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Explorations of Post-Divorce Experiences:
Women’s Reconstructions of Self

Gertina van Schallkwylk

In this article | explore from a social constructionist
perspective the experiences of women when recover-
ing from divorce. Women have a natural resilience and
develop unique ways of coping with the experience of
divorce through reconstructing themselves in their lin-
guistic and cultural context. Divorced women often
face dominant discourses that elicit intense internal
discomfort, conflict, and loss of socially constructed
self. This can result in their experiencing themselves
as less meaningful and worthy as relational beings. |
explore the processes by which four women, single
again, have experienced these constraints and
emerged as reconstructed selves. The discussion is
based on qualitative analysis of textual data obtained
from written accounts.

Divorce is never easy for anyone, and women who are
subjected to labelling and negative linguistic practices
often find it difficult to reconstruct themselves as rela-
tional beings after divorce. Hoffman (1995) and
others propose that the evolution of both our social
and personal selves occurs through a dialogical process
whereby we negotiate power, knowledge and truth in
relation to social systems of meaning or discourse.
Since we construct our roles and idenrities through
conversations and social interacrion, the degree o
which a partiﬁuiar account of the self is reconstrucred
ﬂ]'.ll'.{ Suﬂtﬂi.l'lt‘:l'.{ dﬂpt‘ﬂdﬁ on .‘SUCiEI.l PFUCESS. El.i'ld. th".'.'
strengths and expertise of individual women.
Challenging the historical and culwural construc-
tions of women after divorce demands a critical stance
towards the social processes thar sustain some parterns
of social action and exclude others. My aim is to
C?Cpl{}[l: generative alternatives that can txpla[n the
diverse constructions and realities that emerge for
women after divorce. I also believe that this explo-
ration will give credit to the unique resilience of
women who have had similar experiences, and will
allow readers of this article to co-construct with me
new meanings relevant to the realities of women after
divorce. We still have a long road ro travel ro under-

stand the ways in which we, as ‘divorced’ women, con-
struct our new selves and give meaning ro our
experiences. This is particularly relevant to women in
South Africa.

In South African society religious and cultural
affiliation rends to define the scriprs according to
which women live their lives. For example, the
Durch Reformed Church perpetuates, through the
marriage vows, the notion that the man is ‘head of
the family’ and the woman his nurturing, mostly
submissive supporter. Women in the traditional
black cultures, upon getting married, become the
‘property’ of the man and his family when the hushand
pays ‘lobola™ to her father. The social—culwral scripts
for both white and black women are thus that of
someone who has to take the husband’s family name,
someone without agency, and of being ‘second-class’
citizens with minimal rights to property (land) and
other social goods, in the absence of a spouse. Being
an independent woman, a woman who brings up her
children single-handedly, maintains her own prop-
erty, or sustains a professional career is considered
LT ('.I:F EhC t‘.nn:lin'ar}-‘.

The Project

My interest in women's reconstruction of self after
divorce began a number of years ago when [ got
divorced myself. Actually, it began even before this
when [ lost my first husband through an carly death.
Since | had to rely heavily on my resilient nature to
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reconstruct a new sense of self, I feel particularly sensi-
tive to the issues that women in similar positions have
to face. It is specifically the internal discomfort, con-
flict, labelling, and loss of self-worth that called me to
explore this topic.

Along the road, I mer and talked with many
women who have had similar, vet unique, stories. For
all of us there were specific experiences leading up to
the evenrual dissolving of the relationship. We also
had our own individual ways of dealing wich the dis-
courses thar kept our voices as single women
marginalised. Our voices were even completely
silenced, and this made it very difficult to reclaim a
sense of agency once we had dealt with the formalities
and emotional trauma of the divorce. My conversations
with these women informed the co-constructions
that empowered me to accept a new self as a woman
‘single again’.

““‘We also had our own individual
ways of dealing with the
discourses that kept our voices as
single women marginaiiSEc!."

