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Preface

At this time in our history, marriage resembles less and less the inevitable,
ceremonial tying of the knot which, not so long ago, preceded the formation
of new families, creating bonds between existing ones and strengthening the
fabric of our society. The rise of divorce and common-law relationships over
the past 20 years makes it appear, that the institution of marriage, having held
firm for centuries, is being shaken to its foundations.

Studies on this important subject rarely deal with the demographic under-
currents behind the sudden and accelerating transformations. This short history
of the evolution of marriage in Canada - the analysis of interrelated trends over
time based on census data, vital statistics, and other survey data of our agency -
will assist policy makers at all levels to evaluate these changes.

Ivan P. Fellegi
Chief Statistician of Canada
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Highlights

In the eighteenth century men married late (at age 27 on average) and their
spouses were much younger, by 5 to 8 years.

XXX

Because of a short life expectancy, the average life span of a couple seldom
exceeded 20 years. As the birth rate was very high, less than 20% of parental
couples survived until the marriage of their youngest child.

XXX

At the end of the last century, the mean age at marriage in Canada was
relatively high and a fairly large population did not even marry. For the genera-
tions that reached the age of 20 at the close of the Second World War, marriage
was early and almost universal. Today we have returned to late and non-
universal marriage.

XXX

Until the late 1960’s in Canada divorce was rare. Today, Canada is among
those countries such as the United States, the United Kingdom, Denmark and
Sweden, where it is frequent.

XXX

Almost a quarter of the women who married in the 1960’s were divorced
before the twentieth anniversary of their marriage.

XXX
Today, for one marriage in three, one of the partners was marrying again.
XXX
The common-law union has long existed but in rather small numbers. Nowadays,
this form of conjugal life is common and it is spreading very swiftly. Each new
generation is showing a greater interest in this lifestyle than the one before.
XXX

The proportion of women who married before age 25 without having first
lived in a common-law union fell from 75% for the those who were born between
1936 and 1945, to 30% for those born at the beginning of the 1960’s. For men,
it dropped from 54% to 22%. For the same cohorts, direct marriages plummeted
from 32% to 4% for women, and from 8% to 1% for men. Marriage appears
to be on the verge of disappearing from the early conjugal life.

XXX

Lower rates of mortality, higher rates of divorce, an older age at first marriage,
and remarriage, have reduced the average duration of marriage to a greater
extent than the total time spent as married.



Younger cohorts engage in conjugal life later and later, whether they form
a common-law union or a marriage.
XXX
The tendency to marry within the same ethnic group is particularly strong
among new immigrants. The great majority of Japanese, Indians and Pakistanis,
among others, marry in Canada people born in their homeland.

XXX

Before the War, marriages were less confined to the summer months than
today. At the same time, they were more evenly spread throughout the week.
Now, 72% of all marriages take place on Saturday.

XXX

As it marks the beginning of a family, marriage, and the age at which couples
marry, have been sensitive to economic and political conditions. During the
Great Depression, marriages were few, although the cohorts which lived through
those difficult years have demonstrated that they married almost as much as
the others.



Introduction

Did people marry younger in the past? Historically, when was marriage the
most common? When did divorce become routine? How many years does the
average marriage last? Have common-law relationships replaced marriage?
These are some of the questions that led to this study. To answer them we must
first define what we mean by marriage.

In general terms, marriage is a union based on a legal relationship between
a man and a woman, and it must, for this reason, be initiated, evolve, and be
terminated within the framework of law or custom. Often ‘‘marriage’’ refers
only to the civil or religions celebration of a union, a solemn act which confirms
its genuineness. The term, however, is attributed to the union throughout its
entire duration, while civil or Western laws legislate its course and determine
the conditions of an eventual break-up. On the other hand, common-law unions
(also called consensual relationships or cohabitation) commence without for-
malities, have few or no legal effects, and may be dissolved without forewarning
or a legal ruling.

In Canada, as in other Western countries, marriage is monogamous - a person
may have only one legal partner at a time. To prevent polygamy and other illicit
unions, the intent to marry must be announced to the community by the posting
of bans in a public place. After a mandatory waiting period, the marriage is
officially concluded at a public ceremony, often ecclesiastical. Based on mutual
consent, marriage requires to the spouses to live together, to help each other,
to remain faithful to one another, and to raise their children together. Either
spouse can legally dissolve the marriage by requesting a physical separation.
Throughout legal separation, which is always revocable, the spouses nevertheless
maintain some of their reciprocal obligations and cannot remarry. Except when
one of the partners dies, remarriage must be preceded by divorce: a legal sanction
that dissolves the union irrevocably and frees both spouses from the marriage.

The marital relationship involves not only the husband and wife, but also their
families. Through marriage, the wife’s parents become the husband’s allies,
while the husband’s parents become the wife’s allies. Thus, the existence of the
“in-law”’ family is distinct from the ‘‘original’’ family. Both spouses acquire
in-laws with whom they will continue to interact throughout the marriage. These
ties are strengthened when children are born because children ‘‘belong”’ to both
families by blood, even though they are often given the father’s surname. With
divorce, relationships with in-laws end or become more distant, except through
the children as intermediaries.

The behaviour of Canadians regarding marriage has changed significantly
over the past 20 years. Indeed, many new behaviours indicate that we have
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arrived at a veritable ‘‘marriage crossroads’’: the future of the institution is
in doubt. To understand the nature of this plight, a brief historical outline
is needed.

For three and a half centuries - from the beginning of the country’s colonial
period until the 1960s - most Canadians saw marriage as a life-time commit-
ment, and a necessary preliminary to defining a couple and to raising a family.
Common-law relationships and illegitimate births seemed uncommon, except
perhaps among native Canadians and in small communities that had not yet
developed a structured social organization. Most marriages lasted until the death
of a spouse, even after divorce laws were adopted in some parts of the country.
As life expectancy increased, premature widowhood became less and less
common, and the average length of marriages increased significantly.

Thus, barely 25 years ago, one could expect that the conjugal and parental
lives of most Canadians would unfold within the framework of a single rela-
tionship sealed by marriage. Canada had just gone through a period when mar-
riage was extremely popular, and divorce was frowned upon socially. At the
same time, marriage had begun to transform in ways destined to make it more
adaptable to social change. Women were granted more legal rights, making mar-
ried life less one-sided. Divorce was about to become available in all provinces
and the failure of a marriage recognized as a legitimate cause for divorce. These
changes did not seem to radically undermine marriage, which continued to
regulate the formation and lives of couples, as well as the addition of children
to the chain of generations and the web of families.

However, in the past 20 years, attitudes towards marriage have changed pro-
foundly. Marriage is no longer a lifetime commitment ‘‘for better or for worse’’;
a large minority of couples now divorce. Many Canadians of all age groups do
not consider marriage a necessary condition to couple formation, and have
chosen common-law arrangements - sometimes temporary, sometimes perma-
nent. Births outside marriage are no longer exceptional, and the old distinctions
between legitimate and illegitimate births have been abolished. These changes
affecting the stability and exclusivity of marriage have not caused the phenomenon
to disappear entirely. Overall, marriage is now less prevalent, occurs later in
life, and often does not last long enough for couples to raise families.

This study analyzes the evolution of marriage from a demographic point of
view. The first chapter covers marriage before 1921 - that is, before a national
system for gathering vital statistics was introduced. The second chapter deals
with first-time marriages since 1921, while the third chapter covers marriages
among widowed and divorced persons. The fourth chapter deals with marriage
dissolution and particularly with divorce rates since 1969. The fifth chapter
examines aspects of the social demography of marriage, while the sixth chapter
deals with the evolution of conjugal life, especially the recent transformations
brought about by the effect of rising divorce rates, and the increase in common-
law relationships.



Chapter 1

MARRIAGE IN THE PAST

This chapter deals with the history of marriage in Canada up to 1921 when
asystem for gathering vital statistics was introduced. This history has not been
thoroughly studied; research to date covers only marriage rates of the first
French-Canadian cohorts and of Canadian nineteenth century cohorts. This
work will be described after alook at the origins and diversity of marriage law
in Canada.

