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The family, as a fundamental institution of human society, with 

multiple functions, is historically determined, representing a product of 
the social system, developing and evolving in accordance with the changes 
in society. Sociologists, in particular, but also anthropologists and 
historians have noted the deep-seated changes undergone by the family 
institution along the 20th and 21st centuries. The crisis undergone by the 
family institution in contemporary Romanian society clearly originates in 
the process of modernization which began in the latter half of the 19th 
century. In part at least, the problems parents, couples and children 
confront today are not uniquely the result of the demise of the totalitarian 
regime in 1989, but also the logical consequence of a phenomenon that 
started in the latter part of the 19th century. Primarily, the issue is the 
process of secularisation, which becomes increasingly distinct in the 20th 
century, and which has played a major part in the reconfiguration of 
family values—hence its relevance to the topic under discussion. 
Increasingly, the contemporary family unit confronts specific problems, 
such as poverty (typically associated with unemployment), marital 
infidelity (more often than not leading up to divorce), the liberalization of 
attitudes regarding relationships within the couple etc.1 An insight into the 
beginnings of the process of family restructuring and into the plummeting 
of the fertility rate has become absolutely imperative. Thus, the solutions 
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needed today will come in sharper focus when considered from a historical 
perspective.  

The dissolution of feudal structures in Transylvania after 1850 marked 
not only the emergence of different legal and socio-economic relations, 
based on a market economy, capital flow and workforce mobility, but also 
the appearance of different matrimonial relationships as well as of new 
moral relationships within the community. The increase in population 
mobility (i.e., the growing number of individuals travelling in and out of 
the province, immigration, the start of the processes of urbanization and 
industrialization) had a considerable impact on human relationships in 
terms of marital criteria and choices, the family life cycle, and church 
authority in private matters.2 As we have stated earlier, beginning with the 
first centuries of the Middle Ages, the Christian Church was intimately 
involved in all of the three principal moments of the life of an individual 
within a family: birth, marriage, and death. Gradually the church increased 
its social role, trying to control and to extend its authority over the moral 
evolution and matrimonial behaviour of the members of a community. In 
this way, between state and church there was a mutual cooperation, the 
church having the right to exercise its moral jurisdiction, while the state 
controlled the civil and military aspects of family life, as well as the 
children’s and wives’ inheritance and welfare.3 The modern state 
intervened, corrected and correlated major events in the lives of 
individuals to meet the new organisational imperatives of that time. What 
used to be a question of individual privacy, happiness and fulfilment as a 
human being began to fall under external, public jurisdiction. The 
phenomenon does not uniquely characterise the Transylvanian space, as it 
was one of the general characteristics of the modern state to confiscate the 
citizens’ right to privacy. In the 19th and the 20th centuries, the modern 
state, in its democratic as well as authoritarian forms of governance, often 
resorted to authoritarian policies in order to extend its control over the 
private sphere of individual life, interfering with family life, sexuality, 
reproduction, paternity, etc.4  

With the institution of an absolutist government in the Romanian 
countries, the relation between state and church changed, as the secular 
power began to claim rights over the church and to subordinate it, limiting 
the coercive power of the church as a moral instrument. In Transylvania, 
the absolutist policies of Emperor Joseph II meant the involvement of the 
state in ecclesiastical legislation and in family life, penetrating religious 
institutions and substituting old canonical rules. The result of these 
policies was to give the church not only spiritual, but also moral and civic 
competences.5 After the edict of tolerance in 1781, the maximum 
involvement of the absolutist power in matrimonial matters was 
represented by the imperial decree for the settlement of the marriage 
system in Transylvania issued on March 6, 1786. The law granted exclusive 
control over marriage to the lay authorities, limiting to a minimum the 
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role of the clergy.6 Shortly afterwards, an order of the Transylvanian 
government dated May 12, 1786 added several provisions concerning the 
competence of ecclesiastical courts in matrimonial matters.  

After the death of Joseph II, the Transylvanian government repealed 
the marriage law of 1786, giving back to the Orthodox and Greek-Catholic 
churches most of their former attributions in matrimonial affairs. Thus, 
throughout the 19th century (until Laws 2l and 23 of 1894), the church was 
responsible for keeping the marriage records, solving all problems related 
to engagement and marriage, the conditions of its validity and matters of 
divorce, for watching over the normal course of family life and over the 
morality of church members. Family relations, matrimonial rights, and 
inheritances remained the province of the secular authorities, interested 
in a mutual and correct cooperation with the clerical body, which it asked 
to be precise in the fulfilment of its entrusted tasks.7 This duality in the 
regulation of marriage and matrimonial life, through the cooperation 
between state and church, was understood and expressed by the main 
representatives of ecclestastical life, both Orthodox and Greek-Catholic: 
Andrei Şaguna8 and Ioan Raţiu.9

In order to understand the role of the church in the family life of 19th 
century Transylvanian Romanians, we must begin with the importance of 
Christian ethical values in the daily life of an individual. The church was a 
source of comfort to the Romanian peasant confronted with many 
hardships. So, when the priest punished someone in his parish by 
forbidding him to enter the church, or to be in communion with the Holy 
Mysteries, this was the equivalent of a severe reprimand. Therefore, by the 
end of the 18th century, the necessity to maintain order in the Braşov 
district was felt so strongly that priests would not punish anyone with the 
interdiction to enter the church.10 Travel accounts and contemporary 
memorials from the mid-19th century show us the devotion of the 
Romanian people of Transylvania to universal Christian values, the deeply 
religious spirit of the Romanian peasant, and the decisive influence of the 
priests upon the villagers’ attitudes.11 The mission of the priests to spread 
moral norms and to strengthen the Christian sentiment between the 
members of the community was carried out not only during Sunday mass 
or during other holidays. The priest had to be active all through the week 
catechising the villagers, especially the youth. 

