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ENGLISH AND AMERICAN HISTORIANS ON FAMILY 
AND HOUSEHOLD IN EARLY MODERN TIMES

Historical demography, including research on the family in old 
times, has been one of the fastest developing fields of historio
graphy in the last few decades. The beginning of its growth may 
be dated at 1956, when Gustav F l e u r y  and Louis H e n r y  
brought out their handbook of historical dem ography1. The re
search method worked out by Henry, called family reconstitution, 
made a world career in the next thirty years, becoming a basic 
technique in historical demography. Henry, a specialist in cu r
ren t demography, was interested less in throwing light on the 
history of France’s population than  in finding data in historical 
m aterials tha t would have made it possible to solve the theoretical 
problems confronting demographers, in particular the question 
of natu ra l fertility2. This is why he did not concentrate attention 
on general estim ates of the size of the population bu t on obser
vation of reproductive behaviour in individual families, which 
could lead to broader conclusions based on a statistical analysis 
of thousands of individual cases. The broadening of the research 
questionnaire by the social aspects of population behaviour has 
in the last twenty years turned historical demography into a driv-

1 G. F l eury, L. H e n r y ,  Des registres paroissiaux a l’histoire de la population: 
manuel de depouillement et de l’exploitation de l'état civil ancien, Paris 1956.
2 Natural fertility is a demographic regime in which the num ber of children 
a couple has does not decrease the probability of another child being born. The 
definition stressing non-use of contraceptives is too general, for m eans of that 
kind have always been used, for instance by putting off marriage, a measure 
widely applied by populations in old times. L. H e n r y ,  Some Data on Natural 
Fertility, “Eugenics Quarterly” 1961, vol. 18; Ch. W i l s o n ,  J.  O e p p e n ,  M. 
Pard o c , What is Natural Fertility? The Modelling o f a Concept, “Population Index” 
1981, vol. 54.
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ing force of historiography in its search  for new research  p o ssi
bilities3.

B ritish historical dem ography, w hich had  for years partic i
pated  in an  an im ated  d iscussion  on the m echanism  of industria l 
revolution and  the accom panying population  changes, followed 
a slightly different course th an  French historical dem ography. In 
1981 the research  conducted  by E. A nthony W r i g l ey  and 
Roger S c h o f i e l d  w ith the  co-operation of dozens, if not 
h un d red s, of local am a teu r h isto rians resu lted  in the publication 
of the first volume of The Population History of England 1541- 
18714, which contained  system atic estim ates of the size of the 
population, its s tru c tu re  according to age, b irth  rate, dea th  rate 
and  reproduction  coefficients. The work w as based  on an  aggre
gate analysis of reg isters from 404 parishes  an d  on regression 
analysis. The resu lts  achieved in  th is way were verified by a rec
onstitu tion  of families, w hich confirm ed the earlier observations5.

The m ost im portan t resu lt of the work w ritten  by Wrigley and  
Schofield was th a t it estab lished  the way in w hich the population  
of E ngland developed, calling into question  the old explanation 
th a t the rap id  growth of population  in the 18th cen tury  h ad  been 
due to the  drop in the dea th  rate, a  resu lt of h igher living 
s ta n d a rd s  and  the p rogress of hygiene6. According to Wrigley, the 
drop observed in the  dea th  ra te  in the “long” 18th century  (from 
1680 to 1821) had  a tw o -an d -a -h a lf  tim es sm aller im pact on the 
increase in population  th a n  the rise in fertility, which in tu rn  was 
due to the  increase in the  num ber of con tracted  m arriages and  
the lower age of the  new ly-m arried persons.

As in the classic M althusian  model, the  increase in pop u la 
tion led to a rise in food prices and  to a  drop in per-cap ita

3 L. Stone, The Past and the Present Revisited, London 1987, pp. 24ff.
4 E. A. Wrigley, R. S. Schofield , The Population History of England 1541- 
1871. A Reconstruction, London 1981.
5 E. A. Wrigley, R. S. Davis, J. E. Oeppen, R. S. Schofield , English 
Population History from Family Reconstitution, 1580-1837, Cambridge 1997.
6 See also E. A. Wrigley, The Growth of Population in Eighteenth-Century 
England: a Conundrum Resolved, in: idem, People, Cities and Wealth, Oxford 
1987; R. S. Schofield , Family Structure, Demographic Behavior and Economic 
Growth, in: Famine, Disease and the Social Order in Early Modem Society, ed. J. 
W alter, R. S. Schofield , London 1989. For the rise in living standards as 
a factor leading to a drop in the death rate and to the growth of population see: 
T. McKeown, R. G. Brown, Medical Evidence Related to English Population 
Changes in the Eighteenth Century, in: Population in History, ed. D. V. Glass, D. 
E. C. Eversley, London 1965.
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incomes. The num ber of contracted marriages (first marriages) 
and, consequently, also the fertility rate, evolved in the same 
direction as the per-capita income. Since the English economy 
was strongly linked to money, this m echanism  is clearly apparent 
if one compares the evolution in living costs with the rise in the 
num ber of new marriages, the latter reacting to changes in wages 
at thirty-year intervals. In periods when the per-capita income 
was low, marriages were contracted at an  older age and the 
percentage of unm arried persons grew. Non-demographic fac
tors, such  as custom s regulating the establishm ent of new house
holds, urbanisation (leading to an increase in the death rate), 
easy access to additional incomes (favouring early marriages) 
were also taken into account. The death rate is an exogenous 
factor influencing the size of a population, and this in tu rn  leads 
to fluctuations in per-capita incomes.

It is an  open question w hether the English model can be 
transferred, and to what extent, to the continent, to say nothing 
of the Polish territories, where the circulation of money was 
incomparably smaller and where the 19th century drop in the 
death rate led to overpopulation in agrarian areas.

As has been said above, Henry’s method opened up new 
prospects to historians. Reflections on the size of population in 
individual countries were replaced by monographs on individual 
parishes and only in exceptional cases of whole provinces. This 
made it possible to take a look at demographic m echanism s from 
the perspective of families and, thanks to statistical analyses, to 
discover behaviours, frequently not fully conscious, ignored in 
traditional sources.

On the margin of purely demographic research there have 
developed studies on the history of the family, which quickly 
became one of the most dynamic lines in historical research. They 
cannot be conducted if one does not know the results of analyses 
made by historical demographers, which does not mean tha t they 
are a field reserved for them. The English historian Michael 
A n d e r s o n  who more than  twenty years ago tried to sum  up 
the results of studies on the history of the West European family, 
distinguished four ways of approaching the problem: psychoana
lytic, demographic, economic and sentim ental7. One could add

7 M. A n d e r s o n ,  Approaches to the History of the Western Family 1500-1914, 
London 1984.
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legal approach bu t it frequently coincides with the other ap 
proaches.

Like any other division, this one too is ra ther artificial; the 
explanations offered by researchers belonging to different pigeon
holes complement each other and the opinions proclaimed by one 
school are willingly adopted by others. This applies in particular 
to the demographic and the economic approach.

In Anderson’s opinion the psychoanalytic approach is too 
arbitrary and cannot therefore be subjected to objective criti
cism8. Generally speaking, this view seems to be right, though 
valuable works have also been written in this category9.

As typical of the sentim ental approach Anderson mentions 
a French historian Philip A r i e s ’s book on childhood and the 
polemical studies it evoked: Lawrence S t o n e ’s book on m ar
riage, love and sex in England; Edward S h ort e r ’s study on the 
formation of m odem  family; and the works by Frenchm an Jean  
Louis F l and r i n 10. This current also includes Alan M a c f a r 
1a n e ’s study on marriage and love in England, a polemic against 
the views of L. S tone11.

