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Background and purpose of the research

In the media debate on welfare services for the ageing population, it is at times claimed that in old days families took care of the elderly. There is some truth in this, but for example, in the mid 19th century as much as one third of women aged 70 years lived without family in a rural Finnish parish. The purpose of this study is to investigate who these women were and measure their life courses compared to those of women who lived with their families. Comparisons are also made with women in an other rural parish. 

Data and methods which were used

The basic data of this study is an individual based life course register of three cohorts of women, who have been followed every ten year from the age of 40 until death. The members of the cohorts were born between 1737-48, 1787-93 and 1830-37, and lived either in Vihti parish in southern Finland or in Valkeala parish in eastern Finland. The main sources for the life-course register have been the parish registers and the parish books kept by Finnish Lutheran ministers. I have used life-course method to investigate the change between the cohorts.

Main results

Among unmarried women aged 60 and 70 years in the first two cohorts between 40 % and 50 % lived without relatives, and almost 70 % in the third cohort. Nevertheless, in most cases solitude old age was associated with widowhood. During the research period the risk for a woman to be left a widow before the age of 60 diminished, while the risk for living in the old age without family steadily increased. It became more and more rare that widows lived with other relatives than their own children. Detailed investigation suggests that usually a low social status at the age of 40 years predicted solitude old age. Among the landowning peasantry an ageing woman seldom lived alone, and in case she did, she usually enjoyed a retirement contract. Also among the tenant population, that is crofters, the majority of women lived least with their children, albeit the circumstance of this group deteriorated. Solitary old age was most common among female farm servants and farm workers widows. In the late 18th century one third of the cohort members aged 40 years were of landowning peasants, but hundred years later only a bit more than 10 %, while almost 50 % were of crofters’, approximately one third of farm workers’, less than 10 % of craftsmen’s and 2 % of gentry’s households. 

Conclusions

The advancing social stratification explains the increasing proportion of aged women living without relatives in the 19th century in southern Finland. Comparison to Valkeala parish confirms the observation. Only 12 % of widows lived there without family in the mid 19th century. In Valkeala approximately 90 % of population were landed and slash and burn cultivation was still partially used. Widows lived in extended or multiple families. 

