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PREFACE TO THE NEW EDITION


My own international marriage 30-some years ago is what led me to research the challenges and joys as well as the ups and downs of marriages that cross cultures. Was what I experienced typical? Were others frequently as perplexed as I was when the actual dynamics of my marriage didn’t fit my preconceived notions about married life?


Today once again, 20 years after the first edition, I find myself fresh from speaking with couples from all over the world, listening to their stories and observations about their own intercultural marriages, with the aim of keeping my book current. But even as this third edition of Intercultural Marriage: Promises and Pitfalls goes to press, I find myself wanting to add one more story, one new bit of research about what impacts intercultural couples’ compatibility, and I realize that there will never be a definitive edition.


When I first wrote this book there weren’t any resources for those who married internationally, apart from some psychological studies of exogamy (that off-putting term for “outbreeding”), which were written for therapists rather than for the people involved. Today there are magazine articles, online columns and newsletters, documentaries, and marriage workshops for couples that touch on some of the concerns. It is a frequent topic for the web-surfing, text-messaging, facebooking, global-tripping generation of people who today are meeting and marrying across cultures. There is more interest in the topic, and more and more couples are entering intercultural unions, raising bicultural children, and looking for a kind of handbook they can turn to when they encounter the first blip in their communication or point of view.


That is why the book keeps growing in popularity and why I am continually updating it, interviewing new couples who were children when the book was first written, hearing about some of the issues they are facing today in their own intercultural marriages. It is why I caught up with some of the first couples I met to find out what life has brought them, to see how they have worked their way through many of their own early misunderstandings and difficulties and, over time, settled into a mature acceptance of one another’s quirks and often maddening foibles. I see that these couples are stronger today because of the culturally different viewpoints they faced together and managed to fuse. I am more than ever convinced that those of us who learned to live with someone from another culture—even when it sometimes involved conflict and self-doubt—who learned to live with ambiguity and to improvise, benefited from the experience. None of us who stretched our worldview beyond its original boundaries because of an intercultural relationship can go back to being exactly who we were before, whether the marriage is considered a success or not.


I have heard from interculturalists who help people adapt to cultural transitions, and from marital counselors who work with couples; I also attempted to read the many books and papers that have been written since I first wrote the book. I discovered that much remains the same: blending two hearts (merging two lives) is ever an unruly task. But much has changed. Some of the changes I found are:


There is an ever-increasing frequency of intercultural marriages. People are moving, traveling, studying, working globally, and encountering potential partners from other lands. Many young people are meeting and corresponding via the Internet today. Courtship, which once was complicated because of geographic distances, has been streamlined because of improvements in technology and travel.


Dual-career couples are more common. In fact, today they are practically the norm. Once it was the woman who followed her husband to his land and workplace. Today both partners generally work, and either the husband or wife can be the “expatriate spouse” who follows his or her partner. Some have “commuter marriages” between countries where each is employed.


More couples are living together before marrying. They are often waiting until they are older than their parents were before marrying; some are going into their second marriages, and many feel that the only way they can really get to know one another is by being together 24/7. Some of these “cohabiting partners” move in together with intentions to eventually marry, but they do not feel any particular urgency until perhaps a child comes along.


There is more religious or spiritual introspection. Despite an upswing in religious fundamentalism in all parts of the world, few of the couples spoke of religious conflict in their marriages. Many were grateful that they share the same faith or attitude toward spirituality. Others spoke of being aware of how important it is to address their religious differences thoughtfully before marrying, realizing that what people believe affects not only how they worship, but how they live their daily lives.


There is more cross-cultural awareness. Young people are more interculturally aware than they were 20, even 10, years ago. They realize that they are marrying more than someone who perhaps speaks a different language and comes from a different country; they are more attuned to the cultural baggage, the different customs, mentality, and behavior that they each bring into the marriage contract.


Many of the couples are themselves the children of intercultural couples, and their marriage to someone from another country, culture, or ethnic group is the most natural thing in the world for them. Others grew up in a land not their own, and relate better to internationals than people from their own countries. Many today take cross-cultural courses at colleges or have work-related training in the subject. Even travel guidebooks touch on habits and customs along with the more usual information regarding weather, currency, history, and sights.


