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While the larger collective project to which this chapter contributes is designed to explain and evaluate change in marriage and other intimate unions, the research I will describe was not so designed.  Rather, this research provides a way to conceptualize the cultural side of marriage, change in which typically lags behind social and institutional change.  

First, in this chapter, I will present a theory of culture (developed by Claudia Strauss and myself and presented in Strauss and Quinn, 1997) that I think will be helpful to some sociologists’ and economists’ attempts to conceptualize what they typically describe as the “impact” of culture on marriage or the way it is “reflected” in marriage,, the shared meanings marriage holds for those who practice it, the shared values people bring to marriage and other such unions, and the like.  These cultural impacts, reflections, meanings and values surely need to be incorporated into any consideration of marriage and marital change, along with other variables that are conceived of as more purely economic or sociological.  

Much of my own theoretical understanding of culture has grown out of an extended study I conducted on the American cultural model of marriage.  Following my capsule description of the theory of culture that informed that work, I will present my study of American marriage and its results, taking care to describe aspects of my discourse-based method that will be unfamiliar to most economists, sociologists and social scientists.  Lastly, I will consider how this approach from psychological anthropology, together with the findings from my study, might be extended to address questions of change and variation, and might also revise the approaches to marital change and variation brought to this volume by the economists and sociologists who predominate among its authors.

My study was not designed to encompass other kinds of unions than marriage.  However, the American model of marriage that I describe is not irrelevant to these alternative couple arrangements.  The model of marriage incorporates core expectations and assumptions that Americans have about adult intimate relationships, and people who formdifferent adult unions, such as same-sex unions or co-habitation outside of marriage, are likely to draw upon these same assumptions and expectations.  Moreover, since marriage itself is a dominant cultural idea for Americans, people establishing or living in non-marital unions may adopt it as their model for those relationships; or, conversely, they may form their non-marital relationships in deliberate opposition to some features of marriage.  In these ways, even though this research is limited to cultural understandings about marriage, the American cultural model of marriage that emerged is relevant to all kinds of unions.   

A Theory of Culture

While the discussion in this section may initially seem to digress, its relevance to the subsequent argument about marriage and culture will become clear.  Strauss’s and my theory of culture draws on connectionist modeling.  Simply described, connectionism posits a large number of units --- and networks of associations among these units --- that strengthen with repeated activation.  While many connectionists are cautious about making this analogy, connectionism can be thought of as a model of how the brain works, with the strengthening of connections among units being understood in terms of synaptic plasticity. 

Synaptic plasticity is an effect first discovered by Donald Hebb in 1949 and is now fairly well understood by neurobiologists (see LeDoux 2002:134-273 for a primer).  Activity across synapses from one neuron to another leads to a strengthening of the connection from the presynaptic to the postsynaptic neuron.  Plasticity, then, is the capacity of connections among neurons to be altered through new learning ---that is, through new experience and consequently new neuronal activity.  When experience is recurrent, on the other hand, existing connections are strengthened.  When multiple elements of experience recur together, the result is the relatively dense clustering of strong neural associations.  Such clusters have been called cognitive schemas.  Once established, schemas tend to be self-reinforcing in the sense that they are less likely to be altered than subsequent experiences are to be assimilated to them and understood in terms of these strong clusters of associations.  That is not to say that new experiences, if recurrent enough (or, we shall shortly see, emotionally arousing enough) cannot alter existing schemas; they can.  Once it becomes possible to trace and study the neural patterns that compose schemas, connectionist modeling of schemas can be translated into neural terms.    

The application of these ideas to culture is deceptively simple.  When people of any group have similar experiences, they will form similar associations.  When these similar experiences are highly patterned, in the sense of many things going together much of the time, people in the group group will end up sharing schemas.   In fact, the world we experience does tend to be highly patterned, and one key source of this patternedness in experience (and hence of regularities in what gets associated with what in the brain) is the cultural world --- the artifacts and practices, including speech, that surround us from childhood on.  Strauss and I conclude that culture is nothing more than these shared practices and artifacts, along with the shared schemas that are learned from the experience of growing up and living immersed in the world created by these practices and artifacts.  We call the resulting shared schemas cultural schemas.  It is important to note that while cultural schemas arise out of the same neural processes that give rise to individual cognitive schemas, research into cultural schemas attends to only those cognitive schemas that are more or less widely shared.  Thus, the focus of this research is quite distinct from the focus on individuals’ psychological adaptations to marriage, represented by this volume’s chapter authored by Stanley, Rhoades and Whitton.  Particular marriages can vary more or less widely around the cultural model of it, in terms of what individuals or couples choose to elaborate on or downplay, or even introduce or reject.  Nevertheless, American couples never make up their marriages out of whole cloth.  

