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Introduction

During the past few centuries in Finland marriage has in most cases resulted in
the formation of a new family unit. Among the farming population, however, newly-
weds frequently started their married life by living with the husband’s or wife’s parents
— or in some cases even with the siblings of one of the spouses, thus extending an
already existing family unit.

The function of the family — or more narrowly put — of the married couple!
can be viewed from several angles. Traditionally one of the most important func-
tions attached to the family has been that of procreation and the raising of offspring
until the children are capable of starting a life of their own. In addition the family
is — and has been — a manifold economic unit, which, within the societal context,
has tried primarily to ensure the economic security of its own members.

The fulfilment of the above mentioned functions in a nuclear family would re-
quire the marriage to last a relatively long time. At first, it takes a considerable time
until all the children are old enough to support themselves. When we take into con-
sideration that during the past few centuries the mean age of women at the birth
of their last child was relatively high all over Europe,? it is clear that parents would
be of an advanced age, and perhaps may have died, before all their children reached
adulthood.

Secondly, economic security has been traditionally based on the fact that the father
of the family has been the main provider. In urban laboring and middle-class fami-
lies the wife used to take care of the home and the husband was the wage-earner.
In such a case the loss of the father, especially if children were still relatively young,
may have drastically affected the economic security of the surviving members of the
family. The situation did not necessarily cause an immediate economic disaster, but
surely led to a revaluation of the economic possibilities of the family and its individual
members. Even in traditional (small-scale) farming, where both man and wife usually
shared the farm work, the untimely loss of the husband undoubtedly shook the basis
of family economy.

Since the Second World War the picture sketched above has considerably changed.
The increased participation of married women in the (wage-earning) labor-force
has made them economically more independent and less vulnerable. Advancements
in the social security system have considerably improved the economic security of
both adults and children where marital dissolution is concerned. However, it would
be a great misjudgement to claim that the dissolution of a marriage no longer had
deep consequences on the lives of the family members.

! In this paper such terms as the married couple and the family are in practice used interchangeably,
although it oversimplifies the meaning of these expressions.

2 Approximately 40 years of age for women who did not die before the end of their fertile period
(see e.g. Flinn, 1981, Appendix Table 8).



61

The purpose of these general considerations is to show that in order to give a
meaningful interpretation to the demographic significance of marital dissolution in
different societal surroundings, it should be related to the family (as well as the indi-
vidual) life cycle. As it is self-evident that no marriage is indissoluble, interest should
be focused on such questions as the interval between the wedding and the dissolution
of marriage (the duration-specific approach), and the immediate cause of the disso-
lution (death of husband or wife, divorce). Also, the marriage patterns (including
remarriage) as well as birth timing within the marriage should be examined. In fact,
my long-term plans are to study both family formation and dissolution, although
this paper only presents some preliminary findings strictly limited to the latter
phenomenon.

Materials and methods

At this stage of the study I have only (with a few exceptions) made use of the
published population statistics, plus use of unpublished tables and so called working
tables (which might be thought of as »semi-finished» population statistics) produced
by the Central Statistical Office of Finland.

Up-to-date Finnish statistical materials allow a very detailed analysis of nuptial-
ity, e.g. even a construction of such multi-state (or increment-decrement) nuptiality
or marital-status (life) tables presented by Schoen and Nelson in 1974, and by using
a different approach, by Willekens et al. in 1982. From the historical point of view,
adequate opportunities to study family formation have been available since the late
19th century. However, the chances of providing a long-term perspective on marital
dissolution by utilizing official statistical data has proved to be less encouraging.

As is well-known, the collection of proper nationwide population statistics was
begun both in Sweden and Finland (an eastern part of Sweden up to 1809) in the
middle of the 18th century. Information concerning the number of marriages dis-
solved through death of one of the spouses was collected from the very beginning,
but even this scarce information was not published prior to 1859.

