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Discussion
Chairman: PROFESSOR J. HINTON

(The Middlesex Hospital)
DR M. A. PERINPANAYAGAM (Dartford Group of

Hospitals): Could you kindly indicate whether there are

any sociological factors that account for the fact that
war-time marriages are less prone to breakdown than
present-day marriages? Could one of the reasons for
lower marital breakdown in social classes I and II be a

hidden 'dowry' system? Is there any factor in the
'arranged' marriage that prevents breakdown?
MR ROBERT CHESTER (University of Hull): I think

there is a general point to be made before I answer those
questions in detail. Although one can always point to the
anthropological situation where there is something that
works, it does not mean to say that one can transplant a

single aspect of a cultural context. One of the reasons I
would expect there to be less irregularity about higher
social marriages is that there is property, even if not a

dowry-professional men with quite extensive insurance,
valuable house, etc.-so one expects informal separation
to be mainly a working class thing. There are a number of
studies which relate stability of marriage in the sense of
not breaking-up to occupational success, but it is im-
portant to make a distinction between marital happiness
and stability; there is evidence from America, for in-
stance, of marriages that are stable in that the couples
remain married, but that the resolution of their difficul-
ties is not one that would commend itself to contemporary
English morality, for instance, keeping a mistress. At the
level of high income, comfortable accommodation, etc.
it is usual to find a resolution to problems which is not
open to others less well-endowed.
With regard to war-time marriages being less unstable,

let us not talk about war-time marriages, let us not get
bogged down with talk of the permissive society. In the
post-war situation there has developed a new set of
circumstances which we do try to capture, in words such
as 'permissive' and 'affluence', which has led people to
behave in different kinds of ways. When I looked not
only at divorce, but pre-marital conception, VD, illegiti-
mate births, para-suicides, drug addicts known to the
Home Office, etc., I found that if you take a group of war
babies, born between 1938 and 1942, when they reach the
appropriate age the graph turns up, e.g. delinquency
turned up in 1954, illegitimacy in 1956, divorce in 1959.
There was thus a thesis that this was a special generation
affected by their childhood experiences and people were

hopeful that there would be a down-turn.
However, the successors to this group have had even

more of each and their successors even more still, so that
there is a new pattern of social behaviour, related to the
younger rather than older element of population, com-

mencing around the middle to late 1950s. I would say,
although I have not made a full analysis, that this is
reflecting contemporary conditions, the kind of society
to which we have evolved is going to be one in which
these indices, divorce, illegitimacy, drug-taking, will have
high incidences, even if they cannot go on for ever. In
none of them as far as I know, except illegitimacy
(because of the abortion law), has there been any
tendency yet for the flattening to appear.

DR PERINPANAYAGAM: About the arranged marriages.
Has a study been done to compare romantic love marri-
ages and arranged marriages and is breakdown less in
the arranged marriages?
MR CHESTER: Well, this is very interesting, because

arranged marriages cannot simply be separated from the
cultural context. Arranged marriage was common, for
instance, until the early 1940s in Ireland, and people met
on a Sunday morning with a speaker in a pub. There
have been situations where factors associated with indus-
trialization, which Dr Dominian mentioned this morning,
which he saw as leading to increased propensity to break-
down have in fact been associated with a decline. For
instance, Japan, where arranged marriage was the norm,
and the wife's situation was very insecure, because she
was at the whim of her in-laws, had very high rates of
divorce-partly because she could be divorced not only
by her husband but as it were by her mother-in-law as
well! Industrialization which broke up this pattern and
led to more free-mate choice, in fact led to a decline in
divorce rate rather than an increased one, although it is
still very high. Arranged marriages work in a situation
where arranged marriages work, but there is no prospect
whatsoever of arranged marriages becoming normal in
societies such as our own. Parents still have some control,
although subtle. It is surprising how often the only girl
in the world shares one's social class, educational attain-
ment, etc. Parents protect their children from access to
potential mates. In any case there is a misnomer about
arranged marriages. In many cases the arrangement has
to be verified by the spouses. Parents approve of the
match and then spouses decide if they agree with it in
practice. Certainly as far as this country is concerned I
would not expect it to provide a relevant policy measure
for a very long time to come.
DR P. HOPKINS (Hampstead): Are there any detailed

statistics of divorce rates in couples with various age
differentials? In other words, is divorce more or less
frequent in couples where the husband is many years
older than the wife? Is there a lesson to be learned from
the practice of our Victorian ancestors?
MR CHESTER: There could in principle be such informa-

tion but I have not yet worked it out. It can be deduced
from the official statistics. What one can say is that the
marriage that has the greatest chance of stability is
where the bride is between 20 and 24 and the husband
between 25 and 29. That is, middle-class marriages. I
would suspect, although I have not worked it out, that
there will come a point in age difference where it is big
enough to create a situation of heterogamy, that is not
merely the husband being a few years older, which is a
good thing, but he is so old that there is a generation
difference. A generational factor might obtrude. I will
confirm this in due course.
DR O'CONNELL (Northgate Clinic): Is there any

relation between divorce and the caring professions, e.g.
doctors and nurses, who tend to share an emotional
involvement with their clients?
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Discussion

