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SOCIAL MOBILITY is in the process of becoming a standard topic of social his-
tory.1 In recent years a substantial literature on social mobility in the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries has emerged, partly as a reflection of a growing 
awareness of the arbitrariness of the boundary between history and other social 
sciences, most notably sociology.2 Social, or more accurately occupational, 
mobility rates have often been viewed as useful indicators of the permeability or 
otherwise of stratificatory lines or degrees of class solidarism. Indeed, some 
commentators have gone so far as to suggest that the degree of social mobility, 
up or down, in capitalist societies is a crucial facilitator of class formation. For 
example, Anthony Giddens's inelegantly phrased but theoretically provocative 
model of class structuration incorporates the contention that class formation is 
thoroughly bound up with what he calls 'the degree of mobility closure which 
exists in relation to particular market capacities'.3This idea is also exemplified 
in the local literature, particularly with regard to nineteenth-century New 
Zealand, with protagonists falling less than neatly across a divide that separates 
those who portray a picture of social osmosis from commentators far more ready 
to display broad class brush-strokes across the portrait of colonial society.4 Not 
surprisingly, therefore, one finds little agreement about the precise relationship 
between social mobility rates and class formation, and conceptual and ideologi-
cal divides have been further complicated by formidable methodological diffi-
culties. 

Ideally, social mobility should not be measured at one point in time, as 
mobility per se reflects social processes through time.5 What is required is a time-
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series that extends over the past two centuries on a national basis. Moreover, that 
time-series should be based on reliable quantifiable historical data. Here, of 
course, lies the rub. Even in societies which do have census enumeration 
handbooks, tax records, individual census schedules, and/or sufficient socio-
logical surveys to allow retrospective cohort analysis, the difficulties of achiev-
ing an acceptable research design are legendary. In New Zealand, where such 
records are non-existent or unavailable to researchers, and where social surveys 
are few and far between, the difficulties of demonstrating degrees of social 
mobility are immense. One available resource that Pickens uses, in his small but 
very useful study of occupational mobility in Canterbury between 1851 and 
1877,6 is the Registrar-General's records of Births, Deaths and Marriages. These 
records, like all others, have their imperfections.7 Access is not guaranteed, they 
are unwieldy to use, and record linkage is extremely time-consuming and/or 
expensive. Nevertheless, such records furnish us with some record of occupa-
tional background for specific members of society and their kin, so as to allow 
still highly rudimentary and tentative conclusions about mobility, but conclu-
sions nonetheless that are considerably more rigorous than mere guesswork.8 

Marriage records are being increasingly used by sociologists and historians 
interested in examining social mobility patterns within and across a variety of 
societies. In addition to the trail-blazing wave of North American mobility 
studies,9 there is an increasing use of marriage records to examine the fluidity or 
otherwise of existing and past class structure in a variety of other countries. For 
example, marriage records have been used to study patterns of spouse selection 
and/or occupational inheritance in Australia, Denmark, France, Germany, the 
Netherlands, England, and Scotland.10 The study currently under way looks at 
both dimensions in the New Zealand context. This paper will concentrate on 
introducing preliminary results on spouse selection, whereas subsequent papers 
will report on occupational inheritance patterns. 

Marriage data provide information on patterns of intermarriage that are a 

6 K. Pickens, 'Occupational Mobility in a Nineteenth-Century British Colony', Journal of 
Social History, 11, 3 (1978), pp.404-12. 

7 A very useful discussion of problems is to be found in V. Elliott, 'Marriage Licences and the 
Local Historians', Local Historian, 10, 6 (1973), pp.282-90. 

8 Clyde and Sally Griffen recently noted that, 'because of the past destruction of the manuscript 
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A Log Linear Analysis of Marital Endogamy in Rochdale 1856-1964', Sociology, 17, 4 (1983), 
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crucial measure of the permeability or otherwise of class barriers. Marriage, as 
numerous studies have shown,11 is not a random process subject only to the 
romantic chemistry of mutual attraction. Most marriages are made on earth and 
are very largely governed by social and geographical propinquity. Conse-
quently, the presence or otherwise of social barriers, class, religious, or ethnic for 
example, will be crucial in influencing 'choices' of marriage partner. In this 
paper an attempt will be made to demonstrate a relationship between class 
background and marriage patterns over time in New Zealand, using the occupa-
tional backgrounds of bride and groom as an index of marital class endogamy or 
exogamy, i.e marriage 'in' or 'out' of their family class backgrounds and using 
occupation as an indicator of their class placement at time of marriage. 

One can suggest, albeit cautiously, that there is now some acknowledgement 
among many local social scientists, and dare I include historians under that 
rubric, that class is a useful concept for the study of New Zealand society. 
However, controversy still reigns, and is likely to remain, about how one should 
conceptualize class in an analysis of social change.12 For example, many socio-
logists quite rightly point out that occupational status is not the same as class 
situation. But this does not undermine the point that occupation still appears to 
be the most useful indicator of class placement. As Penn and Dawkins note in a 
recent article on marital class endogamy in Britain, 'if class, or put it another way, 
an individual's or group's location within economic structure (broadly under-
stood), has any effectivity, one would suppose that intermarriage would be a 
process that reflected such a structure. Indeed, many authors both Marxist.. .13 

and non-Marxist.. .14 have used marital endogamy as a powerful index of social 
distance, and, as a corollary, of class division.'15 

