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“In aristocratic peoples, families remain in the same state for centuries, and often in the same place.  That renders all generations so to speak contemporaries.  A man almost always knows his ancestors and respects them; he believes he already perceives his great-grandsons and he loves them.  He willingly does his duty by both, and he frequently comes to sacrifice his personal enjoyments for beings who no longer exist or who do not yet exist……

“In democratic peoples, new families constantly issue from nothing, others constantly fall into it, and all those who stay on change face: the fabric of time is torn at every moment and the trace of generations is effaced.  You easily forget those who have preceded you, and you have no idea of those who will follow you.  Only those nearest have interest…

“Thus not only does democracy make each man forget his ancestors, but it hides his descendants from him and separates him from his contemporaries; it constantly leads him back toward himself alone and threatens finally to confine him wholly in the solitude of his own heart.”   

Alexis de Tocqueville 2000 (edited and translated by Harvey C. Mansfield and Delba Winthrop)  Democracy in America  (Book Two), Chicago: University of Chicago Press, pages 483-484
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Thus did de Tocqueville, describe his impressions of the United States in 1831, comparing the  democracy in his native France,  preceded by aristocracy with democracy in the US. As an anthropologist I recognize a fellow traveler:  de Toqueville was something of a participant observer, basing his observations on personal experience; he also was something of a “functionalist” –  in this passage he related different aspects of society to each other. Migration and social mobility in the US tore the fabric of time.   Today I will look at these observations in the light of recent efforts to measure migration in the 19th century US and Europe, focusing, as deToqueville did, on how migration affected the social fabric. 

For the past 10 years or so I, along with my collaborators, have been comparing migration over the life course in various parts of Europe with migration in the US at roughly the same time, the mid 19th century.    This session has given me the opportunity to bring these separate studies together. In this paper I attempt to confirm some of his findings using data from just a few years after he visited the United States: 1850 and 1860.

In linking relationships between family members with migration rates, de Toqueville posed some very interesting questions regarding American exceptionalism.  The data I am about to describe confirm American exceptionalism in migration: Americans moved more often and longer distances than did Europeans at roughly the same time.   But what about the functionalist arguments ?   How did this affect other aspects of American life ?  How often were Americans’ ancestors and descendents hidden from each other ?      In this paper I discuss two ways migration might have affected American life:  family relationships and social mobility.  

Comparative Data

The data I am about to describe comes from two major projects I have been involved in.: a comparison of the genealogical data base we have compiled for the US North with Utrecht in the Netherlands.  The second, still ongoing, compared the US data with data from rural Northern Sweden:  Umea.   The third, hardly as developed as these, compared published data on France, also based upon genealogies, with data from our US study.  I include it because it leads us so nicely back to de Toqueville.   However, in these comparisons I was guided by the desire to find data for comparison which covered the entire life course of individuals and which linked  these over generations. 

Of course there were differences among these databases.  They all have to start somewhere, so they are limited in how many ancestors could be traced back  as far as the mid 19th century.   The genealogical data for the US started the earliest: ancestors had to have come to what is now Massacusetts prior to 1650.   The Umea database started just a bit later while the Utrecht data was not put together from a set of founding ancestors at a much later date. Because the registration system in the Netherlands started late, the Utrecht data is best for the end of the 19th century and early 20th century.   But since in the American data we have used  genealogies published, for the most part, in the early 20th century, many people born in the second half of the 19th century were still alive and their life histories could not be included.  So the genealogical data is best for the 18th century and first three quarters of the nineteenth. Between the two samples there is a small overlapping period: men born in the period 1820-1840.  But, the Utrecht sample is later than the one from New England.  The French data started much later than the US data, with a set of founders in 1815, when a new system for keeping records started under the Napoleanonic code. 

