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It is widely believed that until the 
‘permissive’ late-1960s most people lived 
in ‘traditional’ families headed by couples 

who enjoyed long-lasting, stable marriages, 
brought up their children in security and cared 
for the older generation. Sex before marriage 
and unmarried cohabitation were rare.

The end of a golden age
After the 1960s, divorce became easier, 
homosexuality was partially decriminalised, 
abortion legalised, the contraceptive pill was 
introduced, birth control became free on the 
NHS for the first time and, it is said, family 
life began breaking down as never before.

More marriages ended in divorce, more 
people lived in complex families of step-
parents and step-children, there was more sex 
outside marriage, more couples lived together 
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Was it ever the norm?

This article is directly relevant to the topic 
of ‘Families and Households’. As well as 
providing useful knowledge, it will help 
both analytical and evaluation skills in its 
demonstration of how misguided is the 
conventional view of ‘the golden age’ of  
the family.
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High rates of divorce, cohabitation, births outside marriage and single  
parenthood are often associated with the postwar ‘permissive’ society.  
But what can history tell us about the supposed ‘golden age’ of family life?
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unmarried (often with children), there were 
more lone parents, usually mothers, more 
boys growing up without a resident father 
as a role model, and more gay couples, some 
with children.

There have been real changes to family life 
since the 1960s, but the longer history of the 
family is different and more complex than 
that outlined above.

Single and step-parenthood
Single parenthood, especially single 
motherhood and children growing up 
without a father, has a long history, though 
the causes have changed over time.

Death rates
As I have discussed in my short book Happy 
Families?, until the mid-twentieth century, 
many marriages were ended prematurely by 
death because more people died at younger 
ages than today. Women have always tended 
to outlive men, so there were more widows 
than widowers. In the mid-nineteenth 
century almost 20% of marriages lasted fewer 

than 10 years as a result of the premature 
death of one of the partners, about 47% 
lasted only 25 years and many children were 
left without at least one parent.

Almost a century ago, in 1921, 11% of 
children under 14 had already lost a parent, 
usually their father. Now, fewer than 3% 
of marriages are ended by death within 20 
years. The number of marriages of young 
and middle-aged adults ended by death in 
early nineteenth century Britain was similar 
to the number ended by divorce in the late 
twentieth century.

Widows and widowers
Widows were less likely than widowers to 
remarry, while widowed men sought wives 
to look after them and their children. Laura 
King’s book, Family Men, discusses the role 
of fathers in families through much of the 
twentieth century.

So, for hundreds of years, many children 
have been brought up by a mother alone 
and others lived in complex step-families 
following remarriage. Men might be reluctant 
to bring up another man’s children. Also, 
widows felt that they could manage on 
their own and they resisted the loss of legal 
rights, including the right to ownership of 
property and custody of their children that 
accompanied marriage until the 1920s.

Custody of children
Until 1839 only husbands were allowed 
custody of children if a married couple 
separated. Then a courageous and well-
connected woman, Caroline Norton, 
brought a successful legal challenge against 
her wealthy husband who had been violent 
and who spent all her money until she left 
him. He took their children and denied her 
access, even when one was very sick. She won 
all mothers the right to claim custody, but 
only until children were 7 years of age.

This remained the case until 1925 
when the women’s movement, fighting 
as they long had to protect women and 
children from abusive husbands and fathers 
(domestic violence is not new), used the 
new political power given by their right 
to vote to win the right for divorced or 
separated women to claim custody of their 
children of all ages. Previously, fear of losing  
their children trapped many women in abusive  
marriages.

Even after 1925 women could not always 
afford the expensive legal process of claiming 
custody and women’s unequal access to work 
and pay made it hard for them to leave their 
husbands and support themselves and their 
children. There were always many stable, 
lasting, happy marriages but not all surviving 
marriages were happy.

ALMOST A CENTURY AGO, 11% OF 
CHILDREN UNDER 14 HAD ALREADY 
LOST A PARENT

Were the 1950s 
really a golden 
age for marriage?
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The history of cohabitation 
and divorce
Divorce
Unhappy couples did split up, but in England 
and Wales before 1867 they could not divorce, 
apart from a few people wealthy enough to 
end their marriages by obtaining a private Act 
of Parliament. Divorce became legally possible 
only in 1867. However, it was an easier process 
for men, who simply had to prove their wives 
were guilty of adultery, than for women, who 
had to prove some other fault (such as violence 
or homosexuality), in addition to adultery.