Same-country couples are beginning to recognize the many intercultural dimensions of their own marriages. Same-sex couples with different racial, ethnic, or country backgrounds are realizing that they too need to deal with the cross-cultural issues affecting their lives together. There is less parental, familial, or societal disapproval of these marriages than there once was—perhaps due to greater global exposure, which diminishes parochialism.


The immergence of cross-cultural marriage counselors. Therapists and marriage counselors have become more aware of and sensitive to not only the special issues faced by intercultural couples but also of the impact that their own cultural biases have on the dynamics of their interventions.


All of this has led me to revise the second edition, bringing it up to date, enriching it with the wisdom of my readers, and giving consideration to the changes just discussed.


One of the questions I have frequently been asked by readers is why I felt it was necessary to focus on the pitfalls. People equate this with negative thinking; they don’t like to talk about differences. Political correctness would seem to indicate that we are all the same and that people should concentrate on how we are similar rather than on how we differ. But that doesn’t make the differences go away. On the contrary, avoidance often hinders understanding.


While of course it is important, essential even, to focus on the positive elements, it must be remembered that one of the biggest benefits of these marriages is the opportunity they provide for personal growth, and no one will deny that we are more likely to grow in self-understanding by wrestling with differences than relaxing in commonalities. It is also useful to recognize and acknowledge where the differences lie, understand their causes (whether personal or cultural), and address them in order to be able to move on. Exposing cultural diversities and alerting couples to the potential conflicts resulting from them are ways to prepare for the misunderstandings they can cause. Looking at the dissimilarities and examining possible points of conflict depersonalize or intellectualize them, enabling us to achieve a necessary detachment. Anticipating a stressful event can help defuse the reaction.


But most important, acknowledging areas in which they are unlike can help intercultural couples comprehend the disturbing feelings of distance from one another they may experience. It may help them understand that the encounter with certain differences may cause in either or both partners a reaction, sometimes a negative reaction. It may also help them learn to respect that many differences and their reactions to them won’t ever disappear. But if they can come to “… accept that even between the closest human beings, infinite distances continue to exist, a wonderful living side by side can grow up; if they succeed in loving the distance between them which makes it possible for each to see the other whole against the sky,” they will have found the true secret to intercultural marriage.1


NOTE:


1. From Letters by Rainer Maria Rilke (New York: W.W. Norton, 1954).
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WHAT’S IT ALL ABOUT


The bride and groom were on their way: their bags packed, passports renewed, tickets and boarding passes ready.


The car taking them to the airport was surrounded by a few intimate friends and family members who were jovial but, at the same time, teary-eyed and cautious in their well-wishing. The bride, flushed and smiling through her nervousness and excitement, was struggling to control the mixed sensations of happiness and hurt that were gripping her insides and jumbling everything around.


This was really a good-bye. She was leaving these people and turning her back on her family, who disapproved of the marriage. She was crossing a bridge—not only the symbolic bridge that every bride crosses, but also a physical bridge to a new life in a different country, among new people with foreign ways and tongues.


Her groom, a handsome, dark-eyed, dark-skinned recent MBA graduate, was finally beginning to relax. He was glad the ceremony—just a civil one—was over and he could escape from the ambivalence of the situation. He was anxious to return home to the familiar atmosphere of his own land and friends. For the moment he had managed to suppress the nagging fears and doubts he felt about taking this delicate, blond, blue-eyed French beauty back with him. He hoped she would win the hearts of all, just as she had won his, and that all the protestations over this marriage to a foreign woman would subside as soon as they met her.


These two young people (Yvette and Ali), one French, the other Kuwaiti, were embarking on more than the usual matrimonial adventure: they were heading into the never-never land of intercultural marriage.1


Carried away by the impetuosity of youth and half-comprehended dreams of romance and glamour, Yvette and Ali had few doubts about the success of their venture. They knew that their marriage might be harder than one between people from the same background, but in their hearts they were sure they would make it. They were confident that love would win out over any obstacles they might encounter. For now, all they felt were the positive aspects of their international partnership. They were proud of being different, of their daring, and excited about the adventure ahead. Only later, when the honeymoon was over, would they realize that they had done more—much more—than marry someone with an exotic accent.


