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ABSTRACT

This thesis describes a family variation among urban Nigerian couples called a commuter
marriage. A commuter marriage in this study is defined as a union between a dual earner/dual
career couple where the husband and wife have decided to live apart from each other due to work
commitments until such a time as is convenient for them to live continuously together again.
This separation is mainly undertaken to improve their financial and career prospects. The study
seeks to understand what dynamics are involved in a commuter marriage in Jos, Plateau State.
The Life Course Perspective, with a focus on the gendered life course perspective, serves as a
theoretical framework for this study. The perspective assumes that families undergoing the same
transitions are likely to display the same characteristics which may not be necessarily relevant
for all families in the same life stage, while the gendered life course perspective acknowledges
the gendered context. At the same time the cultural context of the Nigerian society in terms of
family norms are taken into account. An overview of commuter marriages, including
characteristics of commuter marriages and non-traditional marriages linked to commuter
marriages are provided. The differences between established and adjusting couples were
repeatedly underlined. The research has an underlying interpretivist paradigm, therefore a
qualitative research methodology was deemed best for the study. A semi-structured interview
guide and time diaries were used to obtain data from seventeen participants. It was found that a
commuter marriage is costly financially, socially and emotionally. An emphasis on the male
provider and the wife as the manager of the resources was highlighted. Commuter couples report
that their greatest support system constitutetheir family members who show the most
understanding to their situation. Commuter fathers were generally passionate about their fatherly
roles, but had conflicting feelings about balancing work and family, feeling the family is losing
out. Generally, commuter couples in this study showed a sincere desire for the commuting

relationship not to span an indefinite amount of time.

Keywords: African families; commuter marriage; dual earner couples; gendered life course; life
course theory; Jos, Nigeria; non-traditional marriage; primary home of residence; qualitative

methodology, time diaries.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

1.1 Introduction

This chapter provides details of the research,describing the coping strategies of commuter
couples in Jos, Nigeria,including the study background, the statement of the research problem,
the research questions and objectives, and the rationale of the study as well as an outline of the
chapters. Furthermore, the chapter contains a broad introduction to the research, some elements

of the methodological approach as well as the ethical considerations.
1.2 Background to the Study

Over the past fifty years, starting in post-colonial Nigeria in the 1960s, urban families have
undergone a metamorphosis (George & Ukpong 2013). Families have largely evolved from the
polygynous form, in which one man would be married to more than one wife, living with their
children as an extended family, to the nuclear family, which consists of a father, a mother and
children living together on a daily basis. In addition to this, nuclear families were and in most
cases still are, home to other relatives who come from the village, sometimes on a short-term
basis, to find work, pursue education and to help with household chores. The father of the house
usually works outside the home during daytime and return in the evenings. With time, women
also entered the job market ushering in the dual-earner couple, often relying on domestic services
as both parents are employed outside the home. Some work situations demanded that spouses be
transferred to work posts away from their homes, while some couples who could not be
employed in their hometowns had to look elsewhere for a job. This brought about the decision to
move the entire family or engage in a commuter marriage. The latter entails leaving the other
family members at the primary home base until such a time when the spouse who moves is
settled. Settled refers to aspects such as obtaining suitable accommodation for the family, finding
schools for the children and other factors that have to be considered when making such a move,
implying that commuter marriages are usually considered to be temporary (Otite1991; Heaton &
Hirschl 1999; Tade & Aderinto 2011; George & Ukpong 2013).

The concept of husbands living apart from their families for certain amounts of time is not

necessarily new to the Nigerian family. In time past separations existed in various forms and



under different economic circumstances, for example, men engaged in migrant labour as tin
miners, rail construction workers and farmers. Nnaemaka (2006) refers to families being apart
for periods of time to engage in educational pursuits and work demands within and outside the
country and Akanle, Adebayo & Busari(2014) mention families being apart for short or long

periods to meet work demands, for pilgrimage and for business.

During the colonial period, living apart from their families was not unusual for men, especially
when they were civil servants and had to be transferred to posts outside their homes. When these
transfers occurred, the man’s family, maybe moved to be closer to him while he worked, or the

family may remain where they were originally (Otite 1991; Lindsay 1999; Korieh 2010)

Scholars, such as Winkler (1998) and Casper & Bianchi (2002), have alluded to the fact that
dual-earner couples commute to enhance their socio-economic status as a family. The pursuit of
economic gain, educational goals and professional satisfaction seem to be the chief motivations
for a spouse to accept a job far from the home where the family resides. Since the 1960°s, trends
in Nigeria seem to show that more families have engaged in a commuter lifestyle by taking up
jobs in a different location from where their families reside. Such jobs include bank positions,
public service jobs and running owned businesses, just to mention a few opportunities, in
locations where the resources and raw materials for such businesses are perceived to be more
available. These movements and relocations vary from short to long term periods, although there
IS not much supporting evidence in Nigerian literature discussing commuter marriages

specifically, although migrant labour has long been studied on the African continent.

Despite the above realities regarding various forms of commuting, Gerstel & Gross and (1984)
Furstenberg & Cherlin (1991) indicate that cultural norms and values within certain societies
entail that a family- especially a husband and a wife- ought to continuously live together in the
same location and seldom be apart. Studies from the West, suggest that dual-earner marriages,
and commuter marriages, are considered non-conventional forms of marriage by virtue of the
fact that these family forms are not operating according to the societal expectations of the
traditional couple. Especially after the Second World War, the nuclear family living together
with the husband as the worker and breadwinner, and the wife staying at home to cook, clean and

mind the children became the normative family form in many Western countries. Commuter



marriages are thus viewed as an exception to the norm (Gerstel &Gross 1984; Winfield 1985;
Jackson, Brown, & Patterson-Stewart 2000; Rhodes 2002, Lindemann 2017).

Some Nigerian scholars such as Enabulele (1991); Otite (1991); Teboh (1994) and Nwosu
(1999), have pointed out that Nigerian women have often been engaged in some trade and did
not only take care of children at home. It was, and is still, common to find women selling
homemade articles, such as food, soap or beadwork, owning a stall in the market, engaging in
farming activities on own or farmland that caters either for the home only or for selling as well.
In other words, women did not only rear children, cook and clean, but also earned an income and
yielded produce. This may account for why dual earner marriages are not perceived as an
exception or unconventional in Nigeria. It is expected that Nigerian women / wives should be
doing something in an economic sense to earn an income or to contribute to the household
resources, as Enabulele (1991) alludes that Nigerian women are frequently combining
motherhood, employment and childrearing. It is a cultural expectation that a woman does not just
sit idle, she must be industrious, doing something with her hands as a way of contributing to her
home, but in her contribution, she should not outshine her husband who is seen as the primary
provider. Almost two decades ago, the “modern Nigerian woman” was already described by
Nwosu (1999) as sophisticated and different from her rural counterpart in that she does not
engage in backbreaking chores, but has domestic worker(s), often from a rural area, who is able
to take care of house chores so she can concentrate on her job and economic activities. It is
commonly accepted that husbands and wives work outside the home provided they both come

back home and the wife’s job is not so demanding that it seems she has neglected her home.

Some literature seems to suggest that when a couple embarks on a commuter marriage, it is
because the couple have decided that both careers they are involved in are important (Rotimi
2005) and usually it is the man who moves away from the original (primary) home (Anderson
1992; Van der Klis & Mulder 2008). Although Jackson et al (2000) suggest that commuting is a
female determined arrangement due to the fact that women are establishing their careers and are
not so likely to move to the husband’s place of work. In some cases, especially in Nigeria, wives
may own business such as buying and selling of merchandise and dealing in agricultural

produce.



Currently, women in Nigeria are making a significant socioeconomic impact, but the society is
still male dominated and as such, the contributions of these women compared to their husbands
areconsidered inconsequential in many areas. Observations in recent years, indicate that in
Nigerian families, women are increasingly sharing the breadwinning role with men in addition to
taking care of the children, cooking and cleaning. The additional income also helps the couple to
respond to the needs of extended family members who may or may not be living with them
(Fadeyomi 1991; Rotimi 2005; Epie 2010; Nnoyelu & Anigbogu 2013). Women contributing to
the household income, working at home and catering to the children have been described as
doing a ‘second shift’ (Hochschild&Machung 2012), carrying a ‘triple workload’ (Nwabara
1989), being ‘cake winners’ instead of ‘breadwinners’ (Winfield 1985) and being overworked
(Raza 1989) and Fapohunda (2012) postulates that women carry an unequal division of unpaid
domestic work. Anderson (1992) opines that due to increase in industrialization, more women in
the labour force and increase in dual earner and dual career couples, the commuter lifestyle will

be on the increase.
1.3 Statement of Research Problem

This research intends to describe and explore how commuter families cope in Jos, Nigeria. This
investigation will gain insight into the concept of commuter marriages in Jos, while also

providing data for comparative family studies in other environments and societies.

Although migrating families share similar experiences with contemporary commuter marriage
families they have different characteristics (see chapter 3 section 3.2.2). West African families in
pre-colonial and colonial times did not always live continuously together in the same household
due to various work-related reasons, chief among them being labour migration. These migrations
are many times dominatedby men, leaving home for long periods of time to engage in seasonal
jobs such as farming and fishing or long-term projects such as railway construction or mining
(Adepoju 2005).

More recently migration occurred in other parts of the continent and the world due to harsh
political environments and overbearing socio-economic conditions, including lack of jobs and
employment, not enough resources to start own business and poor quality of education (Adepoju
2005; de Hass 2006). Members of the family who migrate usually send money back to the family

they left behind and pay for resources for the family’s upkeep from the destination point



(Schrieder & Knerr 2000). Many families that have been affected by migration find that family
members have to cope in diverse ways with the absence of the migrating family member (Dillon,
Mueller, & Salau, 2011). However, contemporary urban families in Nigeria are often
characterised by a dual earner marriage where both parents work outside the home in order to
make a living and provide food on the table (Fadayomi 1991;Akanle et al 2014). These jobs that
couples are engaged in are diverse, ranging from being employed in the public or private sector
to being self-employed or a combination of any of the above. Being committed to a job may
mean that one of the spouses may have to leave the homestead in order to fulfil job expectations.

This results in what is termed a commuter marriage.

Anderson & Spruill (1993) seem to suggest that many couples in commuter marriages decide
that the wife and children stay in the primary home while the husband commutes. The husband
usually comes home every weekend, fortnightly, monthly or even after a longer time interval.

As mentioned, families operating a commuter marriage are usually seen as not adhering to the
normative values and expectations of family members and friends as many believe that families,
especially husbands and wives, ought to live together. Husbands and wives are expected to share
companionship, raise children together and instill in them values and norms that are compatible
with the broader society. It is assumed that this will keep the sanctity and principles of marriage
so that one spouse that does start an extramarital affair or that one or both spouses do not feel
that they are being neglected. Division of labour over centuries was gender specific according to
societal role expectations and has changed much in recent years. These roles usually revolve
around expected roles of the father/husband and mother/wife as it concerns child rearing and
economic provision for the family. For example, in many dual earner Nigerian homes, division
of labour is gender specified especially when it comes to sharing economic tasks of the home
such as husbands pay the house rent and wives buy foodstuff (Rotimi 2005). Nwosuji (2008) also
suggests that the pressure of running a dual earner home may be felt more by the wife as she
fulfils her role as employee and societal expectations of being a good wife and a mother with
duties such as cooking, cleaning and generally running the home front. This could lead to stress,
decision-making challenges, childrearing concerns, anxieties over the safety of the family, the

functioning of the marriage and a whole lot of other issues.



Commuter marriage being one of the non-traditional forms of marriage has specific dimensions
that should be explored. Some of these include how the commuter aspects affect the marriage
relationship, childcare arrangements, public perceptions of the commuting couple as well as the
perceived advantages and drawbacks the commuting couple view regarding their kind of
marriage, and also the coping strategies of the spouses in their different roles, places of work and
residences. Coping mechanisms can be understood as problem solving strategies that are used to
respond to stressors and situations which encompass the continuous, progressive, dynamic and
protective processes that facilitate how human beings adapt to the constant changes in their lives
and environment. (Drapeau, Blake, Dobson, & Kdrner 2017; Abarghouei, Sorbi, Abarghouei &
Reza 2017).

Perceptions uncovered in the literature allude to the fact that a commuting relationship has
various impacts on the marriage relationship, especially when it comes to communication,
finances, decision making and child rearing (Glotzer & Federlein 2007; Lee 2015). Glenn (2005)
and Weisser (2006) opine that making a commuter marriage work, requires a lot of time and
money. Data properly collected and analysed on this subject, could add to the body of existing

literature on urban contemporary African families.

A commuter marriage in this study is defined as a union between a dual earner/dual career
couple where the husband and wife have decided to live apart from each other due to work and
family commitments until such a time as is convenient for them to live continuously together
again. This separation is undertaken to improve their financial and career prospects. One spouse,
usually the husband, lives and works in a separate city or town known as the secondary home
apart from his family and comes regularly, to the primary home, the established place of
residence where his wife and children reside (see Rhodes 2002; Ralph 2015). The secondary
home of residence is where the partner will sleep at least four consecutive nights per week away

from the primary home, but return to the primary home not less than once every three months.
Based on the above, the research seeks to find answers to the following question:

e What social dynamics are involved in commuter marriages in Jos, Plateau State?
To answer this, the following subsidiary questions are raised:

a. How does commuting affect couples in a commuter marriage?



b. What are the coping strategies employed by commuting couples in Jos?
c. How can couples engaged in commuter marriages be supported?

1.4 Research Objectives

The objectives of this research are to:

1. Determine how the commute affects the marital relationship of the couple.
2. Explore the coping strategies employed by commuting couples when they are apart.
3. Publish findings that may be beneficial to commuter couples in Nigeria and across the

world.

1.5 Rationale for the Study

This study is deemed significant and relevant in the study of African families at this time due to
certain considerations. The most pertinent reason for embarking on this study is the dearth of
relevant literature on African contemporary families, especially Nigerian families. This research
builds largely on previous research undertaken outside the geographical location of this proposed
study, but with the aim to critically analyse how it fits (or not fit) the local context. After
engaging with literature from the West and finding a gap in African literature, this study aims to

try and fill in the gap pertaining specifically to Nigeria.

A second consideration is based on my personal observation of commuter couples in Jos, Plateau
state, Nigeria. In the housing estate of where | reside, in 2011 it occurred to me that all of the
wives and one husband were at home with the children for varying degrees of time from
weekdays to three weeks or even longer because their spouses were employed in another state. |
observed this trend in more detail and found that in various groups | am involved in, such as
where | work at the University of Jos and the church I go to, there are cases of people engaged in
a commuter marriage. In addition, my neighbours also mentioned they have friends and

colleagues who are involved in commuter marriages.

One of the many prides of the sociological discipline is its ability to engage in real life situations
and people who can share their thoughts and feelings. These can be correctly interpreted to bring
about meaning, fulfilment, filling gaps and providing answers to the issues at hand. This research

hopes to be more than an academic engagement where it can make use of the tenets of sociology
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to provide a solid framework that could bring an accurate interpretation, leading to a positive

difference to family life in Nigeria, even if only in the aspect of dual earner / commuter families.
1.6 Theoretical Framework of the Study

In this research the Family Life Course Perspective will be used as the major theoretical
framework. The life course perspective has been discussed by various scholars and will be
explored in detail in chapter three. The major construct of the Life Course Approach is first and
foremost its concern with individuals in families through their lifetime within a particular social
context, observing that these families may go through transitions, stages or events that are
focused in time and space. Elder (1994, 1998) describes the life course perspective as both a
theory and a method that alerts us to the real world. The life course theory is considered apt as
the study focuses on interaction between variables or events- work and family- and the causes
and effects of these interactions.

Casper & Bianci (2002) are of the view that the study of transitions from one stage or event are
vital in the contemporary study of the life course, stating that key events in the transition process
include work and family decisions. A gendered life course perspective (Moen 2001) is employed
in the research to view these transitions as the gender roles each spouse plays are instrumental to
their social relations over the life course especially in terms of the cultural context they find

themselves in.
1.7 Research Methodology

The nature of the research is qualitative, making use of semi structured interview guides and time
diaries to collect data. Participants for this study were selected because they engage in a
commuter marriage in Jos, Plateau State, Nigeria, that is, either a husband or a wife whose
partner works or is pursuing any other form of socio-economic activity in another Local
Government Area or State in Nigeria outside of Jos. The primary home of residence for
participants is Jos and the partner will sleep at least four consecutive nights per week away from
the primary home, but return to the primary home not less than once every three months.
Seventeen people participated in this study and data was analysed using a thematic analysis in
which field transcripts were first coded and then grouped into themes. The themes formed the

guide into which the chapters in this thesis are discussed.



1.8 Ethical Considerations

In accordance with the UNISA (2013) code for research ethics, the participants volunteered
freely to participate in the research and were free to withdraw at any point if they are no longer
comfortable in a participating in the research. Before the interviews began, participants read
through a consent form which explained the conditions above and also noted that there will be no
financial compensation to participate in the research. The consent form also informed
participants that no part of the research will cause them physical, mental or emotional harm. In
addition to this, anonymity was guaranteed. Informed consent forms were signed by each
participant after they have been fully informed of what the research is about and their part in the

study (see Appendix 3).

In agreement with the University of South Africa’s policy for ethical research, | adapted the
following as guidelines for ethical considerations in this research:

1. I will seek to be professionally competent in this research, consulting and networking with

other professionals in my field to make this research distinguished.

2. 1 will seek to be fair and honest in my delivery of research findings, making sure not to make
the public cast doubt on the integrity of the sociological discipline.

3. In conducting this study, I will seek to respect and acknowledge the rights of participants in

this study, not discriminating based on gender, religion or values that they hold.

4. | will seek to uphold my social responsibility by making sure that information concerning this
research is properly disseminated, i.e. through the appropriate and approved channels in a
manner that will not cause harm to the participants (adapted from the principles of ethical

conduct from the Sociological Association of Ireland).

My ability and confidence to carry out this research in an ethical and efficient manner is based
on the several trainings, workshops and seminars | have attended on conducting ethically
responsible research and also participating in various kinds of sociological research. Most
importantly, | received ethical clearance (see Appendix 4) from the University of South Africa
(UNISA), after successfully completing the proposal phase of my research. This ethical

clearance gave me the permission to carry out fieldwork and complete my research.



1.9 Outline of Chapters

There are ten chapters in this thesis, each focusing on different aspects of the research topic.
Each chapter begins with an introduction to the issues discussed in the chapter at hand and ends
with a paragraph titled, conclusion.

Chapter one presents and conveys the background to the study of commuter marriages in Jos, the
problem statement, the purpose of the study, the research questions and research objectives as
well as the rationale for the study. The chapter concludes with an outline of all the chapters of
the research.

Chapter two engages with the theory used in the study. The Life Course Theory was considered
appropriate for this research as the theory focuses on interaction between work and family events
while determining the causes and effects of these interactions; the study itself is a study of work
and family. An understanding of how the Life Course Theory and Commuter marriages interact
is carried out in a discussion in the chapter which uses two principles of the life course- agency
and linked lives to elaborate the relationship. This research also looks at the gendered life course

of individuals with respect to the gender roles of the participants in the study.

Chapter three gives an overview of relevant and related literature on commuter couples. The
chapter highlights the distinctions between commuter marriages and other non-traditional forms
of marriages. Furthermore, the chapter has a review of literature on contemporary African

families.

Chapter four discusses the research design and methodology used in the study, giving a step-by-
step report on how the datawere collected and analysed. The chapter examines the qualitative
research design as it relates to the study. In addition, how participants were selected for the study
as well as their socio demographic characteristics and the distances they travel as commuter
spouses are discussed in detail. The chapter also presents the location of the study, the ethical
aspects, my reflections while collecting data as well as a discussion on the limitations of the

study.