Generally, in the course of the 19th century, the norms and religious 
canons which regulated marriage and family matters for the Romanians 
were identical with both Orthodox and Greek-Catholics, mainly because 
the adherence of the latter to the Roman-Catholic Church was not 
conditioned by a change of the dogma in this respect. In the second half of 
the 18th century, under the theological influence of the Jesuits and of some 
zealous bishops, the Romanian Greek-Catholics adopted new customs in 
matrimonial legislation, which were in contradiction to Orthodox 
tradition. Most of the Catholic elements in the Greek-Catholic liturgy in 
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Transylvania were introduced under bishop Ioan Bob (1784–1830).12 The 
reaction was immediate among the simple clergy, which were against 
these abuses, and among the intellectuals. Being in contact with Jansenist 
and Gallican ideas, Samuel Micu and Petru Maior severely criticized all 
Catholic efforts to change the Greek-Catholic liturgy, pleading for the 
preservation of Orthodox customs.13 There were sometimes tensions 
between Orthodox and Greek-Catholic believers, because of the positions 
of the two respective churches on marriage and matrimonial matters. 
Therefore, in 1783, Joseph II issued a decree, confirmed and strengthened 
in 1792 by Francis II, through which the Greek-Catholic priests were 
offered the exclusive right to celebrate mixed marriages between Greek-
Catholic and Orthodox believers, as well as the right of judgement in all 
their marital affairs.14 In mixed villages there were numerous instances 
where Orthodox and Greek-Catholic priests officiated together. 
Cooperation between the priests was welcome by the villagers, who did not 
observe the subtle differences in ritual. The higher clergy (archpriests, 
bishops, etc.) did not have the same attitude. They did not accept the 
cooperation between the two churches and asked local priests to 
discourage mixed marriages.15 The new absolutist decade witnessed 
numerous attempts on the part of the Orthodox bishop Andrei Şaguna to 
obtain equal rights for the Orthodox church in matrimonial matters. But 
Şaguna’s demands to Leo Thun (the Imperial Religion and Education 
Minister from 1849 to 1860) and to the Emperor himself did not have the 
results he expected, and misunderstandings in this respect between 
Orthodox and Greek-Catholic believers persisted.16 After 1865, census data 
for the counties, seats and districts of Transylvania became available, 
which makes possible the study of mixed marriages in the Transylvanian 
area. Gradually, as the modern state started managing its institutions to 
keep up with the new economic, political, social and cultural 
developments, there appeared an increasing interest in controlling and 
regulating the lives of individuals. After 1895, with the implementation of 
lay legislation regarding civil marriages, the influence of the church on the 
matrimonial life of the congregation began to diminish. Before discussing 
the quantitative aspects of the phenomenon, let us define the notion of 
“mixed marriage.” The censuses conducted by the Hungarian authorities in 
the period under investigation here operate with a denominational 
delimitation, recording all marriages between partners with different 
religious backgrounds. Given the ethno-denominational diversity of 
Transylvania, it follows that not all the cases recorded by the Hungarian 
authorities as mixed marriages (vegyes hazosság) featured partners with 
different ethnic backgrounds; members of one and the same ethnic group 
may well have belonged to different religious denominations (Orthodox 
and Greek-Catholic in the case of Romanians, Roman Catholic, Evangelical, 
Reformed and Unitarian, in the case of Hungarians, and Evangelical of 
Augustan denomination, in the case of the Germans); similarly, members of 
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different ethnic groups could embrace the same denomination. While 
mixed denominational marriages (perpetuating ethnic endogamy) are also 
relevant to our research, of greater interest are mixed denominational and 
ethnic marriages. Mixed marriages, it must be said, never ceased to 
represent an important factor of population growth or decline, with long-
term demographic consequences. This type of marriage played, naturally, a 
lesser role in the ensemble of marital exchanges between various social 
units.17

The available statistical data enables us to retrace the dynamics of 
mixed denominational marriages in Transylvania over at least a quarter of 
a century, namely, for the period between 1866 and 1889. One of the first 
remarks that need to be made concerns the regional diversity of the 
intensity of the phenomenon under research. We have thus territorial-
administrative units featuring a low or extremely low rate of mixed 
marriages: Ciuc Seat (largely Roman Catholic), where the rate of 
denominationally mixed marriages varied annually between 1866 and 1875 
within a margin of 0.8% and once of 2.8%; the county of Zarand (mainly 
Orthodox), which, in the same period, featured a rate ranging between 
0.7% and 2.3%; Cincul Mare Seat, with the limits ranging between a 
minimum of 0.8% and a maximum of 4.3%; the county of Maramureş, with a 
rate between 1.3% and 3%; and the county of Solnocul de Mijloc, with rates 
between 1.9% and 3.3%. At the opposite end, we find units featuring 
considerably higher rates: the county of Alba de Jos, with a lower rate of 
11.6% in 1871 and a maximum of 13.8% in 1875; the county of Făgăraş, with 
a lower rate of 10% and a maximum of 17.2%; the Seat of Odorhei, with 
rates ranging between 9.3% and 12.4%; the Seat of Mureş with rates 
between 11.4% and 16.1%, etc. An attempt to identify associations between 
variables in the mixed marriages rate featuring a certain ethnic group may 
not withstand a rigorous examination. In the Szekler seats, for instance, we 
note conflicting attitudes toward this phenomenon, Ciuc Seat being 
representative for denominational endogamy, while the seats of Odorhei 
and Trei Scaune featured a rate of mixed marriages 10% higher than that of 
Ciuc. Likewise, among the Saxon seats, we note modest rates, (Cincul Mare, 
Miercurea) or, on the contrary, higher rates (the Orăştie, Nocrich seats, 
etc.). Also, in the case of Zarand or Hunedoara counties, inhabited by a 
Romanian majority, the attitudes to mixed marriages varied considerably: 
Zarand featured a very low rate, whereas Hunedoara one 5% higher on 
average than Zarand, the district of Făgăraş standing out with even higher 
rates.18