There are significant additional complexities to this theory of culture, of which I will here mention only three that will bear on this chapter’s cultural model of marriage.  For one significant complexity, emotional arousal enhances synaptic plasticity and hence makes learning more memorable, and enduring, than learning based on experiences unaccompanied by arousal.  The chemical processes in the brain by which this happens, again, are pretty well understood (see LeDoux 2002); they need not be detailed here.  When a group of people is exposed to the same emotionally arousing experience, then members of that group, the cultural schemas resulting from this experience will be especially memorable and enduring.  In one important example, emotional arousal is associated with the schemas that result from very early experience, which attachment theorists and other psychoanalytically inspired theorists tell us is especially arousing because of the infant’s extreme vulnerability, and hence the strong feelings that accompany its security and very survival.  (In addition, these earliest experiences are likely to result in enduring schemas just because they are first and, given no prior information, result in schemas without input from any prior existing schemas.)  Another common source of especially arousing cultural schemas is every child’s experience of being reared, which typically involves a body of shared practices.  Because they are intended by child rearers to be memorable, these practices always include one or more emotionally arousing techniques such as beating, frightening, shaming, teasing, or --- in middle-class America, notably --- praising.  We shall see that the American cultural model of marriage owes a considerable debt to both these sources of shared early experience.  (Another common source of cultural schemas that are especially arousing, but that I will have no occasion to discuss further here, are traumatic events experienced by an entire cohort of people.) 

A second wrinkle is that a common kind of cultural schema is the pre-packaged task solution.  Each of us learns, and carries around in his or her head, a multitude of these.  Cultural solutions evolve, spread, and persist for tasks that are important, recurrent, and widely confronted, and that would be very difficult or highly inconvenient for individuals to figure out anew when they needed them (D’Andrade 1989: 820-5; Rumelhart, Hinton and McClelland 1986).  As is the case with biological evolution, such cultural solutions are often devised out of already existing cultural components.  We shall see that the cultural model of marriage shared by adult Americans is one such task solution.

A final complexity emerges here, in speaking of the cultural model of marriage shared by adult Americans.  A great advantage of this theory of culture is that it does not require cultural homogeneity, but instead accommodates all manner of cultural variation in the same terms that it explains shared culture.  Each of us is a compendium of past experiences; to the degree that these experiences are shared with other people, so are our cultural understandings, feeling, and motivations shared with them.  At the same time, to the degree that our experiences diverge from those of others, so the culture we have internalized from those experiences will be different.  We share some culture with everyone on the globe, to the extent that we have all been exposed through media and the circulation of consumer goods to the same popular culture; but, to the degree that this popular culture has been differently contextualized and interpreted in different parts of the globe, what is shared by, say, myself and someone who has watched the same film in India, may be fairly superficial.  We share a great deal more culture with all who have grown up and live in the same nation state; more still with those who have grown up and live in the same ethnic, religious, regional subgroups or historical cohorts as ourselves.  We share even more experience, and hence culture, with those who grew up in our neighborhood or went to the same schools, and most of all, perhaps, with those in our own natal household.  Note, though, that even the experience of a sibling cannot exactly replicate our own, because of sibling order, different family event histories and ages at which these events occurred, different genders, different temperamental responses, and so forth --- all of which are part of each individual’s experience. 

The research on American marriage that I am about to describe was designed to reconstruct a widely held cultural model, and so was pitched at the national level and conducted at one point in that national history.  However, the theory of culture on which it rests could certainly support research into historical change, or cross-national difference, or sub-cultural variation within a society, including variation in marriage across communities and variation across marriage and other kinds of intimate unions.

A Cultural Model of American Marriage

My analysis of the American cultural model of marriage was based on extensive (11-25 hour-long) interviews with husband and wife in each of eleven married couples, conducted in 1979-1980.  The first reaction that readers from many other social sciences must overcome is the shock of imagining a study of only twenty-two individuals.  Linguists, however, will not find this “sample” size questionable in the least.  This is because the object of their study, language, is highly regular in many respects (though certainly variable in other respects, such as dialect shifts).  For example, every dialect of English recognizes the same pronominal categories of first, second, and third person singular and plural (though only Southern English has the device of “you-all” or “y’all” to demarcate third person plural from the “you” of third person singular) --- while many other languages split up the pronominal continuum differently.  You only need to ask one single English speaker in order to retrieve this pronominal system.  In fact, linguists have recorded many dying languages for posterity by interviewing a single remaining speaker.  So it is with large chunks of culture.  With great regularity, refrigerators are found in kitchens, sofas in living rooms.  I was searching for what was regular or shared about American understandings of marriage.  This began as an empirical question:  Was there a shared model of marriage?  I found that there was.  Of course, had I been intent on discovering cultural variation in this model of marriage, I would have needed a much larger and more representative sample.

My twenty-two interviewees did not constitute a representative sample, but they were diverse enough to insure that I had not accidentally captured a variant subculture.  All the couples were currently residents of one middle-sized Southern town, but the majority had migrated there from different regions of the country.  They represented all ages and lengths of marriage.  They came from several different ethnic and religious backgrounds and ranged widely in level of educational attainment (see Quinn 1996: 399 for details).

The hour-long interviews were conducted weekly for as long as each interviewee had more to say on the subject of their marriage, ranging from a taciturn 11 hours to a garrulous 28.  They were conducted in such a way as to cede control of the interview to the interviewee, and thus covered what the interviewee deemed was important to tell about his or her marriage, including comparative comments on the marriages of relatives, friends and acquaintances, and thoughts on marriage in general.  

