service providers so that they can begin to
address the needs and concerns of this rapidly growing segment of the
Jewish community

I asked respondents whether they thought that the Jewish community

in particular the synagogue could be helpful to remarneds and their
children/stepchildren This concluding section brings together their specific
suggestions about the role that the Jewish community and 1ts leaders might
play 1n this respect.

Prejudice from the Start

In more than'a few instances men and women entered remartiage
with nepative feelings about the Jewish community 1n general or about
specific rabbis or congregations in particular In fact, although the focus of
the often more than two hour interviews was of course on the remarriage
and stepparenting, some respondents — particularly women  spent
constderable time discussing the problems they had had as single parents 1in
the Jewish community Often with hingenng bitterness they spoke of
insensitive or maccessible rabbis feelings of ostracism unfair synagogue or
temple dues structures tnability to obtain financial help for Hebrew school
or day school tuitions lack of support groups or special Sabbath or hohday
arrangements for single parents problems with the rabbi or the Hebrew
school at the ume of a bar or bat mitzvah and lack of opportunities to
meet potential spouses under Jewish auspices Thewr complaints in fact
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were strongly remumscent of those voiced by men and women 1n my earlier
study of single Jewish parents (Friedman 1985)

As a result of these negative expenences with the Jewish community
as single parents some entered remarnage with somewhat jaundiced feelings
about the Jewish community feelings that lingered even five or more years
into the new marnage.

Interestingly 1t was primanly those who had been marned relatively
longer who reported these negative expeniences In contrast, remarrieds of
more recent vintage seemed to feel that the Jewish community had at least
begun to take note of the special needs and problems of single parents
Recall 1n fact that one in three had actually met their spouses through the
synagogue Hebrew school or other Jewish auspices Those who had had
more posilive expenences as single parents made a point however of
noting that the ume had now come for the Jewish communnity to begin to
address the parucular needs of remarrieds particularly those with
stepchildren

h No Role for the Jewish Communty

While most had some very specific suggestions as t0 how the Jewish
community might address these needs several men and women felt that
there was little or no percentage 1n involving the Jewish commumnty in the
problems of the remarried. Those with only minimal ues 10 the synagogue
had not given much thought to the matter As one such woman 1In a
particularly unhappy mamage said

3

Believe me  the Jewish communiy was very far from my mind

when it came 1o my problems as a single parent, and now that s

even more the case. Frankly I cant see how they can help Rabbis

are not prepared to be professional listeners psychologists would be

much better  less threateming, less judgmental.

Another woman also with mimimal Jewish involvement and in a relatively
problematic marnage said

What can the Jewish communty do? It would never occur to me to
look for help there. If you have friends they can do just as much as
any rabbr or therapist  and u 5 a lot cheaper’

Several menuoned the fact that secking help from the Jewsh
commumty might sigmatize them as somehow different and needy An
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Orthodox man 1n a suburban community verbahized this concern

Maybe 1t would be a good 1dea to have support groups for kads n
stepfamulies but there s the problem of stigma, of being singled out, ,
of adnutting weakness  especially in this neighborhood where
everyone knows everyone else s business and nothung i1s confidennal,
Im really afraid of the sngma. :

i
An Orthodox woman agreed 1 n

3
Idont know if u s a good idea for there to be anything special for
stepparents or even stepchudren. I really don t want to be branded
as a remamed. And I don t want my kads to be singled out either
as having problems i

The fear of stigma however 15 not confined to the more Orthodox
remarrieds One woman with only fragile ties to the synagogue said that
1t would never occur to her to look to the Jewish community for help
Pausing to think for a minute she said

No  Idont think people who remarry wanl to be singled out as
couiples with problems they want to blend in with everyone. In the
synagogue you see these people socially and you really may not want
to discuss things that are so mnimate n front of them.

Two families who felt that there was no role for the Jewish commumqi
when 1t came to problems of remarnage and stepparenting were not
concerned with the problem of sugma or of feeling different From a
practical pomnt of view however they felt that support groups for families
like themselves could not be helpful because as one woman put 1t

My first reaction is yes 1t would be good if the synagogue had a
stepparenting group but I m not sure. Each suuanon is umque

there are no uniform guidelines no rules Everyone comes with hus
or her own baggage.