Against this background, we deem as pertinent accounts of regional 
variations of mixed marriages only those case studies taking into account 
the local realities, matrimonial traditions and practices, ethno-
denominational structures, the structures of relief, etc. Only 
interdisciplinary approaches can contribute to the understanding of the 
circumstances that determined the expansion over time of the marital 
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selection areas beyond the confines of the partners’ own denomination 
and ethnic group. An increase in partner selection from outside the 
community area accommodates an array of cultural connotations 
“pertaining to the axiological systems of the social groups, the degree of 
religious tolerance, the customs systems and the symbolical values 
attached to one ethnic and religious group or another.”19

There is evidence that toward the end of the 19th century, as the state 
underwent a process of secularisation and the influence of the church 
diminished, there occurred certain transformations in the attitude toward 
mixed marriages of various denominations in Transylvania, a greater 
degree of permissiveness towards contracting a marriage with a member of 
a different denomination or ethnic group being noticeable.  

 
Mixed denominational marriages in Hungary, 1881–1900 

Year 
Number 

% 

Average between 1881 and 

1885 

11,643 8.1 

Average between1886 and 

1890 

11,688 8.8 

Average between 1891 and 

1895 

12,634 9.1 

Average between 1896 and 

1900 

15,283 11.1 

* As featured in Magyar Statisztikai Évkönyv. Új Folyam, VIII, Budapest, 
1901, p. 29 

 
The table above enables us to trace the dynamics of mixed marriages 

all over Hungary in the last decades of the 19th century. The first 
observation that needs to be made concerns the increase in mixed 
marriages rates from one year to the next. Thus, whereas between 1881 
and 1885 records feature an average of 11,643 mixed marriages per year, 
during the last 5 years of the nineteenth century, the rates went up to 
approximately 15,300. In percentages, the rate of mixed marriages between 
1881 and 1885 was of 8.1%, between 1886 and 1890 of 8.8%, and between 
1891 and 1895 of 9.1%, while between 1896 and 1900 it stood at 11.1%. What 
is surprising in the table is the rapid decrease in annual mixed marriages 
rates from 9.1% between 1891 and 1895 to 11.1% during the last 5 years of 
the 19th century. It shows a 2 percentage points growth, which can be 
primarily accounted for by the consequences of the changes in legislation 
implemented by the Hungarian government in 1895, namely, the 
secularisation of civil marriages registrations. The results of this 
legislation, whereby the state displaced the control exerted by the church 
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over fundamental moments in the lives of the individual (birth, marriage, 
death), were also felt as a “liberalisation” of sorts of mixed marriages, 
primarily from a religious point of view. Thus, after the changes in 
legislation implemented in 1895, the church was forced to accept more 
easily the denominationally-mixed marriages, in order not to arouse 
dissatisfaction among the congregation on account of its spiritual 
intransigence. Also, the mental attitudes of the different ethnic groups 
cohabitating in the Hungary of that time underwent slight 
transformations, in the sense of a higher propensity for mixed marriages 
(primarily denominational, but also ethnic). The modernisation of society, 
the processes of industrialisation and urbanisation that accompanied the 
evolution of the province during the last decades before the outbreak of 
World War I, made possible a greater mobility among the population, 
which more often than not resulted in relocation and the contracting of a 
marriage with a partner from outside one’s own denomination or ethnic 
group.20 The noticeable regional variation calls for a horizontal enquiry 
into the dynamics of mixed marriages in Transylvania, for as many case 
studies based on rural and town samples as possible, as they alone can 
provide an edifying overview of a phenomenon replete with social and 
cultural significances. 

After the crystallization of the young couple’s options (in most of the 
cases under the influence of parents and relatives) the marriage proper 
involved several stages.21 The first was the engagement made in the church 
in front of the girl’s priest, the parents and godparents, where the man and 
the woman formally agreed (verbally or in written form) to establish a 
family. In order for the engagement to be valid it had to be based on the 
free consent of both sides, to be officiated by the bride’s priest, and the two 
had to exchange rings, kiss each other, and to be of proper age and in good 
health. After the engagement came the announcements made by the priest 
on three Sundays or separate religious holidays. If the marriage was not 
held within six weeks, the announcements had to be repeated. The 
obligation to abide by the announcements was imposed by the community, 
which could not be indifferent to the couple’s marital situation. The village 
members could inform the religious and civil authorities about possible 
kinship links between bride and bridegroom, unclear domestic situations, 
the avoidance of military service, etc. More than once, even after the 
clerical authorities were informed, marriages which violated canon and 
civil law (because of kinship, bigamy, etc.) were consummated. When a 
bridegroom was from another parish he was required to present to the 
girl’s priest a certificate from the priest of his village to certify that the 
three announcements had been made there as well, and that no 
impediments to the marriage had been discovered.22 If all conditions for a 
valid marriage were met (age, civil and military status for men, as well as 
good health) the young couple went to confession and took the Holy 
Eucharist; the priest would then ask them if they knew “Our Father,” the 
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Profession of Faith, the prayers, the commandments, and the Holy 
Mysteries. The priest could reject or postpone the marriage if he found out 
that the young couple did not know the elementary religious tenets or if 
they had not regularly attended church. The marriage was concluded in 
written form in front of witnesses, this commitment being called “the good 
agreement contract.”23 Usually, they included the answer to two questions: 
if the youths had freely chosen to get married and if they were not related, 
thus requiring a bishop’s exemption. The priest explained to the couple the 
character of the marriage contract, their mutual rights and obligations, 
and the moral principles of a family. The pompous ceremony of a marriage 
contributed to form the conviction that the marriage ceremony is a unique 
moment, unrepeated in the young people’s lives.  