This corpus of discourse, so collected, was amenable to systematic linguistic analysis.  This analysis was designed to reconstruct the cultural understandings that interviewees must have had in mind to say the things that they did.  Restriction to a small number of interviewees allowed me to interview each one at length, resulting in a large body of discourse to analyze.  Repeatedly interviewing the same individual meant that a level of ease and even closeness could be established with each interviewee, so that the discourse collected in this way approximated ordinary talk between acquaintances.  In this talk about marriage, interviewees revealed the ways in which they ordinarily thought about it.

Without lingering over the process by which I developed my analysis (but see Quinn 2005), I can say that it exploited the use of metaphors, reasoning, and two key words, ‘love’ and ‘commitment,’ that reappeared frequently in the discourse and were of obvious conceptual significance in the interviewees’ understanding of marriage.  Ordinary speech is reasonably thick with all these features, which for this reason recommend themselves for analysis.  In addition, all of them are what I would call “culture-laden.” That is, metaphors are used by speakers precisely to clarify the points they are trying to get across to listeners, and do so by choosing cultural exemplars of these points.  Reasoning is organized around cultural schemas.  Key words arise to mark salient cultural concepts, permitting speakers easy reference to these.  Hence all three of these features of language provide good windows on the cultural assumptions behind them.  A third useful property of all these features of speech is that their usage is largely out of speakers’ conscious control, and hence can not mislead --- even if speakers wish to, say, present their marriages as more successful than they might have been, or otherwise put a good public face on their married life. 

The first clue I had to a shared cultural model of marriage was that all the metaphors used by any interviewee fell into just eight classes: metaphors of lastingness, sharedness, mutual benefit, compatibility, difficulty, effort, success or failure, and risk.  Out of over four hundred metaphors analyzed, only a small handful—fifteen, to be exact—either did not fit these eight categories or were questionable fits (see Quinn 2005: fn. 17, pp. 49-51).  Here, I reproduce a list of illustrative examples of each metaphor class that I have published elsewhere (Quinn 2005: 48), and that were chosen for their conciseness; multiple further examples are scattered throughout this and other of my publications.

lastingness: “To have that bond between us.  I think he felt that once we had a child we wouldn’t split as easily” [3W-4].

sharedness: “[O]ur existence is so intertwined” [9H-7].

(mutual) benefit: “But I feel pretty mutual about, we both have as much at stake in the relationship as the other person does” [4W-7].

compatibility: “We’ve scarred each other, and we’ve helped each other, and we’ve kind of meshed in a lot of ways” [4H-11].

difficulty:  “[O]ver the years we’ve bit by bit negotiated our way through the rough spots” [7W-5].

effort:  “[T]hey were different issues that were being worked on those marriages than in ours, I think” [5W-7].

success (or failure):  “[referring to circumstances that might lead to divorce] [I]f you’re in a no-win situation, you’ve got to take the best door out” [10W-8].

risk:  “[When you get married] you’re playing the odds; you’re playing percentages.  You’re betting that the great majority of the time with that certain person that you will enjoy being there” [7H-2].

I took these metaphors to reflect components of a cultural model of marriage that was implicitly used by my interviewees.  I should note that interviewees also from time to time described these eight aspects of the model non-metaphorically—talking, for example, of the “benefits” they derived from their marriages or the “effort” they put into them, or describing a marriage that did not last in the technical term of divorce.  But the metaphors they used to capture these concepts were ubiquitous, and easy for me to identify.  Indeed, after a while, they stood out in the discourse like red flags.

I was next led to think about how these metaphors might be connected in the model of marriage.  I began to see a partial answer to this question when I examined the reasoning people did about marriage --- their own, those of other people they knew, and marriage in general.  Speakers typically reasoned about that piece of the cultural model of marriage that they were considering at the moment --- usually the causal relation between two elements of it.  What they did not ever do was to provide a full-dress exposition of the entire model.  As Roy D’Andrade (2005: 90) has so nicely put the methodological implication of this phenomenon, “In general I have found it is better not to ask informants directly about their models, but rather to ask something that will bring the model into play; that is, something that will make the person use the model.”  This rule of thumb works because of the way so many cultural models are learned and held in memory --- as procedures for doing something, rather than as abstract theories of something, or rote discourse about something.  I ultimately came to understand that what speakers were doing with the cultural model I had reconstructed was reasoning about marriage; indeed, reasoning about it was the central task for which the model of marriage I had uncovered was the cultural solution.  What this meant, analytically, was that I was left to piece together the model interviewees had of marriage from different fragments of reasoning they did about it.  

