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1. Research Focus 
 

The present work deals with the demographic changes that took place in the villages of 

the small region of Havasalja in the second part of the 19th century. The objective of the 

analysis had a dual nature. One the one hand, we looked at the demographic responses that 

individuals, families and communities gave in the villages of the region that can be 

characterised by an archaic economic structure and lack of capital. We paid special attention 

to Szentegyházasfalva and Kápolnásfalva (presently Hargita County, Romania). On the other 

hand, we investigated the social and demographic reproduction of the families in the villages 

through analyzing demographic differences.  

This research topic bears significance from many aspects. Firstly, outlining the 

demographic changes in the villages of Havasalja in the second part of the 19th century has 

enriched our knowledge gained from national and county archives. The micro-demographic 

analysis of individual and family life courses that were reconstructed from data from Roman 

Catholic parochial registers of Szentegyházasfalva and Kápolnásfalva has provided a deeper 

understanding of the reasons and consequences of demographic behaviour and demographic 

change. Secondly, the temporal deepness and richness of reconstructed life course data enable 

the researcher to become more familiar with the characteristics of relations between genders 

and generations and within generations.  

With its questions related to family and demography history, the dissertation aims at 

joining the researches on the economic and social history of the rural communities in 

Szeklerland. These researches state that traditional communities broke up in the second half 

of the 19th century. The reasons of the phenomenon included the increasing intervention of the 

state, narrowing the frontier of collective lands and their loss of function, as well as the 

shrinking market for cottage industry products (Egyed 1975; Egyed 1981; Imreh 1993; Szász 

1987; Venczel 1937; Venczel 1942). The dominant response to the economic crisis was 

migration. This phenomenon is described in detail and placed into a theoretical framework by 

József Venczel, who considered migration as a result of diminishing economic resources and 

as reaction to overpopulation crisis. These works are primarily based on the analysis of 

aggregated data and investigate the connection between demographic phenomena and 

economic crises at the macro level. However, we need micro-level analyses that investigate 

responses to these challenges at community, family and individual level. Marriage, mortality 

and fertility were also integrated into the analysis besides migration in order to gain a better 

understanding of the demographic situation of the late 19th century and the early 20th century.  
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 The present work is an integral part of a greater population history research project 

that is aimed at exploring the spatial differences of demographic behaviour and demographic 

processes in the Carpathian Basin1. The research, using both county- and settlement-level 

demographic data at both macro- and micro-level, is intended to grasp the spatial structure of 

demographic behaviour and separate regional and local demographic systems. Moreover, the 

micro-level analysis of register data from some selected settlement aims at interpreting these 

differences. The present paper focuses on micro-level demographic analysis, which, in turn, 

implies some limitations on the investigation. All in all, we expect that a well-focused 

research – despite sharing some characteristics with case studies – could contribute to our 

knowledge on general processes.  

The present paper consists of three main parts. After describing the settlements, our 

sources and methods, the demographic changes that took place in the two examined villages 

are presented. The analysis focuses on local and micro-regional demographic behaviour. The 

most important elements of the contemporary demographic system were identified with the 

help of available census data and data from parochial registers that we processed with a non-

nominative method.  

We focused on the family in the second part of the paper. We tried to define family 

from the perspective of the individual. Besides offering a structural description of households, 

we examined the household and kinship context of the individual throughout their life course. 

The demographic reproduction and continuity of rural societies are discussed in a separate 

chapter. 

In the third part of the dissertation we focused on individuals. In order to better 

understand the demographic aspects of family reproduction, certain life phases and the turning 

points of the life course of people who lived in the examined villages were analysed in detail: 

infant and child mortality, transition to adulthood, marriage, childbearing, becoming widowed 

and possibly re-marriage. This unavoidably simplistic analysis concentrated on the most 

significant events of the life course. First, the timing of the turning points was identified, and 

then we looked at the factors that explained demographic differences the most. 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 The research was supported by Hungarian Scientific Research Fund (OTKA), the title of the project is 
“Demographic Processes and the Spatial Differences of Demographic Behaviour in 19-20th Century Hungary”. 
The project leader is Péter Őri.  
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2. The Communities: Szentegyházasfalva and Kápolnásfalva, 1850–1914.   
 

Szentegyházasfalva and Kápolnásfalva are neighbouring settlements. They are located 

along the southern skirts of Harghita Mountains, in the eastern part of Inner Transylvania, 

present-day Romania, at about 860 metres above sea level. The territory belonged to the 

Austro-Hungarian Monarchy during the investigated period. The villages lay on the frontier, 

far from the economic centres of Transylvania. Their total population reached 4,000 in the 

1900s. The majority of their inhabitants belonged to the Roman Catholic Church. Due to their 

geographical proximity (2 km) and the joint privileges received from the Princes of 

Transylvania, the history of the two villages was closely interlocked: they formed one parish 

until 1838 and one administrative unit until 1876. 