We will not dwell here upon folk rituals, the feast, and other aspects 
of the marriage ceremony in the Transylvanian village life in the 19th 
century. Local communities could not but be made privy to the individuals’ 
arrangements, therefore, the legislative and moral pressures exerted by 
the church were joined by those of the ”diplomatic” steps taken by the 
community in order to avoid tense situations.24 On all sides, we note 
however a variety of attitudes and behaviours, often coming in sharp 
contrast with some of the idealising clichés that made a career over the 
last century. 

A significant element that helps perceive the transition of the family 
institution from the “archaic” to the modern is the seasonal movement of 
marriages. In traditional societies, in general, the seasonal fluctuation is 
considerable, and is influenced by at least two factors: a) the observance of 
the norms prescribed by the church, which banned marriage ceremonies 
during religious fasts (with some dispensations granted in exceptional 
circumstances); b) agricultural cycles, as agriculture constituted the 
occupation of the vast majority of the population. In order to illustrate the 
tendencies in seasonal movements in marriages in Transylvania between 
the mid-19th century and World War I, we made a selection of annual 
samples from existing census sources (1865, 1877, 1885, 1910) to convey a 
sense of the essential transformations experienced by the phenomenon.25 
At the beginning of the period (1865, 1877) one notes a certain polarisation 
of marriages according to the month of the year; thus, February ranks 
highest with 22.3%, followed by January with 20.8%, and by November with 
13.4%. This is followed by months where the occurrence of marriages is 
medium, such as May, with 9.3% and October with 8.6%, and low-rate 
months, such as August with only 3.2%, March with 2.5%, and December 
with 2.2%. This annual distribution of weddings corresponds roughly to 
late autumn and the end of the winter season, i.e., to the months of the 
year featuring fewer religious restrictions and when agricultural work was 
either about to finish or only just beginning. The marriage commitment 
would thus be made in autumn, toward the end of agricultural season, and 
in winter, during the Christmas fast, only for the marriage to be legally 
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endorsed by the church authorities first, and the lay ones afterwards, 
followed by the feast, whose timing announced the approaching spring 
campaign in agriculture. The planning of a wedding involved a temporary 
interruption of work, which represented a less than attractive prospect for 
the peasants who depended on their land for the payment of bills and of 
church and state taxes, and in order to support their families. Thus, in a 
rural community situated in the vicinity of Cluj, namely, the village of 
Mănăştur, between 1855 and 1904 35.5% of marriages took place in 
February alone, which is indicative of the matrimonial behaviour in rural 
communities.26 The fact that the month of May stands out with 9.3% as 
compared to the other spring and summer months is easily explained by 
the end of Lent and by the interval between the spring and summer works 
during which weddings were allowed, with all the religious and social 
commitments this entailed. The peasant family lived primarily under the 
economic imperative. Starting a family meant securing a new workforce 
and the redistribution of responsibilities at the time when the parents 
were overcome by responsibilities and old age.  

Until World War I, the 1885 and 1910 samples indicate a clear 
tendency toward the levelling down of the large discrepancies in the 
annual distribution of weddings. Despite a few months that continued to 
feature higher rates (February with 18.9% and November with 17.9%), a 
more even spacing of the weddings throughout the year occurred. The 
gradual increase in weddings performed in November, from 13.4% in 1865 
to 17.9% in 1910, and the doubling up of the number of weddings in 
December, from 2.2% to 4.3%, indicates the emergence of a new mental and 
demographic behaviour, caused by the intervening changes in the calendar 
and cycle of agricultural works (the tentative mechanisation that reduced 
the number of working hours), and the decrease in the percentage of the 
population working in agriculture, who were not affected by high season 
times. In support of this latter hypothesis comes the doubling of the size of 
the population in Transylvania between 1850 and 1910 (from 6.5% to 
12.4%),27 as the restrictions regarding the agricultural season no longer 
affected the urban population. Throughout the 19th century, the Christmas 
fast fully “filtered” the performing of weddings in the latter part of 
November and in December. A breakthrough was however marked by the 
introduction of civil marriages and lay registries by the Hungarian state 
after 1894. Under the provisions of Laws XXXI-XXXIII of 1894, state 
registry offices were established in Hungary under the jurisdiction of the 
Ministry of Internal Affairs, and new records were created, more complex 
than the parish registry records. The state intended to put an end to the 
differences of opinions between state and church authorities, or even 
between various denominations, as regards the recording of fundamental 
demographic phenomena and matrimonial trials.28

