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Abstract 

Choosing a marriage partner was a crucial process in pre-industrial society, especially for the 

landowning classes. This study focuses on social aspects of mate selection in five rural 

parishes in southern Sweden between 1829 and 1894. We use an individual level database 

containing information on a large number of marriages and the social origin of the marrying 

couple, regardless of whether they were born in the parish or not. The data makes it possible 

to study homogamy, without introducing possible selection biases by only studying the non-

migrating population, which is of considerable importance in a society characterized by very 

high levels of geographical mobility. The results show a community characterized by quite 

strong homogamy, but also with pronounced differences in homogamy between social groups. 

Landholding peasants were most homogamous, while the semi-landless were least 

homogamous. The pattern of homogamy also remained fairly constant over time despite 

fundamental economic and social change.   
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Introduction 

In pre-industrial Western Europe the economic aspects of marriage were of great importance. 

In areas dominated by the Western European Marriage Pattern, marriage was closely 

connected to family and household formation.1 In order to marry, a young couple needed a 

secure income and housing to be able to set up an independent household. To peasants access 

to land was vital, and marriage was often intimately connected to inter-generational land 

transmission. This made the choice of marriage partner a crucial issue, in which a lot more 

than love and affection was involved.2 In addition to this important financial aspect, marriage 

was also a way to link lineages. Kinship alliances could be an important motive for marriage 

in itself, or could be used as an instrument to find a socially and financially suitable partner in 

the marriage market.3 In this way marriage strategies were closely linked to more general 

family strategies regarding social reproduction, where marriage was intimately connected to 

issues of inheritance, land transmission, migration decisions, etc.4  

 The aim of this paper is to analyse social homogamy in a rural area of southern Sweden 

in the nineteenth century (1829–1894). Our point of departure is the claim of ethnologists and 

local historians that pre-industrial rural society was characterized by rather strong homogamy. 

Although such claims make sense in light of what was just said, they are mainly based on 

qualitative sources or individual examples, showing the occurrence of positive assortative 

mating (people with similar characteristics marrying each other), not its frequency. The 

approach in this study is to confront the picture given by ethnologists and local historians with 

demographic data, and to undertake a quantitative analysis of the frequency of homogamy. 

More specifically we ask if there was a tendency of homogamy in rural areas of southern 

Sweden in the nineteenth century, and if it was similar across social groups and over time?  

In order to answer such questions we make use of a high quality dataset based on family 

reconstitutions of five rural parishes in the province of Scania in southern Sweden. By 
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following all individuals observed living as married in one of these parishes in the period 

1829–1894 back to their place of birth, we get the opportunity to study social homogamy 

without introducing possible selection biases stemming from migration, which are otherwise 

common in family reconstitution studies.   

 

Background 

If marriage was just an act of love and the mate selection process was not restricted by 

institutions along social, religious or ethnic lines or by geographic distance, the mix of mates 

into couples would be rather haphazard. For many reasons we know that this is not the way 

marriage worked in old times, and not even today. Therefore, theories have been developed in 

order to explain individuals’ assortative behaviour in the marriage market. 

One line of argument is that mate selection aims at pooling wealth and status from two 

houses into a third, new union.5 Certain marriage strategies are developed in order to 

maximize the outcome of such unions, depending on the social, religious or ethnic origin of 

the spouses. For financial reasons, and of fear for punishment from the family and the social, 

religious or ethnic group, young people prefer a spouse with similar economic characteristics 

in accordance with the saying “birds of a feather flock together”.  

In economic theories of marriage the gender division of labour, the productivity (wage) 

of men and women in different tasks, and the effects of different time allocations on aggregate 

output in household production, largely determine the assortative mating process, i.e. whether 

spouses have similar (positive assortative mating) or different (negative assortative mating) 

characteristics.6  In a pre-industrial rural context, however, the mating process does not have 

so much to do with division of labour as with assets, mainly access to land and housing. 

Regardless of whether spouses were similar in terms of assets or not they were always 

specializing in different work tasks according to the gender based division of labour,7 which 
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implies that gains to specialization is not what differs between different marriage matches. 

Instead, strategies that aim at maintaining family estates and securing a viable landholding 

and social reproduction were at the centre of the marriage decision, at least for the landed 

groups.  

In nineteenth century southern Sweden people were homogeneous as far as religion and 

ethnicity were concerned, but socially divided. There were many institutions in rural society, 

some of which were connected to marriage, which make it reasonable to believe that certain 

marriage strategies were practiced, especially among landholding peasants. For example, we 

know that peasant couples developed different techniques to modify the principal of the 

inheritance legislation, which prescribed quite equal inheritance between all children.8 In 

Scania, the most common way seems to have been to transfer the family farm to a chosen 

child, often the eldest son, while the parents (or at least one of them) were still alive, in 

exchange for house and boarding for the rest of their lives (the institution of peasant 

retirement).9 However, it was not always the eldest son who became the new manager of the 

family farm, quite often it was a younger son or a daughter (in practice the son-in-law).10 To 

choose the right one must have been a crucial decision for the ageing couple to make. 

Children who were not favoured in this respect were compensated in other ways, by parcels of 

land or movable property.11  

It is easy to imagine that the marriage of children played an important role for the 

peasant couple planning for their own old age and the succession between generations. The 

splitting of land through inheritance could be compensated for by the right marriage set up. A 

successful union between one of the children and a similar wealthy party was a guarantee that 

the farm could maintain two households when the old couple retired. Besides the fact that 

they owned, and were in charge, of the family farm, the institution of marriage gave the 

ageing couple an important role in the mating process.  
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According to the marriage act of 1734, no one could be forced into marriage, and this 

applied to both men and women. On the other hand, the same act included provisions that 

gave parents the power to influence their children’s choice of partner. Unmarried women had 

no authority and were placed under a guardian, normally the father, who acted on their behalf 

in marriage negotiations. The institution of guardian is a reflection of the fact that marriage 

was not only a matter for the young couple, but also dependent on the older generation, in 

particular in so far as the woman was concerned. The law also gave the parents the right to 

disinherit their unmarried daughters if they married against the will of the parents. Even sons 

and daughters who were widowed could, if they married against the will of their parents, be 

disinherited, given that they were part of the parents’ household, because the refusal to obey 

would then be interpreted as disdain and contempt of their parents.12 

 Legislation thus made it possible for marriages based on love, but at the same time it 

made it possible for parents, by virtue of their involvement in the marriage negotiations and 

their right to disinherit children who did not obey, to influence the choice of marriage partner. 