The discovery of iron ore sites close to the villages and the opening of mines were 

important events in the 19th century history of the two settlements. An industrial plant, 

Szentkeresztbánya was founded a few kilometres away from the villages in the 1850s, which 

provided the opportunity for the locals to secure some extra income. Due to contemporary 

financial and infrastructural conditions, mining remained a small-scale enterprise.  

The majority of villagers were smallholders, and their living was provided by 

lumbering and woodwork in the communally owned woods and extensive animal husbandry. 

Timbering and woodwork was carried out within a cottage industrial framework that required 

the close cooperation of related families. The number of water-driven sawmills operated by 

siblings or close relatives reached 100 according to the cadastre of 1909. 

The economic development of Inner Transylvania raised the demand for woodenware. 

Timber used in construction and agriculture was transported in carriages by male family 

members towards the agriculturally more developed and more urbanised Southern 

Transylvanian regions. 

 

3. Sources and Methods  
 

Besides describing demographical phenomena, this paper focuses on individual and 

family factors that affect demographic behaviour. Data from family reconstruction method are 

analysed with the help of multivariate statistical methods. This multivariate statistical analysis 

of micro-level and longitudinal data is an effort to embed the current trends of international 

family and population history research in the Hungarian field.  
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We reconstructed the demographic behaviour of the examined settlements from parish 

register data. An electronic database was compiled from parish registers between 1776 and 

1943. Based on the principles of the family reconstitution method set by Louis Henry and 

Michel Fleury (Fleury and Henry 1985; Henry and Blum 1988) and making use of available 

computerised database management facilities, we were able to reconstitute the most important 

demographic events of families and individuals by applying timeconsuming record linking. 

Using family reconstitution data for the analyses of demographic behavior face a specific 

problem. Due to the nature of family reconstitution data, we have no information on 

migration. No data are available on the number of individuals who left the villages and on the 

date of their emigration. Reconstitution studies usually have to define the population at risk. 

According to the rule of Louis Henry, one shall separate the continued presence of a family 

during a particular period and the examined behaviour itself.  

Our data set included couples who married in one of the villages and for whom the 

death certificates for one or both partners were available. A drawback of this method is that it 

uses a non-representative sample of the total population.  

Recent developments in statistics made it possible to employ a multivariate technique, 

called event history analysis. In this method the dependent variable is the lenght of time that 

elapses until a transition from one state to the next occurs, such as non-married to married or 

emloyed to unemloyed. 
 

4. Results 
 
4.1. Demographic Processes 
 

The population processes of the second part of the 19th century were examined in the 

first part of the analysis. The emphasis was placed on describing local and micro-regional 

demographic processes. The villages were such border settlements in the mountains in which 

human expansion was not limited. A moderate population increase could be observed in the 

two settlements. The demographic transition had not started by the beginning of the examined 

period. Crude birth rates and the Princeton index of fertility were high in all censuses. In these 

villages married couples saw that there would be a future for their children within the 

settlement, and childbearing propensity was also higher than in other villages within the 

county that offered fewer economic possibilities. Migration and mortality controlled the 

dynamic population increase that would have been triggered by high fertility. Migration 
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relieved the demographic pressure that resulted from low mortality. However, there were 

periods with high mortality in the 19th century. In the 1880s, an epidemiological depression 

that lasted for several years decimated the inhabitants of the two villages, mainly children. 

This was due to insufficient hygienic conditions, the lack of adequate health care and the 

crowdedness of homes.  

 

 

4.2. Households and Families  
 

Family was the focus of the second part of the paper. By applying data from 

confessional register of 1868, we presented the major characteristics of households and family 

system. We concentrated on both the household and the individual in the analysis. The 

description of household structure typology revealed the dominance of nuclear family 

households in the two parishes and, at the same time, the relatively high number of other 

household structures – especially extended and multi-family households. More than 70% of 

families were nuclear family households: parents with their unmarried children. About one 

third of the population of the two villages lived in extended or multi-family households. This 

result indicated that stem family household and family system still existed. The most 

important function of household structure was mutual support and protection against isolation 

at an old age. In the first period of the family cycle, the majority of households faced with 

economic difficulties, however, most of them managed to protect vulnerable family members. 

In other words, the stem family system successfully prevented the isolation of the vulnerable 

family members.  

 

 

4.3. Family as Kinship Network 
 

Linking data from confessional registers and parochial registers together made it 

possible to reconstruct the most important family relationships of village residents in 1868. 