Social constructionism provides me with an episte-
m{:logical framework for analy&ing and interpreting
the stories women tell (Atkinson, 1998; Riessman,
1993). 1 accept the notion that

All recparch is ‘grounded’, because no researcher can
separate herself from personhood and thus from
deriving second order constructs from experience’
(Sranlev & Wise, 1991: 267).

This project has been influenced by my own position-
ing in the qualitative research paradigm, and by the
theories | developed over time connecting previous
events and understandings with the stories [ collected.
I used an action research design in order to gather in-
depth, detailed and vivid descriptions.

Assumptions Revisited

I wish to claborate a little on why I prefer to refer o
mysclf and other women as ‘single again’ and why [
refrain, as far as possible, from using the terms ‘divor-
cée’ or ‘divorced’. I do nor discount the many
dilemmas and negative constructions that a woman
has to face if she has never married, and the ways in
which dominant discourses impact on how a never-
married woman construces her sense of self (Zeeman,
2000). I see that as scope for another paper. However,

Explorations of Post-Divarce Experiances

I distingnish berween a woman who remains single
throughout her life, and a woman who has, after
divorce or the death of a spouse, 'become single
again’. This woman has been involved in marriage, a
commirtted relationship that has accorded her a par-
ticular positioning in society, and has constructed
her life according to the beliefs, values and prescrip-
tions of the traditional culture to which she belongs.
When she divorces or when her partner dies, she
regains a positioning in society that she occupied
before getting married, an earlier state which is not
construed negatively, instead of perpetuating the
value-loaded opposition implied by married/
divorced. Thus ‘single again'.

Women's management of their personal and pro-
fessional lives after divorce is sometimes an extended
struggle to reconstruct their selves for the sake of
self-preservation. Becoming single again refers to a
continuing construction of our positions through
conversational practices, and reconstructing our
selves depends on the roles we play and the way
other people treat us in different contexts (Burman,
1994; Burr, 1995; Fausto-Sterling, 1992; Hoffman,
1995; Siann, 1996; Unger & Crawford, 1992).
Through challenging the conventions and under-
standings of the 'divorced woman' category, we
simultaneously construct new meanings and actions
in order to find alternative conceprions of self thar
might render the socio-cultural and linguistic conrext
less chilling and silencing,

Getting the Stories and Finding Ways to do Analysis

I asked four women to respond in writing to the ques-
tion: "How did you cope and rebuild vour life after
divorce of a loved one?” Two black women and two
white women from Gauteng in South Africa, all pro-
fessionals who had become single again berween 1990
and 1999, agreed ro give me a written account of their
experiences. The black women were nor originally
from Gauteng, but moved there after their respective
divorces. None of the women were first-language
English speakers, although three presented their expe-
riences in English, while one woman's account had to
bL' tmns]al:t:d Fl'ﬂl'ﬂ ij.]:{ﬂﬂ.l'l&. T]'.ICSC ACCOUNTS f'{:-rmm:l
the basis for analysis and interpretation. I did not clas-
sify the stories except for the headings that the women
themselves added, and their language usage was pre-
served unaltered, including errors.

Using the lens provided by social constructionism,
I describe here some of the ‘themes’ thar emerged. In
fact. it is somewhat misleading to classity the multiple
realivies thae evolved from the different stories under
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any series of discrete headings. Too rigid an insistence
on searching for similarities, characteristics or typolo-
gies would merely render the women’s individual
voices silent. I have assigned my four co-researchers
familiar names, bur have protected their identiries.
Although I tried to put my own experiences on hold
and allow the women to speak for themselves, it was
not entirely possible. We are all changed through our
engagement with our conversational partners, and in
my recounting of their experiences you will most
likely also hear my own voice.