Piecing together these many fragmentary examples of reasoning gives the following model:  Americans expect their marriages to be lasting, mutually beneficial, and shared.  They recognize, however, that if a marriage is not beneficial, it should not last.  A brief historical digression is in order.  This tacit expectation that marriage be mutually beneficial is rooted in an understanding of marriage as a private contract that dates back to the Enlightenment (Coontz 2005:146).  Sometime in the middle of the last century, this contract took on a new look, the benefits of marriage now residing largely in psychological fulfillment (Ehrenreich 1983:87-98; Coontz 2005:258).  To be sure, this historical turn to marriage as mutual psychological fulfillment did not come out of nowhere.  It was prefigured in the long evolution of Western marriage away “from sharing tasks to sharing feelings” that began in the mid-seventeenth century (Coontz 2005:156), segments of which are described in so many histories of marriage.  This whole long historical development --- from the introduction of ideas about “love marriage” and “soulmates” through newer ideas of marital happiness, companionship, and, eventually, satisfaction ---  ushered in with Enlightenment thinking, spurred by a radically changing family economy, but retarded for some time by prevailing notions of men’s and women’s “separate spheres,” and accompanied at every turn by rising divorce rates, is admirably synthesized in Stephanie Coontz’s recent book, Marriage, A History. 

The exact psychological needs that get fulfilled in American marriage today vary from individual to individual, even within a couple, across the range of those that can be met in an intimate interpersonal relationship:  Interviewees mentioned fulfilling the needs for sex, love, companionship, and shared experience, the need to be comfortable with someone and be important to someone, the needs for trust, approval, moral support, and help of various kinds, along with emotional security, cooperation in attaining common goals, closeness, affection, touching, feedback, understanding, feeling like a part of something, the felt need to do for someone else, the need for personal growth, and so on and on.  Moreover, provision of this psychological fulfillment by each partner to the other is more than just contractual; it derives moral imperative from its place in the twentieth-century American concept of personhood.  Being fulfilled has come to be regarded by Americans as something of a natural right.  For, if one is not and does not feel fulfilled, one is not the whole person that one has a right to be.  Since marriage or a like relationship is deemed to be the primary if not the only locus of such fulfillment --- the kind that can only be met by another person --- such a relationship itself becomes necessary to self-completion.  This moral weight to the idea of marital fulfillment bestows the expectation of a fulfilling marriage with considerable motivational force.

A potential --- indeed, almost inevitable --- contradiction pertains between the lastingness and the mutual benefit of marriage.  That is: Americans want and expect their marriages to be lasting, and at the same time that they believe a marriage that is not fulfilling should be ended.  This contradiction is so commonly realized in actual marriages that these interviewees uniformly expressed their understanding of marriage as being inherently difficult.  The difficulty is in making marriage mutually beneficial, in terms of both spouses’ fulfillment, so that it will last.  

In framing the felt contradiction between lastingness and mutual benefit in terms of marital difficulty, Americans set the stage for resolving it in a thoroughly American way.  Marriage as they understand it is a difficult task, and succeeding at this task requires effort to overcome this difficulty.  Since Americans believe that in general it is good to work hard to succeed in the face of difficulty, the application of this way of thinking to marital difficulties imports further motivational force into marriage.  Married people are motivated to work long and hard at their marriages to keep them from failing, and people who face divorce, in spite of all efforts to “save” their marriages, often feel like failures themselves.  

This bundle of ideas about succeeding through effort applied to marriage to make us treat our marriages as matters of success and failure has its origins in middle class American child rearing.  American children learn to frame much of their learning in terms of success starting with toilet training and tying one’s own shoes, if not earlier.  Very young children are rewarded for even small “successes” with extravagant praise, delivered in the special warm voice, and often accompanied with an exaggerated facial expression of delight and a little clap, that American parents reserve for such rewards (see Quinn 2005:5000).  (I have observed American children who have internalized this technique to the point of clapping delightedly for their own achievements.)  Training to be a success is continuous thereafter at home, in school, and in all kinds of extracurricular activities, especially sports, that are organized around the ideas of improvement, achievement, and winning.    

The difficulty of making marriage beneficial boils down to that of attaining compatibility.  Spousal compatibility consists in being able to meet each other’s needs.  The difficulty, as interviewees variously describe it, consists in recognizing or acknowledging, in the first place, that the other person has needs that one is responsible for fulfilling, and discovering what those needs are.  Interviewees say, “Gee, people really do go into marriage with their eyes closed” (4W-1); and, “We didn’t have any idea what we were getting into” (6H-4), and describe thinking about their spouses, early in their marriages, “Who are you?” and “What’s going on here?” (6H-2).  One husband, in a voice of wonder, reports,

4H-3:  There was a time in our marriage where she pointed out that there were all these drawbacks.  One, two, three, four, five, you know.  “What drawbacks?  About what?  Explain to me,” you know.  “I’m still learning.  I’m still filling in all kinds of things that I just don’t know how people come across the knowledge.  And it seems to me a lot of marriages must be totally disastrous.  Most of them.

Another husband gives a colleague the benefit of his own experience:

6H-4:  And he said he was going to get married and I said, “Well,” I said, “I hope you think about it real hard because I think you might find marriage to be a little bit surprising than what it is.  Because it was for me.  Shocking sometimes, you know, that it wasn’t all love and sex and that’s it.  Yeah, that there was some work to be done.