Chapter five presents the first finding of the study and partly answers the first research question
asked about how commuter couples are affected by the commuting lifestyle, the chapter is titled

the commuter marriage trajectory. The chapter discusses the factors that led to participants
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engaging in a commuter marriage as well as their reflections as commuter couples. Further
discussions on the ABC’s, that is the ambivalence, benefits and challenges of a commuter
marriage are highlighted in the chapter; participants also narrated the perceptions of their family
and friends as it affected the commuting relationship.

Chapter six continues to explore how commuter couples are affected by a commuter relationship
with a discussion on finances in the commuter family. Findings show that commuter couples
spend a lot of money on travelling and phone calls as well as on paying two house rents in their
various locations. Participants also reveal that they spend money on extended family obligations.

The roles and attitudes of husbands and wives regarding finances were also studied.

Chapter seven examines the first part of the second research question asked with regards to how
the commuter couples cope in a commuter marriage. The practice of marriage in a commuter
relationship examines how couples maintain a marital relationship in the midst of constant
separation; the communication patterns of couples are explored. Furthermore, the chapter
examined what a typical day was like in the lives of commuter wives as they are the ones in the
primary home of residence. It is gathered that commuter couples engage in non-traditional
gender roles as a result of their being apart from each other and as such, they get used to

handling the roles of the absent spouse.

Chapter eight continues to answer the second research question by examining commuter couples
and their social support networks. Four categories of support were found to be available and
useful to commuter couples to help them cope in a commuter marriage, namely: Family support,

employers’ support, domestic help, and personal faith including prayers and church attendance.

Chapter nine examines the relationship between fathers and children in a commuter family. This
chapter became necessary as more commuter wives than husbands participated in the study and
they had narratives on parenting in a commuter family. Another factor that necessitated these
discussions are based on the theoretical framework of this research. The life course of the
parent’s marital journey has an impact on children. Parenting is a part of the couple’s life course
and the relationship between children and parents has an impact on children’s later years.
Discussions in this chapter bordered on fatherhood practices, discipline and children’s reaction to

father absence.
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Finally, chapter ten concludes the study by briefly examining the research questions and key
research findings, the theoretical framework, the limitations to the study, contributions to
knowledge from the study and suggestions for further research. The chapter also offers insightful
recommendations that may help to address some of the problems that were acknowledged in the
study in relation with the research topic. The recommendations also serve to answer the third

research question about how commuter couples can be helped.
1.10 Conclusion

This chapter presented information on the background to the study, the problem statement, the
research questions, the research objectives, rationale for the study, the theoretical framework of

the study, an overview of the research design and finally an outline of chapters.
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CHAPTER TWO

THE FAMILY LIFE COURSE PERSPECTIVE

2.1 Introduction

This chapter focuses on the theoretical perspective used in this research to describe commuter
couples in Nigeria. The research will rely on the Family Life Course Perspective! as the
theoretical framework of reference. This theory is considered apt due the fact that the study
focuses on interaction between variables or events- work and family- and the causes and effects
of these interactions. In this chapter, an overview of the theory is given with a focus on a
gendered life course perspective as well as a discussion on how the theory applies to commuter

marriages in Nigeria.
2.2 An Overview of the Family Life Course Perspective

The major construct of the Life Course Perspective is its concern with individuals in families
through their lifetime based on the assumption that these families may go through transitions,
stages or events that are focused in time and space. Elder (1998, p.5) describes it thus:

In concept, the life course generally refers to the interweave of age-graded trajectories, such as work,

careers and family pathways, that are subject to changing conditions and future options, and to short-term

transitions ranging from leaving school to retirement.

The author continues by saying:

Life course theory and research alert us to this real world, a world in which lives are lived and where
people work out paths of development as best they can. It tells us how lives are socially organized in
biological and historical time, and how the resulting social pattern affects the way we think, feel, and act.
All of this has something important to say about our field of inquiry. Human development is embedded in

the life course and historical time. Consequently, it’s proper study challenges us to take all life stages into

account through the generations, from infancy to the grandparents of old age. (Elder,1998, p.9)

The Family Life Course Perspective should not be confused with the Family Life Cycle Perspective which deals
with the emotional and developmental stages individuals go through as members of a family(Walsh&McGoldrick
2013) .

2There is an entrenched form of rural-urban migration in South Africa that has been brought about by the past
apartheid regime which is different from the experiences in other countries (Kok & Collinson 2006).
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The life course theory cannot be attributed to one field of discipline alone as it draws on insights
from various disciplines and fields of study. Prominent among them are sociology and
psychology. In the early 1960s and 70s, many longitudinal studies were carried out in an attempt
to give credence to the theory after many other theories (such as the life cycle approach and
socialization theory) closely related to the life course could no longer provide adequate answers
to societal and social changes. One of the most widely acknowledged studies in this regard was
Glen Elder’s (1974) classic ‘children of the great depression’ which chronicled hard times in the
family and children’s experiences over time. The result not only related their limitations but also
highlights the successes of many men and women who rose above the challenges of getting jobs,
education and the care of nurturing families. Because of this historical work, the theory has gone
through reconstruction and modification. The life course is focused on the individual, but uses

the family context to examine the individual life course.

Aldous (1996) explains the life course perspective as a conceptual framework that assumes that
families undergoing the same transitions are likely to display the same characteristics which may
not be necessarily relevant for all families in the same life stage. The life course perspective does
cover the entire history of the marriage (or relationship) but applies its premise based on the
stages that the family is in at the time it is being examined. Aldous (1996, p.8) awards the
perspective with the ability to determine “special stage characteristics that make them
distinctive” and “also place the family in its societal context and historical era to obtain
perspectives on change”.The life course framework seems adapted to provide answers to the

research questions for this study.

The life course has been termed as both a concept and a theory. Crosnoe & Elder (2015, p.80)
define the concept of the life course as“the socially structured sequences of events and roles that
organize and direct the life trajectories of individuals.” They further define the theoretical
framework as one that“emphasizes the dynamic mutual influences between the age-graded
sequences of the life course and unfolding patterns of development, adaptation, and experience

within economic, social, cultural, and historical context.”

Giddens & Sutton (2014, p.123) describe the life course, simply as “the individual’s movement
through various socially created transitions during the course of their life.” While Levy & the

Pavie Team (2005) state that the life course theory is important as everything humanly
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significant can be found in the life course as it takes into full account that lives are a continuing
process. The life course is also of an integrative nature as different social fields are taken into
consideration and treated on their own merit as is found in different sociology and psychology

fields, for example, family, work, education, and crime, deviance and the criminal justice system.
2.2.1 A Sociological View on the Family Life Course Theory

The theory is concerned with studying and understanding how individual lives evolve and unfold
over time. The life course perspective integrates individual and family studies. It also represents
a major change in how human lives are studied and thought about. It is used in research,
providing a framework for examining individual lives in relation to aspects such as crime, family
health, and demographic history and in various scholastic disciplines, including sociology and

psychology, as mentioned above. (Hunt 2005; O’Rand 2012)

The sociological view of the life course looks at transitional stages that mark specific changes in
human life. Transitions in the life course are affected by varying cultures and the material or
economic circumstances of any given society over time. Other social factors such as social class

and ethnicity also influence experiences along the life course (Giddens & Sutton 2014).

The sociological view is also complex and intricate, allowing it to be viewed in various ways,
transitions are a series of movements from one social stage to the next for example from being a
student to being a worker. These stages of transitions are negotiated processes in which the mode

of transition, the participation and experience of each individual would differ (O’Rand 2012).

White & Klein (2008) opine that life course analysis evolved from a sociological concern about
the dependent events experienced by individuals over the life course. Their argument is that the
life course approach is a sociological approach which relies on societal norms to direct and
mould adult and child development. Societal norms determine how families are to live their life
course and deviation from the norm has consequences for social change. These norms also allow
a range of acceptable behaviour. According to the them, the life course theory examines the

event history of an individual’s life and how past events colour later events.

Sociologists are also concerned with how history and biography or life histories overlap as whole
generations have diverse life courses; the life course is concerned with experiences of human life

from start to finish as well as the link between demographic processes and social structure.
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Contemporary real-life changes have an impact on the life course. The life course is flexible in
its assumption that the social system is always changing with an increasing chance of
discontinuities in life experiences (Elder 1978; Bengtson & Allen 1993; Kain 1993;Mayer
2002;Hunt 2005;White & Klein 2008; O’Rand 2012; Giddens & Sutton 2014).

2.3 Explaining Life Course Terms

In definitions and discussions of the life course, three basic terms usually appear. These are
transitions, trajectories and turning points. These are highlighted here to give clarity to further
reading of this chapter.

2.3.1 The Three ‘I’s’ in the Life Course

Transitions refer to the idea of change, sometimes short term and complex changes, such as,
change from one role to another, one state to another, or one situation to another. It involves
moments within a trajectory and more often than not, has an outcome, is limited in time and is
applied to the changes in an individual life course. Transitions typically result in status change,
change in social identity and role involvement (Levy et al 2005; Crosnoe & Elder 2015). Some
possible transitions are concludingschool, getting married, getting a job and having a first child.
Elder (1974) further indicates that these crucial transitions may occur in the life course over a
short period of time. Casper & Bianchi (2002) are of the view that the study of transitions from
one stage or event are vital in the contemporary study of the life course stating that key events in
the transition process include work and family decisions. Transitions in one life stage can
influence transitions in another stage, for example, graduating the high school (secondary school)
and going on to graduate at a higher institution with high grades could lead to a good job that
may give the incentive to settle down and start a family, guarantee access to basic needs and
more. Another scenario is getting pregnant before graduating from school,this could alter a
young girl’s dream of graduating and getting married, getting a good job since she is a single
mother with limited income. This mother may still get ahead in life by making choices that could
again alter her current situation, she could go back to school or learn a trade that could help

enhance her present economic status.

White & Klein (2008) further explain transitions as shifts from one family stage to another.
Whether family transitions and paths taken or not taken in a family’s life, that could determine

an alternative or new transition, is very much embedded in societal norms. For example, giving
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birth after marriage versus having a child before marriage could determine the transition for such
a family. Transitions do not always bring about a turning point, but a transition can become a

turning point when it requires extraordinary social adjustments (Hutchison 2011).

Trajectories are more long-term patterns of stability and change and may have multiple
transitions fixed into them. They play out within particular spheres of life, including work and
family decisions. The timing of these transitions can be observed according to the age of
individuals, the timing of their lives and/or the duration between transitions. Trajectories in an
individual’s life are often interconnected with others “especially significant others... across

generations and gender” (Casper& Bianchi, 2002, p. xXiv).

Trajectories arelong-term patterns of stability and change, which usually involve multiple
transitions (Hutchison 2011, White & Klein 2008). For example, an individual’s marital
trajectory may include several transitions such as breaking up with a partner, living apart
together, commuting and living and sharing lives together. When major transitional changes

occur in trajectories, it could lead to a turning point (Levy et al 2005).

Turning points could be described as events. Events are particular moments in a specific time
and place complete with certain characters, actions and thoughts. Events have time intervals of
entry and exit with examples such as moving between regions, major illnesses or the death of a
spouse or child (Levy et al 2005, Blossfeld & Blossfeld 2015). Events could be expected
(normative) or stressful. Stress is characterized by the length of time between life events (George
1993). Where events are stressful, researchers look at what consequence, it has on the life course
of an individual. The amount of stress caused by the event depends on its social context and

meaning attached to the event (Levy et al 2005).
2.3.2 The Four Fundamental Principles of the Life Course

According to Elder (1994), the following four fundamental principles characterize the life
course: Lives and historical time, timing of lives, linked lives and social ties, human agency and
personal control. These principles explicate how individual experiences are linked to a larger

socio-historical context.
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Lives and Historical Time: Hutchison (2011) describes this principle to mean that
understanding individual and family development stems from a historical context. It is likely that

the same historical events may have a different effect on different cohorts.

A discussion of the life course theory includes events over historical time in a family’s trajectory.
Within the life course, behaviours of family members change with events associated with
‘multiple time clocks’ such as historical time which can be measured by ‘the impact of
geopolitical and economic developments as well as technological and cultural change on the
behaviours of family members’ (Bengtson & Allen, 1993, p. 482).

Bengtson & Allen (1993) further sta te that,the family is a collection of individuals who interact
within changing social contexts across time and space and that the life course emphasizes the
meaning of time and process on family life. Time is analysed as transitions that alter selves, as in
the timing of events which could lead to a short change or lead to a trajectory.

Timing of Lives: This principle claims that certain roles and behaviour are associated with
particular age groups. Age is a major variable; many societies organize themselves and their
institutions around age. For example, at what age to start school, age to start work, age to get
married, age to retire, etc. (Elder 1974,1994; Hutchison 2011).

White & Klein (2008) refer to this stage as the timing of events. Time may not be measured as
the orderliness of our wristwatches, but in the timing of events or occasions in a family such as
when we had our first child or when we lived in the old house and so forth, they call this social
process time i.e. the timing of when major events in the family take place.

Linked Lives and Social Ties: This principle is of the view that human lives are linked and
dependent on each other. Experiences are felt not just by those directly affected, but by those
close to them. Individuals have a network of social relationships with close family members (the
significant other), distant family members, friends and colleagues. Gillis (2001); Casper &
Bianchi (2002); Hunt (2005) and O’Rand (2012) state that the degree of control the individual
has over the transition and the legitimization by others in that process of transiting are very
important for the person transiting. A statement from an interview in Elder (1974, p.113) sums it
up “You think your life is your own, but each life affects the next, and each generation affects

the next”.
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Human Agency and Personal Control: This principle asserts that individuals plan their life
course through the decisions that they make and how they act it out. These choices are usually
made because the individuals involved are able to exercise a measure of control over these
decisions as Elder (1994, 1998) and Hitlin, Anderson& Elder (2015) propose, they further
observe that individuals go through their lives as they encounter obstacles and opportunities.
This is explained by Elder (1974), who reports that an individual who has no support financially
from family and wants to succeed in life, makes use of their own resources such as intelligence,

ambition and motivation. This reflects greatly on their level of attainment and life situation.

In addition to these life course terms and principles, a later development in the life course

approach is a gendered interpretation as is explained next.
2.4 The Gendered Life Course

Moen (2016) explains a gendered life course as a view that highlights gender as a key factor
affecting the nature of work and career paths. This view is particularly important as women in
work- life studies have been ‘balancing’ the work and family life more and these studies have
focused more on individuals in work-life studies, rather than the social structures and culture

these studies are engaged in (Moen 2001).

In further discussions, the gendered life course, is described as the gaps identified between
present day realities and outdated expectations and rules around the priorities and pathways of
individual men and women on the life course. These gaps are referred to as structural lag and it is
often women who accommodate this lag (Rusconni, Moen & Kaduk 2013). For example, the
structural lag can be seen in transitions to parenthood which comes with new demands, emotions
and insights and in situations where professional women are often strategic in their work and

family choices.

The cultural settings in which a family resides are relevant to the life course of the family being
analysed and the gendered life course helps us examine families in this regard. The gender roles
played by each member of the family are viewed as important for their social interactions as
gender has a direct impact on the duration of roles, timings and social relations. Moen
(2001:180) states that ‘men and women in the same types of roles experience distinct impacts in
the context of the roles they play and opportunities they have’, adding that social structures play
a key role (Mortimer &Moen 2016).
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The gendered life course takes gender into consideration in each of the fundamental principles of
the life course, i.e. lives and historical timing, timing of lives, linked lives and social ties and
human agency. For example, the timing of events is different for husbands and wives due to
location, impact and paths as each stage of the life course impacts differently for each gender.
Also, women’s employment paths are dependent on their husbands as it relates to linked lives,
emotion work and caregiving. Moen (2001, p.189) states it thus:
‘Women's lives are typically contingent lives, shaped around the experiences of others; their hushands,
children, and parents. Although this is obvious in the early child-rearing years of adulthood... women
continue to shape their choices (involving retirement, for instance) around those of their husbands and their
caregiving of aging and infirm relatives’.
There are inequalities across the life course, giving women more burden with wives doing most
of the female and male household tasks and men doing fewer compared to women (Moen
2011;2016).

This research relies on the gendered life course as this study focuses on work and family balance,
but also acknowledges the cultural context of the Nigerian society which is more traditional or
fixed in terms of family and marital norms. Moen (2011, p.88) states that when studies focus on
the family work life balance,
“ ‘Balance’ ignores family adaptive strategies: individuals and families making strategic selections, such as
prioritizing husbands’ careers, having fewer children, having them later in life or remaining Childfree;

moving ailing parents to live closer; shifting caregiving burdens, changing jobs, working part-time, and

opting out...”’
and continues by stating that ...

“A gendered life course framing emphasizes the dynamics and complexity of lives. Men’s and women’s
life paths are distinctly different as a result of pre-existing cultural schema reproduced in the process of

doing gender along with doing race and class... in the light of the existing labour market and career

policies and practices producing/ reproducing gender inequality at home and at work” (Moen, 2011,
p.88-89).

These family adaptive processes/ strategic actions are very important in terms of this study on
commuter couples as the roles of the male breadwinner, worker, father; and the female

homemaker, wife, mother and employee are discussed in the Nigerian context.
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2.5 Applying the Life Course Theory to Commuter Marriages

Hunt (2005) argues that the life course approach can be applied universally as there are marked
similarities between societies. He further states that global forces make the world a smaller place
as “Globalization is seen as impacting localized culture in which life courses may be well
established” (Hunt 2005,p.29). One implication of globalization is that due to new technology,
many people are exposed to the culture of others, have the same lifestyle choices and ‘speak the
same language’. This is of course a controversial statement since families all over the world are
involved in the care of other family members, but the way in which care should be given, may
differ markedly between societies regardless of globalization. In the next chapter families in

Nigeria will be focused on more closely.

Families change over time. These changes are mainly due to socio-economic reasons and
technological advancements which could alter the life course of individuals in the family. Family
change makes families adapt, make decisions and choices differently depending on the historical
time they find themselves in. Elder (1978) submits that with multiple career lines such as father,
employee and son, come multiple transitions. This leads to the scheduling or timing of events
such as when to have a first child or in the case of this research, individuals make decisions on
when and where to commute to, when and if the entire family joins in the commute and when

will the commute end.

One of the tasks of the life course is to describe and explain the path an individual takes (Mayer
2002). One such path is marriage and that is why the life course perspective is considered useful
for the research on commuter marriages in Jos. This perspective will help to unravel how the
interaction of events such as combining work and family; child rearing; maintaining and
balancing the marriage relationship amidst the regular times of separation between spouses and
other such events is manageable. The perspective will be used to measure how all this plays out

in the transitions of individuals in families, and how they are affected with the passage of time.

The transitions individuals in commuter marriages in Nigeria go through is what this theory will
help to reveal. Therefore, the timing of the commuter relationship in light of socio-economic
changes as well as the multiple social roles an individual in a family plays is sought out and
highlighted. This study, though not longitudinal in nature, seeks to determine if the principles of

the life course stand as is or if they are subject to change or rearrangement especially considering
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the different cultural contexts as Huiniuk & Feldhaus (2009, p.306) suggest, ‘life course analysis

has to take regional differences within countries into account’.

