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Historical demography 

   

Ø  An autonomous field? 

§  Studying population of the past... 

§  ...but a bit more than that. 

Ø  Controlling sources 

§  Incomplete sources. 

§  Sources created for other purposes. 

Ø  Interaction with other social sciences. 

§  Population history and history of thought. 

§  History, sociology, anthropology, economic history, etc. 
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The French School of historical demography 
   

Ø  One central preoccupation: low fertility. 

§  A French uniqueness. 

§  An answer: population of the past. 

§  A method: family reconstitution. 

Ø  Louis Henry and family reconstitution. 

§  Reconstructing family during their life time: “la famille en fiche”. 

§  Measuring time at risk. 

§  Better suited for fertility (“natural fertility”). 

Ø  Extension and popularity. 

§  Produced indicators, results and estimation on French population in the past. 

§  At the base of historical demography in Europe and beyond. 
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The Cambridge group 

   

Ø  The Cambridge Group for the History of Population and Social 
Structure. 

Ø  Reconstitution the English population since 1540 (Wrigley and 
Schofield) 

§  Back projection (Jim Oeppen). 

§  Demographic analysis of individual biography. 

Ø  Exploring family structure (Laslett) 

§  Links with the history of the family. 

§  Long standing debates over family types. 
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And today? 
   

Ø  Influences from demography and social sciences 

§  New methods (survival analysis, time series, etc.). 

§  New paradigms (different levels of analysis). 

Ø  New sources and ways to explore them 

§  Many more sources available around the world. 

§  Digital revolution makes large databases easily available. 

Ø  New objects, new themes 

§  Dynamics and trajectories. 

§  Relationships and networks. 

§  Heights and other health indicators. 
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 Historical Demography Today 

 

1.  Anthropometrics 

2.  Large individual database 

3.  Longitudinal data 

4.  The TRA survey 

5.  Living old-age 

6.  Mobility and migration 

7.  Conclusion and comments 
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Stature as a measure of standards of living 
   

§  The body as a firm. 

v  Inputs: food (calories). 

v  Outputs: basic metabolism, diseases, physical activities. 

§  Results: physical growth. 

v  Height is the visible result of the growth process. 

§  An indicator of standards of living? 
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Stature as a measure of standards of living 
   

§  The base for an anthropological history 

v  Indicators of physical conditions. 

v  Le Roy Ladurie et al. (Anthropologie du conscrit français). 

§  Robert Fogel 

v  Compensating the lack of indicators of living standards for black 
slaves. 

v  Looking at the relationships between height and mortality. 

v  Getting a broader perspective on height. 
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Height 

and 

 living 

conditions 

 in France 



11 

Height 

and 

 education 

 in France 
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Stature as a measure of standards of living 
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Stature as a physical capital 
   

§  The size of the body matters 

v  For physical (and cognitive?) ability. 

v  For length and intensity of work. 

§  Consequences on later life? 

v  Resistance to disease? Longer life? 

§  A virtuous circle (Fogel). 
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Height in Britain, 1750_1950 
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Height according to the wealth of the father, France 1870-1914 
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The case for anthropometrics 

q  Easy to compute and frequently available 

©  Many times the only indicator available. 

©  Allows for study of evolution in the long run. 

©  And between countries. 

q  Reflect more directly the standards of living. 

q  Have consequences on future life. 
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The case against anthropometrics 

q  What it measures is still unclear 

©  Too many different determinants. 

©  The period of body growth is large and its limits unclear. 

q  Many sources of bias 

©  Population are often selected. 

©  Measurement issues: truncation, heaping. 

q  A shortcut too often made from heights 

©  to standards of living, 

©  to well-being. 
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Large individual databases 
   

Ø  A shift of paradigm 

§  Change to micro analysis. 

§  Need for more individual-level data. 

Ø  The “statistic era” 

§  Linked to abundance of sources. 

§  And to the development of centralized states. 

Ø  New questions? 

§  More precise analysis. 

