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The decline of patrilineal kin propinquity in the United States,
1790‒1940

Matt A. Nelson1

Abstract

BACKGROUND
Historical change in the availability of kin beyond the household has long interested
scholars, but there has been little comparable evidence on long-run change. While
generally accepted that individuals lived near kin historically, no systematic measures
have been available to assess historical kin propinquity at the national level.

METHODS
With the release of historical complete count United States census data from the
Integrated Public Use Microdata Series (IPUMS), a robust estimate of patrilineal kin
propinquity for the United States nationally from 1790 to 1940 is calculated. Defined as
the probability of non-random isonymy within an enumeration district, the estimate of
patrilineal kin propinquity relies on the sequential ordering of households in the census.

RESULTS
The United States experienced a long-run decline in patrilineal kin propinquity from
nearly 50% of households in 1790 to 17% of households in 1940. The age patterns of
kin propinquity show substantial variation across the life course, and regional
differences demonstrate the impact of economic and demographic conditions. The
decline in kin propinquity reflected urbanization and the decline of agriculture,
declining kin availability, growing distance between potential kin links, and a change in
preferences of living near kin.

CONTRIBUTION
This is the first study to produce a systematic estimate of patrilineal kin propinquity at
the national level for the United States between 1790 and 1940. Researchers can use
this meaningful measure of patrilineal kin propinquity to better explain its relationships
with other demographic behaviors and outcomes such as fertility, mortality, and
migration choices.

1 University of Minnesota, USA. Email: nels5091@umn.edu.
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1. Introduction

Historians have established that families often settled near other kin in the long 19th

century (Gjerde 1985; McQuillan 1990; Ostergren 1998; Wall 2010). Furthermore,
nationally representative survey results in the mid-20th century found around 40% of
elderly persons lived 10 minutes or less from children (Crimmins and Ingegneri 1990;
Leigh 1982; Lin and Rogerson 1995; Shanas 1961, 1967, 1973; Wolf 1994). However,
it is unknown precisely how many individuals lived near kin at a national scale in the
19th and early 20th centuries other than an estimate of next-door kin for 1790 and 1900
(Smith 1989). With the emergence of new complete count census data from the
Integrated Public Use Microdata Series (IPUMS), we can measure potential patrilineal
kin propinquity for the United States over 150 years.

I define kin propinquity as the probability of non-random isonymic (same
surname) families living within the same census enumeration district. By this measure,
the United States experienced a long-run decline in patrilineal kin propinquity between
1790 and 1940. Young children, young adults, and especially the elderly experienced
the highest kin propinquity rates, suggesting a family life cycle pattern to kin
propinquity. Given the potential relationship between kin propinquity and other
demographic behavior and outcomes such as fertility, mortality, and migration patterns,
describing the long-run trend of kin propinquity can contextualize behavior of families
that cannot be measured with within-household measures.

2. Literature review

Kinship consists of socially significant ties between individuals, which can be fictive or
familial kinship. Familial kinship can be further divided between consanguineous
kinship (blood ties) and affinal kinship (in-laws). For consanguineous kin, the
household of procreation represents the parental household and the household of
orientation represents an individual’s nuclear family (spouse and children). Parents,
siblings, grandparents, and other kin can live in the household of orientation of the
individual ego or in their own household of orientation (Bras and Tilburg 2007; Litwak
1965; Parsons 1943; Wetherell, Plakans, and Welman 1994). Kinship is also defined by
the importance and frequency of kin interaction. Second cousins who see one another
once every five years would be an example of familiar kin. Alternatively, effective kin
have increased interaction with one another, and ties tend to be more socially
significant, such as a parent, sibling, spouse, or child. While geographic proximity is
not the primary determinant of effective kin, propinquitous kinship can be an indicator
of effective kinship, especially in the case of next-door propinquity (Billingsley 2004;
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Leigh 1982). Kin propinquity, or kin proximity in the previous literature, is generally
defined as kin who live near one another, though the distance defined as propinquitous
varies across studies.

Using a sample of the 1790 Census and a sample of elderly persons from the 1900
Census, Smith (1989) argues that kin propinquity (same surnames within five
households) declined from approximately 29% of all household heads in 1790 to
approximately 14% of elderly persons by 1900. Using two different demographic
groups ‒ households heads and elderly persons ‒ makes it difficult to assess change
over time, but Smith argues declining kin propinquity was associated with declining
fertility, increased population density, lower male to female sex ratios, and a change in
the preferences of living near kin.  New England in particular experienced the largest
decline, which had the highest rates of kin propinquity in 1790, but some of the lowest
rates by 1900. Smith calculates surnames randomly appearing within five households to
the same surname by state was less than 4%, arguing that the distribution of surnames
does not explain the decline of kin propinquity (Preston 1976; Smith 1979, 1989).

