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Peasant reproduction

Mobility, household formation and socio-economic status in Early Modern Sweden

Studies of mobility and household formation in pre-industrial Europe have revealed a very complex pattern. We are now well aware of the fact that Europe did not witness a linear development from large, complex and stable households to small, nuclear and mobile ones. Traditional explanations in terms of ‘culture’ or ‘mentalities’ have been called into question. In its place, more recent research has stressed the impact of state or manorial regulations and availability of land.

Discussions are often about differences between regions (Eastern vs. Western Europe, Midland vs. East Anglia, Eastern vs. Western Sweden). Here, I will consider differences within a single area, the Mid-Swedish parish of Bjorskog. The guiding idea is that such variations will highlight the impact of socio-economic differences. In this way I wish to contribute to the discussion of a more diversified understanding of peasant mobility and household patterns.

*
*
*

Questions of peasant mobility, household formation and the family-land bond all relate to the same issue: the reproduction of the peasant household, or the replacement of households on a specific farm. This replacement may happen gradually, following the life courses of births, deaths, marriages, and individual migration, or completely, through the migration of the entire household.
 The nature of replacement is dependent on demography, but also, as this study will show, on the socio-economic conditions of the reproduction.

If you study tax records of Bjorskog over time, you will find that numbers of farms increased from the middle of the 17th century up until 1780 (Figure 1). This is expanded reproduction in the sense that according to Harriet Friedmann characterizes simple commodity production, i.e. expansion of units.
 The major reason for such expansion is demographic pressure, and accordingly, the population of Bjorskog grew from 907 persons in 1643 to around 1.300 in the second half of the 18th century.
 Thereafter, peasant reproduction changed. Now it expanded according to the principles of capitalism, i.e. units became larger in terms of landholding, as land was concentrated to fewer households. The population stagnated and in some decades it even declined, despite the fact that numbers of birth exceeded numbers of death. The explanation, noted already by the vicar, was emigration. Probably Bjorskog experienced what Charles Wetherell and Andrejs Plakans found in 19th century Latvia: people left the parish in response to low odds of acquiring a farm.

 Figure 1. Population size and numbers of farms. Bjorskog 1640-1840.
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This development influenced is reflected in household composition. As Peter Laslett noted, complex households may be the result of the life cycle or, more precisely, of the gradual renewal of households.
 This is true also for Bjorskog. Using catechetical examinations registers, I have calculated the composition and size of five cohorts, consisting of peasants holding land in Bjorskog in 1643, 1688, 1737, 1775 and 1814. Together, the sample consists of 487 households (Table 1). Mean household size falls considerably with time. So does the number of complex households, particularly multiple families. However, in 1814 both these trends are reversed.

Table 1. Composition and size of peasant households. Bjorskog 1643-1814.
	
	1646
	1688
	1737
	1775
	1814

	No. of households
	74
	89
	99
	121
	104

	Mean size
	8,9
	7,1
	5,8
	5,3
	5,7

	% solitaries
	-
	1
	-
	-
	1

	% no family
	-
	-
	-
	-
	1

	% simple
	50
	53
	61
	69
	54

	% extended
	14
	21
	22
	19
	26

	% multiple
	36
	25
	17
	12
	18

	% households 

with servants
	80
	71
	58
	53
	54


Household types following Laslett (1972), p. 31.

Table 1 also tells us that the decreased importance of complex families did not imply that servants were substituted for family labour. Instead, it suggests another relationship: as households got more numerous, they also got smaller and more of them were simple.

What, then, decides the increase or decrease in number of households? Mikolaj Szoltysek and Konrad Rzemieniecki have stressed the importance of (a) regulation on farm partitioning, and (b) the economic situation of the individual households.

In 17th century Sweden, the right to divide a farm was restricted for the sake of keeping its rent-paying ability intact. In the 18th century, as productivity rose and more stress was put on population growth, these regulations were relaxed. The change may be seen in the cohorts of 1737 and 1775, when almost a fifth of all peasant households – compared to 4 percent in 1688 and only 1 out of 74 in 1643 – lived on “new” farms, i.e. units resulting from farm division. Since expansion of field land did not keep up with the expansion of farms, this increase was probably due more to the new rules than to better economic opportunities. Accordingly, most households on “new” farms belonged to the poorer half of the parish (31 out of 39 in 1737 and 1775).