Data  from Umea came from small closed areas which therefore somewhat underestimated migration since people who left these areas and did not return were lost.  The sample designated Utrecht in the following tables followed individuals born in a small bounded area, Utrecht, wherever they went within the Netherlands. The US sample was the broadest geographically since it came from genealogies, which had been linked to the US census.  The area covered was far larger and since few left the US, 

There were important differences about how space was organized in the different European countries compared with the US North.  The  locations used in the genealogical sample for the US were the “places” listed in the genealogy where vital events occurred, usually minor civil divisions on the census,  and in some cases post offices given in the censuses where individuals were located.  Sometimes they were large tracts of land, townships.  In Europe, however, small hamlets would often have separate names.  Thus what is considered the “same town” might appear as different towns in Europe.  We tried to equalize the two kinds of spatial organizations by using a 4 mile radius which was about how far apart towns were spaced in New England, rather than just going by a different named location. Often when discussing these findings people say that “of course there is more migration in the US North because towns were more widely spaced” but what I argue in this paper is that the differences are deeper than that. 

The two samples differ in the amount of detail available on migration. In the Netherlands people were supposed to register changes in address within one month.  The information is, thus,  very fine-grained, temporally since changes of address within the same location can be studied and there is much evidence for circulation and return.  In genealogies, on the other hand, moves are inferred from vital events which occur in different locations.  The genealogy is always behind the mover since the person has to have moved before the event.  When events are frequent, as they are during childbearing years, the source is on a par with register data. But when they are not – such as the “black boxes” between leaving home and the birth of the first child, or the long period between birth of the last child and death, many moves may be missed. The “mesh” is much coarser, not only temporally but spatially too because genealogies provide no information on moves within a particular location.  However, the genealogies link people over generations making it possible to study the moves of related individuals and discern the broad features of family dispersion over long spans of time.  Spatially, the field is wider as well. Genealogists try to follow individuals wherever they went, even beyond national borders.

We should also note that while the Utrecht and Umea data has excellent information about women, women are generally very difficult to follow in genealogies even if they were chosen, as they were in our sample,  because they follow women.  We chose genealogies on this basis, yet comparisons of migration and marriage distances by gender repreatedly showed that women were not followed as well as men.  The genealogies we chose sought to follow everyone born in the male line, but it was difficult for them to follow the women after they had married.  Thus we focused our comparisons on the men. 

Geographically the settings were quite different.  Utrecht province in 1850-1890 had a much higher population density than did the American North at the time and Utrecht was more urbanized than even the most urbanized portion of the New England.  In  France as well densities were much higher than in the US at the time, but in Umea

Today I am going to take you on a rapid tour of the migration systems of 19th century France, the Netherlands, Northern Sweden and the US North. I ask you to bear with me as I switch between settings and different measures of migration to make my points. 

Part One:  Migration Patterns:  Europe vs. US North

I am going to emphasize three ways migration in the US North different from that in Europe in the 19th century:  the greater distances moved in the US,  the lower rate of return migration and “circulation”, and a difference in timing: in the US more migration occurred after marriage,  during the childbearing years, while in Europe more migration occurred before marriage.

A. Distances moved over the Life Course

Let us start with France.   Here is a graph comparing the lifetime distances moved in the TRA project in France with those in the US genealogical sample for roughly the same cohorts.   The scale is in kilometers logged.   The distances in both cases are “crow flies” so they lack return migration.  Nevertheless the difference is startling.  The French data was selected from a group of departments around Paris but far enough away so that the moves would not be distorted by their proximity to this primate city.  Still we see a small peak  which represented Paris.  But the big peak is very close by at under 20 km, which is about 12 miles: the vast majority of French men died very close to where they had been born.   The US shows no such local peak, in fact it rises gently as distances increase.  The majority died at much greater distances from where they had been born.   There was a little peak at very great distances, over 400 km, 237 miles, probably representing moves to the frontier.  