Yvette and Ali are but two of the growing number of young people who are crossing cultures to find lifetime partners. More and more, people are leaving their homeland to visit, study, or work overseas. The world is in flux, with a greater number of refugees, either willing or coerced, settling in new lands. Once upon a time intercultural couples were more unusual, although their history goes at least back to biblical times.2 However, international “love” matches are a relatively new phenomenon. Young people in the past did not have as much opportunity to meet prospective partners from other lands as they do now through travel, educational exchange programs, and other direct forms of international contact.


Distances are no longer barriers. You can be anywhere in the world in 24 hours. To many growing up in the Internet age, the world has flattened and people seem more alike. Computer networks, satellite television, cell phones, blogs, chat rooms, Facebook, web-activated phone systems, fax machines, and e-mail connect people from around the world within seconds; local customs and dress are giving way to an apparent uniformity. Blue jeans, Nike shoes, Coca-Cola, Starbucks, and McDonald’s are familiar to young people everywhere. The whole world has become interconnected and shares the same threats and problems—volatile markets, violence, drugs, terrorism, nuclear or chemical war, AIDS, poverty, climate change, pollution—and seems to be an extended global village with only superficial differences. Everywhere the process of change is accelerating like never before. Traditional social restrictions are breaking down, creating gaps between generations and leaving some young people feeling less tied to their ethnic or social groups and more open to marriage with someone from a different land.


But these similarities often merely disguise the fundamental diversity in beliefs and behaviors that makes each culture unique, its people distinct.


In the early stages of all love relationships—and intercultural relationships are no exception—people are aware of and encouraged by the similarities between them. Any differences they do see are often disregarded as surface details, challenges, or aspects that make the relationship more interesting.


Only later when they get down to the business of forming a cohesive, functional family unit do they realize that many of these differences involve basic values or role definitions, which significantly complicate matters. Somehow they have to be dealt with, accepted when possible, resolved when necessary, tolerated when all else fails, but not ignored. It is then that they become fully aware of how many differences there are, how deeply some are embedded, and how significant they are to their future together. Intimate relations across cultures can be plagued not only by an inability to understand each other’s perspectives and by imperfect cross-cultural communication, but sometimes also by a feeling of mistrust of the other culture, something that often manifests itself when the couple is in conflict.


This is when the give-and-take that is necessary to any marriage becomes important. It is also when these couples realize that for them it is also more complicated than for people in monocultural marriages because they often don’t know what or how much they should give and take, or why.


They are in new territory. Their differences are often based on expectations, assumptions, and convictions neither one had been consciously aware of having because they were there from birth and had never been questioned. These beliefs seem natural to themselves, and yet to the partner they are incomprehensible or, at the least, confusing. Each spouse first has to learn a lot about himself or herself as an individual and as a member of a culture and then about the partner. Only then can they begin to know what to do about their differences and make them work for instead of against them.


This is a long, perhaps a lifetime, process, and many couples don’t know where to begin. They don’t know where culture leaves off and the person begins. What they perceive as anger, indifference, or even cruelty may instead be cultural differences; they must begin the long process of learning to interpret one another’s behavior correctly.


With this book we hope to help intercultural couples become aware of the differences and see them in perspective (both their own and their partner’s) so that they can manage them to their mutual advantage. This is a book written for couples involved in a relationship or a marriage with someone from a different culture. It is for those of you who are encountering misunderstandings that “don’t make sense”; have come to see that your relationship/marriage is not exactly what you had fantasized; who have perhaps run into the first pitfalls and have begun (1) to question whether you made (or are making) the right decision and whether it is worth it or not, and (2) to wonder, “Where do we go from here?”


This book is for those couples who feel alone with their doubts and questions because they know no one who has had the same experience, for couples who perhaps feel they will have to “rough it out” because they married against everyone’s advice and now must figure it out on their own.