All citizens were under the obligation to register with the state 
registry offices, and the fulfilment of the religious ceremony became a 
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matter of moral choice and individual consciousness. The church protested 
against these measures that diminished its age-long authority, and asked 
the priests to see that the citizens did not abide only by civil marriage 
regulations, but that the religious ritual be perpetuated according to 
church law. At the same time, after 1894, ecclesiastical bodies were forced 
to become more permissive in terms of the planning of weddings during 
fast periods, an increase in the number of dispensations being noted for 
the end of November or even for December. Mention should be made of the 
fact that in some rural communities, religious interdictions were blindly 
observed until late toward the 20th century. An observation relevant for the 
traditional, archaic model of seasonal fluctuation of weddings is the total 
absence of weddings in December in the village of Iclod between 1850 and 
1880, and of Buciumi and Sângiorgiu between 1863 and 1900, as well as the 
performance of only two wedding ceremonies in Brăişor between 1850 and 
1925.29  

Religious feelings entail a particular mode of experiencing emotion, 
being illustrative of the practices of objectifying the acts of faith through 
images and mythical representations, as well as through individual and 
collective behaviour. Historians and anthropologists sought at various 
moments in time to idealise the religious behaviour of earlier societies, 
ascribing an absolute value to their religious feelings. Thus, whereas the 
seasonal fluctuation of weddings leads to a positive correlation, popular 
sexuality in Transylvania in modern times is indicative, in the seasonal 
cycle of birth and conception, of a different reality. Several annual samples 
(from 1865, 1885, etc.) point to an almost equal dispersion of births along 
the year. This relatively even distribution contrasts sharply with the 
uneven distribution throughout the 12 months noted above. The fact that 
an equal number of children were born in the month of September as in 
the rest of the years we researched (1865, 1885, 1895, etc.) is quite 
illustrative as far as conception is concerned, pointing to conception in 
December of the previous year. On the basis of census chart analyses, we 
can bring pertinent arguments against a widespread historiographical 
cliché that idealises the morality of the population in the 19th century and 
their respect for the canons of the church. Without making universal 
claims, we argue that the distribution of births (according to the date of 
conception) is an indicator of the religious state of the individuals, who did 
not necessarily abide by the church norms regarding sexual abstinence 
during fasting periods.30

Illegitimacy forms a part of the general birth rate that was anything 
but negligible at the time. The frequent occurrence of extra-marital births, 
or else of illegitimate births, has been given various interpretations across 
the decades, and was traditionally regarded as an indicator of social 
disorganisation, of immorality or loss of internal control and cohesion by 
the family. Contemporary demographic developments, together with the 
metamorphoses undergone by the concepts of “family” and “couple,” bring 
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up again what would have been categorised in the past as illegitimacy on a 
regular basis: children born out of the legally constituted wedlock. 
Nowadays, alongside the increase in the number of single households and 
of consensual couples, Western European countries, as well as the United 
States, see a growing number of illegitimate births.31 To find the right 
answers to the present state of affairs, we need to investigate first the state 
of affairs in the past. An important aspect of the birth rate in Transylvania 
in the latter part of the 19th century which therefore deserves attention in 
the context of our topic relates to illegitimacy, an issue requiring both a 
quantitative approach and a modern vision, engaging before anything the 
history of collective mentalities.  

From a different perspective, it is interesting to observe the dynamics 
of illegitimate births in the period between the 1848 Revolution and World 
War I. For instance, the ratio of illegitimacy in Ardeova between 1851 and 
1914 was of 5.1%, which places the locality in a mid-position as compared 
to other villages in the county of Cluj: Gilău 1.8%, Aşchileu Mic 4.8%, Iclod 
6.6% etc.32 To return to Ardeova, quite striking is the uneven distribution of 
illegitimate births across the decades: 3 children between 1851 and 1890 
and 40 between 1890 and 1914. A similar tendency of a higher rate of 
illegitimacy in the decades prior to World War I is noted in the case of 
other localities under research, which can be accounted for by at least two 
hypotheses. On the one hand, after 1894 (i.e., the enforcement of lay 
legislation in civil registry matters33), the influence of the church over the 
matrimonial and moral lives of the individuals diminished; it is little 
surprising that, in a circular letter of 1899, Archbishop Ioan Meţianu 
complained about the spreading of “religious indifference” among 
Romanians.34 On the other hand, one cannot overlook the fact that around 
the year 1900 a major change in the demographic behaviour took place, 
one which also manifested itself in other corners of the continent and 
indeed across the planet. The media and the literature of entertainment of 
the time projected a model of amorous relationships that allowed more 
freedom of action to the partners, contrasting with the rigid and 
conservative attitudes of the previous centuries. There is enough evidence 
to enable us to observe new attitudes to love and sex in the years prior to 
the Great War, especially in the urban areas, which triggered, as expected, 
the growing influence exerted by urban mentalities over the rural 
hinterland. The liberalisation of individual love life, also manifesting itself 
in the rural area, reveals a different perspective on private life.  

One of the general characteristics of the illegitimacy phenomenon 
across five decades is an almost regular variation in the number of 
illegitimate children born annually. Few were the years in which the 
number of extra-marital births stagnated in relation to the previous year: 
the rates either increased or plummeted. One of the first aspects that 
emerges in the examination of the phenomenon is the gradual increase in 
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the number of illegitimate births from the beginning of the time interval to 
the end of the 19th century in nearly all counties of the province.  