Chart 1:  Distances Traveled over Lifetimes: France vs the US North

On to the Netherlands.  In the following table I ask you to focus on the two middle columns which compare men born at roughly the same time in Utrecht and the US North.  The table covers only part of the life cycle, between a man’s birth and the birth of a his last child, this was done in order to use US data which is often censored before death.  What a difference can be observed in the distances they traveled:  In the US North  28 % were less than 6.5 km. (about 4 miles).  This distance was chosen because it was close to the distance between town centers in New England.  Thus migration within this distance would have been within the same town there, but this was not the case in the Netherlands.  There 61% of all moves were within this distance.  Look at the farthest category: 48 % in the US north went over 40 km or 24  miles, while only 6 % did so in the Netherlands.  Another difference appears in the size of the destination.  In the Netherlands many more who went  that far settled in  cities, while in the US North they went to villages (settlements with less than 5000 inhabitants).

When we first presented these figures a young scholar in the audience was amazed at our audacity.  How could we even compare such different migration systems ? Of course, she said, these differences existed.   But such is the crass nature of social science history.  Somehow we want to document the obvious.  In fact  such differences are rarely remarked upon, their implications for other aspects of social life rarely considered.  If de Toqueville noticed them, why should we not do so and try to build them into our ideas about society ?  We are a generation of scholars able to quantify his observations and I think we should. 

Table 1. Flows (in percentages) between birthplace and that of the last child, men born in villages in New England and Utrecht province.

Were the larger numbers of moves at longer distances due to the frontier ?

Table 2.  Flows (in percentages) between birthplace and that of the last child, men born in villages in New England – Addition of Frontier

Here are two tables that tried to answer that question.  In the first we divided the moves over long distances into those which were to the frontier and those that were not.  The frontier was defined in terms of the length of settlement. By looking at gazetteers and county histories we noted the first date of continuous European settlement for each place where people in the genealogical database lived,  40 years  check this out). 

Table 2A.  Flows (in percentages) between birthplace and that of the last child, men born in villages in New England – No Frontier Moves 

In the next table we take away the moves to the frontier.  Now the proportions moving at various distances becomes closer to Utrecht but the two were still quite different.  So while the frontier was a factor something else was also going on.  The spacing of towns was certainly a factor.  But my thesis today is that the migration system was very different.  

What about Umea ?  This snapshot at 1850 rather than data over lifetimes from cohorts also shows the restricted distances of migration in Umea compared to the US North.  

This is quite a different table but it also illustrates the greater distances men in the US North migrated compared with European populations. Remember Umea, like the US North, was also a frontier population.  Yet migration was very different.  People did not come there from far away. Migration was mostly from the river valleys into the hinterlands at short distances.

Table 3 
Distribution of sons by distance from their fathers in the U.S. North and Skellefteå in 1850 (%) 

In this table we see the difficulty of these comparative ventures.  The parish of Umea ends at the distance of 60 km (35 miles) and there can be no figures on frequency of migration beyond this point that are not speculative, based on individuals lost to observation.  However, their frequency, according to my collaborator, was low,  not more than 5% (check this).  Hence, again we see a great difference in distances traveled, this time viewed through the prism of kinship.  Also we have here only men with living fathers.  Men moved farther after their fathers died, at least in the US, so the difference was probably even greater than it seems from this table. 

B. Timing of Moves during the life course

Unfortunately for France I do not have comparable data on when migration occurred. 

So let us look first at the second and third  panels of this table comparing the US with Utrecht. In Utrecht we can see that people tended to move before having children, while in the US North they moved later in life.  So there is evidence for the existence of  the Northern European pattern of Hajnal with its life cycle service.  But there is also evidence for moving during childbearing years in both populations though it was more frequent in the US North.   This was echoed in the migration rates when people were young: if men moved during the childbearing years, they would take the children already born with them.  A puzzling thing is the high rate of migration in the US after having had their last children.  While some families put off moving to the frontier until they had several grown sons to help clear land and they may have waited for their own fathers to have died before leaving, further examination showed that many of these moves were over short distances. 

Table 4. Moves (in percentages) of New England (NE) and Utrecht (U) men over their life course

Within the childbearing period, the timing was different in the two populations.  In Utrecht it seems more like a continuation of the period of high migration before having children, since the rate went down over the child bearing period.   But in the US it goes up.  However it could be that large families were under more pressure to move there.  Higher infant and child mortality meant that the actual families were smaller in Utrecht even in the same birth intervals.  However, the rise was not due to moves to the frontier which were rather steady over the entire childbearing period.  Again these were more local moves. 

