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THE TRADITIONAL FAMILY VALUES 

OF TONY AND CARMELA SOPRANO


Tony Soprano and his wife, Carmela, are at the center of the action on The Sopranos. They seem to be a typical upper-middle-class suburban couple, with immigrant ancestors and old-world traditions. On the surface, Tony and Carmela Soprano play old-fashioned roles in their marriage and have respect for the traditional values that they appear to share. However, in reality, Tony’s hidden life conflicts violently with conventional ideas of “traditional values”—a conflict that Carmela ultimately finds herself unable to ignore or accept. 


The Soprano marriage is of a kind that would have looked familiar to many Americans a few decades ago. Tony is the breadwinner while Carmela stays home. Carmela raises the couple’s two teenaged children, cooks elaborate Italian dinners, and supervises the housework (which is done by other people). On Sundays the whole extended family comes over for a big sit-down meal. Carmela, of course, is the one who holds the home traditions together, and Tony expects her to handle this aspect of their life. Both husband and wife seem to accept their roles as the natural, inevitable division of labor in a marriage.


The Soprano marriage is not perfect, but even in its flaws it resembles a traditional marriage that holds men and women to different standards. Tony, a wealthy and powerful man, attracts many beautiful young women and does nothing to resist them. Carmela tries to look the other way because she knows that their existence has always been part of the deal and because she believes that her job as a wife is to ignore her husband’s flaws. However, his constant cheating hurts her terribly. Eventually, Carmela develops crushes on other men, but always on unavailable ones, such as her priest and one of Tony’s assistants. Like most women, however, she does not cheat in retaliation for her husband’s cheating.


Both Tony and Carmela show a respect for traditional American values. Yet each appears to honor different ideals. For Carmela, the most important values are those traditionally held by women; she wants to raise her children well and follow the teachings of her church. For Tony, his family—not only his wife and children but also large numbers of other relatives—is also extremely important. But to him, taking care of family means ensuring not only that his uncle, older sister, nephew, and assorted others have enough money, but also that he has control over them. He extends his control by blurring the line between home and work, placing male relatives in important positions in the family business that he took over from his father and uncle. Tony’s family is important to him partly as a symbol of his wealth and power.


The conflict between Tony’s traditional values and Carmela’s might be amusing if the Sopranos were really what they appear to be on the surface. But Tony is not a “captain of industry,” as he sometimes describes himself; he is a mob boss who arranges illegal schemes, orders hits, and sometimes kills with his bare hands. Tony’s willingness to hurt people who get in his way is another thing that Carmela has always pretended not to know. But below the surface, she knows she and her husband do not share the same ideals. Tony and Carmela grow apart; then Carmela falls in love with one of Tony’s underlings, Furio. Furio leaves the country in fear of what his boss might do, and this blow forces Carmela to face the differences between her deeply held values and her husband’s.


For years, Carmela has paid attention only to the surfaces and to the idea that she and Tony are both honoring a shared tradition. Ultimately, though, she sees how different his values really are from hers. Tony, whose job it is to hide ugly facts from his family, has always known that the surface and the hidden parts of their lives are not really compatible, and he does not particularly care. He pretends to honor the sanctity of marriage and to follow society’s rules while trying to protect what he values most, power. Faced with this realization, Carmela asks Tony for a divorce.

Tony and Carmela Soprano have, on the surface, a marriage that is deeply embedded in tradition. However, the truth is that the “traditional values” on which the marriage rests are chiefly Carmela’s. Tony does not see the same values as important, and while they do agree on the importance of family, they value it for different reasons. When Carmela understands that to remain with her criminal husband out of respect for “tradition” makes her feel like a hypocrite, she moves to end the marriage.