All these authors share the view tha t the continuity and 
changes in the structu res of households investigated by demo
graphers do not reflect the real process, for what is of key 
importance is not “the family as a reality bu t the family as an 
idea”12. The main research task  is still to find the roots of the 
modem  family, characterised on the one hand by emotional ties 
between the parents and their children, and on the other, by

8 Ibidem, p. 13.
9 E.g. E. H. E r i k s o n ,  Childhood and Society, New York 1963; D. H u n t ,  Parents 
and Children in History. The Psychology o f Family Life in Early Modem France, 
New York 1970; L. d e  M a u s e ,  The History o f Childhood, New York 1974; see 
also; K. K e n is to n , Psychological Development and Historical Change, in: Family 
in History. Interdisciplinary Essays?, ed. T. R a b b ,  R. I. R o t b e r g ,  New York 
1973.
10 P. Ar i è s ,  L'enfant et la vie familiale sous l’ancien regime, Paris 1960; L. 
S t o n e ,  The Family, Sex and Marriage in England 1500-1800, New York 1977; E. 
S h o r t e r ,  The Making of Modem Family, New York 1976; J . L. F l a n d r i n ,  Les 
amours paysannes, XVIe-XIXe siècles, Paris 1975; idem. Families in Former Times: 
Kinship Household and Sexuality, Cambridge 1979; and also R. T r u m b a c h ,  
The Rise o f Egalitarian Family: Aristocratic Kinship and Domestic Relations in 
Eighteenth Century England, New York 1978.
11 A. M a c f a r l a n e ,  Marriage and Love in England. Modes of Reproduction 
1300-1840, Oxford 1986.
12 Ari è s ’ words quoted after M. A n d e r s o n ,  Approaches, p. 39.
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separa tion  from a broader circle of k in 13. Philip Ariès and  Edw ard 
Shorter, though they disagree abou t chronology, regard the 
m odern isation  of the family as a  gradual evolution, from an  open 
family subm itted  to the control of o ther m em bers of the  clan  and  
of the  environm ent, to the  m odern nuc lea r family com posed of 
the p a re n ts  and  their children. According to Stone, th is process 
w as a rough path , in terspersed  w ith periods of regress. One of 
these  periods was the P u ritan  17th century , w hen local com 
m unities increased  their control over the in ternal relations in 
fam ilies, ano ther the V ictorian period, w ith  the characteristic  
p a tria rch a l family model an d  the strong  position  of the  father who 
b rough t u p  his children very stric tly14.

The chief w eakness of the  m ethod applied in  these  researches 
is their restric ted  range of vision for it covers m ainly the upper 
social s tra ta  which have left the largest am o u n t of sources of 
a  narra tive  character. M acfarlane ru th lessly  depicts th is w eak
ness; pointing out th a t nuc lea r families an d  individualisation 
existed in E ngland in the Middle Ages and  th a t  the  16th, 17th and  
18th cen tu ries  did not m ark  a tu rn ing  poin t in th is resp ec t15. He 
s tre sse s  th a t em otional ties betw een spouses  an d  betw een p a r
en ts  an d  children also have an  earlier genesis. Even a t the 
beginning of the early m odern era p a ren ts  in England did not 
trea t the ir offspring merely as  a  potential workforce or as security  
for old age; they loved their ch ild ren 16. The Cam bridge an th ro p o 
logist b ased  his theories on sources sim ilar to those u sed  by

13 Ibidem, p. 39; a classic formulation of this model has been given by T. 
P a rso n s, The Isolated Coniugal Family, in: Sociology of the Family. Selected 
Readings, ed. M. A nderson, Harmondsworth 1980 (text from 1955), although 
he points out that residence in separate houses and absence of common owners
hip do not denote the severance of emotional ties (p. 186). This is a controversial 
question which, in my opinion, has been artificially exaggerated in literature. For 
the historical concept of the household and family see: D. H erlihy, Family, 
“American Historical Review” 1991, vol. 96, for Poland see: M. K oczerska, 
Rodzina szlachecka w Polsce późnego średniowiecza (The Noble Family in Late 
Medieval Poland), Warszawa 1975.
14 Stone’s view that family relations were crude, patriarchal before the 18th 
century has been lately criticized by M. Ingram , Church Courts. Sex and 
Marriage in England 1570-1640, Cambridge 1994, pp. 142ff. who says that 
romantic love could be more frequent in the lower classes.
15See in particular: A. M acfarlane, The Origins of English Individualism, 
London 1978.
16 A. M acfarlane, Marriage, Chapter 2. The results of the studies conducted 
by B. Hanawal l , The Ties that Bound. Peasant Families in Medieval England, 
New York 1986, also contradict the assertions of A riès and de M ause that 
medieval parents took little interest in their children.

http://rcin.org.pl



152 MICHAŁ KOPCZYŃSKI

Stone, bu t he enriched them  with references to common law, 
court registers and censuses, which makes his conclusions more 
general. He has illustrated his key thesis tha t nothing had 
changed between the late Middle Ages and the 19th century by 
the diary of Ralph Joselin, a clergyman who lived in the 17th 
century. Making use of this single example, he has shown that 
blood ties beyond the nuclear family and the household were 
weaker than  the bonds of friendship between neighbours17.

Edward Shorter’s conclusions cover a wider social field. Hav
ing noticed an increase in illegitimate births in 18th century birth 
registers, Shorter concluded tha t the formation of the new capi
talist society was accompanied by a sexual revolution in the 
second half of the 18th century18. In his view, industrialisation 
(also proto-industrialisation) made it possible for women to reject 
the traditional restrictions and look for previously condemned 
experiences, also sexual ones. Shorter’s provocative theories met 
with strong criticism. He was accused of bending source evidence 
to suit his own purpose and of using a too narrow source base19. 
Critics pointed out tha t prem arital conceptions had been frequent 
also before the middle of the 18th century and tha t the change in 
the situation of women was not a result of capitalism, bu t rather 
of urbanisation. They also pointed out tha t the increase in 
illegitimate births had coincided with the general rise in fertility 
and tha t illegitimate births had  occurred mainly in a specific 
group, called bastard-bearers by Peter Las1e1120.

The next way which Anderson has distinguished in ap 
proaching the question of the family and household is the demo
graphic approach. It contains two currents: (Henry’s) strictly 
demographic current and the historical-sociological current de
veloped by English historians rallied round Peter Laslett in the

17 A. M a c f a r l a n e ,  The Family Life o f Ralph Josselin, a Seventeenth Century 
Clergyman. An Essay in Historical Anthropology, Cambridge 1970, p. 149, the ties 
between children and their godparents were not very close either.
18 This theory has been formulated more cautiously by D. L e v i n e ,  The Family 
Formation in the Age of Nascent Capitalism, New York 1977.
19 See, for instance, the following articles: W. R. Lee, C. Fa irc hi1ds, L. T i l l y  
as well as J. W. S c o t t  and M. C o h e n  in the volume Marriage and Fertility, 
ed. R. I. R o t b e r g ,  T. R a b b ,  Princeton 1980; M. A n d e r s o n ,  Approaches, p. 
58.
20 P. L a s l e t t ,  Long Term Trends in Bastardy in England, in: Family Life and Illicit 
Love, Cambridge 1977, pp. 147ff., and P. L a s l e t t ,  K. O o s t e r v e e n ,  R. M. 
S m i t h ,  Bastardy and Its Comparative History, London 1980.
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C am bridge Group for the  History of Population an d  Social S tru c 
tu re 21. H enry’s strictly dem ographic m ethod provides inform ation 
m ainly on the age w hen m arriages were contracted , the num ber 
of b irth s , the  intervals betw een the successive generations, the 
o rder of dea th s  and  the average lifespan. The records in public 
reg isters m ake it possible to widen the questionnaire  in order to 
see the  social aspects of dem ographic behaviours.

