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The divorce rate is a statistical estim ation o f  m arriage breakdow n in society. In 
Estonia, as a rule, it has been calculated from  the num ber o f  marriages contracted  
the sam e year. M ore rarely a calculation concerning the entire population is used.

The num ber o f  divorces is the num ber o f  divorces registered at the Registrar’ s 
O ffices. I f  a couple has no children or no disagreements to resolve, they are divorced  
there and their divorce is registered autom atically. I f  a couple does have children  
a n d /o r  m utual disagreements, they have to go through a court process. O n ly  after 
the registration o f  the divorce in the Registrar’ s O ffice  is a marriage legally dissolved  
and both ex-spouses have the right to remarry. M an y  spouses w ho have gone through  
the divorce process in a court and resolved their disagreement do  not register their 
divorce im m ediately. In these cases their divorce will be included in the divorce statis­
tics o f  the year it is registered. Som e people, w ho have no intentions or plans for  
rem arrying, never register their divorce. In a situation like this, the divorce never 
reaches the divorce statistics.

Thus, the divorce rate o f  a certain year is an approxim ate indicator o f  marriage 
breakdow n. This num ber does not include all the people w ho were divorced in the 
courts; it does not include persons w ho have separated and w hose m arriage has actu­
ally ended.

The aim  o f  this article is to present divorce data for Estonia and to analyze the 
social processes and factors influencing marriage breakdown. This article m ainly con­
centrates on the year 1988, when 5 ,9 24  divorces were registered in the municipal Regis­
trar’ s O ffices o f  E stonia.

The statistical data used com es from  the Estonian Republican Registrar’ s Depart­
m ent, from  Civil Censuses and from  various collections o f  statistical data. U n fo r­
tunately our state statistics has been quite superficial. W ith ou t m ore detailed investi­
gations we cannot draw deep conclusions about people w ho are getting divorced.

M arriages, divorces and remarriages

Divorce as a social problem  in Estonian society gained in im portance starting in 
the sixties, when a rapid increase in the divorce rate was noted.

From  the sixties the num ber o f  divorces form ed about one third o f  all marriages 
contracted the sam e year. The rapid increase in the divorce rate reached its peak in 
1984, when the num ber o f  divorces form ed already about o n e -h a lf o f  the num ber 
o f  marriages contracted this year. During the last three years the divorce rate has 
stabilized at quite a high level, or at 4 5 — 4 7 %  (T able 1).

The increase in the num ber o f  remarriages has been higher than the rise in the 
divorce rate. Remarriages are a typical urban ph enom enon. For exam ple, in Tallinn, 
the capital o f  the Estonian R epublic, 5 8 .5 %  o f  all m arriages in 1988 were first m ar-
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T a b l e  1. M arriages, divorces and remarriages in Estonia.

Y e a r M a rr ia g e s D iv o r c e s D iv o r c e s R e m a rria g e

p e r  100 p e r 1 0 0 0 ra te

m a rria g e s in h a b ita n ts

1940 10,1 82 11.6

1950 1 0,4 56 1 6.4 9 .5

1960 1 2 ,1 4 6 2 0 .9 13.5

1970 12,3 73 3 5 .4 3 .2 16.5

1975 12,443 3 8 .9 2 0 .0

1980 1 2 ,9 6 4 4 7 .3 4.1 2 1 .3

1984 1 2 ,5 3 0 4 9 .4

1985 12,861 4 7.1 3 .9 2 5 .7

1988 12,973 4 5 .7 3 .8 2 8 .9

T a b l e  2 . Births in E stonia.

Y e a r N u m b e r  o f  b irth s %  o f  i lle g it im a te  b ir th s

A l l U r b a n R u r a l A l l  U r b a n R u r a l

areas areas areas areas

1980 4 ,0 5 7 2 ,1 5 6 1,901 18.3  1 3 .9 2 8 .5

1985 4 ,8 9 7 2 ,8 0 8 2,09 1 2 0 .7  16.8 3 0 .0

1986 5 ,2 9 3 3 ,0 0 3 2 ,2 9 0 2 2 .0  17.7 32.1

1988 5 ,7 8 8 3 ,3 4 2 2 ,4 4 6 2 3 .1  1 9 .2 32.1

1989 6 ,1 2 3 3 ,4 7 9 2 ,6 4 4 2 5 .2  21.1 3 4 .0

riages, but in a rural area, for exam ple in the V o ru  district, this percentage was 7 5 .2 ,  
on the island H iium aa even 7 9 .1 % .