Even if one can establish some theoretical credentials for the study of marital 
class endogamy one still has to confront major methodological difficulties. All 
the overseas studies noted above and previous work on marriage records in New 
Zealand16 faced formidable research design problems. This study was no 
exception and these difficulties need to be borne in mind from the outset. The 
study draws on approximately 16,000 marriages recorded in the registers of five 
central city churches in Wellington from 1881 to 1980. All marriages for these 
churches were recorded but our sample of 11,732 grooms is restricted to men 

11 For discussion of some of these conceptual differences see Pearson and Thorns. 
12 For example, see W. Goode, The Family, Englewood Cliffs, N.J., 1964; and C. Harris, The 

Family, London, 1969. 
13 J. Foster, Class Struggle and the Industrial Revolution: Early Industrial Capitalism in Three 

English Towns, London, 1974; R. Gray, The Labour Aristocracy. 
14 D. Glass, Social Mobility in Britain, London, 1954; T. Hollingsworth, 'The Demography of 

the English Peerage', Population Studies, Supplement, 1964; A.Daumard and F. Furet, Structures 
et Relations Sociales au milieu-XVIII siêcle Paris, Paris, 1971; D. Thomas, 'The Social Origins of 
Marriage Partners of the British Peerage in the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries', Population 
Studies, 1972; A. Desroseires, 'Marche Matrimonial et Structures des Classes Sociales', Actes de 
la Recherche en Sciences Sociales, 1978. 

15 Penn and Dawkins, p.509. 
16 K. Pickens, 1976, 'Occupational Mobility'; Pearson, Johnsonville-, R. Hall, D. Thorns, W. 

Willmott, Community Formation and Change, Department of Sociology, University of Canter-
bury, Working Paper 4, 1983; Pearson and Thorns, Eclipse. 
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aged 35 years of age or younger.17 This procedure at least partly compensates 
for the difficulties of comparing grooms at differing points of their work careers. 
The average age of marriage for grooms was 29 prior to the Second World War, 
26 between 1941 and 1960, and 24 thereafter.18 Approximately 16% of all 
marriages recorded were omitted on the basis of age of the groom. A further 8% 
of cases were omitted because of the difficulties of coding certain occupations. 
Some occupations were illegible, others untraceable, whilst some categories like 
'retired', 'student', 'settler' were deemed uncodeable within our occupational 
scale. The churches represented in the study covered most major denominations, 
namely Anglican, Catholic, Presbyterian, Methodist, and Congregational. 

New Zealand marriage certificates record the occupation of groom and bride 
at time of marriage and the occupations of their respective fathers. This 
information is subjective since one is dealing with what men and women claimed 
to be at a particular moment in time - and not, one should note, necessarily at the 
same point in time. For example, a comparison between the respective occupa-
tions of grooms and their fathers-in-law (as a measure of the bride's 'class' 
background) as recorded on the certificate refers to different points in their 
respective career structures. In short, the researcher is restricted to an examina-
tion of the influence of the occupational standing of the groom's and bride's 
family at the time of their marriage rather than being in a position to consider the 
possible effects of the changing fortunes of respective families prior to the union. 

Additional problems will be immediately apparent to most readers with 
regard to occupational scaling and its relevance for the study of class formation. 
These problems are well documented,19 so that only a brief warning need be 
made at this juncture. First, there is the problem of the demise of certain skills 
and the introduction of new ones, plus the changes of status of the same skill over 
time.20 Needless to say computer programmers did not loom large in the 1890s 

17 The sample excludes those people married in Registry Offices. This omission may not be 
particularly serious since work on comparisons between civil and church marriages in Christchurch 
showed no major differences in occupational endogamy patterns. Personal communication with D. 
Thorns, Department of Sociology, University of Canterbury. 

18 In United States historical mobility studies age 30 has customarily been regarded as the 
earliest age when one can presume that a final occupational status will be reached. See C. and S. 
Griffen, p. 117. Hence one should exercise caution about making firm statements about the potential 
mobility chances of grooms and the possible effects of this on spouse selection, particularly in the 
latter decades of our time-span. However, many sociological studies show that comparatively few 
men, particularly if they are the sons of blue-collar or lower clerical workers encounter dramatic 
rises or falls in their work careers. Indeed, the word 'career' is inapposite for most workers. See, 
for example, L. Benson, Proletarians and Parties, London, 1978, p.68. 

19 The classic articles on these problems include W. Armstrong, 'The Use of Information About 
Occupation', in E. Wrigley, ed., Nineteenth-Century Society, Cambridge, 1972; C. Griffen, 
'Occupational Mobility in Nineteenth-Century America: Problems and Possibilities', Journal of 
Social History, V, 1972, pp.310-30; M. Katz, 'Occupational Classification in History', Journal of 
Interdisciplinary History, 3, 1972, pp.63-88; and S. Thernstrom and P. Knights, 'Men in Motion: 
Some Data and Speculation about Urban Population Mobility in Nineteenth-Century America', 
Journal of Interdisciplinary History, I, (Autumn 1970), pp.7-35. 

20 There is some evidence to suggest that there may be some stability in occupational status 
hierarchies across time as well as between countries, at least within those societies loosely described 
as advanced capitalist states. See D. Treiman, 'A Standard Occupational Prestige Scale for Use with 
Historical Data', Journal of Interdisciplinary History, VII, 2 (Autumn 1976), pp.283-304. 
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whilst the skills of a blacksmith were in limited demand in central Wellington in 
the 1980s. The de-skilling of many trades and crafts through mechanization was 
another common eventuality. The basic procedures used in my Johnsonville 
research21 were retained in the current study although the number of occupations 
addressed in the latter was considerably expanded because of the larger sample 
size and the more diverse population covered. This expansion of the research 
framework raised many additional coding problems.22 In common with the 
Johnsonville research an eight-point occupational classification was used which 
incorporated three manual and three non-manual 'strata' plus two farming 
categories. In some tables discussed below Professional and Managerial white-
collar designations are amalgamated (high white collar) and a similar procedure 
is used on occasion for semi-skilled and unskilled manual occupations (lower 
manual). As a rule of thumb one can express more confidence in broad compari-
sons between occupational categories than in any attempt at fine-grained judge-
ments about individuals in similarly- or adjacently-placed employment and 
employee statuses. Indeed it is usually impossible to differentiate between the 
two. It is also impossible to make allowances for precise skill levels, for multi-
occupational statuses, or varying wealth levels within the same occupational 
title. This is particularly true of the earlier decades of the study. 