Ethnological researchers have made attempts to obtain a picture of how this worked in 

practice, by studying contemporary accounts on the subject. 

 In the older ethnological literature, which mainly dealt with landed peasant customs, 

emphasis was laid on parental influence on children’s marriages, and mention was even made 

of a ‘parental-power marriage system’.13 People were reluctant to see the homestead passed 

on to someone outside the family, and wanted instead to increase its size by fusion with 

another homestead, as a result of marriage. An advanced expression for this sort of economic 

planning in connection with marriage was, among other things, the so-called sibling-exchange 

system, in which two siblings of one family married two siblings of another.14 

 Contemporary sources often provide vivid accounts of parental power over the children’s 

choice of marriage partner. As mentioned, it was mainly a matter of marriage strategies 
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among the wealthy farmers in southern and central Sweden. The contemporary narrators point 

out that these farmers endeavoured to marry off their children to their equals, that is to say, 

within the same social group. Wealth and social status were qualities that were decisive in the 

choice of marriage partner, not passion or love. 15 In 1847, Nicolovius, a pseudonym for the 

parson Nils Lovén, published a description of peasant customs experienced during his 

childhood at the turn of the century in the district of Skytt in southern Scania in which he 

stated: 

 

“Similarity of wealth, but not the way of thinking or opinion, was the basis for marriage 

unions among farmers’ families at the time. Beauty and grace were the least important in 

making their choice. These concepts did not even have corresponding words in the language 

of the farmers, and even now, when the word ‘charming’ is used, I hear of a charming horse 

and even a charming pig, but, so far, never a charming girl.”16  

 

Marriage is often presented by the contemporary narrators as a financial affair, even though it 

was not openly admitted, and the proposal as a negotiation in accordance with laid-down 

rules. 17 In 1976, Nils Bruzelius who was a headmaster in Ingelstad district in southern Scania 

published an account of local customs. On marriage he wrote: “In the marriage settlement the 

most important question was always, ‘What will you give the girl?' More than one proposal 

came to an abrupt end at the mere question, because the father-in-law refused to hand over the 

oxen demanded by the son-in-law”.18  

  The contemporary narrators compare the peasants’ mode of conduct, when choosing a 

marriage partner for their children, with that of the higher social classes and their efforts to 

retain or extend the family property. Whenever these efforts came into conflict with the 

youngsters’ love for someone other than the intended partner or a lack of affection for the 
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chosen one, the parents tried to impose their will and often succeeded. 19  If the opposition to 

the wish of their parents was too great from one of the marriage partners, it was possible, 

within the framework of the marriage agreement between the two families, to bring about a 

change so that a brother or sister was offered as a partner instead. However, fathers often 

forced their daughters to marry against their will. 20 Eva Wigström, a teacher and writer 

describing peasant customs in the district of Rönneberg in western Scania in the 1840s, 

reported: “Like Denmark has its legends about locked-up maidens, the Scanian rural people 

had theirs about girls who by force had to marry the men chosen for them by their parents and 

relatives.”21 Parents did not have the same jurisdiction to force their sons into marriage, and 

traditional material shows that there were instances when boys refused to follow their parents’ 

directions and the parents had to yield.22 

 In addition to these parentally controlled marriages of convenience, there was always 

room also for marriages based solely on love and affection. In fact, the use of parental-power 

to influence the children’s choice of marriage partners was most evident among the nobility, 

bourgeoisie and farmers, where children’s marriages had an effect on the transfer of resources 

between generations, and the organization of security in old age for the parents.23 Since the 

parents controlled the property, a threat of disinheritance had real significance. For the 

landless in the rural areas, the parents’ influence on the children’s choice of marriage was 

smaller.24 

 Contemporary accounts also show that parental influence on the children’s marriage was 

greater in southern Sweden than in the northern parts of the country, and this, in turn, may 

have been due to differences in social structure. In the south, as mentioned, social differences 

were large and farmers with considerable land holdings gave their daughters large dowries, 

which is why they had reason to try and get their children to avoid marrying the ‘wrong’ 
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partner. In the north, the social structure was more egalitarian, which reduced the need for 

strong parental influence on the choice of marriage partner.25 

 As we have seen, ethnological studies based on traditional material emphasize that 

farmers tried to prevent their children from marrying someone from a landless background.26 

Even contemporary descriptions call attention to the fact that children of landed peasants 

usually married their equals.27 During the latter half of the nineteenth century there was 

extensive growth of the landless groups. It has been shown that this growth was not due to 

higher fertility among the landless than among the landed, but to an increased social mobility 

downwards. It is probable that in this process there was an increase in the proportion of 

marriages between peasant and landless children. It can also be expected that marriages across 

social boundaries were more common in areas with early proletarianization, like, for example 

in western Scania. Considering that marrying down socially was strongly resisted by peasant 

children, the increased proletarianization of the rural areas should have resulted in the 

alternative strategy of remaining in the parental home and postponing marriage, or abstaining 

completely.28  

 Within sociological theories of modernization it is often believed that the nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries brought fundamental changes to the mating patterns. 