Among the m ost im portan t resu lts  of researches into regis
te rs  are  the  conclusions on the  age w hen m arriages were con trac 
ted  in  W estern Europe (later th an  had  previously been thought, 
2 8 -3 0  years in the case of m en and  abou t 26 -29  in the  case of 
women), on  family p lann ing  (at least in som e social groups) which 
h a d  existed  since the 16th century , and  on great geographical 
m obility (since a t least the  m iddle of the 18th century). The 
w eakness of the m ethod is th a t it does not show  the real shape 
of househo lds, for the reg isters contain  da ta  concerning m ainly 
dem ographic events and  lack inform ation on the age w hen ch ild
ren  left their p a re n ts ’ hom e, the  num ber of employed servants, 
an d  sim ilar questions22.

The theory th a t late m arriages and  the large percentage 
(6-10% ) of celibate persons were specific of the  dem ographic 
regim e in no rth -w este rn  Europe w as p u t forw ard by the English 
dem ographer Jo h n  Ha j n a 1. Like Henry, he w as in terested  in 
the  question  of m arriage after the Second World War. W hen

21 For the genesis of the two currents see: A. E. Imhof, Einführung in die 
Historische Demographie, München 1977, pp. 12ff. ; for the French school and the 
results of its studies: L. Henry, Historical Demography, in: Population and Social 
Change, ed. D. V. G lass, R. Revel l e, Cambridge, Mass. 1972 and M. Lachi- 
ve r, Badania nad zaludnieniem Francji XVI-XVIIIw. Osiągnięcia minionego ćwierć
wiecza i perspektywy: (Studies on the Population of  France from the 16th to the 18th 
Century. The Achievements of the Last 25 Years and the Prospects), “Kwartalnik 
Historii Kultury Materialnej” 1977, vol. 25; idem, Od demografii historycznej ku 
historii postaw populacyjnych 1952-1982 (From Historical Demography to the 
History of the Population’s Attitudes), “Przeszłość Demograficzna Polski” 1984, vol. 
15.
22 J. D upaquier, W jaki sposób demografia historyczna pomaga nam w zrozu
mieniu współczesnych faktów demograficznych (How Historical Demography 
Helps Us Understand Contemporary Demographic Facts), in: Studia nad gospodar
ką, społeczeństwem i rodziną w Europie późnof eudalnej, ed. J. T opolski and 
C. Kuklo, Lublin 1987; K. M andem akers, New Approach to the Study of 
Migration in the Netherlands during the 19th and 20th Century. First Results of the 
Historical Sample of the Netherlands, in: The Art of Communication, ed. G. J a ritz, 
I. Kropac, P. T e ibenbacher, Graz 1995; S. Åkerm an, Evaluation of the 
Family Reconstitution Technique, “Scandinavian Economic History Review” 1977, 
vol. 25.
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comparing data from the 1940s and 1950s with information from 
censuses from the beginning of the century he noticed tha t in all 
European countries the age a t marriage had dropped and that 
fewer persons lived a celibate life. He then went back to the 17th 
century and found tha t the realities at tha t time were closer to 
the data from ca 1900 than  to those from contemporary times. 
The existence of the above-mentioned specific demographic re
gime was confined to Western and Northern Europe (excluding 
the M editerranean zone) up to a line from Leningrad to Trieste. 
In Hajnal’s opinion, this specific demographic regime, unique on 
a world scale, was due to the fact tha t in this part of Europe the 
young m an had to be economically independent, to have a piece 
of land or his own household if he wanted to marry. The late age 
at marriage was the most im portant way of limiting the num ber 
of offspring23. This is why the M althusian barrier to a rise in 
population (hunger) quickly vanished in W estern Europe24. The 
large demographic potential inherent in this regime made pos
sible a quick rise in population when there was a demand for 
additional labour and when new possibilities of livelihood arose. 
An over twofold increase could be seen in England as early as the 
18th century and in the whole of Europe in the 19th century, bu t 
it never assum ed such catastrophic dimensions as it now has in 
the Third World.

The European model of marriage has been researched by 
many scholars. Particularly worthy of notice is the work by 
Swedish historian, Sten Carl s s o n, who tried to find out whe
ther the marriage model described by Hajnal also applied to 
Sweden in the 18th and 19th centuries. According to Gustav 
S u nd b ä r g ’s calculations, based on Swedish population statis
tics, the percentage of unm arried, 40-49 year old women am oun
ted to 13% at the end of the 18th century, to 21% in the middle 
of the 19th century, and to 24% in the 1920s. These differences 
were due to the peasant girls’ tendency to get married, a tendency 
which existed until the second half of the 19th century. While the 
percentage of noble women and townswomen living in celibacy 
am ounted to 25% already in the 18th century and was as high as

23 J . Ha j n a l , European Marriage Patterns in Perspectives, in: Population in 
History: E ssa ys  in Historical Demography, ed. D. V. G l a s s ,  D. E. C. Eve r s l ey , 
London 1965.
24 As regards E ngland see: Famine, D isease and  the Social Order in Early M odem  
Society, ed. J . W a l t e r ,  R. S. S c h o f i e l d ,  London 1989.
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40% in the 19th, over 90% of peasant daughters chose marriage 
as their way of life up to the middle of the 19th century and only 
12-13% of the daughters from the poorer groups of peasants lived 
in celibacy. Let us point out tha t both in the countryside and in 
towns marriage was contracted rather late (at the age of 25, on 
the average). In towns and among the nobility marriage was of 
a patriarchal character, which was manifested in the great dif
ference in the age of the newlyweds. In towns men were usually 
5-10 years older than  their wives, in villages 2-3 years older, 
while among poor peasants the partners were of the same age. 
Naturally, towns had a high percentage of widows25.

Nearly twenty years after his article on European marriage 
pattern, Hajnal published a text on the formation of households 
in north-w estern Europe and other parts of the world (from 
Tuscany, through Russia, to China and India). In the conclusion 
he pointed out that it was a common feature of the households 
in the countries in which the West European marriage pattern 
dominated to have a group of young, unm arried servants, who 
accounted for at least 6-10% of the total population. In western 
societies service was a natura l stage between the time when 
a young person left h is /her native home at the age of 15-19 and 
marriage. Hence, it was typical of Western Europe that the contrac
tion of marriage meant the setting up of a new household26.

The unique development observed by Hajnal in Western 
Europe was attributed to the development of individualism and 
finally of capitalism in tha t area27. It was stressed tha t the custom 
that independence was an indispensable condition for setting up 
a family favoured thrift and the development of possessive indi
vidualism, which in tu rn  were indispensable elements of capital
ist mentality.