The classic illustration of these difficulties, as many others have noted,23is the 
coding of the occupational title 'farmer'. Does this denote a farm labourer with 
delusions of grandeur or an exceedingly rich pastoralist whose wealth is heavily 
disguised by such a mundane soubriquet as 'farmer'? Does the farmer live 
exclusively off the land or does he do some other work to supplement his 
income? The procedure adopted was either to place 'farmers' in a strictly 
separate category or simply to leave them out of many comparisons over time. 
The latter procedure is not quite as cavalier as it sounds as one finds the numbers 
of agricultural occupations, which never exceed 7% of total grooms at any time 
in our hundred-year span, diminish rapidly over the period under scrutiny. This 
trend is not surprising given that the sample is drawn from a central city location. 

A further point can be made about the use of the bride's father's occupation 
rather than the bride's as an indication of the degree of marital endogamy of 

21 See Pearson, Johnsonville, p.186. 
22 One major example was the difficulty in ascertaining a position of self-employment. In a 

detailed study of a small locality like Johnsonville the names of storekeepers for example were 
known to the researcher so could be coded accordingly if the name appeared on a marriage register. 
The central Wellington study was far more large-scale and was a particular project solely based on 
marriage register data. Hence someone recorded as a 'butcher' might have been a shop owner but 
this could not be verified by the coder. In this particular example the occupation was treated as 
uncodeable because the difference between an abbattoir worker, freezing worker, shop assistant, 
shop manager, shop owner (all occupational possibilities covered by 'butcher') was too great to 
allow for guesswork. Fortunately, in many cases additional information e.g. Master Butcher, 
Butcher and Poulterer allowed coding either as Skilled Manual or Managerial. In cases where father 
and son were listed as 'Fruiterers' for example, the father would be coded as a shop owner/manager, 
the son as a skilled tradesperson. These sorts of problems amplify the caution required in analysing 
movement within middle occupational categories. 

23 See, for example, J. Kearl and C. Pope, 'Wealth Mobility: The Missing Element', Journal 
of Interdisciplinary History, XIII, 3 (Winter 1983), pp.461-88. 

24 See, for example, A. Heath, Social Mobility, London, 1981, p . l l l . 
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grooms over time. This is a convention used widely in overseas studies," 
although in some of these studies a comparison is drawn between the occupations 
of the groom's father and his father-in-law. However, the latter procedure poses 
two problems. First of all it does not allow for degrees of inter-generational 
mobility, up or down, between father and son by the time of the latter's marriage 
which might influence spouse selection. Secondly, and more pertinentiy to the 
local scene, is the fact that New Zealand was, and still is to a significant extent, 
very much a migrant society. It is safe to assume that many of the grooms in the 
study have migrated to New Zealand whilst their fathers remained in the country 
of origin, usually Britain. If one also assumes that these societies have different 
economic bases and consequently differing occupational structures there is a 
possibility that sons will not follow in their father's footsteps after migration. 
This is not necessarily to imply some degree of inter-generational mobility, 
although this is a possibility, but simply to acknowledge that the range of 
occupational choices will differ from country to country. Therefore, one can 
argue, it is better to opt for the groom's occupation as a guide to any potential 
relation between economic status and spouse selection. Of course much the same 
argument could be made for choosing to examine the occupations of brides as 
opposed to their fathers but there is a compelling reason why this procedure was 
not adopted. Quite simply it was not possible in most cases. 

Prior to the 1950s very few women recorded a paid employment status on their 
marriage certificate. The space allotted to them was either left blank or the 
euphemism 'domestic duties' was duly recorded. After the mid-1950s virtually 
all women recorded an occupational title relating to paid employment. This 
change provided a graphic illustration of the social conventions surrounding 
marriage and its relation to paid employment, as well as confirming the well-
documented post-Second World War increase in paid employment of married 
women.25 Nevertheless, in order to maintain some continuity in the basis of 
comparison over the 100-year period under scrutiny the only choice available 
was to use the father-in-law's occupation as an indicator of the bride's 'class' 
background. 

Finally, the problem of using local data should not be forgotten. Unques-
tionably, national studies are ideal but, as the international historical literature 
reveals,26 rarely undertaken over and above time-specific sociological surveys. 
The latter are extremely useful in allowing very expansive pictures to be drawn 
of occupational change over two generations, but they are severely limited as 
indicators of long-term social change. As Kaelble concludes: 'Since the retro-
spective method usually only goes back 30 or 40 years, these studies only cover 
a time-span in which disturbances in economic growth may have hindered (or 
aided) social mobility particularly seriously and which is, therefore, unsuitable 
for statements about long-term and general trends in industrial society.'27 All 
studies of occupational mobility (for that is a far more accurate description of the 

25 See G. Carmichael, 'The Labour Force', in R. Neville and C. O'Neill, eds, The Population 
of New Zealand, Auckland, 1979. 

