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Biodemography of the German linguistic islands of Southern Alps

G. MARCUZZI I

RES UMO

o o bjecto dest a co rnunicacao e 0 estud o da dina mica da populaca o de «ilhas»
linguisti ca s, sit ua das a sui dos Alp es e 0 seu relaci on amento com 0 meio fisico e bi o
tico. 0 rnet od o consist e em examinar 0 Censo Nacional e os regi stos paroquiais para
urn periodo de 100 a lSO a nos , complementad o com a representacao grafica dos dados
e com a analise estat ist ica de a lguns desses dad os. 0 que se conclui e qu e ha urn
decr escim o generalizad o da populacao, qu er qu anto ao numer o de casamentos, qu er
quant o aos na sciment os, se nd o nest e caso 0 d ecr escirn o ainda rna is acent ua do .
o nurner o de ca samentos entre individuos horn onirn os e con sanguineos diminui sa lvo
os casos d e al gumas demes mu it o iso ladas. 0 enve lheci me nto da popula ca o e geral
em tod os os isol ad os, em bo ra com taxa va riavel , Dim inui igua lme nte 0 numero de
indivi d uos por familia e, nalguns casos, essa d im inuicao e muit o acentua da . l nvest i
ga-se tam bern 0 es ta tu to socio-econo rnico : nao ha, em regra, relacao estrei ta entre
es te es ta t uto e a dem ografia . T arn bern na o parece evide nte a rela ca o co m 0 fact o r
lin gu ist ico. Em con clu sa o, va ries isolad os tendem a co ntra cca o da populaca o e, nal
guns casos, pode mesm o oco rre r 0 seu desaparecim ento. A «sex rati o», a nas cen ca , e
est atisti camente diferente de I somente em dois iso lados que pertencem ao mesm o
grupo etnico .

Pala vras-cha ve: Biod ernog ra fia; Isolad os lingui st icos ger rna nicos : Demoecologia .

ABSTRACT

T he obje ctive is th e study of populat ion dyna mics of the Ge rma n lin guisti c
island s of Sout he rn Al ps rela ted to environ me nt, both ph ysic and biot ic. T he method
con sist s in th e exame n of th e Natio nal Ce ns us a nd of th e parrish regis te rs fo r 100-150
yea rs, foll owed by gr aphic rep resentat ion of data a nd by stat istic a na lys is of some of
them. T he results a re a gen eral decrea se of population, of N° of ma rriages ond still
mor e of N° of births. The N° of marriages between homonymous a nd consa nguine ous
partner s is decreasing, with exception fo r few ver y isolat e dem es. Senescesce increases
in pr acticall y all isolat es, though with a different ra te. Al so the N° of components per
fam ily is decrea sin g, in so me cases ve ry qu ick ly. Socio -eco no mic sta tus is a lso in ves
t igat ed: in ge ne ra l th ere is no close relat ionsh ip bet ween th e latte r a nd dem ography.
Also a re la t io n with langu age is not clear. To conclude , seve ra l iso la tes tend to a
contra ctio n whic h in some ca ses ca n det erm ine their extinction. Sex ra tio a t birth is
sta tist ica lly di fferent fro m I only in two isolates belo ngi ng to the sa me eth nic u nit.