Industrialization brought not only economic changes that reduced parental control over 

marriage through new employment opportunities for young people, but also a changing 

mentality implying an increased importance of “romantic love” in choosing a marriage 

partner.29 As a result, it is argued that economic factors and family strategies became less 

important over the nineteenth century, and that this development ultimately led to increased 

heterogamy. Empirical studies, however, sometimes find it difficult to substantiate these 

modernization hypotheses.30 Instead, the mating patterns, as well as the family system more 
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generally, seem to have been quite robust against the economic and social changes that 

followed industrialization.31    

 

Area and data 

The data used is based on family reconstitutions carried out within the Scanian Demographic 

Database32 for five rural parishes in western Scania in southern Sweden: Hög, Kävlinge, 

Halmstad, Sireköpinge, and Kågeröd. They are located about 10 kilometres from the coast in 

the Western part of Scania, the southernmost province of Sweden (see map 1). The social 

structure of the parishes varied somewhat. Hög and Kävlinge were dominated by farmers on 

freehold and crown land with rather similar social characteristics, while tenant farmers on 

manorial land totally dominated the other three parishes.33 Besides the peasant group, the 

parishes also hosted various landless and semi-landless groups, dependent on working for 

others to cover the subsistence needs of the family. In 1830, the five parishes had 3,978 

inhabitants. By 1895 that figure had increased to 5,539: an average annual increase of 0.5 per 

cent during this 65-year period, which is a somewhat slower rate of growth than for Sweden 

as a whole during the same period, 0.8 per cent per year.34  

 

-- Map 1 here 

 

 The family reconstitutions were carried out using data on births, marriages, and deaths, 

for the period from the late seventeenth century until 1894. The material is of high quality, 

with only a few years missing. The reconstitutions were carried out automatically using a 

computer program.35 They have also been checked manually and linked to other sources, 

mainly the poll-tax registers (mantalslängder) and the catechetical examination registers 

(husförhörslängder). The database contains all individuals born in, or migrating into, the 
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parishes. Instead of sampling a certain stock of individuals, for example a birth cohort, each 

individual is followed from birth, or time of in-migration, to death, or out-migration.  

 Since this study deals with mating behaviour, we need information on the social 

background of both spouses in a given couple. In the period 1829–1894, 4,040 married 

couples were observed in the five parishes of investigation. From these we sample the couples 

for which the social origin of both husband and wife could be established.  

 One potential problem with family reconstitution studies is that migration may lead to a 

spreading of a family’s demographic events in several different parishes. Depending on how 

we deal with this problem results derived from family reconstitution data may be biased in 

various ways.36 In this study we are dependent on information about conditions in the parental 

home of individuals that lived as married in the parishes. Using traditional family 

reconstitution data would have forced us to limit the sample to couples where both the 

husband and wife were born in the same parish as they resided in as married. Due to very high 

rates of migration in this area37 such an approach would likely suffer from selection bias, 

because the couples in the sample would have been selected among the non-migrants, who, 

most likely, would have been selected in terms of land holding, physical ability, etc.38  

 In order to avoid these kinds of problems, we have followed all married individuals in 

the parishes, regardless of whether their marriage took place in the parish of residence or in a 

different one, to their parish of birth and added information about social status (of the father) 

at birth. Information on occupation was taken from the birth records or, if available, the 

catechetical examination registers, and data on access to land or croft were taken from the 

poll-tax registers.39 In this way we got information on the social origin of both husband and 

wife for the married couples in the parishes, without introducing too much selection bias 

stemming from migration. However, due to missing or wrong information about date and 

place of birth in the registers, we were not able to link data about the parental home to all 
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individuals in the sample. For about 30 per cent of the couples we lack information about the 

social origin of either the husband or the wife, or both. This leaves us with 2,724 couples for 

which we have data on the social background of both husband and wife.  

 

-- Table 1 here  

 

 Table 1 shows these couples distributed by the spouses’ social origin according to the 

classification of HISCLASS.40 Since the area of investigation in this study is totally rural, for 

practical reasons some minor re-grouping within the HISCLASS framework has to be 

undertaken. Classes 1-5 (“managers and professionals”) must be excluded from the analysis, 

since these groups are too small to be analysed by themselves, as is evident from table 1, and 

too different to be collapsed with any of the other groups. 

 In the present context “skilled workers” (classes 6-7) consists only of artisans, e.g. 

shoemakers, tailors, carpenters, etc. In a rural environment such as the parishes under study, 

artisans were not specialized skilled workers similar to urban artisans, for whom both 

education and establishment were controlled by the guilds.41 They often worked for different 

peasants in the parish, rather than in their own workshops like the urban artisans; sometimes 

they even lived in the peasant households while doing the work. Usually they were not able to 

live from their trade alone, but had to work as a farm labourer to earn supplementary income, 

and in the sources the same person may well be recorded as a shoemaker one year and a 

landless worker another. Hence, these rural artisans are grouped together with the landless 

farm workers in the analysis. 

 The class of farmers (8) is divided into two subgroups depending on the type of 

property rights and land tenure. Class 8a consists of farmers on freehold and crown land that 

had at least enough land at their disposal so that they could provide for their family and pay 
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land rents or taxes.42 Freeholders owned their land and paid land taxes, while crown tenants 

farmed land that belonged to the Crown and paid land rent. Although there were important 

differences between these groups, for example when it came to inheritance and subdivision of 

land43, their situations were in many respects highly similar, especially if we compare with 

other social groups. Consequently, in this analysis they will be analysed together and hereafter 

be jointly referred to as farmers.44  

 Class 8b consists of tenant farmers on manorial land with holdings above subsistence 

level. They were part of a manorial system and their conditions differed in important respects, 

both socially and legally, from that of farmers on freehold and crown land. At least up to the 

1860s they paid most of their rent as labour rent, working on the demesne. Often the exact 

amount of labour to be paid was not specified in contracts.45 After the 1860s, however, the 

manorial system changed towards more specified contracts and less labour rent, making 

conditions between the different farming groups more similar. From contemporary 

descriptions, we also know that freeholders in the area generally looked down on the noble 

tenants, despite the fact that they often farmed land of equal size.46 

 Class 9, “lower skilled workers”, consists of soldiers. The organisation of the Swedish 

military system meant that the local community put a cottage or croft with a small garden plot 

to the disposal of the soldier in exchange for military service. He was also given some 

payment, usually a combination of cash and benefits in kind. However, this wage was not 

sufficient, and consequently the soldier had to work as a labourer to earn some more. 