26 See Kaelble, p.l 18. 
27 ibid., p.270. 
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exercise) have to face the classic problem of how to conceptualize the wider 
social framework within which mobility does or does not occur. With local 
studies there is a trade-off between representivity in terms of time rather than 
space. By utilizing one's resources to examine the local, one limits the possibili-
ties of making national statements, but by focusing on a more manageable local 
data set a long time-series can be established. Moreover, given the paucity of data 
and research experience in the field of New Zealand historical occupational 
mobility research, local studies can provide excellent 'testing grounds' for 
subsequendy more expansive research.28 

This paper charts patterns of marital endogamy over a hundred-year period 
from the 1880s to the present decade. Obviously this period of time embraces 
considerable changes within Wellington city itself and in the society at large. 
Changes in the local and national occupational structure are a major illustration 
that comes to mind. In common with many other Western capitalist societies the 
New Zealand occupational structure is very different in the 1980s from that in 
the 1880s.29 There has been a steady reduction in agricultural employment, a 
decline in the petite bourgeoisie, a rapid increase in white-collar work, particu-
larly public servants, and a reduction in blue-collar jobs. All these patterns are 
evident in the pattern of occupational change in Wellington and are reflected in 
the occupational profile of the sample of grooms, as one can see below in 
Table 1. 

Table 1 
Distribution of occupational categories 

of grooms 1881-1980 (percentages) 
1881-1910 1911-1930 1931-1950 1951-1970 1971-1980 

Grooms 
Prof.& Manag. 18 15 14 18 27 
Clerical 12 21 26 27 29 
Skilled Manual 31 28 30 32 24 
Semi- & Unskilled 34 29 27 21 18 
Farm 5 7 3 2 2 
Total 2419 2918 3308 2305 782 

At the risk of over-simplification one can discern four reasonably discrete 
periods of occupational change since the 1880s. First, a period between 1881 and 
1910 when farming occupations were still numerous, although this is more 
evident when one examines the incidence of brides from farming backgrounds 
in later tables, since the number of farming grooms in Table 1 (5%) is small; the 
balance between blue- and white-collar occupations was still heavily weighted 
in favour of the former and there was still, at least for the very early period of the 
study, a considerable degree of fluidity in the occupational structure. Second, 

28 See D. Pearson and D. Thorns, 'A Tale of Two Cities: Marriage and Mobility in New 
Zealand', Australian and New Zealand Journal of Sociology, 22, 2 (July 1986), pp.208-24. 

29 See Pearson and Thorns, Eclipse of Equality, chap.3. 
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between 1911 and 1950 the occupational structure had become more stabilized, 
white-collar occupation was more pronounced, and the numbers employed in 
agriculture was declining, partly because of the national trends and even more 
pertinendy because Wellington was becoming steadily more urbanized and 
reflecting state expansion. The post-Second World War period, particularly 
from 1951 to 1970, reveals an expected further diminution in the frequency of 
farming backgrounds, a retraction in semi- and unskilled blue-collar employ-
ment, and a further increase in white-collar occupation to be expected in a capital 
city with a large number of public servants and office workers. Indeed, the 
number of grooms with white-collar jobs more than doubled between 1911 and 
1970. The final, short, and most recent period refers to the decade between 1971 
and 1980. This time-span reveals a very sharp rise in professional and managerial 
backgrounds, a continued rise in clerical workers, and a futher decline among 
manual occupations. Whereas over half (53%) of the marriages taking place in 
the central city churches studied between 1951 and 1970 could be expected to 
involve grooms from blue-collar backgrounds, only 42% of grooms walking 
down the same aisles in the 1970s had a manual occupation. 

One can surmise that this noticeable change in the balance between blue- and 
white-collar backgrounds partly reflects the changing residential patterns of the 
central city. Until comparatively recently central Wellington had a sizeable 
residential population which displayed a wide range of income groups. Indeed, 
as Franklin has remarked, the very presence of numerous churches in the central 
city (many of which are represented in the marriage samples) 'reminds one how 
populous a residential area it once was'.30 Given the correspondence between 
affluence and altitude in the capital,31 many of the lower classes remained in the 
flat central city area, with the upper classes enjoying the views from their more 
lofty residences above the central city. The local adage that whereas the upper 
crust occupied the Dress Circle the lower orders were mainly confined to the 
stalls seems confirmed. In recent years Wellington has undergone considerable 
change in land use patterns and no area reflects this more than the inner city area. 
Massive rebuilding developments and motorway construction have substant-
ially reduced central city residential dwellings. Escalating property prices and 
the 'gentrification' of much of the lower-cost housing in or adjacent to the city 
core have also changed the social composition of inner Wellington. Conse-
quently, the change from blue- to white-collar, and the demise of lower manual 
at the expense of more professional persons, are not surprising characteristics of 
a largely Wellington-based sample of marriages. These local conditions are 
reflective of national occupational changes, but such changes are accentuated by 
the peculiarities of the local scene. So once again one must be mindful of Michael 
Katz' s sensible warning that one 'must use mobility data with discrimination and 
scepticism'.32 

Regrettably the marriage certificates do not allow researchers to plot with any 
accuracy the precise residential location of marriage partners. Spaces are 