Origins and Diversity of the Law

In Western marriage law, and thus in Canadian law, we can trace the con-
tributions of three very old legal systems.! From Roman matrimonial law,
established under the Roman Empire, we retained monogamous marriages with
spousal consent, which are concluded at once, and not through different phases.
From Canon law, formalized in the first centuries of this millennium, we retained
the prohibition of marriage between close relatives, and the introduction of
ecclesiastical marriage. In the Catholic religion since 1184, marriage has been
a sacrament that cannot be dissolved by the spouses, even after physical separa-
tion. Secular law, developed early in the modern state, introduced the concept
of marriage as a civil contract between two parties. This concept was also shared
by Protestant law which later allowed divorce and civil marriage. These basics
of marriage law were already endorsed by French and English law when Canada
was colonized by the first European settlers.

When the French Crown established its colonies on the banks of the St. Lawrence
River in the seventeenth century, it instituted Catholic marriage and the civil
laws of France. Even after the French regime was superseded by British rule,
these practices survived because the 1774 Quebec Act allowed French Canadians
to keep their religion and civil law. One hundred years after the British conquest,
the judges of Lower Canada wrote a Civil Code inspired by the Napoleonic Code
as revised during the Restoration, and divorce was not legal. The marriage
provisions of the 1866 Civil Code held in Quebec for almost a century. Non-
Catholic marriages were recognized but Catholic marriages were the norm for
most in Quebec of French origin, as well as for many immigrants, such as those
from Ireland or Italy.

Elsewhere in Canada, the arrival of colonists from Great Britain or of loyalists
from the United States was naturally accompanied by the introduction of English

! Gaudemet, J. (1987) Le mariage en Occident, Paris, Les Editions du Cerf, 525 p. (Histoire).
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civil law.2 As was the case in Britain, Anglican marriage requirements could
not be imposed for long because there were too many members of other
religions. Other religious marriages were recognized, as were civil marriages
conducted by public officials. As well, cohabitation between unmarried people
was considered a common-law marriage if the relationship was stable or resulted
in children. The various colonies were free to adopt English divorce laws:
however, only New Brunswick and Nova Scotia did so before the introduction
of the British North America (BNA) Act in 1867.

The authors of the BNA Act respected regional diversity in marriage laws:
provincial legislatures were granted authority over marriage, marriage annul-
ment, legal separation, and the definition of the legal effects of the union.
Jurisdiction over divorce was shared between the federal parliament and the
provincial legislatures, the former enacting the law and the latter giving pro-
vincial courts authority to grant divorces. However, Quebec and Ontario did
not endow their courts with this authority, and divorce was thus unobtainable
in Canada’s two most populated provinces (see Chapter 4). To protect the
equality of all Canadians, the federal parliament - like the English Parliament
of the time - reserved the right to grant divorce.

Marriage in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries

The Marriage Registers

Because most parish registers maintained by the Catholic clergy still exist,
Quebec has an unparalleled storehouse of records on the history of its population
since 1621.3 Under French rule, registries of baptisms, marriages, and burials
were required by both the religious and civil authorities. The religious authorities
were meeting the requirements of a resolution adopted by the Council of Trent
(1563), and the civil authorities were implementing Royal directives based on
the Villers-Coterets (1593) and Blois (1579) Ordinances. After the fall of New
France in 1760, the administrative and legal usefulness of this record-keeping
was confirmed by an act of the Assembly of Lower Canada in 1795, and later,
by the 1866 Civil Code. Thus, records on most of the Catholic marriages
celebrated in Quebec since the arrival of the first French colonists are available.

Maintaining parish registers made it relatively easy for the Church and the
state to reimpose control over marriage after the relaxation of morals during
the Renaissance.? The Church could now ascertain that prospective spouses

2 McKie, D.C., Prentice, B. and Reed, P. (1983) Divorce Law: the Family in Canada, Ottawa,
Statistics Canada, 280 p.

3 Larose, A. (1980) Les registres paroissiaux au Québec avant 1800; Introduction & I’étude d’une
institution eccléslastique et civile, Québec, Ministére des Affaires culturelles, (Etudes et recherches
archivistiques n° 2).

4 Leclerc, P.A. (1959-1960) *‘Le mariage sous le Régime frangais’’, Revue d’histoire de I’Amérique
Jfrangaise, 13(2), pp. 230-246, 13(3), pp. 374-401, 13(4), 525-543, 14(1), 34-60, 14(2), 226-245.



TABLE 1. Annual Number of Marriages and Average Annual Marriage Rate
(per 1,000) for Five-year Periods, French-Canadian Population
from 1711 to 1760 and Catholic Population

from 1760 to 1880, Quebec
Average
Annual
Periods number of Average ax}nual
marriages population marriage rate
(per 1,000)
1711-1715 188 19,800 9.5
1716-1720 236 22,900 10.3
1721-1725 257 27,200 9.4
1726-1730 323 31,600 10.2
1731-1735 359 36,200 9.9
1736-1740 375 42,300 8.9
1741-1745 426 49,100 8.7
1746-1750 566 55,000 10.3
1751-1755 617 61,200 10.1
1756-1760 670 67,200 10.0
1761-1765 866 74,400 11.6
1766-1770 717 86,200 8.3
1771-1775 903 98,100 9.2
1776-1780 895 110,400 8.1
1781-1785 1,023 125,700 8.1
1786-1790 1,163 141,900 8.2
1791-1795 1,482 160,300 9.2
1796-1800 1,521 183,700 8.3
1801-1805 1,829 208,900 8.8
1806-1810 1,989 238,600 8.3
1811-1815 2,440 269,300 9.1
1816-1820 2,606 307,000 8.5
1821-1825 3,031 349,800 8.7
1826-1830 3,457 401,200 8.6
1831-1835 4,276 453,600 9.4
1836-1840 3,898 517,000 7.5
1841-1845 5,157 590,300 8.7
1846-1850 5,407 650,000 8.3
1851-1855 6,033 735,000 8.2
1856-1860 6,238 820,000 7.6
1861-1865 7,191 900,000 8.0
1866-1870 7,186 980,000 7.3
1871-1875 8,728 1,060,000 8.2
1876-1880 8,006 1,120,000 7.1

Source: HENRIPIN, J. and PERON, Y., “The Demographic Transition of the Province of
Quebec”’, in GLASS, D.V, et REVELLE, R., Population and Social Change, Londres,
Edward Arnold, 1972, p. 230.
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had reached the minimum age for marriage, that they were free of previous
marital commitments, and that they were not too closely related by blood,
relation, or spiritual affinity (a link created by Godparents at the time of
baptism). Similarly, through the parish records, the State could better defend
the interests of families by ensuring that a marriage was preceded by the posting
of bans, that it took place in the presence of duly identified witnesses, and that
the parents had given their approval or been notified. Once entered in the
registry, the marriage ceremony became the necessary proof in law of a marriage,
preferred over the testimony of the spouses or of third parties. This system aimed
to prevent cohabitation, and to illegitimize marriage vows exchanged by young
people during church masses without informing the priest or their families.

An annual record of Catholic marriages celebrated before 1884 was collected
by Monsignor C. Tanguay and published with the results of the 1871 (Volume 5)
and the 1881 (Volume 4) Censuses of Canada. Using Tanguay’s figures,
Henripin and Péron’ calculated the average annual number of marriages per
1,000 residents in five-year periods from 1711-1715 to 1876-1880. These crude
marriage rates are shown in Table 1, along with the data used to calculate them.

These crude rates show no distinct pattern, but three stages can be identified.
Until 1761-1765, the crude marriage rate was high, fluctuating around an average
of 9.9 per 1,000 population. In the last third of the eighteenth century and the
first half of the nineteenth century, the annual average per 1,000 population
was much lower: for the entire period, the average rate was 8.6 per 1,000. After
1850, the rates dropped slightly again, averaging about 7.8 per 1,000 for the
next three decades. These changing rates suggest that marriage behaviour
changed over the study period assuming that the structure of the population
did not change greatly. This will be verified towards the end of this chapter.