25 S. C a r l s s o n ,  Fröknar, m amseller, jung frur och pigor. Ogifta kvinnor i de t 
sven ska  ståndssam hället, U ppsala 1977; a s  regards the age w hen m arriage was 
contracted  see: Ch. Lundh, G iftem ålsm önster i Sverige fö re  det industriella genom- 
brottet, Lund 1993.
26 J . H a j n a l ,  Two Kinds o f Preindustrial Household Formation System , in: Family 
Forms in Historic Europe, ed. R. W a l l ,  J .  R o b i n  and  P. L as1e11, Cambridge 
1983.
27 A. M a c f a r l a n e ,  The Origins; i d e m ,  The Culture o f Capitalism, Oxford 1987; 
P. Lasl e11, The European Family an d  Early Industrialisation, in: Europe and  the  
Rise o f Capitalism, ed. J . Ba e c h 1e r ,  J .  A. Ha11, M. M a n n ,  Oxford 1989. The 
developm ent of individualism  u n d e r the  influence of C hris tian  civilisation in the 
medieval period is also d iscussed  by J . G o o d y ,  The D evelopm ent o f the Family 
and  Marriage in Europe, Cam bridge 1983.
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The knowledge abou t E uropean  family and  the dem ographic 
regime in old tim es increased  considerably betw een the ap p ear
ance of H ajnal’s first and  second text. As early as 1965 there 
appeared  Peter Lasl et ť s  fam ous book The World We Have Lost, 
an d  four years later h is article on the average size of a  household  
in England from the 16th to the  beginning of the  19th cen tu ry28. 
L asletťs conclusions underm ined  the w ell-rooted view abou t the 
evolutionary developm ent of the  family, from extended s tru c tu re s  
to the nuc lea r family29.

Frederik Le P l ay, a classic of the evolutionary approach, 
d istingu ished  th ree ideal family types in the second half of the 
19th century:

1. The patriarchal family of prim itive societies; its ch a ra c 
teristic feature w as its extended s tru c tu re , the  resu lt of the fact 
th a t all sons stayed on a t hom e.

2. Famille souche, popu lar in E uropean  p e a sa n t com m uni
ties; it u sually  consisted  of two m arried  couples: father and  
m other, and  a son w ith h is wife. The o ther children, irrespective 
of sex, usually  left p aren ta l hom e, an d  if they stayed on, they 
u sually  did not m arry. In the pa triarchal family as  well as in the 

fam ille  souche unquestionab le  power w as in the h a n d s  of the  head  
of the family, u sually  the grandfa ther in a th ree-genera tion  fam i
ly30.

3. The nuclear family, typical of u rb a n  working class com 
m unities, in which the au tho rity  of the  head  of the  family w as 
w eaker th a n  in the first two types; the s tru c tu re  of families of th is 
type w as unstab le , children leaving hom e a t an  early age.

28 P. Las1e11, The World We Have Lost, London 1965; idem, Size and Structure 
of the Household in England over Three Centuries, “Population Studies” 1969, vol. 
23.
29 For more details about the evolutionistic current in research on kinship see: S. 
Szynkiew icz, Pokrewieństwo. Studium etnologiczne (Kinship. An Ethnological 
Study), Warszawa 1992, pp. 14ff. and 292ff.
30 There is a controversy about the definition of famille souche. According to L. K. 
B erkner (The Stem Family and the Development Cycle of the Peasant Household: 
an 18th Century Austrian Example, “American Historical Review” 1972, vol. 77, p. 
399) and E. A. Hammel, P. L a s le tt (Comparing Household Structure over 
Time and between Cultures, “Comparative Studies in Society and History” 1974, 
p. 92) it is sufficient if two couples, those of the father and of the son or daughter, 
live together; according to M. M itte ra u e r  and R. S ieder (The European 
Family. From Patriarchy to Partnership, Oxford 1982, p. 33) a crucial but unap
preciated element of the definition is that the father maintains the position of the 
head of the family.
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Le Play’s typology, the direction of the evolution suggested by 
him and his negative appraisal of the nuclear family which, not 
being stable, did not provide adequate support to the individual, 
was adopted in sociology thanks to Emil D u r k h e i m 31.

The team  of researchers from the Cambridge Group for the 
History of Population and Social Structure, directed by Laslett, 
collected the most reliable registers of population from 100 
English parishes which showed tha t in three centuries, from 
1574 to 1821, the average size of a household in England had not 
changed; it am ounted to 4.75 persons, fluctuating between 7.22 
(6.63 excluding London) and 3.63. The differences in family size 
did not depend on any particular period or area, they ju s t 
happened by chance. According to Laslett, the average size of 
households began to decrease in the second half of the 19th and 
in the 20th century; this process cannot be linked to the intro
duction of a general retirem ent pension system which, on the face 
of it, might lead to a decrease by relieving children of the duty of 
looking after their old parents.

In the pre-industrial epoch the English households were 
small and had a simple structure. Only some 10% of the house
holds were inhabited by extended families (parents and collateral 
relatives). It was only in the 19th century tha t this percentage rose 
to 15-20%32. Two-generation families dominated (72%), while as 
m any as 24% families consisted of one generation. Three- and 
four-generation families lived in only 4% of all households. 
Households in the Netherlands and northern France had a simi
lar s truc tu re33.

Thanks to these observations, Laslett formulated the charac
teristics of the West European family; its main features were: late 
marriages, the absence of great age differences between the 
spouses (at first marriage), the frequent occurrence of first m ar
riages in which the woman was several years older, the small size 
of households, its nuclear structu re  and the presence of u n 
trained servants34. The presence of servants was not confined to

31 M. A n d e r s o n ,  Approaches, pp.  22ff.
32 In the  p re -in d u stria l epoch relatives accounted  for only 3% of the population.
33 See the  texts in the volumes: H ousehold and  Family in Past Time, ed. P. 
Las1e11, R. Wa l l ,  Cam bridge 1972, and  Family Forms in Historic Europe, ed. 
R. Wa l l ,  J .  R o b i n ,  P. L a s l e t t ,  C am bridge 1983.
34 P. L a s l e t t ,  Characteristics o f W estern Family Considered Over Time, in: 
Family Life an d  Illicit Love, C am bridge 1977.
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villages. Servants also existed in u rban  households but it was 
women who dominated there, contrary to the situation in the 
countryside35. Aristocratic houses were organized differently; 
men dominated there in the service not only of the m aster bu t 
also of the m istress of the house.

The disappearance of servants is a relatively recent happen
ing. In Western Europe changes first affected servants in aristo
cratic houses; their num ber had been gradually reduced in 
England from the middle of the 16th century, this was followed 
by their feminisation. These changes are thought to have been 
due, on the one side, to the rising costs of keeping up large 
residences and on the other, to the royal ban on private military 
units (1468 and 1504). Let us point out tha t from the middle of 
the 17th century there were fewer and fewer representatives of the 
gentry among the servants in aristocratic houses, which means 
tha t the social prestige of service had declined. Armed men, who 
often did not live in their employers’ house, were replaced by 
valets and haiduks, whose main function was to look after their 
employers’ comfort36.

