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Crisis and change in family narrations. Divorce as a broken narration

The subject of this paper will be the attempt to give an answer to the question of what we learn from critical family experience. The narrations quoted here will illustrate the thesis that family life can be the site of crisis and change. They will also reveal how even the very moment of getting married is burdened with the potential of generating critical situations, and consequently requires specific abilities to learn. The process of relationship building, creating new communicative relations, the conflict of mutual expectations we are often unaware of or keep unrevealed, become the source and the impulse for change.

In order to address this question it is necessary to show how I define the world of man, how I understand the social reality and how I perceive its essence. This question is therefore an ontological one. The answer to it is, in my opinion, determined by the way of treating, projecting and conducting research in the domain of social studies. The natural consequence of this question is an epistemological question about the possibilities, limits and ways of our cognition of a specific fragment of reality, that is the world of man. 

Therefore, my paper relates to these two questions. The first one concerns the essence of social reality and what it is. The other is connected with methods of reality cognition available to man.

The answers to the above questions require a choice of a philosophical perspective in which the research shall be placed. While deciding to take an effort connected with the cognition process of the man’s world or its part, each of us should answer these two questions bearing in mind that their nature is of everlasting disputes or intellectual traditions which are still present and discussed within the limits of the humanities.

While choosing the narrative orientation, which I shall try to persuade the listeners of my lecture to, I have made an assumption characteristic of the so called understanding sociology. According to this branch of sociology, the world examined by social studies is a world already making sense. The constitution of this sense takes place in the acts of an individual’s everyday life. This point of view is based on subsequent assumptions as follows:

· social reality is constructed socially,

· social reality does not exist completely independent of the ways of realizing it by people,

· facts or “truths” constituting reality, which appear to be given, are not given. Facts are not facts, but interpretations, processes. Therefore, on their basis one can aim at determining deeper mechanisms that condition certain social phenomena,

·  neither is man a reactive nor a processing system, which stores and acquires information. He is a thinking individual capable of reflection and interpretation of his experiences.

These assumptions, which derive from phenomenology, create the scope of such research, the centre of which are not external manifestations or consequences of man’s behaviour, but the world he lives through, which is sometimes called after Husserl or Habermas the world of life. According to this author, the world of life is “a context, in which a communicative action takes place as well as a resource of non-reflective knowledge, which the acting party derives its beliefs from” (Krasnodębski, 1993:20).

Since we live in the world of culture as people among other people, connected with them by interaction and work, understanding others and being understood by them, my conviction that the world of man is an inter-subjective world of culture, makes me answer affirmatively the question posed in the title of this paper. Yes, the world of man has the form of a narrative. It is a universe of meanings, that is, sensible structures which we constantly have to interpret as well as sensible references, which we make in this world as results of our actions. This interpretation consists in continuous deciphering of events, situations as well as our own and other people’s lives. We understand what happens to us and other people in the form of stories or narratives that get to us.

Therefore, the answer to the second question which I posed, the epistemological one, is based on a conviction that interpretation made by social studies is only a peculiar continuation of understanding processes which take place in everyday life. The cognitive aim in this depiction is to describe the acts of interpretation and making sense fulfilled by those who live in the social world and, what is more, to interpret all creations which are constituted in these acts.
In the second part of this lecture’s title I suggest considering possibilities of research, understanding and change, which appear if we accept the narrative approach to social studies. The approach in question is based on a conviction that the world of man has the form of a narrative and is a constantly deciphered and interpreted story about man’s self  and the relations between this self and the world. I would like to depict these possibilities on the example of research of one of the basic concepts of the social studies today, which is the concept of identity. I shall try to present these possibilities on the basis of the following categories:

· time

· space

Taking advantage of the conceptual category of time to ponder on the identity of man enables researchers to open to many new areas of their own reflection, which have been closed for them so far. Referring to this category researchers may ask:

· with reference to the problem of “who am I”, what kind of story does the past say – what do culture, history, tradition say about an individual’s identity, what models, concepts are given to us by sociology within this scope,

· with reference to the problem of “who am I”, what kind of story does the present say – what are the origins of the contemporary problem of identity, what is the problem’s nature and cause. How do contemporary people cope with the answer to the question “who am I?” What obstacles do they need to cope with while attempting to answer it and what strategies help them to overcome the obstacles.

· And finally, with reference to the problem of “who am I”, what kind of story does the future say – does it become a clear aim, which one can pursue or is it an unclear, blurred horizon, which one is heading towards, but which one does not know at all.

I believe that treating the world of man (and in this particular case – his identity) as a narrative that demands deciphering, understanding and interpreting allows for an attempt to answer all these questions.