Given the length of time to travel between places prior to the automobile and
extensive infrastructure investments in roads, railroads, and canals, kin propinquity
would be even more important for effective kin in 1790 than today. Studies of
Connecticut, Arkansas, North Carolina, and Wisconsin in the 19th century show most
effective kinship was based on intergenerational relationships. Further, when local land
availability became limited, in some cases families migrated to frontier areas and settled
together. This family migratory process strengthened families’ economic and political
positions, especially in frontier areas with few institutions and opportunities to amass
economic and political power (Billingsley 2004; Curti 1959; Ditz 1986; Gjerde 1985;
Kenzer 1987).

Smith’s estimate of kin propinquity is conservative, as it does not capture
matrilineal kin due to marriages and used a small distance threshold. This suggests that
at least in terms of proximity, kin relations were very powerful. Some historians and
economists argued in favor of a ‘modern’ America in 1790 based on the accumulation
of property as capital, maximizing profits and an emphasis on conjugal families
established separately from the previous generation (Demos 2000; Lemon 1972;
Rothenberg 1992). High kin propinquity in 1790 suggests families were more interested
in establishing kin nearby rather than accumulating land, which would have been
cheaper in new western lands than locally and does not support the argument of the
modern family that travels to the best available economic opportunities (Gjerde 1997).

Intergenerational coresidence of the elderly and adult children coincided with kin
propinquity patterns. While declining between 1850 and 1940, most elderly persons
lived with an adult child during this time period, serving as a form of old age security
for the elderly before social security (Cohen, Ball, and Myers 1954; Hareven 1994;
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Laslett 1965; Ruggles 2015). Given most heads of household tended to be elderly
parents rather than the children and the title ‘head of household’ indicated the power
relations within families, it suggests children were living with elderly parents rather
than the other way around. Additionally, these intergenerational families were better off
economically than elderly persons with no adult children in the household, suggesting
intergenerational coresidence prior to 1940 was not economically need-based for most
elderly persons. Inheritance practices and a lack of outside economic opportunities for
younger generations contributed to high intergenerational coresidence. With the rise of
industrial labor, children had better wage opportunities elsewhere and slowly
abandoned the intergenerational household through and beyond World War II (Gratton
and Gutmann 2010; Ruggles 2007).

Theorists from the 1930s and 1940s argued that previous emphasis of neolocal
separate nuclear households falsely suggested most families were not attached to
extended kin networks (Wirth 1938). Rather, they argued, extended kin connections via
the family of procreation, the family of orientation, and affinal families was higher than
previously thought. These modified kin networks persisted through the 1950s and were
not antithetical towards urbanization, geographic mobility, and occupational mobility
(Litwak 1960; Parsons 1943). Survey evidence from Cleveland in 1956 suggests kin
aided and were in contact with each other regularly, regardless of propinquity distance
(undefined by the author). Most families received aid from related kin (help during
illness, financial aid, care of children, personal advice, business advice, and valuable
gifts), most aid was reciprocal between generations, and most intergenerational
assistance went from older generations to younger generations. The data show 54% of
individuals from the survey lived near kin, but this estimate is unreliable because of the
small sample size, the specific community under study, and not using a formal distance
metric to define kin propinquity. In a similar study of Hough, Ohio, 78% of the sample
(N = 401) had kin living in the Cleveland metropolitan area, and 49% of individuals
had kin living within the city of Hough. These surveys were not nationally
representative, which limits how we can interpret these surveys beyond their respective
urban populations and time frame (Sussman 1953, 1959, 1965).

The National Surveys of the Aged in 1962 and 1975, the National Health Interview
Supplement on Aging in 1984, and the 1987 National Survey of Families and
Households suggest a kin propinquity rate of around 40% for elderly persons with little
to no change during this time period (Crimmins and Ingegneri 1990; Lin and Rogerson
1995; Shanas 1961, 1967, 1973; Wolf 1994). The units of propinquity vary by distance
in miles and time of travel in minutes, but the surveys primarily used measures of one
mile and less than ten minutes. In the Panel Study of Income Dynamics 32% of the
observed person periods lived within one mile of nuclear or extended kin between 1980
and 2013 (Hofferth and Iceland 1998; Spring et al. 2017).
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Families strategically utilized kinship for property devolution, marital alliances,
hierarchical enforcement of social mores, and reciprocal labor (Nelson 2019).
Regarding inheritance, children settling new families nearby exhibited inheritance
practices focused less on intergenerational accumulation and more on establishing as
many surviving children and their families as possible within the community.
Historically, this common form of inheritance was practiced in New England and
among ‘German’ families in the Midwest (Ditz 1986; Gjerde 1997). Inheritance
represents the power structure between generations, and measures of propinquitous kin
can provide insight into intergenerational relations during a period of significant
changes for generational negotiation (Pitts 2013). While surveys and community studies
provide in-depth analyses of kinship and how families used kinship toward different
social, economic, and political goals, these approaches cannot provide consistent
representative information on long-run trends in kin propinquity. With the advent of
complete-count census data, basic measures of kin propinquity on a national scale are
now feasible.

