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Traditionally, women’s well-being in the Pyrenees was best secured through marriage,
whether they originated from propertied or non-propertied families. Women could then
benefit from and live according to their husbands’ status and salaries. It seems however that
marriage was more vital for women of a lower background (landless families) rather than for
those of a higher background (propertied families). The reason for this was probably because
the Ancient Regime local customs forced Pyrenean propertied families to secure well-being to
all the children whether through marriage or through celibacy. Indeed, the customs which
perpetuated the Pyrenean house system or single inheritance traditions compelled propertied
families to marry all the children comfortably (Arrizabalaga, 2004). Otherwise, they had to
offer them (the younger ones in particular) the possibility to care for them at home as single
unpaid members of the family. In this way, men and women from propertied families,
whether married or unmarried, were secured well-being, a decent life, and a decent status as
well.
The customs thus protected the rights of propertied families’ unmarried sons and daughters by
making sure that they were all provided for in the family farm through life. Men helped in the
outdoor chores and women in indoor chores. Each contributed to the household’s revenues as
unpaid labor and enjoyed their parents’ status through life in exchange for room, board, lifelong care, and retirement.2 They were full members and participants to the family well-being
though they received no salary. In the Ancient Regime, family size being lower than in the
nineteenth century (three children per family on average in the Western Pyrenees instead of
three to four in the nineteenth century), male or female celibates from propertied families
were quite numerous. All families seemed to have one living in the family house through life
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This system was responsible for the formation of specific family structures, the stem-family in the Pyrenees
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many studies in the Ancient Regime and after the French Revolution (Le Roy Ladurie, 1972; Fine-Souriac,
1977; Fauve-Chamoux, 1993a, 1993b, 1995, 2002; Arrizabalaga, 1997a, 1997b; Fauve-Chamoux et al., 1998).

(Lafourcade, 1989). As for landless families’ celibates in the Ancient Regime, little is known.
Yet it seems that for them, paid service labor outside the family house was probably
inevitable, vital, and difficult considering the limited economic possibilities of the time in the
Pyrenees. They therefore often opted for marriage to avoid a life of hardship, instability, and
poverty.
In the nineteenth century, the situation evolved differently. Though the population increased,
economic opportunities expanded, transportation improved, and migration was facilitated, the
number of celibates remained quite high. This was due to single inheritance which prevailed
despite the egalitarian laws of the Civil Code of 1804 (Arrizabalaga, 2005a, 2005b). Yet,
fewer men and women accepted to remain single in the family house as unpaid labor as a
result of new, better paid professional opportunities elsewhere. The purpose of this paper is
precisely to focus on unmarried men and women as paid or unpaid labor whose well-being
and survival depended on their capacity to take advantage of family conditions and new
opportunities to secure themselves well-being. While some perpetuated ancient practices as
unpaid labor in the family house under the authority of their parents first and later under the
authority of the family single heir or heiress of the house, most opted for other destinies.
They found jobs outside the family house, especially landless farmers’ sons and daughters
who could not reside with their parents as adults and were forced to find employment to
secure their own survival and well-being. They found solutions in service labor in rural areas
or small towns which only secured them life-long toil and meager revenues. It appears that
unpaid unmarried men and women were rare among landless families whose children
generally married to be able to sign land leases (generally granted to married couples) and
provide a decent well-being for themselves.
The question which we will address are the following ones. Where there many unmarried
men and women in the Pyrenees after the Revolution when economic opportunities
expanded? How did their number evolve over time? What was their destiny as paid or
unpaid labor? With industrialization, urbanization and emigration in the nineteenth century,
their situation evolved greatly so that they soon had greater access to new, better paid, more
diverse employment opportunities as paid labor.

Considering expanding and improving

economic conditions especially in cities, propertied families’ sons and daughters were
proportionally fewer to live and work at home as unpaid labor. Many indeed lived as paid
labor in rural, urban, or overseas environments? Why was marriage not an option for them?
The destiny of these unmarried men and women as unpaid or paid labor, all originating from
propertied or non-propertied families, was inevitably different, yet single women, no matter
1