Let us begin with the past. Who was man in the times of modernity? What was his identity? On one hand, identity is a category that comprises the sense of homogeneity with a certain fragment or manifestation of reality. On the other hand, identity is created on the strength of the sense of one’s exceptionality, uniqueness or originality. A mature, full identity consists, on one hand, of the sense of being settled in the world, being there “at home”, and, on the other hand, of the sense of one’s own, exceptional “self”. The studies on identity’s creation are always based on distinguishing between what is the same, identical and what is different, distinct. This dichotomy, however, is not a contemporary creation. It has already been noticed in the ancient times. The area on which it has arisen is metaphysics. It was in the ancient times when the idea of entity and thought’s identity appeared (Skarga, 1997; Cichowicz, 1996). The division into us and them begins to make sense only when these two groups are opposed against each other (Bauman, 1996). Without this division it is not possible for one to determine one’s identity. Integration of an individual with a group, his sense of being a member of this group, is possible because of other people’s presence. Therefore, similarity and difference have incorporated themselves into the image of identity for good.

Nowadays we analyze identity in its temporal dimension and consider what this category used to mean in the past. We admit that man is a source of experiences, thoughts, the author of events, which means treating him as a subject and author. All this seems to open us to new ways of understanding identity. Interpreting sociological knowledge, because on its grounds the concepts of social identity have developed, we can see that man has always been looking for sameness in this world in order to be able to establish general principles and standards which would apply to everything and explain everything (Skarga, 1997:11). On the basis of meanings constructed in this manner one can gain an impression that everything which strays away from these standards (determined by social expectations) is  reprehensible and useless. This need for sameness, affiliation to and coherence with these social expectations and standards has become the basis of various social and religious orders. They were supposed to discipline behavior and the way of expressing one’s identity (Skarga, 1997:13). Consequently, they were supposed to sanction social expectations in such a way that they would become rules and regulations constituting the divided image of reality. Placing the category of identity in the temporal dimension connected with the past shows that in former societies based on a simple division of work, ways of comprehending oneself were mostly a reflection of the institutional order of the society. It seems that in these conditions an individual’s identity is not problematic, “everybody knows who other people are and who they are themselves. A knight is a knight and a peasant is a peasant – both for the others and himself.” Thus, the problem of identity does not exist. It is unlikely that a question “who am I?” could arise in one’s consciousness, because the answer to that question, prepared by the society in advance, is subjectively and utterly real and is confirmed in a coherent way in all significant social interactions. This does not mean that individuals are satisfied with their identities, but this does not involves the problem of identity. People formed in such conditions rather cannot think about themselves in the aspect of “the other self” in a psychological sense (Beger, Luckmman, 1983:280).

The situation has changed because of the turning point resulting from social life’s segmentation, i.e. such an organization of life which resembles in its form a honeycomb, a structure devoid of a principle that would combine particular areas of life separated from one another. This is because man exists in conditions in which he is made to accept images of himself, which are connected with the roles he takes and which are different from or contradictory to one another. In the past the traditional answer to the question “who are you?” was “I’m my father’s son.” Today the answer is “I am myself, I decide about myself independently by what I do and what I choose.” According to Daniel Bell (1998: 126), this change in self-identification is the sign of modernity. It also heralds a serious individual subjects’ identity crises. A stable, continued, long-life, personal identity appears to be not only atypical, but also socially pathological and obviously delayed in the post-industrial society. Nowadays in the society based on knowledge more and more people who are longer and longer educated accept the research-reflective approach. These people comprehend themselves and their identities as objects which are subject to intentional modification and they purposefully begin to make attempts to transform themselves psychologically and reconstruct themselves socially (Bokszański, 1995: 118-119).

Applying the criterion of time to questions about the identity of man, its understanding on the grounds of social studies allows for a description of those changes and dramatic cracks which constitute the framework for the present and make it possible to ask the questions: who is man today? What does he identify himself with? What does he base his conviction of his autonomy on? What does the present day, which is called late or smooth modernity, say about identity? How can one characterize the main problems of the reality in which man is trying to find himself, settle and, at the same time, to create his autonomy based on the sense of being unique?

This reality can be characterized by the following features:

· The area of life becomes an independent period of time, which is separated from the cycle of generations. The notion of generation cycle has been losing its sense recently, because the relationships between the life of an individual and the exchange of generations are broken. The exchange in question has no longer the nature of revival – past manners of behavior and traditional ways of acting are taken over only when they have a reflective justification;

· the area of life is isolated from what is called the place. Various mechanisms of eradication make people lose the sense of safe familiarity which the place guaranteed in the traditional order of the world, even if  they remain somehow bound with their place;

· the area of life liberates itself from the influence of the individual’s bond with other people and its meaning. The trajectory of the individual’s life more and more frequently depends on the individual’s own plans and choices;

· the area of life focuses on “open thresholds of experience,” and not on ritual transitions. This points to a new, dissimilar way of understanding the concept of “initiation.” It no longer has to be (and very often it is not) a transition ritual, since the very moment of transition frequently happens not to be noticed by the individual who treats it as a still another experience of his or hers. 

