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Introduction
In this article we look at the key factors affecting the connection between peasant fam-
ily size and farm size in Italy in the first decades of the twentieth century. The first half 
of twentieth century is a good period to study: first, because it is possible to extend 
the analysis to the whole country; and, second, because, though there is an important 
amount of data, these questions have been little studied for this period. Several previous 
researchers have dealt with Italian peasant families and their different forms. A synthesis 
of the Italian research on this topic is collected in the second edition of the benchmark 
work of Marzio Barbagli published in 1988 and in a later article (Barbagli, 1990). From 
a demographic point of view, thinking particularly of the study of the family, there are a 
number of perspectives: the formation system; the number of components; the struc-
ture; and the evolution of the family. Barbagli’s book shows that there are many local 
studies, but there is the lack of more general work on the topic: not least because of the 
remarkable variety to be found across the country. The situation did not change in the 
following years, as interest in the topic died away. Moreover, the literature is very uneven 
in chronological terms. For some territories research is focused on the medieval or the 
early modern period. Then, for other parts of Italy, there has been a greater emphasis on 
the post-unification period. Thus, it has not been possible to compare different regions 
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in a synchronous fashion. Attempts at synthesis have come up hard against the heteroge-
neity of research traditions and the data to hand.

This article offers a historical contribution to family research in Italy in an attempt 
to get beyond regional and local views. We look at the peasant family with reference 
to the whole country in the first decade of Fascist Italy (1922–1931). We consider the 
family and the size of its agrarian holding and the management style employed. The lit-
erature on the subject, devoted to land ownership rather than to farm size, has explored 
the topic starting with the family forms elaborated by Flandrin (1979), Laslett and Wall 
(1972) and Smith (1984). In this paper, however, to facilitate spatial comparisons we 
intend to analyze the family according to the number of members.

We are primarily interested in the adaptation of the size of the peasant family, and its 
labor capacity with respect to the needs of the family farm, in the context of rural pro-
duction relations. The main sources here employed are the 1930 Census of Agriculture 
(Istat, 1935) and the 1931 Population Census (Istat, 1934–35). The sources available and 
the spatial scale do not allow us, as would be preferable, to assess the farm, and thus to 
consider its characteristics, such as the quality of the land, the type of crop, cultivation 
techniques, openness to the market, etc. But we try to make up for these shortcomings 
through some hypotheses.

The sources belong to the Fascist period, but for most of the country the transfor-
mations of the peasant family were slow and lasted centuries (Barbagli, 1988). What is 
more, the family policies adopted by the regime aimed at promoting the preservation 
of the “traditional” family especially in the countryside (Dau Novelli, 1994). This means 
that much of our findings have their roots in the previous centuries.

Literature review

The peasant family in Italy, still during the 1930s, preserved much from the past, even 
from the early modern period and before. The fascist regime aimed at maintaining, espe-
cially in the countryside, the ancient relations of production (Giorgetti, 1974: 453–505). 
Of course, the deep regional divides in this process need to be laid out. In the north, and 
particularly on large farms in the Po Valley, the mechanization of agriculture and the 
use of chemical fertilizers was already well advanced (Corona and Massullo, 1989). The 
“Battle of the Wheat” had among its effects the introduction of hybrid grains, particu-
larly hybrid wheat (Lorenzetti, 2000). The rotation system had been refined. In the large 
northern farms, dairy cows were replacing the ox, which was no longer indispensable for 
farm work. Also, significant parts of the territory had been reclaimed.

Despite these important transformations in Italian agriculture, most families contin-
ued to be employed in agriculture (Vitali, 1990), and since these families were also larger 
on average than other families, the share of the population they represented was greater. 
In 1931, 41.5% of all Italian families were peasant families: 48.6% of the entire Italian 
population were peasants.

During Fascism there was a general tightening of agrarian contracts with a marked 
tendency for the introduction of clauses favoring landowners and sharecroppers rather 
than workers (Serpieri & Mortara, 1934: 246–248). Nevertheless, the regime pushed 
for more smallholdings (Barbagli, 1988: 111–112; Giorgetti, 1974: 460–461). From the 
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post-war period a process had begun in which many peasants had gone from being land-
less workers to owning and farming their land.

In Italy, there is an important tradition of studies on the size of peasant families with 
their economic functions and the size of the farm. But few works looked at family size 
over the whole Italian context. In a pioneering book, Livio Livi (1915) observed that, in 
central and northern Italy family size varied in relation to the amount of land a family 
farmed. In southern Italy instead, where latifundia and wage labor prevailed, family size 
was similar to urban families and, more generally, to non-peasant households.