Information from parochial registers helped to reconstruct ancestors of the individual and thus 

made it possible to sketch family relationships for a given point of time. Our research 

question involved how the configuration of “available” relatives – the number of family 

members who someone could lean on – changed during different phases of the life course of 

the individual. 
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In accordance with previous results, the results of this chapter supported our statement 

that family structures – both households and kinship networks – changed during the life 

course. People lived in populous households as children, surrounded by their parents, siblings, 

sometimes even grandparents, aunts or uncles. The transition to adulthood was characterized 

by decreasing household size and the dissolution of residential patterns in which groups of 

siblings lived together. Co-residence with sisters and brothers was gradually replaced by the 

presence of descendants in the household. Entering adulthood also meant that more and more 

young people had to experience the loss of their ancestors. Almost 50% of men and women 

aged 20-24 had lost at least one of their parents. Only a privileged minority of people aged 50 

or more had at least one surviving parent. 

Sibling relationships provided the basis of the kinship fronts that developed in villages 

with early and general nuptiality. The presence of biological siblings was of high importance 

during the life course. The number of available siblings who lived in the same settlement 

decreased with age; however, the average number of siblings of people above 60 was still 

more than one. 

In parallel with loosing parents, the presence of growing children became dominant in 

the close family circle. Their different ages at marriage made the experience of mothers and 

fathers different. In the case of women, early marriage also meant early childbirth and women 

experienced the same family transitions about 4-5 years earlier than their husbands. After the 

reproductive years, children provided support for their elderly parents. Due to the gender-

specific age at marriage and the virilocal and neolocal residence after marriage, old parents 

could rely on their youngest son and his wife the most. The extensive network of the close 

and the extended family demonstrated that the phenomenon of old-age isolation was not 

present. 

 

 

4.4. The Demographic Reproduction of Families 
 

Chapter Four examined the most important demographic aspects of the reproduction of 

families in Szeklerland, Havasalja. Borrowing the concept of “effective children” from the 

discipline of genetics – children who contribute to the reproduction of the local community –, 

the chapter shed new light on the issue of family reproduction. With the help of a method also 

used by French and Canadian family and population historians, we examined what proportion 

of the descendants of certain generations contributed to the reproduction of the next 
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generation by choosing spouse from the local community and having children. Moreover, we 

analyzed the proportion of the parents with “effective” children among all the couples in the 

parental generation. 

Results pointed out the demographic continuity and stability of the examined 

population of Havasalja. Regardless of their gender, most children who survived the high 

infant and child mortality managed to establish their own family within the local community. 

The youngest generations were effected more by deteriorated mortality conditions than the 

generation of their parents. Their migration potential also increased. Nevertheless, the 

majority of young people stayed in their home village and made a living there during this 

period. It seems that the economic opportunities of families did not hinder children from 

establishing their own families in the same settlement at that time. The mutually exclusive 

logic that existed in other areas – either marriage and reproduction locally or remaining single 

or migrating – was not observable or only sporadic there. Taking a different perspective, we 

can say that high infant and child mortality helped to “solve” the competition that would have 

appeared between children at a later age. 

 The analysis of the parental generation refined the above results, primarily by pointing 

out the inequalities in family reproduction. A basic characteristic of reproduction was that a 

relatively small group of the parental generation brought up the majority of the “effective” 

members of the next generation. Moreover, analysis revealed that infant and child mortality 

were the most differentiating factors in family reproduction. Consequently, the successful 

reproduction of the parental generation was due to the different degrees of an attenuating 

effect of infant and child mortality. 

 

 

4.5. Infant and Child Mortality 
 

In the first part of the chapter we presented descriptive statistics of infant and child 

mortality rates. In the second part using individual level data we analysed individual, family, 

and community level determinants of infant and child mortality. We examined children 

between the 0–5 years of age and divided their life courses in several parts which we analysed 

using event history analysis. We examined event history models for second and higher birth-

order infants and children.  

In the first 4 weeks of life the role of sex of the child was determinant. Males were 

vulnerable than females, which partly can be attribute to biological causes.  
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The majority of deaths were concentrated in several families. The death clustering 

fenomenon was present in these two communities. The previous birth interval of the index 

child determined the mortality risk for infants and children. Shorter birth intervals were 

connected with increased mortality risk for infants and children.  

The presence of parents influenced greatly the mortality risks of infants and children. 

Especially the presence of the mother in different degree, but is all life-cycles determined the 

mortality risk of her children. The presence of the father proved to be important as well, but 

it’s impact on death risk was not as cardinal as mother’s.  

The differences between the two communities remained accented during the examined 

period. The overcrowded environment and housing conditions in Szentegyházasfalva made 

children more vulnerable to epidemic diseases. In the middle part of the examined period the 

data showed a considerable deterioration in child mortality. In the last decades of the 19th 

century and in the first decades of 20th century the neonatal mortality and mortality in the age 

group 2–4 improved considerably. 

