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Introduction

The study of historical populations has played an
important part in demographic research, begin-
ning in the 1950s, and continuing to the present.
In this chapter we discuss much of that research
and the important findings it reveals. Our review,
however, only scratches the surface of a large and
evolving field. At its origins, the modern field of
historical demography was created by
demographers who were attempting to under-
stand the potential future trajectory of
low-income countries by analyzing historical
European populations as a model of demographic
change. That enterprise continued, but it was
quickly joined by historical researchers who
wanted to use the methods and data unearthed
by the early historical demographers to better
understand the past on its own terms. More
recently, historically-oriented social scientists,
especially  sociologists,  economists, and
geographers, have increasingly used historical
populations as sources to explore broadly under-
stood social scientific theory, for example, issues
involving social mobility, or the relationships
between resource availability, or pollution, and
such diverse outcomes as mortality or migration.
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In this chapter we introduce the origins of modern
historical demography, and then turn to a descrip-
tion of the data and methods used by historical
demographers. We follow that with a description
of important knowledge derived by the study of
past populations, with most of our discussion
based on findings from Europe, and some from
the United States and East Asia. We conclude by
listing a few of the topics that we have not
discussed but are worthy of further consideration.

Historical demography as we know it today
originated in the mid-1950s to solve two
problems that vexed demographers of the time:
(1) how to estimate current population and project
future population in high fertility countries that
lacked adequate data; and (2) how to encourage
fertility decline in those countries. Estimating and
projecting the size and structure of populations
worldwide was one of the key activities of the
United Nations Population Division, which aimed
to guide international agencies and nongovern-
mental organizations in their efforts to assist the
economic development of countries in Asia,
Africa, and Latin America. By the mid-1950s, it
had become apparent that mortality was falling
rapidly in Asia and Latin America, and would
likely begin to decline soon in Africa, while fer-
tility remained high in most countries, generating
dramatic population growth. Demographers and
economists worried that development efforts
might well be derailed by rapid population
growth, which threatened to divert resources
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from capital accumulation to immediate con-
sumption by expanding families, and that a
delay in development could render these
countries vulnerable to communist revolution
(Coale and Hoover 1958; Rostow 1960). As inter-
national  agencies and  nongovernmental
organizations began to view population growth
as a barrier to economic development, they also
began to engage demographers in exploring how
to trigger fertility decline in societies that had not
begun to experience the types of modernization
that were expected to produce an endogenous
demographic transition (Merchant 2017).
“Demographic transition” was a phrase coined
during World War II by demographers at
Princeton University’s Office of Population
Research (OPR), though some of the concepts it
referenced had been articulated earlier in the
century (Kirk 1944; Notestein 1945). In broad
strokes, demographic transition theory refers to
the idea that the process of modernization is
accompanied by an epochal shift in a society’s
demographic regime from high rates of fertility
and mortality to low rates of fertility and mortal-
ity, with the lag between mortality decline and
fertility decline producing a brief period of rapid
population growth. Interwar demographers had
observed this general pattern (Thompson 1929).
The wartime innovation of OPR’s demographers
was to theorize that all societies will undergo the
same transitions as they modernize. They
expected that the tides of modernization would
eventually sweep across the whole world (Davis
1945). Universalizing the process of demo-
graphic transition allowed OPR demographers
to conceptualize cross-sectional differences in
fertility and mortality rates between countries as
representative of chronological change along a
universal longitudinal trajectory of moderniza-
tion that would be experienced by each country
over a different span of time. That is, present vital
rates in low-fertility countries could stand in for
future vital rates in high-fertility countries for the
purpose of population projection (Notestein
1944). Demographers hoped that documenting
the history of mortality decline and fertility
decline in Europe would enable policy makers
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to anticipate and even trigger similar processes in
high-fertility countries.

European and Euro-American thinkers had a
long tradition of interpreting cross-sectional vari-
ation as longitudinal change, “reading history
sideways” (Thornton 2001, 2005) by assuming
that the present of various non-European societies
represented a variety of stages in the past of
European societies. This practice, known as con-
jectural history, drew on contemporary ethno-
graphic evidence from other parts of the world
to fill in Europe’s unknown historical record
(Palmeri 2008). In the second and later editions
of his Essay on the Principle of Population,
Thomas Robert Malthus (1803) combined con-
temporary data and historical texts on Europe
with travelers’ accounts of other parts of the
world to develop a universal human history of
population that placed the England of his time at
the apex. According to the Malthusian world-
view, powerful checks to population growth
kept population in balance with natural resources.
England had evolved the so-called preventive
check of moral restraint, or late and
non-universal marriage, which kept fertility low
and allowed England to escape the tyranny of the
so-called positive check of high mortality, often
through epidemics, famines, and wars. Malthus
theorized that the positive check reigned in
societies that were characterized by early and
universal marriage, the exemplar being China.
He suggested that this universal population his-
tory could be read either geographically, from
China in the east to England in the west, or
chronologically, from past to present within
England.

Historical demography would invert conjec-
tural history. Instead of exploring the
non-European world to discover Europe’s past,
demographers would explore the recorded traces
of European history, and later the histories of Asia
and the Americas, to understand, anticipate, and
even stimulate demographic change in the rest of
the world. As the problem of rapid global popu-
lation growth became increasingly urgent in the
1950s and 1960s, it also became apparent that,
despite efforts by the United Nations and the
U.S. Census Bureau to facilitate coordinated
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national censuses in all countries of the world,
many high-fertility countries still lacked the
capacity to take regular censuses or to maintain
systems of vital registration (Merchant 2015).
Historical population data from Europe allowed
demographers to fill in some of the blanks in
contemporary data with model life tables and
fertility schedules (Coale and Demeny 1966;
Coale and Trussell 1974), which were produced
in tandem with projects to develop methods of
indirect estimation that would extrapolate a full
demographic portrait of a society from a limited
quantity of information elicited in sample surveys
(Brass et al. 1968).

Nearly as soon as demographers and historians
began to assemble the traces of the past and
develop sophisticated methods of extracting
demographic information from them, they dis-
covered that many of their foundational
assumptions had been wrong. In terms of mar-
riage practices and household structure, Europe’s
past looked more like its present than like the
present of any other part of the world. China
had its own history that was less dominated by
uncontrolled mortality than Malthus had
assumed. Such discoveries laid the foundation
for the development over the last 60 years of a
vibrant field of historical demography that utilizes
demographic methods to investigate the history of
particular societies worldwide and involves
comparisons across time and space to disentangle
the socially specific and biologically universal
aspects of the human processes of birth, marriage,
migration, and death.

Although it was only in the 1950s that a dis-
tinctive set of research questions, data sources,
and analytic methods crystallized around the
study of historical population dynamics, there
were important precursors, especially in England.
Three hundred years earlier, John Graunt (Graunt
and Petty 1662) had used weekly statistics of
death from the London Bills of Mortality
(1662—-1663) as raw material for the earliest life
tables. With these data, he could describe both the
general level of mortality in London and the
impact of epidemic shocks. Many authors
followed in Graunt’s footsteps, even before the
early development of contemporary methods in
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the 1950s. Notable examples are Josiah Russell’s
(1948) classic British Medieval Population, John
Brownlee’s (1915) study of birth and death rates
in England and Wales beginning in 1570, and
Talbot Griffith’s (1926) Population Problems of
the Age of Malthus. There are important continui-
ties between these works and later studies in
historical demography. The earlier works utilized
some of the basic sources that would be exploited
more systematically later, and the later studies
revisited some of the question posed by earlier
scholars, such as the cause of population growth
in eighteenth-century England.

At the same time that historical demography
turned the past into a source of data for population
studies, it also turned demographic methods into
an analytic toolkit for historians. Approaches
from historical ‘demography made valuable
contributions to ongoing historical projects, such
as those of the Annales School in France (Séguy
2016), and inspired new historical projects, such
as those of the Cambridge Group for the History
of Population and Social Structure in England
(Wrigley 1998). Historical demography promised
valuable insights to social historians, who hoped
to glean from the statistical record information
about ordinary people who left scant traces in
the documentary record.