Until recently there was little written on the subject (see the Bibliography). A generation ago couples had to find their own way, often groping blindly, never sure when the things that were troubling them were typical of all marriages or unique to their own because of the cultural differences. Today there are articles written and Internet groups that share notes, advice, and encouragement, but no one site that covers the entire subject.


For many of you there is no one with whom you can compare notes or share impressions of marriage because your own situation is different from others, and perhaps this differentness isolates you and sometimes intensifies your feelings of aloneness or strangeness.


With this book we hope to fill that void by (1) giving a brief overview of what makes these marriages different, special, or unique; (2) explaining why they seem (are) more complex than others; (3) showing where the potential trouble spots (problems or challenges) are for most couples; and (4) offering some suggestions for managing the differences and making them work for, rather than against, the marriage.


To do this the book uses the personal stories, ideas, and advice of the hundreds of couples interviewed, some of whom have sound marriages, some who feel they do not, some who are still groping for answers, and some who seem to have found them.


This is not meant to be a “how to” book with all the answers or experiential exercises, nor one that covers every aspect of intercultural marriage. Instead, this is a handbook that will explore the subject, pose a lot of questions for consideration, perhaps assist you in opening dialogue with your partner, and help you find your own answers.


The first part of the book, “Daring to Be Different,” focuses on some of the kinds of people who marry into other cultures. Here we consider some of the general personality types who tend to marry out of their own cultures and some of the motivations that frequently underlie their marriages.


This part of the book outlines the normal progress of these marriages, as couples pass from the “honeymoon” stage, when the atmosphere is one of adventure and optimism and the emphasis is on the similarities between them, to the “settling-in” stage, when they get down to the basics of life, forming their routines, projecting their future, and seeking a marital style that works for both, to finally settling into a pattern that will remain more or less consistent for their life together.


The settling-in stage is when a couple really comes to grips with the many different ways in which each partner approaches life and discovers that some of their differences cause confusion and friction. This stage is the one in which the little habits of each partner must be adjusted to suit living as a couple.


For the intercultural couple this stage is often like going through culture shock or the psychological disorientation similar to that experienced by people living in foreign lands, but more severe and comprehensive because of the totality of their commitment—for them there is no “going home.”


The final “life-pattern” phase is the one in which the basic pattern of the relationship becomes fixed—for better or for worse. The relational pattern is determined and usually goes unchanged unless a concerted and conscious effort is made to alter it. At this point most couples either accept, sublimate, or fight out their differences and move on … or out.


The second part of the book, “Food, Friends, and Other Frustrations,” examines the trouble spots, the differences that can become issues. We look into differences that were cited by the majority of the interviewed couples as the most obvious or troublesome. First, we attempt to distinguish between differences stemming from ethnic or cultural origin and those that might be common to any marriage (personality, age, social status, educational level)—often a very fine line. We then concentrate on the cultural differences and examine each one in depth to see how and why they can cause problems in these marriages.


The third and last part of the book, “Making Miracles Isn’t Easy,” focuses on ways of turning the differences into pluses by separating the issues from the love relationship and by seeing these issues as challenges to be managed to the couple’s benefit. It looks at different kinds of intercultural marital arrangements, how couples have worked out their particular balance of power, and how they have resolved differences.


The section also considers some of the factors for succeeding in these marriages and the conditions that must exist before the marriages can begin to function well, many of which apply to any marriage and some of which are specific to intercultural ones. Finally, it gives practical pointers to be considered before marriage—things many couples say they wish they’d thought of early on.


Any marriage is like a game (a very serious game), but intercultural marriage is more complicated because each partner comes equipped with a different set of rules—different values, habits, and viewpoints, ways of relating to others, and strategies for negotiating differences. Until one set of “house rules” is agreed upon, the game doesn’t work, and the partners risk growing apart rather than together. Deciding on whose rules to use (and deciding how to decide) can be complicated and can cause misunderstandings, conflicts, or ruptures, even for two people who love each other.


Although this book may appear to have opened a Pandora’s box, I feel confident that this book will help you appreciate that intercultural marriage, while not for the weak of spirit, can provide incomparable opportunities for experiencing not only personal expansion, but for finding a love and closeness more special because of the extra effort it takes. By alerting you to the pitfalls, so you may avoid some, and cope with others, I hope that each of you will find what your marriage promised … and more.