3. Data and methods

The release of IPUMS census microdata samples in 1993 allowed consistent long-run
analysis of national changes in family and household composition (Ruggles 1994).
While IPUMS provides a powerful source to analyze population dynamics at the
national level since 1850, the sample design made it difficult to study kinship beyond
the household. IPUMS produced the first complete count census dataset with the 1880
Census in 2003. Since 2014, IPUMS has released complete count data for most census
years from 1790 to 1940 except for the 1890 Census, which was destroyed in a fire
(Blake 1996). Enumerators ordinarily went door to door to collect information, so most
individuals and households were enumerated sequentially, allowing for comparison of
surnames. The restricted version of the complete count census database includes full
information on names, allowing simple measures of kin propinquity based on an
egocentric isonymic matching approach (Minnesota Population Center and
Ancestry.com 2013; Ruggles et al. 2020). This approach is similar to propinquity
methods used to measure kinship (Smith 1989) and segregation (Grigoryeva and Ruef
2015; Logan and Parman 2017). Due to changing surnames after marriage for women,
we can only capture patrilineal links for ever-married women, and kin propinquity links
are significantly understated for women (Ruggles 2016). GIS boundary files come from
IPUMS-NHGIS (Manson et al. 2019).

Sequential household analysis is limited to those who reside in the same
enumeration district. Because enumerators went from house to house, proximity on the
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enumeration form correlates with geographic proximity, but the association is
imperfect. Enumerator paths were not consistent within census years, nor consistent
across decades (Kenzer 1987; Owsley 1949). Because of this, neighbors in one census
may not be neighbors in the next. Some analysts use plat maps or property records to
identify exact spatial location in historical communities, but the necessary sources are
only sporadically available before the late 19th century (Clarke 1991; Logan et al.
2011).

This kin propinquity method identifies the closest isonymic match of the same
race, accounting for the likelihood that the surname match occurred by chance and does
not reflect kinship.2 Equation (1) describes the probability of non-random isonymy
(P(Krsi)) assuming a random sorting of surnames within an enumeration district

𝑃(𝐾𝑟𝑠𝑖) = 1− 𝐹𝑟𝑠𝑖−1
𝑇𝑟𝑠−1

𝐷𝑖
, (1)

where 𝐹𝑟𝑠𝑖 is the number of households of the same race (r) in the district (s) that share
the same surname (i), 𝑇𝑟𝑠 is the total number of households of the same race in the
district, and 𝐷𝑖 is the number of non-isonymic households that are as close as the
nearest isonymic household. This measure is based on the calculation of the probability
of common surnames randomly appearing from Smith (1989). The measure from
Equation 1 differs from Smith in three ways. First, Equation 1 calculates the probability
of the same surname non-randomly occurring, whereas Smith was interested in the
probability of surnames randomly occurring. This is because Smith measured this
probability for aggregated data at the state and national levels while Equation 1 is
applied to each household at the enumeration district level. Finally, because Frsi and Trs
include the ego’s household of orientation, that family must be subtracted from Frsi and
Trs, something Smith does not do because he does not apply his measure to households.

2 Detailed IPUMS race codes were recoded to more general codes. The largest example of this is mulatto,
which was coded as black.
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Table 1: Example kin propinquity calculation for first 7 households of an
enumeration district of 500 households

SERIAL Surname (F) Race (r) Distance Di Frsi Trs P(Krsi)

1 NELSON White 3 3 4 479 98.1%

2 ANDERSON White ‒ ‒ 1 479 ‒

3 SMITH Black 4 6 3 21 53.1%

4 NELSON White 3 6 4 479 96.3%

5 YOUNG White 25 29 6 479 73.7%

6 SMITH White 11 16 17 479 58.0%

7 SMITH Black 4 8 3 21 43.0%

Consider the example in Table 1. The first household head is named Nelson, and
there is a matching Nelson household of the same race listed three households away. 𝐷𝑖
is ordinarily the distance between isonymic households multiplied by 2, since a
surname match looks in both directions from the household. However, households
toward the beginning or end of an enumeration district will have fewer households to
search (e.g., the first household in an enumeration district is only looking below it, not
above it). In this example, the first Nelson listed is the first case in the enumeration
district, so the household distance for household 1 is only 3 compared to the six
households searched for the Nelson household in household 4. For the Smith family in
household 3, the close Smith family match is in household 7 because they also need to
share the same race. This kin propinquity measure only captures a subset of kin
relations. Parents-in-law, married daughters or sisters, and other kin affected by women
changing surnames upon marriage are systematically excluded. Accordingly, this
analysis focuses on patrilineal kinship, and the trends and differentials may differ for
kin types that are excluded.

