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Resum.- Quan acaba una història d'amor: quines biografies esdevenen rellevants? 

Es presenten els resultats d'un estudi qualitatiu realitzat a Espanya amb biografies familiars 
d'homes i dones que van trencar la seva unió després d'haver tingut fills. S’ha emprat la 
metodologia biogràfica-etnogràfica, a través de 26 entrevistes en profunditat a 13 homes i 
13 dones seleccionades a partir de la generació de naixement, el grup social i la situació 
familiar: van néixer al voltant de 1955, eren de classe mitjana i havien tingut fills durant la 
unió. A través de la formulació de cinc preguntes molt generals, els entrevistats han 
explicat la seva història familiar: 1) la seva pròpia família; 2) el procés d'interrupció de la 
unió; 3) la trajectòria post-divorci; 4) l’actual situació i les fites que els agradaria 
aconseguir; i 5) les diferències de gènere en la forma de percebre aquests processos. Els 
fets i les percepcions presentats pels entrevistats van permetre conèixer en quina mesura el 
divorci s'ha convertit en un punt d'inflexió en les seves vides, quines són les biografies 
post-divorci més rellevants i el significat canviant de la família i els seus llaços 
emocionals. 

Paraules clau.- Família, biografia, interrupció de la unió, trajectòria post-divorci, Espanya, 
estudis qualitatius, gènere. 

 

 

 

Resumen.- Cuando termina una historia de amor: ¿Qué biografías se vuelven relevantes? 

Se presentan los resultados de un estudio cualitativo realizado en España con biografías 
familiares de hombres y mujeres que rompieron su unión después de haber tenido hijos. La 
metodología seleccionada fue la biográfica-etnográfica, a través de 26 entrevistas en 
profundidad a 13 hombres y 13 mujeres seleccionadas a partir de la generación de 
nacimiento, el grupo social y la situación familiar: nacieron alrededor de 1955, eran de 
clase media y habían tenido hijos durante la unión. A través de la formulación de cinco 
preguntas muy generales, los entrevistados han explicado su historia familiar: 1) su propia 
familia; 2) el proceso de interrupción de la unión; 3) la trayectoria post-divorcio; 4) la 
actual situación y los hitos que les gustaría lograr; y 5) las diferencias de género en la 
forma en que estos procesos son percibidos. Los hechos y las percepciones presentados por 
los entrevistados permitieron conocer en qué medida el divorcio se ha convertido en un 
punto de inflexión en sus vidas, cuales son las biografías postdivorcio más relevantes y el 
significado cambiante de la familia y sus lazos emocionales. 

Palabras clave.- Familia, biografía, interrupción de la unión, trayectoria post-divorcio, 
España, estudios cualitativos, género. 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Abstract.- When a love story ends: which biographies become relevant? 

In this paper I present the results of a qualitative study carried out in Spain with family 
biographies of men and women who broke their union having had children. The 
biographic-ethnographic methodology chosen has been implemented in 26 in-depth 
interviews to 13 men and 13 women of a particular generation, social group and family 
situation: were all born around 1955, were all middle-class and had had children during the 
union. They were invited, by formulating five very general questions, to explain their 
family story on: 1) their own family, 2) the union disruption process, 3) the post-divorce 
trajectory, 4) the present situation and the goals they would still like to achieve, and 5) 
gender differences in the way these processes are perceived. The facts and perceptions put 
forward by our biographers allowed us to get to know to what extent divorce has become a 
turning point in their lives, which are the most relevant post-divorce biographies and to 
have an in-depth discussion on the changing meaning of family and emotional bonds. 

Keywords.- Family biography, union disruption, post-divorce trajectory, Spain, qualitative 
studies, gender. 
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1.- Introduction  

In this paper I present the results of a qualitative study carried out in Spain with family 

biographies of men and women who broke their union having had children. The main aim 

of this study, whose fieldwork was carried out in Spain in the spring of 2008, is to analyse 

the break-up processes starting from the facts and biographical perceptions which stem 

from the narratives told by the people who lived them. These facts refer to union 

formation, birth of children, union dissolution and new unions and subsequent fertility. 

Biographical perceptions collect and transmit the sense given by people to the union 

breakdown in their family biography (and other related biographies) and points out the 

elements which intervene in the way kinship relationships are redefined after all divorces2. 

After divorce, in somehow gender system establishes norms on how to preserve (or not) 

family ties (biological or those derived from these) born from the existence of children 

from before the union broke-up3.  