NOTES


1. By which we mean a union of two people from diverse cultures as well as different countries, which may also, but not necessarily, indicate differences in race and/or religion.


2. Ruth was a Moabitess married to a Hebrew; the Queen of Sheba married and bore a son to Solomon.
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DARING TO BE DIFFERENT
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THE WHOS
AND THE WHYS


And every man in love or pride
Of his fate is never wide.


Emerson, Nemesis


There is a great deal of unmapped country within us.


George Eliot, Daniel Deronda


Before looking at specific marriages to understand why some prosper and others fail (or merely set endurance records), we must look at who the people are who cross international boundaries to find their partners. Obviously, not every person who lives and loves overseas returns with a bride or groom. And so, who does? Who are the people who “veer from the norm” in marrying interculturally? And why?


Many would answer, “Why not?” For many of the spouses, this is the obvious and logical response. Comfortable outside their own culture, perhaps born of parents whose careers took them around the world, or themselves products of a dual-culture marriage or veterans of years of cross-cultural experience either at home or abroad, they find that marrying someone from another culture is perhaps more natural than marrying someone from close to home. Others say that “culture simply was not an issue.” But there are many for whom this is not the case, and others who have no international background but still find themselves first attracted, then attached, to someone from another world.


While we risk falling into the trap of categorizing or stereotyping these people or suggesting—as was the case with early studies of these kinds of marriages—that the fact of marrying outside their social group makes them less than mentally healthy, it is worth considering whether certain personality characteristics are more common than others among intercultural spouses.


Of course, there is no such thing as a fixed profile of the intercultural spouse—there are too many variables, too many unique individuals. But these marriages do often tend to be between people who are not strongly tied to their own cultures, who are perhaps less traditional or more adventuresome, and who are willing (or eager) to venture a little further from the security and predictability of the familiar to marry across cultures. This is not to deny or minimize the fact that behind the individual personalities there is also timing, chance, and availability … the old propinquity factor. People marry when they are ready to marry—physically, psychologically, and perhaps economically. For the most part people also marry those with whom they fall in love, but as no two individuals can agree on what the term love means, many rule it out as the one and only motivating force in marriage.


It might be interesting for each of you to think about yourself and your spouse and ask what it was beyond mere attraction that drew you into a permanent relationship with someone from another culture. Was it love only, and how does each of you define love? Or a possible combination of love and chance? Fate? A simple matter of being in the right place at the right time? Or was there something going on in your life that pushed you in a “foreign” direction? Something in particular about a person from a different culture that appealed to you more than potential partners from your own? Perhaps similar values, goals, interests, or shared worldview?


Here are a few other questions that might assist you in discovering who you were and what was going on in your life when you entered into your marriage, which might also lead you to consider what has helped or hindered your adjustment.


1. What was it that attracted you to one another in the first place; that is, what was the most appealing characteristic about that particular individual (perhaps something different from people you had known or dated in your own culture)? Was this man/woman someone you would have “hooked up with” in your own cultural group? Was your relationship with your partner your first with someone of another culture? Was there something that appealed to you in the idea of marrying a foreigner—romance? prestige? adventure? attraction to that culture? “geographic fit” with a certain country?


2. How would you describe yourself in appearance, education, social status, economic stability, personality, and self-image at the time of the marriage? Did you have a clear sense of who you were or were you still trying to figure things out? Were you a joiner or a loner? What about your partner?


3. What was going on in your life at the time you met your future spouse: what events, situations, or changes were happening? Was there anything out of the ordinary? Anything potentially stressful such as a move to a new city or country, a change in your job, or family situation?


4. What kind of relationships did you have at home—with your parents, siblings, and peers? Were you the only or oldest child of the family?1 What was your home life like? Was belonging to a certain religion, culture, or race a central issue in your family? How was this manifested? Was yours a close-knit unit in which one member’s affairs or problems were taken on by the entire family, or was it a more disjointed kind of family in which each member went his or her own way and respected the independence and privacy of the others? Was this style right for you?