One of the themes that emerged is that the black
women experienced particular difficulty because they
were living in a country thar discounted the multiple
voices of non-dominant groups prior to democratic
elections in 1994, It was thus not only the patriarchal
discourse that silenced them, but also the social and
legal discourse that denied some groups the privileges
that others took for granted. In this article, however, 1
will focus on the themes relevanr ro the reconstruction
of these women alongside their white counterpares
after they became single again.

Dominant Discourses

‘Every community supports certain forms of dis-
course and resists others’ (Gergen, 2001: 31), and
these discourses influence the ways in which we con-
struct our individual and relational selves as women.
These discourses are inherited from our mothers and
their mothers before them — also from our fathers
and their views on our womanhood. Such discourses
are culturally defined and sustained through binary
formulations (e.g. single/married, married/divorced),
and perpetuated through the many contexts thar we
inhabit from day to day. The ways in which we talk
of our selves and allow others to talk to, and of, us
need to be explored if we arc to enter into generative
reconstrucrion of ourselves as relarional beings (Burr,
1995; Gergen, 2000). In the South African context
the dominant discourses presume that women can
only make any worthwhile claim to an ontological
(sense of being) and ethical self (having values and
norms to live by) when she is married. These dis-
courses tend to isolate women by relegating them to
caring for home and children, and make it difficul
for them to co-construct new representations and
gain ontological status in society should they become
single again.

In South Africa, the male way of meaning-
making dominates the theories of self and
womanhood both in the personal and the social
realm. The male dominant discourse prevails, for

example, through the overvaluing of men’s achieve-
ments in the media (Fausto-Sterling, 1992), and by
shaping our social world according to male assump-
tions (Siann, 1994; Unger & Crawford, 1992). For a
long time this discourse has provided a supposedly
safe boundary within which we South African
women could make meaning, define our selves and
construct realities. Motions of submissiveness, emo-
tionality, marriage, and dependency provided the
scripts for our roles as women in society, prescribing
our actions and relationships, delineating whar
others expected of us, and how they related to us.
Although some changes are ar work in our sociery,
pnrriculaﬂ}-’ since the transition to a i:u“}f democraric
system, these dominant discourses still exert a disem-
powcring effect on a divorced woman.

The Stories

The ideas and knowledge we often encounter per-
raining to women's role in marriage imply a
co-creation of reality and relational patterns berween
two (or more} persons in dialogue on the subjecr.
They are social constructions (Fruggeri, 1992;
Hoffman, 1995}, and ‘marriage’ is a social producr
emerging in a context of communal constructions
between a man and a woman (Gergen & Kaye, 1992,
McNamee, 1992). Marriage is an example of how
shared conventions of discourse, or ‘textual histories’
(McMNamee & Gergen, 1992: 4) emerge as suppos-
edly enduring, absolute and universal ‘truths’. As
such, the discourse of marriage constricts women
{and men) into fixed, predetermined categories.

[ was struck in my analysis by how the discourse of
marriage impacted on the sense of self and the way in
which we constructed our positioning as not-married
women. Four themes emerged that rold me of internal
discomfort, confusion, loss, fear, isolation, and feelings
of worthlessness. Through divorce, previous construc-
tion of self, particularly of self as relational being, is
largely lost. Sometimes the sense of loss appears before
the actual divorce, leading to negative talk about the
self, and devaluing the self:

Lena: | then started [prior to the divorce] to hate
myself and did not see the value of being alive. Life
was getting more bitter everyday ... | felt so
ashamed, angry, insulted, dehumanised, and worth-
less of life ... | just wanted myself dead because |
thought | could not survive or do without my
husband ... | was now getting sick every now and
then because of the battering
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Sara: | lost trust in a person ... And | also lost con-
fidence in myself. | wondered if | was still worthy of
anything.

Rhoda: | regarded divoree as a sort of failure — as
though we are giving up on something special — or
even something bettar that we could not manage to
achieve ... | am afraid of divorce ... will | ever be
able to trust again?

While working through their feelings of loss and dis-
engaging from the relarionship, women experience
both physical and psvchological effects that negatively
impact on their sense of self:

Maggie: [It is] like the live amputation of a limb ...
the process of disentanglement is slower than one
thinks.