The Central Statistical Office of Finland started to collect and publish statistical
information concerning divorces from 1878 onwards (see OSF VI:6, 6). Except for
the grounds for divorce the only piece of information provided by the official popu-
lation statistics prior to the 1930s is in practice the yearly number of divorces. Not
only is this information scarce, but it even seems slightly to underestimate the true
number of divorces up to 1930 (Mahkonen, 1980, 11—18).

In the 1920s and 1930s information provided by population statistics concerning
the dissolution of marriages became somewhat more plentiful, but it was not until
the beginning of the 1950s that Finnish population statistics could meet the challenge
of a more ambitious examination of marital dissolution. An important amendment
in the statistics was to classify dissolved marriages according to the year of marriage
into three groups: dissolved by death of the husband, by death of the wife, and by
a divorce decree.

The scarcity of statistical materials has greatly affected the contents of this paper.
Most results presented here are from the period after the Second World War, and
only some very general data are presented from the earlier period. Thus, from a
historian’s point of view the attempts to come up with a long historical perspective
are not yet fulfilled. A more systematic approach, however, will be possible in the
future, after the sex-specific life tables (which are being constructed by the author
for 18th and 19th century Finland) are completed.?

The methods used in this paper are standard, conventional methods used in
demographic analysis. Part of the results presented here are derived from a cohort
analysis based on certain marriage cohorts from the period between 1930 and 1975.

3 For the use of life tables see e.g. Hansen (1981).
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Marital dissolution of these cohorts has been analyzed by using an ordinary double
decrement (life) table. The tables are computed by duration of marriage in single
years and they allow attrition both due to death of one of the spouses and divorce.
Both these types of withdrawal from life table populations are treated in the same
way, i.e. decrements through divorce are computed »in presense» of deaths, and vice
versa. In addition to this, attrition due to divorce has also been computed »in ab-
sense» of deaths. In the latter case the assumption is that the probability of divorce
would have been the same for those marriages which were dissolved by death as for
those marriages in which both of the spouses lived until the end of the follow-up
period. This assumption may not be totally acceptable, since it is clear that especially
during the first ten or twenty years of marriage (except during wartime) dissolutions
through death were naturally mainly found in marriages where the spouses were on
average older. It seems that the probability of divorce within these marriages was
smaller than in those marriages where the spouses had married at an early age (see
below).

Space does not permit me to give here the computed marriage dissolution tables,
or the details of other results. I shall, however, present some of the central results,
mainly in the form of graphs.®

General features of development

Rates of marital dissolution by death and divorce for the last 130 years are depicted
in Figure 1. Although the population statistics probably somewhat underestimate the
real number of divorces prior to 1930, it is clear that the role of divorces in marital
dissolution was practically non-existent up to the beginning of this century.

One might try to explain the small number of divorces by pointing out that
although divorce was legalized in Finland as early as the 16th century, after the
reformation of the Roman Catholic Church, divorces were not easily granted. Up
to 1930, when the new divorce law (a section of the marriage law) came into opera-
tion, the possible legal grounds for divorce were above all adultery and wilful deser-
tion — but not marital discord (Anttila, 1977, 9—10; Mahkonen, 1981, 1—2).

It was not, however, strict legislation per se that kept the number of divorces
small. From the 17th century onwards divorce was also granted through an exemp-
tion procedure (based on free deliberation by the deciding body%). This possibility
began to be used more and more in the early 20th century, and due to the exemption
procedure, marital discord gradually gained a significant position among the grounds
for divorce (Anttila, 1977, 10; Mahkonen, 1981, 75—77, 112—127). Also divorces
granted on legal grounds became much more common at the turn of this century
than they used to be, especially prior to the middle of the 19th century. These devel-
opments took place at the same time when Finnish society was experiencing thorough
changes due to the industrialization and urbanization process. Thus, it seems clear
that it was not legislation itself, but the societal changes (and the changing attitudes
related to this process), which primarily affected the frequency of divorces. It is also
noteworthy that already in the 1920s divorces were relatively more frequent in the
urban municipalities than in the rural areas during the 1950s and 1960s (Figure 2,

¢ In this case the divorce probabilities for each interval have also been computed by assuming that
marriages dissolved through death during the interval have been potentially subject to divorce for on average
only half of the interval.