Had anyone in your family (grandparents, aunts, uncles, etc.) married someone from a different ethnic, racial, or religious background? How were their marriages viewed by their families? Were their marriages successful or not? Was there anything in your life (relational, political, social, economic, or religious) you wanted to get away from or already felt distanced or alienated from?


5. How did you feel about people from other lands or about other ethnic groups within your own country, and how much exposure to them did you have? Had you lived in homogeneous neighborhoods or in neighborhoods where there were people of different cultures, races, or religions? Did you see cultures as more or less equal, or did you consider your own to be superior, or at least the one that did things in the most “natural” way, and did you tend to rate others according to their approximation to your own standards? Had you lived, worked, or traveled outside of your own country?


6. What were your expectations regarding life with the man/woman you married, your goals for the relationship? How did your views compare or differ from your partner’s? How seriously did you discuss them? Were your partner’s views compatible and, if not, how did you decide to handle them? How long had you known one another before you married?


Social psychologists say that people usually pass through three phases before making a final marital commitment: the attraction phase, the value comparison stage, and finally the role comparison stage, in which they see whether they can function in compatible roles. Did you and your partner experience all three phases, or did you leave the last one or two to deal with as issues arose?


How well did you know yourself and your own cultural heritage, and how might that have influenced your perception of the world and caused you to be in or out of sync with your partner? How well were you able to articulate the beliefs and characteristics that culturally made you what you are? Did you tackle or avoid the “tough topics?”


Everyone will respond to this reflective exercise differently, and there is no typical way that people in intercultural marriages answer these questions, just as there is no simple explanation of why one and not another person will make the cultural leap. There is no prototype for the intercultural spouse. Nevertheless, we are going to attempt to describe some of the personality tendencies of people who marry internationally. While this will certainly not be either a complete or all-inclusive listing, it might interest you to see if you find yourself, or at least part of yourself, in some of the people we describe. For want of better names we are going to describe some of our intercultural spouses according to the following types:


1. Nontraditionals


2. Romantics


3. Compensators


4. Rebels


5. Internationals


6. Others
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There are some people we will call “nontraditionals” because, while being a part of and accepted by their own society, they simply don’t put much importance on belonging to the “ingroup.” They do their own thing in life. Sometimes they are loners—by choice. They feel detached enough from their own culture or peer group to be able to decide for themselves the course of their lives.


Some never shared mainstream values and others grew away from them. Duncan, for example, was a popular young man who had been happy growing up in Portland, Oregon. He came from a solid, middle-class family and married the girl next door. It was his experience in Korea that opened the world to him. He followed his military service with college on the GI Bill, which led to a career in the Foreign Service. His wife didn’t keep up with him or with the changes that came about in his goals and views on life. While he distanced himself from the environment in which he had grown up, she became more embedded in its values and security, and they grew apart. His hometown culture now seemed more foreign to the life he was leading than did any foreign posting. So when in Lima he met Eva, the German widow of a Peruvian race-car driver (whom she had met and married in Paris), he felt more in tune with her than he did with his wife, with whom he shared an almost identical cultural background.


Sometimes whole families are detached from the traditional ways of their society. It is not unusual for brothers and sisters to have each found partners outside their own cultural group. A typical example is that of Moroccan siblings Mehdi and his sister Hafsa, who both married foreigners—he a Belgian woman and she an American pilot her brother brought home to lunch. When asked why she had married him, considering all the problems it brought her—especially as a woman in Islamic society, where the marriage of a Muslim woman to a non-Muslim man is not recognized as a marriage—she shrugged: “I don’t know, but American men are nicer to their women than Moroccan men.” In their case their own parents were also more free-spirited and religiously tolerant than average, and this set the tone for their children.


Others are actually happier outside their own society because they feel freed from pressures to join and to conform to values they don’t fully share. Zoahar, a nonmilitant Israeli, for example, did not want to live his life involved in the political problems of his homeland. Although he was required to serve in the military and sympathized with the emotional stance of his people, his heart was not in it, and he did not want fear and hate to condition his entire life. He felt relaxed and more in tune with Maria Clotilde, his Brazilian Carioca bride, whom he met while he was a scuba diving instructor at the Club Méditerranée in Martinique, than he ever did with any of the girls he met in the kibbutz. She neither knew nor cared much about what was going on in the Middle East, and living with her made him feel free of that world with which he did not want to identify.