This chapter will provide a two-part overview
of historical demography since the mid-1950s. In
the first part, we will document the data sources
and analytic methods utilized by historical
demographers. In the second part we will survey
the discoveries historical demographers have
made using historical data and demographic
methods. Historical demography is an enormous
field, and our treatment of it is necessarily incom-
plete. We will focus on research on Europe and
include only partial treatments of North America
and East Asia. We will emphasize work on family
formation and fertility, with much less attention
to mortality, migration, and other demographic
concerns. Our chapter is deeply indebted to
surveys of historical demography that have
come before, including van de Walle’s (2005)
chapter in the first edition of this Handbook of
Population, as well as works by Fauve-Chamoux
et al. (2016) and Willigan and Lynch (1982).
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The Materials and Tools of Historical
Demography

Although historical population data were gener-
ally more complete than were the data available
for many contemporary societies in the middle of
the twentieth century, they were quite different
from those with which demographers were accus-
tomed to working. As scholars traveled deeper
into the past, national censuses and vital registers
faded into local household registers, genealogies,
and parish records. The history of historical
demography is, in large part, the story of acquir-
ing and compiling dispersed data, exploiting their
strengths ~ while compensating for their
weaknesses, building a research agenda suited to
available sources, and developing new methods
to advance that research agenda.

Data

Virtually all demographic analysis relies on two
kinds of data: one kind indicates the size and
age-sex structure of a population at a specific
time, for example, the population of a city on
January 1 of a certain year; the second kind
indicates how the population has changed over a
given period of time, for example how many
people were born, or how many died, or how
many people moved into or out of the city, during
the previous year. In the early twenty-first cen-
tury, demographers primarily use censuses for the
first type of data and recording or registration
systems, for example birth and death
registrations, for the second. Continuous registra-
tion systems that combine the two provide an
alternative in a small number of countries.

The individual, instantaneous, periodic, and
universal censuses we know today are a product
of new state management practices that arose in
Europe and North America at the end of the
eighteenth century (Curtis 2001; Emigh et al.
2016b). The Constitution of the United States
mandated a census every 10 years, beginning in
1790, to provide a statistical basis for the appor-
tionment of Congressional representation among
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the states (Anderson 2015; U.S. Bureau of the
Census 2002). The French Revolutionary govern-
ment established the Bureau général de
statistiques in 1798 for official statistical
purposes, including census-taking (Bourdelais
2004; van de Walle 1974). It was abolished in
1812, restored in 1834, and renamed Statistique
générale de France in 1840. Great Britain
conducted its first national census in 1801, in
response to calls for democratization in the wake
of the French and American Revolutions, and to
answer questions regarding the vitality of the state
in the century following the 1688 Glorious Revo-
lution (Glass 1973). National censuses began to
list each person by name in 1836 in France, in
1841 in the UK., and in 1850 in the
U.S. (Alterman 1969; Anderson 2015; Goyer
and Draaijer 1992; U.S. Bureau of the Census
2002). Nationwide civil vital registration also
began in the first half of the nineteenth century
in the U.K. and France. In the United States, vital
registration is considered a state-level activity,
and developed piecemeal. National efforts to sys-
tematize and consolidate data collection began
around 1900 but remained incomplete until 1933
(Hetzel 1997; Shapiro 1950).

Over the course of the nineteenth century, gov-
ernment statistical bureaus were created in
countries across Europe and the Americas,
expanding the reach of modern approaches to
census-taking to newly-emerging and smaller
nations, including Belgium and the Netherlands,
Canada and Brazil, and eventually Germany and
Italy (Loveman 2009; Patriarca 1996). In the
1850s, led by Belgian astronomer and statistician
Adolphe Quetelet, these statistical bureaus began
to meet regularly under the auspices of the Inter-
national Statistical Congress for the sharing of
ideas. As a result, census-taking and vital registra-
tion became expected functions of modern states.
Standards emerged to govern data collection and
quality, as did norms regarding the prompt and
complete publication of data in tabular form
(Ventresca 1995). In the mid-twentieth century,
the United Nations expanded these expectations
regarding census taking to the entire world (Mer-
chant 2015). Since then, many of these tabular
census products have been converted to digital
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form and released online, two examples being the
extensive collection of state- and county-level
U.S. data published by the Inter-university Con-
sortium for Political and Social Research (Haines
2010), and similar collections for France (Inter-
university Consortium for Political and Social
Research 1992, 2010).

Even more recently, samples of historical
microdata have been systematically digitized
and made publicly available, both by national
bodies and by international projects, with the
density of samples increasing as the cost of com-
puting power has fallen. In many cases, full digi-
tal transcriptions of all of the individuals who
lived are publicly available for research (Hall
et al. 2000; Ruggles 2014; Ruggles et al. 2011,
2017; Thorvaldsen 2018). All of these censuses
have contributed to our knowledge of population
in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, with
higher-density samples of the more detailed
individual-level censuses facilitating the most
sophisticated analyses (Gutmann et al. 2018).
Research based on these public census data has
begun to revolutionize historical demography by
allowing analysis of extremely rare phenomena,
such as religious intermarriage in Ireland in 1911,
which occurred infrequently because of religious
intolerance, but is only understandable when
analyzed in the context of local marriage markets
(Fernihough et al. 2015).

The statistical innovations of the nineteenth
century also introduced a source of demographic
data in some countries that has proven particularly
productive for historical demographers. We are
referring here to continuous demographic registers
that listed the members of every household and
were constantly updated. These registers combine
the attributes of a census, i.e., an accurate and
complete enumeration at a single point in time,
with those of vital registration, i.e., tabulating
events such as births and deaths as they occur, to
provide continuous information about the stock
and flow of population. Originally created for
purposes of policing the state, and often
maintained by the police authorities rather than
the vital statistics authorities, these registers exist
in various forms for Belgium (Alter 1988;
Gutmann and van de Walle 1978; van de Walle
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and Blanc 1975), the Netherlands (Mandemakers
2000), and parts of Italy and Germany. Frequent
censuses provide an analogous source, particularly
for China and Japan. With care, enumerations
conducted every one, two, or even three years
can be subjected to much the same analysis as
continuous population registers (Bengtsson et al.
2004; Dong et al. 2015; Hayami 1979).

Censuses, vital records, and population
registers have proven invaluable for the historical
analysis of populations in the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries. However, the originators of
modern historical demography in the 1950s had
to come to grips with the fact that these statistical
products were relatively recent inventions.
Indeed, censuses, vital registration, and popula-
tion registers developed as part of the complex of
modern  social, = political, and economic
institutions that were thought to have produced
the very changes the earliest historical
demographers sought to understand, namely, the
emergence of the nuclear family and the adoption
of fertility control. For that reason, they were not
available for the study of pre-transitional popula-
tion dynamics. Research on earlier periods has
relied on sources that typically have more limited
coverage, i.e., parish registers, genealogies, and a
variety of censuses that predate the establishment
of national statistical bureaus.

In many regions with Christian religious
traditions, baptisms, marriages, and burials were
registered at the parish level. These registration
systems became more systematic in the sixteenth
century, especially after the Council of Trent
(1545-1563) in Catholic communities. In
England, baptism, marriage, and burial registra-
tion was required beginning in 1538 (Pounds
2000). In France baptisms were required in
1539, but marriages and burials not until 1579
(Delsalle 2009). Elsewhere, systematic registra-
tion began in the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries (Hollingsworth 1969; Willigan and
Lynch 1982). Important research has also been
possible in some non-European colonial settings
where registrations took place, most notably
French Canada (Charbonneau et al. 1993; Greer
1997). Because parochial registration was by def-
inition local, many records were never maintained
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systematically, and many have been lost over the
centuries, making complete national-level cover-
age impossible. Nevertheless, large-scale projects
have been undertaken using parish records for a
sizeable sample of localities in both England and
France (Blayo 1975; Henry 1972, 1978; Henry
and Blayo 1975; Henry and Houdaille 1973;
Wrigley and Schofield 1981).

