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ESSAY QUESTION 

In the last 20 years, rates of divorce have risen significantly in Western countries. Critically 
analyse some of the different explanations given for this phenomenon. In your discussion 
you should consider what implications these explanations might have for social policy. 

Sample answer : 

Monash University, 2012, Language and Learning Online, Sydney, viewed 14 November 2016, 
http://www.monash.edu.au/lls/llonline/writing/index.xml 

A major change that has occurred in the Western family is an increased incidence in divorce. 
Whereas in the past, divorce was a relatively rare occurrence, in recent times it has become quite 
commonplace. This change is borne out clearly in census figures. For example thirty years ago in 
Australia, only one marriage in ten ended in divorce; nowadays the figure is more than one in 
three (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 1996: p.45). A consequence of this change has been a 
substantial increase in the number of single parent families and the attendant problems that this 
brings (Kilmartin, 1997). 

An important issue for sociologists, and indeed for all of society, is why these changes in marital 
patterns have occurred. This essay will seek to critically examine a number of sociological 
explanations for the 'divorce phenomenon' and also consider the social policy implications that 
each explanation carries with it. It will be argued that the best explanations are to be found within a 
broad socio-economic framework. 

One type of explanation for rising divorce has focused on changes in laws relating to marriage. For 
example, Bilton, Bonnett and Jones (1987) argue that increased rates of divorce do not 
necessarily indicate that families are now more unstable. It is possible, they claim, that there has 
always been a degree of marital instability. They suggest that changes in the law have been 
significant, because they have provided unhappily married couples with 'access to a legal solution 
to pre-existent marital problems' (p.301). Bilton et al. therefore believe that changes in divorce 
rates can be best explained in terms of changes in the legal system. The problem with this type of 
explanation however, is that it does not consider why these laws have changed in the first place. It 
could be argued that reforms to family law, as well as the increased rate of divorce that has 
accompanied them, are the product of more fundamental changes in society. 

Another type of explanation is one that focuses precisely on these broad societal changes. For 
example, Nicky Hart (cited in Haralambos, 1995) argues that increases in divorce and marital 
breakdown are the result of economic changes that have affected the family. One example of 
these changes is the raised material aspirations of families, which Hart suggests has put pressure 
on both spouses to become wage earners. Women as a result have been forced to become both 
homemakers and economic providers. According to Hart, the contradiction of these two roles has 
lead to conflict and this is the main cause of marital breakdown. It would appear that Hart's 
explanation cannot account for all cases of divorce - for example, marital breakdown is liable to 
occur in families where only the husband is working. Nevertheless, her approach, which is to 
relate changes in family relations to broader social forces, would seem to be more probing than 
one that looks only at legislative change. 

The two explanations described above have very different implications for social policy, especially 
in relation to how the problem of increasing marital instability might be dealt with. Bilton et al. 
(1995) offer a legal explanation and hence would see the solutions also being determined in this 
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domain. If rises in divorce are thought to be the consequence of liberal divorce laws, the obvious 
way to stem this rise is to make them less obtainable. This approach, one imagines, would lead to 
a reduction in divorce statistics; however, it cannot really be held up as a genuine solution to the 
problems of marital stress and breakdown in society. Indeed it would seem to be a solution 
directed more at symptoms than addressing fundamental causes. Furthermore, the experience of 
social workers, working in the area of family welfare suggests that restricting a couple's access to 
divorce would in some cases serve only to exacerbate existing marital problems (Johnson, 1981). 
In those cases where violence is involved, the consequences could be tragic. Apart from all this, 
returning to more restrictive divorce laws seems to be a solution little favoured by Australians. 
(Harrison, 1990). 