their social background, had greater chances to experience downward social mobility than
men. Why did women then opt for a life of celibacy?
Sources and methodology
I will use the Basque case in order to analyze the reasons why so many unmarried men and
women accepted the hard living conditions as unpaid or paid labor and the types of destinies
and social mobility they experienced in the Pyrenees in the nineteenth century and the early
part of the twentieth century. Basque conditions on these matters will provide an illustration
of what happened in other mountain provinces of Southern France. All had written customs
before the French Revolution which gave rights to all individuals, including unmarried ones.
The local Basque family practices were not all together different from the others because
single inheritance was the rule as it was in all the other provinces of the Pyrenees. It was
single inheritance that generated high celibacy, families being able to secure status and wellbeing to no more than two children generally. Yet when families were larger and when they
could not collect dowries for all the children, celibacy or emigration was inevitable
(Arrizabalaga, 2005c, 2005d, 2006c). Thus, in the Pyrenees, as in the Basque Country, the
local customs of the Ancient Regime imposed single inheritance. The selection of one heir or
heiress inevitably generated the exclusion of the other children from inheritance, and therefore
celibacy when all the children were not all provided for a decent marriage. The situation did
not change all that much with the French Revolution. Though the Civil Code of 1804
imposed equality, single inheritance practices, though transformed, prevailed and generated
new inequalities between siblings depending on their birth rank and on their sex
(Arrizabalaga, 2002a, 2002b). Celibacy however remained high, especially among younger
sons and daughters (younger daughters in particular). It was not so high among landless
families’ sons and daughters, as the data will show. Why did celibacy, especially as unpaid
labor, prevail among women of all status despite industrialization, urbanization, and
expanding economic conditions. Why was marriage not an option?
For our demonstration, we will use family reconstitutions, 120 genealogies from 1800 until
today or the life experiences of about 3000 individuals originating from six different villages
in the Basque Country in the three Basque provinces: Sare (a mountain) in the province of
Labourd; Les Aldudes and Mendive (two highland villages), Isturits and Amendeuix (two
lowland villages) in the province of Basse Navarre; and finally, Alçay (a highland village) in
the small province of Soule, all villages located in rural areas distant from the regional city of
Bayonne. In order to complete these 120 genealogies, many different sources were consulted:
the civil registers of births, marriages, and deaths of the six villages, of all villages around
2

them (15 to 20 of them around each village), the district towns (all the cantonal seats of the
Basque Country and surrounding Bearn towns), Bayonne, and Pau (Arrizabalaga, 1998). The
information thus collected was then cross-analyzed with the land registers (Cadastre)3 of the
six villages and the villages around them, the succession registers (Enregistrements)4 of the
seven districts (or cantons), and finally the notary records.5
The succession and notary records were useful sources in this research on celibacy because
unmarried men and women are difficult to trace. Rarely do they appear in archives, especially
those landless originating from landless families.6 That explains why studies on them are so
few (Fauve-Chamoux, 2005). Indeed, their marital status or rather the “absence of marital”
status makes unmarried people invisible except in birth and death records. In between, they
rarely leave any trace behind them. Only when they and/or their parents owned personal
transmissible assets of some kind did they appear in succession records and notary records.7
These documents are the only ones giving indication on their inheritance and succession
intentions and on their well-being through life. These indicators are not available for landless
families’ unmarried sons and daughters who, when landless themselves, left no trace behind
them besides their birth and death certificates and died as “indigents” (with no personal
assets). In these circumstances, landless single people’s life experiences are therefore very
difficult to study and their well-being difficult to evaluate. This study however will attempt to
make amend to this situation and bring some tentative answers.
Male and female celibacy in the nineteenth century: data
The statistical analysis of the family reconstitution data indicate that about 20% of the
children and grand children of the 120 couples remained single through life, more precisely
19.74% of the 456 surviving adult children of the second-generation cohort and 19.04% of the
809 surviving adult children of the third-generation cohort (see Table 1). About half of the
them were men (46.7% among the second-generation single people and 50.6% of the third3
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generation single people) and the other half were women (53.3% of the second-generation
single people and 49.4% of the third-generation single people) (see table 2). Finally, there
were slightly more women than men if we compare them with the total number of individuals
in the cohort, (see Tables 3). As a result, one women out of five remained single in the
nineteenth century, fewer perhaps than in the Ancient Regime, it seems, when about one third
(from 30 to 33%) remained single (Lafourcade, 1989). Male and female celibacy in the
nineteenth century however was probably higher than the above data indicate as a result of the
“unknown” cases, many of whom probably remained single as well (See table 1). We could
estimate that celibacy actually reached one quarter to one third of the cohorts, fewer and
fewer living in the family house than before, as we will see. Indeed, men and women in the
nineteenth century had other options than celibacy and they therefore were fewer to accept the
living conditions of single persons living at home and depending on the heir or heiress. They
were even fewer to live in the rural environment they were familiar to, envisioning emigration
instead, as the data will later show.
Table 1. Marital status of the children (second-generation cohort)
and the grand children (third-generation cohort) of the 120 couples
Marital status

Second-generation

Third-generation

Single

19.74%

19.04%

Married

58.77%

40.17%

Unknown

21.49%

40.79%

Total

100% (N=456)

100% (N=809)

Table 2. Permanent men and women celibacy among the children (second-generation cohort)
and the grand children (third-generation cohort) of the 120 couples
Sex

