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SO 326: POPULATION AND SOCIAL CHANGE (Richard Lampard)

Handout for the Week 5 Lecture: Historical Patterns of Nuptiality and Population Change
1. The “Western European Marriage Pattern” and its significance

Anderson (1988) refers to Hajnal’s observation that in late 19th Century Western Europe late marriage and high rates of celibacy existed relative to the rest of the world (see also Journal of Family History articles, including Alter’s paper (1991: key reading)). This was arguably a reflection of a long-standing (and fundamental) cultural pattern, wherein it was required that newly-weds were economically self-sufficient, and as a consequence (especially in an agrarian society) late marriage and a high percentage never marrying were the norm. This can be regarded as a ‘preventive’ check on population growth/size; Malthus distinguished between this kind of check, and a ‘positive’ check (via mortality).

Tranter (1985) considers the role of nuptiality in determining fertility rates, distinguishing between:

· The proportion ever married

· Age at marriage

According to Wrigley and Schofield (1981) these two components of nuptiality constituted the principal determinants of demographic trends during the 18th Century and the first half of the 19th Century (and maybe for even longer).

[Note that there are problems with the parish register data used by Wrigley and Schofield and inconsistencies within their reconstitutions of fertility and nuptiality rates, but that these problems are (probably!) not fatal (Anderson 1988: 51)].

2. Trends in nuptiality from the 17th Century to the 19th Century

Mean age at marriage declined for a 150 year period between (approximately) 1675 and 1825, with the decline being particularly marked in the second half of the period (i.e. after 1750) (See table from Wrigley and Schofield on handout). It then rose again to an extent as the 19th Century progressed. Anderson quotes figures of 26.8 for the 1640 cohort and 23.8 for the 1790 cohort (these figures are for female birth cohorts).

Wrigley and Schofield note that changes in age at marriage account for 50% of the increase in the Gross Reproduction Rates during this period, and that these changes were wholly responsible for the increases in fertility rates during the second half of the period (approximately 1750-1825), since married women were not having more children and the proportion of people marrying was relatively stable during this latter part of the period. (Note the need to consider the possibility of illegitimate fertility).

Reconstitution data for various locations in England show similar trends:
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Note that celibacy rates tended to be positively correlated with age at marriage (Wrigley and Schofield). However, as noted by Anderson (using Wrigley and Schofield’s data) the percentage never marrying dropped from about 25% in 1650 to about 5% in 1750 but recovered to around 10% in 1850. (See the figure from Wrigley and Schofield on the handout).

Wrigley (1987) uses nuptiality to solve what he describes as “a population conundrum”, i.e. the rapid growth of the English population from 7.74 million in 1791 to 13.28 million in 1831. This could in theory have been due either to fertility increase or mortality decline, and he notes that fertility was more than twice as important as mortality in this context. Given a low level of illegitimate fertility, the fertility increase could in theory have reflected either increased marital fertility or greater levels of nuptiality, and given the lack of evidence of change in the former he concludes that population growth largely reflected increased fertility which in turn was a consequence of earlier and more universal marriage.

Anderson suggests that marriage patterns accelerated population growth in the 18th Century and conversely slowed population growth at the stage in the 19th Century by which age at marriage and celibacy rates had both increased somewhat. In other parts of Europe different patterns occurred, but these patterns consistently demonstrate the importance of age at marriage, and of the percentage remaining celibate.

3. Factors leading to early marriage

Factors potentially leading to early marriage include, according to Tranter:

(i) A decline in apprenticeship/living in forms of employment (also, possibly, a shift away from domestic service)

(ii) Shift towards occupations with high rates of nuptiality (reflecting high wages and economic security)

(iii) Proletarianization/urbanization

However, in relation to (ii) and (iii), if occupational opportunities for women are increased the attraction of marriage may be reduced, and the link between employment and marriage behaviour may be overstated. Conversely, the contribution of female employment to family income might have led to earlier marriage. (As it can be seen, the relationship between employment patterns and nuptiality is a complex one).

Wrigley notes that the expense of creating new households means that long-term variations in economic conditions are of significance. He rejects proletarianization as an explanatory factor on the basis of the early 19th Century when proletarianization was increasing but nuptiality decreased, though he acknowledges that proletarianization and proto-industrialization# may have accentuated the trends at other times. (Note: the key aspect of proletarianization and proto-industrialization is this context is probably wage labour).

4. Nuptiality as a regulator of population size

Three stages: pre-1750; 1750-1870; 1870 onwards

Wrigley views nuptiality as having been a regulator of population size for several centuries up until the late 18th Century (see the diagram from Wrigley and Schofield on the handout), and suggest that the relationship broke down when increased productivity broke the link between population growth and food prices. The relationship between income and nuptiality/fertility persisted until about 1870, when it disappeared. Wrigley and Schofield note that there are similarities between patterns of income/marriage rates/fertility rates until 1870, after which income rose (and contraceptive usage/potential increased), but marriage rates decreased.

Goldstone (1986: key reading) suggests (using Wrigley and Schofield’s data) that until 1750 population growth was restricted by a cyclical relationship between income/prices, nuptiality and fertility, and that a “preventive check homeostatic equilibrium” existed (see the handout for a definition of the term homeostatic regime). He sees the proportion marrying as the regulating mechanism at this stage, with age at marriage remaining consistently high. He suggests that after 1750 increased productivity (supporting income levels) plus the “increasing availability of steady employment for proletarianized workers produced by the industrial revolution” (reducing age at marriage) broke the loop, i.e. the ‘preventive check’ mechanism was removed.

In response to Goldstone, Schofield (in Walter and Schofield, 1989) suggests that the preventive check was only temporarily disabled in the 18th Century due to transitory changes in the economic structure and a flexible welfare support system.

Tranter (1973) notes that the percentage of the population ever marrying decreased between 1871 and 1911 and that a trend towards later ages at marriage contributed to the fertility decline. Conversely, he notes that the post-World War II upturn in fertility was also determined in part by increased nuptiality. However, during the period in between, nuptiality trends were upwards in the 1920s and 1930s whereas fertility trends were still downwards.

Tranter notes that we need to look at the pace and character of economic growth to understand its relationship to the popularity of marriage. Pressures corresponding to ‘secondary wants’ (perhaps tied to the growth of consumerism?) can act as a reason to postpone marriage. In the late 19th Century the economic rewards of an industrialising society were counterbalanced by a fear of economic depression, leading to prudential attitudes towards marriage. After World War I those in work had a good material basis on which to marry, and more effective contraception meant that there was less threat/risk of a (large) family, hence the trend towards marriage. (In addition, in the late 19th Century high rates of young adult male out-migration imposed a ‘marriage squeeze’ on women, whereas in the 1920s and 1930s the sex ratio was more balanced due to less out-migration. This neatly illustrates the way in which nuptiality can be affected by demographic as well as economic factors).       

#: “Proto-industrialization: Preliminary shift away from agricultural economy in Europe; workers become full- or part-time producers of textile and metal products, working at home but in a capitalist system in which materials, work orders, and ultimate sales depended on urban merchants; prelude to Industrial Revolution.”
Definition from: Stearns, P., Adas, M., Schwartz, S. and Gilbert, M. 2000. World Civilizations: The Global Experience. Upper Saddle River, NJ: Pearson Education. [In online glossary].