In the second half of the 19th century, servants were no longer 
an  integral part of peasant households and gradually began to be 
treated on a par with farm labourers. Separate quarters were 
built for them, and as regards the demographic side, the change 
led to an increase in the percentage of servants in their 30’s or 
40’s37. In towns the category of domestic servants survived

35See: A. F a u v e - C h a m o u x ,  Female Surplus and Preindustrial Work: the 
French Urban Experience, in: Socio-Economic C onsequences o f Sex-R atios in 
Historical Perspective, 1500-1900. Proceedings o f  the Eleventh International Eco
nomic History Congress, ed. A. F a u v e - C h a m o u x ,  S. S o g n e r ,  vol. 5, Milano 
1994; C. K ukl o, Z problem atyki badań  nad fem in izacją  gospodarstw  dom ow ych  
w  m iastach polskich u schyłku  XVIII w. przy  użyciu kom putera (Computer-Em ploy
ing R esearches on the Feminisation o f H ouseholds in Polish Towns a t the E nd o f 
the 18th Century), in: Przem iany społeczne a  model rodziny. Pamiętnik X V  p o 
w szechnego zja zdu  historyków  polskich, ed. A. Ż a r n o w s k a ,  T oruń 1995. It w as 
the large presence of female servan ts th a t w as responsible for the specific sex 
ratio  in E uropean  towns, in w hich women dom inated, a considerable p a rt consi
sting  of single women above the average age of m arriage.
36 L iterature on servan ts in country  houses and  in tow ns is very rich. See, for 
instance: M. G i r o u a r d ,  Life in the English Country House, H arm ondsw orth
1980, pp. 84ff.; K. M e r t e s ,  The English Noble H ousehold 1250-1600, Cam bridge 
1988; F. H e a l ,  Hospitality in Early M odem  England, Oxford 1990; C. F a i r 
c h i l d s ,  Domestic Enemies. Servants and  Their M asters in Old Regime, Baltim ore 
1984; S. M a z a , Servants and  M asters in Seven teen th  Century France, P rinceton 
1983; J . Gul l on, D omestiques et serviteurs d a n s la France d e  l'ancien regime, 
Paris 1981.
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longer. In 1900 it w as still the  largest occupation category am ong 
w om en, b u t the  nu m b er of household  se rvan ts gradually  de
creased  to 1-3 persons. The occupation  van ished  alm ost com 
pletely after the  Second World W ar38.

Laslett and  h is collaborators did not confine them selves to 
a ch arac te risa tio n  of the W est E uropean  family pa tte rn . The 
com parative research  in itiated  by them  required  a schem e th a t 
w ould m ake it possible to classify househo lds as explicitly as 
possib le (see Table 1).

Table 1. Types of Family Households according to Peter Laslett

 I Households of single persons
la Widows and widowers
lb Single persons or of unknown marital status

I I Households not formed by families (unmarried persons)
2a Siblings
2b Relatives from outside the nuclear family living together 
2c Unrelated persons

II I Nuclear families (married couples with or without children)
3a Childless couples 
3c Widowers with children 
3d Widows with children

I V Extended families
4a Families extended by kin-linked individuals of older generation 
4b Extended families (with grandchildren)
4c Extended families having kin-linked individuals of the same 

generation (siblings, relatives outside the nuclear family)
4d Extended families with individuals of the older, younger or the same 

generation or of the collateral line
 V Multiple families (at least two married couples)

5a The hosts and parents or other representatives of an earlier 
generation

5b The hosts and married children or other representatives of a younger 
generation

5c The hosts and married relatives from a collateral line 
5d The hosts and married relatives from the older, younger or the same 

generation
V I Families of unspecified structure
Source: P. L as le tt, Introduction in: Household and Family, p. 31

37 For peasant servants in the countryside see: A. K ussm aul, Servants in 
Husbandry in Early Modem England, Cambridge 1981; M. M itte rau er, Ser
vants and Youth, “Continuity and Change” 1990, vol. 5; for Poland see: M. 
K opczyński, Młodość i młodzież na Kujawach w końcu XVIII w. Rzecz o czeladzi 
i służbie w świetle spisów parafialnych z 1791 r. (Youth and Young People in 
Kujawy at the End of the 18th Century. Farm Hands and Servants in the Light of 
Parish Registers from 1791), “Przegląd Historyczny” 1995, vol. 86; towns: C. 
Kuklo, Z problematyki, op. cit.
38 M. A nderson, Approaches, p. 27.
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Having com pared different areas, they have d istinguished, in 
addition to the no rth -w este rn  type, also the C entral E uropean, 
E ast E uropean  and  M editerranean pa tte rn s . In the la s t two zones 
m arriage was not closely connected w ith the  estab lishm en t of 
a separa te  household  and  was contracted  m uch  earlier.

W hat was characteristic  of E aste rn  Europe (R ussian provin
ces) w as th a t m arriages were con tracted  there a t an  early date, 
th a t the young couples lived w ith their p a ren ts  after m arriage, 
and  th a t the household  consisted  not only of the  p aren ts  and  
the ir children b u t also of relatives. H ouseholds consisting of two 
or m ore couples, related  directly or collaterally, dom inated am ong 
p easan ts  and  farm  labourers, leading to a concen tration  of family 
workforce. This w as accom panied by alm ost a  com plete lack of 
h ired  labour. These featu res are the  m ost essen tia l ch a rac 
teristics of the E ast E uropean  model. The fact th a t  the average 
household  consisted  of 10-12 persons in R ussian  provinces and  
4 -6  in n o rth e rn  R ussia  is of lesser im portance.

The S outh  E uropean  (M editerranean) model w as represen ted  
by the B alkan zad ruga  and  the househo lds of Italian  peasan ts . 
They were sim ilar to the  E ast E uropean  households.

The C entral E uropean  model is rep resen ted  in Lasletťs typo
logy by househo lds from relatively well researched  G erm an-lan- 
guage territories, in p a rticu la r A ustria. W hat d istingu ished  the 
C entral E uropean  househo lds from the W est E uropean  ones was, 
above all, the presence of farm hands an d  the survival of families 
of the  souche type in som e regions; for it w as custom ary  for the 
heir to stay  on in the p aren ta l hom e un til he got m arried  after 
tak ing  over the farm  from his father, w hich usually  happened  
w hen he was 60-65  years old. After being guaran teed  annu ity , 
the p a ren ts  usually  con tinued  to live w ith their children. In 
C entral Europe labour force w as m ore frequently  th a n  in W estern 
E urope supplem ented  by relatives and  by farm hands, a very 
n um erous group in th is region. The s ta tu s  of the  farm hands, the 
type of bonds linking them  with the farm  owners, and  the  role 
they played are no t quite clear. C ensus in structions  w hich a r ti
ficially included farm  ow ners’ m arried  sons in the  category of 
farm hands obscure  the issu e 39. It shou ld  however be pointed ou t

39 In Opole Silesia married peasant sons were regarded as retainers; in the other 
parts of Silesia they were regarded as farms hands; A. Konieczny, Ograniczenia 
swobody w zawieraniu małżeństw wśród chłopów na Górnym Śląsku w drugiej
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th a t the  househo lds of nuc lea r families were the predom inan t 
form of househo lds in the  C entral E uropean  zone (families with 
relatives usua lly  am ounted  to 20-25% , com pared with 60% and  
more in R ussia)40.

The typology of E uropean  househo lds p resen ted  above m u st 
no t be regarded as a  rigid, estab lished  p a tte rn , for in  m any areas, 
in Italy, H ungary and  France, various forms interm ingled. The 
value of th is  typology is th a t  it m akes it possible to p u t the 
h istorical reality in order, an d  th is can provide a s ta rting  point 
for fu rth e r d iscussions.

The publication  of the  com parative study  Household an d  
Fam ily in P a s t Times41 w as followed by a d iscussion  during  which 
m any scho lars questioned  the  sense  of th is type of research  and  
the co rrec tness of the m ethod used  by Laslett. One of the m ost 
severe critics w as the Am erican Lutz K. B e r k n e r . He pointed 
ou t th a t  the  sources used  in the  book gave incom plete da ta , for 
having been  draw n up  for adm inistra tive pu rposes (e.g. taxation), 
they could be deliberately d isto rted42. Early censuses could 
a rouse  sim ilar doubts, for it w as no t quite clear w hat was m ean t 
by “hou seh o ld ”; w hether it consisted  only of the persons p resen t 
in the  house  w hen the cen su s w as taken  or w hether the person  
who answ ered  the questions also m entioned persons who were 
tem porarily  away. W hat is m ore, since m ost English censuses 
lack inform ation on age, researchers  m u st con ten t them selves 
w ith a  s ta tic  p ictu re  in w hich nuc lear families do in fact dom i
nate . Different conclusions w ould be reached  if the fam ilies’ 
developm ent process had  been  taken  into account, w hich is 
possible only if the age of individual persons is quoted in sources.