These changes show that it is characteristic of contemporary culture to separate the identity of an individual from invariable principles and life patterns imposed from the outside, which defined people’s lives in pre-modern times. In traditional culture patterns of interpersonal relations between people were bequeathed from one generation to another. 

What happens when the old, familiar, tame and based on tradition behavior patterns as well as rules of acting established on their basis cease to be in force, which happens today? When it is possible for an individual to dispose subjectively of his or her identification with proper for him or her place in the society, and at the same time, when the social structure does not allow for realizing the identity chosen in the subjective way, there appear conditions for thinking in the categories of “the true self” and identity recoveries. Sociologists (Jawłowska, Taylor, 1995) call this “a drama of acknowledgement.” It appears when we aspire to self-determination, especially an original one and it is connected with a new, potential disagreement between the existence which we aspire to and the existence others are ready to grant us. This is the area of acknowledgement which we crave, but which others can refuse us. 

While deciphering a narrative concerning the questions „who am I?,” “who is man?” in a contemporary way, one can arrive at a conviction that the man of today has become the hero of emptiness. This emptiness materializes in the following dimensions:

· cognitive

· axio-normative

· public

· existential

Emptiness experienced by the man of today in the cognitive dimension is connected with the rationalism paradigm crisis. In my opinion rationalism disappointed us in present days in a double way: as a cognition method – objective, guaranteeing confidence and reliability of one’s own decisions, ensuring efficiency of one’s actions and controlling the reality. It also disappointed us as the philosophy of life characterized by the fact that man equipped with intellect could experience the feeling of being privileged, his superiority to the reality whose part he is. This is connected with intellect’s feature which B. Skarga has defined as an aspiration for “maximazing truths determined by the individual himself.” The intellect subordinates whatever it experiences to its power. The illusion of one’s confidence in one’s knowledge, which nowadays seems to have been lost, has made man lose the sense of security connected with the image of the world and himself, which has been formed in the processes of his upbringing and education. In this dimension there also appears a specific tension between the intellect of facts, generalized and universal truths and wisdom of stories about an individual’s life. This wisdom can be discovered by deciphering these narratives that get to us owing to our own experiences as well as experiences that others make available to us. The wisdom of novels and an individual’s life, which is contrasted with claims of the intellect and the need for generalized, objective truths about the world of man, seems to be one of several ways of filling up the contemporary man’s area of emptiness which is contained in the cognitive dimension. 

Emptiness in the axio-normative dimension is expressed by a continuously treating by man in a declarative and not regulatory way values important to him. Catholicism, universal, community and civil values are these “ornaments” which are used to decorate Sunday clothes, official speeches and documents. Their regulatory power or their causative, functional or motivating connections with actions are barely existing. 

Emptiness in the public dimension means, on one hand, a more and more progressing loss of trust in the political class, a refusal to participate in the public discourse in any socially accepted way and, on the other hand, a loss of convictions concerning real causative possibilities which an individual has at his or her disposal in this area. In my opinion, this state is expressed in the statements “all politicians lie” and “I will not change anything by myself.”

Experiencing emptiness in the area of one’s own existence is, on one hand, connected with the loss of the feeling of sense, and, on the other hand, with an enormous need for this feeling. The need for a “New God,” a different sacrum or a “true authority” is nowadays very vivid. It seems to me that existential emptiness is currently expressed, on one hand, by the loss of conviction that it is possible for an individual to be fully independent and, on the other hand, it is a question about old and new determinisms. This is what Luc Ferry has written about it: “Couldn’t we speak here about the pride of the contemporary man who wants to absorb everything, who desires a complete independence, though evidently he is dependent on everything that surrounds him? Did we appear in this world as a result of our own decision? Haven’t we been immersed since childhood in language, culture, the family circle, on which we depend to a greater extent that they depend on us? And that fundamental human sense of being finite: aren’t we constantly accompanied by it until the inevitable end, the result of which is that we control neither time nor place of our own departure from this world? In these questions, around which disputes between romanticists and supporters of the Enlightenment arose, an ambiguity is contained: there is no discrepancy between the modern desire for autonomy and insisting on certain forms of heteronomy, or even radical dependence. On the contrary, the autonomy involves emerging of new forms of heteronomy which have not been known so far. This heteronomy is just arranged in a new way because it must be in compliance with new requirements of the individual” (Ferry, 1998: 35).