Chart 2: Proportion Moved during Each Birth Interval (U vs NE)

Chart 3:  Proportion of men living in the same place as their fathers 

For Umea, again,  we do not have an exactly comparable table since the focus in that study was distances between relatives at one particular point in time.  But if we look at the cross sectional data there we can see that more boys at younger ages – before age 25 -  were living away from their fathers – here this is in different “places” not households -  there than in the US North.  At later ages, Swedes were slightly more apt to be living in the same “place” as their fathers.   Again this is difficult to compare with Utrecht because all of these individuals had living fathers while the tables comparing Utrecht and the US included everyone.  

C. Circulation

Circulation or return migration is difficult to compare when the data come from such different sources.  Registers like those in the Netherlands have a very fine temporal mesh: people were supposed to register their new residences within 3 weeks.  The Umea data are accurate at a yearly scale.  The parish priest came every year to record literacy in each household and noted who was present.  But in genealogies the mesh is much coarser:  the genealogy is behind the individual who must register a vital event for a move to be detected.  

The difference can be easily seen in the following histories from Utrecht and the US North.  Here we have a Dutch woman who moved constantly after marriage compared with a pioneer from the US sample.  

Is the difference due to the different  “mesh” in the two sources ?  

Here is some evidence that it is not, taken from the genealogical sample linked to the  census, which was not dependent on reports of vital events.  Again we look at the snapshot at one point in time, 1850.  We see that the proportion of unmarried youth living away from home in the US North was much lower than comparable data from Utrecht.  At ages 15 to 19 10% of US youths were not at home while in Utrecht (again not exactly comparable data and a later cohort) 20% of young men were living home at these ages before marriage to work in other towns or households in the same town, and between ages 20 and 24, 40% of the young unmarried men in Utrecht had left home to work elsewhere while only 18% of unmarried men in the US at those ages were living away from their fathers.   The figures for the US are biased upwards due to linkage bias. That is, we are more able to link the individual to the genealogy if he lived with family members than if he lived alone, but it is difficult to believe that this would account for the difference between the US and Utrecht.  

So of course we will be losing short term moves in genealogies, but despite that, “life cycle” service or other institutions for non family labor such as apprenticeships, were much less common in the US then they were in at least these two areas of Europe. 

Table 5A: Distances of Unmarried males from their fathers in the 1850  Census .

Table 6: Leaving home for the first time in percentage of males present in the household who had never left.  Men born 1848-1879, province of Utrecht


By the way, let us look at where married men were living in 1850 in relation to their fathers.  We see that overall some 14% of married men lived in the same household as their fathers.  Certainly this is evidence that there was a preference that sons establish independent households,  yet I was surprised that the rate of coresidence was this high.   

Table 5B: Distances of Unmarried males from their fathers in the 1850  Census .

The following table shows that return migration was more common over shorter distances and thus suggests that the lower rates of circulation in the US may have been partly due to the shorter distances moved.  Thus there was a relationship between the aspects of migration we have been discussing such that they might be seen to have formed a “system”.  

Table 7: Return after a move in a previous stage of the life course: Utrecht and New England

Conclusion:  The US Migration System vs the European System
Insert john’s summary here.
Was the US system becoming more European over time ?  Here is a chart which is like the first one I showed you about lifetime distances.  It contrasts two US cohorts, one early and one late.   Indeed the darker line, representing the earlier cohort shows more long distance moves.  The later cohort even has a peak a little farther out than the French one, but it does continue to have a number of long distance peaks, perhaps representing different waves of settlement on different frontiers.   Further inspection might well show that the migration patterns were bifurcating:  the peak nearby representing the more settled areas.  Indeed  here is a description of the Coney family who were largely shoemakers in 1850 living near Lynn where the major industry was shoemaking, which was carried out in small independent shops:

Jeremiah Coney age 68 in 1850, a shoemaker,  had lived in several places near where he eventually settled,  in North Reading, about 14 miles from Lynn, having  moved first to Lynn with his brother.  He had 12 children, 8 of whom lived into adulthood.  The boys were all located on the 1850 census. The two youngest, ages 27 and 23,  were living with their father and mother, the oldest two were married and had left home, the oldest one, 44 in 1850,  had moved 4 miles to Lynnfield, another town closer to  Lynn, where he was  both a farmer and a shoemaker, and the next oldest, 31,  remaining in the same town as his parents.  All the sons worked in their father’s trade.     The oldest of the four daughters  married a fish dealer who had been born in Salem (15 miles from North Reading) , but they lived in North Reading  for the first 6 years of their marriage.  Then they moved to Lynnfield before returning to Salem Mass where they settled.  The second daughter married a painter and lived in Lynn Mass.  The two youngest daughters married shoemakers and stayed in the area, the youngest in North Reading and the third daughter in Reading, 4  miles away.  But both had died by 1850.  The husband of the youngest daughter subsequently married his wife’s oldest sister’s daughter.  Jeremiah  died in 1858  and at the next census, in 1860,  his widow was living with the second born daughter in Lynn.  The two youngest sons remained in the area after marriage,  the youngest dying in the Andersonville prison during the Civil War. 

This family sounds quite European: much migration in a small area including return migration.   Yet overall, this pattern did not predominate. 

Part Two:  Effects of Migration upon Family Relationships

Even though deToqueville thought migration destroyed family relationships, one could argue that, given the frequency of migration and long distances moved, migration in the US north was timed in order to keep families together as much as possible.  By moving during the child bearing years, the entire family usually was transplanted.  Also leaving home there was delayed due to reliance on family labor. 

Were men as separated from their families as de Toqueville thought ?

A.  Proximity to more distant relatives

Was he correct that only nearest relatives were of interest in the US ? The distribution of kin at any given time is a residue of a very particularistic history, the previous migration decisions of the family. This map shows the distribution of one of the surnames we are following – the Wellman’s - within the area that had been settled prior to 1860:  the New England States, New York and the part of northern Pennsylvania where people originally from New England settled.    Of course, not all of the places where people in the family lived are reflected in the current locations of descendents.  The places occupied at a particular date are a combination of the long established family centers and new places being pioneered whether these are in the cities or the countryside.  It will take several years for the places that were recently settled to become family centers, if indeed they do.   


MAP 1.  Distribution of men in the Wellman Family in 1860.


Each family had a unique signature reflecting its specific migration choices.  In all of the families the point of first settlement -– in this case Lynn Massachusetts -- remained a concentration over 200 years later.  The opportunity for natural increase was very great among the first to come to America and the families remained in the vicinity of this first place for several generations.  This family cut across Southern New Hampshire, which we do not find in families whose founders settled elsewhere.  The Connecticut River was a thoroughfare and several members of this family went to Maine, again not the case for other families. 

But these can also be seen as maps of kin accessibility.  Several people have discussed the notion of an area of “familiarity” (see, for example, Rosental 2004). We settled on the 14-mile radius as a useful measure because it was the distance where people found 80% of their spouses (see Adams and Kasakoff 1984); it also was a distance that could be traveled on horseback easily in a day (plus return).  We include boys as well as adult males in this measure but the boys who did not survive to adulthood (age 20) were dropped. Completely separate individuals were rare:  usually there were at least two or three males in each location, representing, a man and his young sons.  Only 15.5% of the men had fewer than 4 kin in the 14-mile radius.  The largest concentration in any family was 76, but such a large concentration was unusual.  The 95% mark was at 52.  The average number of kin that men over age 20 had in that radius was 17, the median 12.  People with few kin within this distance probably had only nuclear families nearby, as far as can be judged by studying only patrilineal kin, but those with many presumably had at least potential ties with people beyond the nuclear family.   We have, of course, little direct information about how such kin ties actually functioned in daily life. 