The picture outlined by Livi more than a century ago has been reinforced by many sub-
sequent local and regional studies, something usefully summarized by Marzio Barbagli 
(1988). Barbagli, in his synthesis on the history of the family in Italy, also makes a clear 
distinction between wage-earning peasants and others. In Barbagli’s view, which echoes 
Livi’s, the wage-earners behaved much as the urban proletariat; non-wage-earners, on 
the other hand, adopted a family strategy aimed at balancing hands and mouths. Peasant 
families adopted different forms of behavior depending on their relationship with the 
land. The main discriminators were land ownership and the type of agrarian contracts 
that gave them access to it. Households were smaller when the contract involved only 
the individual worker, usually a laborer. Conversely, they were larger when, instead, the 
contract involved the whole family.

With the exception of these two books, research on farm management and farm size 
is based on territorially circumscribed studies. For the north-central areas they mostly 
concern the 1800s and 1900s, while for the south they typically refer to the early mod-
ern period. Therefore, there is no general picture of the peasant family either in territo-
rial or temporal terms. For the interwar period, there is relatively little research on the 
family in demographic terms, while, in contrast, there are quite a number of studies on 
land ownership. Certain characteristics of ownership, which were reflected in the size of 
holdings, had been perpetuated for centuries. In large areas of the south, the latifundia 
still dominated with predatory middlemen mediating between peasants, often laborers, 
and absentee landowners. In the more dynamic parts of the country, such as Lombardy, 
major changes in the relationship between the peasant family and land management had 
taken place through the course of the nineteenth century (Viazzo & Albera, 1990). There 
had been a shift from sharecropping to capitalist tenancy.

Most studies regarding the connection between family size, considered as a proxy of 
labor force and a consumption unit, and farm surface, focused on sharecropping fam-
ilies. Sharecropping contracts established, in a nutshell, a division of agricultural pro-
duction between the owner of the land—organized into different sized farm units: the 
poderi—and the peasant family. The contract, was to be renewed annually and entailed, 
in its “pure” form, the equal division of expenses and harvests between the two contract-
ing parties (Anselmi, 1990; Biagioli, 2002; Serpieri, 1935).

One of the most influential studies on this topic is an article by Carlo Poni published in 
1982 (brought out in a preliminary version in 1978), regarding the Bologna countryside 
(Poni, 1978, 1982). There Poni traced the evolution of the sharecropping family from the 
early modern period until the 1850s, that is, until the onset of industrialization. Accord-
ing to Poni, over the course of the twentieth century, the characteristics of the rural fam-
ily changed. It became less peasant and more “blue collar” as a result of the reduction 
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of the economic importance of agriculture and the transformations associated with this 
process. Its characteristic form eroded away in parallel with the decline of sharecrop-
ping. As the size of the family decreased the size of the sharecropper’s podere and the 
house in which the family lived and worked also must be smaller. Through this process, 
and linked to the dimension of the farm, Poni identified the demographic code of the 
family, a kind of “unconscious” population control and family structure “programming”.

Similar studies have been conducted around some Tuscan sharecropping communi-
ties, as they developed in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries (Della Pina, 1990; 
Doveri, 1990, 2000). The basic idea of these studies is that the sharecropper family, hav-
ing no property, had to work the land of others. In this way it modulated its dimensions 
through fertility control. Access to land was determined by the workforce available to the 
family for cultivating the podere. When the workforce was not sufficient for the needs of 
the podere, the owner would turn to another more suitable family. In this way, even if the 
family modulated its own size, its choices were conditioned by external elements.

The context where the relationship between the size of the family and the surface of 
the farm was seen most clearly was that of reclaimed lands. Due to the importance of 
land reclamation within the agricultural policy of the Fascist regime, the assignment of 
land to families also became a clear political-economic indicator about the family itself. 
For instance, in the Agro Pontino, near Rome, the land was apportioned to migrating 
peasant families. In these instances, it was predominantly the size of the family that ini-
tially determined the allotment of land. In this context, to have more land, immigrants 
added relatives to their family who, in their places of origin, had not lived together. In 
the years following the settlement phase, the changes in the family-size determined 
the assignment of more farms to the growing families or the removal from the land of 
shrinking families (Gaspari, 1985: 125–127).

In research on peasant families, less attention has been paid to those who cultivated 
their own land. Although in Italian history most agricultural land, and particularly the 
best quality land, belonged to a small number of big landowners, a much smaller share 
was farmed by a large number of smallholder families.1 This was characteristic of agri-
culture in early modern Italy, as highlighted by a variety of studies (Alfani, 2015; Alfani & 
Ammannati, 2017; Alfani & Di Tullio, 2019; Fornasin, 2002), but it was still strong even 
in the interwar period (Coppola, 2002; Martinelli, 2016). By the 1930s, small peasant 
properties were widespread throughout Italy.