* Double decrement nuptiality or marriage dissolution tables have been computed by several authors.
See e.g. Grabill (1945) and Saveland-Glick (1969) (first-marriage tables); Jacobson (1959) (marriage
dissolution table). These works also present the general methodological approaches to the construction
of these kinds of double decrement tables.

¢ During the Swedish period the King, during the Russian period at first the Emperor, from 1826
onwards the Senate, during the period of independence the Supreme Court (up to 1930) (Allardt, 1953,
26; Mahkonen, 1980, 29—33).
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Figure 1. Marital dissolutions by death and divorce per 1,000 married women,
Finland, 1851—1982.
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on the material collected by Sami Mahkonen.

p. 64). In fact, several authors have pointed out that the new 1930 divorce law should
be viewed as an adjustment to a development which had already taken place within
society and in the actual exercise of the law (Allardt, 1953; Anttila, 1977; Mahko-
nen, 1980).

It is clear, however, that especially in the past the number of divorces does not
totally reflect the »true» number of broken marriages. There have undoubtedly always
been marriages in which the spouses were no longer cohabiting. There is obviously
no way of finding out the number of such de facto separated spouses (judicial sepa-
ration has been possible since 1948), but one should be careful not to overestimate
their significance in the agrarian Finnish society. These separations may have become
somewhat more frequent after the beginning of industrialization, when the diversifi-
cation of economic possibilities (one possibility being emigration) and diminished
controls from the local communities made separation easier. On the other hand, it
is possible that most of these separations sooner or later resulted in a legal dissolu-
tion of the marriages.

At first glance, it might look curious that the dissolution rates by death do not
show any clear tendency to decrease from the 1870s to the late 1940s, except for cities,
where rates decline to a slightly lower level at the turn of this century. Partly this
constant development is due to the fact that in Finland the average adult mortality
did not exhibit any considerable changes between the 1870s and the mid-1940s. On
the other hand, one must bear in mind that the rates used are crude in the sense that
they are liable to changes in the age composition of the married population. Starting
at the turn of this century the proportion of married people considerably decreased,
especially in the rural areas (see Pitkdnen, 1981), and this led simultaneously to the
ageing of the married population (OSF VI, Statistics on censuses 1880—1940).
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Figure 2. Marital dissolution by death and divorce per 1,000 married women,
Finland, urban and rural municipalities, 1851—1982.
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Sources: OSF VI, Vital statistics 1865—1981 (series A), Statistics on censuses from 1865 to 1970, and
unpublished tables in 1974—79 and 1982; Hultin 1924; deanary level population change tables
in the Central Statistical Office 1851—1877; Divorce rates for 1851—1889 are based on the
material collected by Sami Mahkonen.

In the late 1940s and early 1950s adult mortality, especially mortality of young
adults began to decline rapidly. In addition nuptiality increased after the Second World
War resulting in a younger married population. The fast decline in the dissolution
rates by death starting in the late 1940s is due to both of these factors. After this
rapid change the married population started to grow older again and dissolution rates
by death have remained nearly constant since the 1950s. Divorce rates, however, have
increased considerably since the late 1960s, and the contribution of divorces to the
total of marital dissolutions is greater than ever before. Divorce accounted for 0.2—0.7
percent of marital dissolutions between the 1850s and the 1880s, whereas the cor-
responding proportion was 4.0 % in the 1920s, 18.3 % in the 1950s, and 32.8 %
in the 1970s. At the moment the annual total dissolution rates are almost as high
as at the turn of the century.