Therefore, a new need comes to light. This is the need for establishing, describing and understanding the limits of one’s freedom and constraints. Questions about the sense of one’s life and the sense of the world’s history appear especially in periods of developmental breakthroughs, that is, in periods of transition to a new phase, beginning with the juvenile crisis, and in periods of crises of fast social life changes as well as political, social, moral and cultural changes. When periods of individual breakthroughs coincide with social changes, existential problems of man become particularly complex. One can then expect even more serious adaptation problems and pathological changes of both the life of the individual and of the social life (Sęk, Sommerfeld, 1990: 57).

I think that access to the above described areas connected with fear, anxiety, the sense of being inadequate, which people experience today, is provided by those approaches to research that treat the social reality as demanding constant interpretation and deciphering of narratives. Such a point of view also allows to pose questions about sources of the contemporary man’s fear, because it is the fear that becomes a category inseparable from the concept of identity. I would like to point here to several kinds of fears:

· the first kind is the fear of identity loss;

· the second one is the fear of losing ontological safety, which conditions identity;

· the last one is the fear of fate as well as the category of suffering which is connected with this fear.

The loss of one’s own identity – uniqueness, autonomy – fills man with fear, since he then becomes an object that can be easily manipulated; he is identical with other people and does not differ from them in any way. This fear of losing one’s own identity is present at the level of the individual and the group. It may result in a problem of keeping not only the identity of the individual, but also the identity of the nation and its culture. Thus, the idea of sameness changes from a principle of logical thinking into a value (Mamzer 2002: 81).

The fear of losing ontological safety is connected with the manner of constituting and designing one’s identity. The individual’s awareness of his or her self , his or her identity, becomes a reflective project in the world which is based on post-traditional order. This project is, in turn, based on transformations that take place in individuals’ lives, both in the individual dimension and in the social one. Crisscrossing of these dimensions – the individual and the social one – is treated by A. Giddens as one of the characteristics of the identity creation process which is based on a reflective project of discovering and constructing oneself. The individual creates his identity by realizing, describing and understanding what he does and why. Social conventions that are created and reproduced in our everyday actions are subject to a reflective control of the acting party. This is a condition that must be fulfilled in order for an individual to be able to cope with various situations in his life. An acting man can explain his action and answer questions about the reasons for it owing to awareness created in this way, which A. Giddens has called discursive. Beside discursive awareness, pragmatic awareness also participates in the process of one’s coping with one’s daily life. The components of this pragmatic awareness are hidden in the smooth course of everyday actions. The individual does not realize the existence of the pragmatic awareness, although it is crucial to the reflective control of actions. The non-discursive, pragmatic awareness is a cognitive and emotional condition of every human action; it conditions the appearance of ontological safety, which, in turn, conditions the sense of being settled and accustomed to everyday life. The latter are a manifestation of the individual’s control of everyday life which he is not aware of. The concept of ontological safety corresponds with the “natural attitude” to everyday life. Owing to this attitude man is somehow able to order and predict his actions and their consequences, thus creating the framework of reality. Man adopts existential parameters of his actions which are supported by conventions of interaction, which he, in turn, observes. Man silently accepts categories of duration and continuation together with identities of things, other people and his own self. Various types of relations, “situations” and social circles provide him with different symbolic interpretations of existential issues, against which he rests his convictions of everyday life’s cohesion. The cognitive dimension of these interpretations is not sufficient for man to create ontological safety. He requires support at the emotional level as well. Trust, faith and hope are such a support for the acting man (Giddens, 2001: 46-56).

Application of the time category to the question about the identity of the contemporary man enables to notice a breakthrough in the way of thinking about what exactly this notion denotes. Nowadays reflection connected with how man understands the reality is the source of identity, the way identity is discovered, constructed and modified. By this reflection people often mean stories. However, these stories do not exist as something objective. Experiencing something man interprets the events that happen as certain stories. This enables him to understand the events that take place around him including those which are connected with his own actions. This understanding is equivalent to participating in these events, because experiencing something is nothing else but understanding it in a personal and direct way, in which emotions and the whole sensory apparatus are most often involved (Trzebiński, 2000: 27).

This understanding follows narrative structures, because the narrative is a way of organizing episodes, actions and their reports as well as combining facts and creations of imagination with the use of time and place categories. According to Sarbin, autonarrative is a result of the grammatical principle of using pronouns of the first person singular. The pronoun “I” allows one to use one as the author, whereas declination allows one to describe one as the main character, the protagonist of the story. Autonarratives are thus tools which help people to perceive themselves as actors of everyday life. They also enable them to understand external events and the role which the individual plays in them. Autonarrative orders individual’s experiences, making his life meaningful in his own perception as well as directed to and rooted in the past (Gergen, Karłowski, 1988). The concept of narrative broadens the scope of understanding of the identity concept. On one hand, it allows for transition from treating this category as a constant constitution of the individual, his or her objective, social position, or structure that determines how the individual acts and reacts to the world. On the other hand, it allows for perceiving this category as a reasonable, conscious statement of the individual about himself or herself. Identity has then a form of an autobiography. 