According to the few studies that address the topic (Chayanov, 1966: 9–10), it seems 
that in the case of family farms the adjustment between labor force, consumption, and 
farm size occurred by changing the size of the land farmed. Smallholders, therefore, 
could enter the land market by purchasing land, if they had capital or access to the credit 
market, or they added leased land to their holdings. However, these families also had 
legal constraints that involved demographic choices. These bonds were not formalized 
by agrarian contracts, but by legal forms of dowry and succession pacts (Levi, 1990; 
Manoukian, 1988). Again, balancing mouths and hands with the size of the farm—that 
always risked property division—proved crucial. A fragmentation of ownership reducing 

1 With the expression “smallholder families” we refer to families that, according to one assessment, did not have more 
than five hectares or, according to others, ten hectares (Coppola, 2002: 220).
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the farm size below a certain threshold might see the family fall down into the agrarian 
underclass.

A substantial part of the literature on the peasant family in Italy concerns landless 
peasants: laborers and day workers. In many cases, however, they owned some land 
themselves. In the context of this article, therefore, the laborer is not a central figure. But 
he must still be considered because the history of the family develops dynamically. The 
transition from the status of worker to that of small owner and vice versa was frequent. 
Furthermore, from the point of view of size, the two types of families had relatively few 
members. David Kertzer, in some of his works devoted to communities in nineteenth 
century Emilia, compares the size of sharecroppers’ families with those of laborers 
(Kertzer, 1977; Kertzer & Hogan, 1989). His research has showed that, in the same con-
text, household sizes varied widely precisely according to the type of agrarian contract 
regulating their access to land. Households were much bigger among sharecroppers than 
among laborers. Other studies, often centered on northern Italy, have come to similar 
conclusions. Almost everywhere, from the early modern period to the end of nineteenth 
century, day laborers’ households were smaller in size not only than sharecropper house-
holds, but also than tenant households (Angeli & Bellettini, 1979; Di Tullio, 2009; Man-
fredini & Breschi, 2008; Merzario, 1989; Sella, 1987).

Day workers were tied together by their precarious relationship with the land. They 
were employed only occasionally and mostly at times when the need for labor was great-
est. They were found in the sharecropping parts of Italy. But they were also frequently 
to be encountered in the Po Valley, where they were employed in large capitalist farms, 
and were common even in the newly reclaimed territories. However, they were most 
common in the South, where peasants were employed in the latifundia. All research 
dedicated to the laborer’s family, particularly in southern Italy and mainly focused on 
the early modern period, emphasizes its small size (Benigno, 1989; Da Molin, 1990a, Da 
Molin, 1990b; Delille, 1988).

Although most studies on family size have focused on the relationship with agricul-
tural contracts, in a minority of works its relationship with the environment has been 
highlighted. Most of these research works concern mountainous areas, where the bal-
ance between population and resources and, therefore, between family and farm size was 
constantly followed (Viazzo, 1989). Here, adaptation between population and resources 
was not only about agriculture but was embedded in an economy of pluriactivity (Forna-
sin & Lorenzini, 2017). It was implemented through various demographic levers. In the 
Alps, the forms of adjustment between family size and farm size were, thus, much more 
varied. Its most accomplished level was represented by the agricultural system centered 
on the enclosed farm (Maso chiuso in Italian, Geschlossener Hof in German), something 
typical of the South Tyrol (Lanzinger, 2003). There, however, it was the size of the farm 
that determines the size of the family. The maso was an indivisible production cell and 
thus represented a very rigid constraint in the balance between “hands and mouths” and 
the amount of land farmed.

Sources and methods

The sources used in this paper are the 1931 Population Census and the 1930 Census of 
Agriculture. The Population Census gives important information regarding households 
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and families. For our purposes, the tables that matter are those devoted to the number 
of families and the number of members divided by the occupation of the head of the 
household. Peasant families are grouped into five different types, distinguished on the 
basis of their relationship to farm management: “owners”; “tenants”; “sharecroppers and 
settlers”; “laborers and daily workers”; and the residual category of “other agricultural 
workers”. Moreover, these data are collected not on the basis of the census family but 
according to the “natural family” (Istat, 1935a: 29–30; Albertario, 1936). It included only 
relatives and kindred, excluding servants, roundsmen, cohabitants and on the like. Fam-
ily members were counted even if they were temporarily absent. Thus, we do not have 
in this information distortions from seasonal migration, something that was extremely 
important in Italian agriculture at the time.

