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  Abstract 

This paper examines the experiences of happiness for divorced, separated and widow men and women in 

Islamabad city of Pakistan. Taking a qualitative interpretive approach, data was collected through twelve 

life histories and twelve semi-structured interviews. The findings reveal that the participants’ narratives of 

happiness were strongly embedded within the social and cultural discourses. Compared to men, women 

faced more stigmatization, harassment, fear and threats of violence. Women were also more likely to be 

held responsible for issues related to children’s custody and they were dishonored. The paper argues that 

men and women as social identities cannot exercise independent agency. Their acts and behavior are all 

guided by the cultural values and norms that guide their lives. This shows that marriage in Pakistan is a 

social contract instead of a personal one and the termination of marriage is an unhappy experience 

especially for women who are already disproportionately affected by other inequalities in the society. The 

paper calls to rethink about divorce, separation and widowhood as social constructs.  

 

Keywords: Happiness, Divorce, Separation, Widowhood, Gender, Qualitative Research. 

 

 

Introduction 
 

This research paper is extracted from a larger PhD study on the gendered experiences of happiness for 

diverse social groups (married, divorced, remarried, separated & widow) in the socio-cultural context of 

Pakistan.  Happiness is a multidimensional and complicated social phenomenon that has multiple meanings 

not only across cultures but between and within cultures (Tsai, 2007; Harmon-Jones et al., 2011; Oishi et 

al., 2013; Joshanloo et al., 2014; Veenhoven, 2011). It may be defined as “the degree to which an 

individual evaluates the overall quality of his/her life-as-a-whole, positively” (Veenhoven, 2013, p. 5). 

Studies on happiness have been mostly carried out by sociologists and psychologists, who associate it with 

subjective well-being, quality of life and life satisfaction (Diener et al., 2010; Forgeard et al., 2011; Adler, 

2013; Ahuvia et al., 2015).  

 

The majority of the sociological studies on happiness are largely based on survey researches (Delle Fave et 

al., 2011). Though such studies provide a general picture of happiness however, these do not allow us to 

understand happiness as a social construct. In contrast to quantitative researches, qualitative studies that 

combine cultural perspective of happiness with theoretical analysis have discovered strong and critical 
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dimensions between cultures (Bok, 2010) and considerably the ways and experiences of well-being that 

vary for individuals across societies (Kroll, 2011). Hence, this paper takes a qualitative lens and it aims to 

understand happiness as a social phenomenon which shapes individuals‟ experiences of life and acts as a 

system of formal and informal social control (Ahmed, 2010).  

 

In this paper while examining happiness as a social phenomenon we specifically focus on the experiences 

of divorced, separated and widowed men and women who are often considered as deviant due to their 

failure to conform to the expected standards of „normal‟ life. It is important to understand how they define 

happiness in their lives. The paper intends to unveil the pattern of relationships between socio-cultural 

values and happiness with a specific focus on the right of power of individuals to define happiness for the 

selected individuals. It investigates discourses of power in which happiness is embedded across various 

social and cultural contexts as cultural dependent experiences of people. We argue that individual 

performance is the product of culturally recognized and accepted guidelines in various social identities 

which ultimately lead him/her to satisfaction and happiness (Borjas, 2005; Chong & La Ferrara, 2009; 

Fernández, 2011).  

 

Literature Review  
 

Sociological perspective of happiness displays the wider and comprehensive aspects of subjective well-

being (Bartram, 2011) which can only be understood and comprehended through, from and within its social 

context (Illouz, 1997). Sociologists also define happiness as a positive assessment of an individual about 

his/her various aspects of life (Nuvolati, 2009a; Veenhoven, 2010). Hence, in sociology, happiness is more 

the matter of living conditions as a general view of wellbeing but it is a phenomenon that is completely 

rooted, situated, and embedded in diverse social institutions, actions, relationships and identities. 