Moreover, being a soldier was by no means a full-time job. Usually a soldier only spent a 

couple of weeks, during low season in agriculture, with the military. The remainder of the 

year he spent at home, working in agriculture.47 Accordingly, in the analysis the soldiers are 

also merged into the group of landless farm workers. 
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 The class of farm workers (10 and 12) is also divided into two subgroups. The landless, 

contains farm workers without access to land, i.e. contract-workers (statare), day-labourers, 

servants and lodgers (10a and 12a). The semi-landless (10b and 12b), consists of occupational 

groups that often had access to some land. Here we find peasants with land below subsistence 

level as well as of cottagers (gatehusmän) and crofters (torpare), who sometimes had 

landholdings equal to that of smallholding peasants, but other times had only small garden 

plots. Unfortunately it is impossible from the sources to distinguish between cottagers and 

crofters with and without arable land. This makes the semi-landless group somewhat 

heterogeneous, containing peasants and cottagers/crofters with land below subsistence level as 

well as some cottagers and crofters lacking arable land altogether. Finally, the group of 

unskilled (non-farm) labourers (11) is very small, which is only natural since the area under 

study was completely rural until the last decades of the nineteenth century. 

 Due to the small number of observations in some of these categories and due to the 

difficulty of distinguishing different occupations in the rural context both in the sources and in 

the actual work they performed, for example artisans and soldiers being farm labourers most 

of the time, a less detailed social categorization was chosen in order to arrive at meaningful 

interpretations of the patterns of homogamy. Four different groups will be analyzed: farmers 

on freehold and crown land (hereafter called farmers), tenants on manorial land (hereafter 

called tenants), semi-landless, and landless. The first two groups are identical to class 8a and 

8b respectively, while the semi-landless group is the same as class 10a+12a. In the landless 

group classes 6, 7, 9, 10b, 11 and 12b are merged together.   

 In the Malthusian situation of eighteenth and early nineteenth century rural Sweden 

resources were scarce and consequently access to marriage varied between social groups. 

Since the social norm was that a marriage should result in the building of a separate 

household, a precondition to marriage was the access to a dwelling suitable for a family and a 
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safe income. Compared to youth of landless and semi-landless origin, the children of farmers 

and tenants were favoured in this respect, and they were generally younger when they 

married, about 30 for men and 27 for women.48 Youth of non-peasant origin often had to 

work as servants for longer time and were on average one or two years older when they 

married. In the second half of the nineteenth century a substantial decrease in the mean age at 

first marriage of non-peasants occurred. For women this drop was two or three years and for 

men two years. The average marriage age of peasants did not change much though, and in the 

late nineteenth century the difference between social groups was small. One interpretation of 

the decrease in the mean age at first marriage of the non-peasant group is that it reflected the 

social transformation in the countryside. Population pressure and the commercialisation of 

agriculture may have given rise to new employment and housing forms for married people, 

such as crofters, cottagers and contract workers (statare). In this way, the access to marriage 

for landless people probably increased, and they could marry at younger ages.49 

 There were also differences between these social groups in terms of fertility. Farmers 

and tenants had the highest marital fertility above age 25 (5.7 and 5.6 children per woman, 

respectively), landless had the lowest (4.2), and the semi-landless took a middle position (5.2 

children per woman).50 In the mid nineteenth century about two thirds of all newborn survived 

to their thirtieth birthday, which implies that usually more than one potential heir was 

available when the farms were transferred and that accordingly the choice of successor was 

not a trivial decision.51                                                                                                                                           

 A special problem with family reconstitution data is that, for in-migrating couples, we 

do not know whether one or both spouses were remarried or married for the first time. This 

distinction can be done only for couples that were married in any of the five parishes of study. 

In cases of remarriage, it was noted in the marriage record if any of the spouses had been 

previously married. In the sample of both first marriages and remarriages are included (a total 
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of 2,693 couples). In order to make clear whether the pattern of mate selection is different for 

spouses marrying for the first time a smaller sample of first marriages is studied as well 

(1,374 couples). The latter sample is motivated because it could highlight possible differences 

in homogamy depending on the marital status of spouses when the actual marriage was 

entered. On the other hand we are well aware that results may be biased since this population 

is selected on the criterion that the couple married and settled down in the area of 

investigation. 

 

 

Measuring and modelling homogamy 

Tables 2 and 3 present the number of couples distributed by social origin of the spouses. In 

table 2, all marriages are included, while table 3 only includes first marriages. In these cross-

classification tables, homogamous unions are counted in the diagonal cells. As can be seen in 

these tables, the count in the diagonal cell is larger than the rest of the counts in the respective 

row or column for freeholders, noble tenants and landless, which is an indication of positive 

assortative mating.  

 

- Table 2 and 3 about here 

 

Given the four-group occupational classification that is used here, total homogamy was about 

40 per cent over the entire period 1829–1894 in the two populations of study (see table 4). 