To understand how the life course and commuter marriages relate, two major principles of the
life course are used in the discussion. These are: ‘Agency’ (personal choices and decisions that
could affect an individual’s life course) and ‘Linked Lives’ (social networks, kinship
relationships and ‘the significant other’) as defined above. Hitlin et al (2015) posit that human
agency and personal control are the most fundamental principle of the life course. Human agency
implies individual choices made that could completely alter the life course of individuals and
produce a new life course or path. These choices are made in order to alleviate some constraint
or when an opportunity to improve one’s state is being offered. Corna (2013) specifies that
oftentimes, spouses make decisions together about paid work and family life. This is a very valid
point in commuter marriages where the couple involved, make a decision to work and live apart

from each other.

Casper & Bianchi (2002) allude to the fact that the life course perspective emphasizes time and
space and is therefore suited to view how work and family trajectories unfold together with its
attendant consequences. This is because individuals make various choices when they are on

certain pathways or make those choices that put them on certain pathways.

A commuter marriage, as has been already defined is a situation where a dual earner couple
decides to live apart in order to pursue their different careers. One spouse stays in a primary
home of residence while the other spouse, the commuting spouse, lives in a secondary residence
at their place of work. This happens as the distance to travel back to the primary home is too far
for daily travel. Couples see each other at weekends or after a longer time interval (Gerstel &
Gross 1984, Van der Klis 2008).

That decision to be apart is predicated on the fact that working away is for the good of the family
and could lead to significant gains later. The choices are not made arbitrarily, usually people
make choices that they can have a certain measure of control over (Hitlin et al 2015; Huiniuk &
Feldhaus 2009). For couples who embark on a commuter marriage, the timing of the event, i.e.
when the commute takes place, the duration or intervals between home visits or other visits and

the end of the commute, as in when the couple live together again or work from the same town or
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distance is a decision the couple makes. Other decisions are who will stay with the children as

well as financial decisions toward ending the commuter relationship.

Social ties and the input of a significant other, are extremely valuable. Huiniuk &
Feldhaus(2009) assert that the perspective of one person in an intimate relationship is not
sufficient to analyse decision making processes. When individuals make decisions concerning
their future, they usually do not make those decisions alone. They imagine the consequences of
these future decisions and determine what happens by contributing to it actively in the present
even by interacting with others (Mische 2009). It can then be implied that commuter
relationships, are relationships in which there is a joint decision-making process and some
measure of control over decisions made. Hitlin et al (2015, p. 941) asks ‘What sorts of significant
relationships serve to ‘push’ individuals...?” While maintaining that ‘the principle of linked lives

has rich possibilities for engagement with issues of motivation and agency.’

Commuter couples do not choose to live apart because they want to be away from their spouses,
but because they believe that employment is important enough to justify temporary residential
separation (Van der Klis 2008). Therefore, the point in a couple’s lives where they embark on a
commuter marriage is a turning point. This event is an extraordinary moment in their lives as a
couple and can also be extrapolated to a social group (Levy et al 2005). The said event could be
termed stressful in the sense that it is not the norm in a marital relationship. Absence from a
husband or wife puts a strain on the marital relationship. Locke, Nguyen & Nguyen (2014) and
Elder (1994) imply that the timing of events could have adverse effects on individuals as well as

long-term consequences. Some of the perceived consequences of this event could be stressful.

Gilles (2001) describes the principle of linked lives as social relationships that have the burden
of amplifying how families are affected by change especially stressful change. Dual-career
families and commuter couples in particular are challenged with integrating their lives at various
transitions or events. Hutchison (2011) lists some life change events to include marriage, being
fired at work, major change in financial state, changing to a different line of work, major change
in the number of arguments with spouse, major change in number of family get-togethers, major
change in living conditions, revision of personal habits, major change in working hours, change
in residence, major change in usual type or amount of recreation, and a major change in social

activities.
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These particular events were singled out from a long list of events because these events are
peculiar to commuter couples who are very likely to encounter one or more of these particular
events. It is interesting to note that these singled-out events have a high stress rating. Hutchison
(2011, p.18) goes on to say that ‘specific life events have different meanings to various
individuals and to various collectivities’. In later chapters, these meanings will be analysed in
detail. Stressful change is not implied in a negative manner as such. Patterson (2002) implies that
family demands which are evidenced in discrete events of change could lead to stress, adding
that in order to understand how a family deals with stress, the cultural contexts in which a family
resides has to be understood so as to see how and why families are stressed and how the families

respond to it.

This research uses the life course theory with a lens on gender roles to study family events
particularly commuting in a marriage. The narratives used in discussing the findings in
subsequent chapters, is not of one family in a commuter marriage, but people who share the same
characteristics telling a different version of the same story or same experience bringing a strong
body of evidence on commuter marriages and experiences in the life course. The stages and
transitions of the life course are noteworthy pertaining relationships with significant others,

decisions made and in the understanding of human actions and reflexivity.
2.6 Conclusion

Important life decisions are made by work and family choices and the life course takes us on a
journey where the totality of our lives from infancy to old age is determined by paths taken,
choices made and the degree or measure of control we have over these choices and with whom

these choices are made.

The life course approach focuses on family change in historical time as it is affected by
demographics and social structure as well as technological and economic changes. Transitions
are an important element of the life course. Individual and general transitions are considered in
how one person’s transition is affected by another person’s (significant other) and also the
gender dimensions in these transitions. This affects how families adapt and the interpretation it is
accorded. Family serves as a lens to view how historical changes leave its imprint on the next

generation.
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CHAPTER THREE

LITERATURE REVIEW

3.1 Introduction

This chapter focuses on a discourse on commuter marriages as well as related topics. This
research focuses mainly on monogamous relationships and does not dwell on polygyny and
extramarital affairs. Specifically, literature on the following are discussed: an overview of
commuter marriages across the globe, including its benefits and challenges, types of non-
traditional marriage forms closely related to commuter marriages as well as the role of women in

the commuting family.
3.2 Overview of Commuter Marriages

Scholarly interests on commuting couples have been consistently rising with the concerns and
attention given to dual earner and dual career couples as it relates to work and family
relationships. The book, published by Naomi Gerstel & Harriet Gross in 1984 titled “Commuter

Marriage: A Study of Work and Family”, is one of the earliest introductions to the topic.

Historically, couples have been known to be separated for long periods in order to work as
seafarers, on mines, railroads, the army, domestic workers and migrant labourers (Jackson et al
2000). The concept of commuter marriages or rather, for couples not living together on a daily
basis, is thus not necessarily a new phenomenon. Commuter marriages stem from work
commitments in that a commute occurs because one spouse is working or pursuing a career away

from a location called home.

In reality, a commuter marriage is an arrangement where a couple is separated from one another
for a certain period of time due to work related commitments (see Anderson 1992) usually within
the same national borders. McBride& Bergen (2014, p.1) define a commuter marriage as a type
of long-distance marriage characterized by spouses living in different locations during the
workweek (but sometimes for longer periods of time) to accommodate the careers of both

partners.
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One school of thought is that commuter couples are not so different from families that are not
commuting (Anderson & Spruill 1993) while another contention is that commuter couples are
very different from families living together (Gerstel & Gross 1984; Gerstel 1978, McBride &
Bergen 2014). This distinction arises from the observation that couples in a commuter marriage
still perform their traditionally assigned roles such as the husband being the provider and going
out to work while the wife stays at home (even if she also has a career) assuming the
responsibility of child care, grocery shopping, cooking and cleaning. The second school of
thought, however, argue that commuter marriages are more egalitarian than traditional forms of
marriage and both spouses perform different functions as seem best for the running of their

individual lives and the family as a whole.

Commuter marriages occur when couples make the decision for one spouse to leave the home of
residence or regular territory to get a job making the necessary arrangements to pursue their
different careers. One spouse would usually do the commuting while the other spouse would stay
at a place agreed upon to be the primary residence where the non-commuting spouse carries on
with their own work during the time the commuting spouse is away. This home base is also most

likely where their children reside.

Commuter couples are usually a dual-career couple (Gerstel & Gross 1984). Dual career couples
and dual earner couples are sometimes used interchangeably in the literature when talking about
a couple where both spouses earn an income. However, dual career couples are those spouses
who both pursue occupational careers while dual earner couples are those spouses where only
one, usually the husband, is pursuing an occupational career while the other, most likely the
wife, is formally employed and bringing home a secondary income but is not pursuing a career.
It may also be that both spouses are formally employed but not in a career track or involved in
some other activity outside the home that brings in an income such as an owned business
(Marshall 2004; Ayree 2005). Viers & Prouty (2001) further define dual-earner couples as being
part of the general workforce and share a common residence. They also tend to have fewer
resources, decreased power of negotiation with employers, and suffer more rigid economic costs,
especially when the woman is not engaged in lucrative paid employment. Writing from an
African perspective, Kobusingye (2001, p.3) defines the African dual career couple as

‘...spouses who are both employed either on a full time or part time basis, or any work
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arrangement...who are self-employed including those who are considered non-professionals

according to the Western World... .

Over the years, it seems that the notion that commuter marriages are dual career marriages is
challenged as scholars such as Schvaneveldt, Young & Schvaneveldt (2001); Holmes (2004);
Van der Klis (2008) and Lee (2015) in their different studies on commuter couples include only
one partner or spouse who is engaged in a career. In fact, Lee (2015) describes commuter
couples in Korea as dual earner couples. Some of the participants in the researches mentioned
above include students, and part time workers as well as international commuters. This category
of participants therefore challenges the earlier (or rigid) view that commuter couples must be
dual career couples. The essence of the commute is that the different partners in the marriage are
happy with their individual jobs/income generating activities. This joy may not only be because
they have a career, but maybe because of the gains they get from the job they are engaged in.
These gains could be employer support, wage earning or the satisfaction of having something to
do and somewhere to go.This pushes them to make the decision to stay where they are presently

engaged while their partners commute to jobs they may find suitable and want to be engaged in.

In the Nigerian context, commuter marriages are not seen as conventional even though dual
earner marriages are not unusual. What is typically observed is a scenario where one spouse
(usually the husband) is actively engaged in a career/job that gives greater socio-economic
fulfilment. This job requires him to leave their home of primary residence while the other spouse
(usually the wife) is engaged in schooling, part time work, business and/or a full-time job. The
characteristics of their home life are very similar to commuter couples around the world. A major
difference is that men choose to relocate and leave their wives behind due to socio-economic
reasons and not necessarily because their wives choose to stay behind for the sake of their jobs.
Usually, this move is welcomed by the family because the social and economic cost of moving

with the husband to his place of work is enormous.
3.2.1 Commuting for Socio Economic Reasons

Families are constantly changing. There is an increased rate of social and geographical mobility.
Owing to technological and economic changes, there is an increased rate of social and

geographical mobility even among families. As a result, Forsyth & Gramling (1998) state that
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what commuter couples are interested in doing is fulfilling the commitment to their marriage

while pursuing career goals in separate cities.

Most couples who commute do so in order to cover some socio- economic gap (Becker 1981
Gross 1980; Gerstel & Gross1984; Settles 1993; Ermisch & Siedler 2009). Schvaneveldt et al
(2001) in research carried out in Taiwan, also allude to the fact that couples commute for career
development and employment opportunities, especially where jobs are difficult to find and the
added advantages that come with having extra income in the home. Theunissen, Van Vuuren, &
Visser (2003) report that couples engage in a dual career situation in order to achieve a higher

standard of living, get a higher income, gain equity and to break out of gender role stereotypes.

The opportunity to move up the corporate ladder and get the job that would satisfy a couple’s
needs in most cases is determined upon having relevant educational qualifications and relevant
occupational skills. As Becker (1981) argues, the only time that will be practical for a couple not
to engage in a commute (if offered an opportunity) is when the husband has an especially high
income or the wife has a very low educational attainment that going out to get a job will not

make much of a difference in their income level.

Lee (2015) is of the view that economic vulnerability, career aspiration and family well-being
determine a commuter marriage. By family well-being, she means a situation where the other
spouse is hesitant to follow the commuting spouse due to the huge monetary commitments and
the energy it would take the family to move as well as other considerations such as the children’s

educational options.
3.2.2 Demographic Characteristics of Commuter Couples

When looking at studies on commuter couples in different parts of the world, similar
demographic characteristics are found. This corroborates the view of the life course approach
which states that there are similarities between groups of people in different societies which
makes the theory universally applicable, especially since the similarities do not exclude the
importance of the local contexts. Baldazzi & Romano (2006) state that those who commute to
work in ltaly are typically aged between 35 and 54, male, married, university graduates,
employed and may commute for lack of professional opportunities in their town. A few studies
conducted in the United States of America such as work done by Anderson (1992); Bunker,
Zubek, Vanderslice & Rice (1992); Anderson & Spruill (1993); Jackson et al (2000), McBride &
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Bergen (2014), Lindemann(2017) also give a profile of commuter couples as college educated,
professionals in their fields, both working and including more men than women. The mean age
of the individuals was found to be between mid to late 30s with a range of 25 to 55 years and
more men than women leave the primary residence. The main reason for the latter is that the
primary home of residence, especially where children are involved, is usually looked after by the
women. Demographic information on commuter couples is sparse and research on commuter

couples has been minimal (Lindemann 2017).
3.3 Non-Traditional Forms of Marriage Closely Related to Commuter Marriage

Commuter marriages have been described as non-traditional forms of marriage and have been
misunderstood or confused with other non-traditional forms. Watt & Elliot (2017), define non
traditional family forms as a deviation from life-long heterosexual monogamous marriages being
replaced by alternative forms of relationships. Two of these forms that are closely related to
commuter marriages are Living Apart Together Couples (LAT’s) and migrant couples which are

discussed below.
3.3.1 Commuter vs Living Apart Together Couples (LATS)

Throughout history, there have been several reasons for families to be separated. Some
separation may be due to work demands or war and crisis situations. Various occupations
demand that couples live apart. Such occupations include military and paramilitary personnel,
who get transferred from time to place and from place to place, making it difficult sometimes for
families to move together, politicians who may need to be in the state where the seat of
government is and is far from the primary home of residence. For example, in Nigeria, the
Federal Capital Territory, Abuja, is in the centre of the country and those appointed to federal
office may leave their families in their home states and go to work in the capital. Other
occupations include sales people who travel from one location to another without any real
address in the places they travel to (Jackson et al 2000). These arrangements are not unusual.
Members of society in this category may not have a choice in being separated from their families
for a certain period of time. Society may perceive this to be a normal separation from their
families esteeming the work they are doing as a service to the society, where they are under the

authority of other institutions other than of their own voluntary will.
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Living Apart Together (LAT) couples, however, do not fall in the category listed above.
Régnier-Loilier, Beaujouan& Villeneuve-Gokalp (2009) assert that the living arrangements of
LAT’s have aroused curiosity on the part of sociologists and even the media. They label LAT
relationships as a new form of cohabitation that emerged first as a trial period towards marriage

and later as a stable form of union.

LAT’s are usually those who do not share the same residence, but are in a romantic relationship
that is not based on any commitment at the moment (Ermisch & Siedler 2009). Levin & Trost
(1999, p.281) define Living Apart Together (LAT) as “a couple which does not share the same
household; both of them live in their own households, in which other persons might also live;
they define themselves as a couple...LAT relationships can be constituted by people of the same
or of opposite gender”. Levin & Trost (1999) also make a distinction between commuting
couples and LAT’s based on domesticity. Commuting couples live in one household but one
person may have an apartment when away from home, known as the primary and secondary
residence while LAT’s have two households and two separate residences, which are both of

equal standing.

Turcotte (2013, p.9) states that in Canada, certain factors determine being in a LAT. The first
factor he points out is age, LAT is much more prevalent among young couples. Other factors
have to do with the marital status of the persons involved. Some separated or divorced persons as
well as those with children chose to live in LAT relationships. One reason for this is to maintain

their independence.

Little is known about the prevalence of LAT relationships in developing countries. Migrancy is,

however, prevalent all over the world and is structurally similar to commuter couples.
3.3.2 Commuter Couples Vs Migrant Couples

Categories of occupations who fall into migrant families include traders, seafarers, seasonal
labour migrants who work on mines, farms, rigs and the like. Differentiating between a
commuter and a migrant is a difficult task because of the fluid nature of their meanings and the
fact that migration and commuting share specific characteristics. The term, commuting on its
own may refer to those who travel far from home to work and return on a daily/regular basis
covering a distance of roughly 30 km or more by train or car. These distances are usually to/from

a town where the commuters do not reside (Kertesi 2000;Sandow 2014). Commuting can offer
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an alternative to migration, making it possible to hold on to the social security a place offers
through the years and it can also be a step before or after definite migration (Van der Klis &
Mulder 2008;Lukic 2009).

Migrants move permanently or temporarily over a longer distance than the average daily
commuter. There are diverse forms of migration. Some migratory patterns involve crossing
national boundaries (external or international migration), others are rural, urban migration or
even within the same region (internal migration) see Marshall (2004). In developing countries,
the move is usually caused by high rates of unemployment in the area of origin as well as high
youth population or an unstable political climate. Such factors may affect both skilled and
unskilled workers (Adepoju 2005). Adepoju (2005, 2006c) makes a distinction between labour
migrants and commercial migrants where the former are usually unskilled workers while the
commercial migrants are the skilled, professional and self-employed migrants who offer their
skills to other countries. In both cases, people are lured by the promise of better remuneration
and booming economies where they can make money to send back home, thereby boosting the

economy at home.

Migrant couples may not necessarily share an egalitarian relationship when compared with
commuter couples (Cooke 2008;Van der Klis & Mulder 2008; Lui & Chang 2012). Commuter
couples jointly decide that the commuter relationship should ensue and usually plan that it will
not linger for an indefinite time. Another point of variation between migrant couples and
commuter couples is that with migrant couples, the partner that migrates may stay away for a
longer period than the average stay of a commuting partner. Where a commuting partner can be
expected to be home every fortnight or so, a migrant partner, maybe gone for a much more
extended period of time before coming home. One reason for this may be the cost of travel as
Adepoju (2005, 2006e) points out. Daily commuting is expensive due to transport costs, a
venture which the income received may not be able to cater for on a daily basis. Another reason
is attributed to dangerous roads and another valid point being that some migrants are illegal at
point of exit and point of entry and therefore do not have the proper documents to freely move in
and out of their locations such that they may leave and not return.

Sudarkasa (1977), in discussing migration in colonial and post-colonial Africa, differentiates

between labour migrants and commercial migrants. She states that more women were internal
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and commercial migrants than men, a finding that has been corroborated by Adepoju (2005).
Sudarkasa (1977) states that women who had to migrate internationally were mostly married and
young or elderly and divorced or widowed. She further states that women who were unable to
join their husbands, especially on international migration, soon found themselves as second
wives or divorced. Migrants at the place of arrival usually have limited resources and may not be
availed the opportunity to access free going in and out. Many migrants at the point of destination
are treated unfairly with their human rights being violated (Anderson 2006). However, compared
to colonial times, better transportation and media services are available for the migrating partner
and the partner at home. These services, when made use of, could bridge the void of loneliness
and absenteeism that could lead to a dissolution of a marriage. Adepoju (2005) highlights that
women did not initially follow their husbands when they migrated. As times changed, and
economic crisis deepened, women began to take the lead and migrate to places where they could
get better economic stability. This has resulted in more female headed households that emerged

out of loss of the male partner by death, divorce or male migration?.
3.4 African Families

In certan African settings (and other societies) the extended family plays a crucial role in the
lives of family members (Hunter 1988;Das 1993; Aborampah 2011; Azevedo 2011; Sudarkasa
2011 ). The scholars mentioned above also maintain that the nuclear family was imposed on
Africa during colonization. In the Nigerian situation, colonization, urbanization and
westernization all played a role in the nuclear family becoming commonplace (Otite 1991). The
social change that the family in Nigeria has undergone has been alluded to by several authors, for
example, Nnaemaka (2006) and Wilson&Ngige (2006). These changes have been triggered by
shifts in the economic, social and cultural systems as well as increased modernization and
education, increase in age at first marriage, less emphasis on the extended family, more emphasis
on paid domestic work and all forms of wages that replaced subsistence economies, as well as

other aspects of socialization including children’s schooling.