The Nuptiality Table of the First French-Canadian Cohorts

By regrouping information from parish registers, genealogists have created
individual and family biographies of great demographic interest. A represen-
tative sample of these biographies was used by Charbonneau® to reconstruct
the demographic history of the first French Canadian cohorts. Extracted from
this reconstruction, Table 2 is the nuptiality table for men and women born in
New France before 1740.

This table’s advantages over the crude data can be illustrated by considering
only the male cohorts. In the source material, first marriages are recorded for
only 55% of males born before 1740; the others either died before marriage

5 Henripin, J. and Péron, Y. (1972) “The demographic transition of the Province of Quebec’’,
in Glass, D.V. and Revelle, R., Population and social change, London, Edward Arnold, 1972,
pp. 213-231.

6 Charbonneau, H. (1975) Vie et mort de nos ancétres, Montréal, Les Presses de ’Université de
Montréal, 268 p.
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or were “‘lost from sight’’ to genealogists when they were children or single.
Since the majority of these deaths or missed observations happened before the
men were of marriageable age, the proportion found (55%) does not accurately
show male marriage behaviour. A better understanding of marriage rates can
be obtained by looking only at boys who were alive and under observation
on their fifteenth birthday. In this group, proof of marriage before the age of
50 was found for 81%. However, the rate for this group is also misleading
because it does not account for single males who died or dropped from obser-
vation between the ages of 15 and 50. The influence of premature deaths and
‘‘disappearances’’ varies greatly from one population to another, and thus these
effects should be eliminated when we compare two or more populations. The
singles nuptiality table makes this elimination up to age 50; after this age, first
marriages are rare for both sexes and childbirth is uncommon for women. For
male cohorts, there were 936 first marriages before the age of 50 per 1,000 of
those who were single at 15 and who did not subsequently die or drop from
observation before marrying.

The table makes it possible to derive three particularly telling indices of
marriage behaviour among singles. The first, called marriage intensity, is the
proportion of singles who marry before the age of 50: it was 0.936 or 93.6%
for men and women born before 1740. The second index, complementary to
the first, measures the proportion never-married - 0.064 or 6.4% for this
population. The third index indicates mean age at marriage, which summarizes
the distribution of marriages in the table by age - this is sometimes called the
marriage tempo. For the female cohorts shown in Table 2, the mean age was
21.8; for the male cohorts it was 27.3. These indices, or their estimates, will be
used to describe the marriage behaviour of different cohorts.

Proportion Never-Married and Age at First Marriage

According to the nuptiality tables for New France before 1740 (Table 2), single
men and single women had an equal propensity towards marriage, with only
6.4% of both sexes never marrying. As is always the case, women tended to
marry earlier than men; however, the difference between male and female mean
ages was 5.5 years, a much larger gap than is usual. The table also shows that
some girls were married at a particularly early age. Since the twelfth century,
the Church had set the minimum age for marriage at 12 for girls and 14 for boys.
This restriction was probably aimed at important families who often arranged
marriages between very young children to ensure future alliances for themselves.
Still, relatively early marriages were encouraged by the Crown which, in its desire
to populate the colony, enticed parents to marry-off their daughters before the
age of 16, and their sons before the age of 20. In the same vein, it also asked
them not to abuse their right to refuse permission for a marriage when the
prospective bride was under 25, or the groom was under 30, However, these
royal recommendations probably influenced the early marriage of women much
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TABLE 3. Frequency of Never-married Persons and Average Age at First
Marriage Among French-Canadian Cohorts, 1640-1739

Frequency of never-married | Average age at first marriage
Cohorts persons (in %) (in years)
Males Females Males Females
1640-1679 7.0 1.5 27.6 19.7
1680-1699 1.5 7.2 27.6 223
1700-1739 5.0 4.6 26.7 229
All 6.4 6.4 27.3 21.8

Source: CHARBONNEAU, H., Vie et mort de nos ancétres, Etude démographique, Montréal,
Les Presses de I'Université de Montréal, 1975, p. 268.

less than the fundamental imbalance between the sexes that characterized the
marriage market in the first decades of the colony.

According to a recent estimate,” about 14,400 French immigrants came to
New France during the course of the seventeenth century; most were single men,
particularly young soldiers and workers indentured for three years of labour.
To compensate for very low female immigration - under 15% of the total -
Louis XIV recruited young women of marriageable age in France: almost 800
“Filles du Roy’’ arrived in the colony between 1663 and 1673. This was not
enough to accommodate the demand for wives, and thus many male immigrants
returned to France. Of all the French men and women who came to the colony
before 1700, only 5,000 put down roots, and of these there were two men for
every woman.

Among immigrants who had lineage in the colony, there were twice as many
males as females since a large amount of them were able to find wives among
the first generation of women born in the colony. But the first generation of
men faced competition from new immigrants as well as from one another when
they reached the normal age for marriage. The effects of this imbalance between
males and females of marriageable age can be observed in Table 3.

The most obvious effect was that female cohorts of 1640-1679 had a high
proportion of early marriages. In this period, the most sought-after generations
had reached marriageable age in the third quarter of the seventeenth century;
their numbers were very low compared to the volume of male immigration. This

7 Charbonneau, H., Desjardins, B., Guillemette, A., Landry, Y., Légaré, J. et Nault, F. (1987)
Naissances d’une population. Les Frangais établis au Canada au XVIII® siécle, Paris, Presses
Universitaires de France, 232 p. (Travaux et documents de I'LN.E.D. n° 118).
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imbalance diminished as the colony’s population grew quickly and male immi-
gration declined. Very early marriages became more rare, and the average age
of young women at marriage rose to over 22 in the 1680-1699 cohorts. In the
cohorts of the first four decades of the eighteenth century, the average age rose
again toreach 23, that is three years older than the last cohorts preceding 1680.

The imbalance of the sexes affected male marriage rates more modestly.
According to the values observed for the last cohorts (1700-1739), it can be con-
cluded that men of the earliest cohorts married slightly less often and a little
later than they would have had the imbalance of sex not been as large. Many
married widows their own age or - as the larger difference between the mean
ages of men and women at first marriage indicates - they waited for an available
woman to reach marriageable age. As often happens in similar situations, the
French Canadian population adapted to the imbalance in the sexes caused by
immigration by modifying the selection of the spouse. This allowed male
marriage rates to be at the same level as those for females.

The New France cohorts of 1700-1739 had earlier and more prevalent marriage
than did corresponding French-born cohorts. According to the work of Henry
and Houdaille (1978, 1979), the mean age of French women at marriage was 26,
compared to 28 for French men; the proportion of never-married persons was
8.5% for women and 6.5% for men. From the beginning of the seventeenth
century, mean age at first marriage had been increasing, especially for women.$

The Loss of a Spouse and Remarriage

A high mortality rate in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries meant that
many spouses died relatively young. At the time of their first marriage, men
and women could expect to live another 30 years. The life expectancy of the
marriage was 20 years, and less than 20% of couples lived until the marriage
of their youngest child. Because of the age difference between husband and wife,
women were slightly more likely than men to lose their spouses.

According to the biographies used by Charbonneau,? half of all widowers
remarried, as did over one-third of widows. The frequency of remarriage was
particularly high among women widowed before the age of 30 (90%) and among
men widowed before the age of 40 (85%). The average period between the death
of the spouse and remarriage was 2.3 years for men and 3.1 years for women.
Unstable socio-economic conditions motivated widows and widowers to form
new unions if death had interrupted the previous ones. Often numerous and
young children needed either someone to bring revenues to the family or some
domestic care, which a second marriage could offer, since social welfare was
non-existent at the time.

8 Dupaquier, J. (1979) La population Srangaise aux XVII€ et XVIII€ siécles, Paris, P.U.F.,
127 p. (Que sais-je?).
? Op. cit. 1975.
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The Convention of Marriage

In frontier areas, cohabitation between whites and natives was tolerated. In
the heart of the colony, cohabitation was forbidden, and marriage was almost
universal for both sexes (Table 2). Furthermore, the Catholic requirements of
marriage seem to have been generally met, judging by the low number of
illegitimate births and pre-marital conceptions: of all births registered before
1730, only 1.25% were illegitimate.!® Based on the number of first-order births
occurring in the first eight months of marriage, only 6.1% of all conceptions
were pre-marital for marriages celebrated before 1725. These rates are com-
parable to those observed in rural France during the same period.