[image: Images] ROMANTICS


Maria Clotilde, on the other hand, was out for romance, and for her romance meant international adventure. From the time she was a child she had been preparing herself for the day she would break away from the confines of her beloved Rio and see the world. She began at an early age to master languages and did her English homework by reading National Geographic magazine. She remembers loving the lines of a Welsh poem that translated as “‘Tis better to be wrecked in distant seas than to rot in the sand of the shores.” The only thing she was sure of in her future was that she would never marry a Brazilian. From there on, anything was possible. Not that there was anything wrong with Brazil or Brazilians, except that it was all “so predictable, so boring.” Only with the foreigners she sought out and dated did she find the sparks, the chemistry that made life stimulating for her and made her feel special. So when she met Zoahar, she was ready.


In the same way Hans, who had been continually exposed to the international set in the cosmopolitan ski resort of St. Anton in Austria, found the women of his own world limited and uninteresting. He dreamed of going to the United States and taking a job as a ski instructor at Copper Mountain or Aspen. He yearned to escape the humdrum routine of his mountain village. Thus, when Lynn, an American, joined his ski class one winter week, he felt he had found everything he wanted in a woman. She was attractive, wealthy, college-educated, foreign, and, most important, different from women at home. Conquering her was a feather in his cap, and it gave him the prestige of a quasi-foreigner himself. He even took to wearing cowboy hats on the slopes to accentuate this assumed connection.


Some romantics cross all boundaries—class, race, religion, and age—when they marry internationally, because to them each additional difference makes the challenge and the adventure just that much more exciting. Some marry an illusion, as did Esmeralda, the pampered daughter of a Spanish industrialist. She became infatuated with a Mexican mestizo soccer player she met during Carnival in Rio and married him with the idea that she was entering an exciting “primitive” world. Another romantic is the Swiss-German Corinne Hofmann, who fell in love with Kenya and became obsessed with a young illiterate Samburu tribesman with whom she did not even share a common language. Besotted, she eventually married and lived in the bush with him for three years, describing her rocky marriage (and inevitable divorce) in her book The White Masai. Others marry as a logical continuation of their wanderlust, like the American globe-trotting professor who taught university courses to U.S. military personnel all over East Asia and, feeling more at home in Asia than in the U.S., he eventually married a South Korean woman he met just before he turned 40.
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These spouses are often those who are looking for their “better half,” their alter egos. Sometimes they are people who for some reason feel incomplete and are searching for someone to “fill the holes” in their personalities, who will “counterbalance” them in some way. They choose a partner they believe will provide them with what they covet or believe they lack.


Certainly this is not a characteristic that is exclusive to intercultural spouses. It could be said too about many people who never stray from their home culture. The difference is that the intercultural compensators for one reason or another believe that only a foreigner can give them what they need or want.


Some spouses come from families in which there has not been a truly loving, intimate relationship among its members. Occasionally they come from families where one or both parents are absent (either physically or emotionally), and they are as much attracted to the other’s cultural definition of “family” as to the individual qualities of their spouse.


Cassie, a pretty, wispy young woman who met and married her “Latin lover” in Chicago, where she was working as a waitress in a fast-food restaurant, felt like the “leftover” offspring of her mother’s unsuccessful first marriage. After her father abandoned the family when Cassie was 12, her attractive, small-town, midwestern mother quickly remarried and had three children by her second husband.


Cassie always felt she was in the way in this new family unit. She saw herself as not particularly attractive: too tall and gawky by the standards of her peers, by turns moody and quarrelsome, unpopular and unsure of herself, unhappy at home, and unsuccessful in school (which she abandoned early).