MR CHESTER: For this country, there is not that kind
of information. But for America, there is certain evidence
on differential divorce by not occupation but different
kinds of closely related occupation, i.e. the medical pro-
fession (unfortunately I cannot recall which branches
are which) but both as to divorce and as to suicide; some
branches of medicine are over-represented and others are
un-represented, and I have an awful feeling that the over-
representation comes from the psychiatric branch.
DR J. DOMINIAN (Central Middlesex Hospital): You

are right.
MR CHESTER: This kind of information is in fact

possible, it is just that the Registrar General does not
provide very much at all on the social class basis, because
they are sceptical of the quality of their information.
There is a tendency for people to over-state occupational
status on death certificates and birth certificates, for
instance, and the census material for various reasons is
defective because of the remarriage factor. But I would
suspect that there might develop what could be called
extended opportunity for inter-sexual encounter, would
it not? Also I think there is something in Noble's hypo-
thesis that the work situation in itself may intrude. There
are some kinds ofwork which are more prone than others
to be highly demanding or depriving as far as the family
is concerned, regarding the husband's time and attention.
DR I. D. CHISHOLM (Bristol): Is there any reason to

think that the new divorce law will shorten the interval
between actual marital breakdown and petition for
divorce, and hence increase the scope for preventive
measures by marriage guidance councils?
MR CHESTER: I am sure that that particular piece in

the Bill anyway is there as a sop to the anti-reformers, as
indeed was the change in the law that made it necessary
for the other party not to consent rather than not to
object. There are several of these kinds of things, but
clearly by the time a person goes to divorce, and all the
solicitors I have spoken to confirm this from their
empirical observations, there is no question of reconcilia-
tion. What most of them are doing is showing them that
there is a Marriage Guidance Council and they sign a
piece of paper to say they have been told about it-
seriously, I mean-and that gets handed to the Court.
What I would say is that the professional person who is
able to make the intervention which might be efficacious
is the general practitioner. In the paper which Dr
Dominian referred to, one of the points I made is that in
my field survey more than 80% of the women had
visited their GP within a very brief time of the actual
separation occurring, presenting various kinds of
psychosomatic disorders, mostly described as 'nerves'
but also with all kinds of quite specific symptoms like
rashes, falling hair, sleeplessness, loss of weight, etc.
And they were mostly dealt with on the basis of sedatives
and tranquillizers, i.e. the situation was coped with, and
in not one ofmy cases was there a reference or referral by
the doctor to a social work agency. Of course, he may not
have known. She does not always go to him and say
'My husband's left me and I have this heartburn, doctor'.
What I suggested there is that the first professional person
likely to be encountered certainly by women following
marriage breakdown is her GP and there is ample scope

for him to engage if not in remedial work in the sense of
reconciliation, in the consequences there might be for the
wife or her children in handling the situation which has
developed. People are now beginning to talk about post-
divorce counselling.

I would say that this is not going to change behaviour
a great deal, this new law. For instance, they have cut the
period for desertion from 3 years to 2 years, but on my
figures the mean interval for desertion cases is 8 years;
it is not that people were desperately waiting for the last
day of the third year and putting in their petition, they
were waiting much longer than was necessary, often
because a deserted wife takes an awful long time to
realize she has been deserted. The experience in Poland
and in Australia suggests that this requirement that the
solicitors should tell the woman about reconciliation
facilities is simply not efficacious. It is worth having a go,
it might save the occasional marriage, but certainly in the
two countries I know about where they had this law,
Poland and Australia, it does not work, because by the
time someone has committed herself to a divorce there is
no question of reconciliation at all.

Actually there is a class factor here. The middle-class
pattern is that the couple talk between themselves, the
problem becomes revealed, and answers follow. When a
divorce appears to be the answer, who is going to have
the children, how is the property to be shared, who will
sue, are all questions soon settled and a divorce follows
very quickly. But the working-class pattern is that he
clears off and often she does not even realize for 2 or 3
years that he has, because of job desertion. Much later,
when it becomes advantageous to her, she wants to get
remarried, for instance, or for one or more other reasons,
she starts to think out it and gets a divorce. But they
have not thought about it even at the time they split up.
Often having talked about it they go to the doctor, whose
intervention is crucial. As yet she has not committed
herself to divorce, it is relatively recent, because these
symptoms appear fairly quickly, and if there is to be a
successful intervention I would say it is on the medical
profession that it hinges, rather than on the legal pro-
fession, who mostly are very cynical about this.
DR OSCAR HILL (Middlesex Hospital): In your cohort

studies have corrections been made for the increasing
number of under-20 marriages? Would that make very
much difference to the global statistics, and in common
with many others I want to have a look at Chester,
1971a. Could you tell us what it is?
MR CHESTER: It is the British Journal of Sociology, 22,

172, and is an extended analysis of duration. It would not
make a difference to Tables 6 and 7 which I based on
percentages of where the bride is under 20 or over 20. I
suspect it would make some difference to Table 2, but
remember that in any case the proportion and numbers
of young marriages came to a plateau in 1965 and 1966,
when the average age ceased to fall. I suspect that it
would make some difference but it would not be sufficient,
because the marriage age was falling also in the 1950s.
The proportion of young marriages increased in 1951,
yet in 1950-59 the number of divorces was declining, so
I suspect this to be one of the complex factors and find
it difficult to explain this pattern.
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