Genealogies provide information on vital
events for members of the lineages they record.
They have been used productively by researchers
studying the United States, Canada, Germany,
Switzerland, and China, among others (Adams
and Kasakoff 1980, 1984; Hollingsworth 1969;
Knodel 1988; Knodel and Lottes 1975; Shiue
2016; Zhao 2001). The fact that they follow spe-
cific families across generations makes them par-
ticularly useful for studying intergenerational
dynamics, but it also makes them less representa-
tive. In particular, they tend to over-represent
those whose descendants survived to the time
the genealogies were compiled (Zhao 2001).
Unlike parish registers, however, genealogies
are not necessarily bounded by location, and
have the potential to follow family members
even as they migrate.

Finally, a variety of proto-censuses reflects the
desire of ancient, medieval, and early modern
governments to know about their inhabitants,
often for purposes of maximizing revenue
(Emigh et al. 2016a). Examples can be found as
far back as the Egyptian kingdoms (Alterman
1969). Among the earliest European census-type
surveys that have been analyzed for demographic
purposes are the Domesday Book that
enumerated England and Wales in the late elev-
enth century (Maitland 1897; Roffe 2000), and
the Florentine Catasto of 1427 (Herlihy and
Klapisch-Zuber 1978). Census-type surveys cov-
ered a variety of localities and population
segments in Europe and Asia in the eighteenth
century and have been particularly useful for the
analysis of household structure (Hayami 2016).

Methods

In the decades after World War II, the methodo-
logical challenges faced by the first modern
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historical demographers stemmed from the fact
that they had at once not enough and too much
data. Historical data were inadequate in the sense
that one or another of the two main requirements
for demographic research, an enumeration that
revealed the size and structure of the population,
usually a census, and a careful listing of demo-
graphic events, usually vital registrations, was
often simply unavailable. Historical
demographers had to find ways to speak mean-
ingfully about population dynamics when they
lacked information either about the components
of change, i.e., mortality, fertility, and migration,
or about the population at risk of experiencing
those changes. At the same time, historical data
were superabundant in the sense that they covered
a chronological depth, in terms of both individual
lives and the history of societies, with which
contemporary social scientists were unaccus-
tomed to working. Historical demographers had
to find ways to model longitudinal processes,
both in the sense of individuals moving through
the life course and in the sense of societies
experiencing historical change, and, moreover,
they had to conceptualize the links between the
two. The solutions to this pair of challenges, not
enough and too much data, often went hand-in-
hand.

One of the earliest bodies of postwar historical
demographic research focused solely on
tabulating vital events listed in such religious
documents as registers of baptisms, marriages,
and burials, and analyzing the resulting time
series (Eversley 1966; Henry 1953; Willigan
and Lynch 1982). Change over time in the fre-
quency of vital events provided information about
the seasonality of births, marriages, and deaths,
and allowed researchers to identify unusual
patterns of events, for example the periodic mor-
tality crises that shocked normal demographic
processes. Using these methods, knowledge of
past population was transformed by the pioneers
of historical demography in Europe, especially
Louis Henry and his colleagues in France
(Rosental ~ 2003); E.A. Wrigley, T.H.
Hollingsworth, D.V. Glass, and D.E.C. Eversley
in England (Eversley 1957; Glass 1968;
Hollingsworth 1957, 1964, 1969, 1977; Wrigley
1966a, b); B.H. Slicher van Bath in the
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Netherlands (Slicher van Bath 1968); and Etienne
Hélin in Belgium (Hélin 1963a, b; Hélin and van
Santbergen 1958). The more detailed the registra-
tion, the more sophisticated the analysis, but the
limitations of the data, which often provided little
information beyond the fact of an event and the
names of the individuals involved, prevented
investigations that captured all the details needed
to fully understand demographic change.

In the face of these limitations, demographers
developed approaches that went beyond simple
tabulation and examination of trends. One of the
most influential is a process known as back pro-
jection, developed by English historical
demographers to identify the size and age-sex
structure of populations over time in the absence
of reliable censuses (Wrigley and Schofield
1981). Unlike conventional projection methods
that start with a baseline population and move
forward through time, back projection starts at a
more recent point in time and moves backward
year by year, adding back the population
eliminated by death and subtracting the popula-
tion added by births (Lee 1974, 1985; Oeppen
1993). This approach takes advantage of the fact
that the likelihood of a good quality census
increases over time. A researcher who can anchor
her work in the mid-nineteenth century or later
can use back projection to reconstruct the size and
structure of the population in earlier times. With
back projection, historical demographers utilize
the time depth of vital event records to compen-
sate for the absence of reliable censuses.

One of the most important insights among the
many innovations of this period was the realiza-
tion by Louis Henry and his collaborators that it
was possible to know the population at risk of
some demographic events by manipulating data
about the whole complex of vital events that
occurred over individual and familial life-courses
and were available in genealogies or synthetic
genealogies constructed from parish registers.
This approach was especially valuable for the
study of fertility change. In his study of fertility
decline among the bourgeoisie of Geneva, Henry
(1956) showed that one could know precisely
how long married women were exposed to the
risk of giving birth. Where genealogies were not
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available, Henry constructed them from parish
registers, using a record linkage technique he
called family reconstitution (Fleury and Henry
1956). The first parish reconstituted with this
method was Crulai in Normandy (Gautier and
Henry 1958). For families that can be success-
fully reconstituted, where births, marriages, and
deaths were consistently recorded within the
same parish, historical demographers can calcu-
late the population at risk of events from the
records of the events themselves. However, this
method has implications for analysis because it
restricts the data analyzed to individuals and
families whose exposure is known and complete,
and where analytic censoring issues are well
understood (Watkins and Gutmann 1983). In
practice, this usually means that only individuals
who remained in the same parish from birth to
death, or at least from birth to marriage, or from
marriage to the end of a women’s ability to bear
children, or to her death or the death of the
spouse, may be included in the analysis. There
is therefore a risk that migrants excluded from the
analysis make the analyzed population unrepre-
sentative (Kasakoff and Adams 1995; Ruggles
1992; Wrigley 1994).

The impact of family reconstitution methods,
both as a set of strategies for record linkage and as
a set of analytic methods, has been monumental,
especially for their capacity to introduce and later
expand longitudinal approaches to historical
demography. Family reconstitution methods
were quickly emulated and adopted outside of
France, especially after the publication of
Wrigley’s (1966b) clear English-language expla-
nation. The methods described initially by Fleury
and Henry (1956), and then by Wrigley, were
purely manual, involving a concise, systematic
list of maneuvers with pencil, paper, and string.
The task was enormous, even at the scale of a
single parish, given the number of individual
events, the number of people to be identified,
and the risk of confusion and error. Within a
few years, however, the possibility of computer
assistance, and even completely computerized
record linkage, generated new opportunities
(Bouchard 1992; Wrigley 1973). Recent work
has built on computational advances and new
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understandings of the complexities of data link-
age to make large-scale linkage feasible in histor-
ical demographic research (Bailey et al. 2017;
Bloothooft et al. 2015; Ferrie 1996; Massey
2017; Ruggles et al. 2018). The availability of
linked census data has begun to lead to significant
insights, especially about social mobility. The
ability to compare the social condition of the
families of individuals in their childhood to
those of their adult lives has led, for example, to
the finding that intergenerational occupational
mobility was predictably greater in the U.S. than
in Britain in the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries, but by the 1950s the difference had
disappeared (Long and Ferrie 2013).

