Effects of the European late marriage pattern on kinship. A study using a microsimulation model
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This work is a study of the relationship between late marriage in Western Europe in the past and kinship. I study first the effect of late marriage on kin numbers and then I change the point of view and look at the possible demographic and kinship determinants of late marriage. Hajnal (1965) first showed that Western European populations married very late from the sixteenth to the eighteenth century. The age at marriage for women in that period was between 24 and 26 years of age, while the age at marriage was between 18 and 22 years all over Europe before 1500 and in the rest of Europe after 1500. For men, the evolution was generally similar, from 25 years or less, to 28-30 years between 1550 and 1800, but with a higher range of variation than women. This discovery by Hajnal, based on a bold generalisation given the few data at his disposal when he wrote, has been largely confirmed by later research. Much has been written about the European late marriage pattern since Hajnal's classic work, but analysis of its causes and effects is generally conducted on a very general or macro level, and in some ways often merely repeats Malthus' "preventive check" argument. On the contrary, the association between late marriage and the emergence of the nuclear family has been described in great detail, and we know a lot about family formation rules at a micro level. However, we lack a clear picture of the relationship between nuptiality changes and variations in kin numbers, which is the main level of interaction between macro population dynamics and changes in family structure at the micro level. In this paper, I will study the possible effects of late marriage on the life cycle of individuals through the changes it brought in the size and composition of their living kin group. I will also consider the other side of the interaction between the global and family levels, looking at the demographic aspects of the kinship determinants of late marriage.


The data I use come from a microsimulation model of kinship. Marriage and family formation were often conditioned by the combined effect of demographic and socio-economic constraints. The interest of a model such as the one I employ here is that it allows us to separate the demographic from the socio-economic level of constraints, which is more difficult to do with real data on age at marriage and family characteristics, which are only the results of the various constraints at work. A model allows us to reproduce the observations by means of a combination of hypotheses with regard to the constraints at work, and can help to measure the range of variation any constraint can produce on the observed behaviours. The general procedure I will use here is to simulate the kin group size and composition of individuals for a wide range of demographic regimes. This will allow me to explore what could be called the frontiers of this demographic constraint.


In the first section, I will justify the use of a microsimulation model for the study of kinship. In the second section, I will show the effects of the European marriage model on the survival of the parents of individuals living in Western Europe from the sixteenth to the eighteenth century. The third section consists of an extension of this study of the effects of late marriage to the totality of the close biological kinship. Finally in the last section I will consider the question of the determinants of the age at marriage, analysing the demographic dimensions of marriage for men and then for women.








