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Beck and Beck-Gernsheim in their book ‘The Normal Chaos of Love’ suggest that late (sometimes known as ‘high’) modern societies are characterised by risk aversion. They argue that we now live in capitalist societies in which the  main goal is the avoidance of personal risk. They suggest that late or high modern societies are characterised by: 

(a) Individualization – People in late-modern societies are under less pressure to conform to the goals which used to be set by their relatives, religion or culture. They are no longer obliged by tradition or convention or by what previous generations did, for example, to marry and have children. For example, if a woman becomes pregnant she is no longer obliged or forced to marry the father. Rather people are now encouraged to pursue  individual goals, o put their emotional and sexual needs first. This individualisation or selfishness is the driving force behind family diversity. For example, some people may perceive marriage and having children as too risky and may opt for the less risky options of cohabitation or living apart but together. 

(b) Selfishness has become the norm in late-modern society.  

(c) A greater degree of choice – Cultural and economic changes mean that people in  late- modern society have a greater range of choices available to them in terms of lifestyle and living arrangements. Beck and Beck-Gernsheim argue that the opening up of educational and job opportunities for women mean that new uncertainties or risks about gender roles exist. 

In particular, women are no longer confined to the mother –housewife role. They enjoy more economic and lifestyle opportunities which may mean that they can  demand more power within marriage or they can reject the ‘mother’ role altogether and voluntarily choose to be child-free (as opposed to being involuntarily ‘childless’)

(d) Conflict – Individualization and risk aversion  mean that there is now more potential for conflict between men and women in marriage, and therefore divorce because there is a natural clash of interest between the selfishness encouraged by individualization and the selflessness required by relationships, marriage and family life.

According to Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, risk aversion in particular underpins people’s approach in late-modernity to personal relationships. Consequently, marriage has become a  battleground (they refer to it as the ‘chaos of love’) as evidenced by rising divorce rates. 

However, Beck and Beck-Gernsheim are generally positive about the future because they note people increasingly crave love in order to provide security in an increasingly risky and insecure world. In particular, love helps compensate for the stress and, particularly, the impersonal and uncertain nature of the late-modern world. Love is often the only thing people feel is real and that they can be sure of.

The contribution of Anthony Giddens

The late-modernist thinker, Anthony Giddens, in his book ‘The Transformation of Intimacy’ suggests that the nature of relationships between men and women has changed over time. He argues that argues that the nature of intimacy has changed in late modernity. He also sees family life as more fluid as people move from relationship to relationship in search of personal fulfilment rather than entering into life-long relationships.


According to Giddens, marriage in pre-modern times was an economic proposition, i.e. a practical arrangement.  For example, it represented the joining of two families and, for women, it secured them a source of income, as they were often not allowed to work or pursue careers. However, Giddens argues that this arrangement was ‘unlikely to be conducive to sexual passion’.

In modern industrial times, Giddens suggests that the idea of ‘romantic love’ began to develop.  Romantic love involves the idea that people will be sexually attracted to one another. In theory, romantic love should be egalitarian (equal) but according to Giddens, in practice it has led to men dominating women because the lives of women  have been restricted by the patriarchal view that they should be responsible for childcare and housework

However, in modern societies until the 1970s because of the difficulty of getting a divorce and the social stigma attached to it, couples were often stuck with one another whether they were happy or not. Empty shell marriages (i.e. loveless ones) were therefore very common in modern society. 

According to Giddens, in late-modern society romantic love has been replaced by ‘confluent love’.  Giddens argues that people no longer believe in the romantic ideal of a ‘one and only’ or ‘love for forever’. Rather they believe that relationships are ‘alright for now’.  
This is because in late-modern society, people have much more choice. They are no longer compelled  by family or stigma to stay together if a relationship is not working.  People now weigh up the pros and cons of a relationship and if it continues, it is because the couple voluntarily choose to stay together compared with the past when stigma and community controls forced loveless couples to stay together in empty shell marriages. 

However, Giddens is optimistic about late-modern relationships because he believes that the greater choice available to couples has the potential to create more equality between men and women, i.e. if men want their marriages to work, they must respond more positively to what women want. 
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