Comparing the two periods it seems as if homogamy, if anything, became stronger over time, 

but the differences between the periods are rather small (38 per cent in the first period and 44 

per cent in the second). Table 5 indicates that, for the whole period 1829–1894, the 

percentage of males who where married to a social equal was higher for landless and tenants, 
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and lower for semi-landless and farmers. For landless and tenants homogamy was also 

stronger for males than for females, while the opposite was true for tenants and semi-landless. 

While homogamy was more pronounced in the first period for individuals of tenant origin, the 

opposite was true for individuals of landless background. These tendencies counter-balanced 

each other, which may help to explain why no changes over time in total homogamy could be 

observed. 

 

- Table 4 and 5 about here 

 

Table 4 and 5 indicate the occurrence of homogamy in the rural population we are studying. 

However, to be able to compare the preferences for homogamous marriages between the 

separate occupational groups, or over time, the social structure must be taken into 

consideration. Thus, not only absolute homogamy must be analysed, but also relative 

homogamy, and one possible method to deal with the latter is log-linear analysis.  

 Log-linear analysis has been widely used to model cross-classification count data of the 

kind available to us here.52 Log-linear models have, for instance, often been used in analysing 

social mobility,53 but also in analyses of mating patterns both in historical and contemporary 

populations.54 In log-linear analysis the count in the cells in a cross-classification table is 

modelled multiplicatively. In the simplest case – what is usually refereed to as the 

independence model – the count in a cell is assumed to depend only on the marginal 

distributions in the table: 

 

ln(fij) = u + hi + wj 

 



 16

where u is the grand mean, hi is the row effects (social structure of husbands), wj is the 

columns effects (social structure of wives). If this model fits the observed data there is 

nothing structuring the mating process except the availability of spouses of different origins, 

and thus the mating process itself is completely random. This model will only be included for 

comparisons. The modelling strategy will be to identify a number of theoretically relevant 

models that can be tested and compared. Since we are interested in studying homogamy over 

time we have divided the sample into two different time periods (see table 2 above). Thus the 

first model to test is the independence model taking changes in social structure over time into 

account. This is done both by including a parameter for time period and interaction terms 

between time period and row and column effects. This model can then be compared with 

different homogamy models. 

 Table 6 presents an overview over the different models. As already mentioned, the 

independence model assumes that there is no systematic differences between different cells in 

the table, which will be used as a comparison. The equal homogamy model assumes that 

people have a tendency of marrying homogamously, i.e. to marry someone from the same 

social group, and that this tendency does not differ between social groups. In other words, all 

social groups are equally likely to marry someone from the same social group. 

 

- Table 6 about here 

 

In the case of pre-industrial rural society, however, we expect the mating process to be 

different in different social groups. Landholding peasants, and especially farmers on freehold 

and crown land, can be expected to have wanted to marry homogamously due to the 

importance of access to land to be able to secure ones social status. Landless people, on the 

other hand, cannot be expected to have preferred to marry other landless for financial reasons. 
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On the contrary, marrying a landholding peasant would immediately imply social upward 

mobility. Of course, they may have been forced to marry a landless spouse due to lack of 

alternatives, but we may still expect to find differences between the social groups in the 

strength of homogamy. The differential homogamy model allow for different homogamy 

effects in different social groups. 

 Sometimes it is argued that the main social difference in pre-industrial rural society was 

between the landed and the non-landed, while differences within these groups were much 

smaller.55 In order to test this we use a land homogamy model, which has one parameter for 

peasants marrying peasants, and one for non-peasants marrying non-peasants.  

 Since partner choice was intimately connected to social mobility, marrying upwards 

(hypergamy) was most likely a desired goal of many landless and semi-landless. It could also 

be argued that it should have been easier for women to marry upwards, since they were not 

the managers of the farms, while a farmer son in the process of taking over the family farm 

might have been more inclined to marry a spouse of landless origin, since no transfer of 

responsibility over the farm was transferred to her. It is also possible that his parents looked 

more favourable upon such a match than if their daughter was to marry a landless male, who 

then, in effect, would be the manager of the farm. In order to tests this hypothesis we use three 

different hypergamy models: one model with a separate parameter each for males and females 

marrying upwards, one model for women marrying upwards and one for men marrying 

upwards. 

 The next step is to compare these different models. Different tests are available to check 

the model fit.56 The most commonly used is the likelihood ratio test of the null-hypothesis that 

the model fits the data. High values of the test statistic (the deviance statistic, G2) indicate a 

poor fit and significance levels below 0.05 testify that the model does not fit the data, which 

in itself can give useful information about the mating process. For example, a rejection of the 



 18

independence model implies that the mating process is not random, but that there are some 

underlying structures determining who marries who.  

 Nested models can be compared using a similar test where the difference in the 

deviance statistics between the two models is χ2-distributed under the null-hypothesis of no 

difference between a larger and a smaller model, with the degrees of freedom equal to the 

difference in the number of parameters estimated.57 There is also an alternative way of 

comparing models that does not require models to be nested, called the Bayesian Information 

Criterion (BIC): 

 

BIC = G2- df log(N)  

 

where G2 is the deviance statistic (the likelihood ratio test statistic), df the degrees of freedom, 

and N the number of observations. A model with lower BIC is preferred, and models with 

negative BIC can be considered to have a reasonable fit.58 Table 7 displays the 15 different 

models estimated and the statistics used for model check.59  

 

- Table 7 about here 

 

As expected the independence model is clearly rejected (the critical value for G2 at the 0.01 

level with 25 degrees of freedom is 54.9), which shows that the mating process is not random. 

Taking the changed social structure into account (model 3) significantly improves the model 

fit, but the model is still rejected. In fact only the differential homogamy model has a 

reasonable fit as shown both by the BIC and the likelihood ratio test (p-value>0.1). The 

differential homogamy model controlling for changes over time is not preferred to the one not 

controlling for period differences, which points to the conclusion that the pattern of 
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homogamy did not change significantly between the two time periods. There seems to be no 

difference in which of the two models that is preferred between the sample of all married 

couples and the sample of first marriages. These comparisons show that a model controlling 

for changes over time in the social structure and allowing homogamy to differ between all 

social groups best describes the data.  