Sudarkasa (2011) is of the opinion that the nuclear family structure is favoured by Western

educated African women because it gives room for one wife, one husband (as opposed to

2There is an entrenched form of rural-urban migration in South Africa that has been brought about by the past
apartheid regime which is different from the experiences in other countries (Kok & Collinson 2006).
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polygyny) thereby making the commitment of the husband more towards his own nuclear
(immediate) family than the extended family. This line of thought follows what Kayongo-Male
and Onyango (1984) described when they highlighted the extended family in Africa. One of their
concerns was that the husband may engage in rural-urban migration and lose his commitment to
his rural (extended) family as he is likely to get involved in new relationships including marriage
and raising children. The consequences of this behaviour, as highlighted by the authors, is that
the extended family and the family left at home is neglected which may lead to undisciplined
children in the rural area (based on the notion that the father is the disciplinarian) and scarce

resources for both families in the rural and urban areas.

Some characteristics of present day African families are the impact of technological
industrialization that has led to the specialization of roles in the society, the fragility of the
extended family system that has contributed to families relying on professional and specialized
care for the home, elderly and children (Masamba 1984). Azevedo (2011) also comments on
some factors that have negatively impacted on the African family such as the unequal
distribution of resources among the population and further states that some positive
reinforcements for the present day African family are the enactments of policies that have

allowed women to work and girls to go to school.
3.4.1 Contemporary Nigerian Families

Otite (1991) states that the Nigerian family began to change in the 19" century with
industrialization, western education colonization and religion and uses these factors to give
insight in the establishing of the contemporary/ urban Nigerian family. His description of the
formation gives a theoretical perspective in terms of the social and cultural contexts in which the

Nigerian urban family as we know it today has metamorphosed.

The urban Nigerian family combines subsistence farming with trading and employment and
involves division of labour according to sex and time. These urban Nigerian families are formed
through the Christian and Ordinance marriage or Muslim wedding known as the
‘Nikkai’(Atolagbe 2012) rather than through traditional marriage rights. The urban Nigerian
family is nuclear and places emphasis more on the husband, wife and children and has very few
members of the extended as a part of it, if any even though urban family members relate with

their extended kin in rural areas regularly through family celebrations, village meetings and
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identification with family members especially parents, getting domestic help for the nuclear
home and the like. As a result, both extended and nuclear families exist in Nigeria and none has
replaced the other. Though the nuclear family is perceived as too individualistic and far removed
from the rural family (Otite, 1991, pp.44-48).

The effects of urbanization on the Nigerian nuclear family include access to good education,
improved health care and proper diet leading to reduced fertility. The Nigerian state, however
cannot boast of equal quality access to these urban dividends to all families that live in urban
cities. The consequence of this is that many families are faced with unemployment as jobs are
hard to come by and urban values have led to declining traditional safety nets that could serve as
a buffer for families coping with urban pressure (Abubakar& Dano 2018; Chirisa , Mukarwi &
Matamanda 2018).

In Nigerian cities, the same factors which have facilitated the socio-economic development of
the nation, such as increases in education, transportation, communication and residents
embracing a shift in traditional norms- are the same factors which are held responsible for the
deterioration of the nuclear family unit. Chief among the factors is the employment of men and
women outside the home, leading to separation of family members, lack of proper cultural
socialization for children and a weakening of family ties. Families employ domestic helpers to
help take care of the home, but the domestic workers are limited in terms of the authority they
can wield over children in the home and the socialization process they can imbibe in the children
(Okafor & Osamudiame 2006;Akanji 2012;Fasoranti& Olusola 2012).

Working parents in Nigeria have their various domestic responsibilities to fulfil in the home front
and with the changing times and the current socio-economic challenges, there are changes in
gender roles which are sometimes perceived as creating role ambiguity that easily lead to role
conflict. Recently far more women have been working in professional paid employment in order
to contribute to the home, in contributing in this way, women face a double bind of balancing
their roles as wives and mothers as well as facing gender inequalities due to the traditional norms
and values of the Nigerian society (Bigombe, B. & Khadiagala 1990; Okafor & Osamudiame
2006;Akanji 2012;Fasoranti& Olusola 2012).

The demographic profile of Nigeria, the most populous country in Africa and the seventh

globally in the world, has great opportunities for her citizens in terms of manpower and other
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resources, but it is dented by the pervading socio-economic climate which has great influence
and consequences on Nigerian urban family life (CIA 2017,NPopC 2018). Data shows that fifty
percent of Nigerians are married while less than 2 percent are divorced as divorce is rare in
Nigeria (Nigeria Data Portal 2016). The demographic reality of Nigeria is that resources are
unevenly distributed among the populace amidst bad political leadership ridden with corruption
and greed. This has an adverse effect on social and economic development, making jobs difficult
to access, causing families to adapt and cope in certain ways that seem detrimental to them and
affecting the socio-economic reality of families. A direct result of this is the negative effects on
dual earner households that makes them resort to unsatisfactory coping strategies that makes
family life more stressful than it should be. Poor infrastructure, including erratic power supply,
poorly maintained roads, inadequate health care and educational facilities, make resources
difficult to access and life chances unequal such that it behoves on individuals to improve their
quality of life beyond what the government offers (Akanji 2012; CIA 2017; Abubakar& Dano
2018; Chirisa , Mukarwi .& Matamanda 2018).

3.5 Challenges and Benefits of Being a Commuter Couple

This section looks at various perceived challenges faced by commuter couples. The challenges
highlighted in this section are not exhaustive. Gross (1980) asserts that there are two types of
commuter couples, namely, adjusting and established. Adjusting couples are usually younger,
both in their biological age and number of years they have been married. They are also
characterized by conflict and feelings of guilt for not performing their unique traditional role and
have few if any children. Established couples on the other hand, are older and more mature.
Although Gross (1980) made these distinctions some time ago, it follows that the length of the
marriage and the number of children a couple has, will bring different challenges. For example,
issues related to raising children in adjusted circumstances, trust, anxiety, finances, keeping the
love and excitement alive in a marriage, levels of stress, communication and different benefits
such as independence, a healthier lifestyle and greater concentration and attention to individual
jobs/ careers will be affected by the length of marriage and how many children a couple has, if

any.
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3.5.1 Challenges Faced by Commuter Couples

One major drawback of the commuter marriage is the interference of work schedules and family
life. This could be in the form of inflexible schedules, immobility of work-related materials
(laboratories, libraries, or computers), and employers who are unsympathetic to the commuting
decision. Govaerts & Dixon (1988, pp.266-267) outline some of the sources of dissatisfaction
among dual career commuter couples, including normative stress arising from comparison with
the traditional societal norms, absence of intimate communication, the spouse saddled with the
care of children and management of the family home has immense responsibilities, times of
separation that are not pleasant owing to loneliness, guilt and dissatisfaction, especially for the
spouse who is away from family everyday life, and responsibilities, the disruption to family

interaction and the unique problems of advancing careers.

The commuter marriage is obviously costly in human resources, as well as emotionally and
socially. The emotional cost involved are feelings of loneliness and lack of motivation as well as
the lack of understanding of other people regarding the difficulties faced. For example, when
couples have to face a tiring long day and are not able to immediately share with their spouse
how the day went. They have to cope with not seeing their partners regularly to share stories of
the day when it matters most. When it comes to a time when the couple can talk about the issues
for instance, a week later, the event may no longer be relevant. Anxiety could also affect the
health of the couple infringing on the quality of life of the family (Schvaneveldt et al 2001,
Roslan, YanLi & Ahmad 2013 and Lee 2015).

Socially, commuter families lack the time to do many things that families who live together take
for granted and they have to create special times to get some of these things done. Reunion times
could become stressful as families struggle to accomplish so much in a short time and have
unrealistic expectations of their time together. This has a huge impact on relationships with
spouses, children, family and friends and could lead to disappointments and frustrations (Rhodes
2002; Ralph 2015)

The commuter arrangement is genuinely a financial burden. It requires a substantial income to
maintain two homes, pay for transportation, telephone, and the required support services. When

there is a financial leverage, difficult situations can be cushioned and the stress associated with
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that situation can be alleviated (Govaerts & Dixon 1988; Rabe 2001; Schvaneveldt et al; Roslan
et al 2013 and Lee 2015).

Society and commuter couples themselves also tend to compare their marriages with what they
may believe are conventional relationships, this could lead to stress as members of society
(friends or family members in particular) may assume they desire marital freedom and not career
development (Gross 1980; Hertz 1987). Benokraitis (1996) also states that beyond stress, both
spouses suffer physical exhaustion as the stay-at-home spouse (usually the wife) takes care of the
children and their own job while the spouse who commutes may work for long hours and does

not have anyone to come home to and may have to settle for dinners in front of the television.

In certain countries commuter marriages may account for father absence in many homes as has
been observed byDepner & Bray (1993);Casper & Bianchi (2002) and Richter (2006). They
suggest that fathers are non-residential due to divorce, non-marital births, changing composition
of families and work commitments (my emphasis). Although father absence could be associated
with negative consequences, such as children becoming societal deviants and an increase in child
poverty, as has been described by Levant (1995), Popenoe (1998), father absence due to
commuting may have different consequences, especially as the fathers in these households are

physically absent due to work but remain present through phone calls and come home regularly.
3.5.2 Benefits of Being in a Commuter Relationship

One major reason for commuting is that couples who embark on it, usually feel they can balance
work and family effectively where work schedules, family roles and practices do not interfere,
giving the commuters the ability and freedom to be in control of both spheres. This is very likely
to create opportunities for career enhancement without the constraints of the family's daily
business and increased opportunities to leverage the acquired knowledge and education.
Moreover, the decision to relocate is often based on the best career option, commitment to the
career and higher income and benefits to the family (Anderson & Spruill 1993; Lucchini,
Saraceno & Schizzerotto 2007; Roslan, YanLi & Ahmad 2013).

While engaging in a commuter marriage, a situation is seen where both spouses generally engage
in non-traditional roles where spouses take on different duties such as men cooking and women
doing more driving and school runs. This makes the couple more self- reliant, gaining autonomy

and mastery in certain skills otherwise not acquired and also efficiency in other areas while
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breaking through normative structures of society. This fact is also helpful in that couples who
engage in non-traditional gender roles do not necessarily bother about what others have to say
about their lifestyle, thereby reducing the stress that could emanate from trying to fit into societal
norms when it may not be convenient at the time. This also increases self-respect and confidence
among couples (Govaerts & Dixon 1988; Anderson & Spruill 1993; Roslan et al 2013).

Most commuter marriages by nature, are often temporary decisions allowing both spouses to
pursue their careers and maintain their marriage relationships until they are able to be in the same
geographical location again. When couples determine that the commute is not forever, they may
decide to work hard at it, working on building a strong marriage that can withstand the pressures
of being in a commuter marriage (Anderson & Spruill 1993; Van der Klis 2008; Lee 2015).

Another benefit is the value placed on having proper and quality communication as couples are
more aware of the existence of each other and see themselves as a team. This teamwork enables
them and their partners to see themselves as offering support for the career their spouse is
pursuing. Couples also value the time spent together and do not engage in unnecessary quarrels
which causes them to stay in the present and enjoy the time together also giving them the ability
to balance dissatisfactions with satisfactions (Govaerts & Dixon 1988; Roslan et al 2013).

Having examined the benefits and challenges of being in a commuter marriage, the next section

examines the role of women in the commuting family.
3.6 The Role of Women in the Commuting Family

As stated above, when a couple decides to embark on a commuting relationship, in many cases it
is the wife who stays in the primary, home especially if children are involved (Van der Klis &
Mulder 2008 and Lee 2015). Fadeyomi (1991), Milkie & Peltola (1999), opine that women have
to constantly juggle their commitments between the roles of being mothers, career (or income
earning) women and partners. While Sudarkasa (2011) believes that in Africa women play a
conjugal role of first being a wife to her husband. As alluded to in an earlier section, African
families are changing and where childcare was easy when shared by various members of the
extended family, women in urban areas have to find ways to deal with issues that conflict with
their work. For example, they may have no choice but to pay for childcare and domestic work.
Tade & Aderinto (2011) state that domestic workers have been employed by working mothers to

enable the women to fulfil their roles as mothers and wives.
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Mothers who work outside the home have been described as doing a second shift (Hochschild
1990), triple workload (Nwabara 1989), being ‘cake winners’ instead of ‘breadwinners’
(Winfield 1985) and performing the “balancing act” (Milkie & Peltola 1999). Bianchi (2000)
argues that when mothers are employed outside the home, they are able to provide additional
financial aid to their families and the children are usually the beneficiaries of these rewards as
with more income. Parents tend to always want to give their children a “better” childhood which
thus costs money, such as providing better clothing, housing and shelter as well as, better
schools, more activities outside the home, family holidays etc. The economic advantage of the
mother working means she is able to cater and arrange for services that will help with child

rearing and minding.

Early career stages within a family can be associated with low income earning and continuous
house moves, especially closer to the place of work. As Hunt (2005) argues, these constant house
moves leave little choice for women to grow their careers as priority is mainly given to men’s
jobs. This can be rightly assumed to be the case for commuting couples in Jos, who mostly
decide that the husband makes the move to the place of work, leaving the wife and children in

the home of residence.

Winfield (1985), Schvaneveldt et al (2001) and Damaske & Gerson (2008) opine that women
determine a commuting relationship with their work options, especially when they decide that
they want to put their careers ahead of their traditional roles of staying at home and playing the
dutiful wife. This assertion, in my opinion, is context specific in that some families may need
both incomes. In the Nigerian context, women are expected to be engaged in bringing in some
kind of income to supplement family expenditure, if not even take over full responsibilities such
as school fees and hospital bills especially with the economy in decline (Okeke 2000; Bankole &
Adeyeri 2014).

3.7 Knowledge Gap

The reviewed literature reveals similarities between commuter families the world over with some
possible links with commuting couples in Nigeria. There is no clear definition of African
commuter marriages, but it is clear that the decision to enter a commuter relationship is mostly
based on socio-economic reasons. The literature on families also has no lens on new family

forms in Africa as these are under researched with little literature available. There is a need to
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closely examine the gendered element in African commuter marriages, especially in the
changing social and economic times. The African family is also in need of much more life course
examination as it concerns transitions, trajectories and agency. This research will aid with an
understanding of Nigerian commuter marriages while also providing data for comparative family

studies in other environments and societies.
3.8 Conclusion

This section examined literature related to commuter marriage as well as other new family
forms. Many Nigerian families transformed from extended to nuclear families, and new family
forms are emerging, ranging from dual earner families to commuter families and various others.
These changes can be attributed to aspects such as more formal/western education,
industrialization, more women in paid employment, socialization of children outside the home
and paid domestic workforce. The causes and effects of these changes are likely to continually

impact on families in Nigeria.

Literature reviewed showed that commuter couples around the world share similar characteristics
such as being middle class dual earner/ dual career couples. Commuter marriages in Nigeria
consist of dual earner/dual career couples who have agreed to live apart for work and family
reasons in order to close a socio-economic gap. There will be regular times (weekly, monthly, as
they see fit) of coming together. The couple do not intend to live apart continuously and have a
plan for the ‘commute’ to end at some point. These four elements- joint decision making to live
apart, closing a socio-economic gap, regular times of being together as a family and bringing the

commuter relationship to an end would characterize a Nigerian commuter marriage.
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CHAPTER FOUR

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

4.1 Introduction

This chapter outlines and describes in detail the methods and steps employed in collecting data
for the research describing commuter marriages in Jos. The research was conducted in Jos,
Nigeria. Data was collected in Jos, using semi-structured interview guides and time diaries
between May and November 2015. Follow-up interviews were conducted in December 2015 and
April 2016.

4.2 Scope and Delimitation of Data Collection Area

The location for this study is the Jos Metropolis of the Plateau state in Nigeria. The population of
Plateau state in 2006, the year the last census in Nigeria was taken, was 3 206 531 people
(Nigeria Data Portal, 2006). Jos is the capital of the Plateau state and it is an urban centre. The
Plateau State has 17 local government areas and combines several ethnic groups which provide
some of the main cultural traits of the nation's rich cultural heritage (Plateau State Government,
2017). The growth of Jos as an urban centre can be attributed to the tin mining activities that
took place largely before and during the colonial era. It is known today as the home of peace and
tourism, although it has suffered ethnic and religious clashes which were at its worst between
2000 and 2011.

Adetula (2005) observes that a significant proportion of the population of Jos is involved in the
public sector and the representation in the organized private sector is weak. This observation is
what makes people refer to Jos as a ‘civil service state’. This is not to say there are no thriving
businesses, but due to low job prospects in the Nigerian economy as a whole, people tend to
move to bigger cities which they perceive to have better prospects such as Lagos (considered the
commercial capital of Nigeria) and Abuja (the Federal Capital Territory).

Jos is well loved for its peacefulness and beautiful weather as Maier (2000, p.195) aptly states
that “with its mild climate and clean, crisp air, ...Jos is commonly regarded as Nigeria’s most

attractive city. It grew up around the tin mines of the plateau, and for a while during the colonial
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period Jos hosted the biggest population of whites in Nigeria, after Lagos.” No doubt the white

colonialists were attracted to both the beauty found in nature and the mining opportunities.

The choice of Jos for this research is based on the fact that | became aware of a number of
commuting relationships in certain social settings of Jos, my hometown at the time of the study.
Moreover, the different local government areas in Jos are all unique in terms of their spoken
language and cultural traits; Jos is home to almost every tribe and ethnic group in Nigeria. It is
also home to many expatriates and houses one of the oldest American missionary schools in
Nigeria. The diverse cultural values found in Jos and being semi-urban, not as big as the
commercial (Lagos) and Federal (Abuja) capitals of Nigeria, can help give a unique
understanding of commuter relationships between urban and semi-urban settings. The research
findings will also be a relevant addition to the commuter marriage literature across the globe
from an African perspective.

4.3 Research Design

The research has an underlying interpretivist paradigm and therefore a qualitative research
methodology was deemed best suited for the study. The qualitative method was informed by the
theoretical framework of the Life Course Perspective as explained above, and also by the
epistemological nature of the research which views how the actions of actors have shaped their
world as it concerns couples in a commuter marriage.

Denzin & Lincoln (2000, p.8) state that in qualitative research, there is an “intimate relationship
between the researcher and what is being studied” and that qualitative researchers “seek answers
to questions that stress how social experience is created and given meaning”. Neuman (2000,
p.122) defines the qualitative research approach as involving “soft data” in the sense that it deals
with words, sentences and so forth in data collection processes. Its major assumption is an
interpretative or subjective social science. Qualitative data give rich information about social
processes in specific settings and also helps in giving an answer to questions that do not

necessarily need figures and statistics to explain.

Qualitative researchers give actual information of the research setting and do not distance
themselves from the people or events they study and ensure that research techniques as well as

data analysed are valid, trustworthy, dependable and credible. This present study on commuter
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couples relies on the commuter couples in Jos to give a description of their lived experiences

using thick descriptions to make the study credible.

Creswell & Miller (2000, p.129) opine that to carry out a “thick description” analysis:

qualitative researchers employ a constructivist perspective to contextualize the people or sites studied and
further state that the process of writing using thick description is to provide as much detail as possible in
describing the setting, the participants, and the themes of a qualitative study in rich detail...for the purpose
of creating statements that produce for the readers the feeling that they have experienced, or could

experience, the events being described in a study.