 

 

4.6. Family Composition, Birth Order and Marriage 
 

In the sixth chapter of the dissertation, we analysed an important turning point in the 

transition to adulthood of young women and men, namely marriage. We did not examine 

marriage as an isolated phenomenon but placed it in the complex system of considerations 

surrounding family-related decisions. We looked at the effect of the birth order of the 

individual and the presence of their siblings and parents on the probability of marrying locally 

and the timing of the marriage. 

 Results showed that family compositing influenced both the marriage probability of 

young people and their age at marriage. Individual life courses – including marriage decisions 

– were deeply affected by obligations towards siblings and parents. Birth order, the number of 

siblings, the presence of parents and birth period had an impact on marriage chances and age 

at first marriage. Only sons and only daughters had the best marriage chances and married at a 

younger age. The more siblings of the same sex someone had, the higher the probability of the 

migration was for the oldest sons and the youngest daughters. 

However, it is important to emphasize that about two-thirds of the most disadvantaged 

adult-aged children in autochthonous small-holder families managed to find a spouse from 
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one of the two settlements. Within their limited possibilities, parents endeavoured to equally 

help their sons and daughters to get married. 

While age at first marriage of sons was less affected by their birth order, it proved to 

be the most important factor among daughters. Young girls got married in the order in which 

they were born within the family. This result indirectly demonstrates that power of parental 

influence. 

Parents served as important resources for their children. Autochthonous small-holder 

families formed tight relationship networks and created the conditions necessary for young 

adults to establish their own families. 

 

 

4.7. Marital Fertility and Birth Control 
 

The central question concerned the role of birth spacing in childbearing decisions in 

the chapter about the fertility of couples who lived in the examined settlements. The timing of 

births was analysed with the help of event history statistical models. The sample was 

narrowed down to married couples having a next child after the present one. This latter 

condition became a key issue in the analysis, since this ensured that solely fertile married 

couples became part of the risk population. 

 After filtering out the effect of other control variables, the number of surviving 

children significantly influenced the length of time intervals between the births. Parallel to the 

increasing number of surviving children, the length of time until the next conception also 

increased, especially in the first years of the marriage. The first few years of the marriage 

placed considerable economic burden on the young couple: they had to look after and care for 

their old parents, unmarried siblings and their small children who were yet unable to work.  

 Results reinforced our assumption that the married couples of Szeklerland postponed 

childbearing in the first years of marriage due to economic reasons. Hence regulation of 

fertility was realised through birth spacing. 

 

 

4.8. Widowhood and Remarriage 
 

The death of a spouse could have significantly impacted the welfare of the surviving 

partner. In the villages of Transylvania, remarriage was a frequent reaction to the stress 
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caused by spousal death. The frequency of remarriage was relatively high in international – 

especially in Western European – comparison. 

The chapter found evidence for previous findings in the literature. The role of gender 

is important: men concluded another marriage more often than women in all age groups; 

however, this difference was lower among older individuals. Remarriage propensity dropped 

in parallel with ageing, nevertheless, the negative impact of age affected women more 

strongly. Remarriage took place relatively shortly after the termination of the first marriage.  

Our results differ from previous ones in one respect. While researches on Western European 

and Asian communities consider the decreasing frequency of remarriage with time as evident 

– explained by improving mortality, attitude change, transformation of local marriage 

markets, changing attitudes about gender roles and the function of family –, our data do not 

support this kind of overall decrease. In the examined period (1838–1910), a slight decrease 

of remarriage took place. It may be explained by the fact that we analysed only a short period 

from a historical perspective. Moreover, the sample was drawn from a basically agrarian, 

immobile population. It is possible that this stratum preserved “traditional” demographic 

patterns for a longer period.  

During the analysis of factors that influenced remarriage, we emphasised that age, 

time elapsed since widowhood and the family context of widow(er)s were important 

determinants. After the inclusion of demographic characteristics as control variables, the 

presence of young adult and underage children remained significant predictors of remarriage. 

The size of the burden on the widowed person – measured with the number of dependent 

children – encouraged remarriage, especially among men. In the case of widows, the presence 

of work-age son(s) helped to overcome the difficulties and it discouraged remarriage. 

All in all, remarriage proved to be a useful tool for ensuring the survival of the 

individual and the family. However, the institution of the stem family could also provide the 

necessary protection for older widowed people who did not find a new spouse, especially 

women. 

 

 

5. Conclusion 
 

The present paper – despite its diversified research questions – aimed at describing the 

demographic reproduction of families who lived in two typically highlander settlements. The 

processing of family reconstitution data by applying new statistical techniques provided the 
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possibility of gaining new knowledge, and at the same time it proved that utilising family 

reconstitution data is among the first important steps in research about families and 

populations of the past.  
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