Such was the prevailing sexual double 
standard that adultery was deemed normal 
for men but not for women. This remained the 
case until 1923 when, after another women’s 
campaign, divorce rights were equalised for 
men and women. Nevertheless, the process 
remained too expensive for many people to 
pursue. In Scotland, however, divorce had 
always been possible on equal terms for men 
and women, for desertion as well as adultery, 
though it could be expensive.

‘Living in sin’
Divorced couples could not easily remarry. 
The churches would not marry them and 
civil marriage (introduced in England in 
1836) was not allowed in Scotland until 1939. 
There was no divorce in Ireland, until it was 
introduced in Northern Ireland in 1939, but 
on more restrictive terms than in the rest of 
Great Britain.

As Ginger Frost describes in her book, 
Living in Sin, despite these difficulties, 

throughout history marriages have ended, 
and separated couples met new partners. 
Unable to divorce and remarry, they might 
live together, pretending to be married, often 
wishing to be married if only it had been 
legally and financially possible. Frequently 
such couples lived respectable, committed 
lives, with children, and they were often 
treated as married couples by neighbours, 
even if they knew otherwise.

How many there were in this situation, we 
do not know. There were no official statistics 
of unmarried cohabitation in England 
and Wales until the 1970s. But in Scotland 
unmarried couples could register officially: at 
the beginning of the twentieth century they 
accounted for 12% of all Scottish couples, 
comparable with the percentage in the whole 
of the UK in the early twenty-first century.

World War allowances
As Tanya Evans and I describe in our book, 
concern about this situation led to a Royal 
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Commission on Divorce, consisting of 
prominent lawyers and the Archbishop of 
York. This reported in 1912 that the difficulty 
of obtaining a divorce had caused too many 
unmarried ‘illicit unions’ and recommended 
easier, cheaper divorce. War in 1914–18 
prevented implementation but it confirmed 
the extent of cohabitation.

For the first time, the state gave allowances 
to the wives and families of servicemen. 
Officials were astonished to find how many 
servicemen lived in unmarried partnerships, 
with children, and allowances were extended 
to these ‘unmarried wives’. This happened 
again in the Second World War.

The ‘golden age’ of marriage
Tanya Evans and I describe how the Second 
World War also revealed the extent of sex 
before marriage, long hinted at in memoirs 
and anecdotes. For the first time in 1939 
official statistics showed that 30% of all first 
children were conceived before marriage. It is 
unlikely that this was due to a sudden decline 
in British morality. This number remained 
high throughout the war, then declined, 
though only to average 15–20% each year in 
the supposedly conventional 1950s.

The period from the end of the Second 
World War in 1945 to the 1960s, is often 

UNABLE TO DIVORCE AND 
REMARRY, PEOPLE MIGHT LIVE 
TOGETHER, PRETENDING TO BE 
MARRIED

Today, 67% of 
grandparents look 
after grandchildren
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This article takes a look at several aspects 
of family life that are thought to be 
contemporary signifiers of the breakdown 
of family life compared with the past, and 
shows that they have a long history and are 
not new.

Summary 

believed to represent the last phase of 
the ‘traditional’ family. In reality, it was 
historically quite unusual. More people 
married than ever before. For centuries 
significant numbers never married; in 
1931, 15% of women and 9% of men were 
never married. After 1945, almost everyone 
married and had children, perhaps due to 
greater prosperity than ever before. Marriages 
also lasted longer as life expectancy rose and 
divorce remained difficult.

It is less certain how contented these 
married couples were. Domestic violence did 
not disappear though it was rarely publicly 
discussed until the 1970s. Furthermore, 
social surveys continued to show the 
cohabitation of unmarried couples unable 
to divorce previous spouses.

The ‘permissive society’?
As Kiernan et al. discuss in their book 
on lone motherhood (1998), much did 
change from the late 1960s onwards and 
the changes themselves call into question 
just how contented these earlier marriages 
were. Divorce became somewhat easier 
and cheaper through reforms in 1937 and 
1963 and the number of divorces increased. 
However, it remained difficult and expensive 
until the Divorce Reform Act 1969 widened 
the grounds for divorce.