The Census of Agriculture presents information on the number of farms marked by 
surface classes and forms of management: independent farming; tenancy and sharecrop-
ping; plus a residual “mixed” category, which covers farms where there was more than 
one form of management, e.g., independent farming together with tenancy (Istat, 1935b). 
In the post-war historiography, some of the major criticisms of the Census focused on 
this aspect. The Marxist-leaning historian Emilio Sereni, for instance, asserted that the 
transformation of laborers into smallholders noted in the 1921, 1931 and, above all, 1936 
censuses was the result of conscious manipulation of data or misrepresentation (Sereni, 
1975). From this point of view, even the results of the 1930 Census of Agriculture is sus-
pect. The growing importance of independent farming was emphasized in the survey. 
Farms with an area of less than one-half, one-tenth or even one-hundredth of a hectare 
were also considered farms. Most of these farms were clearly too small to support a fam-
ily.2 Its members necessarily had to find other employment to supplement their income, 
most often as laborers. Farms of less than half a hectare were more than one-quarter 
of those owned and nearly one-third of those leased. Among sharecropping or mixed 
farms, they were, respectively, 7.4 percent and 6.0%.

Much space is devoted in the Census to justifying the decision to include farms with 
a surface area too small to have any economic significance (Istat, 1936: 12–17). For our 
analyses, consistent with surface thresholds set in the same period in other countries, 
including Germany and Belgium, we decided not consider “farms” with less than half a 
hectare because it is unlikely that they were economically self-sufficient. This choice did 
not produce major changes in the results, but was still adopted to be consistent with the 
objectives of the work. In any case, there must have been a revival of small-scale peas-
ant ownership during the twenty-year Fascist period, though their numbers appear to 
be overstated. This process occurred unevenly in different parts of the country. In Lom-
bardy, for example, the evolution of agriculture led small farms to improve their com-
petitiveness (Rossi, 1931). While in Calabria the proliferation of smallholders had been 
possible thanks to remittances from emigrants (Blandini, 1931).

Information from the two censuses can be taken together due to the perfect over-
lap of the spatial areas in both surveys. These areas are the provinces and the agrar-
ian zones, both crucial for the purposes of our work. The agrarian zones represented 

2 Gauro Coppola sets the limit on one to two hectares and above (Coppola, 2002: 223).
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an intermediate level between municipalities and provinces. Each of them included one 
or more municipalities grouped, according to prevalent agricultural, natural and physi-
cal characteristics (Istat, 1939, 17–18). This often implies internal uniformity in cultiva-
tion and in the prevailing form of management. In particular, there is a clear distinction 
between areas belonging to the mountainous, hilly and plain regions, which makes the 
786 agrarian zones into which the country surface was divided far more homogeneous 
than the 92 provincial territories (Istat, 1929; Chiapparino & Morettini, 2018).

Regarding methods, we first propose a set of descriptive statistics that allow for the 
assessment of the distribution of peasant families across the territory and some of the 
aspects related to family type based on their relationship with the land. Secondly, we 
investigate the family by resorting to linear regression models where we use the average 
number of members as dependent variable.

Descriptive analysis

In 1931, the average size of the peasant family in Italy was 5.0 members, compared to the 
average number of members in non-peasant families which was only 3.8. Figure 1 sum-
marizes the geographical distribution of the peasant families according to their size.

As can be seen in Fig. 1, the distribution of the number of family members seems to 
have a clear spatial pattern.3 Those with the largest number of components were located 
along a kind of arc, starting in the northeastern regions and then following the entire 
upper Adriatic. Moving away from the sea, the regions where the peasant family was 
largest were, to the north, those of South Tyrol, Lombardy, and Emilia; and in the center, 
those of the Apennines. Elsewhere peasant family size becomes smaller and smaller, par-
ticularly in the far northwest. The lowest values, fewer than four members, are reached 
in northern Piedmont. In the South and Islands, too, the family is almost always smaller 
in size than in the North-Adriatic area. Geographic distribution describes only part of 
the aspects related to family size. Differences were considerable even among different 
family types. This is set out in Fig. 2.

Figure 2 shows that sharecroppers’ families, with an average of 6.6 members, were the 
largest. They were followed by those of renters, with 5.7 members. In contrast, laborer 
families, with 4.2 members were the smallest in size. Not much larger were the families 
of tenants, with 4.9 members. The residual “Other” category had an average of 4.8 mem-
bers. Table 1 summarizes family size, for each type, with the average number of mem-
bers in the different territorial contexts of the country.