Corroborating the statement above, Cho & Trent (2006) opine that various techniques can be
applied to determine the validity of qualitative research and one of such ways is by enquiring
how people under study interpret phenomena. An outline of how this is achieved is presented

below:

Thick description has its heavy emphasis is on constructing texts in which rich descriptions are salient and
in harmony with analytic interpretations... those concerned with thick description purposes delve into
interpreting locally constructed meanings from the emic or insiders worldview...Validity as a process in
the thick description purpose is holistic and necessitates prolonged engagement. This is familiar territory
for qualitative researchers. An understanding of a reality in a certain context at a certain time can be better
achieved in ways that proceed holistically. Given the fact that meanings that people being studied construct
are typically unique, understanding may be incomplete unless all things are taken into account as a whole.
Furthermore, an understanding of participants’ worldviews under study may be insufficient without
situating meanings in context. For the contextual meaning to emerge in this thick description purpose,
prolonged engagement from the side of the researcher is viewed as a necessary condition. Under the
concern of validity as a process in thick description, major validity criteria that should be implemented are:
(1) the extent to which data are descriptively presented;... and, (2) the researcher’s competence in making
sense of the daily life of his or her participants. Thick description researchers rely on holistic processes,

prolonged engagement, triangulation, and member checking as transactional assurances. It is the

interpretive component of thick description that matters” (Cho& Trent 2006:328-329).
4.4 Research Population and Sampling

Participants for this study were all married, had children, and were confirmed being in a
commuter marriage for a year or more i.e. either a husband or wife who works in another state or
local government area in Nigeria different from their spouse. | wanted to focus on couples
currently in a commuter marriage as the experiences they narrate would be their current reality

and living experience, therefore I did not interview anyone who had commuted previously and
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was reunited with their spouse. For most of the participants, their primary home of residence is in
Jos and the partner comes ‘home’ almost every weekend and not less than once every three

months.

| initially identified couples to partake in this study by asking family and friends to help me
identify commuter couples in Jos. This process is known as snowball sampling whereby the
researcher identifies a participant with the characteristics the researcher is seeking and then asks
the participant to identify another person with the same characteristics. Participants are usually
expected to know the identity of other members in the same population (Chromy 2008). | also
approached potential participants as | was aware of their marital living arrangements. When 1
told them the subject matter of the research, many were fascinated that there was a term for their
kind of marriage or that someone was even interested in studying them. Those who participated
were generally pleased to share their stories.

A total of 17 people comprising of 13 women and four men responded to the study. | used
Gross’s 1984 categorization of commuting couples to classify couples in this study. Gross (1984)
proposed that there are two types of commuter couples: first there is adjusting couples who are
younger couples both in terms of age and the number of years married with young children. The
second group is called established couples who are older, married for a number of years with
older children some of whom some may have left the house. In this study, adjusting couples are
those who were younger in age and had been married for less than ten years and the established
couples are those who are older and had been married for ten years and more.

Twelve participants fell in the adjusting category and five in the established category. | stopped
looking for more participants in the adjusting couple’s category when it seemed they were
reporting the same thing indicating that saturation was reached. Guest, Bunce and Johnson
(2006, p.8) refer to saturation as “the point in data collection and analysis when new information
produces little or no change to the codebook™. For the established couples, it was not easy to get
in touch with those | had been referred to and hence the smaller number of participants in this

category.
4.5 Demographic Characteristics of Participants

The study engaged with more women than men as Jos is the primary home of residence of most

of the participants which is usually occupied by the wife. The study covers participants from a
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wide range of occupations including bankers, civil/ public servants, business men/women,
lecturers, lawyers, teachers, managers of private organizations, accountants, politicians, sales
representatives and medical doctors. The occupational categories of participants show their high
educational status as the participants have at least a tertiary education. The ages of participants

range from 30-52 years.

The participants had an average of two children each with three participants having four
children, seven participants had one each, four participants had two each and three participants
had three children.

On their commuting history, four of the adjusting couples started commuting from the onset of
the marriage and three indicated that the commuter marriage actually began with a long-distance
relationship. The least number of years engaged in a commute is two years and the longest is 21

years. Table 1 is a representation of the participants’ sociodemographic characteristics.

45



SIN

10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17

Name
(Pseudonym)

Emmanuel
Linda
Samson
Dinah

Henry

Ruth
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Isaac
Saratu
Lumya
Tina
Rebecca
Michelle
Paula
Natalie
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Chizo
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Table 1: Participants Socio-demographic Data

4.5.1 Living Arrangements of Commuters

Interval
Between visits

Once in two
months
Once in two
months
Once in two
months
Once in two
months
Once in two
months

Once a year

Once in two
months

Every weekend
Once a month
Every weekend
Every weekend
Every weekend
Fortnightly
Monthly

Every weekend
Every weekend
Fortnightly

Occupation of
Participant

Civil Servant
Business Woman
Lecturer

Teacher

Civil Servant

Accountant

Barrister at Law

Politician
Accountant
Medical Doctor
Lecturer
Business Woman
Public Servant
Public Servant
Public Servant
Public Servant
Public Servant

Occupation of
Spouse

Business Woman
Public Servant
Teacher

Lecturer

Managerial
Position/Private
Company
Senior Managerial
position/ Private
Telecoms
Company

Sales Rep/Private
company
Accountant
Politician
Banker

Lecturer

Banker

Banker
Accountant
Banker

Public Servant
IT/ Private
Telecoms
Company

The home of primary residence is Jos for all the participants except one whose home of primary

residence is Lagos. The primary home of residence in this study refers to the residence where the

wife and children live based on the assumption that the husband is the commuter, living in the
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secondary home. All the adjusting couples lived in rented houses as well as some of the
established couples. Three of the established couples had their own houses at the time of
interview while one moved to their own home shortly after the interviews. One couple had a
unique arrangement where the wife and daughter lived with her parents in Jos while the husband
lived in his aunt’s home in Abuja. Another husband lived in his cousin’s house in Asaba, Delta

state.
4.5.2 Distances Covered by Commuters

The map and table below indicate the different states in Nigeria that the participants travel to and

the distances covered.

NIGERIA 6

MAP SHOWING
THE STATES
PARTICIPANTS
COMMUTE TO

0 100 200 Km
—_—

Copyright @ 2015 www.mapsofworld.com
(Updated on 28th Feb, 2015)

Fig. 1: Map of Nigeria Showing States Commuter Spouses go to from Plateau state
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S/N | Commuting Location | Distance (km)
1 Jos to Pankshin 115.6 km
2 Jos to Kaduna 218.7 km
3 Jos to Nassarawa 227.5 km
4 Jos to Abuja(FCT) 268.3 km
5 Jos to Jalingo 511.8 km
6 Jos to Yola 527.5 km
7 Jos to Aba 735.2 km
8 Jos to Warri 769.3km
9 Jos to Maiduguri 580.2 km
10 | Josto Lagos 980.7 km

Table 2: Distances from Jos to Commuter Locations by Kilometres (km)Source: google
maps 2016

As is indicated in Table 2, participants or their partners travel to Jos from all parts of Nigeria.
Four husbands commuted from the Federal Capital Territory (FCT), Abuja; one husband
travelled from Warri in Delta state, another husband travels from Maiduguri in Borno state (one
of the states where the dreaded Boko Haram group operates), another husband commutes from
Aba in Abia State. Others journey from Nasarawa state, Lagos state, Kaduna state and Adamawa
state. One husband commutes from Pankshin Local Government Area of Plateau state. One of
the husbands who now travels from Abuja to Jos, used to be in Jalingo, Taraba state. No

participant in this study travelled internationally.
4.6 Instruments of Data Collection

Semi structured interviews, one focus group interview and time diaries were used to collect data
from participants on the subject of commuter relationships. Although the interviews were the
primary data gathering tool, the diaries provided additional information that participants may not
have recalled or considered important enough to mention during the interviews. The focus group

was not initially planned, but came about due to practical circumstances.
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4.6.1 Semi Structured Interviews

Interviewing involves a shared process in which both interviewer and participant draw upon and
use their knowledge on the subject to make comprehensible sense of the questions asked and the
discussions arising about them (Johnson 2001). The interviews in this study were used to

describe commuter marriages in Jos.

The in-depth interviews were done using a semi structured interview guide (see Appendix 1)
consisting of 22 questions split into two sections, the first section collected socio-economic data
and the second section dealt with the main thrust of the research.

The interviews were conducted in 2015 with follow-up interviews conducted from March 2016
to April 2016 to determine if there was any change in the participants’ commuter relationships

and also to clarify some questions that arose while interpreting the data.
4.6.2 Time Diaries

Time diaries are instruments of data collection that are set apart to capture the experiences of
everyday life in a bid to study various phenomena and document experiences of everyday life.
They have been applauded for being beneficial to the examining of reported events (Paolisso &
Hames 2010) and ‘minimizing the amount of time elapsed between an event and the account of

this experience’ (Bolger, Davis & Rafaeli 2003:580).

The time diaries (see Appendix 2) in this study were used to investigate what participants did
over a one-week period. The time diaries were given to the women who had also been
interviewed. Where a couple was interviewed, the time diary was only given to the wife because
she was the one in the primary home of residence. The only male participant whose wife lived in
Lagos was not given a time diary as the primary home of residence was in Lagos and | did not

interview the wife. As a result, only 13 time diaries were given out.

The time diaries helped, especially in the understanding of what families did in a typical day, to
get a glimpse of how they spent their days apart from their spouses and how they cope during a
typical day. The time diaries used in this study were designed on A4 sheets of paper where each
day was divided into 24 hours over a seven-day period and participants were asked to write a
summary of what they did during the day on an hourly basis.
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Bolger et al (2003) defines this kind of diary as the interval-contingent based design. This diary
design was guided by the underlining paradigm of this research which issocial constructionist

with the aim of describing a phenomenon.

The thirteendistributed time diaries were not all returned. For example, one of the participants
travelled during the week she was asked to complete the diary and did not return it after she got
back. I tried to get it back, but it seemed she had misplaced it. I did not offer another diary for
her to fill as she travelled shortly after and | have not been able to get in touch with her. Of the
ten time diaries that were returned, three were not filled in properly. An example of this is one
participant who completed the diary based on what she does on particular days of the week and

not based on what she did the week the diary was given to her.

Most of the diaries were completed even though some participants said they did not make entries
every day, but as they remembered to do it (usually every other day or so). For example, one
lady went on a weekend trip to visit her husband in Lagos and filled in what she did on the

weekend as soon as she came back.
4.6.3 Focus Group Interview

Although not intended, one set of interviews followed a focus group method of data collection,
as all four participants in that group worked in the same office and were willing to use their
lunch break for the research as prior schedules to meet them individually was difficult owing to
the inability to get a suitable time. With these four female participants, | did not conduct

individual interviews.

A focus group discussion is an interview designed for small groups of people, who share the
same characteristics, on a topic designed by a researcher with the aim of gathering opinions and
processes about how particular elements influence one another (Duarte, Veloso, Marques, &
Sebastido 2015). Richie (2003) suggests that a focus group discussion involves four to ten
participants discussing the research topic as a group providing an opportunity for participants to
hear from others as well as allowing participants reflect on their own circumstances, attitudes or

behaviour.
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4.7 Procedure of Data Collection

After | identified participants, | asked for their phone numbers from those who referred me to
them and | called them individually and introduced myself, the nature of the study and scheduled
a likely time for interviews. For those | knew, | called them and told them I would like them to
kindly participate in my study. Some | did not call, but spoke to them when | saw them and
scheduled an interview time. Some scheduled interviews were rescheduled due to other events
that mostly came up on the part of the participant. As a result of this, some interviews never took
place. The ethical tenets of this research were upheld in this regard, the informed consent of
participants was very valuable to the study and | wanted to ensure that participants exercise their

freedom to participate in the study or withdraw by choice.

Over the phone or when we met, | told participants | would like them to fill out a time diary as
well as an informed consent form (appendix 3) which they agreed to. | also told them the
interviews were likely to last up to an hour and depending on how the discussion proceeded; the

timing could be more or less.

The discussions that ensued were facilitated by conducting interviews with the semi structured
interview guide (see Appendix 2) and after the interview, female participants were asked to fill a

copy of the time diary at their convenience but preferably within the week.

Four interviews were conducted in the offices of the participants during their lunch break, one of
these was a group interview consisting of four women from the university. | could not get to
meet them individually due to varying schedules, my friend who helped me identify them
suggested we do a group interview and they all agreed. They knew each other and worked in the

same administrative department of the university.

This became a focus group interview. | used the same interview schedule, asked their collective
permission to conduct the interview and I gave them time diaries, which they individually filled
in and returned to me at a later date. | was also the note taker for the discussion, so when | was
transcribing the interview later, | knew exactly who was talking and | was able to transcribe
accordingly. The focus group went very well as the participants all knew each other and there
was something about sharing their stories together which made them feel like they shared a

common bond. One participant said afterwards that she learnt a lot from being part of the
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discussion and was wondering if there would be a forum where she could meet other commuter

wives to talk about issues related to being in a commuter marriage.

The rest of the interviews were conducted in the homes of the participants at times that were
convenient for them. The interviews ranged from 55 minutes to 90 minutes. One interview took

up to two and half-hours because the participant was also attending to her children.

When filling in the consent forms, all the participants agreed to the use of a tape recorder to
interview them. | also gave them the interview guide to go through before the interview began.
This was in a bid to make them feel comfortable and give them an opportunity to ask questions

or even withdraw if they wanted to.

Two interviews were conducted with both husband and wife at the same time. The husbands
happened to be around when the interviews were scheduled and they agreed to be a part of it. |
was also happy to have these men participate, as | had only interviewed one man prior to this
time, since it was mostly wives in the primary home of residence. | noticed that in these
interviews, both parties contributed and shared their thoughts on issued raised even though, the
husbands spoke more than the wives. | was also able to interview one man almost a year after |

had interviewed his wife.

While conducting the interviews, | asked the questions based on the interview guide and allowed
them to respond. If there was anything that needed clarification or if they said something that
was not really a part of the study, | asked them to kindly further explain. In the guide, the socio-
demographic data section comes first and | asked them those questions first. | noticed that some
participants felt uncomfortable giving this data, so after a couple of interviews, | decided not to
ask those questions first. Instead, | stopped asking the questions from the section with the
demographic data and asked them to fill it in with the time diaries and | collected both

instruments together.

| also observed after the first interview | conducted that the participant talked more and
explained her commuter experience on a deeper level when she was walking me to my car. This
further explanation was not captured on the recorder so | had to write down very quickly what |
remembered from the last part of the discussion in my notebook and include it in the transcripts.
After this experience, | decided not to put off the recorder at any interview until we had parted

ways.
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All interviews were conducted in a cordial peaceful atmosphere, participants were happy to
respond and they did not feel threatened by me. I also felt a rapport with the participants during
the interviews. For those | was meeting for the first time, we had smooth discussions and this
maybe because | was introduced to them by someone we both knew.

During the week that a time diary was administered to a participant, | texted them periodically
using WhatsApp® and SMS first to thank them for participating in the study and to ask them how
the completion of the time diaries was progressing, encouraging and reminding them to make
entries. | also told them it was not expected to be burdensome to them so they could fill it in at
any convenient time within the day. When they were done, they asked me to come and collect

them or brought it to me themselves.
4.8 Method of Data Analysis

The data was analysed by doing a thematic analysis. This is a process that can be used with most
qualitative methods of data collection. It is achieved by firstly, carefully reading and re-reading
the data (transcriptions of the interviews and diary entries). Guest, MacQueen & Namey (2012)
give the process and application of thematic analysis to involve a rigorous approach to identify
themes from the data collected either through interviews or any other qualitative method
technique in a bid to present the voices of participants in a credible and transparent manner. The
themes, when identified, are coded and used to build theoretical models or used to find solutions

to issues raised by proper analysis based on knowledge of the field of research.

The analysis for this study actually started from the beginning of this research. From related
literature, | knew what to look for and also because | conducted all interviews myself, | was keen

on what people said and sought to answer the research questions raised.

The transcripts from the interviews and the time diaries formed the corpus from which the
themes were unearthed. In the data, |1 coded for themes from related theory and literature
concerning commuter marriage. These were immediately identified and | was satisfied that there
was a ‘fit’ in the data. As I read the data over and over, I also discovered some themes that were
not necessarily theory related. Some of the initial themes that were not theory related were

collapsed or later expanded to aptly describe commuter marriages from this study. The themes

3An immediate and inexpensive form of texting with a mobile phone.
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are discussed and interpreted in the subsequent chapters. The figure below shows how the

themes were derived using the Attride-Stirling thematic network analysis.

Attride-Stirling (2001, p.388) posits that applying thematic networks is a simple way of
organizing unearthed themes derived from qualitative data. Thematic networks systematically
extract lowest order premises evident in the text or corpus known asbasic themes. Basic themes
say very little about the whole text. Next, the basic themes are reduced to more abstract
principles known as the organizing themes. Organizing themes amplify the meaning of the
principal assumptions of a group of basic themes. This is followed by recognizing super-
ordinate themes which capture the principal metaphors in the text as a whole, known as the
global theme. The global theme is like a final position on the research and tells us what the entire
text is all about. These are then represented as web like maps showing the salient themes of the
three levels and illustrating the relationship between them.

Attride-Stirling (2001, p.389) continues by stating that thematic networks are presented
graphically as web like nets to remove any notion of hierarchy and emphasizing the
interconnectivity throughout the network. Thematic networks are not necessarily a new idea and
are not the analysis of the research itself, but only serves as the gateway for analysis. The corpus
of the research was broken down using this method. | followed the steps outlined by Attride-
Stirling (2001, pp.390-402) to put together a network of themes and the following diagram was
created:
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Fig. 2: Structure of Thematic Networks on Commuter Marriages in Jos, Nigeria

This diagram is a pictorial representation of the link between the research questions raised in
chapter 1 section 1.3, and the themes derived from the corpus. The answers to the research
questions generated the themes analysed. The subsequent global themes became the title of the
chapters and the subject matter discussed. Hence, the chapters that follow will discuss the basic
themes represented in the diagram as well as other themes not represented, but considered
relevant to the chapter in question, in detail and answer the research questions, giving adequate
meaning and linking the findings to the figure above and research questions raised. A breakdown

of research questions and the analysis is as follows:

What social dynamics are involved in commuter marriages in Jos, Plateau State? This is found in

the global theme: - Commuting ABC’s: Ambivalence, Benefits and Challenges.

1. How does commuting affect couples in a commuter marriage? This is found in the organising
themes of the commuter marriage trajectory and finances (see chapters 5 and 6 for detailed

discussions).

2. What are the coping strategies employed by commuter couples in Jos? This is found in the
organising themes of communication and social support networks (see chapters 7 and 8 for

detailed discussions).
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3. How can couples engaged in commuter marriages be supported? This is addressed in the

recommendation section in chapter 10.

The chapter on fathers and children (chapter 9) developed from the narratives as part of the
compulsory transitions of parents in the life course. The discussion became necessary when

mothers and fathers discussed their parental role as a major part of who they are.