Second-generation

Third-generation

Men

46.7%

50.6%

Women

53.3%

49.4%

Total

100% (N=90)

100% (N=154)

Table 3. Unmarried sons and daughters (second-generation cohort) and unmarried grand sons
and daughters (third-generation cohort) of the 120 couples compared to the total cohort
Celibacy / Gender

Second- Generation cohort

Third- Generation cohort

Men

19.5%

18.7%

Women

19.9%

19.45%

Total

19.74% (N=90)

19.04% (N=154)
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Female celibacy and well-being before and after the French Revolution
The data clearly highlight pervasive ancient practices derived from the Pyrenean customs.
These customs were written in the early modern era in order to inform the monarch on how
local practices regulated communities’, families’, and individuals’ well-being as well as their
rights, powers, and obligations.8 They affected both propertied families and non-propertied
families and in the same process they regulated the rights and powers of unmarried men and
women. Most of the prerogatives of the customs remained effective through the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries.

Indeed, Pyrenean propertied families’ practices were strictly

regulated by the customs which imposed single inheritance and unequal succession rules
rigidly, rules which prevailed until recently despite the Civil code.9 Families transmitted all
their inherited assets to one child, to the first-born son or daughters (aînesse intégrale) in the
Basque Country, Bareges and Lavedan10, to the first-born son (male primogeniture) in Bearn
and the Baronies in particular11, and to the first-born or cadet son in French Catalunia.12 As a
result of these single inheritance rules, there prevailed in the Pyrenees a system known as the
“house system”, which gave primacy to the survival and well-being of the family house and
land over the children’s (Fauve-Chamoux & Ochiai, 1998).

The single heir or heiress

(depending on the practices) was empowered of all assets as long as his or her decisions
served the purpose of the house and its longevity. He or she had to transmit all inherited
assets intact and undivided from one generation to the next while securing the well-being of
the siblings. Practices evolved in the nineteenth century as female inheritance became more
common, yet single inheritance as a system survived with the obligation to secure
siblings’well-being.13
These practices inevitably generated exclusion, most notably among the younger children,
and especially daughters in areas where only men inherited (all but the Basque Country,
8
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Lavedan and Bareges).14 As one inherited all land assets, the others were entitled to a
compensation, that is their share over the other assets (the légitime: assets acquired during
parents’ marriage), of smaller value than the heirs’ assets, in the form of a dowry, yet
generally enough to marry into a local propertied family. Not all children were however
secured a dowry, men and women. And those who could not hope for a decent dowry were
encouraged to permanent celibacy at home as unpaid labor. Women were not always the ones
who were sacrificed and forced to accept this condition. As families, with three children on
average, could generally secure inheritance to the heir or heiress and a dowry to the secondborn child, the other younger children, men or women, were forced to remain unmarried in
the family house under the authority of the heir or heiress, never to be entitled to property
right, salary, or compensation but room, board, care and retirement through life in the family
house (Lafourcade, 1989). Thus, the Basque customs (as did the Lavedan and Bareges
customs as well) allowed the prevalence of the house system and single inheritance until the
French Revolution, an unequal system which, though transformed, was perpetuated in the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries despite the Civil code. In this way, the system continued to
exclude siblings and force some of them to permanent celibacy.
Celibacy at home as unpaid labor continued to be an option open to younger men and women
who wanted to maintain their status as propertied sons or daughters and avoid precarious
living and social conditions in the community and downward social mobility. Nonetheless,
they had no life of their own, always under the authority of their parents first and later under
the authority of the heir or heiress. In this way, inheritance practices before and after the
Revolution guaranteed an unequal treatment depending upon birth rank (between first-born
and younger children) rather than sex (between men and women) with the goal of securing
socio-economic stability, well-being and continuity to houses, families, and communities.
These practices were imposed as a result of the scarcity of

money (for dowries and

compensations), of land (individual properties being too small to survive partition and
existing only as a result of single inheritance), and of employment (little craft or industrial
employment available in the Pyrenees at the time). Therefore, the prevalence of single
inheritance in the Pyrenees and that of permanent celibacy in particular were vital strategies to
the continuity, well-being, social peace, and economic stability of families and communities.

