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Family sex and marriage in England 1500-1800 was shaped by a complex
interplay of social, economic, and cultural factors. During this era, the
institution of marriage was not only a personal commitment but also a crucial
social contract that affected inheritance, social status, and family
alliances. This article will explore the evolution of family structures,
sexual norms, and the institution of marriage in England from the 16th to the
18th century.

The Historical Context of Marriage in England

Marriage in England during the period from 1500 to 1800 was influenced by a
variety of factors, including the Reformation, the rise of the merchant
class, and changing attitudes towards sexual relationships.

The Reformation and Its Impact on Marriage

The Protestant Reformation in the 16th century brought significant changes to
marriage practices. Prior to the Reformation, the Catholic Church governed
marriage, viewing it as a sacrament. The shift to Protestantism led to:

- Increased Secular Authority: Marriages began to be recognized by civil
authorities rather than solely by the Church.

- Emphasis on Individual Choice: Whereas marriages were often arranged for
political or economic reasons, the Reformation introduced the idea of
marrying for love, particularly among the emerging middle class.

- Changes in Divorce Regulations: Protestant reformers allowed for more
leniency in divorce, though it remained rare.

The Rise of the Merchant Class

The 16th and 17th centuries saw a burgeoning merchant class that began to
challenge traditional aristocratic values. This shift affected family
dynamics and marriage in several ways:

- Economic Considerations: Marriages were increasingly based on economic
stability and mutual benefit rather than solely on social status.

- Dowries and Marriage Settlements: Families began to negotiate dowries and
marriage settlements as a way to secure financial stability and social
standing.

- Education and Partnership: The rising middle class placed a greater



emphasis on education and partnership within marriage, often leading to
marriages based on mutual interests and companionship.

Family Structures in Early Modern England

The structure of families in England during this period varied widely,
influenced by social class, geographic location, and economic circumstances.