On the b as is  of parish  reg isters from A ustria  in the  18th 
cen tu ry  an d  G erm any in the  17th, B erkner a sse rted  th a t where

połowie XVIII i na początku XIX wieku (Marriage Restrictions among Peasants in 
Upper Silesia in the late 18th and Early 19th Centuries), in: Studia Śląskie, ed. S. 
W ysłouch, vol. I, Wrocław 1958, p. 110. The survived fragments of the 1590 
poll-tax registers from Little Poland mention many retainers, but since no mention 
at all is made of the presence of old parents in the households, it probably means 
that they were registered as retainers.
40 For characterisation see: P. L asle tt, Family and Household as Work Group 
and Kin Group: Areas of Traditional Europe Compared, in: Family Forms; and M. 
M itte rau er, A. Kagan, Russian and Central European Family Structures: 
a Comparative View, “Journal of Family History” 1982, vol. 7.
41 See fn. 33.42L. K. B erkner, The Use and Misuse of Census Data for the Historical Analysis 
of Family Structure, “Journal of Interdisciplinary History” 1975, vol. 5.
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land  could not be divided one son usually  stayed  a t hom e; he 
m arried  after getting the farm  from his father who from th a t time 
on lived on annuity . In th is  s itua tion  the form s typical of the 

fam ille  souche were rare  (25-28%  of the  total n u m b er of h o u se 
holds), a resu lt of bo th  late m arriages and  dem ographic factors 
(short lifespan). This did no t prevent B erkner from asserting  th a t 

fam ille  souche was the dom inan t form, though no t as a  concrete 
set of people living u n d e r one roof b u t as  an  ideal which shaped  
the p e a sa n ts ’ family strategy. The m ajority of the  households 
w hich Laslett regarded as nuclear families rem ained  in th is sta te  
only for som e time. According to B erkner’s calculations, p a ren ts  
lived in  60% of the  househo lds headed  by persons aged 18-27, 
so they were m ultiple or extended households. W here the h o u se 
holds were headed  by persons 27 -47  or 48 -58  years old, the 
percentage of extended families was 25% and  9%, respectively. 
W hen the farm  w as han d ed  over to the  son, w hich usually  
h appened  w hen he w as abou t 60 years old, the  househo ld  again 
becam e a m ultiple or an  extended househo ld43.

In reply to th is criticism , Laslett, together w ith K enneth 
W a c h t e r  and  Eugene H a m m e l ,  conducted  an  experim ent in 
w hich the developm ent of househo lds w as subm itted  to com puter 
sim ulation, all assu m p tio n s concerning the average lifespan, the 
age of m arriage, the  inheritance  principles (prim o- or u ltim o
geniture) and  the system s of family o rganisation  being fixed. The 
sim ulation  showed th a t dem ographic factors did not have a de
cisive influence on the shape  of households. Moreover, a  closer 
analysis of B erkner’s d a ta  cast doub t on the precision of his 
definition and  his reliability in the  trea tm en t of sou rces44. A de
tailed analysis of the  relatively few English censuses  w hich 
contain  inform ation on age h a s  fully confirm ed Lasletťs earlier 
conclusions.

As a m atte r of fact, the d iscussion  betw een Laslett and  
B erkner w as a d ispu te  over the range of conclusions w hich can  
be draw n from censuses  w hich p resen t only a static  p icture  of 
reality. The approach  of Berkner, who regards the age of persons

43 L. K. B erkner, The Stem Family; idem, Inheritance, Land Tenure and Peasant 
Family Structure: a German Regional Comparison, in: Family and Inheritance. 
Rural Society in Western Europe, 1200-1800, ed. J. Goody, J. T h irsk , E. P. 
Thom pson, Cambridge 1976.
44 K. Wachter, E. A. Hammel , P. L asle tt, Statistical Studies of Historical 
Social Structure, New York 1978, in particular Chapter 6.
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m entioned in censuses as a  pivotal variable, is defined as life
cycle approach  in dem ography and  family sociology. It was 
pioneered by R. S e e b o h m  R o w n t r e e  who in  a  study  on 
poverty in English towns, pub lished  in 1902, depicted the corre
lation betw een a family’s m aterial s itua tion  and  the  stage of its 
developm ent. Poverty w as the m ost frequent in two stages of life: 
in the first few years after m arriage and  after the  cessation  of 
occupational activity45. As regards p easan t households, sim ilar 
aspects were s tressed  by Alexander C h a y a n o v ,  whose ideas, 
even before the English tran sla tio n s  of h is stud ies, were t ra n s 
ferred to w estern  sociology of ru ra l a reas by Pitrim in S o r o k i n 46. 
It is now generally accepted in the theory of p e a sa n t economy 
th a t there  is a close in terdependence betw een the a family’s stage 
of developm ent, the size of its farm  an d  the accum ulation  of the 
m eans of production  and  cap ital47.

At the  suggestion of the  Chicago school (W. T h o m a s ,  E. 
B u r g e s s ,  E. H u g h e s )  the  life-cycle approach  becam e a gene
rally accepted research  m ethod am ong family sociologists in the 
1920s and  1930s. It was given a theoretical foundation in the 
1950s an d  1960s by the s tu d ies  of Evelyn M. D u v a l l  and  
R euben H i 11. In their approach  the fam ilies’ developm ent stages 
are determ ined  by dem ographic factors, su ch  as  the b irth  of

45 B. S. Row ntree, Poverty: A Study of Town Life, London 1902; against this 
background R. J. M orris discusses the connection between the life cycles of 
the individual and the way in which entrepreneurs managed their property in 
English towns in the 18th and 19th centuries, in: The Middle-Class and the 
Property Cycle during the Industrial Revolution, in: The Search for Wealth and 
Stability, ed. T. C. Sm out, London 1979.
46After C. Young, The Family Life Cycle. Literature Review and Studies of  
Families in Melbourne, Australia, Canberra 1977, pp. 6ff. In Polish literature an 
outline of the family’s life cycle has been given by E. Frą tc zak, Cykl życia 
rodziny. Podstawowe pojęcia i metody analizy (The Life Cycle of the Family. 
Fundamental Concepts and Methods of Analysis), in: E. F rą tczak , J. J ó ź 
wiak, B. Paszek, Metodyka badań cyklu życia jednostki i rodziny — wybrane 
aspekty (The Methods of Examining the Life Cycle of the Individual and the Family
— Selected Aspects), Warszawa 1991.
47 A. P. W iatrak , Dochody i akumulacja w gospodarstwie chłopskim (Incomes 
and Accumulation in a Peasant Farm), Warszawa 1982, pp. 9-21, distinguishes 
the following stages: initial stage marked by an accelerated accumulation of the 
means of production and restricted consumption; mature stage characterised by 
decreased investments on means of production and a rise in consumption; and 
the stage of decline marked by the decapitalisation of means of production, lack 
of investments, increase in production costs and a drop in incomes. This model 
has been applied to economic history b y  J. K ochanow icz, Pańszczyźniane 
gospodarstwo chłopskie w Królestwie Polskim w I połowie XIX wieku (The Peasant 
Soccage Farm in the Polish Kingdom in the First Half of the 19th Century), Warszawa 
1981.
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successive children and the socialisation stages connected with 
the children’s age. The first stage lasts from the day of marriage 
to the birth  of the first child, the second stage lasts until the oldest 
child is three years old (the beginning of the pre-school period), 
and the third, until the child is seven years old (beginning of 
school), etc.48 These criteria cannot be applied to the past for few 
children went to school then and the successive life cycles, from 
childhood to old age, were not m easured by age bu t by change in 
the function performed towards the environm ent49. Even though 
it is difficult precisely to define the borders between the suc
cessive stages of the development cycle of families, the life cycle 
approach is very valuable for it gives at least an indirect insight 
into gradual changes in the composition and structu re of families.