Marriage in Cohorts of the Last Century
The Proportion Remaining Single at Age 50

Except for the 1901 Census, every Canadian census since the middle of the
nineteeth century has classified Canadians by marital status. Hence we possess
decennial figures on the distribution of the Canadian population by sex, age,
and marital status. However, census figures are not always immediately com-
parable because of varying age groups and fluctuations in the number of
Canadians who failed to report marital status. However, with some corrections
and adjustments, one can totally or partially reconstitute the marriage rates of
a large number of cohorts. Lachapelle!! and Festy'2 have adjusted the census
data to account for these problems. Table 4, based on their work, shows the
proportion remaining single at age 50 in a series of Canadian cohorts over the
past century.

When calculated for all persons having been exposed to the risk of first
marriage for the entire period, the proportion remaining single at age 50 is a
good approximation of the proportion never-married. It is not perfect because
it can be affected by systematic enumeration errors or by mistakes in classifying
individuals by marital status, as well as by differences in mortality and mobility
between single and married persons. For example, in a population with higher
mortality for singles than for married persons, the latter are over-represented
among survivors at 50. Consequently, the proportion remaining single at that
same age would be smaller than the proportion never-married. Emigration
favouring singles would have the same effect. On the other hand, immigration
policies favouring singles will have the opposite effect. Despite these limitations,
the “‘single at S0’* measure has been shown to accurately reflect the number of
never-married individuals in a cohort or group of cohorts.

10 paquette, L. et Bates, R. (1986) “Les naissances illégitimes sur les rives du Saint-Laurent avant
1730"’. Revue d’histoire de I’Amérigue frangaise, 40(2), pp. 239-252.

11 L achapelle, R. (1971) Etude démographique de la nuptialité canadienne, Montréal, 214 p.
(Mémoire de maitrise, Département de démographie, Université de Montréal).

12 Festy, P., (1973) “‘Canada, United States, Australia and New Zealand: Nuptiality trends’’,
Population Studies, vol. 27, no. 3, pp. 479-492,
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TABLE 4. Proportion Married and Single at Age 50, Canada,
1826-1830 to 1901-1905 Cohorts

Proportion married Proportion single at age 50
COhOl’tS (in 070) (in °70)
Males Females Males Females
1826-1830 90.5 .. 9.5 ..
1831-1835 90.5 89.5 9.5 10.5
1836-1840 90.5 89.5 9.5 10.5
1841-1845 90.0 89.5 10.0 10.5
1846-1850 89.0 89.0 11.0 11.0
1851-1855 88.0 88.5 12.0 11.5
1856-1860 86.9 88.0 13.1 12.0
1861-1865 85.3 88.4 14.7 11.6
1866-1870 86.7 88.4 13.3 11.6
1871-1875 86.2 89.2 13.8 10.8
1876-1880 86.4 89.1 13.6 10.9
1881-1885 86.3 89.9 13.7 10.1
1886-1890 86.6 89.4 13.4 10.6
1891-1895 86.1 89.1 13.9 10.9
1896-1900 86.9 88.8 13.1 11.2
1901-1905 87.2 88.7 12.8 11.3

Source: LACHAPELLE, R., Etude démographique de la nuptialité canadienne, Montréal, 1971,
p. 54, (Mémoire de maitrise, Département de démographie, Université de Montréal).
FESTY, P., ““Canada, United States, Australia and New Zealand: Nuptiality Trends’’,
Population Studies, vol. 27, no. 3, nov. 1973, p. 491.

Table 4 shows a significant change in the never-married proportion for male
and female cohorts in the nineteenth century. For male cohorts, the proportion
never-married at 50 jumped from under 10% in the first groups to a high of
14.7% in the 1861-1865 cohorts, subsequently stabilizing at between 13% and
14%. For female cohorts, the pattern was similar, with the proportion of singles
at 50 rising from 10.5% in the first groups to a high of 12% in the 1856-1861
cohorts, and then fluctuating around 11 % for the last cohorts. Thus, fewer men
and women born in the second half of the nineteenth century married than did
their predecessors.

The Mean Age at Marriage

By considering the distribution of the population by marital status for a given
year, a mean marriage age can be deduced using calculations developed by
J. Hajnal.!3 The calculations have been applied to data from the decennial
censuses. Following the example of E. Gee, !4 we can attribute the results from

13 Hajnal, J. (1953) “‘Age at marriage and proportions marrying’’, Population Studies, 7(2), 115-136.
14 Gee, E.M. (1986) ““The life course of canadian women: An historical and demographic analysis’’,
Soclal indicators research, 18, pp. 263-283.
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TABLE 5. Estimated Mean Age at First Marriage, Canada,
1821-1830 to 1891-1900 Cohorts

Cohort Males Females
1821-1830 26.1 23.0
1831-1840 27.1 24.5
1841-1850 28.1 25.4
1851-1860 279 25.1
1861-1870 29.1 26.0
1871-1880 ‘e ..
1881-1890 28.6 24.3
1891-1900 27.3 23.7

Source: GEE, E.M. Thomas, ‘‘Marriage in Nineteenth-Century Canada’’, Canadian Review of
Sociology and Anthropology, 19(3), 1982, p.315. STONE, L.O. et SIGGNER, A.J. (Ed.),
The Population of Canada: A Review of the Recent Patterns and Trends, Paris,
C.I.C.R.E.D., 1974,

a census to cohorts aged from 20-29 at the beginning of the census year. For
example, the mean ages taken from the 1891 Census may be attributed to the
1861-1870 cohorts. Table § was obtained in this way. Of course, the authors
do not intend to offer a precise estimate of the mean age within the cohort, but
only an indication of the most likely changes of the mean age, from one cohort
to the next. It is understood that, taking an age group from the census implies
that it is used as a “‘proxy’’ of an age group from a real cohort.

The mean age at marriage followed a pattern similar to that for the propor-
tion of never-married. From the first cohorts to those for 1861-1870, the age
at marriage rose by three years - from 26 to 29 for men and from 23 to 26 for
women. From these highs, mean age decreased about two years for the 1891-
1900 cohorts. Thus, Canadians born in the 1860s married later than the other
cohorts.

Late and Non-Universal Marriage

Analyzing the results of censuses conducted in Europe at the end of the nine-
teenth century, J. Hajnal!S observed that first marriages took place later and
were less universal north and west of a line between Trieste and Leningrad than
south and east of that line, as well as in other parts of the world. He proposed
a marriage model specific to the people of Northern and Western Europe. In
these populations, the mean age at first marriage was above 23 for women and
above 26 for men. For the remaining populations, it was under 21 for women
and 26 for men. The proportion of never-married was also higher for the

15 Hajnal, J. (1965) “European marriage patterns in historical perspective”’, in Glass, D.V. and
Eversley, E.E.C., Population in history: Essays in historical demography, London, Edward
Arnold, pp. 101-143.
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TABLE 6. Mean Age at First Marriage and Proportion Married at Age 50,
Women Born around 1840-1850 in Selected Western Countries

Proportion
Mean age ever-married
Country Cohorts (in years) at age 50
(in %)
Denmark 1835-1844 27.1 88.4
Finland 1846-1850 25.5 85.6
Norway 1836-1845 27.2 83.0
Sweden 1836-1845 27.5 82.4
England and Wales 1836-1845 25.2 87.6
Scotland 1836-1845 26.0 81.3
Ireland 1836-1845 26.4 81.5
Belgium 1836-1845 27.7 82.5
France 1836-1845 24,7 86.9
Netherlands 1836-1845 27.5 86.3
Germany 1856-1860 25.8 89.5
Switzerland 1836-1845 27.5 81.6
Italy 1842-1846 24.0 88.3
Portugal 1846-1855 26.0 78.0
Canada 1846-1850 25.0 89.7
U.S. (whites only) 1836-1845 24.0 92.7

Source: FESTY, P., La fécondité des pays occidentaux de 1870 a 1970, Paris, Presses Universitaires
de France, 1979, pp. 21 et 29, (Travaux et documents de I'[.N.E.D., cahier n° 85).