Rural-urban differentials are, however, considerable. Especially since the 1920s
the contribution of divorces to the total of marital dissolutions has been significantly
larger in urban than in rural municipalities. In the 1970s the proportion of divorces
in marital dissolutions was 41.8 percent in urban areas, and only 19.0 % in rural
areas. These differentials are to some extent due to the differences in the age compo-
sition of the married population. Since the early 20th century the mean age of the
married population has been clearly lower in urban than in rural areas, and this has
been the main reason for differences in the dissolution rates by death. The same factor
has also contributed to the higher dissolution rates by divorce in the cities, but only
to a small extent. Table 1 presents a comparison of the »modified crude» and age-
standardized divorce rates. The indexes clearly show that the divorce rates are still
today considerably higher in urban areas, even according to the standardized rates.

In addition, the comparison reveals that due to the changes in the age composi-
tion of the married population the crude rates somewhat underestimate the growing
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Table 1. Comparison of the modified crude and age-standardized divorce rates,
Finland, urban and rural municipalities (married female population).

Urban municipalities Rural municipalities
1950—51 = 100 1950—51 = 100 Urban municipal.
= 100
Years Crude Standard. Crude Standard. Crude Standard.
1950—51 100 100 100 100 36 38
1970—71 118 122 130 143 40 44
1980—81 144 161 204 239 51 56

Sources: OSF VI, Vital statistics (series A), Statistics on censuses, and unpublished tables for 1979—81.

Note: The modified crude divorce rate is the number of divorced women per 1,000 married women.
The standardized rates have been computed by using the 1950 married female population of
Finland as the standard.

significance of divorces. Thus, at the moment divorces are common, and not only
when compared with the number of dissolutions by death. The total divorce rate for
1980—81 (for women aged 15—69) was as high as 27 per 100 women. Thus, if these
age-specific rates prevailed, about one quarter of the women who were of the ages
mentioned would experience a divorce. For urban areas the corresponding rate was
32 %.7

In a divorce both of the spouses, in a sense, are in an equal position — they both
survive. However, when a marriage dissolves because of death, this of course is not
true. Figure 3 (p. 66) shows the sex-specific dissolution rates by death.

During the latter half of the 19th century the sex-specific differences in marital
dissolution by death were not particularly large. In 44 cases out of a hundred the
deceased spouse was the wife. This difference is understandable since the median
age at marriage was somewhat higher for males and the life expectancy of the adult
male population was slightly lower.*

Since the early 20th century a larger and larger proportion of widowed persons
have been females. In the 1970s their proportion was 74 percent, compared with less
than 60 % in the late 19th century or 61 % in the 1920s. This development seems
to be almost exclusively due to the increased male excess mortality, since no con-
siderable changes in the age difference between newly-weds have taken place.’

Age and marital dissolutions

We have seen that the increased number of divorces has to a considerable extent
counterbalanced the decline in the dissolution rates by death. The counterbalancing
effect is not, however, limited to the numbers of dissolutions. Since it is known that
divorces are concentrated in the younger age groups of the married population, it
is plausible that the increase in divorce rates has reduced the favourable effect of
declining mortality among the marriages of young adults. In order to give a general
view of this change age-specific divorce and death rates for the married population

7 The total divorce rate (TDR) is analogous to the total fertility rate, and the age-specific divorce
rates have been added up without weighting. The total population not the married population has been
used as denominators of the ages in question (see Shryock-Siegel, 1980, Vol. 2, 573). It should also be
noticed that the TDRs presented here include divorces of all orders. However, it is not very likely that
a very considerable proportion of the population would have several divorces.

8 E.g. in 1881—91 life expectancy at the age of 20 was 41.5 years for males and 43.3 years for
females (OSF VI: 33).

9 E.g. in 1971—75 life expectancy at the age of 20 was 48.4 years for males and 56.4 years for
females (Statistical Yearbook of Finland 1982).

5
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Figure 3. Sex-specific marital dissolution rates by death per 1,000 married

women, Finland, 1851—1982.
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Note: The numbers of married men and married women differ somewhat in the statistics. The differ-
ences, however, are so small that the rates for both sexes have been computed by using the

numbers of married women.