The increase in neo-locality meant a decrease in gradual replacements of households and hence a smaller number of multiple family households. First, it was easier for newly established families to get a farm of their own. Second, since more peasants were able to establish their own households, a lower proportion of households included retired parents.

The reversed trend in 1814 reflects, on the other hand, an increased importance of gradual replacements on farms, due to short supply of land resulting from population pressure and a more capitalistic land market.

In addition to buying and leasing, a young couple could gain land in return for supporting the old, retired heads (usually their parents). As land became more expensive, such gradual replacement became more important. This is seen in household composition. In the later years, almost all multiple families were extended upwards, i.e. they included the parents of the heads. By contrast, in the beginning of the period under study, it was rather common that married children lived by their parents a few years before they moved to a new farm.

One may also see a shift in the economic status of multiple family households. Tithe listings and land tax registers (for the cohort of 1814) suggest that while most multiple families in the beginning were rich, the majority of such households in the end of the period were poor. This supports the idea that many complex families were the result of the difficulties of acquiring land. 

*
*
*

In 19th century Latvia, population pressure and a more capitalistic environment was accompanied by a weakening of the family-land bond.
 This was not the case in Bjorskog. Using poll tax registers and tithe listings, I have studied headship transfers between 1640 and 1820. A ‘head’ is defined as the person who – in the eyes of the authorities – is responsible for cultivating the farm, and hence for paying rent, i.e. the person listed in the tax rolls. A ‘headship transfer’ is defined as the substitution of one person for another person in the tax records. The relationships between heads have been established by the method of family reconstitution. Table 2 shows the result.

Table 2. Headship transfers in Björskog 1640-1820

	Time period
	No of transfers
	% within family

	1640-1679
	291
	45

	1680-1719
	390
	49

	1720-1759
	416
	44

	1760-1799
	374
	57

	1800-1820
	200
	76

	Total
	1671
	51


‘Family’ is defined as the immediate family, i.e. land is obtained from parents, children, siblings, or husbands/wives.

Whereas headship transfers within the family amounted to slightly less than half of all transfers in the 17th and first half of the 18th century, this proportion rose to three quarters in the early 1800s. To some extent, this rise may be the result of better documentation. But due to the narrow definition of ‘family’ (as the immediate family), it should only account for a small part. Moreover, a stronger family-land bond is in line with the increased importance of gradual replacement in the end of the period. Gradual replacement on farms is not identical with family continuity, but in most cases they coincide. 

That this is a real change is furthered strengthened by the fact that the proportion of peasants born on the farm they possess increased from about a fourth in the late 17th century to a third in the early 19th century (Table 3).

Table 3. Places of birth. Male and female peasant in Björskog 1688-1817. 

	
	1688
	1737
	1775
	1814

	No of males
	83
	90
	115
	100

	% born on the farm
	29
	29
	48
	42

	% born in the parish
	34
	17
	16
	34

	% born in another parish
	37
	23
	24
	20

	% unknown
	-
	31
	13
	4

	No of females
	88
	98
	115
	96

	% born on the farm
	13
	12
	17
	26

	% born in the parish
	47
	32
	43
	42

	% born in another parish
	40
	27
	33
	29

	% unknown
	1
	30
	8
	3


That greater difficulties in acquiring land led to a greater tendency to keep land in the family, has also been found by Jane Whittle in sixteenth century Norfolk.
 Here, peasant had strong rights in their land, as they did in Sweden around 1800. By contrast, Latvian peasants had very limited rights, and landlords had great influence on the choice of new tenants.
 This difference in terms of tenure thus explains the difference in land transfers.

*
*
*

According to Table 3, mobility rates among peasants in Bjorskog decreased with time. If the entire population of the parish is considered, another picture emerges. ‘Peasants’ are here defined by their possession of taxed units (hemman). Smallholders on other, “non-taxed” units, cottagers, and day labourers, are excluded by the definition. Our knowledge of these groups is much more limited, but in general, they had smaller households and seem to have been more mobile than landed peasants.
 Because of population growth and land concentration, this group expanded considerably in the late 1700s and early 1800s. Hence, as a whole, mobility rates probably increased. Besides, the difference between landed peasant and other groups became more accentuated.