§  Getting representative sample. 
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Large individual database 
   

Ø  Balsac Database 

§  Quebec. 

§  Population reconstruction from vital registers. 

Ø  IPUMS-USA 

§  Representative samples 1850-1930 (1940). 

§  Full 1880 census. 

Ø  North Atlantic Population Project (NAPP) 

§  Censuses in relation with IPUMS. 

Ø  Utah Population Database (UPDB) 

§  Over 7 millions individuals. 

§  Vast amount of information. 
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Longitudinal data (1) Population registers 
   

Ø  Population registers and similar sources. 

§  Anagrafe, status animarum (Italy), population registers (Belgium-Germany), 
continuous parish registers (Sweden), etc. 

§  Yearly or even continuous update that allows longitudinal techniques. 

Ø  China Multigenerational Panel Dataset-Liaoning (CMGPD-LN) 

§  250,000 people in several hundred Liaoning villages from 1749 to 1909. 

§  Kin reconstruction by automatic family linkage. 

Ø  Korean Tansong Household Register (THR) 1678-1888. 

Ø  Japanese Tokugawa Demographic Database 1716-1870. 

Ø  Historical sample of the Netherlands (HSN) 

§  78.000 people born in the Netherlands during the period 1812-1922. 

Ø  Scanian Economic Demographic Database (SEDD) 1650-1894. 
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The Eurasia project (Bengsston, Lee, and many others...) 
   

Ø  A comparative analysis in 5 areas in the world in the 19th 
century. 

§  Based on household registers. 

§  Monographic analysis. 

§  Longitudinal methods to study individual life course 

§  3 levels of analysis: individual, household, communities.  

Ø  Rethinking Malthusian process. 

§  Key insights on the relationships between income and population. 

§  Understanding standards of living over time. 
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The Eurasia project 
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The Swedish villages 
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The Eurasia project 
   

Ø  Comparative work 

§  Finding a common standard without constraining the data too much. 

§  Getting insights from the comparison between context. 

Ø  New answers to old questions 

§  Question the opposition Preventive/Positive checks. 

§  Insert diversity in thinking about past societies. 

§  Put the role of families (and communities) in better light. 

Ø  A project in the long run 

§  Intensive data recollection. 

§  Research takes time, a lot of time. 
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Longitudinal data (2) Matching data 
   

Ø  Transforming individual data into longitudinal data 

§  Linked US-censuses from IPUMS-US. 

§  Linked data at larger level (NAPP project). 

Ø  Alternatively: genealogy 

§  Reconstructing kinship on a large scale. 

§  Getting information from the family. 

Ø  Limitations and constraints 

§  Matching still not very reliable. 

§  Data are often censored (not “true” longitudinal data). 

§  Very (very) time-consuming. 
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Studying the French society in the long run, at the individual level 

     

s  Limitations of the Henry survey 

s  At the local level only. 

s  One-generation families. 

s  Limitations of the sources 

s  No longitudinal sources (population registers for instance). 

s  Limitations of aggregated data 

s  Mostly descriptive (background). 

s  No or limited inference possible. 

s  Dupâquier: moving away from monographic works. 



An individual and national database: the TRA survey (1) 
    

s  All individuals whose surname starts by TRA. 

s  Collected in two main sources 

s  Vital records (especially marriage): Jacques Dupâquier at EHESS and INED 
– “l’enquête des 3000 familles” 1984-1992. 

s  Fiscal sources (universal probate records): Denis Kessler at CNRS, 
1985-1992, then Gilles Postel-Vinay et al. at INRA, since 1995. 

s  Why TRA? 

v  Representative at the national level. 

v  Stable through time. 

v  Easy to read. 

s  A representative sample of the French population 

    scale ≈ 1 to 1200. 