In the first years after the 1848 Revolution (1851–1857), the annual 
average rate of illegitimate births in Transylvania was of 3.9%, a rate that 
was similar to that of Hungary (3.4%), lower than that of Croatia-Slovenia 
(4.8%) and a lot higher than the one on the military border (1.3%), where 
military discipline led to a higher sense of morality.35 In the middle of the 
next decade, the situation of illegitimacy underwent major 
transformations: thus, in the year 1865, 5.31 (7%) out of the 72,640 births 
featuring in the records for Transylvania were illegitimate. The marked 
difference between the first post-revolution decade and the seventh 
decade rests upon an irrefutable argument regarding the transformations 
in mentalities that occurred in the middle of the past century, after the 
dissolution of feudal relations, the general advancement of urbanisation, 
and the modernisation of society. The phenomenon is anything but new, as 
in Moldavia a similar evolution can be identified in the village of 
Horodnicul de Jos. Here, the rate of illegitimate births between 1841 and 
1850 was of 2.5%, between 1851 and 1860 of 3.2%, and between 1861 and 
1870 of 5.1%.36  

To return to the rates of the illegitimacy in Transylvania in the second 
half of the 19th century, mention should be made to the fact that, beyond 
the average rate in the province (6–8%) lay a great discrepancy between 
the rural and the urban area. For example, in the county of Cluj, in the year 
1876, it was of 5.8%, whereas in the city of Cluj it stood at 16.8%; in the 
county of Mureş-Turda it was 7.1%, whereas in the city of Târgu-Mureş it 
was 9.8%. After one decade, illegitimacy rose to 6.8% in the rural 
environment in the county of Cluj, whereas in the city of Cluj it reached 
22.1%; similarly, in the county of Mureş-Turda, illegitimate births 
represented that same year 8.1% out of the total number, whereas in the 
city of Târgu-Mureş illegitimacy rose to 13%. The same evolution can be 
identified in other parts of dualist Hungary over the last decades of the 19th 
century: illegitimacy in the rural areas rose to 7.07% between 1876 and 
1880, to 7.87% over the next decade, only to reach even higher rates in the 
last decade of the 19th century, i.e., 8.48%, and in the capital city, Budapest, 
to fluctuate between 28 and 32%.37 The general explanation is that in the 
period under investigation we witness a rapid industrial and financial 
growth, substantial economic and social transformations, which inevitably 
triggered corresponding changes in the demographic and moral behaviour 
in the rural areas. 

The priests’ mission was not limited to the marriage ceremony in the 
church. They also worked to preserve the morality of their parishioners. 
The civil and ecclesiastical authorities granted the village priest an 
important role in assuring a moral climate which respected the traditional 
values of the community. Between the state power and the church there 
existed, throughout the 19th century, a permanent cooperation in 
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maintaining moral order in the villages. Many decisions of the church 
synods and congresses (both Greek-Catholic and Orthodox), as well as the 
circular letters of metropolitans, bishops, and archpriests, reaffirmed the 
priests’ functions in this respect. Concubinage, prostitution, the 
kidnapping of girls, and abortions were condemned, giving evidence of an 
“authentic demographic policy” that guaranteed an increase in the birth 
rate. The priest and the parish council had to register all instances of 
concubinage and all immoral people, and help them correct their lives. If 
the priests’ endeavours to improve family life failed, they sent reports to 
the archpriest and to the bishop, demanding the help of the administrative 
and military authorities to punish the offenders. So, in many situations, the 
punishment of the immoral was obtained through the help given to the 
secular authorities by the clergy. The clerical determination to exposing 
cases of immoral life within parishes determined the rejection of many 
requests made by some immoral villagers to remarry.38

The priests’ actions to propagate Christian values and virtues in the 
villages resorted to both spoken words and images. The end of the 18th 
century and the beginning of the 19th century were for the Romanians a 
period in which the oral and figurative language prevailed over the written 
language. Generally, in Southeast European cultures and societies, hearing 
continued to be an authoritative sense dignified by trust even in the 19th 
century, the century of the written word, especially in its second half.39 
Priests had to struggle against the immoral life in the village, on Sundays, 
after mass, in the sermon delivered during marriage ceremonies, as well as 
in other favourable situations. The bishops and archpriests, in their 
circular letters, insisted that the principles of the moral life of the family 
should be reaffirmed on the occasion of the main Christian holidays, when 
popular piety was stronger, and the auditory sense was amplified. Here, 
the oratorical skills of priests, who through their talent and personal 
example could influence decisively the moral climate of the village, were 
especially important.40 The listening phenomenon penetrates deep in 
human existence. The spoken word gathers those who listen in groups, 
connecting them to the same ideals and values. Listening places the 
individual in the auditory world, a centre of sensation and existence 
different from the other fundamental senses, such as sight, which 
separates the observer from what he sees (what he sees comes to the 
individual only from one direction in a particular moment).41 Naturally, 
wall paintings and icons constituted an important support in the clergy’s 
efforts to preach about a moral life in agreement with Christian precepts 
and the imperatives of modern society. The paintings found in 18th century 
Transylvanian churches, which experienced the renewed tendency of 
traditional iconography with moralizing themes, stressed exemplary 
models in the assertion of certain values and existential certainties. 
Especially the Last Judgment scene, present in many wooden churches, 
with its satirical accents, condemned debauchery and immoral life.42 So, 
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often enough, the efforts made by priests, parish councils or 
“reconciliation committees” restored the traditional moral order and 
avoided the divorces of many couples. 