Table 1 highlights how those agrarian contracts of the same nature resulted in almost 
identical hierarchies in different territorial contexts. In other words, regardless of farm 
management, families were smaller in the south and islands than they were in the north. 
Moreover, the differences were minimal among laborers, while they were considerable 
among sharecroppers and tenants. Figure 3 shows the geographical distribution of agrar-
ian contracts. The purpose behind the map is to identify the prevailing type of manage-
ment for each agrarian zone.4

3 The map basically traces the geographical distribution of extended and multiple households in the 1951 census (Barba-
gli & Kertzer, 1990).
4 In the case of “mixed” social conditions, we have indicated the second most common.
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At the territorial level, the most common type of management, after independent 
farming, was sharecropping, followed by renting and leasing. Independent farming, 
which had grown previous to the 1930s, prevailed in almost all regions. Sharecrop-
ping dominated in the Tuscan countryside, Umbria and Marche. At the same time, 
renting was typical in some parts of the irrigated Lombard plain and in Veneto (Cop-
pola, 2002; Massullo, 1991). As we have seen, spatial factors and ownership relations 
within the farm were both relevant in determining family size. Therefore, it is not 
surprising that their distributions overlap. The prevailing economic condition does 
not, of course, exhaust the characteristics of families in a given area. On the con-
trary, different family types coexisted. This aspect is explored in the next section.

Fig. 1 Average number of peasant family members by agrarian zone in Italy (1931).  Source: Istat, 1933–34. 
Note: every agrarian zone included one or more municipalities grouped according to similar agricultural and 
geographical characteristics
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Results
This section is devoted to exploring the determinants of family size in connection with 
farm surface. For this purpose, we constructed two models. In both, the dependent vari-
able is the average number of peasant family members in each of the 786 agrarian zones. 
In both models, the first independent variable is the main forms of management. We 
consider, in particular, those that presupposed an exclusive relationship with the farm, 
namely ownership, tenancy and sharecropping. The second model differs from the first 
by adding the interaction between the management form and the average farm surface.

The next variable is the average size of farms in each agricultural zone. In our compu-
tations the variability in size is still considerable, even when not considering farms with 
fewer than 0.5 hectares. For this reason, the surface area is expressed in natural loga-
rithms. This expedient allows us to mitigate the size effect without taking into account 
the reasons that could have influenced it. Large farms (with an area of at least 100 hec-
tares) are found both in mountainous areas and in some parts of the Po Valley. However, 
in the mountains, large areas were devoted to permanent grassland, pasture and forest 

Fig. 2 Peasant families distinguished by type and number of members in Italy (1931).  Source: Istat, 
1933–1934

Table 1 Average number of peasant family members by type and macro-area in Italy (1931)

Source: Istat, 1933–34

Small owners Tenants Sharecroppers 
and settlers

Day workers 
and laborers

Others Total peasants

Northwest 4.6 5.8 6.1 3.9 4.9 4.8

Northeast 5.8 7.5 8.3 4.7 5.5 6.1

Center 5.1 5.1 7.2 4.1 4.5 5.6

South 4.7 4.9 5.3 4.1 4.6 4.6

Islands 4.2 4.6 4.5 4.1 4.6 4.3

Italy 4.9 5.7 6.6 4.2 4.8 5.0
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because of poor land quality. In many cases, these were public, municipal or state prop-
erties that were collectively exploited. In the Po Valley, high-quality terrain had favored 
the concentration of land in the hands of large landowners. To partly make up for this 
problem, we also introduced, for each agrarian zone, a measure of the inequality of peas-
ant farm surface in a given area, expressed through the Gini Index. The index is calcu-
lated using the data of the Census of Agriculture.

If there is a relationship between farm surface and family size, we can assume that 
where the land was more fertile and cultivation techniques more advanced, other condi-
tions being equal, the average farm area must have been smaller. Where land quality dif-
fered little within individual agrarian zones, farm size was more uniform and, therefore, 
more evenly distributed. In the Alpine area, for example, land quality was very uneven 
and, therefore, farm size also varied greatly. In areas of the middle plain, where soil fer-
tility was more homogeneous, farm size varied little (Ricci & Zanibelli, 2021).

Three geographical elements were also included in the models: the “agrarian 
region”, broken down into plain, hill and mountain; the presence in the agrarian zone 

Fig. 3 Prevailing farm management in agrarian zones. Italy (1930).  Source: Istat, 1935b
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of a provincial capital; and the compartimento (corresponding to the current admin-
istrative regions). The agrarian region allows us to consider some of the unobserved 
characteristics of farms. First, the productivity of the land, which usually increases 
as altitude decreases and is related to the chosen distribution of crops based on 
their elevation limits. Second, cultivation techniques, such as mechanized farming 
and the use of chemical fertilizers, both of which are prevalent in the plains, or con-
versely, greater manual labor intensity and the use of animal-derived fertilizers in the 
mountains.