The remarriage rate is high in regions where the divorce rate is high. It is a reflec­
tion o f  the m ore liberal social attitude toward the remarriage o f  the divorced and 
w idow ed.

W h en  taking into account the fact that the num ber o f  first marriages is decreas­
ing (Vikat 1989), one can conclude that divorce as a m eans o f  legal regulation o f  
o n e ’ s marital status does not m ean the breakdow n o f  m arriage as a social institution  
but that the choice o f  spouse has failed.

The declining num ber o f  first marriages refers to the increase in the frequency  
o f  cohabitation . C ohabitation  as an alternative to marriage or as a preparation peri­
od for o n e ’ s m arriage (trial marriage) has not been investigated in Estonia. The only  
approxim ate way to estim ate the gaining im portance o f  cohabitation in Estonian so ­
ciety is m aking an assessment with the help o f  data about births (T able 2).

Table 2 show s that for the last ten years the rate o f  illegitimate births has been 
com paratively high in E ston ia , and it has increased about 5 %  during this period. 
T he illegitimate birth rate in the countryside is notably higher than in the cities. This 
big difference is due to m ore widespread cohabitation and to the higher num ber o f  
single people in the countryside because o f  an unfavorable dem ographic situation.

C oh abitation  is m ore widespread am ong Estonians than or her nationalities in 
E stonia . 3 6 %  o f  first children o f  Estonians were illegitimate in 1987; 3 8 %  had their 
first child during the first 7 m onths o f  m arriage. H ence, 7 4 %  o f  first children were 
conceived out o f  w edlock (Katus 1990).

The conclusion can be drawn here that behind the apparent stabilization o f  the 
divorce rate, an increasing variability in fam ily  form ation  is taking place.
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The divorce rate varies a great deal within E stonia. A s  a rule, it is higher in urban  
areas and lower in rural areas; it is higher in regions with high im m igration rates 
(especially in the northeastern industrial region) and the lowest in the Estonian is­
lands and other old Estonian areas with a low  im m igration and industrialization lev­
el (Figure 1).

The highly industrialized areas are the result o f  the all-union ideology o f  binding  
all the Soviet republics together econom ically. For this aim  large enterprises have 
been established in Estonia needing m uch labor force —  for building them  and w ork­
ing there afterwards. Thus these enterprises have been great instigators o f  migration  
for E stonia. A s  a result, the share o f  non-Estonians increased from  2 5 .4 %  in 1959  
to 4 8 .5  in 1989 (Katus 1990).

Variations in the divorce rate

Length o f  marriages

The form al length o f  marriage is the time between two registrations: o f  marriage 
and divorce in the Registrar’ s O ffic e . In spite o f  quite approxim ate data about the 
breakdown o f  m arriages, we can estimate their duration.

Table 3 ja  Figure 2 dem onstrate that the first four years o f  marriage are the m ost 
dangerous for the stability o f  the m arriage. A ccording to the data for 1988, 3 2 .4 %  
o f  marriages ending in divorce in cities and 2 9 .6 %  in the countryside lasted about 
four years. A b ou t one fourth o f  the marriages ending in divorce had lasted 5— 9 years. 
5 9 .2 %  o f  the divorced in the cities and 5 5 .4 %  o f  those in the countryside were not 
able to celebrate the tenth anniversary o f  their m arriage.

The high percentage o f  the divorced whose m arriage lasted about 4  years points 
to weaknesses in our society; it hints o f  insufficient family education and fam ily coun­
seling, but it also reflects the econom ical difficulties that the young couple has to meet.

Fam ily education has been provided only during the last ten years to the pupils 
in the last tw o grades o f  secondary school, and not in all schools. The problem  is

F ig u r e  1. The variations in divorce rate in Estonia in 1988.
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Table 3. Length o f marriages ending in divorce in 1988.