Beyond the initial effort of this discovery that marriage is about fulfilling the other person’s needs, comes the rest of the “work to be done”:  the effort of learning to fill those needs, making whatever self-sacrifices that are necessary to do so, and adjusting to changing needs in the long course of marriage (for considerations of brevity, I have not included illustrative interview excerpts for the rest of this chain of events).  If a married couple makes the effort necessary to accomplish all this, the marriage will last, and be deemed a success.  (A marriage may be long-lasting but unsuccessful, as when, in one well-understood scenario sometimes mentioned by interviewees, a couple stays together for the children’s sake, but is unhappily married because their own needs are not being met.)  At the same time, people understand that some marital incompatibilities and hence difficulties are insurmountable, so marriage is perceived as risky --- the risk being that a marriage may fail and end, in spite of all efforts to make it succeed and last.

Because I have elsewhere (Quinn 1987, 1991, 1996, 1997, 2005) published multiple examples of interviewees reasoning about the different causal links in this story, I will not document this reasoning extensively here.  But I will provide a couple brief examples (unpublished to date), just to give the reader a sense of how the model people have in mind can be reconstructed from such reasoning.  

Here are three interviewees reasoning about why marriage is not always lasting:

7W-6:  I guess when the effort is worth more than the reward and that you’re unhappier than it seems that you ought to be in your life.  I don’t think you can make a mathematical equation.  You’re unhappy X percent of the time compared to being happy the remaining percent of the time.  But just when things—when it’s a struggle and when it’s—perhaps when you no longer care to make the effort is one sure sign that maybe it’s time to bail out.

In this and other passages, the emotion of happiness represents a beneficial marriage:  When spouses are benefiting from marriage in the expected sense that their needs are being met, they are happy (and they have “happy” marriages), we understand.  So this interviewee is reasoning that when a marriage is no longer beneficial, then it should no longer last.  Benefit is characterized in a metaphor of “reward,” non-benefit as cost, in terms of effort, exceeding reward, and non-lastingness in the metaphor of “bailing out.”  The interviewee is trying to figure out how you would know when cost exceeds reward and the “time to bail out” has come.  She suggests one possible psychic indicator --- “when you no longer care to make the effort is one sure sign that” the cost, in terms of effort or felt “struggle”, has come to outweigh the reward and  --- “maybe it’s time to bail out.”      When X, Y—with X being the lack of reward in the marriage (as reflected in no longer caring to make the effort) and Y being the marriage not lasting.     

In the hypothetical case posed by this wife, effort, no matter how great, apparently does not overcome marital difficulties to yield a rewarding marriage.  In the next two equally hypothetical cases, interviewees reason that marriages fail because the necessary effort is not forthcoming.   

4H-5:  I mean my feeling now is that in most marriages, I don’t know if this is marriage nowadays but in my parent’s generation, the problem’s never acknowledged but it is there.  And it comes out in middle age when the kids are gone and people end up in divorce and totally baffled and they never know why.

3H-2:  ‘Cause divorce is that --- it’s a kind of a proof of an unsuccessful marriage that maybe shouldn’t of happened in the first place.  I don’t think people should get legally entangled unless they know what they’re getting into.  Unless they really want to.

I:  Okay.  So you think most divorces are caused by the fact that they marriage is not right, rather than that the people --- they’re --- you know…

H:  that --- they may have been compatible, you know.  They felt they were compatible but they weren’t willing to give enough or work enough.  They were too selfish to make it work.  

While interviewees sprinkle their speech, including their reasoning, with many different metaphors for marriage not lasting (like the one of “bailing out” in the first of these three excerpts), they sometimes also, as do these men, refer literally to divorce.  In parallel arguments, both husbands are saying that marriages do not last, but end in divorce, when spouses fail to put the requisite effort into them.  In the first case, about marriages of the interviewee’s parent’s generation, the effort is required to solve whatever “problem” or difficulty that inevitably arises in any marriage, but this problem, one that presumably needs solving in order for the marriage to be mutually beneficial and divorce to be averted, is simply never acknowledged, so the effort to solve it does not get made.   The causal link, between not making this effort to solve the problem, and the resulting divorce, is expressed as X and Y.  Here the temporal order of events, connected by the conjunction and, stands for causal order; we understand that the following event has been caused by the preceding one.

In the second case, the reason given for many divorces in the interviewee’s generation is not, as the previous interviewee complained about the marriages of his parent’s generation, that spouses do not recognize the difficulty that requires effort to overcome.  Instead, these younger couples are too “selfish” to “work enough” or make this effort, in order to “make it work” --- a metaphor standing for marital success, and a reference back to the opening assertion about “an unsuccessful marriage.”  That opening comment --- “divorce is a kind of proof of an unsuccessful marriage” --- makes clear the equation between the two; with this husband, we understand that a successful marriage is a lasting one and vice versa.  Because of their selfishness, the speaker goes on to explain, these misguided couples ignore what needs effort, imagining that they are already sufficiently compatible and do not need to do further marital work.  Here, the causal relation between divorce and lack of effort is made clear in the assertion that selfishness, and, we infer, the attendant lack of effort, causes a marriage to be unsuccessful—too X to Y.  By the equation provided at the outset of this piece of reasoning, Y1 is a proof of Y2, we are made to understand that an unsuccessful marriage is one that does not last, but ends in divorce. 

This last man hints at several additional features of the larger model of marriage that he leaves undeveloped.  The idea that making a marriage work consists in “giving enough” is an allusion to giving to the other person to fulfill their needs, as spelled out in the first of the three excerpts.  The fact that spouses who do not “give enough” or “work enough” are not as compatible as they think they are, suggests the role played by compatibility, in terms of the capacity to fulfill each other’s needs, in the overall model.