The family constituted the centre of all aspects of life, resulting in 
routine, boredom, and sometimes aggression. Family harmony lasted as 
long as the emotional relations between wife and husband remained valid, 
questions were not raised and the alternatives were never examined. 
Conflicts between individual wishes and family or community 
requirements generated conflicts in families and in many cases led to 
divorce. Although the church (both Orthodox and Greek-Catholic) had to 
accept this ultimate solution, it looked upon divorce with reticence, 
because it clashed with the Christian precepts regarding the indissolubility 
and durability of marriage (“what God has joined together, let no man put 
asunder,” Matthew 19:6). The religious canons strictly regulated the 
conditions of divorce, while secular authorities had to settle the 
inheritance, alimony and child support.43 There were many situations 
when conflicts within a family made the husband or wife ask for a board 
and lodging separation, although they could resume their family life, after 
a time, or could resort to divorce, after a two year period. Generally, the 
jurisdiction of the church was exercised through the archpriests in the first 
instance, the diocese or archdiocese council, in the second instance, and 
the metropolitan council, in the last instance.44 Those who asked for a 
divorce had to present to the local priest their reasons, their evidence and 
witnesses, having to prove the allegations. After the family’s situation was 
checked by the priest, together with other members of the parish council, 
he would make a record of the testimonies, baptism and marriage 
certificates, and would send it to the archpriest. A judgement committee 
made of the archpriest as chairman, six priests with a decisive vote, one 
notary, and one matrimonial defender with an advisory vote would be 
established. After the examination of the case, and after a request for 
supplementary information from the local priest, a decision would be made 
to solve the case. Then, the case would be sent to the diocese or 
archdiocese council, where the ecclesiastical senate charged with 
matrimonial problems would approve it (in most cases) or alter the 
decision of the archpriest’s committee. The decision was communicated to 
the archpriest, and he was to communicate the final verdict to the 
litigants.45

Divorce, the last resort for an unhappy marriage, was no stranger to 
the family life cycle in the Transylvanian village. It was a solution not 
easily accepted by either family or community, the new, divorced status 
marginalizing the individual and pushing him/her to the fringes of the 
community. Thus, it was not uncommon for a couple to put up with an 
unhappy life until their death only in order to avoid “village gossip.” For 
whereas domestic fights, scandals, violence and heavy drinking were 
public knowledge, the community would tolerate these in order to prevent 
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the break-up of marriages and the “shame of divorce.” Community 
censorship could not always alter, however, the decision of spouses to end 
their marriage, as personal happiness and the escape from misery rose 
above their status within the community. Shame in the eyes of the 
community was preferred to the physical abuse of the husband. 

Useful for a consideration of the entire population of Transylvania are 
the censuses between 1890 and 1910, which featured special rubrics 
pointing to the number of divorced people in every county or even 
individual locality. The grouping according to gender of the applications 
for a divorce indicate a balanced proportion of men and women, which 
singles out Transylvania among other countries, for instance France, 
where, during the same period, divorce became a female institution, with 
women representing over 86% to 93% of the applicants.46 The lower 
number of women applying for a divorce in Transylvania is explained, on 
the one hand, by the attitudes toward women in general and towards 
widows and divorced women in particular. The community marginalized 
divorced women and did everything to prevent the dissolution of 
marriages.47 On the other hand, the education received by girls in the 
family played a considerable part. They were brought up to be submissive, 
patient, and to obey their future husbands, to stand by them through thick 
and thin. It took a great deal of courage for a woman to confront and stand 
up to her man, her family, and the community.  

The monotony of a marriage dominated by the material insecurities 
of everyday life, poverty and the struggle to make ends meet, fatigue, 
physical exhaustion, the untimely deterioration of women after giving 
birth to numerous children, the burden of looking after the children, 
fighting between partners and physical violence or verbal abuse, as well as 
reciprocal blame, provided the partners with reason enough to seek escape 
from an unfulfilled life where love had disappeared, if it had been at all 
present in the first place. Man and woman equally shared the frustration, 
lack of fulfilment, and failure of an unhappy marriage, and “deserting” 
family responsibilities was a way of making up for what had been missing 
in the cohabitation with an unsuitable partner, of making up for the lost 
time. Under such circumstances, divorce played a mediating role which 
offered leeway to the marital institution toward the identification of a 
suitable partner and an optimum family organization. In this perspective, 
divorce emerges therefore as a “social manoeuvre” the society puts up 
with for self-evident reasons, for the survival and perpetuation of an 
institution whose function had undergone significant changes.48  

Two spirits unite in the face of hardship and of the tragic existence of 
their richness and their poverty, history and eternity collapse in one. The 
history of humankind, since Adam and Eve, projects itself onto their fragile 
existence. The masculine and the feminine preside over this rebirth into 
love, hoping to find in this scale representation of the universe an answer 
to their expectations, a miracle. This is why all love is unique and the 
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promise it brings is like the first ray of sunshine. When love is absent or it 
fades under the burden of life’s hardships, individuals perceive themselves 
as prisoners of a tradition, of a set of social circumstances, and strive for 
liberation from all constraints imposed from the outside. Divorce is not a 
mere separation of two spouses, it triggers a rift in the relationships 
between the partners’ families, relationships established with the marriage 
alliance. Thus, a whole chain of relationships within the community is 
broken, which in turn causes new relationships between the former in-
laws. Blame, violence and reproaches extend to and degrade in some cases 
the once “close relative feeling.” Divorce is not uniquely a personal 
problem concerning the couple alone, it involves the community. 
Nevertheless, it is acknowledged by the church (Orthodox and Greek-
Catholic), which is forced to accept the existence of cases in which marital 
life is devoid of sacramental substance and turns into a permanent 
violation thereof, being conducive to the dissolution of the soul, as the 
indissoluble bond threatens to become a lie, and, in defending the common 
good, the personal good is destroyed.49