Northern and Western population, in which the proportion never-married at
age 50 ranges between 10% and 20%; for other populations, it is never above
5%. Table 6 shows this late and non-universal marriage pattern for female
cohorts born around 1840-1850.

This pattern existed in many countries in the seventeenth and eighteenth cen-
turies - before the industrialization and urbanization that characterized the nine-
teenth century.!6 The predominance of the nuclear family and the stem family
in Western countries (which will be described later) undoubtedly favoured late
marriage; in Eastern Europe and Asiatic countries, where the extended family
was the rule, marriage occurred earlier. Where the nuclear family was the norm,
marriage involved forming an independent household, separate from the
parents, and this required a large investment at a time when households were
the unit for the production of goods and services. To afford a marriage, young
people often had to spend several years doing paid work as domestics. In areas
where the stem family was the rule, the land and family home were reserved for
a single child, and only this heir could expect to marry and live with the parents;

16 Hajnal, J. (1982) “Two kinds of preindustrial household formation system’’, Population and
development review, 8(3), Sept., pp. 449-494,
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the other children had to either remain single or leave the family home. Con-
versely, the extended family, which was not widespread in Western Europe,
favours early marriage because children can continue to live with their parents
after marriage. Thus, it is understandable that late marriage was deeply rooted
in Western habits.

The solidity of late and non-universal marriage in Western and Northern
Europe undoubtedly explains why this pattern was established in Canada. All
the female cohorts in Tables 4 and 5 conform to this pattern. This is not sur-
prising, given the degree to which Canada’s population originated from Western
European immigrants.






Chapter 2

THE PATTERNS OF FIRST MARRIAGES SINCE 1921

Information on the marital behaviour of Canadians has been abundant since
a vital statistics program was established in 1921.!7 The introduction of marriage
certificates has given us information on how many people are married each year
and how they are distributed by characteristics such as age and previous marital
status. Combined with population estimates, these marriage data provide
indicators that help delineate the evolution of Canadian marriage behaviour over
the past 60 years.

Although this chapter focusses on behaviour of individuals for first marriages,
the evolution of all marriages is briefly discussed in the first section. The second
section presents an analysis of annual data on first marriages. In the third
section, the same annual data are examined by cohort to reveal changes in the
prevalence and timing of first marriages. Finally, in the fourth section, recent
survey data are used to determine how the behaviour of singles has changed over
the past 15 years. Marriage patterns for widowed or divorced persons is discussed
in the next chapter.

The Evolution of the Crude Marriage Rate

To track the annual number of marriages in Canada, the ‘‘crude marriage
rate’’ can be used; that is, the number of marriages per 1,000 population. This
indicator is more useful than the absolute number of marriages because long-
term variations in numbers are obviously influenced by the size of the popula-
tion. Figure 1 shows graphically crude marriage rates since 1921, and allows
to identify key periods in the evolution of marriage in Canada.

As shown, the crude marriage rate has undergone major oscillations since
1921, Marriages were particularly numerous during Second World War (1939
to 1943), in the immediate post-war period (1945-1951), and in 1972 and 1973.
On the other hand, fewer marriages than usual occurred during the Great
Depression of the 1930s (1931 to 1934), during an economic recession at the
beginning of the 1960s (1961 to 1963), and during the past few years. The lowest
rate was in 1932 (5.9 marriages per 1,000 population), and the highest rate was
in 1942 and 1946 (10.9 per 1,000 population).

Figure 1 also shows that the drop in the crude rate from 1972 to 1986 was no
larger than the drop from 1951 to 1963.18 Moreover, recent rates are comparable

17 1926 for Quebec, and 1949 for Newfoundland.
18 A drop of 13%, compared to 20%.
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Figure 1
Changes in the Crude Marriage Rates, Canada, 1921-1988
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to those at the beginning of the 1960s, and are higher than rates during the 1930s.
Thus, if only the crude marriage rate is considered, thereis no reason to say that
marriage is now undergoing a crisis unprecedented in Canada’s recent history.

This somewhat surprising finding draws attention to the limitations of the
crude rate as an index of marriage behaviour. While the rate does account for
the size effect of the population, it does not deal with many other factors, the
most important of which is the variation in the number of marriageable and
unmarriageable people. In the 1980s, never-married or divorced young adults
were a much larger proportion of the total population than in the 1960s, which
means that the similarity between the crude rates at an interval of twenty-five
years masks profound changes in marital behaviour.

First Marriages over the Years

Factors and Methods

Because many marriages are the first for one partner but not for the other,
first marriages are usually studied separately for men and women. For instance,
first marriages for women refer to the fact that the woman was single before
marrying, regardless of the previous marital status of her spouse. The same logic
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is applied to men’s first marriages. Only first marriages for those under 50 are
taken into account because first marriages at older ages are uncommon.

The number of first marriages during a year depends primarily on four
demographic factors, which can be illustrated using the example of first mar-
riages for females aged 25. One can assume that:

1. The number of marriages at age 25 is influenced by the number of never-
married individuals of that age. The ratio of marriages at age 25 to the single
female population of the same age is the ‘‘first marriage rate at age 25,

2. The number of never-married 25 year-old women is affected by the number
of women of that age. The ratio of the never-married to the total age group
is the ““proportion of 25-year-old singles”’.

3. The number of 25 year-old women is in turn affected by the total number
of women. The ratio of 25 year-old to all women is the ‘‘proportion of
25 year old women.”’

Assuming that “P”’ represents the number of women of all ages, ‘F”’ the number
of 25 year-old women, ‘“C’’ the number of 25 year-old singles, and ‘“M”’ the
number of first female marriages at that age, the following equation can be written:

M =P (F:P) X (C:F) x (M:C)

This formula, which also applies to other ages, indicates that the number of first
female marriages in a year depends upon the size of the female population (size
factor), its age composition (age factor), the proportion of never-married
individuals at each age (single-life factor) and, finally, the marriage rate of the
never-married at each age (nuptiality factor) which is also the propensity to
marry. Obviously, the number of first male marriages depends upon the same
four factors.

Demographic analysis offers two methods for measuring the frequency of
first marriages in a year or over a short period. The first method neutralizes the
effect of the *‘size”’ and ‘“age’’ factors by calculating, by sex and age, the number
of first marriages per 1,000 population of the same gender, regardless of the
marital status: this is known as *‘first marriage frequency’’. The second method,
which accounts for all factors except the ‘“nuptiality’’ factor, applies marriage
rates calculated for each age to a fictitious cohort: this is known as the *“calendar-
year nuptiality tables’’ method. The results provided by these two methods are
analyzed in the next two sections.

First Method: First Marriage Frequency and Annual Movement of First Marriages

To follow annual fluctuations in the number of first marriages, normally the
first marriage frequency is used. Calculated by age, these frequencies measure
first marriages per 1,000 males or females in the age category under consideration
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regardless of their present marital status. Their sum for all ages under 50 is the
““total first marriage rate’’. Their distribution by age is summarized by the
“‘mean age of first marriage’’ index.!? Values for these two measures since 1921
are given in Figures 2 and 3; Appendix A describes the data used for the
calculations.

First marriages in a particular year involve members of more than 30 suc-
cessive cohorts - obviously, the same is true of first marriage frequencies. Each
cohort’s contribution to the annual index is its number of marriages, which
depends upon the cohort’s never-married proportion and its propensity to marry
during that particular year. In other words, the annual indices are not only
affected by the marriage rates of singles during the year, but throughout the
proportions of never-married, they are also affected by the marriage rates of
each cohort in previous years. This double dependence explains many of the
fluctuations in first marriages since 1921. In particular, it explains how the first
marriage frequency can be greater than 1 (or 1,000 if the radix is 1,000 single
persons). Indeed, the first marriage frequency is, by its own mode of calcula-
tion, influenced by the marriage rates of previous years. If these marriage rates
were low for young people in the previous years, the proportion of marriage-
able persons at a later age will be great and even though these persons may not
have a strong propensity to marry, the index would not reflect it. Indeed, the
index would be high, simply because of the great proportion of marriageable
persons within the total population. Furthermore, if the propensity to marry
expands in all age groups, the first marriage frequencies could then increase
greatly, and even add up to more than 1,000. An example of this situation is
the behaviour of Canadian men and women at the beginning of the Second
World War. This will be analyzed later on.