 

Happiness oriented from socio-cultural dimensions of any society is based on individuals‟ experiences 

(Kroll, 2011). Cultural perspectives are the critical element in happiness studies (Kitayama, Mesquita & 

Karasawa, 2006; Koopmann-Holm & Matsumoto, 2011) argues that the authority of culture is beyond any 

control and is completely embedded in ways of life. Therefore, culture can not only understand as one of 

the factors that may contribute in the happiness of individuals, rather it is the cardinal factor: „culture can be 

a major force constructing the conception of happiness and consequently shaping its subjective experiences 

(Lu & Gilmour, 2004, p. 271). 

 

Contemporary marital relationships are held on the belief of equality (Knudson-Martin 2013; Knudson-

Martin & Huenergardt, 2015) but in reality, marriage is based on power relations derived from binary social 

construction of gender (Sullivan, 2006). There would be few cases where a wife dominates her husband in 

marriage as societal norms do not support her in undoing gender (Deutsch, 2007). Women are enforced to 

play stereotypical submissive roles to protect their marriages from divorce (Gottman, 2011; Nicoleau et al., 

2014). Traditional gender ideologies are present in lives of most of the individuals and disobediences from 

defined norms greatly shape their experiences of unhappiness. Separated men who participated in this 

research have extreme urge to revive their relationship with their spouses. 

 

Previous literature shows that divorced separated and widow individuals are considered as deviant. The 

notions of good and bad, right and wrong vary with time and space as well as can only be understood 

within a particular social context (Goode, 2011). However, it can be argued that non-conformity comes 

from deviant behavior which is a subjective experience and is a complex product emerged from socio-

cultural processes of interaction, power and legitimacy (Ben-Yehuda, 1990). The person‟s behavior is 

categorized as deviant and non-conformist by the dominant forces of the society in a particular social 

context. Non-conformist individuals adopt alternative social systems and show those performances which 

are outside the mainstream realm of normative order. They are considered as a threat to power structure 

because they challenge norms and values and resultantly try to make transformations in customary belief 

system.  
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Studies have highlighted the stigma associated with divorce in patriarchal societies (Rozie-Battle, 2003; 

Glikman, 2004). For example, researches conducted on divorced men mainly highlight the negative 

stereotypical roles of such individuals who are uninvolved in their child care and family matters. Likewise, 

divorced women are looked down upon by families. Similar, issues are encountered by widow men and 

women. For instance, widow men face serious problems in the (Yopp & Rosentstein, 2011& 2013) 

socialization of their children and become sole care givers in terms of social, emotional and economic 

support being in the bereavement.  Widow men are believed to enjoy more material wellbeing and 

satisfaction as compared to women after the death of their spouses due to high income earnings (Sultan & 

Kanwal, 2013). However, it is also true that widow men having unmarried young adults do not considered 

themselves to marry before fulfilling the responsibility of their children marriages. Father has to replace his 

inactive role after the death of spouse and becomes more active in the lives of his children (Goldberg et al., 

2009; Baharudin et al., 2010; Lemay et al., 2010; Uddin, 2011; Barajas, 2011; Martini & Senechal, 2012). 

As compared to men, widow women have bad physical health, low economic resources and lack of social 

support which lessens their satisfaction and happiness (Zick & Holden, 2000; Luanaigh & Lawlor, 2008). 

Loxton et al., (2007) found feeling of insecurity, low confidence and harassment faced by young widow 

women. 

To conclude, divorced separated and widowed men and women are alienated as a result of their choice to 

be deviant. Unfortunately, during this process the society fails to understand their dilemmas and 

predicaments which they encounter as a result of broken or failed relationships. Hence, it is important to 

understand how these individuals respond to societal demands and how they experience their changed 

marital status. To examine this, we asked the following questions in this paper. 

 

Research Questions  
 

1. How divorced, separated and widow women and men understand and define happiness? 

2. In what ways does the socio-cultural context influence the construction of happiness for men and 

women (divorced, separated, and widowed)?  

