
 
Changing family patterns  
 

Divorce 
Changing patterns of divorce 

• Since the 1960s divorce in the UK has increased  
• In 2012, statistics showed that 40% of all marriages end in divorce (in more recent 

years the rate of divorce has declined BUT that is only because fewer people are 
getting married in the first place – more people are choosing to cohabitate instead).  

• More women initiate the process of a divorce. 
• Who is at the greatest risk of getting divorced? Young couple who have decided to 

marry at a young age and then have had a child before they marry, or a couple 
where one of both partners have had previous marriages. 

 
Explanations for the increase of divorce: 
 

1. CHANGES IN THE LAW 
- In the past, divorce was very difficult to obtain for women, however changes in 

the law have since made it easier. 
Ø Equalising the grounds between men and women in 1923. 
Ø Widening the grounds for divorce (easier to divorce now). 
Ø Divorce made cheaper in 1949 – more people can now access it.  

 
2. DECLINING STIGMA AND CHANGING ATTITUDES 

- In the past, divorces were heavily stigmatised (negative label attached to it). For 
example, churches use to refuse to conduct marriage services which involved 
people who had been previously divorced. 

- However since 1960s, there’s been a decline in stigma, so more people now see 
it as socially acceptable. 

- Divorce today is ‘normalised’ – which reduces the stigma attached to it. 
- It’s no longer seen as a shameful act, and instead it’s just see as a misfortune. 

 
3. WOMEN’S INCREASED FINANCIAL INDEPENDENCE 

- The economic position of women has increased which has made them less 
financially dependent on their husbands. 

- Therefore, women are now more likely to end a marriage.  
- Also because of girls greater success in education means they can get better paid 

jobs.  
- HOWEVER, although women still generally earn less than men, equal pay and 

anti-discrimination laws have helped to narrow the pay gap. 
 
THE MEANING OF A HIGH DIVORCE RATE – what to different groups think of it? 
 

• Functionalists = they don’t see a high divorce rate as a threat to marriage as a social 
institution. They see a high divorce rate as a result of peoples higher expectations of 
marriage today. But because of high rate of re-marriages, shows that people are still 
highly committed to the idea of marriage.  
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Childhood in Postmodernity 
- Jenks (2005) believes childhood is changing, not disappearing. Argues childhood is 

undergoing another change as society moves from modernity to postmodernity.  
- In postmodernity relationships become more unstable, divorce becomes more 

common. So relationships with their children become extremely important – may be 
divorced but you’ll always be a parent.  

- Adults now become more fearful for their child’s security – strengths view that 
children are vulnerable and in need of protection = so, childhood continues to be a 
separate status and legal restrictions mark them off from adults.  

 
Criticism: Jenks overgeneralises. Despite greater diversity of family and childhood patterns 
found today, he makes a sweeping statement that implies all children are in the same 
position.  
 
Has the position of children improved? 
March of Progress View –  

- Believe over the past few centuries, positions of children in western societies have 
been steadily improving.  

- Aries holds a MOP view- argue today’s children are more valued, better cared for, 
protected and education, better health and have more rights than previous 
generations. 

- I.e. children now protected from harm by laws against child abuse and child labour.  
 
The child centered family: 

- Increasing living standards and decreasing family size means parents can afford to 
provide for children’s needs properly. E.g. by their 21st birthday, a child costs 
£227,000 to raise.  

- Children are now the focal point in families – parents invest emotionally and 
financially into them.  

- Not just family which is child-centered, society it too. i.e. lots of media output and 
leisure activities are designed specifically for children.  

 
Toxic children 

- Sue Palmer – argues rapid technological and cultural changes in the past 25 years 
have damaged children’s physical, emotional and intellectual development.  

- Cultural changes consist of junk food, computer games and marketing on children.  
 
The Conflict View 

- Feminists and Marxists argue position of children hasn’t improved.  
- They argue society is based on conflict between different social groups, some groups 

have more power, status or wealth than others. 
- They see relationship between groups as one of domination and subordination, in 

which the dominant groups act as oppressors.  
- Conflict sociologists criticise MOP view: 

1. There are inequalities among children: many today remain unprotected and 
badly cared for  
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3.  Helots; (slaves) most exploited group. Reserve army of labour. 
 
Feminisation of migration; half of all global migrants are female today  

- Ehrenreich + Hochschild (2003) observe that care work, domestic work and sex work 
in western countries (USA and UK) is increasingly done by women from poor 
countries. Result of several trends; 
1. Expansion of service occupations in western countries has led to an increasingly 

demand for female labour. 
2. Western men remain unwilling to perform domestic labour. 

 
Migrant Identities 

- For migrants, their country of origin may provide an additional/ alternative source of 
identity. 

- John Eade (1994) found that second generation Bangladeshi Muslims in Britain 
created hierarchical identities; saw themselves as Bangladeshi first, then British. 
Those with hybrid identities may find that others challenge their identity claim or 
accuse them of ‘not fitting in’. 

 
Criticism… 
- ‘Transnational identities’ – Erikson (2007) argues that globalisation has created more 

diverse migration patterns, as a result, migrants are less likely to see themselves as 
belonging completely to 1 culture/ country. Instead, they develop ‘transnational’ 
identities.  

 
The Politicisation of Migration  

- With increasing global flows of migrants, migration has become an important 
political issue.  

- States now have policies that seek to control immigration. 
- More recently, policies have become linked to national security and anti-terrorism 

policies… 
ASSIMILATION; first state policy approach to immigration. Aimed to encourage 
immigrants to adopt the language, values and customs of the host culture to make 
them ‘like us’. 
 
Criticism… 

- Assimilation policies face the problem that transnational migrants with hybrid 
identities may not be willing to abandon their culture or to see themselves as 
belonging to just one national state. 

- Castles (2000) argues assimilation policies are counter-productive because they mark 
out minority groups as culturally backward or ‘other’.  

 
‘A divided working class’ – assimilationist ideas may also encourage workers to blame 
migrants for social problems e.g. unemployment, resulting in racist scapegoating.  

- Castles and Kosack (1973) argues this benefits capitalism by creating a racially 
divided working class and preventing united action in defence of their interest.  
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