 

                                                 

1 This study should be considered as part of the project “Trayectorias familiares después del divorcio. 
Género, parentesco y territorio” (Family trajectories after divorce. Gender, kinship and territory) financed by 
the Plan Nacional I+D+i del Ministerio de Educación y Ciencia (Education and Sciences Ministry national 
R+D+T plan) (Ref. SEJ2005-03764/GEOG). See Solsona (2009). 
2 I will make no difference between the terms union dissolution and divorce and use both of them to refer 
both to a marriage or a consensual union dissolution, as it is generally done in the demographic literature. 
3 According to the Estadística de Nulidades, Separaciones y Divorcios del Instituto Nacional de Estadística, 
52% of the legally dissolved marriages in 2007 had underage children. 



Montserrat SOLSONA.- When a love story ends: Which biographies become relevant? 

2 

 

 

2.- The designed biographical-ethnographic methodology 

The methodology used is indebted with demographic biographical surveys designed in 

diverse countries, since the beginning of the 1980’s, to apply specifically designed 

statistical methods to demographic analysis4. These surveys provide information on 

specific biographies like the labour career, the educational biography and family and 

residential changes5. In our case, the family life is taken as the back bone of our survey 

allowing interviewees to select the most important events in their lives and those which 

give sense to the story they are building around union formation, the birth of their children, 

the union disruption and the subsequent processes.  

The thematic model6 of this research has two main analytical threads: family and gender. 

 

 

2.1.- The sample: derived from the pre-divorce trajectory 

The existence of children before the union disruption has been taken as the common 

denominator of the research sample, because this allowed having a more homogenous 

initial scenario, from which many diverse post divorce trajectories could depart, and 

because we also believe that the redefinition of family ties is much more complex when 

there are children of previous unions.  

No conditions have been established with respect the post union dissolution family 

trajectory (new unions, new maternities or paternities), nor in relation with the age of 

children (from babies to young adults), nor the type of union (marriage or cohabitation). 

However, to avoid any intervention during the most sensitive moments, a condition has 

been introduced: interviews had to take place 3 to 15 years after the event occurred. The 

                                                 

4 The principles of the demographic analysis of biographies are very clearly exposed in the already classical 
book by Courgeau, D. & Lelievre, E. (1989). 
5 In 1981 the INED (Institut National d’Études Démographiques) carried out a pioneer survey known as 3B 
which was based on three biographies, i.e. the family, the professional and the migratory ones (Courgeau, 
1985). The Encuesta Sociodemográfica, implemented by the INE in Spain in 1991, added a fourth one, i.e. 
education. 
6 For a wider explanation of the thematic model concept please see Bry & Antoine (2004). 
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people chosen to be interviewed were born around 19557, nearly the generation which 

pioneered the phenomenon in Spain. According to the last censuses, these are the 

generations with a highest percentage of divorcees. The choice to carry out the fieldwork 

in diverse Spanish metropolitan areas (Barcelona, Madrid, Valencia, Sevilla) is based on 

the fact that the incidence of this phenomenon is higher in them than in other areas 

(Solsona & Simó, 2007). 

As our intention was to focus on aspects related to relationships and not so much on the 

material ones, interviewees had to belong to a homogenous social group, that is to say, they 

should have the same education and economic level. Most of them have a university 

degree and develop their economic activity within the cultural or business areas. They are 

employees or belong to liberal professions in diverse branches of the tertiary sector 

(architecture, art, company management, teaching, research, publishing, public 

administration, etc.) 

Finally, in the spring of 2007, four previous pilot interviews (two to men and two to 

women) in which the interview guidelines were tested, were carried out. Then, a year later, 

in the spring of 2008, 13 men and 13 women who fulfilled all the previous conditions and 

had no relationship between them were interviewed. Each of the 26 interviews lasted for 

about two hours. 

 

 

2.2.- The interview: a monologue and more than one picture  

Ethnographic methodology is used for the fieldwork. That is to say, a direct study of 

people who have been through a union breakdown is made with in-depth interviews. Our 

intention is to understand the meaning which the biographer gives to selected events in 

his/her biography and particularly those related with family ties and emotional bonds. 

This ethnographic methodology is applied with a biographical approach in which the 

interviewee (the main actor) selects the most significant sequences of his/her life course, 

like in a photomontage. A few questions are used as a connecting thread to impulse a calm 

monologue on the union dissolution process, the emotional experiences after it and all 

                                                 

7 They are people born between Jannuary the 1st 1948 and December the 31st 1968; that is to say, they were 
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those biographical events which give sense to the selected life episodes. The stories which 

our male and female interviewees tell about their families are only guided by five questions 

from which several others “crutches” depend. The latter were only used to be able to 

ensure a common thematic body in all the interviews. The following paragraph contains 

the main five questions: 

  
1. Tell me about your own family 

2. Tell me how did you live the union break-up process 

3. How have things gone after breaking-up? 

4. How do you feel about your present situation?  

5. Do you think men and women follow different paths after they have broken-up? 

 

The interviewer speaks as little as possible; she does not even ask for explanations about 

what is being said. Her role is limited only to suggest some subjects and to build graphic 

material on the interviewee’s genealogy and life course while they (re)construct their life. 