The “provincial capital” variable covers at least two aspects. The provincial capital was, 
with few exceptions, the most populated city in the province. Therefore, the agrarian 
zones including provincial capitals typically had a larger urban population and these 
capitals represented a nearby consumer market for agricultural products (Martinelli, 
2014). In addition, in these areas, there was also a share of land belonging to urban fami-
lies. Both of these factors may have influenced the size of farms and, therefore, accord-
ing to our hypothesis, the size of the family. Moreover, the proximity to an urban center 
favored direct sales of the farm’s products in the city market. This affected the labor mar-
ket, opening up more employment opportunities outside of agriculture and, in turn, fos-
tered supplementary forms of income for families.

The compartimento variable was introduced to account for the various causes of het-
erogeneity that cannot otherwise be observed. For example, it contains the legal-type 
characteristics of agrarian contracts. The boundaries of the compartimenti followed, 
albeit loosely, those of the pre-unitary Italian states, which had independently developed 
rules governing agrarian contracts. Therefore, contracts of the same type did not always 
have the same legal content.

Alongside the spatial elements, we also considered two demographic variables, 
birth rate (CBR) and death rate (CDR) for each agrarian zone to account for the 

Table 2 Descriptive statistics

N % ST DEV

Peasant family size (average) 5.0 0.93

Prevailing farm management: ownership 630 80.2

Prevailing farm management: rent 42 5.3

Prevailing farm management: sharecropping 114 14.5

Farm surface (average) 7.9 11.62

Gini Index surface 0.36 0.15

CBR (per thousand) 24.6 6.34

CDR (per thousand) 14.6 3.46

Zones with provincial capital 92 11.7

Zones without provincial capital 694 88.3

Agrarian region: plain 174 22.1

Agrarian region: hill 330 42.0

Agrarian region: mountain 282 35.9
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different timing within the country of the second phase of the demographic transition. 
We expected high birth rates and low mortality to push up the average number of family 
members.5

Table 2 contains some of the main descriptive statistics of the variables used in our 
empirical analysis.

The generalized form of the regression model, which does not take into account the 
interaction part, is the following:

where ACj is the average number of peasant family members for each agricultural area 
j. βn is the regression coefficient for each variable X (predictor), and eij is the error term. 
The fixed part of the model, therefore, includes a0 and the different predictors of the 
average number of peasant family members. The results of the two models are summa-
rized in Table 3. In the table we don’t take into account the compartimento variable.

The variables considered in model 1 explain much of its variability. Regarding farm 
size, it is, as expected, positively correlated with family size. In contrast, the Gini 
index is inversely correlated with the dependent variable: the greater the inequality, 
the smaller the family size. As we noted in the descriptive section, for both tenants 

(1)ACj = α0 + β1X1j + β2X2j + · · · + βnXnj + eij ,

Table 3 Determinants of peasant family size, Italy 1930–1931

In brackets p-values. Compartimenti skipped

Model 1 Model 2

Prevailing farm management (ref. ownership)

 Rent 0.280 (0.005) 0.629 (0.004)

 Sharecropping 0.795 (0.000) − 0.155 (0.539)

 Average farm surface (ln) 0.354 (0.000) 0.298 (0.000)

Prevailing farm management*Average farm surface (ln) (ref. ownership)

 Rent*Average farm surface (ln) − 0.194 (0.063)

 Sharecropping*Average farm surface (ln) 0.439 (0.000)

 Gini index surface − 1.973 (0.000) − 1.774 (0.000)

 CBR 0.058 (0.000) 0.059 (0.000)

 CDR − 0.053 (0.000) − 0.054 (0.000)

Provincial capital (ref. No)

 Yes 0.157 (0.015) 0.162 (0.011)

Agrarian region (ref. Plain)

 Hill − 0.263 (0.000) − 0.265 (0.000)

 Mountain − 0.459 (0.000) − 0.476 (0.000)

 Constant 4.359 (0.000) 4.418 (0.000)

 Number of obs 786 786

 F(26, 759) 105.27 101.07

 Prob > F 0.000 0.000

 Adj R-squared 0.78 0.78

5 For the calculation of rates, data on births and deaths come from Istat (1934). For the rate denominator, the resident 
population has been taken from Istat (1932). On the relationship between mortality, fertility and family size see Burch, 
1970 and Marco-Gracia (2021).
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and, and especially, sharecroppers, family size is greater and statistically more signifi-
cant than the reference value, which consists of drivers of their own land.