The alert reader may have noticed that three terms in the model I have described --- lastingness, mutual benefit, and sharedness --- seemed to be not so much implicated in this task solution; indeed, the expectations of lastingness and mutual benefit gave rise to the problem in need of solution --- as to be a priori expectations about marriage.  My interpretation of the basis for these three expectations is a psychodynamic one.  I believe that they derive from the mapping of the earliest experience of attachment in infancy onto the adult relationship of marriage.  Evidence for this interpretation comes from an analysis of how these interviewees use the term love.  For them, love is supposed to exhibit itself in three ways: people who love each other want to fulfill each others’ needs, want to be with each other, and want to stay together forever (see Quinn 1997 for evidence).  I argue that this configuration of understandings about love is a template for the American marital relationship, explaining why Americans expect marriage to be fulfilling, shared and lasting.    

I draw for this argument on attachment theory.  In this theoretical framework, because the infant’s security and very survival depend on attachment to its caretaker, human infants have evolved to have several urgent concerns: that their needs be fulfilled, that they be in proximity to the caretaker, and that the caretaker not abandon them.  These early concerns and the experiences they engender have life-long consequences, one of which is that early patterns of experience surrounding the child-caretaker relationship are re-instantiated in adult intimate relationships --- the fundamental one of which, in American society, is marriage.  While the shape and salience of adult love is likely to vary cross-culturally depending on cultural variability in infant care, the basic concern with adult attachment is universal.  In the American case, early pressure to self-reliance is especially likely to leave the feelings of dependency that surround attachment unresolved in adulthood.  In any event, its roots in powerful early experience are likely to lend adult attachment further motivational force 

Yet an additional source of motivation comes from the belief Americans share that marriage is a commitment (see Quinn 1982 and Quinn 1995:78), which they understand to be a promise to dedicate themselves to another person (see Quinn 1982 and, for a summary of the analysis of this key word, Quinn 1995:78).  Commitment may be a motivational complex that is invoked by Americans in the context of any important but difficult task.  In addition, given the unpredictable and often erratic course of love, it may be an especially useful way of reinforcing that source of motivation with a more dependable one.  Indeed, commitment predates love, in the history of Euro-American marriage, as a motivation for staying married.  Today it seems to derive its motivational force from the idea that a good person does not break such a promise, the import of which is underscored by the exchange of vows in the marriage ceremony, and the overall solemnity of that occasion.  

It is important to note that what I have described here is an American “folk” understanding of the concept of commitment, which is to be distinguished from Stanley’s analytic use of the same term in this volume.  As Stanley, Rhoades and Whitton use it, the term “commitment” stands for motivational “push” and “pull,” for both what they call (1) personal dedication, and what they call (2) constraint commitment.  Personal dedication is very close to the folk understanding: quoting from an earlier publication of which Stanley is co-author, they say that it “refers to the desire of an individual to maintain or improved the quality of his or her relationship for the joint benefit of participants.  It is evidenced by a desire (and associated behaviors) not only to continue in the relationship, but also to improve it, to sacrifice for it, to invest in it, to link personal goals to it, and to seek the partner’s welfare, not simply one’s own.”  Constraint commitment “refers to forces that constrain individuals to maintain relationships regardless of their personal dedication to them,” including both structural forces such as economic investment, and moral forces, “such as one’s view about divorce or finishing what you start.”  In Americans’ talk about marriage, such constraints go unspoken or minimized, never overriding the central dynamics of that model --- the couple’s ongoing effort to overcome marital difficulties and a achieve a successful, mutually fulfilling, marriage.  

Of course, beyond love and commitment, the drive for success, and the moral mandate for self-fulfillment, multiple other common motivations attach themselves to marriage.  Features of American sex roles add such a layer of motivation --- most obviously, men’s powerful need to prove themselves as breadwinners and the important status that women derive from being married.  Also deserving mention is the recognition of adult maturity that marrying affords for both sexes.  There are, moreover, the desire to have children, family pressures, religious beliefs (that may influence commitment, in particular), and an array of economic considerations, including the security of two incomes and the expediency of a traditional household division of labor (not to mention what is commonly referred to as “gold-digging,” or outright marrying for money).  All these considerations, and other more idiosyncratic ones, singly and in combination, undoubtedly enter into people’s decisions to marry and to stay married.   Nevertheless, in most American subgroups, people recognize that fulfillment is what you are supposed to marry for, first and foremost.  This is not to argue that why people say they marry, and stay married, is necessarily the whole story ---  or to diminish other motives, even if they may be less explicitly stated.  It is only to insist that the interpersonal fulfillment and other motivations that are intrinsic to how Americans understand marriage must figure in any analysis of it. 