3. Is happiness experienced differently by women and men (divorced, widowed, separated)? 

 

Theoretical Framework  
 

The current research is inspired from phenomenological and ethno-methodological theoretical 

underpinnings taken from Dorothy Smith (1987, 1991). Smith in her theoretical orientation emphasizes in 

the real activities of people, experiences they gain while performing number of activities, the ways people 

use to understand and attach meanings to the social world in which they are operating. She mainly focuses 

on women and feminist standpoint by using Marxian analysis (Adams & Sydie, 2002).  She has strongly 

taken in to account women‟s standpoint that contains bifurcated consciousness, their daily experiences and 

the way relation of ruling are created and authorized. One of her main concerns is to criticize that 

mainstream sociology is totally and clearly male oriented methodological and conceptual foundation.  For 

Smith (1987, p. 371), “All knowledge is knowledge from a particular standpoint and what which has been 

claimed as objective knowledge of society conceals a male bias”.   She questions the objectivity of 

sociological knowledge, especially when it uses concepts constructed by “the practice of government” such 

as “mental illness, crimes, riots, violence, work satisfaction, neighbors and neighborhood, motivation, and 

so on” (Smith, 2005, p. 15).  

 

Materials and Methods  
 

This paper draws from a qualitative research design and takes a social constructivist lens. 

Phenomenological interviews were conducted to examine lived experiences of individuals in their day to 

day practices.  
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Research Method 

 

Life history is used as a primary tool for profound examination of gendered experiences of happiness in 

individuals‟ lives. Purposive sampling technique was employed for selecting diverse participants from each 

category (Gelman, 2010; Miles et al., 2013). A sample of twenty-four divorced, separated and widowed 

informants (12 men and 12 women, 4 from each category) was finalized.  

 

Data Collection 

 

Separate interview guides were used for each category. Life histories were conducted from those 

informants who had five to ten years duration in certain marital status at the time of interview. Semi 

structured interviews were conducted as a supporting data for the point of comparison to enrich the 

information and the intensity of feelings shortly after certain social phenomena occurred and construction 

of experiences.  

 

Analysis 

 

The analysis of the data is guided by both Smith‟s phenomenology and Foucauldian discourse analysis 

(Foucault, 1991, 2005), which are very flexible in use and give an ample freedom to researcher to construct 

their own analytical tools to best explore, describe and explain collected data. Foucauldian discourse 

analysis gives attentions to discursive practices and repositories of people‟s accounts and investigates the 

ways in which discourses are constructed (Willig, 2008).  

 

The discourse analysis was divided in three stages to find social and normative patterns. Firstly, the 

variations, irregularities and conflicts in the narratives of each individual were observed. The second step 

involved identification of consistent customary practices and cultural representations of diverse accounts of 

individuals (Potter & Wetherell, 1995) with relation to their gender and social identity. This helped in 

locating iterative utterances from phenomenological data. Finally, we started cross-examining of discourses 

produced during conversations influenced by established institutionalized practices. This whole process 

was circular and generated from phenomenological data which revealed the diverse experiences of 

individuals and guided discourse analysis.  

 

Ethical Considerations 

 

The entire research process was guided by following ethical protocols. Informed consent of all informants 

was taken prior to each interview. The interviews were conducted by the first author in a place convenient 

to the informants. Confidentiality of informants has been maintained during the data analysis and writing 

process.  Pseudonyms have been used and measures have been taken not to disclose other personal 

information about the participants. The informants were aware that they could withdraw from the research 

at any time.  

 

Analysis & Discussion 
 

The findings highlight that individuals who fail to demonstrate culturally accepted social roles are 

recognized as non-conformists as they threaten the power structure by defying the norms and values and are 

constantly held accountable. This accountability places them at disadvantageous position and unending 

stigma is attached with them. The experiences of the participants are presented below in three main themes. 

 

Divorce: An Endless Stigma  
 

Divorce is considered a prohibited phenomenon in traditional societies, where it is considered a taboo (Al 

Munajjed, 2010; Al Gharaibeh & Bromfield, 2012), yet, in recent times the stigma associated with divorce 
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has reduced (Demirkan et al., 2009). The findings shared by divorced individuals in this study reveal that 

both men and women are labeled as failures in their lives but women are more victims of social stigma, 

exploitation and they have lack of support form their own families. The phenomenological interviews 

conducted with men indicate that being in authority, they have necessary social and economic resources to 

recover from and cope with marital failure earlier as compared to women.  