Also, in discussing the findings, I tried to distinguish between men’s views and women’s views
as well as between adjusting couples and established couples in their opinions concerning certain
issues. McBride & Bergen (2014) conducted a study in which they were able to deduce men’s
voices from women’s narratives on commuter relationships. This approach has been used to
highlight men’s point of view on commuter relationships, even though not many men’s voices

are found in this particular study.
4.9 Language Used in the Field

Nigeria has many languages, of which theHausa’s, Igbo’s and Yoruba’s are popularly known as
the major tribes. There are several other minor dialects, but English is the official medium of
communication in Nigeria. In the Plateau state, there are several local dialects spoken among
various ethnic groups. However, the interviews were conducted in English which is a very
common and acceptable medium of expression in Nigeria, especially among the middle class of

which participants for this study are drawn. The time diaries were also completed in English.
4.10 Limitations in the Field

| tried to get equal numbers of participants in the two categories of adjusting and established
couples but this was almost impossible. One reason was that established couples were not easy to
reach due to work engagements and health issues. For some, we kept on rescheduling interview
times until it was not possible any more. For example, | got to one of the established women’s
homes to do the interview, but she was not quite ready to do the interview and wanted to talk

about something else. After that moment passed, it was difficult to rearrange an appointment.

| also really wanted to interview couples, even if not together or at the same time. However, most
of the time, the other spouse was unavailable due to the commute and when they came during the
period of interviewing, they were not available as time was limited and spent doing family

related activities as well as community engagements.
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This ended up being a mostly female narrative, and | am aware of biases that could arise from
this. In a study describing family, Viers & Prouty (2001) observe that women are usually the
major respondents in relationship studies and this leads to a gender imbalance in the study of
couples. In as much as I did not get couples together and did not have many men, | tried to
examine men’s views versus women’s views in themes identified in line with a gendered life

course perspective.

The time diaries also had some drawbacks, one participant filled a week’s worth of information
in one day, another participant said she travelled within the week and did not take the diary with
her so she filled the days she was away in one sitting. Another participant travelled extensively

during this time and could not find the diary when she returned.
4.11 Reflexivity

Reflexivity is not a method, but a way of thinking which aids to interpret, translate and represent
data collected. It is also considered a characteristic of good research practice (May & Perry
2014). Reflexivity deals with how the researcher is connected with those they study, how they
relate to them and the reflections of the ones they study. Usually researchers do not study a part
or subject they are not deeply concerned with and are familiar with, and those they study usually
have an idea of what is being studied and are often a major part of it (see Holmes 2010 and
Morgan 2011).

In this study of commuter marriages, my reflections stem from the fact that | know a great deal
about commuter marriages, since | myself am a commuter wife and | have talked and pondered
on this countless times as well as listened to people’s opinion on this subject. I observed that
when | disclosed to participants that | was also in a commuter marriage, the discussion seemed to

have a tone of “understanding” the importance of what was being conveyed.

The participants in this study also drew from their emotions and interactions with themselves and
others, be they family members or acquaintances to talk about their commuting relationship.
Their views may have also drawn heavily on societal norms and practices of what marriage is

expected to be in the Nigerian society.
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4.12 Ethical Considerations

The ethical considerations of this research are chronicled in detail in chapter 1, sectionl.6. The
ethical clearance certificate (Appendix 4) issued to me by UNISA granted me access to conduct
the research after a rigorous proposal module. As mentioned, in section 4.6, the informed consent
of participants was strictly and dearly adhered to ensure that all who participated in the research
did so at their own accord. I also diligently ensured that my participants remained anonymous by
assigning pseudonyms to them and protecting some of their identity as | wrote the findings. This
was particularly important as some of the participants are members of the University of Jos

community.

In handling research findings and reports, | upheld the agreement contained in the informed
consent form and made sure that participants were not at risk and that the information they
shared with me was properly reported and analysed.

The time diaries were also analysed ethically after letting the participants fill them involuntarily.
| have kept the information obtained in audio files on my pass worded computer and the filled in

time diaries are kept safely away with other relevant documents in this study.

Having received the ethical clearance from Unisa and adhering to proper ethical guidelines as
provided by Unisa, | have presented my research findings with integrity, excellence and using
scientific methods to the best of my ability and as competently as | could. | have also worked on
ensuring that |1 have made a contribution to the body of knowledge about contemporary African

families.

| was invited to the research sites which included the participants’ home or office or a mutually
agreed safe place to conduct interviews and at those times, | tried to comport myself in a
respectable manner and was not judgemental of them or the locations where the research was

carried out.
4.13 Conclusion

This chapter detailed the methods of data collection and analysis. The study location, Jos was
described. A description of participants was also given as pertains to their socio demographic
characteristics and living arrangements. The choices about the use of semi-structured interviews,

one focus group and time diaries as instruments for data analysis were justified as well the use of
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thematic codes to analyse data. Some limitations encountered in the field were also highlighted

as well as my reflections during the study.
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CHAPTER FIVE

COMMUTER MARRIAGE TRAJECTORY

5.1 Introduction

Some Nigerians jokingly refer to any spousal relationship, such as the commuter marriage where
the spouses do not live together, as ‘MTN marriage’, referring to one of the popular GSM
communication providers in Nigeria, since using the telephone is one of the easiest and most
convenient ways for the couples to communicate as they are living apart. The societal
assumption being that married people ought to occupy a single residence and not live apart.
Gerstel & Gross (1983:181) emphasize that the interest in commuter marriage can partly be

explained from its break with the traditional marital norms requiring spousal co-residence.

This chapter undertakes to describe the studied commuter relationships in Jos Nigeria,
highlighting what led to the commute, the benefits and challenges of a commuter marriage,
perceptions of family and friends about their commuting arrangement, participants’ reflections
on the commuting relationship as well their views on ending the commute. While collecting data,
participants were split into two categories of adjusting and established couples, with data
collected from the wife and /or husband (see chapter 4). The findings will be reported taking

these categories into consideration.
5.2 Going the Distance: Factors That Led to a Commuter Marriage

The first substantial question participants were askedwas what prompted their commuting
relationship. This question was asked in order to get the background of their commuting history
and to find out if living apart was solely due to work related reasons or if there were any other
reasons specified. Glotzer & Federlein (2007) opine that commuting is spurred by different
motivations. Research investigations found three basic factors that are considered before
engaging in a commuter marriage. The first being financial need and a desire for a better income,
as Landesman & Seward (2013) state that commuting is mostly economically motivated. This
factor encouraged the husband to leave the home of primary residence. Secondly, a joint decision
where the wife was also working or engaged in pursuing her dreams made some couples choose

to live apart to accommodate each other’s choices. Thirdly, the children and/or commuting
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location, being the secondary home of residence were factored into the decision. The presence of
children in the marriage made some couples rethink their decision and also consider what would
be best for the children, especially after the commuter arrangement had started before the
children were born or when they were still young as some children were already attending school

or settled in some way.

The beginning of a commuter marriage marks a very significant turning point in the life course
of a couple as multiple transitions occur during this such as changing residence in the case of the
commuting spouse, children adjusting to new school routines that may not involve their fathers
and mothers adjusting to not having their husbands around. At the same time, some couples are

planning on building their own homes or have become parents for the first time.
5.2.1 Commuter Relationship Began Due to the Husband’s Job

Ten of the participants, namely: Saratu, Isaac, Uzo, Chizo, Rebekah, Ruth, Linda and Emmanuel,
Samson and Dinah report expressly that it was due to the demands of the husband’s job that they
started a commuting relationship, although secondary aspects were also mentioned. Some of

those instances are shared here:

The commute started because of my husband’s work, he is involved in grassroots politics
in Jalingo... also the children’s schooling was considered... basically, the choice to

commute is based on the reality of our situation (Saratu F AC*).

| work at the University in Maiduguri, Borno State and | am also an artist/
photographer... many of the materials needed for work are not available...local
materials are not found here, only when I travel to Abuja or Jos... and at the end of the
day most people will have to be away for a while, both parties will have to bear and be
considerate, especially when you are starting up, a lot of sacrifices have to be made by
both. It is not easy, sometimes one party will have to move somewhere, like Nigerians will

say, in search of greener pastures... I don’t know any way around it (Samson M AC).

His work led to the commuter marriage when he was transferred out of Jos, six years
ago.... (Rebekah F EC).

“F = female; M = male; AC = adjusting couple and EC = established couple.
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The move came about because of my husband’s job employment to work outside the state
capital... The decision was made by both of us. Initially I wasn’t sure and he didn’t want
to go, but I ended up encouraging him to go. He almost missed his flight for the

interview. We made the decision together... (Lumya F AC).

Lumya is a medical doctor with the Jos University Teaching hospital. Her husband got a better
job opportunity with a bank whose headquarters is in Lagos state, but he is posted to a Local
Government Area of Plateau state called Pankshin which is 115 kilometres outside Jos. Working
in a bank is not an easy job in Nigeria due to the perceived stress involved, which has to do with
the nature of the job, balancing accounts, fraud and working late hours. These were some of the

considerations they may have had when having cold feet about going for the job interview.

The commute began because my husband was transferred to Bauchi and after two years
he decided that he might not be transferred again., In that time, he had put our son in
school and when that happened, | decided to move to Jos to be closer to the children, we
put them in school and my husband was transferred back to Lagos. | got a transfer and
took a cut in my work in the Federal Airport Authority of Nigeria (FAAN). | used to work
in the international airport, now I'm in the domestic airport, in a state where on a good
day, we have only one commercial flight that lands from Lagos and takes off (Chizo F
EC).

Chizo’s narrative is insightful. It would seem that her husband’s job was considered more
lucrative than hers and would be able to sustain them, even if she delayed her promotion at her
organization , getting a transfer based on family reasons. The international airport she transferred
from in Lagos, is busiest airport in Nigeria and has a prestigious element for employees
compared to the Jos airport that is a domestic airport, still under renovation and operates only
one flight a day on most days. Oyebode (2016), gives more characteristeristics of both airports
stating that the Jos airport was in a deplorable condition following lack of maintainance. This

situation may not serve as a good working experience for Chizo following her Lagos experience.

Also, her traditional role of being the primary caretaker of their children was taken into
consideration when deciding to come to Jos to stay with the children for as long as they were in

school. Chizo’s family’s decision to commute is not only due to economic reasons because they

62



have very good jobs and positions. As a family, they also wanted a certain quality of life. The

other factors that led to their decision will be discussed in subsequent sections.

Work, job transfers and the search for greener pastures is what most respondents put forward as
the reason for the husbands being on the commuting trail. Job transfers usually come with
promotions and/or better work and welfare packages. Okeke (1997) states that in Nigeria,
husbands are considered the breadwinners with the basic assumption that they earn more than
their wives and are responsible for the family upkeep and have the final say in decision-making

processes. Okeke’s views are still valid today and are explored in greater detail in chapter 6.
5.2.2 Commuting Relationship Began Due to the Wife’s Job

The preceding section described how the husband’s job led to a commuter marriage. This section

looks at how the wife’s job led to a commuter marriage. Three cases are described below.

Henry recounts how they became a commuting family, he is a public servant working in Jos. His

family moved to Lagos when his wife lost her job in Jos and got another one in Lagos.

The kind of person she is, she can’t be happy doing nothing, and the job she got in Jos
folded up [ended] and so she went to Lagos. When she was here (Jos) she was losing
weight, she wakes up at 4 am and doesn 't sleep till 12 am and you will ask her what she
is doing, she just wants to do something. Immediately she lost the MTN job, it was as if
the world has ended, | even told her | would put her on salary, that we should share my
salary, she refused, that neighbours will not come back home and meet her and ask her
what happened at home. When | could not persuade her any longer, | told her that if she
could get a job anywhere, | would let her go, so when we travelled for Easter she called
her former boss telling him she needed a job and he gave her one. When she told me, |

could not refuse her just to make her happy (Henry M AC).

1 don’t think commuter marriage is a function of deliberate choice, it is usually the result
of circumstances and has to do with career. Work usually takes couples away. It is the
work that takes people away. If | could afford to live with my family, it would be the first
and best choice, but I can’t afford it. My wife can’t leave because of her job. I started
working before her and when she got her job, we couldn’t pass it up so we had to be
apart (Isaac M AC).
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In Henry’s and Isaac’s cases, their wives started working after them and it was welcomed. Isaac
explains later the contribution this brings to their family. Henry was glad to be separated from
the family because his wife’s job made her happy and satisfied. He suggests that they did not
lack basic needs, but for the sake of her fulfilment, they agreed to commute. Henry’s wife was
likely dealing with the societal pressure which expects her to work and contribute financially to

the family.

This commuter relationship [they had been a commuter couple earlier in their marriage]
started when my husband got a better job offer in his state of origin, and he decided to
stop his job in Jos and move over there. At this time, | was doing a doctorate programme
abroad, and bonded to my place of work. He left for a new job and I am in Jos with the
children (Tina F EC).

Tina’s work and her obligations in terms of a bond to her institution makes it difficult for her to
leave and join her husband. She works as a lecturer and got admission to do a doctoral
programme abroad. The management board at her institution agreed to bear the cost of the tuition
with the agreement that after her studies are completed, she will come back to her original place
of work to fulfil her obligations for the number of years she was away, hence the “bond”. At the
time of interviewing her, she had graduated and was back at her place of work to honour her
agreement with her employers and her husband had started a new job in a state close to Plateau
state. As a result of this, her job is a necessary reason for them to become a commuting family
especially due to the bond that will take three to five years in terms of rendered services to her

employers.

Five women, namely, Natalie, Praise, Michelle, Paula and Uzo had a long-distance relationship
before they got married and when they got married, it became a commuter marriage. Paula gives

an example of the time she was in a long-distance relationship:

We started as a long-distance couple right from courtship, he would come from
Adamawa and visit me and go back and we started a family and it continued, so there

were things | already knew | had to take care of(Paula F EC).

The choice of Jos as home of residence owes to the fact that the wives had their jobs in Jos as
this is where they were working as single women. They decided not to leave with their husbands

when they got married. Gerstel & Gross (1983) state that it is the presence of two careers
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pursued simultaneously, rather than the character of work in any one occupation that requires
that the couples live apart. It is the wife’s voluntary participation in, and even commitment to a

career that makes the commuting a viable option.
5.2.3 Commuter Family Due to Family Situation

Aside from the work-related factors that led to commuter marriages, some non-work-related

factors were identifiedand discussed below.

5.2.3.1 Children as a Factor in Commuter Marriages

Apart from spouses getting a job that could move them out of their present locations, some other
reasons why a family became a commuter family was because the children had become settled in
school or were of school age and parents did not think that they should upset the children’s

programme by asking them to move with them to their new locations.

The children’s school is also a consideration. For now, there will always be one parent
with the children because of school, for now, school is Jos and work is Taraba (Jalingo).
Maybe when the children are able to be on their own, then I'll move to Taraba... (Saratu
F AC).

Because he could be transferred at any point to a new place and we thought the children

should have stability and this is where we are now... (Ruth F AC).

Saratu and Ruth put a lot of consideration on the children being stable during their schooling
years. The importance of children’s education is represented here as a strong family value which
is shared by many Nigerians. The couples figured that if the husbands would not be in one
location for a while and would keep moving, Saratu’s husband is presently working in Abuja and
Ruth’s husband’s job is one in which he could be transferred at any time, it would be better for
the children to be with them and have a sense of routine and consistency (Ruth later regrets this

decision; this is discussed in subsequent sections).

The discourse on children, family values and quality of schooling is closely related to section
5.3.2.1 which discusses the quality of life for commuting couples desire as a benefit of engaging
in a commuter marriage. In the preceding section, the emphasis was on the children in particular,

as a factor in why a commuting relationship has ensued.
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5.2.3.2 Issues of Location

Some spouses do not consider the location of the commuting spouse as an ideal place to live.
Some of the reasons include living expenses in the commuting location, the children’s present
school and consistency in raising children as well as lack of adequate social amenities in the
commuting location. These factors contribute to a commuting family as highlighted in the

discussions below.

I don’t really like Abuja. Abuja is expensive. I won't be able to stay there with the
children (Rebekah F EC).

I do not see myself as being in Taraba and he doesn’t see me there either, he wouldn’t be
there if not for work. The place is a little backward, if it ever becomes as forward as Jos
or Abuja, I'll go, but till then...I'm in Jos, my comfort zone. If I was in Taraba, it would
not have been funny, I think, | would have been miserable, but here, I'm good, this is
home for me so...whether he’s here or not, I'm okay. Being in a comfortable place helps

(Saratu F AC).

Her husband further explains the thought process they went through during that period to make
the choice to live in Jos

The second year, when she came to Jos to give birth and be with her mum through the
process, during that time, she got a job and it didn’t make sense for her to go back to
Jalingo, my family members kept on saying why don’t you bring her to Jalingo. If I had
done that... and four years later, my tenure is over, the next job I got was in Abuja so you
can imagine making someone quit their jobs and keep moving, especially when they were
Jjust getting used to the environment. There would be no stability and it’s not practical, SO
it made more sense for me to commute and let them be in Jos...Jos is perfect for raising a
family, good schools, the people have a more balanced sense of life, family oriented. You
don’t want your children growing in Jalingo, its slow, our thinking is slow. Jalingo is
extreme in that no good schools, hospitals. Abuja is extreme in that it is elitist, snobbish,

expensive. | want my family to stay back in Jos(Isaac M AC).

These accounts show that apart from commuting for economic benefits, other factors are also

considered. Commuting may have started as an opportunity to get ahead and also to be able to
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get scarce resources, but at a certain point during the commuter relationship, couples realise that
the job is not the only reason for the commute especially when children and location of the
commute are involved. This event marks a series of transitions for the couple in their life course

as the timing of events, linked lives and decision-making processes or agency interact.

Where children are involved, it becomes a big task to take them out of school to a new school in
a new town. The resources involved, such as time, money and energy become really enormous
compared to staying in a place you already have ties. The social and economic costs of moving
could be very high as Lee (2015) points out, it may be disruptive most times to move children to

a new environment.

Another factor is the location of the commuting residence. When parents perceive that the new
location is not ideal for bringing up children either due to social and economic reasons as
Rebekah and Isaac say of Abuja, or because it does not have adequate amenities as in the case of

Jalingo®, they then decide not to move with the family.

A final consideration is that for some commuters, especially the wives, the husbands were just
settling into a new place and did not know the conditions of the place they were going to live in.
Husbands could not really ascertain how conducive the new environments would be for the
family. The finances to pursue moving the entire family at the time may not have been readily
available, bearing in mind that adjusting couples are just starting a new life and resources may be
scarce. For many of the couples, the thinking is most likely that there is a home in Jos already,
the husband is only going to ‘manage’ in one place and come home frequently. They then realise
that the wife is settled and children are also settled, becoming a trailing spouse becomes

impossible.
5.3 The ABC’s of a Commuter Marriage: Ambivalence, Benefits, Challenges

This section highlights the ambivalence faced by commuter couples as well as the benefits

gained and challenges experienced.

5Jalingo, the capital of Taraba state, is characterised by poor funding (Economic Confidential 2016) and a lack of an
accountablegovernment like many states in Nigeria. It is a newer state than Plateau, Plateau was created in 1976
while Taraba was created in 1991, these factors may account for lack of proper government functioning amenities,
making Jos more attractive.
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5.3.1 Ambivalence

Mabry, Giarrusso & Benston (2004) describe ambivalence as an occurrence that is ‘troubling’ to
the commuter couple being that family relationships typically involve both positive and negative
sentiments such as affection and resentment as well as conflicting feelings, motivations and
thoughts especially where social norms, roles, statues and family values are at variance.
Commuting couples have feelings of ambivalence when they consider their relationship status.

Some ambivalent feelings of commuters are noted below:

Sometimes [ feel like I'm in prison period, I think of the best way to make the best of this
seeming inconvenience... I think of John Bunyan, who wrote The Pilgrim’s Progress and
say to myself, I can sing...it’s just a way of consoling myself ... I like it because, no
disturbance from children or wife, that could disturb my creativity, | could write songs, |
try to use that period to think, be alone, these are some of my best periods (Samson M
AC).