 Apparently the marriage pattern was characterized by a high degree of homogamy, but 

the strength of it differed between the different social groups. An analysis of the estimated 

parameters (dk) can inform us how, more exactly, homogamy differed between the different 

social groups. Table 8 shows the parameter estimates for the period as a whole and for each of 

the sub-periods separately. In the latter case, the coefficients shown in the table are the net 

effects calculated from the estimated interaction model (model 7), and the pinterac. is the p-

values for the interaction effects. The coefficients show the effects of the diagonal parameter 

on ln(fij) in each period while the exponentiated coefficients show the effect on the expected 

count (fij): a value of 2 implies that the estimated count in the cell is twice as high as could be 

expected taking only the marginal distributions (social structure) into consideration. 

 

- Table 8 about here 

 

In panel A of table 8 farmers show the strongest homogamy with an effect of about 5, which 

indicates that the farmer-marrying-farmer case is more than five times as frequent than what 

could be expected from a random match, controlling for changed social status over time. 

Tenants show a weaker, but still quite powerful effect, and also the landless have a 

statistically significant homogamy effect, albeit lower than for noble tenants. Only in the case 

of the semi-landless can we not find any indication of homogamy. Most likely this is 

explained by the fact that this group is quite heterogeneous, including both smallholders and 
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virtually landless cottagers; groups that can be expected to have married in opposite 

directions. Apart from the semi-landless there seems to be a clear hierarchy in homogamy, 

with the farmers being clearly the most homogamous, tenants taking a middle position and 

landless least homogamous. Looking at panel B, it is clear that the same hierarchy pertains to 

the first married couples. The only noteworthy difference between the full sample and the 

sample of first marriages is that the homogamy among farmers is even stronger when only 

looking at first marriages.  

These results are quite as expected. Landholding farmers had most to risk in the mating 

process and most to gain by marrying a like. Consequently they showed the strongest 

homogamy. It also seems reasonable that homogamy in this group was stronger for first 

marriages, partly because parental control was stronger over first marriages, and partly 

because of a higher availability of potential spouses in the same social groups for never 

married, than for widows or widowers. Migration selectivity can also be at work here. We 

know that farmers had lower mobility than landless and semi-landless,60 and it may also be the 

case that the children of farmers who were chosen to take over the family holding were even 

less likely to move, which would contribute to the higher likelihood of homogamy observed 

for first marriages among farmers.  

Turning to changes over time, none of the interaction terms are statistically significant, 

which implies that we cannot show any clear changes over time in the pattern of homogamy, 

and this was also the conclusion from the model comparisons in table 7. If we look at the 

estimated effects there seems to be a strengthening of homogamy among farmers if we look at 

all marriages, but a weakening of homogamy if we look only at first marriages. For semi-

landless there is a tendency towards heterogamy over time, as indicated by the negative 

coefficient in the second period. For the other social groups the differences between the 

periods are small. Thus, taken together, it seems as if homogamy remained strong during the 
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entire period, which does not support hypotheses of fundamental change in the mating 

patterns over the nineteenth century as envisaged by modernization theories, at least in rural 

areas. 

 

Conclusion 

Finding the right partner was a crucial event for many people in pre-industrial society. 

Marriage was not only an act of love but also a financial transaction. This is especially true 

for landowning peasants (farmers and tenants), since they had most to risk from a bad match. 

Parental control was strong over marriage, but peasant children themselves also preferred a 

partner from a similar background. Most likely the economic concern was only one reason for 

this preference for homogamy. More intangible aspects related to differences in social status 

and self-identification with ones own group also contributed. The ethnological evidence and 

contemporary accounts give many examples of the importance of such perceived differences 

between social groups in preindustrial rural Sweden. 

In this paper we have studied quantitatively the pattern of homogamy in a rural 

community in southern Sweden during the nineteenth century; a period with quite dramatic 

economic and social changes following agricultural transformation. The results show a 

society characterized by a relatively strong tendency towards homogamy. Given the 

occupational classification in this study, about 40 per cent of the couples were homogamous 

unions. Homogamy was, however, not uniform across social groups. Farmers on freehold and 

crown land were considerably more homogamous than landless labourers, with tenants on 

manorial land taking a middle position. Only the semi-landless did not show any homogamy 

at all, in the sense that they were not more likely to marry someone from the same social 

origin than what could be expected from the observed social structure. This is probably 
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explained by the fact that this was a heterogeneous group positioned in between the landed 

groups and the landless labourers. 

Homogamy was also stronger for first marriages, especially among farmers, probably as 

a result of less parental control and lower supply of potential marriage partners in the case of 

remarriages. Quite interestingly the mating pattern also remained fairly constant over time. 

Despite this being a period of quite rapid societal changes, homogamy did not weaken over 

time. Apparently, the choice of marriage partner remained an important financial and social 

concern, which does not support the ideas in the literature that changes in mentality or 

structure of opportunities for young people following modernisation implied a transition to a 

more heterogamous society where love replaced economics as the driving force in partner 

choice. 

The rather strong homogamy characterising especially the landowning peasants make 

perfectly good sense in the light of the economic realities of peasants in rural society. The 

landless, on the other hand, did not have much reason to marry within their group, since 

marrying a farmer or a tenant would be a major step up the social ladder. Instead, the 

homogamy we observe in this group is to a large extent a function of the preference for 

homogamy in the landed group; in most cases there were simply no alternatives for landless 

except to marry other landless.61 The profound economic changes during the nineteenth 

century following agricultural transformation and early industrialization did not change this 

situation. If anything, homogamy among the farmers got stronger over time, testifying that the 

mating pattern was part of a very slow changing structure deeply rooted in rural society. 
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Table 1. Cross-classification of spouses’ social origin in five Scanian parishes 1829–1894 
using HISCLASS. All married. 
 