 

The findings indicate that the experiences of divorced men and women in divorced status are entirely 

different due to their gender. Divorced men had fewer problems compared to divorced women (Wilkinson 

et al., 2009; Hamilton et al., 2011) and they did not face the stigma of divorce personally.  One of the 

divorced men shared this as follows;  

 

I am never stigmatized as a divorced man but my daughters get this stigma because people have 

this universal understanding “like mother; like daughters”. I feel a sense of regret on the loss of 

marital relationship and spending a purposeless life for past ten years (Adnan, Divorced Life 

History) 

 

A woman from a broken family is not considered appropriate for a successful marriage. Clearly, the 

divorced men regretted the state of loss. As one stated, “I am regretful that I have destroyed my family in 

anger and negligence and feeling of dishonor is attached with my kids.” (Faizan, Divorced Semi Structured 

Interview). Previous studies (Futris & Schoppe-Sullivan, 2007) also acknowledge the traditional roles of 

fathers for the future wellbeing of their children (Lemay et al., 2010; Lipscomb, 2011; Allgood et. al., 

2012). The majority of the men also had to bear the legal costs to compensate financial expenses of children 

and ex-spouse during the time of separation and after divorce (Baitar et al., 2013). The findings of the 

research show that the women deliberately demanded divorce but the men mostly divorced their wives in 

anger.  

 

The life experiences shared by divorced women in the study highlight that they were totally satisfied from 

their decision and felt a relief. However, the socio-cultural forces made them regretful on their status as 

divorced. Their family members had to hide their divorce and restrain them for socializing and attending 

various family functions. As one participant explained, “I remember my own mother stopped me to attend 

marriage rituals of my brother because many superstitious beliefs and practices are attached with a divorced 

woman.” (Taniya, Divorced Life History). These practices excluded them from mainstream institution of 

family and contributed to their unhappiness. Additionally, women were not allowed to socialize with 

friends, display pictures on social media and to remain modest by covering their heads.  

 

These findings are similar to previous studies where it has been reported that women face more 

stigmatization, harassment, fears or threats of violence, issues related to children‟s custody, character 

assassination and are dishonored as compared to men (Son & Bauer, 2010).  Nevertheless, the data shows 

that as women succeeded to take control of their lives with economic independence they became more 

confident and assertive (Baumeister, 2005; Keskin, 2013). A divorced woman narrated, “Now, I am making 

lot of money and I have started spending it on household expenses, family and on kids. Everybody has 

stopped interfering in my life (Taniya, Divorced Life History). 

 

One divorced woman explained her dilemma of how her life was controlled by her ex-husband due to her 

son. It was difficult for her to express her love for her son due to the unhappy relationship she had 

experienced with her husband, yet she was constantly pressurized to do so by her own parents. Hence, she 

felt that a taboo of motherhood was attached with her which she regretted. The excerpt given below shows 

a two-fold pressure faced by this woman which strongly hinders her way to happiness. She narrated;  

 

I started blaming myself and it was all due to my mistakes, attitude, short temperament and my 

behavior which made my life like a hell after divorce. The stress level of all types like emotional, 

economical, and social was very high. My acceptance in my family is because of taking care of my 

son otherwise I have no place in my own family. The moment I granted his custody to his father, 
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the way they will crash my image and start such a character assassination which will never end till 

my death. But my ex-husband never asked for his custody and controls my divorced life through 

my son. (Ayeza, Divorced Semi Structured Interview) 

 

Likewise, another divorced woman narrated;  

 

I am living under strong surveillance of my father with two grown up kids because I am divorced 

and easily available to men in my divorce status. (Farwa, Divorced Semi Structured Interview). 

 

Though these women were interested to remarry but they had limited choices. Their families discouraged 

them to do so due to the shame attached to remarriage in the presence of children. Besides, in the cultural 

context of Pakistan a woman with children is not welcomed even if they do get the chance to remarry. This 

deprived most women of their right to re marriage and hence they were still at the mercy of the ex-husbands 

who tried to control them indirectly. This indicates lack of social support for such women which has been 

highlighted in previous studies too (Yalom, 2002; Yurovich, 2013).   