The presence of the provincial capital also affects family size. In agrarian zones 
where there is an urban center, the peasant family is larger in size than in other areas. 
Regarding the agrarian region, however, we observe that the largest families are found 
in the plains, and the family gets gradually smaller as altitude gets higher. Demo-
graphic variables also play an important role. As expected, their influence is positive 
for birth rate and negative for mortality. Therefore, it is worth paying attention to 
demographic changes and their spread across the country.

Compartimento is another relevant element for analyzing family size. To better read 
how the influence of this variable is distributed across the territory, we have shown in 
Fig. 4 the values of the coefficients of the model with respect to each of these adminis-
trative areas, with an indication of the significance threshold.

Fig. 4 Estimates of the compartimento variable in family size. Italy (1930–1931).  Source: Table 2. Note: in 
brackets p-value Reference Piedmont



Page 14 of 18Fornasin et al. Genus            (2024) 80:5 

The benchmark is Piedmont, the first compartimento to experience the start of both 
the first and second phases of the demographic transition (Di Comite, 1988; Livi Bacci, 
1977). Compared to this region, all northern compartimenti (except Liguria), show a sig-
nificant upward difference in the number of family members. While, in the south, the 
coefficient values are negative, though they are not always statistically significant.

In model 2, interactions between management form and farm surface are included. 
These variables introduce additional assessment elements. Compared with model 1, in 
fact, only rent is positively associated with family farm size, whereas sharecropping is 
positively correlated with family size only in the interaction with farm size. Also in the 
interactive form, rent turns out to be negatively associated with the average number of 
family members, but in this case the significance level of this variable is rather low.

Discussion
The size of the peasant family, considered as a production unit, and the surface area of 
the farm fit each other well. The production needs of the farm are very different in rela-
tion to how the primary sector has evolved over time and space. Thus, there are many 
forces conditioning family characteristics: land ownership, farm size, type of production, 
agrarian contracts, farming techniques, and the lay of the land.

The research question we posed draws on the results of our models. These results are 
consistent with the tradition of studies on the topic. But there are at least two important 
differences. First, it is valid throughout the country and for others forms of management. 
Second, it works despite the presence of potentially opposing forces. These forces are 
unequally distributed over the territory, in terms of latitude and altitude, of new crops 
and of more modern cultivation techniques.

The other emerging element is the coherence of the results with a different relation-
ship between farm size and family size in relation to management. In some contexts, it is 
the farm that defines the size of the family, in others it is the family that shapes the size 
of the land farmed. In this respect, attention should be paid to the different relationship 
with the land represented by the different contract types. The example of sharecropping 
suggests that in this case the podere is the determining factor, confirming the results in 
the literature. Indeed, such a relationship suggests a more rigid system or, at any rate, a 
slower mutual adaptation. From model 1 we have seen that being a sharecropper has a 
greater effect on family dimension, on average, of almost 1 unit (0.795), but this result, 
in model 2, is also correlated with the increase of average farm surface. This suggest that 
the interaction term increases the effect of the farm size on family size conditionally to 
sharecropping (0.439 instead of 0.354). Apparently, not only the sharecropping contract, 
but the combined effect of the sharecropping contractual structure and land size signifi-
cantly influences family size.

This same adjustment could be more elastic when we consider farms conducted under 
lease or ownership. In these cases, our results are compatible with the opposite action. 
It seems to be the family that adapts the farm size to its size by buying land or leasing it. 
The strong component of “mixed” farms in non-sharecropping territories may depend 
on this. The results of model 2 further reinforces this interpretation. The strong posi-
tive association between peasant family size and rental management in model 1 (where 
there is no interaction with farm size) could be the result of reverse causality from that 
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observed regarding sharecropping, where a positive correlation with the number of fam-
ily members is found only in the interaction with farm surface.