14

Gender inequalities prevailed more strongly in the provinces of Bearn, Baronies, and French Catalonia
because these provinces had adopted Roman laws and practices by advantaging more male than female
descendants. In the provinces of Pays Basque, Lavedan and Bareges male or female primogeniture prevailed,
hence greater gender equalities there.
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The conditions of propertied families’ celibates, male or female, were unfavorable but not so
unfavorable as those of sharecroppers’ unmarried sons and daughters. The latter could barely
survive as paid servants. They lived a life of dependency and toil working for an employer
and living in his house as low-paid labor twenty four hours a day. Their living conditions
were precarious and their working conditions hard, probably more so than for unmarried men
and women living and working as unpaid labor at their parents’. While the latter were
secured livelihood, care and retirement through life, the former could be fired and be left
homeless with nothing at any time. Thus, propertied families’ unmarried sons and daughters
had rights which others did not have. The heir or heiress did not compensate them but was
compelled to take good care of them at home (one generally and occasionally two). This right
was known as “droit de chaise” in the customs entitling uncompensated unmarried siblings to
the family status, stable residence in the family house through life, participation in decisionmaking, and decision-power over the sale of the inherited land. Thus the heir or heiress could
not sell inherited assets without the approval of the surviving parents and unmarried sibling(s)
living in the house. Thus, unmarried men and women at home enjoyed a certain status, which
was probably better than sharecroppers’. The Civil code perpetuated these practices but from
then on uncompensated unmarried siblings had property rights on the inherited assets which
they could demand. Rather than forcing partition, they accepted celibacy. As the succession
records indicate, their self-abnegation for traditions (the survival of the house and the family)
was such that upon death, they donated their share of the assets to the heir or heiress and
contributed to the transmission of the family house and land intact and undivided to the next
generation, despite the egalitarian law.
Propertied families’ unmarried sons and daughters however did not enjoy equal rights, equal
opportunities, and equal treatment. It appears that men had greater rights than women.
Unmarried men worked on the farm and lived in the family house, as did their unmarried
sisters, but made more benefits from their work in the house than their unmarried sisters. With
the family’s domestic animals, they raised their own (sheep and cows) and grazed them on
common land. They made money with which they sometimes bought pieces of land for
themselves to benefit from. As their succession declaration (testaments) indicate, they used
their savings to acquire small property during their life time. When they saved enough, some
could perhaps settle as propertied farmers or propertied artisans in the community and
therefore live a life of their own. Yet this was unusual and rare as a result of the scarcity of
land in the Pyrenees (Beaur et als., 2004). Others finally left the village and found other ways
to settle down: in the army, the church, or abroad. Thus succession registers are truly
7

important indicators to evaluate these celibates’ well-being. They indicate that propertied
families’ unmarried sons were probably grateful of their conditions at home because upon
death, they did not hesitate to transmit their personal assets and their share of the inheritance
to which they were entitled by law (which they never demanded however) to the heir or
heiress of the house in return for good care and retirement.
Unmarried sisters under the authority of the heir or heiress did not enjoy the same
opportunities. They lived and worked in the family house but were responsible of domestic,
indoor chores. They took care of the house, of the children, and of the family poultry, yet
could not save enough money to build a small fortune. Their celibacy was therefore
permanent and provided them with no personal wealth besides the legal share to which they
were entitled by law and to which they renounced in exchange for room, board, care, and
retirement. Similar to their unmarried brothers, they never demanded their share and upon
death, were also so grateful that they donated it to the heir or heiress of the family house.
Inequalities between unmarried men and women did not so much derive from family
inheritance practices or birth rank, but from sex and economic conditions, the labor market
being then and later less favorable to women. Unmarried women did not have access to jobs
which allowed them to envision another life besides celibacy at home. At best, they could
hope to inherit (as first-born daughters) or to be endowed enough by their parents so that they
could marry an heir. If such options were not available, permanent celibacy at home was the
ultimate option.
Unmarried men and women, especially women, could further contribute to the survival of the
house system by accepting marriage offers from propertied widows or widowers with young
children. Propertied widows occasionally married unmarried men to work on the family farm
and propertied widowers married unmarried women to take care of the house and the under
age children. This was because unmarried men and women often had a longer life expectancy
than married men and women, especially longer than married women who ran great risks due
to their successive pregnancies. It however appears that later in life, unmarried women had
greater chances to marry a local propertied man than their male counterpart because widows
remarried more rarely than widowers. While the former could find paid agricultural laborers
to take care of the outdoor chores, widowers desperately needed a wife at home permanently
to take care of the house and children. The status which derived these conditions was not so
great as the one which the heir or heiress or their spouse enjoyed, yet it was probably better
than that of a unmarried person or that of a sharecropper.
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Men or women originating from sharecropping families rarely envisioned celibacy because
this status secured them a very low status, lower than that of sharecroppers. Marriage was
therefore a vital stage in their life cycle. Sharecroppers’ daughters in particular did not enjoy a
decent status and their living and working conditions were particularly unfavorable when they
remained single as they could only survive as domestic servants through life (FauveChamoux, 2005). They never received a dowry. They needed to work before marriage to
collect a small dowry and they barely did. Men for their part had greater possibilities. They
could accumulate more than women and if they were hard workers, they could collect a large
enough dowry to marry a small heiress. Generally, they saved enough to marry and settle as
sharecroppers in the village or nearby (in the area where they had been employed). As a result
of these conditions, sharecroppers’ sons and especially daughters were fewer than propertied
families’ sons and daughters to remain single, marriage being a necessary stage in the life
course and at a younger age than for propertied families’ sons and daughters for survival. To
improve their conditions, we will see that many emigrated.
Female celibacy and migration patterns
When looking at unmarried men’s and women’s migration patterns in family reconstitution in
the first half of the nineteenth century (second-generation cohort), it appears that the large
majority of the unmarried people resided in their village of birth, slightly more women
(66.6% or one third) than men (61.9%), yet more men than women never moved away from
their parents’ house (45.2% for men against 25% for women). Thus, contrary to single men,
more single women lived in their familiar rural environment (66.6%) but not under the
authority the heir or heiress of the house. Unmarried women from propertied families
therefore were more mobile than their male counterpart, fewer of them being willing to accept
the status of unmarried women at home than men. This condition was probably less honorable
and valuable for women than it was for men, women being considered as house servants
while men enjoyed the status of farm employees with the possibility to make their own money
raising their own cattle (sheep generally) on common land and sometimes owning small plots
of land, something not available to women.
Thus, the status as unmarried siblings at home was more favorable to men than it was to
women, 75% of the unmarried women looking for opportunities elsewhere, in their familiar
rural environment in the village or nearby for 41.6% of them, and in towns or cities for 27.1%
of them. While two-thirds of the unmarried men and women lived in the familiar rural
environment in order to enjoy family and community solidarity, the other third emigrated.
They either settled in cities or departed to America. Men preferred America where many
9