An individual and national database: the TRA survey (2) 
    

s  The aim of this database is twofold: 

s  Reconstituting the life of individuals. 

s  Family reconstitutions. 

s  Various fields of research 

s  Long run demographic, social, economic, transformation of the French 
society. 

s  Industrialization, urbanization, ageing. 

s  Inequality, social and economic mobility etc. 

s  This database is a matrix for cumulative collections of individual 
information taking advantage of other historical nominative sources. 
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Vital statistics 
   

Ø  Parish registers before the French Revolution 

§  The oldest may be 17th century... 

§  Level of conservation does vary. 

Ø  Civil registers after the Revolution 

§  Record all birth, marriage and death. 

§  Quality increases with time. 

Ø  Easily available 

§  Mostly online at archives départementales. 

§  Alphabetical tables. 
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Table décennale   



Probate records (1) 

    

s  All deceased are recorded. 

s  Very accurate report of wealth. 

s  Even very modest estates were declared. 

s  An efficient system of control from the Fiscal Department. 

s  Historically homogenous 

s  Only one major reform in 1901. 

s  The administration keeps improving the recording system. 



Probate records (2) 

    

s  The distribution of the sample is quite comparable to the 
whole population (by age for instance).  

s  Fraud and under-evaluation is limited: 

s  Little incentive: taxation low and flat. 

s  Same taxation rate for bequest and inheritance. 

s  Assets estimations are rather compatible with market value. 

s  No rupture of the series: 

s  In recording small amounts (100 francs or unskilled workers). 

s  Slow changes after 1901, debts included. 



Table de 
successions et 

absences 



Registre des 
Mutations par 

Décès 



Municipalities where at least one TRA was found 
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Number of TRA-marriages, 1790-1990   



Number of  deaths in the TSA 
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Accumulated wealth to live old-age 
 

q  How many years of living savings may provide? 

q  Each individual is observed at death. 

q  We assume that, had he lived, he would have had to live as 
many years as his life expectancy. 

q  We assume that his assets are his means of living. 

q  Generating a constant yearly income of 500 francs. 

q  Depends on the possibilities of accumulating. 

q  But also on macroeconomic conditions during retirement. 



Proportion of individuals aged over 60 with 
sufficient assets to live off 



Old-age pensions at the turn of the century 

 

q  Living off pensions 

q  A slight and regular increase in the number of pensioners. 

q  Pensions amounts rose throughout the period. 

q  New beneficiaries 

q  More and more sectors open to pensions. 

q  More and more jobs, including unskilled. 

q  But still harsh debates on their generalization. 



Proportion of individuals aged over 60 with a 
pension   



Proportion of pensioners according to 
occupation at marriage   
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Pensions as a substitute for wealth? 

 

q  A substitute to the lack of personal wealth 

q  No substitution effect between pensions and savings. 

q  Pensions seems to favour personal savings. 

q  Even for those who had little opportunities to save. 

q  Looking at the propensity to have an asset 

q  It is positively correlated with receiving a pension. 

q  Even after controlling for socio-economic characteristics… 

q  …or family wealth. 



Effect of  receiving a pension on the 
probability of  leaving an asset at death

  

With 
controls 

With 
occupation 
at weeding 

With 
father’s 
wealth 

Father 
wealthy 

Father 
poor 

Pensioner 13% 12% 15% 12% 23% 

Unskilled 
vs farmer -11% 

Father’s 
wealth 20% 
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Les registres matricules (military registers) 

    

s  Observation at the age of twenty: 

s  Residence, occupation, education, health status 

s  All residences between 20 and 46 years old: 

 

s  Drawbacks: 

s  No women. 

s  Medical discharges. 