As it will be soon observed, this material can be used by interviewed people to give 

coherence to their story.  

The interview starts by explaining the study’s aim so that the respondent can keep in some 

part of their mind the reason why they have been selected and the main objective of the 

research, i.e., the reconstruction of family trajectories after a union dissolution. The 

conversation is initiated by saying to the interviewee “Tell me about your own family”. 

The answer is nearly always: which family? My family of origin? The one I have created? 

At this moment, the respondent realises that there is no standard predetermined answer and 

starts talking on their biography. The interviewer only listens while drawing in a fieldwork 

notebook the main people who configure the more or less complex family constellation. 

(Figures 1 and 2 show simplified versions.) She notes down the sex, the link with ego and 

the way in which the emotional bonds or family ties are mentioned, if they come up, only 

turning to the following crutch: do you have strong emotional ties with anybody else who 

you can consider as your own family?, if it necessary. 

 

 

                                                                                                                                               

between 40 and 60 years old when they were interviewed. 
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Figure 1.- Example of family’s configuration at the interview. Joan Miquel* 

 

Ego

 

* Family: biological and friends. One person household and one parent family during the week end.  

 

Figure 2.- Example of family’s configuration at the interview. Alejandra* 

 

Ego

 

 

* Family: biological ties, ascendants y descendants. Household: lives in a couple with her children from both 
unions.  
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The picture stating to appear in the family relationships and emotional bonds diagram with 

the first answer (tell me about your family) is completed throughout the interview, building 

at the end the self-perceived family configuration of each of the interviewees. 

When a long silence suggests that the respondents thinks that they have finished answering 

the first question, they are invited to put dates on the most important events in the union 

and its dissolution process with the intention to draw a lifeline8 in which the most 

significant events in the family biography (union, marriage, birth of children, union 

disruption, new union...) are represented. Being able to graphically visualise their 

biography often leads the interviewee to evoke other crucial events in their life from the 

more distant past (perhaps childhood) and to talk about other life dimensions. Figure 3 

gives a specific example helping to obtain deeper comprehension of the way in which the 

procedure works. Events in the family biography are written down in the main lifeline. 

When a certain aspect takes particular relevance, a new parallel line is drawn for that 

particular biography: their children’s biography, their ex-partner’s biography, dwelling, job 

or education changes, etc. Therefore, the interviewee narrates through the whole interview 

one only retrospective story, sometimes defining the limits between life stages.  

The intention behind the second question, “tell me how did you live the union break-up 

process”, is to know how ego perceives the process of breaking-up by talking about their 

degree of empowerment in the decision making and by making reference to the effective 

dissolution of emotional bonds taking into account the gain and loss feelings attached to it. 

Some of the crutches used in this second question are: tell me on how did you take your 

decisions: alone, but with someone else’s decisive intervention? How did your children, 

other relatives and close friends react? Did the breaking-up and grief processes last for 

long; did it take long before you felt that the links were completely broken and a new space 

was created? 

With the third question, how have things gone after breaking-up? our aim was to get to 

know how did the new family ties and emotional bonds fit in with those which the 

interviewee had before breaking-up, using the following crutches when necessary: How 

                                                 

8 They are like the lifelines which demographers draw in the Lexis diagrams, identifing the time reference of 
events in three ways (age, calendar year and generation). Our lifelines are however drawn horizonatilly. They 
start the year the interviewees were born, at age zero, and end at some moment in the spring of 2008, or in 
other words, at the interviewee’s present age. 
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did your emotional, tenderness, love and sexual needs end up? When building a new 

couple, what would you ask/have asked them to be able to live again with another person? 

What relationships have you established with your ex-partner?  

 

Figure 3.- Example of family biography and other biographies in lines of life 
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The fourth question is more general: How do you feel about your present situation? Which 

would be the issues which you consider as unsolved? Here again answers normally have 

more to do with emotional and family relationships than other aspects in their lives.  

The fifth question, “do you think men and women follow different paths after they have 

broken-up?, intended to confirm or reject statistical regularities in the gender patterns of 
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post-divorce trajectories9. Even though, in practically no cases, our male and female 

biographers wanted to confirm our general thoughts, they have contributed by offering us 

many elements on the diversity of post-divorce trajectories, independently from the fact 

they were being carried out by men or women. 