The development of conceptual and techno-
logical methods for creating and managing longi-
tudinal demographic databases has allowed for
enormous advances in the understanding of his-
torical populations. An ever-expanding list of
large-scale projects has developed longitudinal
linked data resources by combining censuses,
religious and civil vital registration, population
registers, and genealogies in ways that exploit
the strengths and compensate for the weaknesses
of each individual data source, and that allow for
rigorous analysis of change over time on both
individual and historical scales. In North Amer-
ica, these projects cover French Canada
(Bouchard 1992; Desjardins 1999; Légaré
1988), Utah (Bean et al. 1978, 1990), and Civil
War veterans (Fogel 1993). In Europe, there are
valuable data collections about France (Bourdieu
et al. 2014), the Netherlands (Mandemakers
2000), the city of Antwerp (Matthijs and Moreels
2010), and parts of Sweden (Bengtsson and Dribe
1997; Edvinsson 2000). Many of these and others
are now available through the European Histori-
cal Population Samples Network in a standard
format that facilitates analysis across datasets
and national contexts (Alter et al. 2009). In
Asia, data are available for parts of China,
Japan, Korea, and Taiwan (Dong et al. 2015).
Among the most interesting aspects of the devel-
opment of these longitudinal linked data
collections have been efforts to use them for
global comparative research, with growing
opportunities for new discoveries (Bengtsson
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et al. 2004; Campbell et al. 2004; Roberts et al.
2003; Ruggles et al. 2011).

Once historical data have been assembled into
individual life histories, family units, or aggregate
populations, the analytic methods of historical
demography are often the same as, or are analo-
gous to, those of contemporary demography,
which require little description here; they are cov-
ered in other chapters in this Handbook. Most
historical population research has as its basic
approach the calculation of demographic rates
and ratios, as well as life tables, using conven-
tional methods, though historical studies have
innovated in the calculation of demographic
rates from longitudinal rather than cross-sectional
data and in the analysis of cohort rather than
period measures. Historical demography has
followed a historical trajectory similar to that
observed in contemporary demography over the
last 60 years, with analysis of aggregate vital rates
and their structural correlates giving way to anal-
ysis of individual vital processes and their per-
sonal and familial correlates. In the world of
historical demography, longitudinal life-course
databases are the analogue of surveys such as
the Demographic and Health Surveys in the
world of contemporary demography. Since the
1980s, increasing computational capabilities
have facilitated historical demographers’ use of
multivariate statistical techniques, especially
those based on life tables that fall within the
general framework of event history and propor-
tional hazards statistical models (Alter 1988; Cox
1972; Gutmann and Alter 1993). These methods
facilitate causal arguments about the way in
which demographic processes unfold over time,
both at the scale of the individual life course and
at the scale of historical change.

What We Have Learned from Historical
Demography

Over the last 60 years, research in historical
demography has fundamentally changed how
historians and demographers understand the
recent human past, particularly in terms of the
history of family-building processes, but also in
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terms of migration and mortality. Demographers
embarking on historical studies, and historians
embarking on demographic studies, in the middle
of the twentieth century had initially assumed
that, prior to industrialization, Western European
family life generally resembled family life in
other non-industrial societies. Historical Europe
was assumed to be characterized by young and
universal marriage, extended family households,
and a lack of control over fertility within marriage
(Thornton 2005; Wrigley 1998). The demo-
graphic transition framework suggested that the
Industrial Revolution had occasioned the rise of
the nuclear family in Western Europe, which was
accompanied by later and less-universal marriage,
and had triggered control of fertility within mar-
riage, which was accomplished by the cessation
of childbearing after a desired family size had
been reached, referred to as “stopping.”

Early research in historical demography
challenged each of these foundational
assumptions. When historical demographers
turned their attention to Asia, research there also
disrupted the assumptions of conjectural history
and demographic transition. The seemingly bright
line between past and present faded as historical
demographers found unexpected continuities
across time and unexpected differences across
the geographical terrain of the past. This section
of our chapter details some of the most important
findings in historical demography over the last
60 years. Its geographic focus is on Europe and
European-origin societies in North America,
though it also discusses research on the historical
demography of East Asia and comparative
research.

Marriage and Family Structure

The first assumption about the history of Europe
that was challenged by early work in historical
demography was that the nuclear family typical of
Northwestern Europe, together with its character-
istic late age at marriage and relatively high
proportions of people never marrying, was a
product of industrialization. Early historical
demographers expected to find that, prior to
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industrialization, European families had looked
more like the extended family households found
throughout the rest of the world in the
mid-twentieth century (Thornton 2005). This
assumption was dispatched by two studies
published in 1965. Peter Laslett (1965)
demonstrated that typical English households
prior to industrialization contained only a single
nuclear family, namely a married couple and their
unmarried children, just as they did in Laslett’s
own time. John Hajnal (1965) identified a distinc-
tive “European marriage pattern” characterized
by late marriage and a high proportion not marry-
ing. He found that the pattern had been in place at
least as far back as the mid-eighteenth century
west of an imaginary line from Leningrad to
Trieste. Hajnal (1983: 69) later described this
pattern of late marriage as part of a “north-west
European simple household system” in which a
couple took charge of its own household after
marriage, referred to as neolocal marriage. He
contrasted it with the multigenerational joint
household systems that were more common
everywhere else in the world.

Subsequent research on societies at the edges
of Northwestern Europe found that late marriage
was not a necessary feature of neolocal marriage
systems. In North America, where nuclear
families were also the predominant household
form, but where land and other opportunities
were more readily available than in Europe during
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, age at
marriage and proportions never marrying were
lower (Haines 1996; Smith 1993). Within Europe,
societies practicing partible inheritance also had
earlier and more universal marriage (Reher 1991),
as did some families participating in proto-
industrial rural manufacturing (Braun 1978;
Fischer 1973; Gutmann and Leboutte 1984,
Levine 1976, 1977; Medick 1976; Mendels
1972). These findings, together with research on
the institution of life-cycle servanthood (Laslett
1977b), suggested that, within the neolocal family
system, marriage was regulated by economic
circumstances and was an important mechanism
for controlling fertility and maintaining a balance
between population and resources (Laslett 1977b;
Wrigley and Schofield 1981). Scholars continue
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to debate whether late marriage and high rates of
non-marriage contributed to Europe’s economic
growth and industrialization in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries (Dennison and Ogilvie 2014;
Laslett 1988).

When Hajnal wrote about the European mar-
riage pattern in 1965, he noted that it was begin-
ning to erode, with marriage becoming earlier and
more universal. While Hajnal’s observation could
be attributed to greater resource availability,
indicating that the relationship between marriage
and economic opportunity remained in place,
more recent research has suggested that nuptiality
became less closely connected to economic
constraints around the middle of the nineteenth
century. On the one hand, the second half of the
nineteenth century saw late marriage and high
rates of non-marriage in parts of Europe where it
was not economically necessary (Alter 1991;
Guinnane 1991; Kertzer and Hogan 1991). On
the other hand, in Belgium and the Netherlands,
where age at marriage fell in tandem with
expanding economic opportunities, a growing
trend toward age homogamy between spouses
suggests that marriage was increasingly driven
by affective rather than economic considerations
(Van de Putte et al. 2009).

More recent research on family structure has
complicated findings by Laslett and others that
the nuclear family was the typical household
form in Europe throughout the historical record.
Lutz Berkner (1972) argued that households must
be understood as having developmental cycles that
are driven by the life cycles of the individuals and
families that comprise them. He demonstrated that
a stem family system, in which one child inherits
the parental household in order to perpetuate it, can
appear in cross-sectional data as a nuclear family
system, especially in high-mortality societies
where the amount of time during which the parents
of a married child would remain alive in a house-
hold is necessarily short. That is, even in a society
where a complex family form predominates, at any
given time most people may be living in nuclear-
family households. This observation inspired a
wave of research on stem family systems, which
have been found in mountainous agricultural
regions throughout Europe and Japan in the
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eighteenth and nineteenth centuries (Fauve-
Chamoux 2006; Saito 2000). These works
identified considerable variety in the stem family
form over space and time, suggesting that stem
family systems were able to adapt to changing
circumstances in order to promote the continuation
of the system itself and the families within it
(Fauve-Chamoux and Ochiai 2009).