 

Separation: An Illusionary Future  
 

Separation is a social condition in marriage in which individuals have the feeling of hope as well as 

uncertainty about the possibility of marital reunion (Paiva, 2009). The findings from interviews conducted 

with individuals living in separation from their spouses reveal that their unhappiness was shaped by 

traditional gender ideologies. Men and women who had been living apart for several years didn‟t have any 

emotional attachment (Kiernan & Mensah, 2010) and were more dissatisfied with their lives. Additionally, 

some separated men had extreme urge to revive their relationship with their spouses. The feeling of reunion 

is higher in men of all ages but it is more prevalent with women of younger ages than in later ages. The 

case of separation becomes more severe when a woman dares to step out of male authoritative domains 

without his permission and it is considered as an attack on male honor. 

 

Joint family system and interference of different family relatives were the cause of separation among 

spouses.  The situation was very complex and families were awaiting ways to resolve the dispute. Couples 

were continuously pressurized by their families for reconciliation but due to the involvement of multiple 

social factors, they found it difficult to reach at the final decision. One of the separated men revealed 

serious health issues due to separation which had badly affected his mental health and happiness. He said, 

“I am tired of this life and blame myself that my kids are orphans of a live father.” (Asif, Separated Life 

History).  

 

Men reported being pushed by families, friends and colleagues to either proceed with divorce or reunion 

but they found it difficult end the relationship because of their children. Women showed feeling of 

loneliness, economic burden and stigmatization. The narratives of young separated women depict that they 

didn‟t feel intimacy, love and trust with their spouses but they desperately needed a shelter to save 

themselves from severe attacks of stigmatization and character assassination. They were dissatisfied with 

their married life but did not want to end their marital relationship due to the stigma of divorce. These 

women described tyrannies of their life to understand the insecurities attached with separation and how 

power structure reinforces gendered happiness. The excerpts give below are presented here an example. 

 

I didn‟t get respect in my married life and I am totally hopeless. If my husband remarries during 

separation, I have insecurity about myself and my son‟s future life. I am trapped badly. (Hina, 

Separated Semi Structured Interview) 

 

I never wanted to leave the marital relationship. I begged him please take me back once and I will 

never come back to my parents‟ house but he said now you have no space at your brothers‟ house 

and you wanted to get refuge from him. (Gul, Separated Semi Structured Interview) 
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These excerpts indicate the stress and stigma these informants had to experience. They were pressurized to 

remain in separated status instead of seeking divorce due to the stigma associated with it. Both women had 

experienced violence yet they wanted to remain in marital relationship to avoid social stigmatization in 

marriage. They believed that a man is a woman‟s strength even if he is unfaithful. Additionally, women 

prefer to stay in marriage for the sake of their children despite having no feelings for the husbands. This 

reality is truly presented in the narrative of a separated woman who stated, “I feel very vulnerable because I 

have three daughters, if I ask for divorce who will marry with my daughters.” (Rania, Separated Life 

Histories). 

 

The narratives of separated men and women in this study highlight the role of family in creating conflicts 

and dispute. However, violence, social stigma and character assassination are attached with women. 

Women become more powerless and vulnerable and their lived experiences depict that they are strongly 

controlled by their fathers and brothers during separation. In this controlled life, they face continuous 

stigmatization for not performing their defined gender roles as wives.  

 

Widowhood: Bereaved or Relieved 

 

Widowhood is an experience of losing a lifelong companionship with a feeling of pain and loss. Women 

are harder hit because they are mostly dependent on their spouses and face multiple problems such as 

economic and social distress, losing of one‟s own identity as an individual, decision to remarry, sense of 

insecurity, stigmatization of being an alone woman and responsibilities as single mothers.  