The last research method distinguished by Anderson is the 
economic approach. According to the supporters of this interpre
tation, family structures and family behaviours depend mainly 
on such factors as the system of inheritance and production 
relations. This theory is understood by economists and ethnolog
ists as well as by lawyers (inheritance).

The fundam ental tenet of this research current is the convic
tion tha t production was the dom inant function of families in 
pre-industrial time, for the structure of households and family 
strategies, of peasants as well as craftsmen, can be explained only 
by referring to production relations and the inheritance princi
ples50. Summing up the importance of inheritance, the British 
anthropologist Jack  G o o d y  writes: “Transm ission mortis causa  
is not only the m eans by which the reproduction of the social

48These views have been sum m arised  by C. Y o u n g ,  The Family L ife-C ycle; 
criticism  of ahistoricity: G. E l d e r ,  Family History and  the Life Course, “Jo u rn a l 
of Family H istory” 1977, vol. 2; T. K. H a r e v e n ,  The Family Cycle in Historical 
Perspective: A Proposal fo r  Developmental Approach, in: The Family Life-Cycle In 
European Societies, ed. J.  C u s e n i e r ,  M. S e g a l e n , The Hague 1977.
49 M. Mil l e r a u e r ,  R. Siede r . The European Family, pp. 50ff.; J .  M o d e l l ,  
Into O ne’s Own: From Youth to Adulthood in the United S ta tes 1920-1975, Berkeley 
1989; J . Gi l l i s ,  Youth and  History: Tradition and  Change in European Age 
Relations, 1770 to the Present, London 1974.
50 B. Gał ęski. Socjologia w si — pojęcia podstaw ow e (Rural Sociology — Basic 
Notions), W arszawa 1966, pp. 69ff. ;M. M i t t e r a u e r ,  R. S i e d e r ,  The European  
Family, pp. 40ff.; A. W y r o b i s z ,  A. W y c z a ń s k i ,  La fam ille  e t la vie economique, 
“S tud ia  H istoriae O econom icae” 1985, vol. 18; A nglo-Saxon research  on u rb an  
families h as  also been d iscussed  in detail by A. W y r o b i s z ,  Rodzina w  mieście 
w  dobie p rzedprzem ysłow ej a  życie  gospodarcze. Przegląd badań i problem ów  (The 
Urban Family in the Pre-Industrial Era and  Economic Life. A  Review  o f Research  
and  Problems), “Przegląd H istoryczny” 1986, vol. 77.
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system  is carried  out ... ; it is also the way in w hich in terpersonal 
re la tionsh ips are s truc tu red . ...C onsequently  a different quality 
of rela tionsh ips, varying family s tru c tu re s , and  alternative social 
a rrangem en ts (e. g. g rea ter or lesser m igration, age of m arriage, 
ra tes  of illegitimacy) will be linked to different m odes of t ra n s 
m ission”51.

An article by the A m erican an thropologists W. G o l d s m i t h ,  
E. J a k o b s o n  and  E. J . K u n k e l  is the  m ost consisten t 
a ttem p t to p resen t these in terdependences in a  global perspec
tive52. According to them , fam ille  souche dom inated  in areas in 
w hich the  inherited  property  could not be divided, the m ultiple 
family (patrilocal jo in t fam ily) in  territories in w hich the land  was 
divided only am ong the sons, an d  the nuc lea r family in p laces 
where land  w as divided am ong sons and  daugh ters . However, th is 
schem atic  division canno t be m ain tained . Lutz B e r k n e r  and  
F rank lin  M e n d e l s  have pointed ou t th a t these  model in terde
pendences occur only if a  com m unity  consists of independen t 
p roducers who use family m em bers as their workforce, if there is 
no m arke t an d  no possibility for m igration. Only in su ch  com 
m unities will indivisibility of property  lead to the form ation of 

fam ille  souche, and  full divisibility am ong sons an d  daugh ters  to 
the dom ination  of nuc lear families. All in term ediate form s will 
give p e a sa n ts  a variety of choices, and  the p icture  of household  
s tru c tu re s  will not be so clear53. Some critics have even asserted  
th a t the inheritance  system s m ay change quickly and  radically 
u n d er the  p ressu re  of dem ography54.

Since it is not possible unequivocally to link family system s 
w ith inheritance  system s, researchers  in terested  in p e a sa n t fam i
lies and  p e a sa n t economy have looked for som e explanation in 
the  system  of values and  types of social s tru c tu re  functioning in 
individual com m unities. According to the  classics of th is  in te r
p reta tion , William T h o m a s  and  a Polish researcher Florian 
Z n a n i e c k i ,  w hat charac te rises p e a sa n t economy is, first and

51J. Goody, Introduction, in: Family and Inheritance, p. 1.
52 W. Go1dsmith, E. Jakobson, E. J. Kunkel, The Study of the Peasant 
Family, “American Anthropologist” 1971, vol. 73, pp. 1062ff.53L. K. B erkner, F. M endels, Inheritance Systems, Family Structure and 
Demographic Patterns in Western Europe. 1700-1900, in: Historical Studies of 
Changing Fertility, ed. Ch. Tilly, Princeton 1978, pp. 213, 223.54K. Davis, The Theory of Change and Response in Modem Demographic History, 
“Population“ 1963, vol. 29, p. 351.
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foremost, the will to survive and reproduce the social status, and 
not interest in profits55. This is the aim of family strategy which 
determines the size and structure of peasant households. Let us 
stress however tha t the Thomas-Znaniecki pattern  can be seen 
mainly on the peripheries of world economy, where capitalist 
farming has not yet developed.

Alexander C h a y a n o v ’s approach to the problem of peasant 
holdings and peasant families was closer to the theory of econo
mics. Being convinced tha t classic economics was unable correct
ly to explain the peasant economy, he did not refer to sociological 
and ethnological concepts bu t tried to build a modified economic 
theory, using theoretical implements. The theory was to take into 
account the specific character of peasant farming, especially the 
indivisibility of the peasan t’s income and lack of interest in 
profits56. Chayanov’s microeconomic model explains the peasant 
family farming in which the family is the only source of labour. 
It was not his aim only to simplify the model, for he was describing 
Russian peasantry with its typical extended families composed 
of many generations. Chayanov deserves the credit for having 
drawn attention to the fact tha t peasant farming depended on 
family development cycle. The Russian economist’s model was 
later applied to Polish conditions during the early m odem  period, 
to southern France and to southern Italy where fishing domi
nated57.