‘l
Another woman practically echoed the first
The school that the children go to started a program for kads from

single parent and blended” farlies But when I went to u, I felt
that we didn t have the particular problems that they were talking
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about. So Im not sure that there s a need for special programs
each family has us concems

Thus a substantial minonty of families would not look to the Jewish
commumity for support —~ some because of their own mummal Jewish
involvement, others because of their fear of being branded as different or
needy and sull others because of therr feeling that the problems of
remarnage and stepparenting are umique to each family and not readily
remedied by synagogue support groups for stepparents and/or their children

The majority of families, however were more than eager 10 suggest
ways 1n which the Jewish commumty tn general but the synagogue n
particular mght address the problems of remarnage and stepparenting.
Many prefaced their suggestions by commenting that synagogues had finally
begun to address the problems of intermarred and single parent famzlies as
outlined 1n my pilot study of children of divorce (Friedman and Rogers
1983) but that the time had come to recognize the special problems of
remarrieds especially those with chaldren

Support Groups for Family Members

By far the most frequent recommendation was thai the synagogue
provide support groups and/or counseling for the remarrieds themselves
their chaldren or both A stepfather noted for example

The Jewish commuraty 1s much more attuned to single parent
famihes than they used to be. Now they have to nim to remameds
The children and the principals wn these famuies need support and
thewr needs i fact, thewr very existence, have to be recognized.

A stepmother of two agreed about the mmportance of support and
counseling for all but emphasized the special problems of joint children
that 15 children born to the remarned partners

There should be some kand of support system for marnages with
stepchildren and there is no such thing in the synagogue or day
school, at least not n our commurily We really had to work
through it alone and u has been rough. What s needed is help not
only for the parents and stepparents but for the stepchildren and
especially for thewr half sibs Its very hard for our daughter (the
product of the remarmage)} to understand. She s only five, but she
picks up on the tension beiween her futher and her stepbrother It
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would be very good if the Jewish community would set up some
kand of support group for step- and half-sibs.

Again the needs of chuldren were emphasized

v 1 There should definitely be something that the Jewish communily can
do for chidren in stepfarmilies  counseling, help groups They could
have groups of chuldren who could work out thewr problems together
and talk about thewr feelings and expenences Iwould like to see the
rabbido it  he sees the kads and tends to have rapport with them.
The problem 1s that people don & seem to ask for it or expect i,

A father/stepfather saw the role of the rabbi as cnitical not necessarily as a
counselor but rather as a confidant and referral source
1
Chuldren can easty break up a stepfamily My own daughter tned
her damed best to do 1. Rabbis may not be equipped to provide

therapy they probably arent  but they have to be aware of the
subtlenies and able to direct families to the proper sources for help

One after another - altogether more than half of the remarneds -
spoke of the need for the synagogue to provide support groups workshops
of semunars, (0 talk 10 remarrieds even to set up a Library of videotapes
(hike they have for kids wath alcohel or drug problems) The overwhelming
feeling seemed 10 be that such measures were important, not only for the
specific answers they might provide, but even more as a source of
reassurance that remarrieds tend to expenience simlar problems As one
stepfather said

Its helpfil to meet people wn simlar suuations wih simdar  °
problems. It s a big rehef to know that others are gowng through
these things  that it s not just you. »

A stepmother had a similar comment g '

Support groups are umportant because it s good to have other peaple
vahdate your feelings It makes you feel you re normal.
3 o
While the call for support groups particularly for children in
remarried families was voiced by many one rabb1 with whom I spoke was
not so sure that such support groups were really an answer He noted that

T2

{
he was more than ready to set up such groups whether 1n the synagogue or
in the day school of which he was the pnncipal but

Frankly I think people are always ready to talk about the need for
support groups but rarely ready to use them. They're reluctant to be
seen as different, as having special problems  particularly when
they look yust like everyone else. And that s especially the case with
children. We have a wonderful psychologist at the school, but the
kads avoud his office like the plague  they dont want ther
classmates to thmk they're seeng a shrnk. While we could
certainly provide such a group I think it would be very difficult to
get lads to take advantage of it.

Perhaps he 1s cotrect Perhaps rematrieds and their children would be
reluctant 1o paruicipate tn support groups. However the majonty expressed
the opmion that such groups are a good 1dea Therefore if synagogues or
day schools or Hebrew schools were to make such services available the
very pesture would serve to reassure remarrieds that they were being
recognized as a constituency that mented attention

Financial Support/Qutreach

In my study of single parents (Friedman 1985) many men and women
particularly the latter complammed about the unfair dues structure of the
synagogue, under which a single parent with just one child could be paying
as much as a couple with several chuldren. And today many synagogues and
temples have recognized the special financial circumstances of single parents
and have instituted dues structures that make 1t possible for such famihes
to become or remain affiliated.

