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TABLE 8
Options and Choices for East Indian Women in Second and Terminal Unions (adapted from Roberts and
Braitwaite 1967)

Original Cohort
Choosing Marriage

100 %

Initial Marriages Marriages
Stage Remaining Stable Dissolved

(60 %) (40 %)

Single 69 %
Second Common-Law 28 %

Stage Visiting 3 %

Common-Law 36 % 81 % 0 %

Terminal Legal 8 % 6 % 24 %

Stage Visiting 2 % 0 % 39 %

Single 54 % 13 % 37 %

This Figure is to be read as follows: Out of 100 % of the East Indian women who enter marriages as the initial union, 60 % remain
in the initial union through age 45, and 40 % do not (it should be noted that this percentage is more than double the village
sample). Of the 40 %, 28 % enter a common-law union. Of the 28 % who do, 13 % go on to enter the single state, 6 % enter a legal
union, 0 % enter a visiting union, and the rest remain in a common-law union. The same procedure is to be followed for the single
state and visiting unions.

death of the spouse. Second, the data are not
related to age so there is no clue as to when
movement from one state to another occurs, or

how long a woman remains in a particular union.
For example, most of the movement from “initial
marriage” takes the form of entry into the “single
state” - considered as a form of union - but the

length of time a woman remains single is not
known. All one can say is that by age 45 half the
women involved in a union dissolved by death or
termination have subsequently established other
types of unions including a reversion to legal
marriage.

Next to the single state, most East Indian
women enter common-law unions and a negligi
ble proportion enter visiting unions of the type
described earlier. Entry into common-law unions
partly reflects the constraints of local divorce laws
though more important is the fact that this type of
union is normative among a large segment of the
Trinidad population. Visiting unions are most
frequently found among older women, widowed
or separated, who have several children and who
live in their own home. Of the women in visiting
a nd common-law unions at the second state, the

proportion shifting to marriage at the terminal

stage are 24 % and 6 % respectively. Obviously
the death of the legal husband allows the widow to
legally remarry and she probably marries her
common-law husband. The death of the visiting
husband’s wife also clears the way for legal
remarriage in the case of visiting unions. Those
single at the second stage show 8 % moving into
legally authorized unions with the majority shif
 ting to common-law unions.

The termination of marriage by death creates
problems for both men and women. Men need
domestic and childcare assistance. This may be
solved by a second union. Because men on the
average die at a younger age then women there are
more widowed women to take the place of the
first wife and the household functions more or
less as before. The consequences for the widow
are different. A young widow, resident with her
husband’s parents at the time of his death, returns
 to her natal home and resumes the role of an

unmarried woman (if she has no children; she may
also foster out her children). Among older
women, the husband’s death leaves the woman in
control of the house (unless she was not legally
married to him). She may then take a visiting
husband. Grown children also come to her aid.