The probability of non-random isonymy acts as a proxy measure for kin
propinquity, and the two terms will be used interchangeably for the rest of the article.
For example, the result from Table 1 for the first Nelson household can be interpreted
as a 98.1% chance the Nelson family in the first household non-randomly lived near the
closest Nelson family in the same enumeration district, or a 98.1% chance the Nelson
family in the first household had potential patrilineal kin living within the same
enumeration district. There is no formal limitation on the number of households
between same surname families as in Smith (1989), except that the match must occur
within the same enumeration district/area to maintain the assumption of sequential
ordering of households. This method is applied to all years (1790‒1940) and referred to
as the household method. The individual method for 1850‒1940 uses this same method
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but applies to reference persons of families rather than heads of household.3 Results in
1790‒1940 use the household method, and tables and figures that consist of only 1850‒
1940 results use the individual method unless labeled. Results referring to households
or heads use the household method while results referring to individuals or reference
persons indicate the individual method.

Calculating the average and median distance between same surname households
and weighting by the probability of non-random isonymy for heads of household,
Figure 1 summarizes the average and median distance between isonymic matches from
1790 to 1940.4 In 1790, 50% of households that lived near a same surname family lived
within three households. The median distance between same surname households
increased steadily from three households in 1790 to seven households in 1940. The
distances in 1790‒1840 may be biased downwards due to missing data and enumerators
who alphabetized the enumeration area, which cannot be analyzed for kin propinquity.
Average distances between same surname families declined in 1880, the first census to
institute the enumeration district concept. Figure 1 median results reinforce that most of
the matches occurred in small distances, while the average results show the effect of
outliers on distance between isonymic matches.

3 Families are defined by the reference person for a family. The reference person is defined as the first person
in a surname sequence within a household. When analyzing only heads of household, this person is always
the head of household or the first person in the household. When analyzing individual families, while the
reference person is typically the head of household, households that contain multiple surname families will
contain multiple reference persons. When analyzing the individual method, Frsi and Trs are based on the
number of reference persons rather than the number of households.
4 Pre-1850 cases exclude alphabetized cases as documented by Nelson (2018). Due to outliers in some census
years, only matches within the first 2,000 households are included in Figure 1. Distances were calculated
based on the raw distance between households, not Di.
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Figure 1: Median and average distance between isonymic households,
1790–1940

Measurement of kin propinquity is complicated by the changing distribution of
surnames. For example, higher immigration increased surname diversity, which could
lead to lower kin propinquity. The kin propinquity measures proposed above are
independent of surname diversity. For example, the kin propinquity probability of the
Nelson family does not depend on whether there are 100 unique surnames or 490
unique surnames in the enumeration district. Regardless of the number of unique
surnames, the probability measure comes out the same.
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Table 2 provides additional evidence that surname diversity does not affect the kin
propinquity calculations overall. The C-Mean, or the number of same surname families
an average family had in a particular enumeration district based on Smith (1989) and
the percentage of persons with the most common surname within an enumeration
district both show low correlation with the percentage of individuals living near kin
within an enumeration district, with a moderate correlation in a couple of census years.
Finally, there is a small negative correlation between the surname distribution (Frsi/Trs
from Equation 1) and the probability of kin propinquity (P(Krsi)). Surname diversity
does not affect the kin propinquity calculations.

Table 2: Correlation coefficients between surname diversity and kin
propinquity measures, 1850‒1940
ED C-Mean1 ED % most common surname1 Individual Frsi/Trs

2

1850 0.234 ‒0.245 ‒0.123
1860 0.008 ‒0.184 ‒0.120
1870 0.205 ‒0.072 ‒0.147
1880 0.151 0.232 ‒0.181
1900 0.034 0.276 ‒0.185
1910 0.252 0.340 ‒0.204
1920 0.328 0.312 ‒0.198
1930 0.400 0.104 ‒0.183
1940 0.374 0.157 ‒0.139

Notes: 1Compared to the percentage of persons within enumeration district (ED) with nearby potential kin
 2Compared to the probability of nearby potential kin (P(Krsi)) for each individual

