
THE PSYCHOLOGICAL TASKS OF DIVORCEPRIVATE 


(after Wallerstein and Blakeslee, with selected quotes)

"New relationships need space created by the person's


detaching from the old and being recep​tive to the new."

PSYCHOLO​GICAL TASKS FOR ADULTS:
Two sets of tasks  for the adults involved in divorce:

  1. Rebuild their lives as adults; make good use of their second chances.

  2. Parent the children after the divorce; protect them from spousal crossfire; nurture them; 


help them grow.

Ending the Marriage

 "The way that a family separates in a divorce (apart from what actually went on in a marriage) can help determine the nature of the post-divorce years for everyone involved."


Therefore bring the marriage to an end in the most civilized way possible--adults must negotiate and conclude arrangements together.  This seems impossible in such stressful times--parents must set aside their own intense feelings, stop compe​ting, and share in making decisions for and about the children.


"When well done, this task has the potential to ease future years for adults and children.  Done poorly, it can set the stage for years of continued anger, deprivation, and suffering for everyone involved."

Mourning the Loss

Mourning starts as soon as the notion of separation begins--and lasts into post-divorce years.  One needs to gently "put to rest" the symbolic meaning of marriage: it must be mourned as with any loss.


"An  unmourned marriage is one that psychologically con​tinues and in so doing shores up the feelings associated with the separa​tion, keeping them at their most hurtful."

Reclaiming Oneself

As with mourning, this step helps detach from the marriage.  Often your identity is tied into your spouse's, and into the marriage.  "I" has to replace "we."  Replace old roles and images (and self-images) with a new sense of self.  


Especially important, "exorcise" the voice of your ex-partner, especially if it was demean​ing, demanding, or nagging.  "Expectation of failure can be a self-fulfilling prophecy."

Psychological Tasks of Divorce, Page 2.
Resolving or Containing Passions

Unexpected events or small details can stir up bitter memories and flashbacks, with accompanying unhappy feelings.  Many events can contribute to this,  Thus it is important to try to resolve the hurt, anger, outrage.  "The reason to try to resolve them is not to turn the other cheek but to save oneself from being dominated by the trauma of divorce."

Venturing Forth Again

It's important to try new roles, relationships and solutions, both in the workplace and in new relationships.  This helps regain confidence and self-trust. If you have lost pride and confidence in yourself, learning to take risks and "venture forth,"  despite the anguish they may initially cause, can be reparative and positive. "There is no substitute for courage."

Rebuilding

"This is the central psychological and social task of divorce, involving all of the forego​ing tasks as building blocks.  the goal is to create a new, sustained adult relationship will be better than the one left behind and that will include the child​ren or to establish a gratifying life outside of marriage that includes but does not overburden the children."

Helping the Children

This involves being psychologically, emotionally, physically and in any other way available to your children, and doing so, to the maximum extent possible, in concert with their father. "Despite their unhappy feelings about each other, both parents need to make long-lasting commitments to their children for as long as the children need them."


It is also important to help the children understand what has happened, is happening, and is probably going to happen.  What is said, the context and the substance, depend on the child and his or her age.  These fall into the following broad catego​ries: preschool; early school years (5 to 8); later school years (9 to 12); adolescence.  Their responses and behavior will also be reflective of their developmen​tal stage.  "Children respond initially to divorce according to their age and develop​ment at the time of the breakup.  By understanding age-specific reactions and knowing what to expect, parents will be better able to help each child."

Reference:  Judith S. Wallerstein and Sandra Blakeslee.  Second Chances: Men, Women, and Children a Decade after Divorce.  New York: Ticknor and Fields, 1989 (hardcover) and 1990 (paperback).
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