became successful propertied farmers, cattle raisers or artisans rather than cities where they
established as civil servants generally or else priests (Arrizabalaga, 1996 & 2003). Women
by contrast were attracted to cities where they lived a life as servants or unskilled, low-paid
employees (hoping probably to marry a civil servant), and a few others entering the Catholic
church orders (as nuns) (Arrizabalaga, 2005d, 2006a, 2006b).
Table 4. Migration patterns among unmarried men and women: the children (secondgeneration cohort) and grand children (third-generation cohort) of the 120 couples
Generation
Residence/gender
Home
Rural
Urban
Abroad
No information
Total

Second generation
Men
Women
45.2%
25%
16.7%
41.6%
16.7%
27.1%
21.4%
4.2%
2.1%
100% (N=42)
100% (N=48)

Third generation
Men
Women
29.5%
26.3%
24.3%
27.6%
24.4%
42.1%
16.7%
4%
5.1%
100% (N=78)
100 (N=76)

In the second half of the century, the situation evolved so as to accentuate the earlierdiscussed diverse migration trends. Fewer unmarried men and women remained in their
familiar rural environment: 53.8% of the unmarried men and 53.9% of the unmarried women,
about half of them living in their parents’ house, under the authority the heir or heiress and the
other half being employed in the village or nearby as artisans for men (some being propertied
artisans) and servants, shop attendants, seamstresses or unskilled laborers for women (see
Table 4). It appears that fewer unmarried men and women remained in the family house as
farm helpers (for men) or house helpers (for women) and many preferred to settle alone in the
village or elsewhere. Though the majority of the unmarried men and women resided in the
familiar rural environment still in the second half of the nineteenth century where they
probably could enjoy a decent life and where they were secured family and community
solidarity and help, more and more tried a new life elsewhere. As employment opportunities
expanded as a result of industrialism, urbanization, and emigration in the second half of the
nineteenth century, men and women departed from the village in greater number. As earlier,
men seemed to be more attracted to America than women. Obviously it was difficult for
single women to survive in America, employment being scarce for them in the new world
outside family business (Arrizabalaga, 2006a & 2006b).

Their survival and well-being

depended on marriage. Besides, the marriage market in America was very favorable to them,
many unmarried men looking for women to marry and settle permanently.
Actually, rarely did the unmarried women who emigrated to America appear in our data
because they got married soon after emigration, sometimes within three months. Single men
10

in America were however numerous. They were men who could not find a wife of their
cultural background to marry before or after emigration. In America, the marriage market
was particularly unfavorable to them as a result of the scarcity of women especially in remote
areas. Besides, men seemed to want to marry a woman of their origins. If not, they remained
single rather than accept exogamous marriages (marriage outside the geographic, cultural
background). Their goal was then to return home after a few years in America (which few
did).
The unmarried women who remained unmarried after migration were women who settled in
cities, in local towns but more importantly in the coastal towns of Saint-Jean-de-Luz and
Biarritz, the regional city of Bayonne and other cities such as Bordeaux and Paris. They lived
off low revenues as unskilled employees or servants in wealthy families.

