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In the past, families tended to
stay together. They felt it was their
duty to do this and that marriage was
for life. Divorce was not socially
acceptable. It was a commonly held
view that a bad marriage was better
than no marriage at all.

In  Britain, as in  many
industrialized _societies, there has
been a steady rise in the numbers of
divorces. The Second World War

disrupted a lot of marriages. due to
enforced  separation _and  hasty
marriages which were later regretted.
Immediately after the war there were a
record number of divorces and the
proportion of marriages involving a
divorced partner grew from 2% in
1940 to 32% in 1985.

Legal changes in this century have
made it much easier to get a divorce.

The most dramatic change resulted
from the 1971 divorce law. The law

stated that there needed to be only one
reason for a divorce petition — the
“irretrievable breakdown of
marriage.” This was a much wider
category than the previous ones of
cruelty, insanity, desertion or adultery.

The change in the law had an
immediate effect. In 1972 there were
over 119,000 divorces in England and
Wales and the rate has continued to
rise. The total number in 1990 was
over 153,000, around 2% higher than

in 1989. Proposed laws may make
divorce even easier. Couples can now

afford the legal side of getting and -
surviving a divorce more easily than at
any time in the past. However, for many
families it is still an economic disaster
as well as being emotionally difficult.

Another possible reason behind the
rise in the divorce rate is the cha.nginﬁ
attitude to marriage itself in the 20
century. The traditional Christian
approach to marriage has been against
divorce. As the Church becomes less
influential in the Western Europe, the
view of marriage as a union for life has
weakened. The result is that the break-
up of a marriage is seen as less of a
moral crisis and more as a matter of
personal happiness.

Perhaps the people most affected by
a divorce are the children. According to
current forecasts, about 20% of children
in Britain, for example, will experience
family breakdown by the age of 16.
There has been growing concern for
such children, who are usually between
the ages of five and ten. Recent laws
have indicated that first consideration
should be given to the welfare of the
children when making financial
arrangements after a divorce.

(Catherine Addis. Britain now: British life
and institutions. BBC English. 1994.)
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