Key -w ords: Bio-d ernography; Germa n linguistic isla nds; Dem oecolog y.
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The German linguistic islands of Southern Alps (Italy and Canton Ticino
or Tessin (Switzerland)) are illust rated in Fig. 1, where their altitude is indi
cated. The number of inhabitants since nearly one century is decreasing
(Fig. 2) as a consequence of emigration and other socio-economic factors. The
number of marriages and still more of births is also decreasing during most
of this century, varying according to regions and / or localities . There is no
difference between German and Italian speaking isolates (Fig. 3-5). As far as
the sex-ratio at birth is concerned, the only isolates with a sex-ratio higher
than 1 in a statistically significative way are four , of which two belong to the
High Plateau of 7 Municipalities (Luserna and Lavarone) and two to that of
13 Municipalities (Illasi and Selva di Progno). A possible genetic mechanism
can be involved in this higher sex-ratio . Of these isolates, only one, Illasi, the
lowest, belonged always to an Italian speaking population (VENETl; cfr.
MARCUZZI & MARTINELLI , not published data) . The number of marriages
varies very much: among marriages we must distinguish those between con
sanguineous and between homonyms (Fig. 6-11). Isolation and situation at a
high altitude in general favour consanguinity, but there is a difference,
also in the last century, among the different regions or localities . My resear
ches show absolutely no relation between consanguinity and homonyms as
admitted previously by some students (LASKER and other). The number of
components per family is various: it is small in Walser populations (Fig. 12),
high in some Veneto population of lowland, with a very good economy (Fig. 13).
The distances covered by a partner for the choice of the other partner for
marriage vary very much . Those covered by males are by far greater than
those covered by females. In mountainous, little accessible situations the
distance is very short (Fig. 15); this contrasts with what we find in lowland
localities (Fig. 15). The female fecundity has been studied very little, due to
practical reasons . A research carried out by my co-worker Dr: G10VANNA
MENGOLI at Bosco Gurin (Tessin) has permitted to know for the first time
in the Alps the intervals of age of mothers at the birth of the various order
of children (from I to 9) (Fig. 17). Age pyramids vary very much in the dif
ferent isolates: often there are clear signs of reduction of population, tending
perhaps to a true extinction of the same (Fig. 18). Only in one locality,
Illasi, characterized by very good economic conditions, the pyramid speak
in favour of a steady state (Fig. 19). The senescense expressed by means

f
. . . ~ 65 X 100

o Vajani's index Ie= is represented in the following slides. It is
total popul.

evident how senescense increases in all islands with an exception for Gresso
ney-la-Trinite. It shows a maximum at Rima San Giuseppe, a highly deterio
rated isolate (Vajani value= 20) and a minimum at Gresoriey-la-Trinite and
Luserna, followed by Macugnaga. T he last demographic parameter, never
studied before on the Alps, is longevity. To represent longevity in a quantita
tive way, I have taken into consideration the percentage with which the age
classes from 65 onwards are represented in the total population. The classes
65-70, 70-75 and classes higher than 75 have been considered separately. The
phenomen is studied only for the period 1951-81 for which we may find
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detailed data in the National Census. In all islands there is a constant increase
in the percentage of old people (or longevit y): the highest increase from 1951
to 1981 has been observed at Palu ( M oche ni) = 10,4, from 9,4 to 19,8%; the
lowest a t Gres soney-la-Trinite (W al ser of Val d'Aosta), 11,8, from 11 ,6 to
13,4%. Each age cla ss intervenes in a va rio us wa y in the different German
speaking islands. Today no generalization seems possible or opportune (cfr.
Fig. 20 and 21, from MARCUZZI & N EGRO, not published data) .

The conclusions are rather negative as far as the future of all German
linguistic islands is concerned. Not only th e language (a kind of dialect going
back to mid high German) but al so the populations show some signs of
decline whi ch can bring to th e extinction of so me isolates.

REFERENCES

M ARCUZZI, G. , DE FELlP, T ., 1981 - Dem oec ol og ical o bservat io ns on so me linguistic islands
of Ve ne to a nd T re nt ino (N -E Ital y). «Q ua d . Sci . A nt ro p .», Padova , 7, p . 214-252.

M ARCUZZI, G., 1982 - Demoeco logy of so me old immigra te d (Ge rma n) populations living in
the West ern Ital ian Al ps . «Q ua d . Sci. Ant ro p .», Pad ova , 7, p. 103-13 7.

M ARCUZZI, G., 1983 - F ur ther demoec ol ogic al o bse rva tio ns o n th e German linguistic island s
of th e Western Italian Alps. «Q ua d . Eco l. urn an a», Padova , 6, p. 5-43.