It had always been assumed that 
when divorce became easier, unmarried 
cohabitation would decline because separated 
couples could divorce and remarry. A rapid 
increase in divorce soon followed among 
couples married since 1945. And children 
who had grown up in these apparently ideal 
marriages proved remarkably wary of getting 
married themselves, preferring unmarried 
cohabitation, sometimes followed by 
marriage if the trial partnership succeeded.

By the 1980s, fewer people married and 
by the 1990s they married at later ages than 
at any time since official records began in 
1837. Many more children were born outside 
marriage, often to cohabiting parents.

Cohabitation was substantial and rose in 
the 1970s and the period after, and was now 
openly admitted and recognised. As Deborah 
Cohen describes in Family Secrets, another 
important outcome of the ‘permissive’ 
changes of the late 1960s was a greater public 
openness about cohabitation, unmarried 
parenthood and, a little later, rape and 
domestic violence, which had always existed 
but were previously shrouded in shame and 
secrecy. This new openness made changes 
over time seem greater than they were.

Relations between generations
On another aspect of family relationships, it 
is often said that families no longer look after 
older relatives as they ‘used to’ but they now 
consign them to care homes. It is assumed 
that in the past older and younger generations 
lived closer together, whereas the young and 
middle-aged are now so busy and mobile they 
have no time to care for older people.

Again, as I discuss in Happy Families?, 
the evidence suggests otherwise. Until the 
twentieth century, fewer people lived to old 
age. If they did, they were more likely than 
now to have had no children because they 
had not married, were infertile, or else their 
children had died due to much higher death 
rates at earlier ages.

Any children they did have might 
have migrated far away; in the nineteenth 
century many went to Australia, Canada 
and elsewhere. This was before modern 
technology made long-distance travel and 
communication as easy as it is today, so 
families could be separated forever.

Giving care
Today, almost all older parents have at least 
one surviving child, with whom they are in 
contact. People live longer and more are fit 
and active until later ages than ever before. 
There are unprecedented numbers of three- 
and four-generation families.

Younger people, in fact, give more care to 
needy older relatives than in the past, though 
‘younger’ now often means retired people in 
their sixties or seventies caring for parents in 
their eighties or nineties. When older people 
enter care homes it is generally because they 
need specialised care that families cannot 
provide, not from neglect.

And older people have always given, 
as well as received, care. In the past this 
was often for grandchildren orphaned by 
the death of their parents or while parents 
worked. Now 67% of British grandparents 
look after grandchildren, generally while 
parents are at work, often giving up their 
own work to do so. They also give financial 
help to their children and grandchildren, to 
help them buy houses or pay university fees. 
Intergenerational support has always gone 
both ways, but perhaps now more than ever.

Keeping in touch

Many older people live alone, but, again, they 
always have. Some may be lonely, but for 
others, living alone and staying independent 
is their choice, and is combined with frequent 
contact with family and friends. Even if 
children and other family members live at a 
distance, modern technology — motor and 
air transport, telephones, the internet — 
make contact easier than in past generations 
when communications were poor and 
illiteracy common.

Conclusion
As sociologists, we must abandon the all-too-
common belief that life was always better in 
some past golden age. Families have changed 
over time, perhaps not always for the better, 
but there has not been a recent shift from 
one extreme of secure, happy marriages in a 
stable society to another of ‘permissiveness’, 
selfishness and ‘broken’ families in a 
‘broken’ society.

There have always been stable families 
with married parents, now and in the 
past, providing secure happy homes. 
But family life has always taken many 
forms and people, then and now, have  
lived contentedly, or unhappily, in very diverse 
circumstances, in families of different shapes  
and sizes.

Poorer people have always had the 
greatest risk of insecure family lives due 
to death, desertion or the stress caused by 
unemployment or poverty. The tendency to 
blame family break-up for social problems 
may divert attention from other causes of 
these problems and of family instability itself, 
such as poverty and low, insecure incomes.

IN 1939 OFFICIAL STATISTICS 
SHOWED THAT 30% OF ALL FIRST 
CHILDREN WERE CONCEIVED 
BEFORE MARRIAGE
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