Figure 4. Age-specific death and divorce rates for the married female popula-

tion, Finland, 1936—40 and 1980—381, five-year age groups.

¢ 83 83
§ 199640 g ] 1980-61
81 8
& L
C 7 § ]
¥ o]
-s-' .-3-
= o 23
gs: o8
2 .
3 Total 1
z 3 Total
Deaths Divorce
Divorce Deaths
K. /—-—_\‘ i
T L L L) 1 | I 1 ! 1 T 1 1 T 1 T T T LA 1
16 20 25 30 % 40 46 G0 6 6 6 W T 6 20 25 30 3 40 46 ©0 66 & 10
Age Age

Sources: OSF VI, Vital statistics (series A), Statistics on censuses (1930 and 1940).




67

have been computed. These rates have been depicted in Figure 4 for two periods.
Only rates for the female population have been presented here.

Especially if one takes into account the fact that marriages were also dissolved
through the death of the husband it is obvious that prior to the Second World War
marital dissolutions by death played a much more important role than divorces, even
among young couples. At the turn of the 1980s the situation was exactly the opposite.
Although mortality among young adults is very low at the moment, it is plausible
that for young couples marital dissolution is nowadays approximately as common
as it was prior to the great mortality decline which started in the late 1940s. However,
today, it is more common for both of the spouses to survive and remarry in cases
of marital dissolution.

The cohort approach

The cohort analysis of marital dissolution includes eleven marriage cohorts. In
addition to analyzing marriages contracted every fifth year during the period
1930—1975, the marriage cohort of 1942 has also been included in the analysis.'”
The 1942 cohort is of special interest, since as early as 1951 Tunkelo pointed out
that even among so-called wartime marriages divorce rates were exceptionally high
for this marriage cohort.

There is one obvious problem, when marital dissolution is compared among
different marriage cohorts. Differences in the duration-specific rates may reflect not
only »real time-specific» changes but also changes in the age composition of the newly-
weds. As far as the cohorts studied are concerned this is not merely a theoretical
problem, as can be seen from the following classification of brides by age at marriage
(figures are given in percentages):'!

Age group

Marriage less than 20—29 30—39 40+ Total
cohort 20 years

1930 12.0 67.6 14.5 59 100
1935 9.7 69.3 15.8 5.2 100
1940 10.3 64.2 19.3 6.3 100
1942 10.3 63.4 19.7 6.7 100
1945 10.2 64.3 18.9 6.6 100
1950 15.3 62.7 14.4 7.6 100
1955 18.5 63.3 11.3 6.9 100
1960 20.9 62.7 10.2 6.2 100
1965 29.4 S1.5 7.8 5.3 100
1970 21.8 67.0 6.6 4.6 100
1975 18.0 70.7 3 39 100

The general trend visible in the figures is that the mean age at marriage has
declined. Considering a comparison of cohorts this means that in the older cohorts
dissolutions by death are probably emphasized at the expense of divorces. The opposite
holds true for the younger cohorts (the trend was similar concerning the age of
bridegrooms, t00).

10 Marital dissolutions by death and divorce according to duration of marriage have been published
in the official population statistics since 1952. For the earlier period, data concerning divorces have been
partly obtained from Tunkelo (1951), partly from the working tables of the Central Statistical Office.
For some years the number of divorces had to be calculated from the lists of divorces sent by the Courts
of Justice to the Central Statistical Office. The number of deaths had to be estimated for the period prior
to 1952, but the method of estimation is too complicated to be presented here. Unfortunately, it has not
been possible to take into account decrements due to emigration.

11 OSF, Vital statistics (series A).
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As was to be expected, cohort analysis revealed the decreasing significance of death
and the increasing significance of divorce in marital dissolution (Figure 5). At the
end of each yearly duration the contribution of deaths to total marital dissolution
is significantly larger for older (1930—1942) than for younger cohorts. Although the
significance of divorce considerably increased for the youngest cohorts (1960—1970
in Figure 5) the proportion of total marital dissolutions has remained much smaller
at each duration compared with the older cohorts.