Sometimes when you are lonely, things begin to cross my mind, why is it that even my wife
has not come to visit and see where | am... so that I'll even know if we should be here or
not... I miss them, and I think I should not even be there at all...I don’t think there is
anything | like at all about being apart, but sometimes it gives you the freedom and time to
do certain things, for example I'm writing a book and | have the time to do that but
sometimes I say, I don’t need this time, let me go and be with my family (Emmanuel M
AC).
Isaac has similar conflicting thoughts to that of Emmanuel and Samson. He feels there is nothing

he likes about the commuter relationship and goes on to say it gives him time to focus on certain

goals he wants to achieve.

Sometimes | think of putting off the career to be at home and watch my children grow,
sometimes I think it’s not worth it ... I would like to take care of me and my family, not

worry about the rest of the country and trying to make a difference (Isaac M AC).

It is interesting that it was the men’s accounts that depicted the most feelings of ambivalence.
Connidis & McMullin (2002, p.564) note that at different points of the life course, family ties

could involve more or less ambivalence. This occurrence may be because it is the men who are
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mostly on the commuter trail, having had to leave their wives in the house of primary residence
due to decisions they undoubtedly made for the sake of the family. This is alluded in section
5.6.1 where it was determined that the pursuits of financial gain for the family is usually a
sacrifice for the family and not a sacrifice of the family, in which case the heads of the family

(husbands) are mostly involved in the mission.
5.3.2 Benefits of Commuting

These factors are the positive feelings that commuters attach to commuting. Lee (2015) recounts
some positive factors associated with commuting such as acquiring economic leverage, having
leisure time, especially for commuter wives, in which to pursue things that are of interest to them

without spousal interference. A strong gendered division was found in this case.
5.3.2.1 Quality of Life in Certain Geographical Locations

In the section above, the reasons why people commute was discussed. The perceived benefits of
commuting to some particular states or residing in some particular locations for their unique
favours and flavours such as quality of life and serenity are explored in this subsection. Glotzer
& Federlein (2007) assert that leveraging commuting into quality of life enjoyed may be another
motivation for couples to live apart. Some participants speak about how the places they are

stationed at have been beneficial, making the commuter experience more bearable.

| like the school the children are in Lagos. | love the performance. When they got to
Lagos, it was almost difficult for her to cope because the school in Jos was not that
good... the few schools here in Jos that can give the quality of education my children

are receiving in Lagos is too expensive (Henry M AC).

In Henry’s case, he took advantage of the commute to boost the educational level of his children
and see better results in their academic performance than when they were schooling in Jos. Jos
may have better amenities and facilities compared to younger states such as Taraba (Jalingo is
the capital), but when compared to big cities and older states like Lagos (Nigeria’s first capital
city and now the commercial capital), better schools and amenities are available. Also, generally,
the public schools in Nigeria have poor funding and infrastructure due to the long history of
misappropriation of funds and negligence on the part of the different ruling administrations to

address proper education in Nigeria, this has made the private school sector in Nigeria more
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viable. With the private sector being so competitive, private schools have the incentive to
offergood education with various kinds of curricula. All the participants’ children attend private

schools.

Omede (2015) describes how the public schools in Nigeria failed to live up to their profession
due to lack of infrastructure and prevalent union strikes, mainly for wages. The private schools,
some owned by mission organizations and some by individuals as a service to humanity or some
other reason, kindled the hope of Nigerians by reviving the value of education and ensuring
quality delivery of academic activities. Yet, some of the private schools charge very high tuition

rates and employ unqualified or underqualified staff.

[ like the children’s school and sense of community and Jos is stress free compared to
Lagos schools, that have a different mentality, it’s like they are not real, too much
effizy (Nigerian slang for flamboyance, showiness and extravagance) that does not
warrant anything and when [ think about those things I don’t like, then some schools
don’t have sanity ... but I still miss Lagos. I grew up there and it has become part of
me, | like Lagos and when | came here,(l thought to myself that) this place is good,
because, after work, you still have a life after work. Unlike Lagos, where you come
back from work stressed and you are thinking of the next day’s stress again, it’s like
stress to stress, stress to stress, but here, you have after work hours, a life after work,
you can go to the gym and come back and here, you can actually have time with your
family and I like that aspect here. If my husband was here, I'm sure I won't be feeling
like that and both of us will be here with the children (Chizo F EC).

Even though she had to take a cut back on her job, Chizo testifies that she likes Jos and the
children’s school. The school Chizo refers to, is an American missionary school established in
1942, which has maintained its standards and values amidst Nigeria’s failing educational system.
She is also glad to be able to keep fit and have quality family time due to less traffic congestion.
Big cities like Lagos are notorious for heavy traffic, which makes commuters dread the long

hours it takes to get from one end of the city to another.
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5.3.2.2 Focus on Work, Goals and Leisure

Participants mention how a commuting lifestyle can help them focus on work and other goals,

leading to satisfaction and fulfilment of accomplishing tasks.

| guess everyone is independent, no one feels like they are abandoning, they are held
back or abandoning dreams, I'm fulfilled, no one feels that they are being cheated, or
waiting around for the other to fulfil their dream, like I'm just at home, supporting you,

everyone is satisfied, everyone is fulfilled(Uzo F AC).

They (his family) are not really a disturbance, but | can do things as the house is quiet,
my son is not jumping on me ... sometimes I just want to be alone .... I'm in Delta for a
reason... It’s putting me in a position to think and develop strategy for better financial

gains (Emmanuel M AC).

Emmanuel testifies that his family is not a disturbance to him, but he can get things done better
when there is less distraction, giving him the opportunity to think strategically for better financial

rewards.

Sometimes I don'’t feel like eating or taking care of myself and I know that if my wife
was there, the story will be different. I am really a solitary person, | try to use that
period to think, be alone, these are some of my best periods, | like it because, no
disturbance from children or wife, that could disturb my creativity, | should be able

though to process my thoughts in spite of them beingaround... (Samson M AC)

Samson says that being alone usually gives him the opportunity to think and be creative; he
values this as an artist. He knows that he should be able to process his thoughts when his

family is around, but he is content with these intermittent times of being away from the family.

His wife also treasures the time he is away as she has two small children, she is grateful for an
opportunity to do some relaxing things for herself.

That period when he is not around is a beautiful time to pray, study and relax... I do

those things I've not done, use the opportunity to do what | want(Dinah F AC).

The men’s narratives seem to suggest that they can focus on working during workweeks and
focus on family during times at home. As the male participants do not have the children living

with them, they have time to focus entirely on work and their own interests, so they are on one
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track at work and on another track when they come home. There is thus a clear separation for

these men between work life and family life in commuter relationships.
5.3.2.3 Meal Preparation From the Perspective of Wives

The women talk a lot about not having the daily burden of preparing a meal for their husbands.
This is one of the main household tasks they feel some relief from when their husbands are not
around. The husbands (see below) however, commented on the absence of someone who would

prepare good and balanced meals for them.

Mine is a very selfish, like I don’t have to worry about what to cook, who has eaten
...there were times that he would come, and | would feel like, | have to live in the
kitchen now, but if that was part of my life, I wouldn’t be thinking it was odd (Ruth F
EC).

Ruth discloses that when her husband would come home, it would seem like she was
constantly in the kitchen.as she cooked for him daily, in other words not being in a commuter
relationship, she would be so used to it, she might not have experienced it as a problem. She is

thus re-evaluating gendered expectations due to her experiences in a commuter relationship.

As a wife, you cook, my husband likes fresh food, I think that’s the part I enjoy now, I
don’t have to cook 24 hours a day. You need to cook for the children and cook up
healthy meals for them, but not so much stress, if my husband were to be around, he’ll
invite 100 people to the house and | have to do so much and all that but that much has
reduced (Tina F EC).

Although Tina has to cook nutritious meals for the children, this is far less stressful and she does

not have to cook for his guests as well.
Other participants added:

When he is not around, we cook whatever we want to eat because he is a picky
eater(Dinah F AC).

I don’t have to worry about going home to cook for him and his little needs, basically

it’s me and baby... so I really can’t say I have complaints (Saratu F AC).

72



Allen & Sachs (2007, p.1) opine that ‘today, in most societies, women continue to carry the
responsibility for mental and manual labour of food provision—the most basic labour of care...
and bear the responsibility for nourishing others...”. The women in this study realise that one of
their duties as good wives is to cook for the family and they have embraced this role, but they are
relieved that they do not have to cook every day. Cooking for your husband as a Nigerian wife, is
as a big task that requires thought, detail and preparation. When cooking meals, women try to
avoid repeating the same dish, they also try to cook fresh meals from scratch. Some meals are
prepared specifically according to what the husband likes to eat or wants to eat. This means that
everyone at home eats that one meal that the husband desires as it is not often prudent or possible
to cook a different meal for every member of the family. In many cases, the wife does not cook
her own meal, what she wants to eat due to her consideration of other members of the family. On
the other hand, in cooking a meal specifically for the husband, the wife may have to make a
different meal for other members of the family as some households have a ‘father only meal’, in
terms of presentation and preparation. Some husbands are on a dietary plan, so the wives have to

preparethe meals accordingly.

Some households may have a house help® (domestic worker) helping out in the kitchen, but these
house helps may not cook for the family, especially for the husband as some husbands do not
want any meal at home except that prepared by the wife. Also, since many of these house helps
are female, some women are wary of allowing the worker an inroad to their husband’s affections
by not allowing them to cook for their families, but only helping in the meal preparation such as
washing and cutting vegetables or pounding crayfish and pepper. The fetish about cooking for
the husband by the wife could be likened to the duty and desire of keeping your husband, as the
art and act of being the one cooking for your husband is a wifely duty much like sleeping with
him (Darkwah & Ampofo 2008; Aribisala 2016).

Another reason why commuter wives are glad to be relieved of cooking is that some Nigerian
dishes are difficult and time consuming to prepare. Some ingredients have to be bought on a
daily basis as they perish quickly and cannot be preserved due to frequent power outages. This
means going to the market and then coming home to prepare the meal almost on a daily basis. It

5House help is a word generally used by Nigerians to refer to domestic workers, other words are house boy or house
girl to be more specific or nanny (if she is also caring for children). The term house boy/ house girl has been
perceived by some employers as derogatory and not befitting for some age groups especially if they are an older
domestic worker.
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also means being very prudent with the money at your disposal as you will always need cash to
be able to stop by the market and purchase ingredients for the meal. The burden of meal
preparation as well as making sure there are enough ingredients to prepare the next meal lies
with wives. To be free of this burden, even if only during the working week, is welcomed by the

female participants.
5.3.2.4 Meal Preparation and Healthy Lifestyle

Where women were recounting the joy of not having to cook elaborate daily meals, men reported
they were not eating properly because they did not have their wives’ delicious cooking every day
(section 5.4.3.1), this husband had this to say:

I love food, but I can do without, my best food is indomie (instant noodles) and sausage
or egg, | get excited when | see her cooking the good dishes, but I can default to my
easy indomie which I can do for myself... now I've developed a healthy lifestyle so |
make a stir fry for dinner and go to bed, when I'm at work in Abuja, I live a healthier
lifestyle and in Jos, I gorge (Isaac M AC).

Isaac says he can make do when it comes to eating by preparing instant two-minute noodles with
sausages and eggs when he is away and “eat properly” when he is in Jos. Fuller (2010) asserts
that commuting married men actually have better self-reported health compared to married men
living with their wives and this statement corroborates with Isaac’s report. For Isaac, the absence

of regular hearty meals benefited him by forcing him to follow a healthier lifestyle.
5.3.3 Challenges of Commuter Marriages

Participants mentioned different challenges and what they do not particularly like about the
commuting experience. Following the previous discussion, the challenge of not eating properly
from the men’s perspective is further highlighted here. Other challenges identified were
communication and bonding, which will be discussed in chapter 7 with other marriage practices

in order to provide a holistic view.
5.3.3.1 Eating Patterns

Eating patterns of commuters are discussed below as one of the challenges of a commuter

marriage.
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I don’t eat for enjoyment, only to survive, not like when she was around, and | asked her
to cook for me. (Henry M AC)

Henry reminisces about the time when he was with his wife and he could ask her to prepare a
meal he enjoyed eating. Now, he says he does not eat for pleasure but eats whatever is available

in order to survive.

I don’t even eat all the time because of the wahala (Nigerian slang for stress or trouble)

of cooking, so I just manage and tell myself, it’s just for a time (Emmanuel M AC).

Similarly, Samson says: Sometimes I don't like the fact that I have to make my meals because |

don'’t like eating out (Samson M AC).

The challenges around eating properly were presented mainly by the husbands in this study.
Where the women are grateful to not cook elaborate meals every day, the men do not like the
idea of not eating well. The fact that commuting men state that they have bad eating habits mean
that they need their wives to help them to eat properly. Poor eating habits could be detrimental to
their health since not eating properly could lead to poor health conditions such as ulcers and
improper weight gain, which invariably could lead to other bigger problems such as heart
problems. Medical practitioners warn that inappropriate weight gain could lead to heart
problems.(Dolansky, Hawkins, Schaefer, Gunstad, Sattar, Redle, Vehovec, Josephson, Moore, &
Hughes 2017).

The strong gendered division of labour within households is thus seen in these comments on
food preparation. Where male participants have to “learn to cook” now that they live on their
own, female participants are relieved of cumbersome meal preparation. Ironically, both male and
female participants are preparing “easy meals” regularly when apart, but the expectation is that
when they are together, the women will fall back into the role of sole cook and the preparation of
intricate meals. Being apart, thus necessarily leads to more flexible gendered household labour,
but once they are together again, the rigid division of labour is immediately again in place and

seemingly not questioned by either party.
5.3.3.2 Dangers on the Road and Transport logistics

Another identified challenge with being in a commuter marriage are the hazards and constraints

involved in travelling. This is discussed below.
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The risk of being on the road is a major one, the accident | had was because | was
going to see them [his family] as we had a wedding and there was a job | was to do, so
I decided to do the two at once. If I had rested before going... but the anxiety of
wanting to beat time, now the car is condemned (Henry M AC).

Henry recalls how he wanted to see his family and did not have time to rest before a particular
journey because he wanted to make up some time (the trip from Jos to Lagos could take up to
twelve hours or more by road). This resulted in a motor crash that wrecked his car and cost him a
lot of money to fix.

Nigerian roads can be dangerous... there are times when we travel, I separate the
family, I don’t go with all the children or don’t go with them at all because of the
dangers on the road (Tina F EC).

Tina separates her family into two different cars when travelling by road, which is the only way
to get to where her husband is, from Jos. She does this in order to avoid whatever dangers there
may be on the way, be it mishaps that can happen to the car because of bad roads, armed robbers

or accidents.

It was so hard to come from Jalingo because it was about 10/11 hours of reasonable
driving, two full tanks of petrol... to come one way and the stress of the driving plus
the bad roads and if you don’t have more than a weekend, you know it’s not worth it.
You have to be able to get permission to leave on a Thursday for it to make sense and
there was no airport, we just got an airport... if you need to leave to Jos from Abuja,
it’s an added cost by road because there is no direct flight and the flight is every other
day and you could miss it or it could be cancelled, but if I could humble myself and
come by bus it’s cheaper...but then you know I'm a politician, if people see you in the
bus, it’s not too great for your image... you have to make the practical choices.... It’s
also stressful physically and the risk of being on the road is high, armed robbers,
accidents, the disadvantages far outweigh the advantages, the risk on the road is
high(lsaac M AC).

Isaac laments the various aspects that make travel laborious in Nigeria. He mentions fuel
scarcity, the poor public transport system, the distance between the two locations that makes

spending a weekend with his family an uphill task as a good part of the weekend is spent on the
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journey and the cost saving techniques that make the trip not worth his while. His status as a
politician is specifically mentioned where expectations associated with his career and socio-

economic class prevent him from taking a practical decision such as travelling by bus.

Nigerian roads are notorious for road accidents and armed robbery attacks as well as the cost of
transportation which will be further discussed in the next chapter. The Nigerian transportation
infrastructure, including the roads, is not well maintained and hence the roads become accident
prone and death traps. The Federal Road Safety Corps (FRSC), the government agency in charge
of safety on the roads report that in 2015, 64,394 people were involved in road accidents and
5,440 people lost their lives as a result of a road accident (Federal Road Safety Corps, 2017).
Travelling by road can thus be quite challenging, especially if you have to travel consistently and

over long distances.

Public transportation is cheaper, but not convenient in Nigeria. This is again due to the collapse
of public institutions in the country as a result of corruption inherent in the system making
transportation difficult. The private transport sector is also taking over this sector. Poor road
networks also make travelling a hassle. Using your own car may be better, but then you have to
deal with the wear and tear on the car, your health and the stress of driving the distance as well

the financial implications of making the journey.

The aviation sector also has its challenges. Not all states in Nigeria have an airport and where
they do, flights do not operate to all states in Nigeria on a daily basis. For example, Isaac and
Chizo narrate how in their different states, there is only one flight that lands and takes off daily.
Actually, in Isaac’s case, the flight is every other day and only goes to the Federal capital in
Abuja, it is expensive, and you may miss it due to the timing and other factors, this could
definitely add to the challenges already faced by commuting partners. Ortega, Abdullah and
Roslan (2014) detail that travelling time add negative challenges to commuting couples.

It is thus clear that the specific local context of the poor transport infrastructure adds to the

pressures experience by commuter couples.
5.3.3.3 Anxiety and Pressure

A third challenge identified by commuter couples is the anxiety and pressure they feel when their

spouses are away. This is discussed below.
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Sometimes, you feel tired, you are worrying about your spouse on the other side, what
is happening to him, has he eaten today...you do a lot of thinking now, you do lot of
asking yourself, is this person okay or have | forgotten anything and all that. I think,
it’s some kind of pressure that you could avoid, if you were in one place(Tina F EC).

Tina talks about being tired and worrying about your spouse: whether he has eaten, how he is

doing and coping. The constant worrying is not good.

These children are my main problem. | was so devastated yesterday because Simon
was sick and that puts some emotional pressure on me. We were at a church function,
our annual thanksgiving service when Simon started to be sick (having a sickle cell
crisis), he started crying and | was trying to get him home in time for his medicine. |
left my daughter with my sister who brought her home after church. If my husband was
around, it won’t be so bad, we share the burden together... I pray that God will help
me with them. I'm just thankful for everything. There was a time, | had to take them to
the hospital on a motorcycle (a form of public transport) because I didn’t have a car. 1
would carry one and back one(the act of backing involves putting an infant/child on
one’s back and tying the child securely to oneself with a wrapper or cloth)ore. God'’s
grace was available, and | was coping even though he was not around. Some people
expect me to just be lean (lose weight due to the pressure of looking after sick children)
but I'm doing well. I leave it to God. I couldn’t even eat when Simon started yesterday,
I was so distraught. I can’t explain what happened. I feel terrible at times, I couldn’t

talk, I was wondering why this would happen (Rebekah F EC).

Rebekah had a unique situation where she had twin 8-year old boys’ who both had sickle cell
anaemia (SS). Sickle cell anaemia is an inherited form of anaemia — a condition in which there
are not enough healthy red blood cells to carry adequate oxygen throughout the body. Rosen,
Debaun, Strunk, Redline, Seicean, Craven, Gavlak, Wilkey, Inusa, Roberts & Goodpaster
(2014), opine that some of the complications of sickle cell anaemia are increased pain, greater
risk of central nervous system events, cognitive dysfunction, and history of acute chest
syndrome. There is no cure for most people with sickle cell anaemia however, treatments can

relieve pain and help prevent further problems associated with the disease.

"The twin who was sick at the time of the interview passed away in March 2016.