Finally, to close their stories on very sensitive experiences in their lives in a soft and 

enjoyable way, we asked interviewees to associate out loud certain words on basic 

concepts in their monologue like love, sexuality, emotional bonds, being at home, their 

children, parents, etc, with colours, forms and music. To say the truth, at first we had not 

thought of doing it, but in the first pilot interviews I already noticed that, in some way, 

strong unpleasant memories which did hurt were woken up. I think that introducing this 

final game was a good idea. 

In summary, during the interview, we used on top of the five questions three other 

additional resorts: 1) the diagram drawing households composition, family relationships 

and emotional bonds (see Figures 1 & 2); 2) multiple biography lifelines (see Figure 3); 

and 3) the game of words.  

 

 

2.3.- How to analyse a family constellation universe and multiple biographies 

These semi-structured interviews collect two types of information: facts and 

interpretations. With the interviewee interpretations drawn in the family relationships and 

emotional bonds diagram we determine the household composition at the moment when 

the interview was carried out, the members of his or her own family, possible partner or 

partners and other emotional bonds or friendship ties and therefore being able to build a 

global configuration of his or her emotional world, made up of both relatives and non-

relatives.  

The most significant events (facts) in the family biographies of each interviewee are 

recorded on the lifelines, taking the moment of the union dissolution as a reference point: 

emancipation, dating experiences, partnerships, union constitution, birth of children, union 

                                                 

9 The mentioned regularities refer to men’s higher propensity to remary and have children from new unions. 
Carles Simó & Jeroen Spijker (2009) found this martial pattern in Spain, Austria, Finland, France, Germany 
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break-up, formation of new unions (sexual, emotional, cohabitation or not, marriage), 

further children, if any, etc. They are normally facts, but sometimes the boundaries 

between both are quite fuzzy. In other words, the same facts can have several 

interpretations. For example each of the people involved in a romantic or sexual 

relationship can have their own perception regarding the kind of bond being established: 

steady, sporadic, etc.  

Interpretations, the sense which the biographer gives to the events lived come from 

interviews themselves. Therefore, to analyse the interviews which have been entirely 

transcribed10, we have taken a thematic perspective11 aided by ATLAS-TI12, a programme 

specially designed for textual analysis. Using this point of view means renouncing to trying 

to find out the meaning or sense to each of the 26 biographies (with multiple biographies) 

collected. Instead, we will take into account different aspects of significant elements in all 

the discourses adding them all up and integrating them. The main aim is to reveal the 

explanatory factors or those which are better connected with the family biography and 

particularly those involved in the process of braking-up and the period after that. 

Discourses, in this way, allow to know the importance given by biographers to the events 

occurring throughout their biographies (family and other related ones); they permit to 

identify biographical conflicts making a difference in their life course and allow to give 

sense to the superposition of multiple biographies which define interrelated times with 

different rhythms giving a different tone to each life stage. And therefore it is crucial to 

have and analyse the graphic material for it. 

There are two analytical axes in this study which repeatedly appear throughout the 

narratives: family and gender. Interviewees are invited to make continuous reference to 

them during their monologue and get involved in their emotional biography giving the 

                                                                                                                                               

and the Chec Republic, while they found no differences in the post-divorce gender behaviour pattern in 
Belgium, Norway and Estonia. 
10 Each of the interviewees has recieved the complete interview transcription as an aknowledgement to thier 
cooperation. 
11 See Blanchet & Gotman (1992). 
12 Here, I would like to acknowledge Laia Ferrer’s insistence, as a technical researcher of the project, in using 
this programme because the codification system advantages. Therefore, my direct knowledge of the 26 
biographies, as I carried out the interviews personally, can be put into order and presented in a more 
systematic way. 
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highs and lows of this trajectory, very often making specific reference to their ex-partner’s 

parallel trajectory.  

 

 

3.- Results on the dissolution process and the multiple biographies  

In the following paragraphs I present some first thoughts emerging from the narratives and 

the collected graphic material (diagrams and lifelines) on the emotional bond dissolution 

process and the post-divorce relevant biographies.  

The main argument is that family is not a noun but a verb, that is to say, that its 

configuration is permanently being reconstructed throughout a person’s life. Divorce is a 

turning point which not only brings changes in the family biography but also to other 

dimensions. Analysing unions with children, it was expected and actually observed that the 

latter had a central role, both in the perception of the interviewee’s own family and in 

his/her multiple post- divorce biographies.  

