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Figure 4. Per-day real wage rate for urban and rural casual construction workers.  

  

The second important difference is how the two types of work changed. While Sweden was 

still very rural and agricultural throughout the entire period studied here, there were still 

important development in urban centres. One of the clearest is the increase of an urban 

bureaucracy. This is readily apparent in the records themselves; in Malmö for example, the 

payrolls list 32 people in 1517, the earliest year in which they are available. In subsequent 

decades, the count could be as low as 7 or 9, and throughout the sixteenth century was rarely 

more than 25. During these periods the payroll was typically dominated by unskilled and 

unspecialized men, such as city custodians (bysven). By the end of the 1760s, after which the 

recording system was reorganized, the annual payroll had grown to almost 90 people, and a 

much larger percentage were skilled and specialized workers including city councilmen 

(rådsman), police (profoss), tax inspectors (tullinspektor), and city midwives 

(stadsjordemoder).  

In the previous comparison between casually and annually earned wages, the low annual 

wages in the eighteenth century were surprising; this is especially surprising when it becomes 

clear how many earners in the sample lived in urban areas and were not a part of the lifecycle 

service pattern The following sections will disaggregate the data to tease out some of the 

differences between urban and rural earners.   
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Figure 6. Rural and urban annually earned real wages in consumption baskets. 

 

More interestingly, urban unskilled wages dip to the level of wages in the countryside in the 

late eighteenth and into the nineteenth century. This finding is surprising; it would have been 

more expected that urban development would lead to increased wages in the cities relative to 

the countryside, and that urban wages would stay at least equal to, if not above, rural wage 

levels. But this wage inversion is taking place during a period when urbanization is just 

beginning to develop in Sweden, and with this budding urbanization came a growth of the 

public sector and of employment directly by the municipalities. It is abundantly clear in the 

data itself that public sector employment is increasing, both in the kinds and variety of 

positions as well as the number of employees per position. One of the dominant trends is the 

increase in employment of lower-skilled workers, most notable in Malmö, the largest city in 

the sample. These growing positions included occupations such as customs officials 

(tullskrivare) and city police (stadsprofoss), both positions which required some skill or 

connection, but which Ågren (2014) describes as being rather lowly, often disliked by the 

people of the city, and not very well paid. While these positions might require some literacy 

skills, they were only a small step up from the bottom.  
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homes or indulge in new finery, as de Vries (2008) describes in some markets. Swedish 

working class families had to work more during the course of the eighteenth century in order 

to fight to maintain a decent consumption level.   
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