Identity is a story of life. It is an internalized, narrative interpretation of the past, the present and the predicted future, which gives life the sense of unity and purpose (Karłowski, 1996). Identity is the ability to sustain a certain narrative. The nature of this narrative is integration of events into the happening story about “I,” which is conducted by the individual. 

A conscious biography is one of the stories that can be told about the individual’s development as “I.” Identity is therefore an ability to sustain a self-perception in spite of changing conditions and circumstances (Giddens, 2001).

The relationship between autonarrative and the individual’s identity is connected with the problem of the episodic character of his or her life. Used to understand external events and the role which the individual plays in them, autonarrative also enables other people to adapt their behaviour to the individual’s properties. Without autonarrative it would be possible to establish neither mutual relations nor interaction participants’ commitment. Autonarrative is a means of sustaining interaction. It is always based on trust, which requires a thorough knowledge of the past and predictability. Man who adopts the narrative way of self-description must, at the same time, adopt a long time perspective, which is connected with his orientation to the past. However, which form of the past man will rely on in his autonarrative depends on his situation at a certain moment of his life. Thus, it can be claimed that the essence of autonarrative is reconstruction of the past (Karłowski, 1996). 

Therefore, the identity of the contemporary man comprises various aspects of his life which are treated by him as “taken out” of the surrounding reality and which constitute separate and self-contained trajectories. Each of them requires a new or a broadened kind of identity. Work on one’s own identity and treating it as a reflective project thus becomes as if a necessity for the contemporary man. People who show readiness and ability to treat their lives reflectively, notice the above changes and do not perceive them as absolute. Neither do they see any dangers in these changes. What they see in them is a changing context for their actions. Therefore, these people are open individualists as K. Obuchowski has described them. They establish dialogue relations with others. They are capable of autonomy and independence. 

Consequently, this reflective thinking is a characteristic feature of man’s behavior, his attitude to himself. This feature has evidently been changing the meanings which man ascribes to what he experiences. It is apparent that man’s reflective treating of himself, other people and the surrounding world broadens his scope and horizon of cognition. It also allows for placing in this scope and horizon not only my reasons and not only reasons similar to mine. In the horizon of my perception of the world when I look at it reflectively, there will also be space for distinctness, difference of any kind, incompatibility as well as for everything which is subject to my choice – the choice I make by myself on the basis of my own reasons and my own arguments. 

Considering reflection from the perspective of the concept of symbolic interaction, reflection is perceived as the ability of an actor equipped with an ego to adopt roles of other people. This ability is based on the actor’s readiness to converse with himself (Mokrzycki, 1984: 73). In my opinion, this approach makes the above statements reasonable and justified. Reflection seen as man’s ability to adopt roles of others by his readiness for a constant conversation or a never-ending dialogue with himself, becomes a condition which needs to be fulfilled in order for the contemporary man to be able to cope with the trajectory of identity as well as with the episodic and fragmentary character of reality that surrounds him. Treating the world of man as a narrative which requires deciphering, understanding and interpretation makes it possible for researchers to become open to reflection. 

Another type of anxiety of a modern human being is a fear of suffering. In family life we come across situations that put an individual on the ‘trajectory of suffering’. Divorce is amongst them. It results from the clash of circumstances, it is the response to an impulse, and as such cannot be logically explained. In such cases we are no longer in control of our actions and become governed by laws, which social logic does not embrace, and belong rather to the situation of chaos. Reiman and Schutze label such cases as the trajectory of suffering. They (these situations) are a kind of biographical phenomenon that influences and changes not only the life of an individual experiencing the suffering, but also the lives of all the people remaining in various social relations with the person.

Characteristic features of such experiences are: the necessity of questioning one’s own expectations that used to organize one’s biography; being out of control as regards to one’s own actions; being unable to understand one’s own condition by means of rational arguments; mistrusting people, the sense of isolation; chaos in one’s daily routine – the experience of suffering makes it impossible to sustain the well-known conventions, upon the foundations of which we built our ontological safety; inertia, being unable to undertake any kind of action, being overwhelmed by suffering, succumbing to the logic of suffering by means of which we explain certain situations as absurd. ‘I can hardly believe it’, ‘it’s impossible it really happened’, ‘I can’t believe it happened to me’ – these are often the statements heard from people who suffer.