The key tenet of Chayanov’s theory is the assertion tha t the 
size of production depended on the size of the family (number of 
consumers) while the purchase of land, tenure and a periodic 
redistribution of land in the Russian provinces in which rural

55 W. Th o mas, F. Z n a n i e c k i ,  Chłop po lski w  Europie i A m eryce (The Polish 
P easant in Europe and  America), vol. I, Organizacja grupy pierwotnej (Organisation 
o f the Primary Group), W arszawa 1976.
56 For a characterisa tion  of C h a y a n o v ’s approach  and  anthropological p e r
spective see: J . K o c h a n o w i c z ,  Spór o teorię gospodarki chłopskiej. G ospodar
stw o chłopskie w  teorii ekonomii i w  historii gospodarczej (Dispute over the Theory 
o f P easant Economy. Peasant Farm in the Theory o f Economics and  in Economic 
History), W arszawa 1992, pp. 73ff.
57 W. K u l a ,  Dwór a rodzina chłopska (The Manor H ouse and  the Peasant Family), 
in: Teoria ekonom iczna ustroju feuda lnego , W arszaw a 1983; J . K o c h a n o w i c z ,  
P ańszczyźn iane gospodarstw o, pp. 7 3 ff .; D. K e r t z e r ,  Anthropology and  Family 
History, „Journal of Family H istory” 1984, vol. 9; L. K. B e r k n e r, J . K. S c h a f 
f e r ,  The Joint Family in the Nivernais, “Jo u rn a l of Family H istory” 1978, vol. 3; P. 
L a s l e t t ,  Family a n d  Household as Work Group and  Kin Group, pp. 553ff. crticises 
such  m easures, pointing ou t th a t C hayanov wrote abou t specific conditions.
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communities (mir) predom inated were used to ensure that con
sum er needs were met by production capacity. It was observed 
in southern  Italy tha t the size of the apportioned land depended 
on the family size, which m eans tha t the peasant was interested 
in the greatest possible num ber of family members (artificially 
creating consum er needs) to persuade the landowner to lease out 
a larger piece of land to him.

W hat was of crucial im portance for the structure of house
holds and inner family relations was the decline of households’ 
productive functions, connected with the appearance of alterna
tive possibilities of employment58. This led to the emancipation 
of the nuclear family from the tutelage of neighbours and to an 
increase in the num ber of incomplete families; for re-m arriage 
ceased to be an economic necessity. It is an open question when 
this happened. Until recently it was generally believed that 
urbanisation and intensified migration pu t an end to the tradi
tion-rooted rural family. This view was questioned by Michael 
A n d e r s o n  who pointed out tha t in the 19th century the 
families in Lancashire towns were larger and more extended than 
in the countryside. He explained this by high housing costs as 
a result of which old persons lived together with their children 
who already had their own families. When migration to towns 
intensified, relatives, even d istan t ones, provided the necessary 
support for the newcomers59. The im portance of this aspect has 
been stressed by American researcher Tam ara K. H a r e v e n .  Her 
research on working class families in Amoskeag Mills in Man
chester, New Hampshire at the beginning of the 20th century has 
shown th a t the good of the entire family, not only the nuclear one, 
was taken into consideration in strategic decisions concerning 
such questions as emigration to an industrial centre or the 
employment of individual family members in a factory. This 
m eans tha t even though all the family members worked outside 
the household, the family m aintained its productive functions. 
Family bonds exceeding the household, assum ed particular im
portance during crises, when ties between members of a larger 
family, which usually weakened in the second or third generation

58 M. A n d e r s o n ,  The Relevance o f  Family History, in: Sociology o f the Family. 
N ew  Directions fo r  Britain, Keele 1979, pp. 58, 63ff.
59 M. A n d e r s o n ,  Family Structure in N ineteenth Century Lancashire, Cambridge 
1971.
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after the arrival in town, were revived60. It is worth stressing that 
in her research Hareven used interviews on a m ass scale, which 
gave her a deeper insight into the question of authority and the 
mechanism of family decision-making than  researchers into 
a distant past usually have.

However, it was not only the decline of the productive func
tion tha t could lead — over a long period of time — to changes in 
households. Changes in the profile of family production could 
have similar consequences61. It was proto-industrialisation that 
acted as a catalyst. Rural handicrafts made it possible to depart 
from the traditional restrictions imposed by dependence on the 
farm, resulting in the lowering of the average age of marriage. In 
craftsm en’s families marriage was contracted earlier, which 
m eant tha t they had more children who, however, did not in
crease the ranks of servants. They left home later than  children 
in traditional peasant families for the parents tried to have them 
as long as possible as additional workforce62.

It was French and English historians who have laid the 
foundations for the rich development of historical demography in 
the last thirty years, the former by working out and popularising 
the family reconstitution method, the latter by a convincing 
presentation of the mechanism  of population rise in England and 
by initiating census-based studies on households. These studies 
were conducted mainly by the Cambridge Group for the History 
of Population and Social Structure. Their characteristic feature 
which ensured them  success was regular cooperation with local 
am ateur historians, very num erous in Great Britain, to whom the 
Cambridge Group addresses the periodical “Local Population 
S tudies”. Even though some of Laslett 's methodological princi
ples may be regarded as controversial, nobody questions his

60 T. K. H a r e v e n ,  Family Time and  Industrial Time: Family Work in a Planned  
Corporation Town, 1900-1924 , in: Family and  Kin in Urban Communities, 1700- 
1930, New York 1977, p. 202 (this is an  extensive sum m ary  of her m onograph of 
the sam e title); W. T h o m a s ,  F. Z n a n i e c k i ,  Chłop polski, point o u t th a t ties 
w ith the family in Poland becom e w eaker and  w eaker in successive generations.
61 See the  concept of ecotypes of family households: D. G a u n t ,  Familj, hushåll 
och arbetsintensitet. En tolkning av demografiska  variantioner i 1600- och 1700- 
talets Sverige, “S cand ia” 1976, vol. 62.
62 R. B r a u n ,  Early Industrialization and  Demographic Change in the Canton o f  
Zurich, in: Historical S tud ies o f Changing Fertility, ed. Ch.  T i l l y ,  Princeton 1974;
F. M e n d e l s ,  Proto-Industrialization: The First Phase o f Industrialization Process, 
“Jo u rn a l of Economic H istory” 1972, vol. 32; D. L e v i n e ,  The Family Formation.

http://rcin.org.pl



ENGLISH AND AMERICAN HISTORIANS 169

theory th a t  nuclear families have been  the predom inan t family 
type in  England during  the la s t four h u n d red  years. This theory 
h as  in sp ired  m any com parative s tu d ies  conducted  in o ther coun 
tries. W hen Laslett began h is resea rch  it seem ed th a t English 
sou rces were so poor th a t no serious conclusions could be based  
on them . Com pared w ith English sources, the Polish s ta tu s  
anim arum  sources and  civilian-m ilitary lists from 1791-1792 are 
a m ine of inform ation, b u t have so far been  used  only to a  lim ited 
ex ten t63.

(Translated, by Janina Dorosz)

63They have been characterised by I. G ieysztorow a, Wstęp do demografii 
staropolskiej (Introduction to Old Polish Demography), Warszawa 1975; see the 
analysis by S. Borowski, Próba odtworzenia struktur społecznych i procesów 
demograficznych na Warmii u schyłku XVII w. na przykładzie Dobrego Miasta i 
okolicy (Tentative Reconstruction of Social Structures and Demographic Processes 
In Warmia at the End of the 17th Century, with Dobre Miasto and Its Environs taken 
as an Example), “Przeszłość Demograficzna Polski” 1975, vol. 8; C. Kukl o’s book 
Z problematyki, quoted above, and C. Kuklo, W. G ruszecki, Informatyczny 
system rekonstrukcji rodzin, gospodarstw domowych i społeczności lokalnych w 
Polsce przedrozbiorowej (Informative System for the Reconstitution of Families, 
Households and Local Communities In Pre-partition Poland), Białystok 1994; M. 
K opczyński, Studia nad rodziną chłopską w Koronie w XVII-XVIII wieku 
(Studies on the Peasant Family in Poland in the 17th-18th Centuries), Warszawa 
1998.
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