In the 1920s, variations in the marriage-rate indices were minor compared
with the 1930s and 1940s. The most notable shift was the drop in the number
of marriages around the middle of the decade, probably caused by temporary
economic difficulties. The indices suggest that the late and non-universal
marriage model was still widespread in those cohorts that accounted for most
marriages - cohorts born around 1900.

Marriage rates in the 1930s were affected by the Great Depression, which
began in 1929. Bankruptcies and cutbacks in economic activity led to a major
increase in unemployment, the immediate effect of which was the abandonment
or postponement of many marriages. The total marriage rates dropped in 1930
and again in the two following years. The lowest point was in 1932, with 653 first
male marriages and 660 first female marriages per 1,000 of each population.
The drop in marriages affected almost all age groups equally, and the average age

19 The reader should note that, since this index indicates a trend and since first marriage, because
of its nature, occurs mostly among young adults, variations of about 1/10 of a year may reveal
a change.



-23 -

Figure 2
Changes in the Total Marriage Rates for Men and Women,
Canada, 1921 to 1987
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Figure 3
Mean Age at First Marriage by Sex, Canada, 1921-1987
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at marriage barely varied during these three crisis years. The progressive
improvement in the economic situation subsequently led to an increase in mar-
riages; single Canadians unable to marry during the Depression began to marry.
Younger Canadians, in fact, married at about the same rate as their elders had
in 1933.20 As a result, the rise in total rates after 1934 was accompanied by an
increase in mean age at marriage. In 1937 and 1938, the total rates rose to
pre-Depression levels; still, some marriages delayed by the poor economic
climate did not in fact take place. A cohort analysis illustrates this fact.

The Second World War caused an upswing in marriages culminating in 1940,
1941 and 1942. Canada entered the war in 1939, but was geographically far from
the battlefield, and thus initially sent only career soldiers and volunteers.
Conscription was extensively debated, and was not decided upon until a 1942
referendum. During these years of uncertainty, the prospect of being drafted
into the armed forces was a potent stimulant to marriage for young single males,
since they would be called first to go to war. At the same time, the poor economic
climate of the 1930s had kept an abnormally large number of young people
single. Thus, the total first marriage rates rose to a seemingly paradoxical 1,200
for males and females per 1,000 population of the same sex. This increase was
subsequently held in check by conscription, with total rates dropping below
1,000 in the last two years of the war.

The immediate post-war years were marked by a high number of marriages
celebrated at increasingly younger ages. Many marriages postponed by the
war took place in 1946, resulting in total rates similar to those at the start of
the war. In 1947, the rates dropped significantly but remained above 1,000
for the next 12 years. It is because, at the same time, late marriages became less
and less common and the mean age at marriage dropped from year to year. In
the 1950s, the mean age was about two years lower for both sexes than it had
been in the 1920s. A methodical examination of the rates per year of age, as
seen in the appendix, will allow the reader to better follow the evolution of this
behaviour (Figure 3).

Clearly the marriage behaviour of singles changed profoundly during the
1940s and 1950s. Table 7 makes this clear: the first three censuses after the war
show a sharp decline in young singles compared to previous census results. This
is also evident in Table 8: during the 1950s, the marriage rate of never-married
singles aged 20-24 continued to increase, becoming significantly higher than in
1940-42. Thus, the new generations abandoned the late, non-universal marriage
model - they were more likely to marry than their elders, at increasingly early
ages. This persistent trend is responsible for the unusually high number of
marriages in the 1950s, which temporarily raised the total first marriage rates
above 1,000.

D Dumas, J. (1987) “L’évolution des premiers mariages au Canada’’, Cahiers québécols de
démographie, 16(2), pp. 237-265.
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TABLE 7. Proportion Remaining Single in Three Different Age Groups,
Canada, 1911 to 1986

Males (in %) Females (in %)

Year

20-24 25-29 30-34 20-24 25-29 30-34
1911 83.5 55.3 35.2 59.7 324 20.5
1921 81.9 41.7 27.9 57.0 28.7 17.2
1931 85.6 52.2 29.1 63.1 324 18.7
1941 83.7 49.7 29.0 61.0 329 21.1
1951 74.4 35.1 19.6 48.5 20.7 13.8
1956 72.2 33.9 18.7 44.3 18.2 11.6
1961 69.5 29.6 17.4 40.5 15.4 10.6
1966 70.0 274 15.1 44.2 14.9 9.3
1971 67.6 25.6 13.3 43.5 15.4 9.1
1976 61.7 27.0 13.1 45.3 16.3 9.1
1981 78.7 38.1 17.6 59.6 24.5 12.2
1986 86.2 48.8 24.8 70.7 33.5 16.9

Sources: STONE, L.O. et SIGGNER, A.J. (1974), The Population of Canada: A Review of the
Recent Patterns and Trends, Ottawa, p. 43, (C.I.C.R.E.D. Series). Census of Canada,
1976, 1981 and 1986. Authors’ calculations include singles living in common-law unions.

TABLE 8. First Marriage Rate for Singles Aged 20-24, 25-29 and 30-34,
Canada, 1930-1932 to 1985-1987 (per 1,000)

Males Females
Year

20-24 25-29 30-34 20-24 25-29 30-34
1930-1932 .. .. .. 102.8 98.0 56.6
1940-1942 96.6 169.0 143.1 169.4 168.5 105.3
1950-1952 133.4 174.5 120.3 202.2 159.8 86.2
1955-1957 142.0 170.6 100.5 219.6 162.8 82.5
1960-1962 149.1 169.3 90.9 225.5 145.2 70.1
1965-1967 159.0 195.7 96.2 225.3 152.6 67.2
1970-1972 158.3 188.1 105.0 220.6 150.1 74.4
1975-1977 122.4 153.7 96.1 174.6 137.0 72.5
1980-1982 82.7 115.7 76.3 122.8 109.3 58.8
1985-1987 55.6 96.3 68.6 92.1 99.8 56.9

Sources: BASAVARAJAPPA, K.G. (1978) Marital Status and Marriages in Canada (1971 Census
of Canada, Profile Studies). Vital Statistics, Marriage and Divorce, Vol. 11, Catalogue
No. 84-205 1986 Census of Canada, Age, Sex, and Marital Status, Catalogue No. 93-101.
Authors’ calculations include singles living in common-law unions for the years 1980-1982
and 1985-1986.
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The 1960s and the early years of the 1970s were relatively stable as the new
marriage model became established. The mean age at first marriage stabilized
at a little above 22.5 for women and 25 for men. The total rates indicate that
slightly above 900 females out of 1,000 were marrying before age 50. For males
the total marriage rates climbed above 1,000 for several years in a row, partly
because of poorer estimates of the male population, and partly because of the
more advantageous position of men in a marriage market suddenly flooded with
the first female ‘‘baby boom’’ generations to reach marrying age.

Although following three decades in which marriage was highly popular, the
current ‘“‘marriage plight”’ began about 1973, Rates for the never-married
dropped significantly and uninterruptedly, reaching, in the 1980s, levels compa
rable to those at the height of the Great Depression (Table 8). This decline led
to a corresponding increase in the proportions of young singles, which also
reached or surpassed levels of the 1930s (Table 7). Necessarily opposed, the rate
of marriage and the proportion of singles characterize the new marriage
behaviours.

Since 1973, the drop in the total first marriage rates has occurred in two
phases separated by a temporary stabilization from 1978 to 1980 (Figure 2 and
Table II). In the first phase, the drop was very rapid and had a greater impact
because the strong marriage trends of previous years had left relatively few
Canadians single. In the second phase, the drop in rates was more moderate
because the proportion of singles had increased considerably in the young age
groups. From 1973 to 1988, the total rates dropped by about one-third. Since
1983, they have been below the rates 1932 and 1933.