In conclusion, it is worth posing a question about the kind of knowledge that can be gained as a result of research conducted in the way described above. In my opinion this knowledge is:

· descriptive – it is a thorough description of reality that surrounds us,

· normative – it reconstructs norms and rules of the social world which are reflected in individuals’ experiences,

· pragmatic-moral – it allows for noticing those of the personal and subjective principles which the man of today uses while trying to understand and interpret his own experiences as well as make them reasonable. 

Searching for and acquiring knowledge resulting from deciphering the world of man treated as a narrative, is accompanied by ethicality and commitment. Ethical dilemmas to which we, researchers, are exposed as a result of our attempts to understand and interpret people’s lives and experiences, engage us in the way which is completely different from all research approaches known before. Can life of an individual be subject to generalizations? What and to what extent entitles me as a researcher to make attempts to order individual’s life and extract from it mechanisms responsible for individual situations, to name and systematize regularities discovered in other people’s lives? These are the questions that make narrative researchers people involved in lives of people who they describe. These are the questions that do not allow researchers for indifference and any kind of feeling of cognitive superiority to people they describe. This, in my opinion, is a peculiar value of research of this kind. 

I think this short preliminary description of the notion of the trajectory of suffering mentioned above is sufficiently justifying my decision to use it in analyses and interpretations of situations of people whose biographies include experience of divorce. Divorce, as the narratives I collected show, is just such a kind of sudden, unexpected event that brings pain and suffering. Its essential mode is a feeling of chaos, loss of control over one’s life, impossibility to fulfill one’s earlier expectations that had set a direction for one’s biography, as well as suffering that accompanies all these aspects.

Narrative no. 1

Roman, 49 years old, high school education, an owner of a private business, divorced in 1990 (12 years ago), have been re-married for 7 years now. His first wife, Barbara (Baśka), also re-married.

„I met Baśka ages ago, when I was on summer vacation with my father. My father (who was divorced) had met some people whom he expected to see on Balaton lake. I went with him reluctantly, I was then 20 years old, and who, being of such age, would like to spend vacation with his father. When we got there it turned out that they were great people with a daughter, a pampered 16-year-old only daughter. Also her aunt was there with us and that was probably the reason why we went there. I was amazed by Baśka, her parents and her aunt. I liked the way my father was behaving in their presence – he was gallant and caring, I was proud of him and extremely happy. I think already then that Baśka got attracted to me – I was caring, too, I wanted to show her everything, I wanted to be supportive for her. After coming back from summer holidays, we continued our friendship, which looked as before – I cared for her, would meet her after school, walk her home, help to do homework. I showed this girl everything in life, I taught her everything and did to her everything that was possible. We were together during her final exams in high-school, university studies, and my failure of university studies. She was always most important to me. I always wanted her to know that she can count on me, just like she could rely on her parents. We married right after she completed her university studies. I was lucky to find a flat for us, I went to work in Germany – I wanted to give her everything. She started working in the university’s laboratory, but she worked for pleasure – I was the one to provide for both of us, our home and our needs. I really submitted to her in everything (narrator’s voice becomes less self-confident, is getting more and more silent, sentences are broken). Even my unsuccessful attempts to complete university education – I could have tried again, but I think she – so resourceless and help-needing counted on me, so I stopped bothering myself about these studies and I devoted myself entirely to our marriage. Her parents were not very enthusiastic about me, they probably wanted someone better for their only-daughter, someone with university degree. I also wanted to show them with all my strength what I can achieve and at times I would succeed – shortly after marrying each other we had a flat and we had enough money. She liked to go to discos, dance, have fun, and thanks to my efforts she could afford it.. Then our daughter was born and it was the peak of our happiness. I was sure I was successful, and that I did everything a man could do to show Baśka and her parents, but also myself, that I can create a family and support it.. Each summer holidays I would go to Germany to earn some money. Everyone was doing that at that time, and Baśka liked it very much, she had everything, she could afford buying things in Pewex. When our daughter was two years old I got sick – I would spend more time at how and work less. But we still had money I had earned earlier – there was no danger for us in this respect whatsoever. I still did everything for Baśka, I was tolerant about everything she would do, she had her friends, we would often invite people to visit us. Nothing looked like there would come the disaster. And what did I do then? The most stupid thing in the world. Baśka had never gone to the West, and she was asking me to help her do it. I organized a trip for her, which she had desired so much, just like I had been doing everything for her before. Up until today I can’t forgive myself for making this decision. She went to visit some friends. I was afraid that she will have problems to get around, but it turned out that she was a real star there! She met some people, some rich men. She returned and announced to me that she fell in love with someone and that she was going to leave Poland. For me it was a total shock, a horrible shock, a bolt from the blue. Never in my life would have I been expected she would play such a game with me. It was for her that I stayed at home with our daughter when she went to see the West she wanted to see so much – and now such gratefulness. Later... well, I don’t want to talk about it, it was a horror. We continued living together and she would always call that guy of hers or he would call her... I don’t know how I survived all through this. She asked me to help her leave Poland, and not to make it difficult for her, otherwise this friend of hers would have changed his mind, got scared. He even had been in Poland when we still was married, but I don’t want to talk about it – it’s a horror. The next few years was like some night dream. Everything went out of my control, somehow life was living itself. She went away, I went after her. What did I expect? That maybe the guy would leave her and she would return to me? Or, at least, that she won’t be happy? I don’t know, I don’t remember. Well, I can’t really talk about it. All of a sudden, I decided to return to Poland. Later, I had a horrible time in my life, daily matters would go beyond my ability to handle them, I couldn’t do anything, later I was partying, some temporary jobs or some kind of torpor – I remember when I put an artificial Christmas tree on my TV set and it stood there till the summer. I wasn’t doing anything – a life with no work, I had money anyway. Many girls, alcohol, parties. But none of them was Baśka. And that guy – it wasn’t myself; up until today I don’t understand what was happening to me then. I grew older several year. I was losing contacts with people, all our friends knew this story and I was so ashamed that she played that game with me. I isolated myself from people. I don’t know how I came round – I needed two years for that! But I think I decided to try something again for my mother. I registered a company – in the West I had learned what was not being done here yet, some modern ways of sealing-up, insulating, so I started working, I met Hanka – an opposite of Baśka – silent, modest, stays away from people, if she was to choose between a disco and a forest trip then she would choose the trip. I married her, we have a 4-year-old son, my wife does not work, she’s raising our child, and I have home again. I think I’ve already forgotten about that nightmare, which I wouldn’t have ever expected, I will never forgive her what she did to me.”

