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CORRELATES OF MARITAL POSTPONEMENT

IN SRI LANKA

PROF. W. INDRALAL DE SILVA

INTRODUCTION

The postponement of marriage contrib-
utes substantially towards a reduction in
the level of fertility by shortening the total
reproductive span of the female which, in
turn, due to a cumulative effect, influences
the size of individual families as well as
the population growth rate of the coun-
try.! Inmany developing countries experi-
encing significant falls in fertility, espe-
cially in Asia, reductions in proportions
married have often coincided with or, as
in the case of Sri Lanka, preceded falls in
marital fertility 2

In Sri Lanka, during the present cen-
tury female age at marriage has increased
almost by seven years. The delay in mar-
riage and its impact on the birth rate have
led Krik* to refer to Sri Lanka as “the Ire-
land of Asia”. Caldwell et al® identified
Sri Lanka as the leader in Third World
Asia’s change in marriage patterns. By the
mid-1970s, Sri Lankan females were mar-
rying not at puberty but a decade later.

Unlike in the West, where marriage is
not necessarily the precursor of childbear-
ing or the responsibility of running a
household, in Sri Lanka, procreation is

almost entirely within marriage. Hence,
any upward or downward trend in
nuptiality would influence the fertility of
Sri Lankan women.

This paper examines nuptiality trends
and factors in Sri Lanka by using the pub-
lished data of the population censuses
from 1946 to 1981, the Demographic and
Health Surveys (DHS) of 1987 and 1993,
and labour force and educational statis-
tics. It should be noted that the 1981 popu-
lation census was the latest of such a se-
ries in Sri Lanka; neither was the sched-
uled population census of 1991 conducted
nor any future date fixed for such an activ-
ity.

TRENDS IN NUPTIALITY

Although Sri Lanka is noted for its trend
of universal and early marriage of females,
marriage is now very late and may no
longer be called universal.' As observed
in the 1993 Sri Lanka Demographic and
Health Survey, nine per cent and five per
cent of females respectively in the age
groups 40-44 and 45-49 years were never
married, and the general trend clearly
shows an upward movement of these pro-
portions (Table 1).
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