Figure 5. Proportion of dissolved marriages by death and divorce at the end
of certain durations, Finland, ten marriage cohorts (1930—1970).
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The fact that the older cohorts have married on average at a more advanced age,
is undoubtedly one reason for the large differences regarding the role of mortality
in marital dissolutions. Much more significant, however, is the war. All the older
cohorts lived through the Second World War with high marital dissolution rates by
death. Thus, if one wishes to find out the differences between older »normal» and
modern times, the cohorts are not comparable. Besides, since one cannot follow the
younger cohorts for any considerable period of time, a question arises, should one
examine synthetic cohorts rather than real cohorts, i.e. use more easily accessible
period data. In this way one could study marital dissolution under »normal» condi-
tions at different times.

However, it must be emphasized that not very many marriage cohorts have
experienced only so called normal times during the past centuries. In the past the
norm was rather that marriage cohorts were often affected by more or less severe
demographic crises.

Divorce rates by cohort

For my final object of analysis I would like to draw attention to the duration-
specific divorce rates. These rates for the eleven cohorts have been depicted in Figure
6. The shape of the curves differs considerably from one cohort to another, and

Figure 6. Divorce rates per 1,000 marriages existing at the beginning of each
duration, Finland, eleven marriage cohorts (1930—1975).
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especially the peak periods of divorces take place at different durations. This
phenomenon would require further investigation, but the fluctuations in the divorce
rates would seem to imply that certain time-periods have had a considerable effect
on the behavior of the different cohorts. As we have seen (Figures 1 and 2) there
have been two major peak periods in the number of divorces, the first in the middle
of the 1940s, the other in the 1970s (it is still going on). Those marriages contracted
either simultaneously with, or just prior to the peak periods show the highest figures
for the duration-specific divorce rates. But, the effect of these periods can be clearly
seen in other cohorts, too. For example, the 1930 and 1935 cohorts show the highest
values in the middle of the 1940s. In a same way, although not quite so clearly, a
rise in the divorce rates is visible for the 1950, 1955, and 1960 cohorts when these
marriages enter the 1970s.

Thus, the marriages contracted during the Second World War or in the 1970s
have no monopoly on the high divorce rates, although their contribution to the rise
in divorce has been considerable. Although it is plausible that there is some kind
of a typical divorce schedule for the marriage cohorts (relatively rapid increase during
the first 3—8 years of marriage, after that a slow decline), certain periods in societal
development may considerably change it.

It is also noteworthy that although certain cohorts have experienced extremely
high divorce rates during the first years of marriage, these marriages were also equally
likely to end in divorce during the latter years of the period studied when compared
with the preceding (or following) cohort(s) with less dramatic beginning. Similar kind
of results were also obtained when some of the marriage cohorts examined were clas-
sified according to the age of bride. Marriages in which women were wed before the
age of 20, were much more likely to be dissolved in the early years of marriage. The
greater fragility of these marriages also prevailed during the latter years of the studied
yearly durations.

Concluding remarks

In this paper some preliminary results concerning marital dissolution in Finland
have been presented. The general trends discussed above were far from surprising.
In the long run the stability of marriages has not increased to such an extent as one
might expect considering the decline in mortality alone. Divorces have started to play
a more significant role in marital dissolutions, and since this kind of marital disrup-
tion is more likely to occur in the first or second decade of marital life not even the
stability of young marriages has increased to any considerable extent. These conclu-
sions, however, are acceptable only if in the first place we do not take into consider-
ation the frequent population crises experienced by the older generations. In addi-
tion, this statement would require that the divorce rates should also prevail in the
future at the same high level that was reached by the turn of the 1970s. Although
it has been suggested that the tide of divorce would turn when the »problem» baby-
boom cohorts passed the »problem ages» for divorce (see e.g. Carlson, 1979,
533—534), there are as yet no clear indications that such a change is taking place
in Finland.
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