30 See H. Franklin, Trade, Growth and Anxiety , Wellington, 1978, p.343. 
31 ibid., p.346. 
32 Katz, People of Hamilton, p. 14. 
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allocated for present and usual residence on the certificate so that one knows, for 
example, that on average throughout the 100-year time-span of this study over 
8% of grooms and over 90% of brides were usually resident in Wellington or its 
immediate environs33 at the time of their wedding. But in most cases the persons 
simply recorded their residence as 'Wellington' rather than a specific area in the 
city or beyond: the latter information would have been extremely useful in 
allowing for a more accurate appraisal of the influences of residential occupa-
tional segregation on the overall figures.34 Informal interviews with local clergy 
confirmed that most of their parishioners came from the immediate locality, but 
there were many marriages between families with some past rather than present 
affinity with a particular church and, of course, some grooms (and a few brides) 
would have no connection with Wellington or at least the environs of the church 
in which they were married. Moreover, as Fairbum rightly points out, 'just 
because the partners prior to marriage resided in the same locality, it does not 
necessarily follow they came from local homes. The connection would only hold 
if the population were stable, if children when they reached adulthood continued 
to live in the same place as their parents.35 

Gilson, in one of the very few local studies of spouse selection (and one 
fortuitously that also draws on a Wellington sample of marriages),36 concludes 
that there is a fairly strong tendency towards homogamy in New Zealand — 
homogamy meaning that like tends to marry like in terms of occupational 
background. Her study, using data from a Wellington family survey, retrospect-
ively examines the occupations of the husbands and fathers of 900 women for 
marriages which took place between 1917 and 1967. Unfortunately, Gilson does 
not break down her sample into decades but amalgamates all marriages for the 
whole period of her study.37 Consequently, one cannot tell how large her samples 
are for particular strata at a particular historical period, nor can one judge subtle 
or less subtle changes in spouse selection over time. Nevertheless, she notes that 
there was little change in the overall pattern of spouse selection over the whole 
period of her study. Put simply, like tended to marry like as a general trend, and 
this was most pronounced at the top and bottom of the social scale. These broad 
conclusions were confirmed in the current study but with some important caveats 
that emerged from the longer time-series and larger sample sizes addressed. A 
case in point is immediately brought into focus when patterns of spouse selection 
at the turn of the centuiy are examined, a period not covered in Gilson's study. 

33 These percentages refer to persons who recorded their 'usual residence' as being within 
Wellington, the Hutt Valley, or a northern suburb up to and including Porirua. 

34 A number of studies link occupational and geographical propinquity as influences on 
marriage patterns. For local examples see P. Perry, 'Marriage Distance Relationships in North 
Otago, 1875-1914', New Zealand Geographer, XXV (1969); and B. Morgan, 'A Contribution to 
the Debate on Homogamy, Propinquity, and Segregation', Journal of Marriage and the Family, 43 
(1981), pp.909-21. 

35 M. Fairburn, 'Local Community or Atomized Society', New Zealand Journal of History, 
16,2 (October 1982), p. 150. 

36 M. Gilson, 'The Changing New Zealand Family: A Demographic Analysis', in S. Houston, 
ed.. Marriage and the Family in New Zealand , Wellington, 1970, pp.41-65. 

37 bid., p.45. 
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Table 2 
Distribution in occupational categories of grooms 

and bride's father, 1881-1910 (percentages) 

Grooms Cohort (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) White- Blue-
Collar Collar No. 

l.Prof.&Man. 1881-1890 38 5 15 23 20 43 38 40 
1891-1900 41 6 27 17 8 47 45 121 
1901-1910 39 5 25 20 11 44 45 264 

2. Clerical 1881-1890 18 3 24 15 39 21 39 33 
1891-1900 34 10 30 18 9 44 48 71 
1901-1910 21 15 27 23 14 36 50 182 

3. Skilled 1881-1890 19 3 29 29 17 23 60 93 
Manual 1891-1900 14 6 40 25 15 20 65 209 

1901-1910 19 7 35 30 9 26 65 438 
4.Semi- & Unsk. 1881-1890 14 4 31 51 34 18 49 128 

Manual 1891-1900 14 4 27 35 20 18 62 253 
1901-1910 18 4 25 41 12 22 66 456 

5. Farm 1881-1890 11 - . 5 84 11 5 19 
1891-1900 30 - 20 16 34 30 36 44 
1901-1910 26 12 19 10 32 38 29 68 

Table 2 illustrates marriage patterns between 1881 and 1910. It can be seen 
that at the end of the nineteenth century almost equal numbers of professional and 
managerial (high white-collar) grooms married into white- or blue-collar house-
holds. Moreover, one-fifth of young white-collar grooms married a farmer's 
daughter in the 1880s, but this pattern declined in the subsequent two decades. 
It is possible that these marriages reflect unions between wealthier city and 
farming families, but there is no way of estimating the actual economic status of 
farmers in this category. If the relative openness of marriage patterns between 
blue- and white-collar background is revealed by study of high white-collar 
grooms, the permeability of the manual/non-manual divide is further illustrated 
by the marriage patterns of clerks, salesmen, or lower public servants. Caution 
is required because of the relatively small numbers, particularly for the 1891 to 
1900 period, but the records demonstrate that consistently more lower white-
collar workers married women from blue-collar backgrounds than women from 
the same 'class' background as themselves. Marriages between clerical workers 
and farmers' daughters were very common in the 1880s with almost 40% of 
grooms in this category, but the pattern declined sharply in the subsequent two 
decades. 

If the marriage patterns of white-collar grooms reveal fairly low levels of 
marriage within similar occupational background circles, the spouse selection 
patterns for blue-collar workers are strikingly different. Admittedly, on average 
a fifth of non-manual workers crossed the white-collar/blue-collar barrier, but 
almost two-thirds of skilled workers and a half to two-thirds of semi- and 
unskilled workers consistently married into families with similar 'class' back-
grounds to their own. The relatively sizeable numbers of blue-collar workers 
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marrying into farming families may be indicative of a lack of social barriers but 
it is also just as, or more, likely to be a reflection of the imprecision of the farming 
label. This imprecision and the small numbers of farming grooms make any 
interpretation of their marriage patterns highly speculative. For example, does 
one explain the relative balance between farm, white-, and blue-collar marriage 
partners for farmers between 1891 and 1910 in terms of the' openness' of spouse 
selection conventions at the turn of the century, or the ambiguity of the farming 
title noted above, or both factors? 