Situating This Approach

I have delineated Americans’ cultural model of marriage and stressed the various sources of motivation that attach to it because of the obvious relevance of the model and its motivational force for social change.  The broadest implication of the cultural model I have described is that marriage, as it is conceptualized and practiced, may not always respond directly to changes in its social and economic surrounding, even when it seems obvious that it ought to, in terms of these social or economic pressures.  This is because inherent in Americans’ understanding of marriage are powerful independent sources of motivation that resist much social and economic change.  I have described four of these sources, perhaps most importantly the deep motivation, based on early attachment, to be with and care for the loved spouse, and never to lose that person.  In addition, I have discussed the motivation, over-learned by Americans from early and ongoing experiences of valuing success and overcoming difficulty through effort, to succeed at marriage through hard work; the motivation to seek fulfillment in order to be a whole person; and the motivation to live up to what is perceived as a solemn commitment.  

This is not to say that all the motivations inherent in Americans’ understanding of marriage work against its “decline.”  The treatment of psychological fulfillment as a natural right has undoubtedly tended to make American marriage more brittle, especially coupled with the effects of well-known social and economic changes over the past half-century --- notably, second-wave feminism and women’s entrance into the labor force in vastly increased numbers --- that have encouraged women, in particular, to seek their individual fulfillment.  Other motivations, though --- those that are attached to our ideas about hard work, love, and commitment --- have countervailing force, inspiring people to stay married.

I explained at the outset of this chapter that my research was aimed at reconstruction of a widely held American model of marriage, that is, at a national level of analysis.  I also described how the theory of culture behind the research would also support the study of sub-cultural variation and historical change.  Readers of this volume, whose foremost interest is in variation and change in Americans’ marriages and other intimate unions, are likely to deem it a limitation of my research that it does not address this variation and this change.  But, my research demonstrates, and it is important to keep in mind, that Americans’ understandings of marriage are substantially shared.  Before any investigation of sub-group differences in patterns of marriage, any research on non-marital unions, any study of historical change in marriage or other unions over time, it is necessary to have as a benchmark and starting point the most widely shared model at a given moment in time as a guide to what kinds of variations and changes, commonalities and continuities, to look for.  

Variations and changes in marriage and other unions, however far they may eventually depart from earlier cultural understandings over longer stretches of history, will always begin as elaborations of already existing understandings.  For one example already mentioned, the ideas, assumptions and expectations on which other adult intimate unions than marriage are modeled are likely to be recognizable variants of the cultural model of marriage.  This is so, I have suggested, both because these ideas, assumptions and expectations reflect cultural understandings of relationship that reach beyond the context of marriage alone, and also because other adult unions are formed in imitation of or opposition to marriage.   For another example, a cultural model of marriage reconstructed from what Americans say today, 25 years after my original study, might well capture the results of so many years of high divorce rates in more provisional expectations of lastingness, and more stringent criteria for why and when a marriage was no longer fulfilling and should be ended.  But we would hardly expect the ideas that marriage should be fulfilling, or require hard work and demand sacrifice in order to be fulfilling, to have disappeared.  For a final example, a study focused on the marriages of fundamentalist Christians might find that in these marriages, marital commitment is phrased as a religious sacrament.  Yet, that concept would likely have much in common with the more lay understanding of marital commitment --- would be likely, indeed, to resonate more with the contemporary laic idea of commitment, than, say, with the nineteenth century notion of marriage as a sacrament.

To say that the deep motivations to marry, and to remain married --- love, commitment, the desire for fulfillment or for marital satisfaction however characterized, and the determination to succeed in the face of difficulty --- broadly resist change, is not to say that these motivations themselves are changeless.  The values and practices that undergird these deep motivations, and hence the motivations themselves, do change, if over relatively long periods of time.  Thus, I mentioned the introduction of the American concern with self-fulfillment that entered American folk psychology in the mid-twentieth century.  Another example might be the contemporary middle-class American ideas and practices that favor unstinting nurturance coupled with early, rigorous independence training required of infants and small children --- ideas and practices that, together, likely account for the intensity with which middle-class Americans pursue unresolved dependency needs in their adult relationships.  When and if such middle-class ideas and practices having to do with personhood and child rearing do alter over time, such changes will have consequences for adult intimate relationships.  Indeed, to the degree that the working class does not share this complex of ideas about child rearing, contemporary adult intimate relationships can be expected to vary across class as well.  

All these comparative studies of marriage against non-marital unions, marriage across subgroups, and marriage across time, wait to be done.  Now, the interviews I collected for my study are almost thirty years old.  Surely it would be useful, and entirely feasible, to interview a similar sample of Americans today, and apply the same methods of discourse analysis to compare the model of American marriage that emerges from this contemporary discourse with the one I reconstructed from the interviews taken in 1979-80, in order to chart changes in Americans’ understandings of marriage.

Such historical research, as well as the reconstruction of variation across those in marriages and other intimate unions, and across marriage in different sub-cultural groups of Americans, should accompany and guide more quantitative research, not supplant it.  Cultural models research should be understood as model-building, not hypothesis-testing.  Thus it does not try to measure variation and change in intimate unions.  Rather, it supplies a framework within which to situate this variation and change and to interpret its complexly interrelated meanings.         