Table 3 also reveals that male peasants more often than women stayed on the farm where they were born. The reason is the inheritance system, which favoured men; daughters inherited half as much as sons. In Bjorskog, 33 percent of all family transfers were to sons, while only 15 percent were to daughters and sons-in-law. 

*
*
*

As a whole, the peasantry of Bjorskog was far from immobile. On the basis of poll tax registers and tithe listings, the length of time that a peasant head was responsible for a farm – again, in the eyes of the authorities – has been calculated. On average, in the 17th and 18th centuries this was for 10.8 years. However, as Figure 2 illustrates, variations were great. While almost half of the peasants remained responsible for a farm for only 5 years or less, a fifth stayed for more than 20 years. These proportions are identical to the ones found by Magnus Perlestam in the parish of Ramkvilla in southern Sweden, using the same method and studying the same time period. In Ramkvilla mean value was 12-13 years.

Figure 2. Length of farm responsibility. Peasants taking possession of land in Bjorskog 1640-1779.
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Apart from the turbulent period around 1700, characterised by bad harvests, plague and the Great Northern War, length of responsibility was fairly stable over time. Instead, differences were between subgroups within the peasantry (Table 4).

The most striking difference is according to gender. As a rule, farm heads were male, and most female heads were widows. On average, a male headship lasted four times longer than a female. Perlestam, who termed female headship an “interregnum” between males – a transitional stage in the gradual replacement –, found a mean length of 4 years in Ramkvilla.
 In Bjorskog, mean value was 3.3 years. If we however include their time as “co-heads”, i.e. as wives of heads, women surpass men with a mean value of 13.7 years.

Table 4. Length of farm responsibility. Peasants taking possession of land in Bjorskog 1640-1779.

	
	No of heads
	Mean length

	Time of entry
	
	

	  1640-1679
	293
	11,2

	  1680-1719
	389
	9,8

	  1720-1779
	631
	11,3

	Type of tenure
	
	

	  Freeholders
	647
	14,0

	  Tenants
	363
	10,2

	  Subtenants*
	303
	4,7

	Land transferred
	
	

	  Within family
	637
	13,8

	  Outside family
	676
	8,0

	Gender
	
	

	  Male heads
	1139
	12,0

	  Female heads
	174
	3,3

	Total
	1313
	10,8


* This group includes sharecroppers and peasants leasing free-holdings or farms designated to state officials.

Variations are also evident when it comes to type of tenure and land transfer. To some extent, these differences are interconnected, since most free-holdings (75 percent) were transferred within the family, compared to one half among tenants and only a tenth among subtenants and sharecroppers. However, differences remain when theses variables are separated.

The difference between tenants and freeholders was also observed in Ramkvilla, but Perlestam assigned this to differences in wealth (tenants were generally poorer).
 There were differences according to wealth in Bjorskog too, though these were rather small. More noticeable is the group of subtenants and sharecroppers – not found in the study of Ramkvilla. Their bond to the land was very loose; many of them leased a farm for a year or two, after which they left the parish. Nearly three quarters of them stayed for five years or less. Subtenant families were almost never multiple, and their households were, as a rule, smaller than freeholders and tenant households.

Subtenants and sharecroppers were most common on non-peasant land. When they turned up on land owned by other peasants, this was usually because the normal, gradual replacement of the household for one reason or another temporarily was broken (e.g. by the death or illness of a parent). Rents still had to be paid, and there were enough people who, lacking a farm of their own, were willing to fill in. In the early 19th century however, most such farms were – despite the great expansion of landless households – leased out to already established peasants, who cultivated the land in addition to their own.

From the leaseholders’ point of view, this was a way of accumulating land. As the group of proletarians grew, rich peasant became less dependent on household labour and could buy required labour instead. Hence, the difference in household size towards poorer peasants decreased (although rich household were as a rule still larger). The nature of peasant reproduction had changed.
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