4. Results

Figure 2 presents the estimated national kin propinquity rates for heads of household
(1790‒1940) and individuals (1850‒1940). The method for heads is based on same
surname propinquity of household heads, but beginning in 1850 we also have
information of the surnames of individuals within households. Since households often
include multiple surnames, the availability of individual-level name information
provides additional opportunities to identify nearby kin. The analyses exclude persons
in group quarters such as rooming houses, correctional institutions, and schools. The
pre-1850 censuses also required significant data cleaning to account for irregularities in
data quality (Nelson 2018). The national rates are calculated by weighting the results by
the estimated probability of non-random isonymy. For example, if 10 million persons
lived in the United States, and 5 million persons each had a 99% chance of non-random
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isonymy, the estimated national patrilineal kin propinquity rate would be 49.5%
([5,000,000*0.99]/10,000,000).

Figure 2: Percentage kin propinquity by method, 1790–1940

The United States experienced a long-run decline of patrilineal kin propinquity
between 1790 and 1940. As shown in Figure 2, both measures show dramatic declines
in propinquitous kin. When looking at the heads of household, kin propinquity declined
from 50% in 1790 to 17% in 1940. The individual results show a similar decline. This
decline of kin propinquity closely mirrored other demographic patterns, including the
long-run decline in intergenerational coresidence in the United States, the long-run
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decline in agricultural employment, and the fertility decline in the United States
(Hacker 2003; Hacker and Roberts 2017; Ruggles 2007).

Figure 3: Percentage kin propinquity by age group, 1850–1940

Persons with kin nearby exhibited a life cycle pattern, consisting of a ‘wave’ as
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the elderly and younger generations flattened substantially over time and largely
disappeared by 1940.

Figure 4: Age difference between nearby kin and 20‒24-year-old individuals,
1850–1940
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Figure 5: Age difference between nearby kin and 40‒44-year-old individuals,
1850–1940

The differences between the ages of potential kin and the household of orientation
further support the life-cycle interpretation. Figures 4 through 6 show these age
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24, most persons lived near potential older siblings (or same-generation kin), since the
majority of the links occur with people less than 15 years older than the 20‒24-year-old
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persons. A small spike for potential kin in the 20‒40 years older group indicate likely
parents (or older generation kin). Persons aged 40–44 showed a similar pattern,
although the potential siblings were a combination of older and younger, and small
spikes in potential children and potential parents for this age group formed. Finally,
elderly persons between the ages 60 to 64 primarily linked with individuals at least 20
years younger, indicating potential children (or younger generation kin).

Figure 6: Age difference between nearby kin and 60‒64-year-old individuals,
1850–1940
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These results strongly support a life cycle interpretation. Not only do the potential
kin increase and decrease over the life course due to generational overlap, but the
potential proximate kin matched within age groups we expect to see from this
interpretation. The distribution of age differences describes largely consistent yet
nuanced changes in Figures 4 through 6. In general, the percentage of older kin
increased over time while the percentage of same-age or younger kin declined. For
example, kin propinquity rates for 40‒44-year-olds living near siblings were higher in
1850 than 1940 (higher fertility/sibling availability), with the reverse pattern for parents
(declining mortality/fewer siblings over time) between 1850 and 1940 (Hacker and
Roberts 2017).

Table 3: Kin propinquity rate by immigration, race, and urban/rural status,
1850–1940

1850 1880 1910 1940
First generation immigrant 29.7% 24.5% 17.5% 12.4%
US born 45.2% 37.3% 28.6% 20.4%
  Second generation immigrant1 ‒ 26.8% 21.6% ‒
  Native born ‒ 40.1% 30.9% ‒

White 44.0% 35.4% 26.6% 19.1%
Black2 20.8% 37.7% 31.5% 25.0%
American Indian ‒ 6.3% 22.2% 20.3%
Chinese ‒ 9.5% 20.8% 14.8%
Japanese ‒ ‒ 10.5% 1.9%

Rural 44.8% 40.1% 33.8% 26.6%
  Farm 47.8% 42.3% 36.6% 29.9%
  Nonfarm 39.3% 35.4% 28.9% 23.7%
Urban 36.1% 23.3% 18.7% 14.1%

Notes: 1Second generation immigrant is defined as persons born in United States with at least one foreign-born parent.
2Black population in 1850 only includes free Black population.