Y e a rs U r b a n  areas R u r a l  areas

N u m b e r % C u m u la t iv e  % N u m b e r % C u m u la t iv e  %

< 1 172 3.1 3.1 11 2 .8 2 .8

1 358 6 .5 9 .6 17 4 .3 7.1

2 433 7 .8 17.4 38 9 .5 16.6

3 431 7 .8 2 5 .2 28 7 .0 2 3 .6

4 398 7 .2 3 2 .4 24 6 .0 2 9 .6

5 - 9 1,483 2 6 .8 5 9 .2 103 2 5 .8 5 5 .4

10— 14 9 1 6 1 6.6 7 5 .8 80 20.1 7 5 .5

15— 19 6 0 0 1 0.9 8 6 .7 48 1 2.0 8 7 .5

2 0  < 7 3 4 13.3 1 0 0 .0 50 12.5 1 0 0 .0

A l l 5 ,5 2 5 3 99

F ig u r e  2 . Length o f  m arriages divorced in 1988. 

Percent

L e n g t h  o f  m a rr ia g e

the lack o f  special teachers. Som e fam ily counseling has been available during the 
same period, but we lack a family counseling and psychological service system covering 

all o f  Estonia.
In Estonia fam ilies with sm all children and with m any children live in quite bad 

econom ical conditions. A ccord ing to data from  a study m ade by the Fam ily L abora­
tory o f  Tartu University, only 1 4 %  o f  the people included in the study have an aver­
age incom e per fam ily m em ber greater than 125 roubles, which is supposed to be 
the official standard o f  living, 1 5 %  o f  fam ilies live on an incom e under the poverty  
level, i.e . 50 roubles per fam ily m em ber (Trum m  1990). W e  have no fresh data about
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the changed econom ical situation o f  fam ilies after the price increase, regulation o f  
salaries and the new subsidy system inaugurated in O ctober— N ovem ber 1990.

Before 1989 m aternity leave lasted only 1.5 years and after that a m other had 
to go back to work and m ost children attended preschool childcare institutions. The  
frequent illnesses o f  children depressed the whole fam ily atm osphere. Starting in 1989 
maternity leave was lengthened to three years and from  the autumn o f  1990 the mother 
has been entitled to an allowance during the entire leave, although unfortunately a 
very low  one (see also Tiit 1990a).

The average length o f  marriage in towns was 6 .6  years and in rural areas 7 .5  years 
in 1988. In the country divorces occur less rapidly than in tow ns.

C om pared to urban areas Estonian rural areas have preserved m ore social con ­
trol over the people and neighborhood relations, which supports fam ily  stability. In 
rural areas, people m ore often have their ow n households, dom estic anim als and al­
lotm ent gardens, all o f  which create com m on  tasks and responsibilities and do  not 
allow  the couple to alienate themselves psychologically from  one another. The rural 
way o f  life creates m ore barriers to  the breaking up o f  marriage.

U nfortunately , now adays Estonia is a highly urbanized country. In 1989 the ur­
ban population m ade up 7 1 .6 %  o f  the whole population (Figure 3). A  rem arkable  
increase in the density o f  the population (Table 4) influences the relationships between 
people.

F i g u r e  3. U rbanization in Estonia (D ata o f  censuses).

Percent

* Estimate
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Table 4. Urbanization in Estonia (data census).

Y e a r W h o le  p o p u la t io n P e rc e n ta g e  o f  p o p u la t io n D e n s ity

in  th o u s a n d s U r b a n  areas R u r a l areas p e r sq u a re  k m

1897 975 16.1 8 3 .9 2 1 .6

1922 1 ,04 4.1 2 8 .5 7 1 .5 23.1

1934 1 ,0 6 1 .3 3 2 .3 6 7 .7 2 3 .5

1959 1 ,1 9 6 .8 5 6 .4 4 3 .6 2 6 .5

1970 1 ,3 5 6 .1 6 5 .0 3 5 .0 3 0 .0

1979 1 ,4 6 5 .8 6 9 .7 3 0 .3 3 2 .5

1989 1 ,5 7 2 .9 7 1 .6 2 8 .4 3 4 .9

1990* 1 ,5 8 2 .8 7 1 .6 2 8 .4 35.1

* —  e stim a te

In accordance with Soviet ideology, the aim  was to elim inate differences between  
urban and rural areas. For this reason m any sm all villages lost their inhabitants or 
only elderly people stayed there; the population m oved to tow ns, tow n-like boroughs 
and the centers o f  collective and state farm s. A  tow n-like lifestyle in the centers o f  
the collective and state farm s has led to som e undesirable features o f  urbanized soci­
ety. Here these features becam e dam aging: the possibility to hurt another person is 
m uch higher in a rural area because people know  each other and their problem s too  