Others were

seamstresses, shop employees, house servants (Arrizabalaga, 2005d). Contrary to America,
the job market in cities was favorable to them, more so than the marriage market, the female
population in cities outnumbering the male population. Many women could find decent jobs
but were unable to find someone adequate to marry. Besides, propertied women’s daughters
who settled in cities were not up to accept any marriage. They seemed to consider a marriage
of equal status or better only. Some considered celibacy as part of their professional design.
The hard-working ones, originating from propertied families and enjoying a good moral
reputation, could be domestic servants for wealthy families. It appears that women remained
single in cities not so much because they could not find a spouse (their marriage market being
rather more favorable to them in cities than it was for men in America) but because they could
not find the person of their choice: one who qualified their social and professional criteria and
priorities. These women seemed to only consider marriage with an established propertied
artisan or a civil servant, men who could secure a good standard of living and a high social
status. Rarely did they marry a landless artisan and even more rarely an unskilled laborer
who could only secure them a life of toil, hardship, and insecurity. Rather than marry down,
they remained single. Working for a wealthy family in cities was an honorable option which
gave them the opportunity to freely return to their village of birth. Yet not all unmarried
women had the same behavior, those of different status though had different migration and
employment opportunities.
Female celibacy, status, and migration
The family reconstitution data show that depending on their status, women did not favor
celibacy in the same way. Indeed, when looking at women’s social status, whether they were
propertied or landless families’ daughters, they had different priorities and therefore different
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migration destinies. When analyzing women’s destinies among the propertied families (about
half of the cohort) and among the landless families (about the other half of the cohort), we
notice that over time propertied families’ daughters considered celibacy as paid or unpaid
labor, more favorably than landless families’ daughters. Indeed, there were 25 single women
from propertied families in the first half of the nineteenth century against 23 from landless
families. In the second half of the century, there were 51 single women from propertied
families against 25 from landless families (see tables 5 & 6). As a comparison, propertied
families’ sons were even greater to consider permanent celibacy in the nineteenth century than
landless families’ sons: from 29 to 57 among propertied families’ sons against 13 to 20
among landless families’ son (see Tables 5 & 6). Therefore, landless families’ children, men
and women, were fewer to envision permanent celibacy, their social and economic conditions
forcing them to low-paid unskilled employment leading to greater insecurity. They were
therefore more inclined to marriage for survival. This allows us to infer that celibacy was not
the condition reserved just to the most destitute and the least taken-care of. Celibacy was also
a decision made by people who were able to support themselves (though at minimum wages
for women generally) and did not consider marriage at any circumstance.
While celibacy was unfavorable for men and women of lower background, in propertied
families, it was not. Female celibacy in propertied families was probably a choice rather than
an inevitable circumstance. They envisioned celibacy instead of down marriages, preferring
professional and residential liberty in cities with the possibility to later return to their village
before death (in order to be buried in the family’s burial grounds).

Male celibacy in

propertied families was more the choice of circumstances than a deliberate decision,
depending on their professional activities. In America, they did not have a choice, women
being scarce in remote areas. Besides, military employees in French cities were often forced
to celibacy as a result of their residential mobility and priests as part of their religious
obligations. It appears that celibacy in propertied families was less of a choice for men than it
was for women.
Table 5. Migration patterns among propertied families’ unmarried men and women: the
children (second-generation cohort) and grand children (third-generation cohort) of the 120
couples
Generation
Residence/gender
Home
Rural
Urban
Abroad
No information
Total

Second generation
Men
Women
55.2%
28%
10.3%
24%
3.5%
44%
31%
4%
100% (N=29)

100% (N=25)

Third generation
Men
Women
38.6%
39.2%
17.6%
13.7%
14%
43.2%
22.8%
3.9%
7%
100% (N=57)
100 (N=51)
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Table 6. Migration patterns among landless families’ unmarried men and women:
the children (second-generation cohort) and grand children (third-generation cohort)
of the 120 couples
Generation
Residence/gender
Home
Rural
Urban
Abroad
No information
Total

Second generation
Men
Women
23.1%
21.7%
30.8%
60.9%
46.1%
8.7%
4.35%
4.35%
100% (N=13)
100% (N=23)

Third generation
Men
Women
5%
45%
56%
50%
40%
4%
100% (N=20)

100 (N=25)