A breakdown of kin propinquity by nativity, race, and urban/rural status shows
several revealing patterns (Table 3). For nativity, first generation immigrants
experienced far lower rates of kin propinquity when compared to second generation
immigrants and families who had lived in the United States for three or more
generations. This difference described the availability of kin, since many immigrants in
the 19th century had family members who did not migrate to the United States. All
categories of immigrants/migrants and native-born individuals experienced declining
kin propinquity through this time period. Black persons and later American Indian



Demographic Research: Volume 43, Article 18

https://www.demographic-research.org 517

persons experienced higher patrilineal kin propinquity rates than white persons
nationally. Chinese persons had lower kin propinquity nationally than white persons,
but their rates of kin propinquity did not follow the same consistent decline. While
various policies such as segregation and Jim Crow laws, Indian Reservations, and the
Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 potentially affected kin propinquity, these demographic
groups also have more complex family structures than white persons (Kamo 2000;
Kamo and Zhou 1994; Ruggles 1994). Table 4 reinforces that these demographic
groups had more complex family structures.

Table 4 summarizes the percentage of elderly persons (aged 65 and older) living in
different family living arrangements by race. For context, the kin propinquity rates for
all elderly persons are also included in Table 4. The family structures measured here
include elderly persons living with adult children, in three generation families, and with
extended kin as defined by Ruggles (2012) and Gruber and Szołtysek (2016) to control
for kin availability. Elderly persons living in more complex families had fewer potential
kin to live nearby, thus a shift in living arrangements could explain the decline in kin
propinquity. An increase in complex families would provide few potential kin to live
near, thus a shift towards more complex families could lead to lower kin propinquity.
However, the trends in elderly family living arrangements cannot explain the decline in
kin propinquity. In general, whites and Black elderly persons moved away from
complex families, while American Indian, Chinese, and Japanese persons shifted
towards more complex families between 1850 and 1940. The general decline of kin
propinquity in this time period cannot be explained by a shift in complex family living
arrangements, as family living arrangements were not negatively correlated with kin
propinquity except for elderly Japanese persons living with adult children and three
generation families.

Urban kin propinquity rates were much lower than rural rates (Table 3). Measured
in terms of spatial distance rather than distance on the enumeration form, urban kin
propinquity was likely higher when compared to the studies from the 1960s because
urban enumeration districts were smaller than distances used in studies from the 1960s
(Shanas 1961, 1967, 1973; Sussman 1959, 1965). Even with this methodological
shortcoming, some previous scholarship argued kin ties in cities were weaker than in
rural areas (Hofferth and Iceland 1998; Parsons 1943; Wirth 1938). When decomposing
patrilineal kin as a single factor of urban/rural/farm status, the growth of urban
population/decline of the agricultural population between 1850 and 1940 accounts for
38% of the decline in kin propinquity (Das Gupta 1993; Kitagawa 1955). Farm families
had the highest kin propinquity rates through this time period. Based on a life cycle
interpretation, children lived near parents and/or siblings, and land availability played
an important role in some of these children living near kin. If land was unavailable, then
children could continue living on their parents’ farm, migrate to find available land, or
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switch to a different occupation and migrate to the local town or large city for economic
opportunities.

Table 4: Kin propinquity and family living arrangements by race for persons
age 65+, 1850‒1940

1850 1880 1910 1940
Kin propinquity 52.2% 41.3% 29.6% 22.8%
  White 53.2% 41.7% 29.6% 20.0%
  Black1 18.4% 37.9% 30.3% 23.9%
  American Indian ‒ 10.9% 20.6% 18.9%
  Chinese ‒ 9.4% 17.4% 16.4%
  Japanese ‒ ‒ 6.7% 2.4%

With adult children 64.3% 61.5% 54.9% 44.1%
  White 64.9% 63.2% 55.8% 44.3%
  Black1 42.0% 46.7% 44.5% 41.4%
  American Indian ‒ 31.6% 41.0% 47.5%
  Chinese ‒ 14.4% 10.7% 25.0%
  Japanese ‒ ‒ 20.2% 56.0%

Three generations 35.9% 33.1% 23.0% 17.0%
  White 36.2% 33.2% 22.8% 16.6%
  Black1 26.3% 32.5% 25.4% 22.2%
  American Indian ‒ 19.4% 23.5% 29.0%
  Chinese ‒ 4.6% 4.2% 8.5%
  Japanese ‒ ‒ 6.7% 20.2%

Extended kin 8.0% 15.1% 10.5% 11.0%
  White 8.0% 15.3% 10.5% 10.9%
  Black1 8.0% 13.0% 10.2% 12.8%
  American Indian ‒ 7.7% 13.6% 13.9%
  Chinese ‒ 12.5% 3.7% 7.5%
  Japanese ‒ ‒ 5.9% 5.8%