well.
L ife in tow ns and cities creates personalities without roots. A b o u t one fifth  o f  

the Estonian people live in their ow n houses, the m ost com m on  dwelling is a flat 
rented from  the state or an organization. A  flat is not regarded as a h om e, but only  
as a place to live in. L ife flow s with hopes o f  m oving into a m ore spacious flat. There­
fore, fam ilies in towns in their rented flats have little to do  with each other. Here 
lies hidden a lack in creating m utual responsibility and com m on  tasks.

In towns people have m any social contacts: m any acquaintances but few friends. 
Individualization and alienation processes invade the m arriage relationships m ore  
easily here because all fam ily m em bers have little time to be together. They even have 
different areas o f  interaction with their friends and acquaintances. T h e ground for  
psychological withdrawal o f  the spouses is evident.

The m arriage order o f  divorced

A m o n g  all people w ho were married in 1988, 2 8 .7 %  o f  the m en and 2 8 .5 %  o f  
the w om en were rem arrying. The sam e year 2 7 .6 %  o f  the men and 3 0 .2 %  o f  the 
w om en am ong all the divorced had been remarried. W e  m ay conclude that first m ar­
riages and remarriages do  not differ notably in stability: remarriages break up with 
the sam e probability as the first marriages.

The duration o f  remarriages which have been dissolved differs significally from  
that o f  first marriages ending in divorce (Table 5). For remarriages the first two years 
o f  m arriage are the m ost dangerous. During the first tw o years about 1 5 %  o f  first 
marriages are dissolved, but nearly one-third o f  the remarried were not able to cele­
brate their third anniversary. A lm ost three-fourths o f  all those who remarried in 1988 
had been divorced during their first four years o f  life together.

The average length o f  the first marriages dissolved in 1988 was 7 .6  years for men  
ja  7 .0  years for w om en; the average length o f  remarriages was 5 years for both sexes. 
In com parison with the data for 1975, the length o f  marriages that ended in divorce 

had decreased about 1.5 years.
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The fact that dissolved remarriages are shorter results from  the special features 
o f  remarriages. People w ho remarry have problem s different from  those o f  their first 
marriage: there are problem s connected with the previous m arriage, ex-spouse, chil­
dren, etc. Rem arrying people are, as a rule, older than people who marry for the 
first tim e. They have their own previous experiences o f  being married that influence  
the remarital relationship. Som e previously divorced people have personality features 
not suitable for marital life. A n d  finally, previously divorced people have experienced 
the break up o f  their marriage which decreases their subjective barrier toward divorce.

The national hom ogeneity o f  the divorced

In Estonia the tw o m ajor national groups are Estonians and Russians, with E sto ­
nians form ing the original nation. In the course o f  increase in national heterogenei­
ty, nationally heterogeneous marriages have becom e m ore frequent. H ow ever, it is 
worth m entioning that national hom ogeneity has remained at quite a high level. In 
1988 7 6 .7 %  o f  all marriages concluded were nationally hom ogeneous (Table 6). 
The national hom ogeneity o f  Estonians was 8 4 % , o f  Russians 5 7 % . Russians form  
m ixed marriages with Estonians m ore often  than Estonians with Russians.

The next preferred nationality for Estonians was the Finns. In 1988 171 marri­
ages were contracted where one o f  the spouses was a Finn.

A n  increase in nationally m ixed marriages o f  Estonians and Finns and, at the 
same tim e a decrease in marriages between Estonians and Russians is to be expected.

A m o n g  the divorced the national hom ogeneity o f  the tw o m ajor national groups 
is higher than am ong those married during the sam e year.