Hart (cited in Haralambos, 1995), writing from a Marxist-feminist position, traces marital conflict to 
changes in the capitalist economic system and their resultant effect on the roles of men and 
women. It is difficult to know however, how such an analysis might be translated into practical 
social policies. This is because the Hart program would appear to require in the first place a 
radical restructuring of the economic system. Whilst this may be desirable for some, it is not 
achievable in the present political climate. Hart is right however, to suggest that much marital 
conflict can be linked in some way to the economic circumstances of families. This is borne out in 
many statistical surveys which show consistently that rates of divorce are higher among socially 
disadvantaged families (McDonald, 1993). This situation suggests then that social policies need to 
be geared to providing support and security for these types of families. It is little cause for 
optimism however, that in recent years governments of all persuasions have shown an increasing 
reluctance to fund social welfare programs of this kind. 

It is difficult to offer a comprehensive explanation for the growing trend of marital breakdown; and 
it is even more difficult to find solutions that might ameliorate the problems created by it. Clearly 
though, as has been argued in this essay, the most useful answers are to be found not within a 
narrow legal framework, but within a broader socio-economic one. 

Finally, it is worth pointing out that, whilst we may appear to be living in a time of increased family 
instability, research suggests that historically, instability may have been the norm rather than the 
exception. As Bell and Zajdow (1997) point out, in the past, single parent and step families were 
more common than is assumed - although the disruptive influence then was not divorce, but the 
premature death of one or both parents. This situation suggests that in studying the modern 
family, one needs to employ a historical perspective, including the possibility of looking to the past 
in searching for ways of dealing with problems in the present. 
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Read the sample essay and think about the following: 
 
1 What is the main argument of the essay (ie the thesis statement) and where can you find it? 
 
2 For each paragraph, ask yourself: 

 
a) What is the purpose of the paragraph i.e. what is its central idea? 
b) Which author(s) are cited in support of the central idea?  
c) What does the student think? 

 
 
 
Paragraph 1 and 2:   

 

 

Paragraph 3: 

 

 

Paragraph 4: 

 

 

Paragraph 5: 

 

 

Paragraph 6: 

 

 

Paragraph 7: 

 

 

Paragraph 8: 

 
 
 
 
 
HELPS website  
https://www.uts.edu.au/current-students/support/helps/self-help-resources/academic-writing/essay-
writing  

https://www.uts.edu.au/current-students/support/helps/self-help-resources/academic-writing/essay-writing
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How to synthesise ideas from several authors 
 

• Make brief notes for each author using keypoints/keywords. 
• Identify common ideas or contrasting ideas. 
• Cite (reference) all the authors you have used.  When citing more than one (eg authors that 

agree) list them alphabetically, divided by semi-colons. 

Adapted from Morley-Warner T, 2009, academic writing is…., CREA Publications, Sydney 
 
 
Imagine you have made the following notes: 
 
Topic:  English is the global world language 
 
Text 1 – (Bond 2002) Text 2 – (Robertson 

2003) 
Text 3 (Havir 1999) Text 4 (Kerstjens 

2000) 
 

• International 
language for 
business 

• used for 
international 
forums (eg 
UN) 

• second 
language in 
many 
countries 

 

 
• used in 

worldwide 
technology 

• computers key 
factor in spread 
of English 

• internationalisa
- 
tion of 
education 

 
• small number 

of speakers 
worldwide 

• importance of 
English linked 
to US power ie 
‘political’ 

• more people 
speak Chinese 
worldwide 

 
• minority of 

speakers in 
world 

• Chinese 
dominant 
especially 
in future 

• English will 
decline in 
future 

 
Look at your notes and identify similar and contrasting arguments.  Group these together to 
develop/support your arguments.  Cite references appropriately. 
  
Supporting the idea that English is the dominant world language, Bond (2002) and Robertson (2003) 
point out its importance as the medium of international communication in business, technology and 
other global forums.  However, others argue that despite its apparent dominance, English is not the 
global language when the number of native speakers of other languages eg. Chinese, are considered 
(Havir 1999; Kerstjens 2000). 
 
 
 
This exercise was adapted from  
https://www.disweb.rmit/edu/au/lsu/content/4_WritingSkills/writing_tuts/sythesising_LL/index.html 
 
 
 

https://www.disweb.rmit/edu/au/lsu/content/4_WritingSkills/writing_tuts/sythesising_LL/index.html

	References