Absent such a framework, social scientists who study change in marriage are inclined to give culture short shrift, emphasizing instead the socio-economic functions and benefits of marriage, and often treating cultural understandings of it as a residual category.  Because the larger cultural model has not been delineated, crucial underlying understandings about marriage and and the part these cultural
understandings play in motivating marital behavior may be overlooked.  Even when social scientists do acknowledge culture, they typically have a highly impoverished view of it.  In particular, they tend to treat values or norms impinging on marriage as if these were freestanding propositions, rather than being embedded in larger, complex, cultural models.  In the anthropological approach I have taken here, “values” and “norms” are intrinsic to the shared understandings that I call cultural models, and that are learned in the course of shared, emotion- and motivation-laden, experience.  When something is learned as a matter of right or wrong --- in the way many lessons are taught to children --- it carries an evaluative cast.  When something is learned as the natural way of things --- taken for granted, in the way of so much of our experience --- it takes on a normative cast.  But the particular content of that understanding, including its particular evaluative or normative quality, always depends on its experiential context, including, importantly, that part of this context that is cultural.  Take, for example, the notion of marital commitment, which can be considered both a norm, in the sense that most of us take it for granted, and a value, in the sense that a commitment-less marriage would seem wrong to most of us.  Marital commitment is framed by Americans’ understanding of commitment more generally --- that it is a serious promise to do something for someone.  But, in the context of marriage, commitment is more particular.  As suggested by the definition of personal commitment used by Stanley, Rhoades and Whitton, it forefronts desire of a certain sort --- that is, a desire to continue and improve the relationship with one’s partner to the point of sacrifice and investment.  It is a commitment, too, to shared goals and to the other’s welfare.  And, not mentioned by Stanley et al., it may have a more or less strong underpinning in a variety of religious beliefs about marriage, or, alternatively, in a therapeutic view of relationship.  This notion of marital commitment is thoroughly American, in the sense that what counts as such a commitment may be very different in another culture; or, in another society, the very idea of commitment and/or its very application to marriage may be absent altogether.   

There is a further tendency in economic and sociological treatments of marriage that reinforces their neglect of the motivations that I have been discussing.  This involves the use of an economic language of “tastes” and “preferences,” a language that invokes commodity choice and disallows the deeply motivating.  This idea that all motivation in marriage can be reduced to a cost-benefit calculus may be encouraged by the fact that ordinary Americans, too, talk about marital costs and benefits.  After all, the membrane between expert and lay discourses circulating in a society is a permeable one.  But we should pay attention to the way ordinary married people, like the wife quoted earlier, hedge this economistic way of talking, setting limits on it.  As that wife reflected, “I don’t think you can make a mathematical equation.  You’re unhappy X percent of the time compared to being happy the remaining percent of the time.  But just when things—when it’s a struggle and when it’s—perhaps when you no longer care to make the effort is one sure sign that maybe it’s time to bail out.”  Like most people, this woman anticipates having to consult her psyche for a sign that it’s time to end her marriage.  That you can’t “make a mathematical equation” for this decision is a warning to social scientists, too.  It is not just that the factors that motivate people to stay married (or not) are diverse and individually variable.  It is also the case that these deep motivations are difficult to articulate and impossible to put a realistic number on.  This is not to deny that people are likely to have some well-defined limits, like a husband who talked about how he would react if his wife had an ongoing affair, saying, “If it was something that would persist and carry on I’d just say, ‘Let me off.  Stop the boat I get off here.  Carry on with your love life elsewhere’” (1H-13).  However, interviewees, including this husband, considering most marital situations saw most hypothetical situations in which their marriage was at risk as far less clear-cut. 

Nor does reconstruction of a cultural model aim to predict behavior.  The relationship between the model of marriage to which Americans subscribe and their marital behavior is complex.  Certainly this model accounts for important aspects of this behavior --- notably, for the importance of being and staying married as an outward sign of success, and for the efforts American couples are willing to put into achieving marital success.  (A reviewer of this chapter suggested that this emphasis on marital success might explain some of the impetus behind the thriving couple counseling industry in America.)  

On the other hand, there are some aspects of marriage that remain unsaid, tacit, and even out of awareness.  One example, alluded to earlier, would be the economic and moral constraints on marriage that Stanley, Rhoades and Whitton characterize as “constraint commitment,” and that go unacknowledged or under-played by married Americans themselves.  It is interesting that Americans, whose marital decisions are most certainly sometimes influenced by such constraints, do not make much of them or incorporate them into their model of how marriage works.  Perhaps to do so would compromise their sense of themselves as agents making their marriages succeed through their own efforts, or would cast their marriages as unacceptably calculating and, hence, loveless.   Another example of what goes unspoken, and most certainly remains unconscious, is the link between marital dependency and early attachment.  Couples fail to recognize such an unconscious connection even when, as is not uncommon, they routinely talk baby talk to each other.

Reconstruction of cultural models, and conduction of the interviews on which this reconstruction is based, is relatively effortful and time-consuming.  I have argued that such research is worthwhile for at least two reasons: because it uncovers deep motivations that account for much of the historical staying power of (and change in) marital patterns, motivations that are likely be overlooked in other social scientific approaches; and furthermore, because it invites comparison, whether across marriage and other intimate unions, across cultural sub-groups, across history, or cross-nationally, that preserves the cultural meanings of marriage in all their complex interrelatedness.  
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