Children

The children in a m arriage are a painful problem  for m any couples intending to 
divorce. A ccord in g to our data a surprisingly high percentage o f  the divorced had 
no children —  4 0 .9 %  o f  the divorced in the urban areas and 4 3 .9 %  in the rural areas.

T a b l e  5. The length o f  marriages dissolved in 1988 ( % ) .

L e n g t h  o f D is s o lv e d  1st m a rr ia g e D is s o lv e d re m a rria g e
m a rria g e M e n W o m e n M e n W o m e n

(y e a rs ) % % % %

< 1 2 .4 2 .2 7 .2 6 .9

1 5 .0 5 .3 1 3.0 12.3
2 7 .4 7 .2 11.2 1 2.0

3 7 .6 7 .2 9 .6 10.2
4 7 .0 7 .3 7 .4 7 .4

5 - 9 2 5 .7 27.1 2 7 .4 2 6 .3
10— 14 1 7.4 1 7 .0 13.5 1 3.7

15— 19 12.1 1 1.7 5 .9 6 .3

2 0  < 1 5.4 14.9 4 .8 4 .9

100 100 100 100

A v e r a g e  le n g th

o f  m a rr ia g e  

N  —  5 ,9 2 4  d iv o rc e s

7 .6 7 .0 5 .0 5 .0
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Table  6. National homogeneity o f  the divorced in 1988.

N a t io n a lit y

M e n

2,670
2,466

A l l

W o m e n

2,705
2,550

S p o u se s  o f  th e  sa m e  n a t io n a lity  

M e n ( % )  W o m e n ( % )

E s to n ia n

R u s s ia n

88.8
76.7

87.7
74.2

T a b l e  7 . W o m e n ’ s labor participation ( % ) .

Y e a r

"It
1940
35

1960
50

1970
53

1975
54

1980
54

1985
55

1987
54

1 9 .4 %  o f  divorces confirm ed in the Registrar’ s O ffices (couples without children) 
and another 2 0 %  without children through the courts. A ccording to official court 
statistics, in 1988 in all Estonian courts 4 ,8 0 7  marriages ended in divorce. O f  these 
924 (1 9 .2 % )  had no com m o n  children.

M oreover, Table 5 shows that in 1988 during the first four years o f  marriage about 
one third o f  all first marriages were dissolved. A m o n g  remarriages this share was 
significantly higher; am ong them are m any childless couples. U nfortunately we have 
no data concerning this.

W o m en  and divorce

In Estonia divorce is very often initiated by the w ife. In 1988 only 1 8 %  had c o m ­
m on applications for divorce; m ore than 7 5 %  o f  all divorces were initiated by w om en.

O ne reason for this has been the stress on the legal equality o f  m en and w om en  
in the Soviet U n io n , while the higher educational level and social activity o f  w om en  
in the Soviet society developed a com parably independent and em ancipated type o f  
w om an . Som etim es even the problem s o f  so-called over-em ancipated w om en exist. 
A n  extreme type is the w om an w ho does not need a w hole fam ily but only children. 
H er husband loses his im portance after the realization o f  the planned num ber o f  chil­

dren in the fam ily.
According to the data for 1985 (Väike Statistikakogumik 1989) the share o f  women  

in the labor force was 5 4 .8 % .  Estonian men work for an average o f  32 years, but 
w om en for 36 years (Tiit 1990b). T he em ploym ent rate o f  w om en has rem ained at 
its peak already for at least 20  years in Estonia (T able 7).

M oreover, w om en in Estonia m ake up 4 4 .6 %  o f  leading workers and 7 3 .6 %  o f  
all kinds o f  specialists, 3 5 .8 %  o f  the body o f  the Suprem e C ouncil and 4 9 %  o f  the 
bodies o f  local councils (V äike Statistikakogum ik 1989).

Q uite g oo d  possibilities for com bining bringing up children and professional em ­
ploym ent exist for w om en : 7 6 %  o f  children in urban areas and 5 0 %  in rural areas 
were guaranteed a place in day care (V äike Statistikakogum ik 1989).