Consequently, when handsome, exuberant Jaime, from Santo Domingo, walked into the restaurant one night, so obviously at ease with his group of Latin friends, she immediately fell in love with his carefree, confident ways and perhaps unconsciously hoped that some of it might rub off on her. In part she was attracted to Jaime because of his sunny personality (in contrast to her moody one), to his smooth self-confidence (in contrast to her shyness), and to the strong family ties that she felt would compensate for her own unstable family relationships. She was sure it all had to do with his Latin culture, in dramatic contrast to her inherited “cold” Scandinavian demeanor. Marrying him was, in effect, a way of appropriating these desirable characteristics for herself. So much importance did she put on keeping ties to his family, that it was Cassie who led him to make peace with his parents, who had all but disowned him after he married her.


Cecil, a product of nannies and British boarding schools, who barely knew his parents and had little home life as a child, was admittedly looking for a different concept of family when he formed his own. Thus he was drawn to his Japanese wife, Ikumi, as much for her strong, enmeshed family as for her delicate beauty and deferential manner. Only after they were married did he realize that she was attracted by the very opposite in him (his freedom from family ties). Ikumi was seeking independence from her strong but domineering and intrusive family; she was looking for a world in which she could put herself first, and for a man who would not make restrictive demands on her. She thought she had found this in Cecil.


Rashida never thought of herself as marrying to fill a void, and yet her life had been one long search for identity. Rashida was the privileged, only child of wealthy, African American professionals who had done everything they could to give her entree into the white world. For most of her life she had been the only black child in white neighborhoods in Washington, D.C., practically the only black student in her class in private white schools, a token black in the elite women’s college she attended. When she won a national singing competition, they sent her to study voice in Rome, where she was accepted by the foreign colony and was avidly courted by Italian men, who were as intrigued by her dark skin as by her foreignness.


For most of her life she had white friends and primarily dated white men, but she was never really one of them. Yet she did not feel herself to be quite black either, certainly not like most of the black sisters she knew. She was almost reconciled to this “oreo or coconut” identity, as she described it—black on the outside, white on the inside—and had decided that perhaps she would remain in Rome where life was less complicated for her.


Then she met Olu and was immediately attracted to this fellow foreigner with a British accent. He had a Sub-Saharan African background that she coveted and wanted to become a part of. When he asked her to return to Kenya with him, she knew she wanted to go. She wanted to be a black woman in a black world; she wanted the identity she had always felt was missing, the identity he could give her. With him she felt she could recapture her roots. She explained: “Race is an inescapable factor in most black lives, and by marrying Olu I stopped running away from and embraced mine.”


On the other hand, Natalie, who was born in England to a Tamil (Sri Lankan) family and raised there, believes in hindsight that she was attracted to the white British international student she met studying in Canada because she had been “trying to be English” all the time she was growing up. Marrying Basil was an unconscious attempt on her part to belong to the dominant rather than the minority culture. For Basil, Natalie was “forbidden fruit” that distanced him from his conservative family.


Another romantic compensator who, like most, fits into more than one category explained that she fell in love with the culture before she even met the man. Daniele was born in Belgium and met her husband, Mehdi, on a business trip. “I must have been Moroccan in another life,” she mused when explaining the attraction she felt when she met and married Mehdi, who was from Casablanca. She later realized that she had only a romantic or outsider’s notion of what belonging to Moroccan culture really meant, but her desire to belong to it persevered, and her enthusiasm helped her adapt. It also helped that she had an unconventional Moroccan for a husband.
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Like Basil, who married Natalie, Cassie’s Jaime is what we might call a “rebel” type. Beneath his suave, easygoing manner was a young man who was disenchanted with his own country, with its politics, social mores, and way of life. Once he started his studies at the University of Chicago, he decided that he really never wanted to live in his own country again.


In Cassie he found a girl who personified freedom from all the things he objected to. She was the embodiment of what he considered “American.” Not only was she pretty in a natural way and forthright rather than flirty—unlike the girls from his social group in Santo Domingo—but she was free and fun and broke all the rules “nice” girls in his group in his own country wouldn’t dare break, at least not openly. And she adored him, not a small matter for a lonesome student far from his homeland. Added to that was the spice of knowing that she was someone his parents wouldn’t (and didn’t) approve of—wrong religion, different social milieu.
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