N 508,884 1,699,362 3,801,239 8,624,554
  White 494,617 1,522,856 3,492,285 8,011,952
  Black1 14,267 176,230 293,170 591,233
  American Indian ‒ 86 13,297 15,293
  Chinese ‒ 190 2,234 3,357
  Japanese ‒ ‒ 253 2,719

Notes: 1Black population in 1850 only includes free Black population.
 2For comparability, only elderly persons with legible surnames were analyzed.
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Regional variations in economic and demographic circumstances were associated
with patrilineal kin propinquity (Figure 7). In 1790, the Northeast and the South both
had kin propinquity rates of approximately 50% of households living nearby kin. The
South had lower rates than the Northeast prior to 1850 when looking within three
households, but when looking at all matches, the Northeast had lower rates than the
South. While next-door kin propinquity was higher in the Northeast as argued by Smith,
using a larger range questions this conclusion. Midwestern kin propinquity was low and
rose steadily through 1850 because of its status as a frontier region of the United States.
By 1850, parts of the Midwest were finally settled and experienced similar kin
propinquity rates to the Northeast until 1890. The Midwest and South experienced
similar declines in kin propinquity while the Northeast saw a larger decline. This
reflected growing urbanization in the Northeast with the population expansion of cities
such as New York City, Boston, and Philadelphia. With the rise of large cities such as
Chicago, St. Louis, and Cincinnati during the mid- to late 19th century, the Midwest
later experienced sharper declines in kin propinquity than the South. Further, the South
had lower internal and international migration rates compared to the other regions,
allowing for more kin availability (Hall and Ruggles 2004).
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Figure 7: Kin propinquity rate by region, 1790–1940
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Figure 8: County kin propinquity rate, 1790 and 1820

Kin propinquity rates in the West were the lowest of the four regions. In 1850,
only 30% of persons lived near kin in the West, declining to 11% in 1940. Clustering in
particular counties within regions shows more nuance than the overall regional measure
(Figures 8‒10). Households in Appalachia, New Mexico, and Utah experienced higher
kin propinquity rates than other areas within their regions. The Utah cluster in the 1880s
was likely due to the high Church of Latter-Day Saints population, and Appalachia
represented an area with a unique familyist society (Lewis and Billings 1997). Santa Fe,
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New Mexico, previously established in 1610, already had established societal structures
when the United States annexed New Mexico in the Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo after
the Mexican–American War in 1848 (Resendéz 2004). High kin propinquity rates in
New Mexico reflected a different frontier context than other frontier areas in the United
States. While the general decline in kin propinquity can be seen between Figures 8‒10,
these high kin propinquity areas stand out amongst their respective regions.

Figure 9: County kin propinquity rate, 1850 and 1880
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Figure 10: County kin propinquity rate, 1910 and 1940

5. Limitations

While this measure of patrilineal kin propinquity has many applicable uses in historical
demography, there are some limitations with the method. The most prominent
limitation as shown by the article title is, because of changing surnames upon marriage
for women, only potential patrilineal kin can be captured with this measure. Some kin
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captured by this method were not true patrilineal kin (e.g., in-laws who marry into the
family name), but this likely was balanced out by patrilineal kin who married outside of
the family (e.g., daughters and sisters whose surname changed upon marriage). Further,
the data are not genealogical links, but the probability of non-random isonymy. The
implicit assumption with this measure is that if two families with the same surname
have a high probability of non-randomly living near each other, it is likely because they
share the same surname, and by extension, share a kinship link.

There is a possibility that this kin propinquity measure could overestimate kin
propinquity for common surnames. For example, families with a common surname
(e.g., Miller) are likely to become larger than less common surnames as families
procreate. After several generations, there could be many Miller families living near
each other yet be so far removed relationship-wise that they do not have kinship ties.
However, I hypothesize that this is a relatively minor issue because the median distance
between same surname households was less than 10 households in any given census
year (Figure 1). I hypothesize that individuals with the same surname living within 10
households but so far removed to effectively not be kin was fairly rare. This could be a
larger issue for further away matches. This kin propinquity measure should not be
interpreted as the strength of a patrilineal kinship tie, but the probability that such a tie
is even possible based on the implicit assumption above. While effective kinship is
often close kin such as parents, siblings or children, effective kin need not be limited to
those specific relationships (Bras and Tilburg 2007; Billingsley 2004). Given my
hypothesis and the results from Table 2, I think the overestimation of kin propinquity
for common surnames to be relatively minor.