Today, first marriages are not only less prevalent, they are also taking place
later: the mean age at marriage is now 25 for women and over 27 for men. This
is an increase of more than two years since the beginning of the 1970s. Such
alarge increase may mean that the most recent total rates are underestimating
the prevalence of marriage in those cohorts currently of marrying age.

Second Method: Nuptiality Tables

Using the annual or longer-term marriage rates of the never-married over a
year or a short period, it is possible to build nuptiality tables; these are known
as ‘“‘calendar year’’ tables, to distinguish them from those for real cohorts. In
effect, based on the same principles as life tables, calendar year tables present
the marriage behaviour of a fictitious cohort of singles that marries in the same
proportions as its peers did over the course of the year or the period under study.
According to this model, a reduction in the numbers of single persons with age
would only be due to marriages, excluding mortality and emigration. In
particular, these tables provide an estimate of first marriages before age 50 and
of mean age at first marriage. Table 9 shows figures from such tables for three-
year periods centred on census years.
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TABLE 9. First Marriages Before Age 50 per 1,000 Singles at Age 15 and Mean
Age at First Marriage according to the Nuptiality Tables, Canada,
Males and Females, 1930-1932 to 1985-1987

v Marriages before age 50 Mean age at first marriage
ear
Males Females Males Females

1930-1932 . 834 . 25.11
1940-1942 953 958 26.77 23.64
1950-1952 950 958 25.50 22.57
1955-1957 937 962 25.21 22.22
1960-1962 932 953 25.04 22.28
1965-1967 946 953 24.74 22.51
1970-1972 950 954 24.81 22.60
1975-1977 919 927 25.75 23.47
1980-1982 840 853 27.05 24.81
1985-1987 785 803 28.42 26.06

Source: See Appendix B,

Calendar year tables for 1950-52 to 1970-72 show prevalent and relatively
early marriage for both sexes. At age 50, a cohort marrying at the rates of this
period would have about 5% never-married - a little less for women and a little
more for men. The mean age at marriage for the members of this fictitious
cohort would be around 22.5 for women and 25 for men. Clearly, this means
that singles had unequivocally abandoned the late and non-universal marriage
model of their elders.?!

More recent tables offer different and varying results. They confirm a decrease
in the frequency of marriage and suggest that 20% of each cohort is likely to
remain never-married at age 50. Although less frequent, marriage also takes
place much later, with the mean age at first marriage exceeding 26 in women
and 28 in men. This trend is the result of large numbers of couples living together
as a prelude or substitute to marriage.

Cohort Marriage Behaviour

The data used to study the annual fluctuations of first marriages can also be
examined by cohort, rather than by year of marriage (see the base rates table
in appendix). This approach gives first marriage frequencies from age 15
to 49 for the 30 cohorts®? whose members married after 1920 and reached
age 50 before 1989. In this case, it is not a fictitious cohort made up of
individuals from different ages and to whom standard behaviours are attributed,

2! 1t is not surprising that these values are different from those annually published by Statistics
Canada in Marriage and Divorce (Cat. 84-205). This publication offers the mean age at first
marriage by year rather than by cohort.

22 Since the data is available for only a short period, we can only identify the behaviour of older
cohorts at later ages, and of younger cohorts, at the beginning of their adult life.
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TABLE 10. Mean Age at First Marriage and Intensity of Marriage,
Canada, 1906-1938 Cohorts

Mean age at first Intensity of marriage
Cohorts marriage (per 1,000)
Males Females Males Females

1906 28.40 24.75 883 853
1907 28.37 24.95 884 877
1908 28.39 24.98 891 871
1909 28.36 25.06 893 874
1910 28.32 25.10 890 871
1911 28.24 25.11 887 869
1912 28.12 25.09 893 876
1913 27.94 25.03 893 883
1914 27.75 24.92 892 888
1915 27.54 24.77 892 893
1916 27.33 24.60 885 893
1917 27.13 24.44 868 885
1918 26.96 24.25 869 892
1919 26.81 24,08 876 903
1920 26.67 23.92 884 913
1921 26.54 23.79 889 921
1922 26.40 23.64 905 931
1923 26.24 23.52 909 926
1924 26.09 23.42 908 919
1925 25.97 23.32 910 915
1926 25.85 23.21 921 919
1927 25.74 23.10 925 922
1928 25.65 23.00 935 932
1929 25.56 22.89 949 945
1930 25.45 22.77 956 957
1931 25.36 22.66 956 959
1932 25.28 22,56 953 959
1933 25.21 22.46 942 952
1934 25.15 22.37 931 942
1935 25.11 22.32 924 931
1936 25.06 22.27 928 929
1937 25.02 22.24 922 918
1938 24.97 22.19 955 936

Source: Authors’ calculations.

but a real description of each cohort. Consequently, the sum of first marriage
frequencies by age cannot be more than 1,000. As with the nuptiality tables,
the first marriage frequencies of these cohorts illustrate the prevalence and
timing of first marriages for those born before the Second World War. Table 10

summarizes these frequencies.
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Canadians born before the First World War tended to marry late, and many
did not marry at all - more than one-tenth remained single, at least until age 50.
In almost all cohorts, the mean age at first marriage was over 25 for women
and over 28 for men. A detailed analysis of marriages by age for these cohorts
showed that the distribution was strongly affected by the economic difficulties
of the 1930s, depending upon the ages of persons at the beginning of the
crisis. These cohorts had overall marriage rates comparable to cohorts at the
turn of the century largely because the economic crisis of the 1930s delayed or
prevented many marriages. This was shown in the cross-sectional analysis.
Chapter § presents a more detailed analysis of the behaviour of selected cohorts,
to illustrate reaction to political or economic events.

The Second World War affected marriage behaviour differently than the
Great Depression. As mentioned in the Section on first marriage frequencies,
the prospect of being drafted into the army greatly stimulated the marriage rates
of young men in 1940-1942, resulting in a rapid drop in the age of first marriage.
In a few cohorts, the mean age at first marriage dropped to 24 for women and
27 for men (Table 10). This trend towards marriage at a younger age was accom-
panied by an increase in the number of marriages in female cohorts (1913, 1914
and 1915 cohorts). In male cohorts, the number of marriages dropped to the
lows registered by the 1917-1918 cohorts. This is probably the effect of excess
mortality among never-married young men mobilized after 1942, which meant
that the number of married men in the cohorts after the war was artificially high.
As a result, first marriage frequencies were lower than they would have been
without the war.

As Table 10 shows, cohorts between the two wars had the earliest and most
prevalent marriage pattern. The mean age at first marriage dropped from cohort
to cohort, reaching 22.25 years in women and 25 in men, a decline of about three
years from cohorts affected by the Great Depression. The proportion remaining
single at age 50 also dropped, falling to under 5% in cohorts from the beginning
of the 1930s. This trend toward earlier and more universal marriage explains
the exceptional number of marriages that characterized the post-war period,
which reinforced the baby boom.

Although they have not all reached age 50, we know that the ten subsequent
cohorts also showed a strong tendency to marry. In fact, the sum of first
marriage frequencies indicates that over 95% of the 1939-1943 cohorts married
before age 45, and over 92% of the 1944-1948 cohorts were married by age 40.
This is not surprising because all of these cohorts were already 25 or older when
the contemporary marriage plight began.