Attention to the family as a process has
inspired scholars to identify alternatives to anal-
ysis of cross-sectional data at the household
level. Ruggles (2009, 2010) has used cross-
sectional data at the individual level to compare
the living arrangements of the elderly across his-
torical and contemporary societies, arguing that it
is from the perspective of the elderly that nuclear,
stem, and joint families look the most different.
He found that, after controlling for demographic
structure and the proportion of the population
working in agriculture, nineteenth-century
elderly Northwestern Europeans and North
Americans were no less likely to live in stem
families than were the elderly in other parts of
the world, but they were less likely to live in joint
families (Ruggles 2009, 2010). Subsequent
research using the same methods has identified
a higher proportion of elderly in joint families in
historical Eastern Europe (Gruber and Szottysek
2012). Research using longitudinal data has
examined the processes by which people move
into and out of households, demonstrating that
such processes are often jointly determined by
multiple household members. A comparative
study of marriage in Québec and Flanders at the
turn of the twentieth century uncovered evidence
of parental and sibling influence on marriage
(Caron et al. 2017). Research on the United
States in the late twentieth century indicates the
dominant role of children’s life-cycle processes
in determining the living arrangements of their
mothers (Merchant et al. 2012).

Fertility
Early research in historical demography

demonstrated that the typical family structure
and the age and incidence of marriage in
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Northwestern Europe had not changed much over
the preceding centuries. It was clear from recent
data, however, that fertility within marriage had
declined dramatically. Understanding the decline
of marital fertility in the West was a significant
concern of early research on historical
populations. It was a particular focus of scholars
who hoped to use the experience of fertility
decline there as a model for policies that would
lead to fertility decline elsewhere in the world
(Merchant 2015; Thornton 2005). That early
research demonstrated that most of the decline
in fertility took place during or after the second
half of the nineteenth century, but it also
identified early precursors, especially such elite
populations as the Genevan bourgeoisie (Henry
1956), the English aristocracy (Hollingsworth
1957, 1964), and some regional French
populations in the southwest (Henry 1972). The
limited number of cases available for study led to
some potentially problematic results, including
the attribution by Wrigley (1966a) of early fertil-
ity control in the English village of Colyton, a
conclusion that is now less credible (Wrigley
et al. 1997).

The second assumption about the history of
Europe that was challenged by early research in
historical demography was that the recently
observed decline in marital fertility was a direct
consequence of modernization, as proposed by
demographic transition theory. In the 1960s,
Princeton University demographer Ansley
Coale, together with a team of experts on the
various countries of Europe, set out to test demo-
graphic transition theory by identifying the
correlates of aggregate marital fertility at the sub-
national level. Those involved with the Princeton
European Fertility Project aimed to find the struc-
tural conditions under which married couples
could be expected to adopt available contracep-
tive technologies. This large research project pro-
duced a series of monographs on the history of
fertility decline in the various countries of Europe
(Coale et al. 1979; Knodel 1974; Lesthaeghe
1977; Livi Bacci 1971, 1977; Teitelbaum 1984;
van de Walle 1974) and a summary volume
(Coale and Watkins 1986). Its cross-national
analyses focused on the factors that could be
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identified in each country, namely, industrializa-
tion, urbanization, and literacy. Coale and his
colleagues (1967) failed to find consistent
correlations between those variables and marital
fertility. They were also unable to identify thresh-
old values of those variables below which it was
not possible to observe a sustained decline in
marital fertility (van de Walle and Knodel
1967). Coale (1973) concluded that moderniza-
tion was a sufficient but not necessary condition
to effect a decline in marital fertility, and that
available contraceptive technologies could be
adopted in any society as long as potential users
believed that it was possible, acceptable, and
advantageous to plan their fertility.

The Princeton European Fertility Project also
pioneered the use of choropleth maps to illustrate
social change moving across space over time.
Mapping levels of fertility and the timing of fer-
tility decline allowed Coale and his colleagues to
identify spatial patterns that may have gone unno-
ticed if they had arranged their data only in alpha-
betic tables. The maps demonstrated that
neighboring provinces had similar levels of fertil-
ity and experienced fertility transition in close
temporal proximity, with the boundaries between
fertility regimes corresponding to linguistic and
religious boundaries. These maps and more for-
mal tests of spatial relationships suggested that
the widespread decline in marital fertility may
have occurred through the spread of information,
not just about contraceptive technology, but of
the very idea that the number and timing of births
could be planned (Coale and Watkins 1986).
These findings suggested to contemporary
advocates of family planning programs in high-
fertility countries that such programs could suc-
ceed in advance of modernization (Knodel and
van de Walle 1979). They inspired further
research in historical demography on the pro-
cesses that led individuals to adopt fertility con-
trol (Davey 1988; Fisher 2000; Fisher and Szreter
2003; Gauvreau and Gossage 1997; Gervais and
Gauvreau 2003; McLaren 1978; Szreter and
Fisher 2010a, b; Watkins and Danzi 1995) and
research on the spatial diffusion of demographic
behaviors more broadly (Haines and Hacker
2011; Schmertmann et al. 2011).
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1003 The third assumption about the demographic
1004 history of Europe that was challenged by early
1005 research in historical demography was that, when
1006 couples began to control the size of their families,
1007 they did so by employing contraceptive practices
1008 only after a target family size had been reached.
1009 Historical demographers refer to this practice as
1010 “stopping” behavior because the couple stops
1011 having any more children at that time. The alter-
1012 native to stopping is “spacing,” or increasing the
1013 length of the interval between one birth and the
1014 next, either to control completed family size or
1015 simply to put off a birth. The assumption that
1016 stopping was the predominant form of deliberate
1017 fertility control was difficult to challenge because
1018 it was baked into quantitative indicators of fertil-
1019 ity control within a society, which have focused
1020 on the shape of the curve of age-specific (female)
1021 marital fertility rates.

1022 Some of the first genealogical and family
1023 reconstitution studies of the 1950s aimed to
1024 understand the dynamics of uncontrolled fertility,
1025 and therefore examined societies that were
1026 thought not to have limited fertility within mar-
1027 riage in any way (Gautier and Henry 1958;
1028 Henripin 1954a, b; Henry 1956). Comparisons
1029 with other historical studies on Europe and con-
1030 temporary studies in Asia, Africa, and the Middle
1031 East demonstrated that in few societies if any,
1032 historical or contemporary, did fertility reach its
1033 biological potential. Henry (1961) therefore
1034 adopted the term “natural fertility” to refer to
1035 fertility that was not necessarily uncontrolled but
1036 was not subject to parity-specific control. That is,
1037 natural fertility was fertility unmarked by stop-
1038 ping behavior. Non-parity-specific control was
1039 expected to operate at the level of the society
1040 rather than at that of the couple, through social
1041 norms regarding such behaviors as breastfeeding
1042 and the resumption of intercourse after childbirth.
1043 Henry recognized that the spacing of births was
1044 not determined solely by biological factors, but he
1045 assumed it was not determined by parental efforts
1046 to control the number or timing of births, with the
1047 possible exception of an accidental final birth
1048 after a couple had decided to stop bearing
1049 children.