 

The life stories of widow women clearly reflect their lack of interest for re-marriage largely due to their 

unpleasant past experiences. However, men were interested to settle down and get remarried, yet they too 

were reluctant due to unmarried daughters. Previous studies show similar findings that widow men having 

unmarried young adults do not consider remarriage before fulfilling the responsibility of their children‟s 

marriages. Widow women in this study faced numerous problems such as harassment at the hands of in-

laws. As one participant said, “I want to re-marry but I have a fear of facing social stigmatization in the 

presence of young unmarried daughters.” (Ijaz, Semis Structured Interview). The widow men desired to 

remarry subordinate women so that they can control them easily. The widow men were engaged in spiritual 

and religious activities and also spend their time with their friends and social circles. Sadness had become 

part of their lives due to loneliness. A widow man shared these feelings; 

 

I have a good reputation in society and I fear to re-marry in this old age having grandkids but I do 

want to re-marry with a good reputation woman having no kids because I feel very alone (Akbar, 

Widow Life History) 

 

Widow men faced serious problems in the socialization of their children as they became sole care givers in 

terms of social, emotional and economic support to them (Yopp & Rosentstein, 2011). However, most men 

experienced material wellbeing and satisfaction as compared to women after the death of their spouses due 

to high income earnings (Sultan & Kanwal, 2013). In contrast, widow women had poor physical health, low 

economic resources and lack of social support which lessened their satisfaction and happiness (Luanaigh & 

Lawlor, 2008). The period of Iddat was the unhappiest period of the women‟s lives. A widow woman 

narrated; 

 

When my husband‟s dead body came and I wanted to touch him desperately everybody stopped 

me to touch him because of the socio-cultural and religious obligation that a wife can‟t touch her 

husband after the death.  I was a prisoner in a room to fulfill a social taboo called Iddat (a period 

of time during which divorced or widow woman may not marry). (Zartaj, Widow Life History). 

 

Some of these women revealed that they had to perform all traditional stereotypical roles identified for 

widows. Zartaj felt that Iddat was the bereavement for women and she found it the worst experience of her 

life. Cultural notions discipline and regulate the behavior of individuals even at the time of big loss of any 
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individual‟s loved ones. Further, the women who had experienced widowhood at young age reported 

harassment at the hands of in-laws. A widow woman narrated her experiences in these words. 

 

One night my father in law said me, your legs are shining like jewels and I became frightened and 

remained conscious throughout night. One day, my younger sister in law‟s husband came to 

kitchen and he touched me from the back when I was preparing dinner for them. I became scared 

and quickly ran away from kitchen. When I confided my mother in law, she blamed me and said 

tum apni chitti chamrri bech kar guzara karoge (you will become prostitute and make living). 

That one sentence pinched me a lot throughout all these past years of struggle. (Saima, Widow 

Life History) 

 

After leaving her in laws Saima started working and now she is a successful career-oriented woman who 

lives with her child in a city. The account of one widow woman in this study is exceptional in a sense that 

she relates her happiness with her widowed status. Her husband had committed suicide during their marital 

dispute. She said; 

 

When I heard that my husband had died, I felt that I had gotten release from fourteen years of 

imprisonment with labor. I put my foot out of house with his funeral because I didn‟t want to sit at 

home in his Soag (woe). (Salma, Widow Semi Structured Interview) 

 

Hence, widowhood is a difficult experience in a sense that it produces feeling of loneliness and solitude. It 

is also apparent that widow women were hit harder due to their gender.  

 

Conclusion  
 

This paper evidenced that men and women experience divorce, separation and widowhood differently. The 

dominant power structure of the society demands extreme adherence to defined normative patterns which 

resultantly strengthen the pervading system of the society. Individuals are forced to exhibit the social and 

cultural identities which are defined according to their gender and specific marital status. This is because 

they want to be judged by people positively in their lives. In this sense, there are diverse meanings attached 

with multiple contexts which produce several expectations from its members to behave according to 

normative patterns in order to achieve culturally appropriate meanings of happiness.  

 

The findings suggest that social identities are dynamic and fluid not rigid and fixed. Marriage remains an 

important institution in eastern cultures but we need to accept that dissolution of marital relations is a way 

to escape unhappy relations. Hence, the institution of family needs to be more accommodating to meet the 

demands of these individuals in a modern globalized world. For this purpose, it is important to start from 

the institution of family where the process of socialization initiates. 
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