Remarried families however are considerably less visible mn the
synagogue In fact, as seen above some would prefer to remain so rather
than be singled out as different or troubled. Still many remarned famihes
do ndeed find themselves financially squeezed, particularly when a
stepfather has to assume financial responsibility for both his own and his
wife s children And frequenily the family may be paying synagogue dues
and/or Hebrew schocl tuition at two institutions As one mother said

3
I have often wondered if we shouldnt be able to get a break

because we have to belong to two synagogues  one that we go to
with my kids the other that his wife and lads go to
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Several parents mentioned the fact that the synagogue should be more
sensitive to the special financtal circumstances of remameds Remarriage
1s very expensive said one mother "Money 1s a big problem and the
synagogue should recognize that. And a father echoed this

Money can be a big problem for remarrieds and the synagogue
should be sensitive to this They should also realze that it s very
hard to ask for special rates if you're muddle class

The need for outreach on the part of the Jewish community was
mentioned by some respondents Dsvorce and remarriage more often than
not tnvolve moving from one neighborhood or community to another And
that 1 turn means establishing a connection with a new synagogue or
temple A woman said

One of the sad lacks of the Jewish community 15 outreach for
newcomers to an area. It s so easy to lose your connectedness to the
Jewish community when you move  and remarnage generally
means moving Maybe synagogues should have something like a
Jewish Welcome Wagon a shalom wagon to provide
transttional help to connect the family to the Jewish community

Sensitivity/Awareness
H s

Over and above concrete suggestions and recommendations remarried
men and women repeatedly called for the need for greater awareness and
sensitivity on the part of the Jewish commumty to the special needs and
concerns of remarned families As a father and stepfather himself a
synagogue official said

i

People in the synagogue and Hebrew school have to be made
sensttive o the fact that everyone isn t in the same mold. They have
1o be aware of the fact that there are families n partcular
suuanions with particular problems t

The need for sensitivity and awareness on the part of the synagogue
was particularly emphasized by respondents who had found the bar or bat
mutzvah of a child or stepchild to be a traumatic event Recall the young
stepmother who spoke of the rabbi who had completely 1gnored the
presence of her husband - her stepsons father Alfter speaking of her
husband s hurt, she added
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Rabbis have to be aware that they have the opportunity to make
these milestone events less dyfficult. They should mvolve the non

custodial parent more gwe him recoginon, help heal, not create
even more wounds

Perhaps most articulately summung up the critical need for greater
awareness and sensitivity on the part of the Jewish commumty  partcularly
at the time of mulestone occasions 1n the lives of remarned famihes - was
a remarned woman, herself a family therapist

{

Synagogues tend not to get involved except at cnincal family life cycle
moments  bns bar muzvah, mamage, death. These occastons
however are very important because they provide an opporturuty to
do some healing  especally for single parents and remameds I'm
not talkang only about such things as who gets an altyah, or who
sus with whom, So many feelings come nto play ar aimes like this
and rabbis have to be sensive to these feelings

€
It 18 clear from the comments and suggestions of remarneds
themselves that a good deal of consciousness raising 1s called for 1n the
Jewish community As one soctologist (Giddens 1987) noted

The Unuted States 1s not far from a suuation where hving in a
stepfanuly will become the predonunant form of famly lfe
Stepparenting is hkely to focus in a paricularly acute way the
dilemmas and tensions of modemn famuily life.

Thus just as the Jewish commumty has begun 1 the past ten years

to address the needs of the rapudly growing number of single-parent
famulies tn 1ts mdst 1t now has to turn its attention as well to the fact that
the majorty of these single parents will remarry Many will negotiate the
special problems and putfalis of remarnage and stepparenting successfulty on
their own Others however will need help as one stepparent aptly put 1t

The Jewish commuruty had better start addressing the issue of how
1o be a remamed famuly if they want to keep that commurty going

s
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Appendix

CUSTODIAL REMARRIED PARENT/STEPPARENT
INTERVIEW GUIDE

I am 1interested n the needs and concerns and experiences of people
who have remamed after divorce -- particularly those with school-age
children My focus 1s on whether and 1n what ways remarriage may affect
bfe 1n general and Jewish hife in parucular  especially in terms of the
chidren Several years ago I studied single parents mn the Jewish
community and I guess you might say that this study 1s a continuation of
the theme of how divorce and 1ts aftermath may have implications for the
Jewish community

The mterview should take between one and two hours Please feel free
to be as frank as possible -- this mierview 1s entirely confidential  not a
soul except myself will ever see 1t. Also feel free if for any reason you
choose not to answer a particular question