M. P. Gutmann and E. K. Merchant

Coale and Trussell (1974) formalized the con-
cept of natural fertility by developing a set of
model fertility schedules and two parameters that
specify the pattern of female age-specific marital
fertility within a population: M measures the over-
all level of fertility in the natural-fertility popula-
tion that corresponds to the observed population;

m measures the degree to which the pattern of
age-specific  fertility deviates from the
corresponding  natural-fertility population,

reflecting parity-specific fertility control that
takes the form of an early cessation of childbear-
ing. Simulation studies have found that m is more
sensitive to changes in the prevalence and effec-
tiveness of fertility control in populations where
the level of control is already high. Therefore,
while high levels of m can be taken as evidence
of fertility control, low levels of m cannot be
interpreted as evidence of the absence of control
(Okun 1994). Analogous to Henry’s concept of
natural fertility (Wilson et al. 1988), the Coale and
Trussell model assumes that any deliberate fertil-
ity control will take the form of stopping and will
show up in the curve of age-specific marital fertil-
ity rates. Because deliberate fertility control has
been formalized in this way, detecting spacing in
the historical record required the development of
alternative measures that take into account the
length of birth intervals as well as maternal age
(Anderton and Bean 1985; Okun 1995).

Most of the research about fertility reported
thus far made use of aggregate-level measures,
meaning that the experiences of multiple families
were added together and analyzed, even when the
research was based on individual-level data. In
the last three decades, however, the increasing
availability and falling costs of computational
power and the concomitant development of mul-
tivariate methods for analyzing individual-level
longitudinal data have re-opened some of these
questions.

In the study of fertility, event-history analysis
has proven particularly useful in identifying
individual-level determinants of fertility. This
research was facilitated by the development of
methods for using population registers, described
earlier, and produced new insights into the details
of reproductive behavior (Alter 1988; Gutmann
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1098 and Alter 1993; Gutmann and Fliess 1993;
1099 Gutmann and Watkins 1990). This type of analy-
1100 sis has become very useful for solving some of
1101 the most difficult problems in the study of fertil-
1102 ity, such as the detection of spacing as a means of
1103 family-size limitation (Kolk 2011) and the delib-
1104 erate control of individual fertility in populations
1105 that do not display aggregate-level evidence of
1106 stopping (Bengtsson and Dribe 2006; Rettaroli
1107 and Scalone 2012).

1108  These new approaches have led historical
1109 demographers to conclude that deliberate control
1110 over a couple’s fertility was not limited to stop-
1111 ping. Rather, couples also spaced births deliber-
1112 ately, sometimes with the intention of limiting
1113 their completed family size, and sometimes to
1114 defer the costs of another mouth to feed
1115 (Friedlander et al. 1999). Beyond early work
1116 that drew these conclusions for Germany, the
1117 western United States, and Canada (Anderton
1118 and Bean 1985; Gauvreau and Gossage 1997,
1119 2001; Knodel 1987), more recent research on
1120 Sweden (Bengtsson and Dribe 2006; Kolk 2011)
1121 has documented spacing behavior as a mecha-
1122 nism by which couples delayed a birth when
1123 they experienced difficult economic or environ-
1124 mental circumstances. An important additional
1125 conclusion is that this spacing may result in
1126 lower overall fertility, even when that was not
1127 the intention of the couples involved, because of
1128 the large amount of uncertainly that they con-
1129 stantly experienced with high levels of infant
1130 and child mortality and large variations in income
1131 and overall economic conditions (Bengtsson and
1132 Brostrom 2011).

1133 Recent research in historical demography has
1134 also found that experiences that expose migrants
1135 to new attitudes about childbearing and fertility
1136 control lead to lower fertility (Moreels and
1137 Vandezande 2012; Quaranta 2011). Another
1138 important area of new findings reflects the influ-
1139 ence of household composition, nearby families,
1140 and the characteristics of previous generations on
1141 fertility, with results showing that nearby
1142 mothers-in-law increase fertility (Hacker and
1143 Roberts 2017; Rotering and Bras 2015), and that
1144 the daughters of higher-fertility mothers have
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higher fertility than those with lower-fertility
mothers (Jennings et al. 2012; Reher et al. 2008).

Mortality

Early research in historical demography strongly
focused on fertility, in part because mid-twentieth
century historical demographers believed that
understanding  historical population change
could inform contemporary policies designed to
reduce population growth around the world (Mer-
chant 2015; Thornton 2005). Less work was done
on mortality. Some of the most important early
studies, largely in parallel with Henry’s work on
fertility, focused on the role of economic, envi-
ronmental, political, and military crises in Europe
under the Ancien Régime, and their impact on
mortality. Here, the pioneering work was led by
Jean Meuvret (1946, 1965), whose studies
informed much of the Annales-school social his-
tory of the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s (Goubert
1960; Grantham 1989). It showed the importance
of these shocks for limiting population growth
prior to the transformation of industry and agri-
culture in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.
Even in the presence of the preventive check of
early fertility control through late marriage,
Malthus’s positive checks were still in play.
This work has continued to inform historical
demographic research since the 1980s, with
extensive research exploring the details of the
relationships, especially between famine and
mortality (Bengtsson and Brostrom 2011;
Dobson 1997; Lachiver 1991; Lappalainen
2014; O Grada and Chevet 2002).

One of the implications of the work on demo-
graphic crises was the realization that mortality
had declined dramatically in Europe since the
eighteenth century, and that advances in the med-
ical field had little to do with that decline (Habak-
kuk 1953; McKeown 1976; McKeown and
Brown 1955). Nonetheless, the causes of long-
term mortality decline remained elusive despite
vigorous debate, with potential explanations
including changes in nutrition, housing, income,
urbanization, working conditions, child-care
practices, hygiene and sanitation, and even
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1190 changes in the virulence of specific diseases
1191 (Fogel 2004; Schofield et al. 1991). Valuable
1192 work by Omran (1971) demonstrated that mortal-
1193 ity decline, both in Europe and in other parts of
1194 the world, was accompanied by a shift in the
1195 causes of morbidity and mortality from infectious
1196 to chronic disease. Alter and Riley (1989) subse-
1197 quently demonstrated that lower levels of mortal-
1198 ity can produce higher levels of morbidity
1199 through the mechanism of frailty. Individuals
1200 who live longer may do so while experiencing
1201 reduced resistance to disease and accident.

1202 Research on mortality in the United States
1203 suggested that industrialization was associated
1204 with an increase in mortality in the first half of
1205 the nineteenth century, and that mortality rates
1206 did not begin a sustained decline until the end of
1207 the century (Hacker 2010; Preston and Haines
1208 1991; Vinovskis 1972; Wells 1995). Studies of
1209 cities and industrial towns in the Northeast have
1210 suggested that, even after sewer and water
1211 systems curtailed epidemics, infectious disease
1212 mortality remained high in areas experiencing
1213 rapid urbanization and resultant crowding
1214 (Beemer et al. 2005; Haines 2001; Hautaniemi
1215 et al. 1999; Leonard et al. 2015). Work on the
1216 history of mortality in Britain and Ireland shows
1217 patterns that echo those revealed for the United
1218 States, especially the importance of the environ-
1219 mental and social context for determining levels
1220 of mortality. The ability to link highly-detailed
1221 demographic data with equally detailed data
1222 about the spatial environment allowed researchers
1223 to confirm predicted links between coal smoke
1224 and higher infant, childhood, and adult mortality
1225 (Beach and Hanlon Forthcoming; Jaadla and Reid
1226 2017). Such linkage has also facilitated analysis
1227 of the relationship between social conditions, reli-
1228 gion, and child mortality. The high mortality of
1229 Catholics in Dublin was thus explained by their
1230 poverty, but the low mortality of Jewish children
1231 was unexplainable by environmental conditions
1232 (Connor 2017).

1233 The availability of individual-level longitudi-
1234 nal data and event-history analyses have provided
1235 new opportunities to examine mortality in other
1236 ways, often focusing on the impact of conditions
1237 earlier in life on later mortality, rather than only
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focusing on the lived experience at the time of
death. Among the important conclusions that
researchers have drawn are the finding that hard-
ship and poor living conditions early in life sig-
nificantly reduce life expectancy later (Alter and
Oris 2005; Donrovich et al. 2014; Ferrie and Rolf
2011; Gagnon and Bohnert 2012; Quaranta 2014;
Smith et al. 2009) and that women who have
more children face higher mortality risks, at
least under certain social conditions, though a
later age at last birth, which may correlate with
higher parity, can reflect slower aging and lower
risk of mortality (Dribe 2004; Gagnon et al. 2009;
Smith et al. 2002).