78



This woman had the added burden of caring for sick children as well as the daily burden of
caring for the house and playing a triple role. Rebekah has some days when the children will be
so sick that they would spend many nights in the hospital. The amount of money they spent on
medical care was astronomical. They had a series of medical tests, there was a time the twins
both had surgery on their legs because they could not walk. As a result of this, his brother started
to walk while Simon still had difficulties. She told about a time when her husband was not
around, and the children had a crisis. At the time, she could not drive and did not have anyone
living with her, she had to take a public motorcycle, (popularly called okada in Nigeria) the only
means of transportation available at the time, to the hospital. She put one of the boys on her back
and the motorcycle operator put one of the boys in the front with him. This was a dangerous ride
and shows some of the ways she and her family have dealt with the anxiety and pressure of
having sick children.

This case illustrates how a stressful situation, such as chronically sick children, can become
almost unbearable when in a commuter relationship.Landesman & Seward (2013) note correctly
that the absence of a partner requires family restructuring. Having to adjust to staying apart from
their partners could lead to stress and anxiety.

5.4 Reflections of Participants on the Commuting Lifestyle

Participants look inward to reflect on what they think the commuting relationship has cost them.
Some participants refer to thecommuting situation as a sacrifice which must be done for the good
of the family, some female participants likensituation to being widows, still other participants

compare their relationship with couples who live together. The discussions are reported below.
5.4.1 Commuting as a Sacrifice

Some participants reflect on and discuss commuting as a sacrifice below.

The family is still young, and | feel that for every family, there is always a time of
sacrifice, you either pay that price now or later, and I think it’s always better to pay it
when you are starting, not in your old age, now it may not be palatable, but this is a
learning, rough period, sometimes when you are together, the atmosphere is tense, and
you just want to travel. If any of us has to be away in order to gain some aspiration or

to get to where we are going, it’s a price worth paying, life is not all about enjoying it
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all the way, we need to also develop muscle to cope and train ourselves to develop
coping skills because there is a price ahead. | expect a better future, but we might not
always be together. Sometimes I have a hard time even explaining this to my wife, I'm
not bothered about now, but for the future, what price can we pay... | tell intending
couples to expect it because you can’t determine the path to your destiny. I don’t think
there is any ideal, it’s a mirage, television and soap operas are just fiction, families
are not always together, look around, which family is not separated at some point in
time? Families that are going places have a price to pay, those who are expecting big
things... I can cope because sometimes, [ tell myself, it’s for the good of

everybody(Samson M AC).

I think sometimes, from what I've seen, I've looked at a number of marriages, I've
discovered that at some point in some marriages, I won't say all, this comes up. For
some people, it’s in their early stage for some it’s later, some its midway due to one
reason or the other, pursuing things, getting involved in life. It comes up. If it comes to
you, you manage it the best as you can. I don’t believe it’s going to be forever, that’s
not the plan, it’s not supposed to be forever, it’s just a phase, that’s the way I see it. So,
let that see you through...Like this lady in her 60’s who has gone to Abuja because of
her pension and she left her husband, an old man, here to fend for himself, I'm just
saying at some point it happens...At some point someone decides in old age, I want to
go for master’s(A higher educational qualification), for that one year, they must be
apart, the man is in his fifties or sixties and he will start eating indomie (instant

noodles) at that stage, my point is it’s just for a while and you will work it out (Uzo F
AC).

Uzo’s comments mirrorSamson’s thoughts in that she reports having observed some couples who

part at some point in their marriage. In her opinion, it is best the couple part for economic

reasons or to achieve certain goals when they are younger and stay together when they are older.

She uses the term ‘manage’ to suggest that couples will have to make the best of the commuting

situation when they find themselves in it, because it will not last forever. The participants try to

cast their commuter marriages as conventional — an expected sacrifice that manifests as a

commuter relationship — even though they are aware of the difficulties that accompany it.
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I’ll advice that the time apart should not be too long and where sacrifices need to be

made, make them (Ruth F EC).

Younger couples should not try it, no matter what because, there is always a sacrifice
to pay in marriage, one of them should pay the sacrifice to be together, especially,
younger ones (Chizo F EC).

Chizo, married for seventeen years, opines that younger couples should not embark on the

commute and be ready to sacrifice in their early days so as to meet their goals as a couple

In discussing the theme of sacrificing for the good of the family, it would seem that all
participants agree that the onset of the marriage is the best time to be apart in order to pursue
economic and career goals. This is because timing makes all the difference and engaging in a
commuter marriage earlier on in the marriage will mean that couples rest from the stress of the
commute and enjoy their labours in a later stage of the marriage. The life course theory discussed
in chapter 2 portrays family development from a historical point of view and asserts that changes

in family statuses through the life course are affected by the timing of events.

Another subtle factor is the fact that the husband as head of the house and breadwinner is the one
expected to do what is necessary to make the financial future of the family viable. He then
should make the move while the wife manages and understands the situation they find
themselves in. Herein, lays another gender dimension to the roles of individuals in a commuter

marriage.

Aryee (2005) opines that in urban Nigeria, because of our collectivistic manner, sacrifice of time
to pursue income-generating activities apart from the family is a sacrifice made for the family,
not a sacrifice of the family. This is in contrast to individualistic societies where it is about
personal accomplishments, and time devoted to work is about sacrificing the family. The
decision to commute and working it out, is associated with achieving shared goals. In almost all
the interviews, participants talked about ‘sacrificing’ as well as ‘managing’ to describe the
attitude family members should have towards commuting because the situation is not to last

forever and ultimately it is for the good of the family.

The commuter marriage is a transition in the life course that younger couples embark on in order

to end this stage in their later years. The commuter relationship stage is marked by various
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transitions such as getting a new job, getting a transfer, getting a financial break in order to buy
or own a house, raising children, getting to know and understand your spouse even as the
marriage is practiced; the exchange of support networks with kin and other relationships along
the life course and the ultimate end of that stage in the life of the couple.

5.4.2 What Does a Commuter Marriage Cost?

Closely related to sacrifice, is the cost of the commuter marriage in terms of values which may
not necessarily be quantified such as emotions and loneliness (finances in the commuter
marriage are discussed in detail in chapter 7). This section chronicles the thought and perceptions
of commuters with regards to the personal expenses they feel the commuter relationship has cost

them.

It’s mostly the time it takes, I'm improving myself, doing school runs up and down
(school runs is a Nigerian term that describes the act of taking children to and from
school) and this has affected my relationship with some of my friends thinking | want
to show them | have a job, or I'm married etc., but it’s just that I'm stretched, and my
husband is not around to help me. I don’t have the time because I'm filling in the gaps,
so it slows down many things (Michelle M AC).

Michelle is convinced that the price she has to pay for a commuter relationship cost her social
life, social time and development time. This is time to get other pertinent and pressing things
done as she is stretched doing a post-graduate programme, working, taking care of the children
and losing her friends. She might have been able to balance this social inconvenience if her

husband was around to share her workload.

If vou are not careful, psychologically you begin to feel ooo, this is not there, I didn’t
prepare for this and all that stuff, | think it can be a burden sometimes(Tina F EC).

Tina asserts there is a psychological cost to a commuter relationship as you very soon begin to

feel cheated and unprepared for the changes and burdens it brings.

Probably if we were together, we could have had more kids, but you think, ‘do I want
to put another child through that?(Ruth F EC).

The cost of a commuter marriage to Ruth is her family size, she guesses that if she and her

husband were together, they might have had another child. However, considering that the
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relationship between her children and their commuting father is not that great, she wonders if she

would want to put another child in the difficult situation the other children have experienced.

My husband will always say, he wants to be with them, because of them, he wants to
make the effort to come, he always tells me, he doesn’t feel comfortable this is
something that has gone on, for thirteen to fourteen years now and he will always say,
he feels something is missing, we need to come together, as a family. My husband said
to me once that he is ready to receive half of his salary if he can get a job in Jos and be

closer to home because he doesn’t like being away from home (Paula F EC).

My husband hates it, sometimes you can see that he is struggling, he wishes he could
be around, there are days he will tell me that I don’t know what he goes through, he
will go to the office some days and feels like resigning, sometimes, he calls and I'm
bathing or something and we can’t talk, so ... but what can he do? He is just ready to
become a man, what will he do if he comes? Will he just be looking at us? If he can’t
provide for us, there will still be trouble, it affects him seriously and he hates it and
he’s not there and really wants to be around. He has told me once that he doesn’t mind
receiving a pay cut to be closer to home...it’s just because the economic situation is
the way it is, if they had their way, they will not want to be away from the family. The
jobs are not even available and what they have now, they hold on to it dearly (Michelle
F AC).

Michelle’s husband shared the same sentiments as Paula’s for missing family time. Their
submissions about their husbands show that sometimes when couples commute it is because
they do not have an economic choice and the expectation of husbands as breadwinners are
entrenched in their marriage practices. Some commuters cannot afford not to commute as
commuting in search of a better job and better life opportunities for the family afford the
breadwinner the opportunity to play their role and the money they are currently making cannot

be compared to the price they are paying to be cut off consistent family time.

If 1 could afford to live with my family, it would be the first and best choice, but I can’t
afford it...I could get a driver... I don’t want to be an aide for the rest of my political

career and | won 't continue here for long (1saac AC M).
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Isaac’s reflection here expresses his sacrifice for the family. Being an aide to a National
Assembly member of the Federal Republic of Nigeria, his goal for now is to provide security and
financial support for his family and also have a bit of free time to come home. He is willing to
sacrifice earlier aspirations because he feels he cannot continue with this career path for much
longer. When he says if he could afford it, he is not only talking about finances, but also the
temporary loss of his goals and aspirations of being a real politician/businessman. Having a
driver in Nigeria symbolizes a man of means and affluence and all that accompanies it as not
everyone can afford a driver, in essence, the commuter marriage has cost him some of his

personal comfort and (imagined) public regard or admiration for having a personal driver.
5.4.3 “I’m Lonely and Alone”

The experience of a commuting relationship entails being left alone for a couple of days or more
while the spouse is pursuing work related commitments. In trying to understand this pattern,
some participants liken their experience of being apart from their spouses as some form of

widowhood.

I'm going to say something very morbid, if my husband drops dead today, but that the
truth of my situation, yes, I would feel bad, my children have lost a father, I've lost a
husband, but life will go on, I'm used to being alone (Ruth F AC).

Some say people have said to me that (the commuter marriage) it’s a form of training
to learn how to live alone, to know how to cope in the event he is not there, and it is a
way of encouraging you to be independent(Natalie F AC).

Natalie has friends and acquaintances who have told her that her commuter marriage is like a

survival boot camp that will teach her to cope in the event her husband dies.

I hate the fact that I cannot go to places alone...in those moments, I sometimes tell
myself, be grateful he is even around. What if you were a widow? The truth is that
there are husbands who are there, but are not available for their wives (emotionally
and otherwise) these women are ‘widows’ if I may say. There are couples who stay
together, but the woman will do everything in the home from school runs to homework
and the husband will not lift a finger, so for the fact that he is elsewhere, and he still

shows concern, it’s a plus (Michelle F AC).
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[ hate the fact that I can’t hang out (Praise F AC).

Praise and Michelle lament the inability to go to places alone and the fact that they cannot go out
without their husband. They are not comfortable going out alone knowing that there will be
many questions about where their husbands are; the societal expectation sometimes does not
allow them to show up at certain places alone. The view of these participants points out that
commuter marriage couples compare themselves with traditional couples who live together.
Michelle’s statement continues in this light, comparing her husband who is away from home and
still checks on the family and the husbands who are home and not do anything to help their

wives.

This is not normal and it’s not ideal. ...Sometimes, I will be at home all alone, no light,
no one to talk to... It would be a different thing entirely if we lived together and I
travelled for a month or two to work, but to go visit, do some work in Lagos and then
come back to Jos and work is a different thing all together. Because of the financial
constraints, people have to endure and do this lifestyle...No happy family or
responsible person will want to run away from home or their responsibilities. Like me,
I don’t have any girlfriend anywhere and I believe she doesn’t have a boyfriend
anywhere apart from me. No one will just want to leave their spouse without a reason,

except you want to run away completely (Henry M AC).

Most people in this type of marriage are not really willing to be in a situation like this
except if the marriage has a problem (Rebekah F EC).

Some people think it’s a way to escape but you can’t escape forever... I met a guy in a
taxi once, who told me that he was going to tell his wife to leave that day, I told him it
was not like that and spoke to him, he came down with me and people were even thinking
he was my friend and before I knew it, he was telling me that my own (situation) even
better than his because I'm not in the firing squad or kitchen to take the heat (because he

is not there with his wife always), but I don’t see it like that (Emmanuel M AC).

Rebekah and Emmanuel, agree with Henry and go further to liken the aspect of not living
together in the commuter marriage to a marriage in crisis as when couples separate to settle
marital disputes. As far as they are concerned, most people will not opt to live apart except if it is

to settle a marital issue or to escape a difficult spouse. This subsection is closely related to the
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one following as it juxtaposes the dynamics of why some couples seem to need space and others

seem to feel lonely.
5.4.4 Space

The subtheme of space was explored because participants mentioned various instances when
they felt they needed some distance or their spouse needed some ‘space’. The meaning of space
in this discussion is viewed from different angles by husbands and wives. In the first case, the

wife’s view of her husband’s is given:

My husband is also a very independent person...he is a loner, happy with his gadgets...
like sometimes, when the children and | were there for the holidays, you could sense that
it was time to leave, he wouldn’t say it, but you could sense it, ‘I would like my space

thank you’ (Ruth F EC).

Somehow, I don’t envy couples who have to be with each other 24 hours a day, seven
days a week, 365 days a year, somehow, it looks like a lot of work...and you need to
know you can come home to a listening ear, space or whatever. You need to know
when to let him be, your husband wants to come home and watch football and no one

is changing it to telemondo or zee world?® (Isaac M AC).

Isaac, after being married for five years and commuting for that long, says he feels that couples
should be able to give each other some distance. Isaac has thus settled into the commuter

marriage dynamics and it may be difficult to adjust if they had to live together again.

Lee (2015) states that there is a kind of independence that commuter wives face that wives who
live continuously with their husbands may not understand. Wives in commuter marriages can
manage their schedules and energy without the interference of their spouses, they can give their
occupational careers, their undivided attention, enjoy personal leisure activities and form and

extend social relationships on their own.

[ like space, so it’s good for me (the commuter marriage), | want my personal space
also...if ' he was here, I wouldn’t be living with my parents so, for that, I want my

personal space...It’s taken us longer time to build a structure and have our personal

8Two channels on the popular Multi Choice (DSTV) cable television that Nigerians generally assume more women
watch than men.
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home, it’s taken us longer than I would have wanted because I'm sure if he was

around, we would have had our own house, that’s basically my issue (Saratu F AC).

At the time of the interview, Saratu was living with her daughter in her parent’s house. She does
not mind living with her parents but would much rather have her own house and personal space,
such that she mentions wanting their own house as her basic issue. Her desire for personal space
may be for her to be able to express herself more freely as an adult. If this assertion is correct,
then, Saratu’s situation is in line with the argument that sometimes kin relationships can be
constraining, and that social support does not work to everyone’s advantage due to notions of
duty and obligation (Crow & Maclean 2004). Lee (2015) also states that at times, support from
families can be undermined as married women living with their parents or in-laws can be an

added burden. Overall though, Saratu and her husband Isaac are grateful for her parent’s support.

I was talking to one of my friends and she said: “don’t worry about it now, are you
people (both of you) not going to be together for the rest of your lives?” She was like
for those of them who have been together, (living continuously with the same spouse),
they sometimes say (within themselves) won'’t you travel for one year? It’s like they

are wishing for that space which is not really space (Uzo F AC).
Linda however, does not think the ‘space’ is something she needs:

I don't like anything at all (about the commuter marriage) even though some people
say to me, you are lucky, you don’t have to worry about your husband, you can take
care of yourself and have time for yourself, but I don’t like it. I will be asking what type
of rest and time, he doesn’t disturb me and what kind of time, I know we can’t be
together 24 hours because of life, career, etc., but... there is no gain, if he’s around, 1
can do anything when he is around, visit friends, do my hair, what? There is no gain
(Linda F AC).

Linda says that, contrary to people’s advice, her husband does not stop her from doing anything
she wants to do. She sees no advantage of their being apart and the so-called space of no gain to
her. The term space can thus be indicative of wanting more physical space, but also in some
cases individual freedom, even though this is not the case for all the participants.
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These discussed submissions portray the feelings and reflections of participants on the effect of
the commuting relationship as it affects them personally: the sacrifices they make, the loneliness

they feel and their psychological and emotional longings, their interdependence and autonomy.

Lindemann (2017) opines that commuter couples simultaneously value interdepence and
autonomy in their relationships. She uses the terms individualism and autonomy interchangeably
to describe the spousal independence within their commuter relationship that facilitates their
individual goals, where individuals indicate that they can their own person in the marriage,
casting themselves as distinct individuals whose relationships are beneficial to their individual
interests. This autonomy may mean the same thing as ‘space’ which participants in this study
refer to. While she uses the term interdependence to show spousal reliance on each other for
everything, this may refer to the feelings of loneliness and being alone in this study. Spouses in a

commuter marriage have their autonomy and interdepence intertwined.
5.5 Perceptions of Family and Friends

Participants reflected on what their extended family and friends thought about the commuter
relationship. The musings presented here by participants indicate that sometimes, family
members and friends seem to have a somewhat negative and sometimes nonchalant attitude as to
why the couple are engaged in a commuter marriage (a further look at the exchanges between

kin, friends and commuter couples are discussed in chapter 9).

Some are for, some are against, some understand, some are (saying) not for long, let
this time be that you are trying to work out how you will be together, not that this is
what it’s going to be (Uzo F AC).

Uzo reveals that of her family and friends, some are for the commuter relationship while others
are against it. She submits that they advise her to work out a more permanent arrangement during
this time so that they do not end up a commuter couple forever.

I don’t think anybody likes the idea that you are apart, and separated from your
spouse. After a while | stopped getting those reactions from people after a while,
people stopped talking and asking me, after a while, it becomes necessary some people
were concerned, but due to the crisis situation in Maiduguri, I can’t bring my family to

a place like this, because of the crisis situation. It became necessary to put food on the
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table. | got advice when the crisis started becoming serious, that people said stay here
and leave the family in Jos for safety sake let your family be in Jos. The concern people
show or seem to show puts some kind of pressure on you, because you don 't want to be
seen as indifferent or not listening, it’s not the best and it’s not ideal, I can’t remember

anyone telling me it’s good for your family to remain apart (Samson M AC).

Samson’s family and friends do not like the idea that they do not live together, they only show
concern because he livesin crisis prone area, where attacks by the dreaded Boko Haram sect
happen spontaneously. According to him, no one in his network of family and friends has told
him it was good for the family to remain apart. Even though he says the concern people show,

puts a certain pressure on him.

Family and friends didn’t like it, but they got tired of asking, because it’s like hearing
the same thing over and over again they kept saying, won 't you move, won'’t you move,
in the early days.... My family of origin was very close-knit, and we were always
together so when this came up with my husband, it was quite strange, my parents were
against it and | must say, it has taken its toll on the marriage, I couldn’t understand it
(Ruth F EC).

She goes on to explain:

And when [ took it up with my husband and also, I didn’t like it...My husband came
from a polygamous house and it was not an issue to him, he said to me, he didn’t
understand my problem, I didn’t have to fight with co-wives and do all the politics of a
polygamous home and he was bringing food home and he didn’t understand why I
wanted more and I didn’t understand how he was normal like that (how he could not
understand why she wanted more). It really caused a few issues and take its toll on the
marriage initially. Now those things I'm used to and I don’t take them personally
anymore, I understand, it’s a function of his background, I understand this is who he

IS, and it doesn’t make me miserable anymore (Ruth F EC).

Ruth, coming from a close-knit family repo