 Wife  
Husband 1+2 3+4+5 6+7 8a 8b 9 10a+12a 11 10b+12b N 
      
1829–1864      
1+2 0 0 0 2 0 0 2 0 1 5 
3+4+5 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 
6+7 0 0 3 0 9 0 14 1 15 42 
8a 2 0 12 81 46 7 48 0 49 245 
8b 0 1 11 31 205 2 92 0 103 445 
9 0 0 3 2 7 5 7 0 13 37 
10a+12a 1 1 13 43 143 14 128 0 106 449 
11 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 
10b+12b 0 2 17 27 84 13 74 0 94 311 
N 4 4 59 186 494 41 365 1 382 1536 
1865–1894      
1+2 1 0 0 1 1 0 1 0 1 5 
3+4+5 0 0 1 1 1 0 0 0 1 4 
6+7 0 0 5 6 3 5 11 1 41 72 
8a 1 2 5 35 10 1 24 0 38 116 
8b 0 0 9 17 27 1 40 0 58 152 
9 0 0 2 2 6 3 15 0 22 50 
10a+12a 1 1 21 27 31 21 102 0 152 356 
11 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
10b+12b 2 1 19 19 28 26 111 0 227 433 
N 5 4 62 108 107 57 304 1 540 1188 
1829–1894      
1+2 1 0 0 3 1 0 3 0 2 10 
3+4+5 0 0 1 1 1 0 0 0 2 5 
6+7 0 0 8 6 12 5 25 2 56 114 
8a 3 2 17 116 56 8 72 0 87 361 
8b 0 1 20 48 232 3 132 0 161 597 
9 0 0 5 4 13 8 22 0 35 87 
10a+12a 2 2 34 70 174 35 230 0 258 805 
11 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 
10b+12b 2 3 36 46 112 39 185 0 321 744 
N 9 8 121 294 601 98 669 2 922 2724 
 
Note: 
 
HISCLASS Description 
1+2 Higher managers and professionals 
3+4+5 Lower managers and professionals, clerical 

and sales 
6+7 Skilled workers 
8a Farmers on freehold and crown land 
8b Tenant farmers on manorial land 
9 Lower skilled workers 
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10a + 12a Semi-landless farm workers  
11 Unskilled workers 
10b + 12b Landless farm workers 
Source: Family reconstitutions, poll-tax registers and catechetical examination registers for 
Halmstad, Hög, Kågeröd, Kävlinge and Sireköpinge parishes, The Scanian Demographic 
Database, Department of Economic History, Lund University. 
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Table 2: Cross-classification of spouses’ social origin in five Scanian parishes 1829–1894. All 
married. 
 
 Wife 
Husband Farmers Tenants  Semi-

landless
Landless N

      
1829–1864   
Farmers 81 46 48 68 243
Tenants 31 205 92 116 444
Semi-landless 43 143 128 133 447
Landless 29 100 95 164 388
N 184 494 363 481 1522
    
1865–1894    
Farmers 35 10 24 44 113
Tenants 17 27 40 68 152
Semi-landless 27 31 102 194 354
Landless 27 37 137 351 552
N 106 105 303 657 1171
    
1829–1894    
    Farmers 116 56 72 112 356
Tenants 48 232 132 184 596
Semi-landless 70 174 230 327 801
Landless 56 137 232 515 940
N 290 599 666 1138 2693
   
Source: See table 1. 
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Table 3: Cross-classification of spouses’ social origin in five Scanian parishes 1829–1894. 
First married. 
 
 Wife 
Husband Farmers Tenants  Semi-

landless
Landless N

   
   
1829–1864   
Farmers 36 13 20 21 90
Tenants 13 131 51 58 253
Semi-landless 22 86 70 71 249
Landless 17 60 51 69 197
N 88 290 192 219 789
    
1865–1894    
Farmers 14 4 14 18 50
Tenants 5 19 19 52 95
Semi-landless 14 21 41 94 170
Landless 10 15 75 170 270
N 43 59 149 334 585
    
1829–1894    
Farmers 50 17 34 39 140
Tenants 18 150 70 110 348
Semi-landless 36 107 111 165 419
Landless 27 75 126 239 467
N 131 349 341 553 1374
   
Source: See table 1. 
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Table 4: Total homogamy. 
 
 All married First married
 Couples N Couples N
  
Total homogamy 41% 2693 40% 1374
1829–1864 38% 1522 39% 789
1865–1894 44% 1171 42% 585
     
Note: Total homogamy = total number of couples where both spouses had the same social 
origin as a percentage of the total number of couples. 
 
Source: See table 1. 
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Table 5: Homogamous males and females. 
 
 All married First married 
 Males  Females Males Females  
 % N % N % N % N 
   
1829–1864   
Farmers 33 243 44 184 40 90 41 88 
Tenants 46 444 41 494 52 253 45 290 
Semi-landless 29 447 35 363 28 249 36 192 
Landless 42 388 34 481 35 197 32 219 
   
1865–1894   
Farmers 31 113 33 106 28 50 33 43 
Tenants 18 152 26 105 20 95 32 59 
Semi-landless 29 354 34 303 24 170 28 149 
Landless 64 552 53 657 63 270 51 334 
   
1829–1894   
Farmers 33 356 40 290 36 140 38 131 
Tenants 39 596 39 599 43 348 43 349 
Semi-landless 29 801 35 666 26 419 33 341 
Landless 55 940 45 1138 51 467 43 553 
   
Source: See table 1. 
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Table 6: Models of homogamy 
 
