Changing Life in the Early Modern Period

Themes

· Contrary to popular views, people didn’t always marry young and live in large households. Three Generation households were rare in 18th century Europe. In one village in England, people would only start to marry around 27. 

· Marriage was often delayed so both people could be mature and financially self sufficient. (The mature part was important as divorce was still looked down upon.) Another reason for late financial sufficiency is due to peasants often needed to wait for their parents to die to inherit the land and tradesmen needed to finish their apprenticeships. 

· Nobles often sought to deny peasants the right to marry early because they felt that too many peasants would lead to landless wanderers and be distruptive for society. 

· Due to the increase of cottage industries, women were slightly more likely to find jobs as they could be paid less and often had skills relating to production or servant. Women were also more likely to be abused by the masters and were often thrown out if they became pregnant where they generally turned to prostitution as they had nowhere else to go. 

· Illegitimate children or children born out of wedlock were a rarity, in England church records have 1 in 20 baptised children illegitimate. However, generally 33% of children were conceived before marriage. That likely prompted marriage to become sooner as there was a social stigma against illegitimate children. 

· Between 1750-1850 there was an ‘illegitimacy explosion’ with illegitimate children rising as high as 25% in places. There were a few reasons for this:

· Cottage industries removed ones ties to the land. One didn’t need land to make a living.

· Previously weddings were often dictated by the needs of the families. Because of cottage industries, ‘marrying for economics’ was less important and people started extensive courtship rituals. 

· Many people left the villages in search of new opportunities. Mobility decreased the effects of community controls. Women often were vulnerable in the new situations and saw marriage as a way out of it. 

· Because of the more mobile lives of people, it was harder for women to turn a pregnancy into a marriage.

· Although women married later in life they tended to have more kids due to a high infant and child mortality rate. 

· Education and literacy levels in Europe were increasing however girls tended to be less well educated as men. 

· The amount of children be abandoned, or in some cases killed by their parents, was on the rise. This was due to an increase in unintentional pregnancies and the fact many families could not afford another member of the family. 

· During the initial part of life, many parents were distant from their children and rarely formed emotional attachments due to the high rate of infant mortality. Despite this, parents were not heartless and still felt death as strongly as we do today./

· Child discipline was severe at the time, with the novelist Daniel Defoe creating the axiom ‘Spare the rod and spoil the child.’ The point of the severity was to teach the children respect and obedience. During the Enlightenment a new attitude began to form more similar to what we have today with more gentleness and understanding. 

· Literacy increased during the Reformation as both sides saw literacy as their greatest tool, so consequently literacy was highest in the border regions. Prussia was the first to have mandatory education as early as 1717 as it was a Protestant belief that everyone should be able to read the bible. Further schools based on this premise were established in other German states, and Scotland. ‘Charity schools’, to teach poor children were set up in England and France. In Austria, the Hapsburgs fully endorsed elementary education. 

· Due to this literacy rates skyrocketed. In 1600 1/6 males were literate in France and Scotland with ¼ in England. By 1800 9/10 Scottish males, 2/3 French males, and more than half the English males were literate. Bibles and other religious stories were the most common thing printed. Around this time formalized fairy tales were coming into being along with almanacs and revolutionary pamphlets such as Thomas Paine and ‘Common Sense’. Even rural peasants were not immune to the ideas as they were often spread by travelers or servants returning home.