It should be noted that the age and social group targeted was very specific. That people in 

the sample became adults while Spain opened itself to the world and was undergoing 

significant social and family changes. That they were invited to tell their life stories when 

they were already adults and talked about, for example, their first union many years after it 

took place. Finally, it should be taken into account that even though both men and women 

keep on having very strong ties with their children from their first union and practically all 

talk about new more or less stable emotional and sexual relationships, only two women out 

of the 26 interviewees (all reached by the snowball method) had had children from the 

second union. This suggests that when there are new maternities, and particularly new 

paternities13, and ties with children of the first union are maybe weaker, it is not attractive 

to tell one’s own biography. 

 

 

 

                                                 

13 Some biographers have mentioned men who do not want to talk because having broken ties with their first 
children is so painful that they cannot look back. 
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4.- Breaking-up a union, a long process 

It is said that death is the only thing in life which hits in one blow14. It is very difficult to 

establish precisely the event which marks a union’s end, except in the case of widowhood. 

Separation, stopping being together, is a long process constituted by multiple events: 

degradation of couple relationships, parallel lives, absence of sexual relationships and 

separate beds, intervention of family and close friend’s, de facto separation and residence 

in different houses, negotiation on taking care of children, legal proceedings, etc. 

According to our 26 male and female biographers, in love and disaffection stories, neither 

transitions nor states are clear (Antoine et al., 2006). Separation is a long process during 

which emotional bonds between the two people get increasingly weaker and sexual 

activities get transformed. The process of dissolution starts long before the couple’s 

physical separation and may last until long after it.  

When the key events in the union disruption process are drawn in lifelines with the 

intention locate them in time, it can be observed that the rupture, seen as a crisis period, 

adopts different forms and intensities in each biography. In some cases, it is a 

discontinuous process, with several temporary break-ups and in other cases the crisis 

settles in only one but definitive time (see Figure 4). 

When this process is very long there are transitions, changes of state that can be reversed, 

like for example in temporary dwelling separations. The way people concerned argue it is 

that the members of the couple do not agree on whether to separate. This leads to a series 

of strategies which maintain the relationship in an apparently stagnant situation. However, 

outbursts of latent dissatisfaction keep sporadically coming up. Angela’s story illustrates 

this first model. She explains that the seduction manoeuvres were full of threats with 

respect the relationship with their children. When balancing dissatisfaction and maternal 

responsibility, the latter won, at least in her case. 

An early age union repeatedly appears as a “determinant” of divorce in the continuous 

crisis types. Alejandra got married when she was 18 and the crisis lasted as long as the 

union. In some occasions, people get married without really making a conscious decision 

                                                 

14At present, this is also debatable as life has been extended and widowhood can arrive through a long 
announced death due to an illness. 
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about it and later they realise that relationship is lacking something essential. This is the 

case of Julia and that of Miguel. 

 

Figure 4.- Example of family biography and other biographies in lines of life 

18 28

F1 F2

36 4119
Ego

C r i s i s  TIPOLOGY  2    LOVE Story
Alejandra, 1966, 1 son bd)

24

F1 F2 Lover

26 29 36 46

C r i s i s  

TIPOLOGY  1  Traditional Marriage
Ángela (1951, 1 daughter and 1 son before divorce)

Ego

TIPOLOGY  3   Happy marriage and intensive crises 
Andreu (1956, 2 daughters bd)

Ego 27 37 40

C r i s i s 

42

Cohabitation/ L.A.T./Cohabitation

Ego

F1

15

TIPOLOGY  4  
Union and children wihout a Project
Júlia (1958, 1 son bd)

25 28 32 37

F2 F3

41

C r i s i s 

Beginning 
of courtship

Beginning 
after marriage

 

Another different kind of crisis, continuous and intense, arises when a person, after living a 

long period of together with some without questioning anything, discovers that their 

situation is not what they were really looking for. In some occasions, as in Eva’s case, our 

biographers could identify the factor which triggered the change: a passion. At other times 

the decision to break-up comes from a chronic situation, unbearable, senseless, without 

love, in which the interest for the other person is no longer there and in which the person 

starts to no longer recognise herself.  

For women, physical separation often means definitively breaking emotional bonds. 

Generally speaking, even though the children’s father is a person for whom no harm is 

wanted, he is a person with whom there is no longer anything. For some men, ties seem to 

be never broken for ever. It is a mixture of sense of responsibility, of protection, of right to 
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administer the women’s life, of property. It is sometimes difficult for them to renounce to 

their former role, even when they have started another relationship. However, this 

possessiveness feeling can also be formulated by women: “I divorce from you, but you are 

mine”.  