 
Independence 
 Wife 
Husband FA TE SL LL 
FA 0 0 0 0 
TE 0 0 0 0 
SL 0 0 0 0 
LL 0 0 0 0 
 
 
Equal homogamy (d) 
 Wife 
Husband FA TE SL LL 
FA d 0 0 0 
TE 0 d 0 0 
SL 0 0 d 0 
LL 0 0 0 d 
 
 
Differential homogamy (dk) 
 Wife 
Husband FA TE SL LL 
FA d1 0 0 0 
TE 0 d2 0 0 
SL 0 0 d3 0 
LL 0 0 0 d4 
 
 
Land homogamy (cm) 
 Wife 
Husband FA TE SL LL 
FA c1 c1 0 0 
TE c1 c1 0 0 
SL 0 0 c2 c2 
LL 0 0 c2 c2 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Hypergamy* (hn) 
 Wife 
Husband FA TE SL LL 
FH 0 h1 h1 h1 
NT h2 0 h1 h1 
SL h2 h2 0 h1 
LL h2 h2 h2 0 
 
 
Female hypergamy* (hf) 
 Wife 
Husband FA TE SL LL 
FA 0 hf hf hf 
TE 0 0 hf hf 
SL 0 0 0 hf 
LL 0 0 0 0 
 
 
Male hypergamy* (hm) 
 Wife 
Husband FA TE SL LL 
FA 0 0 0 0 
TE hm 0 0 0 
SL hm hm 0 0 
LL hm hm hm 0 
  
 
 
FA = Farmers  
TE = Tenants 
SL = Semi-landless 
LL = Landless  
 
* Marrying upwards
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Table 7: Model comparisons. 
 

 Model All married First married+ 
  G2 df BIC G2 df BIC 

1 Independence  
(hi, wj) 756.5 25 669.8 435.9 25 349.2 

2 Time difference  
(hi,wj, t) 710.6 24 627.4 405.5 24 322.3 

3 Changed social structure  
(hi,wj, t, hi*t, wj*t) 236.5 18 174.1 141.8 18 79.4 

4 Equal homogamy 
(hi,wj, t, hi*t, wj*t, d) 100.9 17 42.0 86.3 17 27.4 

5 Equal homogamy, time difference 
(hi,wj, t, hi*t, wj*t, d, d*t) 98.4 16 42.9 83.1 16 27.6 

6 Differential homogamy 
(hi,wj, t, hi*t, wj*t, dk) 11.9* 14 -36.6 15.2* 14 -33.4 

7 Differential homogamy, time diff. 
(hi,wj, t, hi*t, wj*t, dk*t) 10.9* 10 -23.8 13.1* 10 -21.6 

8 Land homogamy 
(hi,wj, t, hi*t, wj*t, cm) 159.6 17 100.7 110.1 17 51.2 

9 Land homogamy, time diff. 
(hi,wj, t, hi*t, wj*t, cm, cm*t) 151.2 16 95.7 108.4 16 53.0 

10 Hypergamy 
(hi,wj, t, hi*t, wj*t, hn) 99.0 16 43.5 84.6 16 29.1 

11 Hypergamy, time diff. 
(hi,wj, t, hi*t, wj*t, hn, hn*t) 95.5 14 47.0 81.0 14 32.4 

12 Female hypergamy 
(hi,wj, t, hi*t, wj*t, hf) 127.2 17 68.2 93.7 17 34.8 

13 Female hypergamy, time diff. 
(hi,wj, t, hi*t, wj*t, hf*t) 124.6 16 69.1 92.4 16 37.0 

14 Male hypergamy 
(hi,wj, t, hi*t, wj*t, hm) 158.2 17 99.3 112.0 17 53.1 

15 Male hypergamy, time diff. 
(hi,wj, t, hi*t, wj*t, hm, hm*t) 158.1 16 102.6 109.4 16 53.9 

+Only marriages recorded in the parishes. 
*p>0.1, which implies that the model cannot be rejected at the 10 % level. All other models 
can be rejected below the 5 % level of significance. 
hi, husband’s social origin (row effects) 
wj, wife’s social origin (column effects) 
t, time period (1829–1864, 1865–1894) 
For explanations of other parameters see figure 1. 
 
Source: See table 1.
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Table 8: Parameter estimates, differential homogamy. 
 
A. All married couples observed 
 1829–1894 1829–1864 1865–1894 
 β eβ p β eβ pinterac. β eβ pref.cat. 
FA 1.63 5.09 0.000 1.59 4.92 0.762 1.68 5.38 0.000 
TE 0.70 2.02 0.000 0.68 1.97 0.694 0.79 2.19 0.001 
SL -0.02 0.98 0.882 0.06 1.06 0.386 -0.12 0.88 0.445 
LL 0.43 1.53 0.000 0.40 1.49 0.661 0.48 1.62 0.000 
 
B. First married (only marriages recorded in the parishes) 
 1829–1894 1829–1864 1865–1894 
 β eβ p β eβ pinterac. β eβ pref.cat. 
FA 1.93 6.88 0.000 1.98 7.22 0.568 1.81 6.11 0.000 
TE 0.86 2.35 0.000 0.82 2.27 0.482 0.92 2.50 0.003 
SL -0.18 0.84 0.224 0.04 1.04 0.288 -0.42 0.66 0.077 
LL 0.29 1.33 0.028 0.20 1.22 0.756 0.44 1.55 0.024 
Note: Estimates for the sub-periods are net-effects (main effect plus period interaction effect) 
in the interaction model (model 7). 1865–1894 is the reference category and p-values for 
1829–1864 (pinterac.) refer to significance tests of interaction effects between period and the 
diagonal parameters (dk).  
 
FA= Farmers on freehold and crown land 
TE=Tenant farmers on manorial land 
SL=Semi-landless 
LL=Landless 
  
Source: See table 1. 
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Map 1. The sample of parishes. 
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