From a demographic point of view, the rate of divorce can be 
adequately examined in Transylvania only at the end of the 19th century, 
when a census conducted in 1870 features such a rubric for the first time. 
In what follows, we shall retrace the dynamics of the rate of divorce in the 
province to World War I, particularly in the period between the 1890 and 
the 1910 census, as this interval enjoyed a stable administrative 
framework, which survived to the censuses conducted in 1890, 1900, and 
1910. Thus, the figures illustrate as clearly as possible the rise in the 
divorce rate, from 0.1% in 1890, to 0.2% in 1900 and 0.3% in 1910. Naturally, 
this evolution was not entirely determined by the implementation of civil 
legislation in marital problems between 1894 and 1895, but it also 
represented a natural development stemming from the modernisation of 
the demographic behaviour in Transylvania, which also applied to other 
cultural regions. In the Old Kingdom, the rate of divorced people as 
indicated by the 1899 census was of 0.3%.50

A contrastive analysis of the divorce rate with men and women shows 
a difference between the sexes in terms of attitudes to divorce. To be exact, 
as the census offers a static image, it points to differences in post-divorce 
behaviour. There is a clear indication that divorced women outnumbered 
divorced men as follows: 1,037 divorced men in 1890, representing 0.085% 
of the total of the masculine population, and 1,482 divorced women, that is, 
0.121% out of the total population. The fact that the number of divorced 
men is lower than that of divorced women can be accounted for by the 
considerably higher rate of remarried men as compared to women. In 
general, the tendency was for divorced men to remarry sooner and more 
frequently, and, for those still not too old, to remarry young women. In the 
rural area, men would in general remarry sooner and with less difficulty 
than women (whether divorced or widows). This because both the work in 
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the field and in the household required a partner with whom to divide the 
tasks. Men would not replace women in female daily chores, such as 
cooking, washing, childminding, gardening or keeping the poultry. As in 
Western Europe, the community would mock men who would let their 
masculinity be diminished by performing what was regarded as essentially 
female duties.51 By remarrying, the parental nucleus regrouped around the 
same working place, toward the fulfilment of the economic role of the 
family. This explains the differences in the divorce rate among men and 
women noted in the censuses of the time. We encounter a similar situation 
in “smaller Romania”; in 1899 the number of divorced women was of 0.4%, 
whereas that of divorced men amounted to only 0.2%.52

We have not attempted to exhaust all the topics connected to church 
authority over the 19th century matrimonial life of the Transylvanian 
Romanians, but merely to outline the levels and methods by which the 
moral behaviour of the faithful was regulated. In this respect, the village 
priests played an important role. It is no accident that most circular letters 
were addressed to the local priests, and they had to act firmly in the first 
instance to condemn all deviations from the moral life of the family. In a 
political system which denied the Romanians’ rights, the clerical authority 
in matrimonial problems, the resolution of those problems in the 
Romanian language, had a national aspect, consciously or not. The 
cooperation with the secular authorities required by the necessity to 
modernize society, through the control of moral and matrimonial life, was 
permanent and had beneficial effects, ensuring moral order in the 
communities and the respect for Christian values. 

The material conditions in the Transylvanian society of the 19th 
century underwent major changes in the latter part of the century 
following the dissolution of feudal structures, which impacted on the 
conditions of family settlement, the relationships between sexes, parents 
and children, etc. Transylvania’s modernisation in the period between the 
1848-1849 Revolution and World War I is synonymous as far as our 
research topic is concerned with the modernisation of the demographic 
behaviour. The increase in the mobility of the population in the latter half 
of the 19th century, the implementation by the state of lay legislation with 
regard to marriage and matrimonial issues, which gradually displaced the 
influence of the church over the private lives of the citizens, all these left 
their mark on marital behaviour, the choice of partners and the cycle of 
family life. In addition to the concrete and visible aspects of this 
development and to the modernisation of Transylvanian society, the 
transformations that had the most profound impact on the human 
destinies operated at a different level of everyday life. “What is actually 
changing, is the rhythm of private, everyday life.”53 This included, among 
other things, the implementation of birth control, an increase in the 
number of illegitimate offspring, a higher divorce rate, the as yet timid 
revolt of the youth toward matrimonial arrangements by parents or the 
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community, etc. The family unit, a fundamental institution of human 
society, thus reveals itself as the “laboratory” that allows for the keenest 
observation of the transition from tradition to modernity.54 Approaches to 
family and matrimonial behaviour in 19th century Transylvania abundantly 
reflect the modernization tendencies experienced by the Transylvanian 
society. Although secularisation, which made significant headway toward 
the end of the 19th century, gave an impetus to the modernisation 
phenomenon, the decisive factors were the socio-economic developments 
ensuring the dissolution of feudal relations and the construction of a 
society based on a market economy and industrialism, which left their 
mark upon individuals and communities. Gradually, in Transylvania, 
during the years prior to the Great War, a growing number of individuals 
stopped being prisoners of outside forces (be they religion, community, 
family, etc.) and were increasingly animated by the desire to pursue their 
own desires and interests. Paradoxically, the state met their expectations, 
first by eliminating the canonical impediments, freeing the individual from 
a host of religious constraints, an emancipating action that was 
nevertheless intended to serve the interests of the state. From the vantage 
point of historical demography,55 the outcome was an evident 
emancipation of the individual coupled with the liberalisation of family 
and matrimonial relationships, a challenging problem which needs to be 
reassessed today from the perspective of historical anthropology. 
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