 

 

5.- Family biography and other related ones 

In former studies on the determinants of divorce we built explanatory models in which the 

dependant variable was divorce and the other circumstances (labour, educational and 

residential) were biographies which determined the family one. A synthetic version of 

results can be seen in Solsona & Simó (2007). In this qualitative study we also observe 

what occurs in the following period.  

Divorce is a biographical knot, a key inflection point dividing life in two. This is how our 

male and female biographers feel about it. It is the end of a stage and announces the 

beginning of another15. It is both a deep crisis and a great opportunity. In Cristina’s words 

“It has been the hardest blow I have received and also the strongest impulse”. Divorce is 

not only the result of, but a catalyst for. An impulse for innovating in the professional 

sphere, doing those studies which have been left aside, taking care of oneself, looking for a 

satisfactory sexual relationship, making a journey which was left several times or fighting 

for the house of one’s dreams. And obviously for having a new partner and/ or more 

children, expanding ones own family or building a new one.  

As I have said earlier on, with the use of lifelines, the elements of the narratives which are 

key to the family biography (new unions, new children, etc.) can be identified. Events with 

which association or causal relationships can be established in other vital dimensions 

(work, studies, residential changes...) can be also located. And finally, links with other 

events (not taken into consideration in surveys of three or four biographies), on which I 

will focus in the following paragraphs, can also be established.  

                                                 

15 Caroline Laborde, Eva Lelièvre & Géraldine Vivier, (2007, page 572) find through the "Biographies et 
entourage" survey, that being divorced (or widowed), particularly in the case of men, increases the 
probability to articulate life in a higher number of biographic periods than the mean, by contrast with being 
married. 
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Among the related biographies, children’s central role in the divorced mothers and fathers 

lives outstands clearly (Castrén, 2008). Nearly everything in life is influenced by children’s 

needs and experiences, particularly during their childhood and adolescence. For example, 

establishing a new union can be put aside or even rejected because children are given 

absolute priority. Even though this does not mean renouncing to establishing new stable 

relationships, the idea of forming a new common residential unit with a partner is rejected. 

Despite men do not normally live with their children, this is even a more common option 

among them.  

The ex-partner’s trajectory is also very present in our male and female biographer’s 

narratives, either through the relationship with children or independently from it, adopting 

diverse tones: comparison, rivalry, vigilance or respect, affection, backing.  

In third place, there is the health biography, which, as we know, is usually a priority in 

everybody’s life. It can be focused on ego’s health, on that of children, on the parents’ one 

or the ex-partner’s. When it is centred on ego’s health, it touches physical, emotional, 

mental and spiritual health. The underlying vulnerability which all individuals have comes 

out in this crisis situation and it is convenient to take care of oneself to avoid any further 

harm. This vulnerability is felt harder among men because they have lived exclusion 

experiences, during marriage (sexual), and after divorce (difficult contact with children) 

which they had never imagined. For example, Tomi says “there are people who loose their 

heads, and I am not at all surprised”. However, often tools like therapies and support 

groups are searched to increase comprehension of the break-up process and learn how to 

face it.  

In fourth place there are love and sexual stories. These are independent from the family 

biography formed by couple relationships formalised and socialised within the group of 

people nearest to it and belong to their shared intimacy. Love stories are not shared; they 

belong to the private intimacy in very diverse senses: as a way of satisfying emotional 

needs, as a way of fighting against isolation, as something natural in life16.  

Finally and linked to the former to a certain extent, after a union break-up, some people, 

both men and women, give a lot of importance to preserving their own space, a totally 

private one. This would be the reason why, even though they maintain sentimental and 
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sexual stable relationships, they do not deliberately take the following step, i.e. to live 

under the same roof. This completely private space may be located in the home which is 

shared, permanently or sporadically, with children. But in any case, its colonisation is 

vetoed to the new partner. 

 

 

6.- Open conclusions  

Some precise questions still do not have an answer. When does the union dissolution start? 

Does the process have an end? Can we establish the moment at which the emotional bond 

with the ex-partner is finally broken? If the way in which this bond is broken is so difficult 

to capture when there are children, talking about the causes and determinants is even more 

speculative. Some of the triggering factors can be distinguished (a passion, discovering an 

infidelity) but not the actual determinants. However, textual analysis gives evidence that 

the ultimate cause moving any person initiating a divorce is probably being, after a crisis 

period in which self-identity is questioned, themselves once again. This study shows that, 

rather than being the result of biographical changes (labour, educational, residential) 

divorce is a biographical inflection point, the moment at which another life stage is 

initiated and triggers changes in areas to which biographical surveys normally pay little 

attention, those related with children, health, love and having one’s own room, among 

others.  