Not only did celibates from propertied families have different approach to celibacy from those
from landless families, but unmarried men and women had different migration patterns
depending on their social origins. Propertied families’ unmarried sons favored their rural
environment or America and their sisters their rural environment or cities (see Table 5). By
contrast, landless families’ unmarried sons and daughters either resided in their familiar rural
environment or in the local town, the cantonal seat closest to their village, a place they were
familiar with, where they could maintain close ties with their family and village (see Table 6).
Thus, propertied families’ sons and daughters were more mobile than landless families’ sons
and daughters. While the richer ones envisioned emigration to America (for single men) or to
cities (for single women) and were attracted by more distant destinations in order to maintain
or perhaps improve their social status, the poorer ones envisioned a close-by migration
destination for survival. They rarely envisioned migration to large distant cities or America
probably because they could not afford it, at least until emigration agents offered their
financial help after 1860. Thus celibacy for landless families’ children was generally a
situation which they strove to avoid while for propertied families’ children, it was a strategy
towards social mobility (for men) and individual liberty (for women). The latter, better
trained (as potential heirs), more determined and hard-working, saw celibacy at home as the
easy solution which did not satisfy the ambitions of more and more of them. Migration
however did (Bouchard et als., 1998; Lorenzetti et als., 2005; Segalen et al., 1994 ; Van
Poppel et als., 2004).
Female celibacy and social mobility
The labor market and the economic conditions of the time were responsible for the different
social mobility patterns among unmarried men and women, unmarried women being unable
to secure themselves a stable social status compared to men. Indeed, looking at parents’
social status and their sons’ and daughters’ social status in the statistical tables on family
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reconstitution, it appears that unmarried men had a greater chance to maintain or improve
their social status than unmarried women, whether they originated from propertied or landless
families (see tables 7 & 8). Most unmarried men, from propertied or landless families,
improved their social conditions finding positions as civil servants or priests in the church.
Single women by contrast rarely improved their status through celibacy (less than 5% no
matter their social background).

In comparison, the majority of the unmarried women,

whether from propertied or landless families, experienced downward social mobility through
celibacy as they were secured unskilled, low paid jobs in towns and cities, barely enough to
survive. These unmarried women were hardworking women, willing to sacrifice their marital
status to work as independent employees, accumulating decent savings through life
sometimes, even as domestic servants working for wealthy families in Paris, so much so that,
by the end of their life, some of them declared themselves self-supporting (rentières).15
Therefore, most of the unmarried men, no matter their social background, experienced stable
or upward social mobility while unmarried women, no matter their social background,
experienced stable or downward social mobility. This was due to gender discrimination.
Women suffered from inequalities in the job market and in the marriage market, both more
unfavorable to them than to men. Industrialism, urbanization, and emigration offered greater
employment opportunities to men than to women. Women maintained or improved their
social status through marriage while men did often as a result of better economic conditions in
the labor market in cities and overseas. Thus, it was not such an honorable condition for
women to remain single as it was for men, yet many accepted it rather down marriages.
Table 7. Social mobility among propertied families’ unmarried men and women:
the children (second-generation cohort) and grand children (third-generation cohort)
of the 120 couples
Generation
Social mobility/gender
Upward
Stable
Downward
Total

Second generation
Men
Women
16%
3.8%
68%
34.6%
16%
61.5%
100% (N=25)
100% (N=26)

Third generation
Men
Women
17%
0%
55.3%
42%
27.7%
58%
100% (N=47)
100 (N=50)
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Many of the unmarried women who resided in towns or cities were women who originated from propertied
families and who had lived a hard life as servants. Some of them worked so hard that they had saved money for
their retirement and others had accumulated great wealth so that they declared as “rentières” living off their large
wealth.
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Table 8. Social mobility among landless families’ unmarried men and women:
the children (second-generation cohort) and grand children (third-generation cohort)
of the 120 couples
Generation
Social mobility/gender
Upward
Stable
Downward
Total

Second generation
Men
Women
58.3%
5%
16.7%
50%
25%
45%
100% (N=12)
100% (N=20)

Third generation
Men
Women
20%
4.2%
55%
12.5%
25%
83.3%
100% (N=20)
100 (N=24)

While propertied families’ unmarried sons thus remained in the house, a few in cities and
many in America where they often fared as well or better, propertied families’ unmarried
daughters remained in their familiar rural environment (in the house, in the village or nearby)
or migrated to cities where their destinies were perhaps more favorable than in the village as a
result of a better job market and the labor demand in the industries and in the services. But
their conditions were not so favorable as men because they experienced stable or downward
social mobility more often. By contrast, landless families’ unmarried sons and daughters
settled in their familiar rural environment or in the nearby town and rarely in large cities or
America. Yet similar to the earlier group, unmarried men fared better than unmarried women,
men experiencing stable or upward social mobility as artisans or civil servants (some of
whom became property owners) while unmarried women barely maintained their status or
experienced downward social mobility as servants, hence these women’s obligation to
consider marriage as a strategy for survival or stable social mobility instead.