Some people whom I met to interview and whose part of biographic experience was a breakdown of their marriage relationship were clearly emphasizing a positive meaning of this moment in the more general scheme of their life. This overtly positive meaning, subjectively given to something that is often described in terms of pathology and this pathology’s consequences are usually perceived as threatening to an individual, made me rethink those narratives which authors give just this kind of meaning to their experience of divorce. What makes their stories from those presented before? What kind of biographical circumstances determine that there are people for whom their marriage’s breakdown constitutes for them a chance for new quality of life and opportunity to build up their new identity, a different attitude towards themselves? What helped them tackle their trajectory of suffering which they encountered after their decision on divorce so creatively and in a development-oriented manner? I will attempt to answer these questions using the following narrative.

Narrative no. 2

Mariola, 42 years old, university degree, economist. She divorced her first husband 12 years ago after 3 years of marriage. She’s remarried for 9 years now.

„I am a very sociable person, curious about the world around me, energetic. I love difficult tasks and unusual challenges. I think life without them would be meaningless. Such a challenge were for me my studies in Wrocław right after high school. I hadn’t known here anyone. In my home town of Ostrowiec I had great friends, people my parents knew. My parents made our home at that time a kind of an “open home”. Lost of people were coming, they would play bridge, and these meetings were accompanied by hot discussions in which me and my brother were eagerly taking part. Well, our parents would never ban us from doing it. Both of them worked and I think they realized themselves somehow in their profession. That was my picture of my family home – many people, lively, discussions, stimulating intellectual stream, despite many professional duties. And that joy and pride with their professional achievements – my parents would often argue who was better in their profession. It was a great home. But I came to Wrocław to study and I got very lonesome here. Each moment I tried to go home, but it is not always possible when you study. Slowly, little by little, I was meeting people here in Wrocław, first my university colleagues and later people from different clubs, student theatre. A lot was going on at that time, we were debating a lot. I would be going home less and less frequently – I think I had grown into this Wrocław by then. I met Alek during some première – he was involved with a theatre, composing music to performances, he studied at the Academy. He was born in Wrocław, the only-child and an apple of his mother’s eye. I liked him very much. I liked his artistic world, too. So much was going on there. I met lots of interesting people, what discussions we had! I simply felt I was alive. I will never forget that times. Theatre festival, Grotowski’s theater, music played by Alek’s friends and himself, our concerts of Stachura, Bułat Okudżawa – it was so beautiful. How could I have not fallen in love with him? Everything was in favour of it. My studies were so much earth-bound, unfortunately I don’t have any artistic talents. But Alek’s friends, his music and he himself was enough for me and I felt happy. We married when we were still studying. Both our families promised to support us financially, we moved in to Alek’s mother. So it started! When I look back now, it seems impossible that I went through all of it. I moved into a bourgeois, clean and tidy house, where the mother, Alek and housework were ruling. No quests – because they would make it dirty; and my mother-in-law hated noise. She immediately wanted to make me a kind of “home-bound woman” – cloth, vacuum cleaner, kitchen. Also Alek would look strangely at my ideas of having various meetings, going out or visits to theatre, my travelling plans. I thought it’s always like that at the beginning and we had to get along somehow. We finished our studies, he got a job in the theatre and I also wanted to get a job somewhere (for instance in film producing or in theatre’s offices) but they raised such a noise together with his mother that I had a good profession and that I should to deal with it. Our son was born and I was still searching and tried different things but it caused continuous conflicts. They were more and more frequent, atmosphere at home was getting more and more tense. I felt both Alek and his mother want to do something against me. I felt my husband was not understanding me, my passions and my need for a change, constant search for new people. I have to do something creative, I needed time to find something for mw. He had his theatre, friends, his passion. He and his mother prepared another