Union dissolution is a good example of how fuzzy states and transitions, and also time and 

space are (Antoine & Lelievre, 2006). Transition between marriage and divorce cannot be 

clearly dated; marriage contains divorce before and after breaking-up, and vice versa. As 

Louis Henry (1993) states and our research illustrates, divorce is a dimension of marriage 

and constitutes an institution17 in itself. The existence of children from before the union 

which has broken-up stops us from talking about family dissolution18. In post divorce, new 

                                                                                                                                               

16 For more information on the transformation of intimacy see Anthony Giddens (1992). 
17 See the pioneering work of Christine Delphy (1982) where she says that she reveals the true nature of 
marriage. 
18 The lawyer Montserrat Tur (2007, page. 53) says “Even though ties within the couple can be legally 
broken, the presence of children from the union, stops the eyes of the law regarding a broken family as 
anything other than a family ”. 
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family and emotional bonds are structured around children. These also have a strong 

influence the decision on whether to constitute a new union, and as they sometimes live in 

diverse spaces, the space which affects other relationships is also fuzzy. New couple 

relationships, love and sex, often take place outside the household and the family frontiers.  

Biographical analysis has given priority to time so that the life transitions can be drawn 

and the order and causes of events, determined. The narratives of our male and female 

biographers show that family life with blood relatives, in-laws and close friends, takes 

place in diverse spaces. To increase our knowledge of family and emotional bond 

transformations it is essential to go beyond the conceptual artifice of family-household and 

search the intersection between time and space.  
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Introduction 

Étude qualitative sur les trajectoires familiales après le divorce.  
 

On présente d'abord la conception de la méthodologie qualitative et 

on offre ensuite quelques résultats de la recherche effectué dans 

des secteurs métropolitains de l'Espagne où le divorce a une 

intensité plus grande.  
 

Les événements et les perceptions qui sont exprimer par les enquêtées 

nous permettent de voir: 
 

– dans quelle mesure le divorce est devenu un événement marquant 

dans leur vie;  

– quelles sont les biographies liées plus importantes; et 

– réfléchir sur la reconstruction de la famille et des liens affectifs après un 

divorce.  

 



Dessin  méthodologique (1) 

 

 

 

Objective 
 

Etudier les perceptions biographiques que les personnes 

attribuent à la rupture de l'union  

dans leur biographie familiale et biographies liées.  

et les éléments qui interviennent dans la redéfinition des relations 

familiales et affectives que tout divorce comporte. 
 

Question central de la recherche 
 

Quel est le rôle des trajectoires familiales après divorce 

(nouvelles unions; nouvelles maternités et paternités)  

dans la redéfinition des liens familials et affectifs? 
 

 

 

 

 

 



Dessin  méthodologique (2) 

 

 

 

 

Approche biographique ethnographique 

 
On prend comme colonne vertébrale la biographie familiale  

et on laisse aux enquêtées de choisir  

les événements les plus importants de leur vie  

qui donnent sens à l'histoire que eux-mêmes construisent  

autour de 

 la constitution de l'union,  

la naissance des enfants,  

le processus de rupture  

et  

le post-rupture. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Dessin  méthodologique (3)  

 
Caractéristiques de l’échantillon.  

 

Profil des personnes enquêtés: 

en fonction de la trajectoire pre-divorce: 

 

13 femmes et 13 hommes, 

avec 1 enfant ou plus de l'union (mariage ou cohabitation), 

qu’on à vécu la rupture définitive de cette union  

il y a 3 ans ou plus avant le moment de l’Enquête (printemps 2008)  

  

Générations de naissances: 1948 -1968  

Statut social: universitaires, professionnels de la culture ou des affaires 

Zones métropolitaines (Barcelone, Madrid, Valencia, Sevilla) 
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Dessin méthodologique (4)  

L’entretien semi-directif 
 

Cinq questions (et quelques «béquilles») 

 

1. Parle moi de ta famille 

 

 2. Parle moi de comment tu a vécu le processus de rupture de l’union  

 

 3. Comment c’était l’après rupture? 

 

  4. Comment tu vis la situation actuelle? 

 

  5. Es-ce que les hommes et les femmes suivent des chemins 

différents après le divorce ?  