On balance, using the somewhat generalized non-manual/manual division, 
there was almost as much chance that between 1881 and 1910 a white-collar 
groom would marry 'out' as there is that he would marry 'in'. In contrast, there 
was a more sharply defined tendency for blue-collar grooms to marry partners 
from a similar occupational background to themselves. 

The above pattern is reproduced to a considerable extent over the next four 
decades, as one can see in Table 3. Between 1911 and 1950 the figures suggest 
that a high white-collar (professional and managerial) groom is just as likely to 
marry someone from a blue-collar background as from his own 'class', although 
this possibility is somewhat weaker from the 1920s onwards. Moreover, consis-
tently a third of professional and managerial grooms will marry endogamously. 
A trend of continuity with previous decades is also reproduced by clerical 
workers. The figures for white- and blue-collar get much closer to parity by the 
1940s but there is still a more-than-even chance that a public servant, salesman, 
or clerk will marry the daughter of a skilled or semi-skilled worker. However, if 
working- class women often marry white-collar husbands it is still far less 
common for their brothers to marry a woman with a white-collar father. 
Somewhere between 60 and 75% of all male manual workers married in central 
Wellington between 1911 and 1950 married someone from a similar 'class' 
background. Finally, it can be noted that a small but still significant percentage 
(somewhere between 7 and 16%) of non-farming grooms will retain marital links 
with the rural scene, but this possibility diminishes the nearer one gets to the 
present day. 

As one moves into the 1950s one enters a decade when New Zealand in 
general, and Wellington in particular, had a fast growing white-collar sector, 
both public and private, and the traditional blue-collar occupations of previous 
decades were far less prominent in the labour market. These processes of 
occupational change are clearly illustrated, given that whereas only 12% of the 
total sample of grooms in Table 2 (1881-1910) had low white-collar jobs, this 
clerical proportion has risen to almost 30% in Table 4. In contrast, semi- and 
unskilled workers comprised 34% of total grooms in Table 2, whilst this figure 
has shrunk to 18% in Table 4. The relative availability of marriage partners from 
similar occupational backgrounds appears to be illustrated in the figures in the 
above tables. With increasing numbers of persons employed in white-collar 
occupations the degree of marital endogamy for high and low white-collar 
grooms rose quite sharply between 1951 and 1980. This was especially marked 
in the upper echelons. In the 1950s there was a 50% chance that a senior public 
servant, professional or manager would marry someone from a similar back-
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Table 3 
Distribution in occupational categories of grooms 

and bride's father, 1911-1950 (percentages) 

Grooms Cohort (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) White-
Collar 

Blue-
Collar No. 

l.Prof.& Man. 1911-1920 34 10 13 30 13 44 43 230 
1921-1930 32 14 22 18 14 46 40 215 
1931-1940 34 16 22 18 11 50 40 232 
1941-1950 33 17 25 14 12 50 40 209 

2. Clerical 1911-1920 27 12 25 25 12 40 50 254 
1921-1930 21 15 29 26 8 36 55 372 
1931-1940 26 20 26 31 7 46 47 418 
1941-1950 22 21 23 26 8 43 49 453 

3. Skilled 1911-1920 20 6 30 32 12 26 62 344 
Manual 1921-1930 13 9 34 35 9 22 69 455 

1931-1940 13 9 28 42 8 22 70 467 
1941-1950 14 14 31 33 8 28 64 534 

4. Semi- &Unsk. 1911-1920 13 5 28 38 16 18 66 396 
Manual 1921-1930 6 5 29 42 13 11 71 460 

1931-1940 11 6 26 48 9 17 74 476 
1941-1950 12 10 27 43 8 22 70 421 

5. Farm 1911-1920 17 12 30 17 24 29 47 104 
1921-1930 20 6 23 23 28 26 46 88 
1931-1940 30 16 21 16 17 46 37 43 
1941-1950 15 15 38 9 33 30 47 55 

ground, but by the 1980s fully three-quarters (assuming that farming brides 
represented some degree of social standing) of high white-collar grooms married 
'in'. Clerical workers were still more diverse in their spouse selection, but their 
marriage partners were increasingly drawn from families with similar occupa-
tional backgrounds to their own. This trend is reinforced if one notes that the 
consistently high incidence of clerks marrying someone from a professional or 
managerial background reflects the relatively common union of a clerk and a 
storekeeper's daughter. The likelihood of a clerk having a doctor or accountant 
for a father-in-law was far more remote. As white-collar workers became more 
endogamous their blue-collar counterparts, in marked contrast to previous 
decades, became less so - at least this was the case for skilled blue-collar 
workers. By 1970 over half the skilled craft and tradespersons in our sample of 
grooms had white-collar brides, which is almost double the proportion of the 
1930s and 40s. There is a similar trend away from endogamy among unskilled 
and semi-skilled workers but the change is far less dramatic. On average, 60% 
of working-class grooms still married within their own class. 