Migration

Migration also has not received much research
attention by historical demographers, in part
because data have been hard to come by, and in
part because migration is difficult to model. One
of the earliest contributions of mid-twentieth cen-
tury historical population studies was the realiza-
tion that an older perception of static historical
populations could not be substantiated. Rather,
many historical populations consisted of
individuals and families who moved frequently.
This was obvious for immigrant-rich societies
like the United States (Knights 1971, 1991;
Prest 1976; Thernstrom 1964), and for
European communities with large numbers of
servants. But this also turned out to be true for
other pre-industrial European communities
(Laslett 1977a). For instance, genealogical stud-
ies of the U.S. North, which followed individuals
and families from town to town, have
demonstrated that migration was more prevalent
than studies of single localities suggest (Adams
and Kasakoff 1984).

As researchers learned more about migration,
they began to analyze and explore the relationship
between migration and other vital events, such as
mortality (Alter and Oris 2005; Kasakoff and
Adams 2000), fertility (Moreels and Vandezande
2012; Quaranta 2011), and marriage (Ekamper
et al. 2011; Puschmann et al. 2014, 2017). Most
of this research has focused on Europe, facilitated
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1283 by the existence of population registers and
1284 individual-level longitudinal data sets that docu-
1285 ment migration along with other vital events.
1286 Some recent works have made creative use of
1287 high-density individual-level samples and linked
1288 samples to explore questions about the stimulus
1289 to migration among immigrants from Europe at
1290 the turn of the twentieth century (Abramitzky
1291 et al. 2012), the destinations of black and white
1292 migrants during the Great Migration out of the
1293 South in the mid-twentieth century (Collins and
1204 Wanamaker 2015), emigration of Mexican
1295 immigrants and their American-born children to
1296 Mexico during the 1930s (Gratton and Merchant
1297 2013), and internal migration during the same
1298 decade (Barreca et al. 2012; Boustan et al. 2010;
1299 Fishback et al. 2006; Gutmann et al. 2016).

1300  Migration is an important component of his-
1301 torical research on the relationship between pop-
1302 ulation and the natural environment, a relatively
1303 new area of historical demography. Research in
1304 this area has explored several aspects of the recip-
1305 rocal influence between population and environ-
1306 ment: how population has shaped the
1307 environment and how the environment has
1308 influenced demographic processes (Gutmann
1309 2018). Migration is one of the most obvious
1310 mechanisms of this relationship. In the Great
1311 Plains of the United States, the environment
1312 influenced where European-origin people settled
1313 (Gutmann et al. 2011), how they formed families
1314 (Gutmann et al. 2012) and how they farmed
1315 (Leonard et al. 2010). But their settlement
1316 patterns changed the environment as well,
1317 contributing to the dust storms of the 1930s,
1318 which spurred large-scale migration away from
1319 the area (Deane and Gutmann 2003), changing its
1320 demographic profile as population swelled in cit-
1321 ies and dwindled in rural areas (Leonard and
1322 Gutmann 2005), even as these areas increasingly
1323 drew migrants seeking recreational amenities
1324 (Gutmann et al. 2005). Research on other parts
1325 of the world has also examined historical
1326 instances of migration in response to climate
1327 variability, environmental crises, and natural
1328 disasters (Boustan et al. 2012; Jennings and
1329 Gray 2015; Kurosu et al. 2010).
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Research in historical demography initially
focused on Europe because the history of popula-
tion in Europe was thought to hold the key for
understanding the future of population in the rest
of the world. Malthus (1826) had previously
described two types of demographic regimes:
one typified by England and characterized by a
preventive check operating through delayed mar-
riage; and another typified by China and
characterized by a positive check operating
through high mortality, together with high rates
of “vice” and “misery.” Mid-twentieth century
demographers in the United States and Western
Europe had understood these two regimes as post-
transitional and pre-transitional. The countries of
Western Europe, North America, and Oceania
represented the “after” scenario, while the
countries of Asia, Africa, and Latin America
represented the “before” By the
mid-1960s, however, it was clear that Japan was
in the midst of a demographic transition. Rapidly
declining fertility sparked the interest of scholars
in understanding the factors that were bringing
fertility down in Japan, and how the new demo-
graphic regime differed from demographic
regimes of the past. Akira Hayami was the first
to apply the methods of family reconstitution to
Japanese population registers from the Tokugawa
period, initiating a groundswell of research on the

scenario.

micro-level determinants of population change
(Cornell and Hayami 1986).
Research on the Japanese population

challenged Malthusian understandings of the
eighteenth century as having been characterized
by widespread poverty and uncontrolled mortal-
ity, which kept population stationary. The new
interpretation suggested that eighteenth-century
couples deliberately controlled their fertility
through abortion and infanticide in order to
improve their standards of living, producing
levels of marital fertility lower than those found
in pre-industrial Europe (Drixler 2013; Hanley
1972, 1974; Kurosu 2002; Mosk 1979; Saito
1992; Smith 1977). Utilizing event-history analy-
sis with population registers from two farming
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1376 villages in northeastern Japan in the eighteenth
1377 and nineteenth centuries, Tsuya and Kurosu
1378 (2010) found evidence of widespread use of
1379 parity-specific and sex-specific infanticide to pro-
1380 duce a small and sex-balanced set of children,
1381 with a preference for a daughter first and then
1382 two sons. These findings were confirmed and
1383 extended to a broader region of Eastern Japan
1384 using own-child methods to estimate cross-
1385 sectional fertility in a sample of 3300 population
1386 registers  (Drixler 2013). Drixler (2013)
1387 documented the culture surrounding the family
1388 limitation practices of abortion, infanticide, and
1389 neglect in the eighteenth century, which produced
1390 net reproduction rates below 1.0, and the dramatic
1391 shift away from these practices in the nineteenth
1392 century, spurred by government efforts to
1393 increase population size, which raised net repro-
1394 duction rates above 2.0 in the 1920s. He
1395 contended that this shift amounts to a reverse
1396 demographic transition, with marital fertility
1397 rising during a period of modernization, counter-
1398 ing not only the Malthusian dichotomy between
1399 East and West, but also the tenet of demographic
1400 transition theory that vital rates generally change
1401 in only one direction.

1402 Historical studies of China suggest that, there
1403 too, demographic regimes in the past were much
1404 more complex and less famine-driven than
1405 Malthus had described. They were also different
1406 from those in Japan, particularly in terms of
1407 household structure (Hanley and Wolf 1985).
1408 Using population registers from Liaoning prov-
1409 ince, James Lee, Wang Feng, and Cameron
1410 Campbell elaborated the demographic system of
1411 eighteenth- and nineteenth-century China, which
1412 was characterized by female infanticide, late mar-
1413 riage and high rates of non-marriage for men, low
1414 marital fertility, and high rates of adoption (Lee
1415 and Campbell 1997; Lee and Feng 1999). These
1416 practices allowed families to adapt to economic
1417 circumstances, preventing excessive mortality,
1418 even as population grew in the aggregate between
1419 the eighteenth and twentieth centuries. Although
1420 historical demographers have generally agreed
1421 that marital fertility in China was low, some
1422 have challenged the contention that it was delib-
1423 erately controlled in parity-specific ways, with
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analysts at times coming to different conclusions
on the basis of the same evidence (Engelen 2006).
However, a recent re-analysis of data from the
Qing Imperial Lineage using discrete-time event
history models with random and fixed effects has
shown that, after controlling for unobserved het-
erogeneity between couples, the likelihood of
having another child differed according to the
number and sex-composition of children a couple
already had. This finding indicates that, at least in
this subset of the population, some couples were
practicing  parity-specific ~ fertility  control
(Campbell and Lee 2010). In an important differ-
ence from western populations, reproductive
decision-making in historical China occurred at
the level of the extended family rather than that of
the conjugal family; in the second half of the
twentieth century, the state began to play a role
in that collective decision-making process (Lee
and Feng 1999). The history of demographic
change in China therefore challenges the idea
that fertility transition must be driven by individ-
ual autonomy in the realm of childbearing.