Dessin méthodologique(5) 
 

 

  Rôle de l’enqueteur 
 

Dessin des configurations familiales 

avec les liens familiales et affectives 

 

Les lignes de vie: registres des événements 

de la biographie familial et biographies liées  

  

Pour finaliser l’entretien:   

association des paroles (avec couleurs, musiques et formes)  

 

 

  

 



Ego 

Angela (1951, 1 fille et 1 garçon) 

Exemple1 : dessin de configurations familiales 



Ego 

Joan Miquel  (1958, 1 fille) 
 

Exemple 2: dessin de configurations familiales 
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Exemple: dessin de lignes de vie (familiale et liées)                                                               Gradiva (1955, 1 fille) 



Dessin méthodologique (6) 

Analyses factuel et des interprétations  

Axes: famille et genre 
 

1. Systématisation du matériel graphique 

Configurations (foyer, famille et proches, amour)) 

Lignes de vie (familiale et biographies liées) 

 

2. Analyse thématique des narrations 

Transcription complète des entretiens et 

codification avec le logiciel Atlas-ti 

 

Evénements et Interprétations (Perceptions et projections) 

Evénements versus perceptions 

Exemple: reconstruction de la paternité 

  

 

 



Resultats (1)  

Biographie familiale: 

Rupture d’une union: événement marquant 
 

1. Crise et opportunité. Avant et après 

Opportunité de vivre avec plus de conscience. 

 

2. Dates flous: un long processus 

Crise permanente ou non (changements d’états réversibles)  

Après la rupture les liens entre les conjoints ne sont pas toujours  

cassés définitivement. 

 

3. Déterminants, causes, déclenchements. 

 



18 28 

F1 F2 

36 41 19 

Ego 

C r i s e   TIPOLOGIE  2 
Alejandra, 1966, 1 garçon) 

24 

F1 F2 Amant 

26 29 36 46 

C r i s e   

   TIPOLOGIE 1 
   Ángela (1951, 1 fille et 1 garçon) 

Ego 

TIPOLOGIE  3 
Andreu (1956, 2 filles) 

Ego 
27 37 40 

C r i s e  

42 

   Cohabitation/ L.A.T./Cohabitation 

Ego 

F1 

15 

  TIPOLOGIE  4 
  Júlia (1958, 1 garçon) 

25 28 32 37 

F2 F3 

41 

C r i s e  
 Début 

Fiançailles 



Résultats (2)  

 

Biographies traditionnellement 

liées à la biographie familiale 
 

Professionnelle  

Educative 

Résidentielle 

 

    Exemples: divorce comme facteur de changement dans les 3 biographies  

      Patrick (1960, 3 filles), Nor (1952, 1 garçon et 1 fille) 

  

 



Résultats (3)  

Autres biographies liées selon cet étude: 

1.Enfants, et relation avec l’ex-conjoint: 
 

• Centralité des enfants dans la (re)construction des liens familiales 

après la rupture 

•  Maternité et paternité: les liens les plus importants a préserver ou 

a récupérer (hommes avec S.A.P.) 

• Cours de vie d’Ego lié au cours de vie de l’enfant (selon l’âge) 

• Trajectoires familiales après le divorce (nouvelles unions)  

en fonction de la relation avec les enfants. 

 

   Exemple de configuration  familiale:  Eva (1947, 2 garçons) 

Exemples: Sol (1961, 1 garçon), Joan Miquel (1958, 1 garçon), Tomi (1956, 1 garçon) 

 

  

 



Ego 

Eva (1947, 2 garçons) 

Exemple 3: dessin de configurations familiales 



Résultats (4) 

Autres biographies liées selon cet étude 

2. Santé 
 

Le divorce révèle une vulnérabilité latente  

lorsqu’il est une crise très profonde.  
 

Processus autoréflexive sur les besoins personnelles de santé au 

niveau physique et émotionnel, mais aussi psychique et spirituelle. 
 

Ceux qu’on a vécu une rupture d’union: 

 ont une mauvaise santé? 

 ou 

 ils prennent soin de leur santé? 

 

Exemple: Joan (1955, 1 fille)  

 

 

 

 



Résultats (6) 

3. Besoins individuels de l’intimité privée: 

Amour, sexualité et espace personnelle  
 

Liens familiales et affectives ne son pas équivalents: 

La propre famille est défini par liens de sang,  

politiques (ma famille, la famille de mes enfants), 

et par relations de co-residence. 

 

La satisfaction des besoins affectives et sexuels, souvent,  

se trouve loin des frontières tangibles de la famille et du foyer.  

Avoir un conjoint ne veut pas dire partager le même toit. 
 

Exemple: Paulina (1957, 1 garçon)  

 

 



Commentaires finales (3) 

Questions 
 

Quand commence et quand fini une rupture d’une union? 

Ou commence et ou fini la famille? 

Quelle relation entre les trajectoires pre-rupture et post-rupture? 

 

La présence des enfants  

ne nous laisse pas parler de dissolution de la famille.  

 

 

Points forts et points faibles de cet étude 
….. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Merci beaucoup 
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