role for me – a typically conservative role for a woman.. I like myself in a female role, but with no coercion and all those imposed painful duties. Our son was growing greatly, I could take him everywhere, he changed few things in my life. But what was painful already then, was that basically I could only count on me. My parents were not here, only Alek’s mother could give me help or I had to rely on myself. Then, I remember, I felt very unhappy. In her house I was not at home, I even felt Alek was involved in some silent conspiracy against me. They liked nothing about me. When we were leaving home, he would change a bit and it would be like in earlier years. I insisted that we move out from his mother’s home. He agreed. First we rent some place, later we got a tied room for an artist and we were living there. It changed very little between us. I think Alek’s notion of family was very traditional – wife stays at home and if she is to work then it’d rather be some boring office job. Interesting life full of joy was reserved for him. I felt really bad and sad. We would constantly argue – he was free and I was sitting with our child and could not understand anything of it. Why weren’t we agreeing with each other as we actually were in love with each other? But when he started disappearing for whole days and overnight I felt I was falling. I was horribly scared about myself and my little son, because I felt that his behaviour mus have something to do with another woman. Of course all my questions were responded to with a new quarrel. It was a nightmare. Me and my child on our own in that room with no help. Alek was more and more alien, not participating in our lives. And one day I decided to check what was really going on. I left my son with my girl friend and I went to a theatre and I saw him walking out with our common friend, a girl. They went to her. On my way back I was crying all the time. I knew that something was finished but how scared I was! I called my  friend, she came, listened to me and comforted me. Later it was like this all the time – there always had to be someone beside me, listening to my grief and  my pain. Alek told me about his romance with our friend and moved out to live with her. I could not understand how someone so close to me, father of our child, can be so indifferent, insensible and even hostile. I don’t know how I survived this nightmare. I remember it now as some dream. Some kind of terrible dream that is always accompanied by fear. That fear was terrible. I was waking up in the morning with a feeling that the world stopped. All was getting me scared – usual shopping, how to organize a day, what will I do and what is going to happen to me. Well, I was still on my own in this city. I was asking myself: “what am I doing here”, I thought about going back to Ostrowiec, to my parents. My girl friends helped me. They rent a room for me and my little son, they organized care for my boy and they were also helping in shopping and financially. They convinced me that I had to find a steady job in my profession; that for myself and for my child I had to stand firm on my feet. I wasn’t willing to do it, I admit. There were so many temptations. So many times I thought to myself: I will bring my son to my parents and “enjoy yourself as if there’s no hell”. Why it was only Alek who could have his own happiness? But there was always a thought that I should not waste my life and that I will get better. I started explaining to myself (for sure with some help of my friends that essentially there is nothing to regret. But speaking from a rational point of view, I could convince myself, but what to do with my feelings? I really felt bad at that time. But slowly, little by little, I was regaining my balance. My friends helped me – almost all our common friends were on my side in this story, they all had seen how mean Alek’s behaviour had been. They helped me a lot. I found a great job and gradually began to understand that this divorce was like a blessing to me. I don’t know whether I would decide to make that step myself – I guess we would still have toiled over this. After he left, I had plenty of time to think. I was thinking mostly about my own life, about what I had done with it. How it happened that I let myself to be so subordinated and have my favourite activities, theatre, clubs, people, discussions – all taken away. In that marriage I had lost all my openness to people and curiosity about the world. I had to rebuild it. I had to rebuild my sense of being an independent human being and not some possession of even the greatest artist. Now, from time’s perspective, I know that our relationship was a misunderstanding and that divorce was a redemption for me. I am happy with my current husband, we both realize our passions in our work, we take care of our little son. Thanks to Tomek (Mariola’a current husband) I know how great marriage can be.”

PAGE  
1