These maps indicate a potential kin universe and they also show how the distribution of kin in space reflects settlement history.  Of course we know this, but we rarely see it.  It poses interesting questions such as whether people in such widely separated clusters ever interacted, the nature of the kin networks within the clusters – in general the smaller the cluster the fewer generations back it went, so that in the largest clusters one wonders whether the second and third cousins did interact even though they were spatially available.  Also one would like to have more maps such as these in order to devise a series of predictions linking migration and the availability of relatives.  Most modern migrations – the celebrated circulations of Mexicans to the United States, for example, also will produce kin clusters in widely separated areas, but researchers have emphasized intention in their production: processes such as chain migration and local labor recruitment.  Here we have such clusters which, I believe, resulted simply from the high fertility of the founders who settled particular areas.   There were, indeed, by 1850 and 1860 singles who represented remnants, ie all of the family had since moved away, but most of the singles in our data were explorers.  

How many adult men lived in locations with other men in their families ?

Table 7:  Proportion of  Adult Men in US North found on 1860 census living in the same location with other adult men in their patriline

 To be sure 40% were in locations by themselves  or with only one other adult man, usually fathers and sons or brothers, but on the other hand 24 % were living with 5 or more kin, and this only on their father’s side.   Furthermore these are adult males, so if we were to count children and women, it would increase quite a bit.  And, as the map showed, while they might be the only one in a particular location, there could be kin in the neighborhood.  This does not seem to me to fit de Toqueville’s picture of descendents not knowing ancestors and vice versa.  

B.  Relations between adult sons and parents

What about the question of sacrificing for people not known ?   It is hard to devise an empirical measure of this.  Perhaps one should look at sacrifices for people they did know.  Did adult children care for their parents in the face of the cheap land and ability to migrate ?  Now because of the high fertility and low mortality,  it was not, perhaps, so difficult for at least one sibling to remain with the parents and the evidence shows that they did.   

Here is some information from the Swedish comparison which shows how similar the two populations were.  This fits with Ruggles’ findings that most elderly people were living with their adult children in the 19th century. 

There are, moreover, some interesting similarities in the siblings who left vs those who stayed as well.  In both the youngest or only children remained behind.  They may account for the 14% of married sons living with parents in the previous table.  

De Toqueville spoke of sacrifice of people for family they might not even know.  Of course we cannot tell a great deal about that, but at least here we might have sacrifice for family people do know.  Whether the last sibling had indeed sacrificed or whether he benefited by inheriting the farm, is something I want to investigate by looking up the wealth of the siblings in later censuses.  

Chart 4:  Fathers by age with at least one son in the same place
There were some interesting sibling differences that shed light on some of these processes and surprisingly similar between  Northern Sweden and the US. 

Table 8    Sons by parity residing at the place of their fathers by age - the U.S.  North and Skellefteå in 1850  (%)  

Conclusions

On the one hand,  I believe de Toqueville was correct in pointing out that the greater distances and frequent migration in the US created different social relationships.  The American system, with its reliance on family labor,  long distances moved, and lack of circulation,  contrasted sharply with that of Europe.   I agree with him that people were not as tied to their locations as they were in Europe.  This had profound implications for social mobility, local cultures, and family relationships.  

But this migration system did not confine an American  “wholly in the solitude of his own heart.”    First of all families were very large in the North at least.   Most people lived in or near towns with several relatives.   Migration was scheduled during child bearing years so that families moved to new locations together.  Nor did  migration provide an excuse for children to forget parents or vice versa.  At least one adult child, usually the youngest,  would raise a family near their parents.  One could argue that precisely because America was land rich and labor poor, they  needed to rely upon their children more.  It was simply too expensive to hire labor.  One can see the compilation of the genealogies upon which I have relied as some kind of evidence that men did want to know their ancestors and descendents.  How in fact did distant relatives interact in Europe ?  Even if they lived in the same village, did they help each other any more than the did in the US ?  Was there any more interest in distant relatives there ?  These are difficult questions to answer.  

