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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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