Because the more recent cohorts have such a short history, we are unable
to estimate the first marriages that will eventually take place among them. On

3 Dumas, J. (1987). Op. cit.
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Figure 4
Cumulated Marriage Rate Frequencies at Age 26, by Sex,
Canada, 1938-1962
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Figure 5
Cumulated Marriage Rate Frequencies at Age 31, by Sex,
Canada, 1938-1957
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the other hand, by adding first marriage frequencies for these cohorts, we can
see that they no longer tend to marry as young as their predecessors. Figure 4
shows this delay in marriages before their 26th birthday; three-quarters of all
women born in the 1940s married before their 26th birthday. For the cohorts
of 1962-1963, this proportion drops to less than half. For men, the proportion
drops even more rapidly - from six in ten for the 1940s cohorts to under three
in ten for the 1963 cohort. Figure 5 shows that this trend is not compensated




-31-

for before age 31, at least for the cohorts that have reached this age. In the latest
cohorts, the proportions married at 31 are close to those observed at 26 in the
1940s cohort. This trend towards late and less prevalent marriage is not simply a
return to the past: marriage is no longer viewed as a prerequisite to living together.

The Decline in Marriage Prior to Cohabitation

The previous analyses have emphasized the major decline in first marriage
rates over the past fifteen years. This ‘‘marriage plight’’ is not unique to Canada;
many Western industrialized countries have been affected. Table 11 shows the
total first marriage rates for several European countries. These rates indicate
the crisis has spread like an epidemic, with its origin in Sweden. There, the total
first marriage rate has declined drastically since the second half of the 1960s,
dropping to 624 per 1,000 women in 1970. The crisis rapidly spread to Denmark,
then to other Scandinavian and Germanic countries. England and France were
affected slightly later, while the Eastern European countries, except the German
Democratic Republic, remained unaffected. Born in Sweden more than 20 years
ago, the current marriage plight has spread to all Western countries.

In Canada, the marriage crisis has affected the provinces to varying degrees.
Ontario and Quebec, the two most populous provinces, differ strikingly: in 1988,
the total marriage rate for never-married women was 488 per 1,000 in Quebec
and 761 per 1,000 in Ontario.24 In the same year, rates for the other provinces
ranged from 634 for Newfoundland to 756 for British Columbia.

TABLE 11. Total First Marriage Rate (per 1,000) for Females in Selected
European Countries, 1965, 1970, 1980, 1985, and 1986

1965 1970 1975 1980 1985 1986
England-Wales 1,000 1,040 876 761 669 ..
Austria 995 913 751 674 598 608
Denmark 986 815 667 533 572 598
Finland 930 939 702 671 .. ..
France 993 919 858 706 540 530
Hungary 978 968 998 894 880 ..
Norway 872 956 794 648 571
Netherlands 1,130 1,060 831 683 567 ..
East Germany 1,050 980 919 812 737 782
West Germany 1,100 974 764 656 598 ..
Sweden 956 624 628 525 528 536
Switzerland 897 868 650 659 671 ..
Czechoslovakia 893 894 975 884 917

Note: For England-Wales, the Netherlands, Norway and Hungary, the data dates from 1984,
Source: I.N.E.D., Programme international d’analyse conjoncturelle.

24 Dumas, J. (1990) Report on the Demographic Situation in Canada Current Demographic Analysis,
1990, Ottawa, Statistics Canada, 115 p.
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TABLE 12. First Marriages by Type and Proportion Ever-married per 1,000,
Male and Female Cohorts 1946-1951 to 1956-1961, Canada

M 2 3 O] &) ()
Direct Indirect Cumulated | Proportion
marriages | marriages first married
during during marriages per 1,000
‘;g: the time | the time (zfl;':l‘do(g) at the at the
group spent in spent in beginning beginning
the the of of
age group | age group age group age group
Female cohorts
1946-1951:
13-19 212 6 218 - -
20-24 414 30 444 218 234
25-29 105 24 129 662 711
30-34 .. .. 791 850
1951-1956:
13-19 257 17 274 - -
20-24 318 65 383 272 276
25-29 .. .. .. 655 665
1956-1961:
13-19 168 30 198 - -
20-24 .. .. .. 198 185
Male cohorts
1946-1951:
13-19 68 - 68 - -
20-24 415 25 440 68 73
25-29 170 58 228 508 543
30-34 .. .. . 736 787
1951-1956:
13-19 66 7 73 - -
20-24 342 73 415 73 77
25-29 .. .. . 488 515
1956-1961:
13-19 36 18 54 - -
20-24 .. .. . 54 49

Source: Microdata from the 1984 Family Survey, Statistics Canada, 1984.

Vital statistics give accurate assessments of the decline in first marriages, but
they fail to explain other aspects of the marriage plight. Thus vital statistics are
supplemented with sample surveys of the adult population. Two Statistics
Canada surveys are particularly important: the 1984 Retrospective Family
Survey and the 1990 Survey on Family and Friends. These surveys revealed a
major decline in direct marriages - that is, marriages prior to cohabitation.
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Table 12 is a partial summary of the 1984 survey results. It shows direct and
indirect (preceded by cohabitation) first marriages for various age groups born
between June 1, 1946 and May 31, 1961. Five-year groupings were used to
illustrate certain changes. These figures show that the proportion already mar-
ried at a given age decreases from the older to the younger cohorts. Further-
more, the proportion of indirect marriages at a given age increases from one
group of cohorts to the next. This proportion is low for age groups that include
marriages celebrated before June 1, 1976. On the other hand, for women, it is
15% to 20% for age groups including marriages celebrated between June 1, 1976
and May 31, 1981. The proportions are about the same for marriages between
those aged 20 and 25 in the male cohorts of 1951-1956. All this confirms that,
since the beginning of the crisis, the decline in first marriages among young
people has been accompanied by an increase in premarital cohabitation.

Based on preliminary results from the 1990 survey, Table 13 illustrates the
recent upsurge of premarital cohabitation. Among married women aged 30 and
less at the time of the survey, four out of ten had lived with their husbands before
marriage, compared to one in ten among those aged 40 to 49. The younger
women were unlikely to be in second marriages: hence four out of ten is a
reasonable estimate of the frequency of indirect first marriages in recent years.
As can be deduced from Table 12, this rate has more than doubled over the past
ten years: clearly marriage is no longer the founding act of the union that makes
it public.

TABLE 13. Proportion of Married Individuals who Cohabitated Prior
to Marriage, by Sex and Age, Canada, 1990

Females Males
Age Who cohabitated Who cohabitated
group Currently prior to marriage Currently prior to marriage
married married

Number % Number %
20-24 195 84 43 86
25-29 638 262 41 514 151 29
30-34 787 240 31 670 206 31
35-39 742 192 26 752 198 26
40-44 729 15 10 727 105 14
45-49 526 56 11 568 82 14

Source: General Social Survey, 1990.
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Conclusion

After three decades of high popularity for marriage, the 1970s and 1980s were
marked by a spectacular drop in first marriage rates. First marriages became
less prevalent, and took place increasingly late in life. And increasingly, marriages
confirmed existing unions rather than creating new ones. These quantitative and
qualitative changes in marriage behaviour have been associated with the increase
of cohabitation, which will be discussed in Chapter 6.

As seen in Table 14, despite these changes, the majority of young Canadians
are still marrying - but later than their elders did. Canadians in their 30s illustrate
this particularly well. This change in the age of marriage for single and divorced
persons will be discussed further in Chapter 5. A very high proportion of the
old members of this 30 year-old group are already married; likely no more than
10% of cohorts born in the first half of the 1950s will remain never-married at
age 50. A high proportion of cohorts born in the second half of the 1950s are
also likely to eventually marry; close to 80% of women in these cohorts were
married before the age of 32.5, as were two-thirds of the men. The fate of the
later cohorts is harder to predict because marriages are taking place later,
especially among men. Still, almost two-thirds of women born during the first
half of the 1960s had married before 1990. Thus it is clear that only small
minority of the baby boom cohorts will never marry.

TABLE 14, Proportion Ever-married by Age and Sex, Canada, 1990

Females Males
Age Number | Number, % Number | Number, %
group ever- all marital | ever- ever- | all marital | ever-
married statuses married | married statuses married
15-19 .. 901 .. e 948 ..
20-24 214 983 22 89 1,007 9
25-29 735 1,184 62 557 1,176 47
30-34 932 1,184 79 760 1,162 65
35.39 935 1,080 87 892 1,059 84
40-44 894 976 92 865 966 90
45-49 727 764 95 701 759 92
50-54 599 626 96 568 619 92
55-59 580 607 96 57