Comparative Research

Much of the scholarship on the historical demog-
raphy of East Asia has drawn implicit
comparisons with Western Europe. There is also
a large literature that is explicitly comparative.
The earliest comparative works focused on family
structure, adding nuance to the Hajnal hypothesis
by expanding the geographic scope of analysis
(Fauve-Chamoux and Ochiai 2009; Laslett and
Wall 1972; Van Poppel et al. 2004). In the early
2000s, two separate groups of historical
demographers launched attempts at more compre-
hensive, as well as more direct and coordinated,
comparisons.

“Population and Society in Taiwan and the
Netherlands,” or “Life at the Extremes,” is a
collaboration among scholars in the Netherlands,
Taiwan, and the United States that has explored
differences between Taiwan during the Japanese
colonial period (1895—-1945) and the Netherlands
between 1850 and 1920, with regard to marriage
and family systems (Engelen and Wolf 2005),
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1469 fertility (Chuang et al. 2006; Engelen and Hsieh
1470 2007), and mortality (Engelen et al. 2011). Dur-
1471 ing these periods, the two societies exhibited sim-
1472 ilar economic characteristics and similar crude
1473 vital rates. Population stocks and flows were
1474 recorded in detail by household registers in both
1475 places. Both societies exhibited childbearing
1476 practices that meet Henry’s definition of natural
1477 fertility but were in the midst of modernization
1478 during the period of study. These volumes focus
1479 on the differences between the Netherlands and
1480 Taiwan as representative of the differences
1481 between European and Asian demographic
1482 systems during periods of rapid social, economic,
1483 and demographic change. They emphasize broad
1484 theoretical frameworks that explain outcomes in
1485 both places, even when those outcomes diverge.
1486 The authors attribute differences in household
1487 structure to differences in parental authority,
1488 which was backed by the state in Taiwan and
1489 weakened by the Church in the Netherlands.
1490 They conclude that patriarchy in Taiwan and the
1491 Church in the Netherlands generated institutional
1492 pressures for high levels of childbearing that
1493 resulted in elevated infant and maternal mortality
1494 in both places into the early twentieth century,
1495 despite growing state efforts to curtail mortality.
1496 The “Eurasian Population and Family History
1497 Project” explores variation within Europe and
1498 within Asia, and similarity between Europe and
1499 Asia, in addition to differences between the two
1500 continents, focusing on the 150 years prior to
1501 1900. The research makes use of individual-
1502 level event history methods to analyze eigh-
1503 teenth- and nineteenth-century population register
1504 data from 100 communities in eastern Belgium,
1505 northeastern China, northern Italy, northeastern
1506 Japan, and southern Sweden. In order to explicitly
1507 test Malthusian models, the group’s questions
1508 focus on demographic responses to economic
1509 conditions, explored through nearly identical
1510 analyses of data for each country. Separate
1511 volumes examine mortality (Bengtsson et al.
1512 2004), fertility (Tsuya et al. 2010), and nuptiality
1513 (Lundh and Kurosu 2014). This program of
1514 research has demonstrated that societies and
1515 households almost everywhere adopted demo-
1516 graphic strategies to cope with short-term
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economic stress, and that these strategies pro-
duced locally distinctive age-, sex-, and class-
specific patterns of mortality, fertility, and mar-
riage. Researchers identified distinctions between
Europe and Asia, but these were not as simple as
the dichotomy proposed by Malthus between a
system regulated by nuptiality, i.e., a preventive
check, on one side and one regulated by mortal-
ity, i.e., a positive check, on the other. Rather,
they found that demographic outcomes depended
strongly on one’s position in society, as defined
by property, in Europe, and on one’s position
within the household in Asia. The Eurasian Pop-
ulation and Family History Project also identified
commonalities between Europe and Asia. Across
the entire study area, demographic processes were
deliberately controlled, though that agency was
more passive in the realm of mortality and active
in the realm of fertility and nuptiality (Lundh and
Kurosu 2014).

Historical demographers working on East
Asia have recently called for a turn toward
comparisons within the continent, and even
within specific countries, rather than between
Asia and Europe, and a focus on the topics that
are unique to Asia, such as the influence of
family on individual experience and the diversity
of household structure, including such
mechanisms of family formation as adoption
(Campbell and Kurosu 2017). Migration in
Asian populations has also become an important
topic in the last decade, facilitated by the increas-
ing availability of individual-level data from
household registers in parts of China, Japan,
and Korea (Campbell 2013).

Conclusion

Research in historical demography since the
mid-1950s complicated demographers’ under-
standing of geographical difference and historical
change. In so doing, it produced a wealth of
information about population in the last three
centuries, particularly in Western Europe, North
America, and East Asia. Although much of the
population data available for the past pertain to
limited time periods and geographical areas,
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1561 scholars have used these data to build surveys of
1562 long-term national and regional demographic
1563 histories about a number of places, including
1564 England (Lee 2006; Wrigley et al. 1997; Wrigley
1565 and Schofield 1981), France (Dupaquier and
1566 Bardet 1988; Henry and Blayo 1975), China
1567 (Lee and Feng 1999), and North America (Haines
1568 and Steckel 2000).

1569  Yet historical demography’s topical, geo-
1570 graphic, and temporal coverage remains uneven.
1571 We know more about marriage, household struc-
1572 ture, and fertility than about mortality and migra-
1573 tion. Northwest Europe, North America, and East
1574 Asia have been studied in the greatest detail. Less
1575 studied are the edges of these regions, i.e., South-
1576 ern and Eastern Europe, Latin America (McCaa
1577 2000, 2003), South and Southeast Asia (Das
1578 Gupta 1995; Doeppers and Xenos 1998; Drixler
1579 and Kok 2016; Dyson 1998; Owen 1987;
1580 Williams and Guest 2012), and Africa (Walters
1581 2016). This unevenness reflects the issue of data
1582 unavailability, as well as the path dependency of
1583 the field. Once a database is created and made
1584 available to researchers, the number of studies on
1585 the time and place represented by that database
1586 will increase rapidly.

1587 The history of historical demography has been
1588 driven by the following three factors working
1589 together: (1) the collection of quantitative raw
1590 materials; (2) the development of methods for
1591 managing and analyzing those materials; and
1592 (3) the production of theories and substantive
1593 knowledge about population change in the past.
1594 What we know about historical demographic
1595 regimes has always been limited to what our
1596 data and methods can tell us. But learning more
1597 about the substance of the past has also inspired
1598 new approaches for gleaning information that was
1599 previously out of reach. Historical demography
1600 has pushed the time horizon for population stud-
1601 ies back to the eighteenth century. While the more
1602 distant past remains relatively unknown, recent
1603 work suggests that techniques from archaeology
1604 and paleontology may allow demographers to
1605 unlock information from new sources, just as
1606 they did with parish registers 60 years ago
1607 (Barbiera and Dalla-Zuanna 2009; Hoppa and
1608 Vaupel 2008).

M. P. Gutmann and E. K. Merchant

If the founding assumptions of historical
demography had proven correct, the field’s task
might be complete by now. If early studies had
found that demographic regimes in the past were
uniformly dominated by early and universal mar-
riage and high and uncontrolled fertility and mor-
tality, and that a wuniversal process of
modernization predictably changed family
structures and brought fertility and mortality
under control, we might by now know all we
need to know about the past. Instead, we have
learned that demographic processes in the past,
although ultimately limited by universal human
biology, were as varied as were the social, politi-
cal, and economic structures that mediated them.
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