Another limitation includes the abstract measure of distance between households.
The distance between households is unknown and varies between rural and urban
environments. Using county population density and the 1930 Census urban definition of
2,500 or more persons as measures of urbanization, the kin propinquity measure was
not correlated with either measure of urbanization at the individual level. The
correlation coefficient between county population density and individual kin
propinquity ranged between 0.06 and ‒0.06 between 1850 and 1940, while urban status
and kin propinquity correlations ranged between 0.04 and ‒0.10. When viewing the
correlations at the county level, population density was uncorrelated with the county kin
propinquity rate (ranged between 0.00 and ‒0.11), but the percentage of population
living in a census-designated urban area was more highly correlated with the county kin
propinquity rate. Between 1880 and 1940, the correlation coefficient ranged between –
0.44 and ‒0.62, showing that while kin propinquity at the individual level is not
correlated with living in a place of 2,500 or more persons, counties with high
percentages of urban population were correlated with lower county kin propinquity
rates. This suggests that kin propinquity measures were largely not biased by urban
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environments, but urban areas likely did have lower kin propinquity rates than non-
urban areas.

An alternative measure could compare kin propinquity between rural and urban
areas using fixed physical distances, but that has its own issues. What distance
threshold does one choose to analyze kin at a particular distance? Using an urban
standard, agricultural rural kin propinquity would be almost 0, which is inaccurate
(Billingsley 2004; Clarke 1991; Curti 1959; Ditz 1986; Gjerde 1985; Kenzer 1987;
Smith 1989). The measure developed in this article likely underreports urban kin
propinquity given the limitations of enumeration district sizes, but in terms of extremely
close kin propinquity (the kind most likely to be captured by this measure), it is clear
that there is a large kin propinquity decline in urban areas nonetheless. Smaller distance
thresholds of kin propinquity (distances of 5, 10, 25, and 50 households away) show
patrilineal kin propinquity still declined over the entire time period in both urban and
rural contexts. Even if changing enumeration district sizes contributed to the decline,
patrilineal kin propinquity still declined regardless. While these limitations should be
considered in interpreting the measures, it does not appear these limitations bias the
results. To address the distances between households, using geocoded data may
illuminate and better contextualize potential kin living near one another, particularly in
urban areas.

6. Discussion

The long-run decline in patrilineal kin propinquity demonstrates the economic and
demographic transformations the United States underwent between 1790 and 1940 and
lends credence (though speculative) to the long-run decline in the importance of kinship
and rise of individualism (Smith 1989). It is also possible instead of the declining
importance of kinship, declining kin propinquity represents a transformation of kinship
interaction with better transportation and communication networks. The decline in kin
propinquity closely mirrored other long-run demographic and economic trends such as
the decline of intergenerational coresidence, declining fertility, and the decline in
agricultural employment. Given changes in general attitudes towards family values such
as divorce, single parenthood, and cohabitation, it seems that the decline in kin
propinquity further reflected changing social norms revolving around kinship (Hacker
and Roberts 2017; Ruggles 2007, 2015). Distance between families also increased
during this time period, suggesting a change in preference for living next door to kin,
but also improvements in transportation allowing for kin to still live nearby while not
living next door.



Nelson: The decline of patrilineal kin propinquity in the United States, 1790‒1940

526 https://www.demographic-research.org

Families with kin living nearby exhibited traditional family life cycles, with the
highest kin propinquity rates for persons with the greatest generational overlap.
Economic opportunities grew as industrialization, rising land values, and better
agricultural productivity no longer required and/or allowed children to live nearby. The
decline of patrilineal kin propinquity affected older generations, who primarily lived
near children the most. In 1850, 52% of 65-year-old persons lived near someone with
the same surname compared to 44% of 20-year-old persons. By 1940, 20% of 65-year-
old persons lived near potential kin, the same rate as 20-year-old persons.

Rural kin propinquity, especially for farm families, was significantly higher than
urban kin propinquity rates. This does not necessarily imply weak kinship networks in
cities, as the kin propinquity measure used here has limitations in urban contexts.
However, the results support previous research that rural kinship networks were more
extensive than urban kinship networks (Gjerde 1997; Parsons 1943; Wirth 1938).
Finally, clear regional differences reflected different economic and demographic
conditions. The Northeast and South had the highest kin propinquity rates prior to 1850
but took different trajectories after 1790. The West had some of the lowest kin
propinquity rates, which reflected its frontier status during this time period and that
opening up to wider US settlement after industrialization had been underway.

While historians and demographers have hypothesized a decline in kinship, this
study represents the first systematic attempt to measure long-run trends in patrilineal
kin propinquity. Kin propinquity plays an important role for families as emotional and
physical support. Furthermore, kin propinquity likely played a role in demographic
outcomes such as fertility, mortality, and migration (Hacker and Roberts 2017).
Explaining the role of kin propinquity in these outcomes requires having a reliable
measure, and this work is now possible in historical contexts using complete count
census data.
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