Sara: It took me a whole two years to recover from
the initial shock of losing my marriage ... It gave me
a chance to mourn my loss and to focus on the
road ahead.

Tiredness, illness, a feeling that life is not worth living,
self-hate, and depression emerge as ways in which
women cxpress their sense of themselves as helpless in
face of supposcdly insoluble problems. It is as though
thf’}" Consruct th‘: 5'.'.'].': UI'I].:]-" in terms Uf |nnguag¢ thﬂt

emphasises their ﬁ:clings Dfdupair.

Lena: Initially after the first separation | got into
bed for six weeks at 6§ pm every day — depressad
for the first time in my life and crying all the time.
Maggie: | had to face the truth that my ex didn't
love me anymaore and that my life was miserable
with him ... but | will be very careful about living
together or marriage.

Sara: | had lost a friend and a lover ... when the
hormones started raging | had but no one to attend
to my needs.

In her exploration of “Womanstories’ and ‘Manstories'
in the autoblographies of respected authors, Mary
Gergen concludes by saying that ‘in general, the
important aspects of women'’s aurobiographies depend
heavily on their affiliative relationships with others’
(2001: 66). We tend to accept responsibility for the
success or failure of these involvements. The loss also
extends to the impact of divoree on other relationships
such as children, family, and even ex-spouse, as

E‘J{PJ.'CSSCCI b'l.’ RJ.'I.D'CI.EI.I

Rhoda: ... financial implications for the children ...
deny children a family home ... for the rest of my
lifee | will not have a partner, physical or otherwise
... ng-one to help.

| don't want to hurt you, the children, parents and
family ... everybody is hurting so much ... Poor, poar

Explorations of Post-Divorce Experiences

F [her ex-husband)] ... the first holiday alone with the
children . .. uncomfortable when he amives ...

Ryff (1991) also refers to the relational self as a dimen-
sion through which adults experience psychological
well-being when they establish (and sometimes renew)
warm and satisfying relationships with people,
concern themselves with the welfare of others, and
thus construct interdependent sclves as women who
care. The loss of a relational self thus brings a sense of
failure. In this regard the dominant discourse becomes
clear: the expectation that women should subordinare
themselves to those they are supposed to care for
including spouse and family. As women, we feel a
need to do everything in our power to ‘make it work’
— rtake care of and support a spouse, fit in with con-
vention, compromise, take second place, even suffer
abuse, and accept full responsibility for the failure of
the relationship.

Lena: | tried to compromise for the sake of the
children and my marriage and | was totally wrong
... | started blaming myself for everything that was
happening but couldn’t explain my contribution to
this situation ...

Sara: | do not intend to get married at this juncture
because | think deep down I'm still afraid of com-
mitment, afraid of being hurt again ... | am afraid to
commit myself to a long time love relationship ... |
still cannot trust any man 100%,

It was also traumatic for me and the children
[maving to a new city]... Supporting the kids alone
was uphill .. It is very difficult to discipline/keep
order when you are a single parent ... My ex com-
municated a lot and he asked for forgiveness ...
died in the year 2002 due to a stress related condi-
tion [heart failure].

Rhoda: That | was too weak ... the damage | have
done to you and the children ... the immensa pain,
dissatisfaction ... only we knew about the disease. |
don't want to go through the disgrace of a divorce.
| don't like acknowledging failure.

In my own experience, reconstruction could only
really starc once I managed to forgive myself for my
supposed failure in the relationships and share the
responsibility. Through forgiveness of herself and the
other party a woman regains a sense of self that has
agency and she can start rebuilding her life, disallow-
ing the ‘failure’ discourse power over her furure
actions and relationships.

The sense of failure and loss of self-worth that
women experience after divorce are closely connected
with fear that often emerges even before the actual
break-up, particularly where violence or emotional
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