Looking for further confirmation of this hypothesized relationship, we evaluate the 
magnitude and significance of this reverse causality effect. We estimate a model using 
the residual of the regression between farm surface and all control variables, excluding 
the family size, and, in a second stage, estimating the correlation between residuals and 
family size. The model confirms this relationship, thanks to a p-value < 0.002, but the 
r-squared of the regression is very low, only 0.012. However, this weak relationship does 
not exclude the possibility that within individual agricultural areas it could be strong, if 
information that our sources do not report, such as soil fertility, were to be evaluated. 
In areas where sharecropping prevailed, where, as we have seen, it was the size of the 
farm that determined the size of the family, the land was much more homogeneous in 
terms of geographical position and soil quality. On the contrary, the small ownership 
farms were widespread both in territories with a high agricultural vocation, such as in 
large parts of the Po Valley, and in marginal areas, such as in the Alps. Another aspect 
that complicates the analysis is that, while the sharecropping farms retained the same 
surface area for centuries, family farms, as well as families themselves, were subject to 
continuous changes in size due to inheritance events, reversals of fortune, and the pol-
icy adopted by many peasant families of purchasing or renting new land. The variety of 
these situations and the multiplicity of strategies adopted to keep the land farmed in 
balance with the size of the family emerges in several cases in the Monographs of peas-
ant families published by Istituto Nazionale di Economia Agraria (National Institute of 
Agricultural Economics, Inea), in the 1930s. As is explained in some cases, the patient 
work of acquiring new lands to cultivate often went hand in hand with the growth of 
the family. This can be observed both in parts of the Pisan plain (Inea, 1934: 96), as well 
as in those areas with specialized agriculture in Campania (Inea, 1935: 22), and even in 
those parts of more modest quality in the Umbrian Apennines (Inea, 1933: 127). Unfor-
tunately, there is practically no literature on this topic. It would be necessary, to look at 
this question properly, to consider individual data at both the farm and family level.

The relationship with the Gini index also takes place in this same framework. As the 
index decreases, the peasant family is found to be larger. The result associated with the 
Gini index, even if is not so easy to interpret, shows that its insertion into the models 
capture some unobserved aspects of the farm surface–family size relationship. At least, 
this means that in regions where the family is larger, such as in sharecropping areas, 
farms are more uniform in size.

Along with variables related to farm characteristics, spatial variables also play an 
important role. We have seen that agrarian zones including a provincial capital, and 
thus a large urban center, had larger than average peasant families. This aspect is 
among the most difficult to interpret and also the least statistically significant. There 
may be several reasons for this result. Peasant families in urban municipalities or 
closer to cities might have enjoyed greater advantages in terms of survival; or there 
was perhaps a lower prevalence of direct holdings in relation to the number of prop-
erties. Perhaps land near centers belonged to families not employed in agriculture; 
as noted previously, in these areas there was a higher probability that some family 
members were working away from the farm, taking advantage of greater employment 
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opportunities in urban centers. This needs further investigation. The relationship 
between family size and geographic variables given by altitude and different compar-
timenti are easier to interpret. Soil quality, which gets worse with altitude, should be 
considered. The differences among compartimenti are also relevant. In this case, the 
role played by the various types of contracts and their territorial variations is inter-
esting. For example, sharecropping in Emilia was different from sharecropping in 
Tuscany; the contents of lease contracts in Lombardy and Veneto were not the same 
(Giorgetti, 1974). Inter-regional differences were reflected in the relationship between 
the peasant family and the property they farmed.

The historical context considered here takes into account the different demographic 
and agricultural realities characterizing Italy during very different phases of evolu-
tion. This is particularly so with regard to demographic aspects. Both crude birth 
rates and crude death rates, in our models, prove important. The mechanisms linking 
CBR and CDR to family size, and not just peasant family size, are obvious. A higher 
birth rate corresponds to a higher number of minors within the family, while a lower 
mortality rate increases both the number of children and elderly, in part thanks to 
higher survival levels in advanced ages. This element plays an essential role in the 
present work as it depends on the stage of the demographic transition in different 
regions. Mortality had fallen everywhere, though differences between north and south 
remained, while birth rates had declined in the northwestern regions, but not yet in 
the rest of the country. Therefore, in northern Italy, the forces of transition deter-
mined family size. In the Northwest and along the Alpine arc, the decline in fertility 
was more advanced; in the Northeast, fertility was still high, though it had begun to 
decline. In the South, where the second phase of the transition had not yet begun, 
the central aspect in determining family size remained, as in the past, the neolocal 
postmarital residential pattern. This means that family structure was not shaped by 
economic issues alone. Rather it rested strongly on traditional arrangements that had 
been established over the centuries in different parts of the country. Of course, the 
family did not just passively endure their environment. They helped shape the con-
text within which they operated. External forces selected families suited to the type of 
business, market needs and environmental context. On the other hand, however, the 
family adapted the farm size depending on family characteristics. This was the case, at 
any rate, among independent farmers. They could enter the land market by purchas-
ing land, if they had capital or access to credit, or by adding leased land to their hold-
ings. Poorer landowning families could also supply labor to other farms. Then there 
was no shortage of members of peasant families leaving for the city. During Fascism, 
migration flows from the countryside to urban areas intensified (Gallo, 2012; Sori, 
1975; Treves, 1976). This process, too, would modify the size of the peasant family.
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