Birth 
20 years old 

Time 

46 years old Death 

Follow-up recording 



Military records 



Military records 



Migrants’ distribution according to the number of moves 

N = 1802 migrants, at risk for 20 years 
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Return migrations: 

Share of return migrants according to the type of migration 

N Municipality Dept To rural
Municipality 1392 15.23 - -
Departement 1016 17.03 23.23 -
> 20 km 740 12.16 22.06 -
Rural to Urban 535 21.93 28.75 26.13
To Paris 176 9.66 13.07 35.80

Same…



Military 
register 

Wedding 
certificate of 

the father 

TSA or 
wedding 

certificate of  
the conscript 

TSA of  
the 

father 

Information on the 
grandfather 

Information on the 
great-grandfather 

Father's 
siblings 

Grandfather's 
siblings 

Conscript's 
siblings 

First 
cousins 

Father's first 
cousins 

Other 
cousins 

Generation 0 

Generation 3 

Generation 2 

Generation 1 

Direct ancestors Other cousins First cousins 

From the military records to the TRA families 



All Father wealthyFather poor
N 1448 820 562

Stay in the same municipality the year 
before the father's death 60.0 62.5 59.3

Migrate the year following the death 10.3 12.2 9.0
In the same municipality and migrate 9.8 7.3 13.4
In a different municipality and migrate 11.6 12.2 11.1

Between 25 and 29 years old
Migrate 7.6 5.9 8.5

Migrate the year following the death 26.2 21.6 33.3

Migration and death of the father 
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Conclusion: TRA as a matrix for future research 

 

q  Any other nominative source can be added 

m  For instance: hospitals or prison registers, election or tax roll. 

m  Help to study specific topics. 

m  Allow to add context and personnal information. 

q  Family reconstruction 

m  Understanding the long term patterns of inheritance. 

m  Provide a broader context to individual trajectories. 



 Sharing the data and 
distributing them 

 

First step: 

the 19th century 



General conclusion Why historical demography matters  

 

q  Inertia of demographic phenomenon 

m  History plays an important part in explaining current conditions. 

m  But also shed new light on current situations. 

q  Ability to observe “the end of the story” 

m  May follow complete cohorts. 

m  Combination of sources allows to get a large variety of information. 

m  And to take advantage of various level of observation. 

q  Combining individual trajectories and long term history 

m  Reconstituting trajectories help understand individual behaviour. 

m  Better understanding of the effects of economic changes. 

m  Being able to explain structural transformations. 



61 

 

 

GRACIAS!!! 

 

lionel.kesztenbaum@ined.fr 



Some results from the TRA (1) 
Migration and wealth 
•  2000. J. Bourdieu, G. Postel-Vinay, P.-A. Rosental, and A. Suwa-Eisenmann.  

« Migrations et transmissions inter-générationnelles dans la France du XIXe et 
du début du XXe siècle», Annales, 4, juillet-août, 749-789. 

 
The have and the have-not  
•  2003. J. Bourdieu, G. Postel-Vinay, and A. Suwa-Eisenmann. « Pourquoi la 

richesse ne s’est-elle pas diffusée avec la croissance ? Le degré zéro de 
l’inégalité et son évolution en France, 1800-1940 », Histoire et Mesure, 
XVIII-1/2, pp147-198. 

 
Wealth and mortality 
•  2004. J. Bourdieu and L. Kesztenbaum « Vieux, riches et bien portants. Une 

application de la base « TRA » aux liens entre mortalité et richesse », Annales 
de démographie historique, 2004, n°1, p. 19-52. 

 



Some results from the TRA (2) 
Wealth inequality decomposition 
•  2008. J. Bourdieu, M. Menendez, G. Postel-Vinay, and A. Suwa-Eisenmann. 

« Where have all the wealthy gone? Spatial decomposition of wealth trends in 
France, 1820-1940 », Review of Agricultural and Environmental Studies, 87 
(2008 - 2), p. 5-25. 

 
Social mobility 
•  2009. J. Bourdieu, J. P. Ferrie, and L. Kesztenbaum. « Vive la différence? 

Intergenerational Mobility in France and the United States during the 
Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries », Journal of Interdisciplinary History, 
Spring 2009, Vol. 39, No. 4, p. 523-557. 

 
Wealth and retirement 
•  2011. J. Bourdieu, L. Kesztenbaum, and G. Postel-Vinay. « Thrifty 

Pensioners: Pensions and Savings in France at the Turn of the Twentieth 
Century”, The Journal of Economic History, Vol. 71, No. 2 (June 2011), p. 
386-415. 