(This interview guide was modified as necessary when interviewing the ex
spouse of the remarned parent )

1  Furst let me get just a httle background information

Age (self spouse ex)

Highest year schooling/degree (self spouse, ex)
Current occupanion (sclf spouse, ex)

Number of years mamed (previous marnage ths one)
Number of years between marriages

Age at first marnage (self ex)

Ger? (self; spouse, if applicable)

Father's occupation (self spouse, ex)

Mother’s occupation (self spouse, €x)

Other divorces 1 famly of self, spouse ex

Is this a second/third/fourth marnage?
Number ages and gender of own children
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Number ages and gender of spouse s chuldren

Number ages and gender of joint children

Number ages, and gender of ex’s jomnt children (if applicable)
Jewrsh education/bar or bat mitzvahs of own, step- and jomnt
children

Jewrsh education of self* spouse, ex

Was erther previous marriage or this marniage an intermarriage?
If yes conversion?

If ex remarried Intermarnage” Coaversion?

2.  How did you and your spouse meet? (Possible role of the Jewish

community)

How long did you know him (her) before marrying?
Spouse s marital and family history
Type and place of wedding
How did the following feel about this marmage?
Ex spouse
Child{ren)
Parents
Friends
Why do you think each felt thus way?

A little now about your Jewish background

Rehgious background while growing up
Own Jewish education (selffsibs)
Jewish mvelvement (orgs ) affihation observance dunng previous
marriage, as a single parent now
Childrens Jewish involvement (education synagogue groups
camp) dunng previous marriage between marriages now
<

A few questions about your chuldren s father/mother

In general would you describe your relationship with your ex
spouse as friendly cordial distant hostle?

Where (or how far away) does hefshe live?

How often do the children see her/him? How much time do they
spend with herhim” ¢ g hohdays? Summers? Weekends?

To what extent 15 s/he involved 1n school matters? eg teacher
conferences school plays decisions about schooling, tuitions?

How about Jewish matters” Hebrew school? Synagogue?
Observance?

Overall are there any areas of disagreement, or conflict, between
you and your ex-spouse with respect to the chaldren? (If yes get
specific example of an 1ssue and how 1t was resolved, including
position and role of stepparent.)

5  Grandparents
Frequency and nature of contact (particularly with respect to
Jewish matters) with maternal paternal and step grandparents
6. Consensus and dissensus between self and spouse (stepparent) on
Financial matters
Gender roles
Discipline of children
Jewish involvement and observance
(Get speafic examples of dissensus posttion of each party and
how resolved -- particularly changes in Jewish involvement as
a result of remarnage)

(FOR NATURAL PARENT)

7  Relauonship of spouse (stepparent) with chuldren that 15 areas m
which stepparent 15 invoived or not involved (e.g. discipline school
matters Jewsh related matters money health affection)

Probe for possible differences between expectations and hopes on
the one hand and reality and experience on the other
Also probe for any differences In expectations for this marnage as
compared to previous marnage

7A. (FOR STEPPARENT) SAME AS QUESTION 7 BUT ASK
ABOUT THEIR RELATIONSHIP WITH SPOUSE S NATURAL
CHILD(REN)

8 IF THERE ARE STEPSIBLINGS OR HALF SIBLINGS
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10

11

12.

13

Relationships problems differences parental responsibilities conflicts
(Get speafic examples)

If one or more of the children ts 10 years or older ask about bar/bat
mitzvah plans (or about the actual event If 1t took place after the
remarriage) Probe for role of natural and stepparents tn such areas as

Decision as to where and what kind of affair K
Degree of parucipation in the synagogue
Financial involvement

i
Often the problems accompanying divorce single parenthood, and
remarnage are severe and people seek help from various sources Was!
this the case for you”

Probe for factors leading to seeking help who sought help and for
whom source of help (friends workshops support groups rabbi,
counselor therapist) If not mentioned were there any problems
specifically 1n connection with the synagogue Hebrew School or
other Jewtsh group or organization?
1 ¥
Anything at all that you think the Jewish community mught do
{synagogue school orgamizations) to help people especaially those with
children who have remarried? o

Finally we've focused largely on the possible problems that might
accompany remarriage What about the plus side? Are there any ways
m which you think things are better? Any advice for newly remarneds
- especially if they have children”

+

Anything else you might like to add that I may not have touched
upon? »
3 H

THANK YOU SO MUCH FOR YOUR TIME

P S A

I
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