One can use the word 'class' in the preceding sentence because one can be 
reasonably assured that a semi- or unskilled blue-collar job accords with a 
working-class or proletarian designation. However, it is worth repeating that the 
occupational categories used in the above tables are not classes per se\ they are 
categories that have some indicative utility for class placement. However, the 
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Table 4 
Distribution in occupational categories of grooms 

and bride's father, 1950-1980 (percentages) 

Grooms* Cohort (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) White-
Collar 

Blue-
Collar No. 

l.Prof. & Man. 1951-1960 35 17 26 17 5 52 43 221 
1961-1970 40 22 21 10 7 62 31 186 
1971-1980 50 23 16 8 3 73 24 211 

2. Clerical 1951-1960 19 25 26 25 5 44 51 351 
1961-1970 34 20 22 17 6 54 39 294 
1971-1980 41 21 18 14 6 62 32 227 

3. Skilled 1951-1960 13 14 29 37 7 27 66 45 
Manual 1961-1970 19 16 31 27 7 35 58 278 

1971-1980 30 23 23 19 5 53 42 188 
4. Semi- & Unsk. 1951-1960 16 11 25 42 7 27 67 320 

Manual 1961-1970 14 19 28 32 6 33 60 159 
1971-1980 12 16 21 37 14 28 58 143 

* Excluding Farm category - Nos too small. 

degree of fit between occupation and class position is considerably problematic 
for the middle categories, particularly as one moves closer to the present. This 
is because the 'real' distinctions between white- and blue-collar, in terms of 
property ownership, wealth and income, career prospects, levels of authority, 
and so forth, are frequently subtle but they become more so as lower skilled 
white-collar jobs become more numerous and some blue-collar jobs, notably 
those leading to self-employment (a status that cannot be measured from 
marriage records), retain or increase their market opportunities. One only has to 
reflect on the relative life chances of a lower-paid clerical worker and a highly-
paid tradesperson to see the difficulty of placing them in class positions purely 
on the colour of their respective collars. 

I have no wish to debate the appropriateness to New Zealand of the substantial 
overseas literature on the 'new' middle class or the proletarianization of white-
collar work in this paper.38 What these debates reveal, however, is the implausi-
bility of making hard and fast judgements about class solidarism on the basis of 
the kind of subjective occupational placements demonstrated in the above tables. 
Consequently, one should take note of the interesting patterns of endogamy and 
exogamy revealed by the manual/non-manual comparisons over time shown 
above, but be cautious about statements about mobility when considering the 
middle ranges of occupational placement. Indeed, it is fair to say that movement 
between skilled blue-collar and low white-collar may not constitute mobility at 
aU. 

The same cannot be said, however, for longer range moves between semi- and 
unskilled blue-collar work and high white-collar occupations. The real test of the 

38 For a useful discusion of current debate see N. Abercrombie and J. UtTy, Capital, Labour 
and the Middle Classes, London, 1983. 
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presence or otherwise of social barriers between class backgrounds - and one 
may have more confidence about using the term class now - would seem to rest 
on the difficulty or ease with which marriage partners from economically-
distinct backgrounds form or do not form regular unions. 

A tentative conclusion from a broad comparison of marriage partners over the 
past 100 years would be to reject simplistic models of either social osmosis or 
class determinism. What the central Wellington figures reveal is a rather 
complex mixture of social mixing and homogamy: one, moreover, that changes 
its constituents over time in concert with local and national social changes. If the 
figures for spouse selection over the past century are re-examined, a number of 
additional interesting points can be made. 

Given the span of time covered and all the difficulties of coding the data 
alluded to earlier in this paper the consistency of certain marriage patterns is very 
striking. It is clear from Table 5 that the final two decades of the nineteenth 
century provide the clearest illustration of social mixing. Fifty-eight per cent of 
grooms and their fathers-in-law hailed from similar blue- or white-collar occu-
pational backgrounds but a substantial minority (42%) obviously did not. 
However, from 1901 through to 1980 approximately two-thirds of the total 
sample of grooms married into a family background similar to their own. 
Moreover, a reworking of Gilson's figures for her 1917 to 1967 period reveals 
exactly the same pattern - namely 66% of her grooms married partners from the 
same 'class' background.39 Occupational status clearly plays an important part 
in deciding who will marry whom. On the other hand a third of grooms moved 
across 'class' boundaries when they married. The pattern of movement illus-
trated in Table 5 bears out the conclusions from earlier tables. From 1881 to 1960 
there has been more movement across the non-manual/manual boundary from 
the white-collar direction than the reverse. With some deviation in the early 
decades of this century approximately half the white-collar grooms in the sample 
have a blue-collar father-in-law. In contrast, approximately only a fifth to a 
quarter of blue-collar grooms have married 'out'. But the last two decades from 
1961 to 1980 see an interesting reversal of this pattern. The degree of self-
recruitment among non-manual grooms has risen noticeably with only a third of 
white-collar grooms walking down the aisle with a blue-collar bride. Con-
versely, over two-fifths of manual workers now marry women from a white-
collar background, so self-recruitment of manual grooms has diminished. What 
explanations can one offer for these figures? Nothing definitive, but some 
possibilities can be raised. 