This high level o f  w o m en ’ s em ancipation has been forced by the Soviet system  
where both sexes have to participate in society equally. A s  a result, Soviet wom en  
achieved m uch econom ic and psychological independence as well as self-awareness 
for resolving fam ily crisis situations.
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Table 8 shows that nearly three fourths o f  all wom en whose divorce was regis­
tered in 1988 were under 40  years o f  age. These are w om en o f  fertile age with every 
possibility to contract a rem arriage, form  a new fam ily and m ake a career. The high 
divorce frequency has created a liberal social attitude tow ards the divorced which  
will give them  the opportunity to remarry.

In 1988 5 ,9 24  wom en divorced, 7 4 .5 %  o f  them were in the labor force. Over three- 
fourths were o f  fertile age. O bviously a great num ber o f  those outside the labor force  
were not all full-tim e m others but were on m aternity leave. U nfortunately we have  
no data on how m any divorced w om en in 1988 had an under 3-year-old child at hom e.

Table 9 indicates that the higher the education level am on g w om en is, the higher 
is the labor participation rate. H igher orientation to work am ong w om en coincides 
with higher education.

Discussion

Estonia has been a country with a high divorce rate from  the 1960s, when a notice­
able increase in the num ber o f  divorces began. The m ain social reasons for the in­
creasing divorce rate have been rapid urbanization and industrialization, a high w om ­
en ’ s em ploym ent rate, an im balance in fam ily functions due to the low  econom ical 
level o f  society.

The current situation in the Estonian Republic is unique. Estonia is fighting for  
her political and econom ical independence. T h e w hole Estonian society is going  
through a reform ation . This is a period when people need support from  their fam i-

T a b l e  8.  W o m e n ’ s age at divorce in 1988.

A g e  at d iv o rc e N u m b e r C u m u la t iv e  %

< 2 0 54 0 .9

2 0 — 24 8 40 15.1

2 5 — 29 1 .3 5 0 3 8 .0

3 0 — 34 1 .18 6 58.1

3 5 - 3 9 923 7 3 .7

4 0 — 44 564 8 3.3

4 5 — 49 412 9 0 .3

5 0 - 5 4 272 9 4 .9

5 5 — 59 152 9 7 .5

6 0  < 149 1 0 0 .0

N  =  5 ,9 0 2

T a b l e  9 . O ccupation and education o f  divorced w om en in 1988.

E d u c a t io n A l l % W o r k in g M e n ta l P h y s ic a l

% w o r k  ( % ) w o r k  (<7o)

H ig h e r 805 1 3.6 9 2 .6 8 9 .6 1 0.4

S e c o n d a ry  p ro fe s s io n a l 1 ,4 5 6 2 4 .6 9 0 .5 5 5 .5 4 4 .5

S e c o n d a ry 2 ,0 2 7 3 4 .2 8 5 .3 3 1 .8 6 8 .2

S e c o n d a ry  u n c o m p le te d 511 8 .6 8 2 .4 1 0.0 9 0 .0

P r im a r y 333 5 .6 6 7 .0 4 .9 9 5.1

6
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lies to feel safe in a changing w orld. Such a situation binds the Estonian people to ­
gether in order to reach com m on  goals, such a situation binds fam ily m em bers to ­
gether to meet and overcom e new social problem s.

O n  the other hand, the crisis in Estonian society is reflected in the fam ily both  
econom ically and m entally, it creates new problem s and destabilizes fam ily  relation­
ships.

W h a t m ight be the perspectives for Estonian m arriages?

1. A  continuous rise in age at first m arriage is to be expected. Y ou ng  people will 
be m ore oriented to  the econom ical security o f  their ow n marriages. M a n y  young  
singles will m ove abroad to study or work for som e tim e and they will not marry 
until after returning. Cohabitation will increase am ong young persons and am ong  
the divorced and w idow ed.

2 . The national hom ogeneity o f  Estonian marriages will rise on  account o f  a decrease 
in m arriages between Russians and Estonians.

3 . The length o f  m arriages which will end in a divorce will shorten as a consequence 
o f  the continuing social crisis: m any people will not be able to adjust to a new 
econom y and will suffer from  the problems o f  security; sexual liberation will deepen 
the m oral crisis in society.

4 . Social and fam ily policy will im pose special im portance on building up the wel­
fare o f  fam ilies.

In conclusion, a noticeable increase or decrease in the divorce rate in Estonia is 
not to be expected. It will still remain at quite a high level.
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