Conclusion
In the Old Regime, celibacy was common as a result of the single inheritance practices, male
or female primogeniture in the Basque Country, Bareges, Lavedan, male primogeniture in
Bearn and Baronies, and male single inheritance (first-born or cadet male primogeniture) in
French Catalunia which forced families to select one child to inherit all the family assets: the
house and the land, a system which naturally excluded all the other siblings from inheritance.
This prevailing exclusion despite the Civil code in the nineteenth century was the necessary
condition which justified massive emigration. Families could compensate some of their
children but not all. As result of family size (3 children on average at the time), a limited land
market, and cash scarcity, families could provide for two yet they could not settle all their
children, the third one being encouraged to accept celibacy in the family house. Hence,
celibacy was an intricate part of the Pyrenean house system, inheritance strategies and family
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practices in the pre-revolutionary period, about one third of the children, male or female,
being forced into permanent celibacy. This was not the fate of the girls only as women could
inherit and others married heirs. There was therefore no discrimination against women when
it came to consider celibacy as a necessity for individual and family survival. Besides,
celibacy was the consequence of limited economic conditions and opportunities in the
mountain regions as well as in cities which did not yet offer many jobs and therefore did not
attract many people.
Celibacy however was no longer an economic necessity in the nineteenth century. And yet,
the number of unmarried men and women remained rather high.

Among them, fewer

accepted celibacy at home. This was due to improving economic conditions in cities and
overseas which attracted men and women and which offered better employment opportunities
and an expanded job market. As economic conditions improved, for men and women, more
men and women emigrated, many of whom accepting permanent celibacy. Among them,
there were about as many unmarried men as unmarried women. Conditions therefore did not
force more women to permanent celibacy than men. There was no gender discrimination
when it came to consider permanent celibacy. Finally, as in the Old Regime, celibacy was not
considered as being dishonorable, a lower status to avoid at all cost as it only secured
disrepute and downward social mobility. On the contrary, as in the Old Regime, propertied
families’ unmarried men and women continued to enjoy a rather high status through life, as
propertied families’ unmarried sons or daughters. Yet their high number derived from limited
economic conditions and opportunities and families’ limited economic resources to
compensate all the children equally and well enough. In the nineteenth century, men and
women continued to consider celibacy but no longer as a solution to limited economic
opportunities and poverty but as a solution to enjoy greater migration and social mobility (for
men) and avoid down marriages (for women).

Those who migrated to cities (women

generally) or America (men generally) were probably the most entrepreneurial, determined,
and perhaps independent as they were able to take care of themselves alone as paid labor
through life. Correspondingly, they were proportionally fewer to consider celibacy at home
as they had other options, women being more mobile than men, more of them living outside
the family house than men.
Unmarried men’s destinies however differed from unmarried women’s.

Indeed, their

migration destinations differed depending on their sex and their social background. Among
propertied families, when celibates did not settle in their rural environment, they either
emigrated to America for men or to regional towns or cities for women. These different
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migration destinations were due to the labor markets. The job market was favorable to men
everywhere, America in particular, but not to women, who were primarily attracted to cities
where opportunities were better.

While men remained single because of the type of

employment they accepted and their destinations (civil servants in cities and propertied
farmers or cattle raisers in America), women remained single as a result of an unfavorable
marriage market in towns and cities. Men remained single as they could not marry women of
their culture and the marriage market was unfavorable to them in America (many indeed
strove to return home), women remained single because the unfavorable marriage market did
not allow them to make a decent marriage, one which secured them stable or upward social
mobility. Rather than accept down marriages and downward social mobility as propertied
families’ daughters and potential heiresses, they lived self-supporting independent lives as
permanent single women. And some were quite successful.
By contrast, among landless families, celibates, male or female, were not so mobile. They
settled within their rural, social environment in their village, nearby or in the nearby town.
Their concern was to secure well-being, security, and stability to themselves and their close
relatives. As they needed their family’s assistance to survive, migration was limited to a
close-by environment. There, their marriage and labor markets was favorable and were
intended to survival. Celibates were therefore fewer.
Despite these different behavior and women’s quest for social mobility, unmarried women’s
destinies were not so favorable as men’s no matter their social background. They experienced
downward social mobility more often than men did. Actually, when women remained single,
their conditions either declined or at best remained stable. Unmarried men by contrast either
maintained or improved their conditions. There was therefore great inequalities between men
and women with regards to celibacy, as women did not benefit from their status as much as
men did. Yet celibacy was not the condition reserved to the poor or the impoverished, those
who had no other choice but celibacy. Instead, it was the consequence of decisions which
corresponded to priorities and circumstances, at times a choice to secure status (social
mobility for men) and the freedom of movement (geographic mobility for women). Celibacy
among landless families however seemed to be more associated to poverty and failure to be
avoided at all cost.
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