One can suggest that the marriage patterns do reflect the presence or otherwise 
of barriers between social groups. These barriers will tend to be more or less rigid 
in relation to the availability of marriageable partners in social and geographical 
terms. One can also hypothesize, and that is all one can safely do given the 
paucity of comparative evidence in New Zealand, that the relative fluidity of 
spouse selection at the end of the nineteenth century is influenced by the 
demographic imbalance between men and women. As Fairburn notes, 'over the 

39 Gilson, p.44. 
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Table 5 
Patterns of marital endogamy and occupational status 

(percentage of marriages in specified groom categories) 
Category" 1881- 1901- 1921- 1941- 1961-

1900 1920 1940 1960 1980 
Groom and bride from 
same 'class'. 58 68 67 63 63 
Groom and bride from 
different 'class' 42 32 33 37 37 
Total 100 100 100 100 100 
Non-manual groom/ 
manual bride 52 44 52 51 35 
Manual groom/ 
non-manual bride 25 24 21 28 43 
High white-collar groom/ 
low manual bride 23 22 21 17 9 
Low manual groom/high 
white-collar bride 10 10 12 15 14 
Professional groomA 
unskilled bride 4 3 7 3 3 
Unskilled groomA 
professional bride 2 2 1 2 2 
a exclusive of farmers 
b inclusive of farmers 

last quarter of the nineteenth century the share of the adult male population 
designated "Never Married" was very high'.40 Furthermore, this demographic 
imbalance must be viewed alongside a socio-economic imbalance. The skewed 
sex ratio not only reflected a general shortage of marriage partners for New 
Zealand men but also a particular absence of women from the highest ranks of 
society measured in occupational terms.41 Thus, even if a young lawyer or 
doctor aspired to marry someone 'suitable', and suitability was measured in the 
somewhat snobbish terms of professional or managerial occupational rank, the 
range of eligible women was severely restricted. However, one can also suggest 
that local mores about 'suitability' would be influenced by other factors in a 
recently-established settler colony. Migration could have freed up the more rigid 
expectations about marriage at 'Home'. The possibilities of upward mobility for 
our younger lawyer or factory owner may have been opened up by his 
Antipodean move, and hence his marriage to someone from a working-class 
background could be merely reflective of the union of similarly-placed previous 
generations; i.e. the groom's father and his father-in-law shared identical class 
backgrounds. In short, the fluidity of spouse selection patterns in the nineteenth 

40 M. Fairburn, 'Community', p.150. Note, however, that by 1901 there was a surplus of 
women in the four main centres. See E. Olssen, 'Women, Work and Family: 1880-1926' in P. 
Bunkle and B. Hughes, eds, Women in New Zealand Society, Auckland, 1980, p.161. 

41 See B. Hughes, 'Women and the Professions in New Zealand', in Bunkle and Hughes, p.l 19. 
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century may be reflective of the fluidity of society at large. 
However, lest one becomes too beguiled by a picture of social osmosis, one 

should note the persistence of homogamy throughout the twentieth century, the 
high rate of self-recruitment among manual workers throughout most of the 
time-span under examination, and, even more to the point, the significant gap 
between the top and bottom of the class structure. As I have noted elsewhere, 'a 
bond created between artisan and clerk, labour and craftsman, or shopkeeper and 
professional is an important demonstration of the merging of potentially-
different family backgrounds. A more stringent test of the lack of social barriers, 
however, rests on the ability and frequency of sons and daughters from quite 
separate socio-economic strata to intermarry.'42 If one re-examines the figures 
in Table 5 it can be seen that the rate of marriage between high white-collar 
grooms and brides from lower (semi- and unskilled) manual backgrounds 
declines quite steadily over the past 100 years. There is a move from almost a 
quarter of such unions at the end of the nineteenth century to less than a fifth by 
the 1940s, and less than a tenth by the 1960s. The pattern of marriages between 
lower manual grooms and high white-collar brides is more consistent, a range 
from 19 to 12% from the 1880s to the 1980s, but the pattern is consistently 
relatively low. A suspicion that there certainly were conventions supporting 
marital class endogamy at the highest and lowest levels of occupational status is 
clearly confirmed by the rate of marriage between professional men and women 
and their unskilled manual counterparts. On average throughout the past century 
only about 5% of professional grooms married a woman whose father was a 
manual labourer. The possibility of a labourer marrying a woman from a 
professional background was similarly, if not more, remote. Two in every 100 
did so, on average, over the past 100 years.43 Therefore one might assume that 
men and women from the highest and lowest occupational backgrounds did not 
mix in the same social circles, or, if they did, there were social barriers that 
severely inhibited intermarriage between them 

Drawing all these trends together brings out the following points. First, 
overall the figures in the above tables lend more weight to Gilson's statement, 
quoted earlier in this paper, that 'there appears to be a fairly strong tendency in 
New Zealand towards homogamous marriages'.44 However, she should have 
been more cautious about making national statements given that her sample was 
also drawn exclusively from Wellington. The tendency towards homogamy is 
least marked at the end of the nineteenth century but strengthens as one moves 
into the twentieth century and on through to the 1970s. Second, there is evidence 
of considerable movement within the middle range of occupational possibilities, 
and this is most likely to have been influenced by changes in the sex ratio and 
changes in local and national occupational structures as well as by conventions 

42 Pearson, Johnsonville, p.l 19. 
43 Once again Gilson's reworked figures add weight to our argument. Her figures show (see 

Gilson, p.44) that only 2% of professional/managerial grooms married someone from a lower 
manual background; similarly only 4% of lower manual grooms married a professional/managerial 
bride. 

44 Gilson, p.46. 
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about spouse selection per se. Third, and finally, notwithstanding the influences 
noted in the second point above, there is clear evidence of marital class 
endogamy existing at the pinnacle and base of the class structure. Hence on the 
one hand the findings from this study of marriage patterns lend support to those 
who lay stress on the presence of class barriers in New Zealand past and present, 
though on the other hand this view must be leavened by the evidence of not 
inconsiderable fluidity across the middle ranges of the class structure. This 
paper, it is hoped, not only contributes to the rather sparse local literature on past 
and present patterns of spouse selection but also adds a further fragment in the 
mosaic of debate about the relationship between individual choice and structural 
constraint that is central to an adequate theorization of New Zealand social 
history. 
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