MARCUZZI, G. , 1983 - F ur ther demoecological o bserva t io ns on th e German linguistic islands
of Trentino and Veneto (N- E Italian A lps a nd Prealps) . «Q ua d . Ec ol. urnana», Padova. ,
7, p. 5-58.

M ARCUZZI, G., 1983 - Demoecol ogic al o bse rva tio ns o n the Ge rman linguisti c island s of N-E
Ital y (Sa p pa da, Sauris, T im a u). «Q ua d . Ecol. urn a na », Pad ova, 8, p. 5-5 8.

M ARCUZZI, G., 1983 - Osservazioni demoeco logich e su ll' iso la ling uis tica Wal ser d i Bosco Gurin
(Ca nton T icino , Sv izzera ). «Q uad . Ecol. umana », Pad ova , 9, p. 5-15.

MARCUZZI, G., M ARTINELLI, P ., NEGRO, I. , 1984 - An ecological investigation on the german
linguistic islands of N- E Italy . The di st ance cov ered by a partner for the choice of the
other partner in ~he marriage . «Q ua d. Eco l. umaria », Padova , 10, p . 5-14 .

M ARCUZZI, G., M ARTINELLI, P ., NEGRO', I. , 1984 - Ma rr iag e patterns a mong the German
-sp ea king peoples of No rt he rn Ital y: geogra ph ica l di st ance bet ween resid ences of partners
pri or t-o marriage . «M a n kind Quart .», 24, p. 149- 166.

M ARCUZZI, G., NEGRO, 1.,1984 - Senescen se in the German linguist ic islands of th e Italian
Alps . «Ma nki nd Quart. », 24 , p. 319 -32 8.

MA RCUZZI, G., 1984 - Demoeco logi a d ell e iso le linguistiche tedesche delle Alpi e Prealpi
Orienta li (Sa u ris , T ima u e Sappada). «Ce fastu?», 60, p . 20 7-240.

M ARCUZZl, G., M ENGOLl, G., 1985 - Neue Erken nt nisse zu Bosco Gurin. «W ir Walser», Visp /
/ Wa llis, 23, p . 2 1-25.

M ARCUZZI, G., MARTINELLI, P ., NEGRO, I. , 1985 - Di st anze perco rse per la sce lta d el co niuge
nelle isol e linguisti ch e ted esc he dell a Ca rnia . «Ce fastu? », 6 1, p. I I 1-127 .



16 G. Marcuzzi

~=--~20 kmo
23IJ)\SOGIACOMO

916 FORMA ZZA

1500. BOSCO GURIN

o zokm
==--a

M PERALBA p.sc:t.4. CROCE
.6.2693 1166)( CARNICQ

SAPPAOA _816
.1063 TIMAU

SAURIS
_ ,.212
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F IG . 2 - The number of inhabitants: the case of Fierozzo in the Moc heni Valley (T rentino)

N nati

·:00

360

320

?80

240-

?OO

160

120

80

40

/' <,

r:-: .
° \

0\
-,

1850 60 70 80 90 1900 10 20 30 40 50 Go ]1) anna 80

FIG . 3 - Number of birth s at Tim au (Ca rnia): case of very str ong decrea se
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F IG . 4 - The sa me at S. Orsola (Mocheni Valley): case of slight decrease
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SANT ' ORSOLA
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FIG. 6 - Number of marriages at S. Orsola (consanguineous dotted)
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FIG. 7 - Number of marriages at Gressoney St. Jean; low consanguinity rate
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(b) a t Ro veda . The * indicates the number of marriages occured co nte mporaneo usly betwee n
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FI G. 9 - Tota l marriages and marriages between consang uineous at Giazza. The * indicates
the presence of marriages occurred contemporaneously between homonyms and consangui
neous, so that the total N° of marriages is lower than that indicated in the graph. The following
ar e these numbers : 1900-09,6; 1910-19, I; 1930-39, I; 1940-49,3; 1960-69,2
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FIG. II - Number of tota l marriages and marriages between co nsa ngui neous at Luse rna, a
highly isolated local ity (m 1330)
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FIG . 12 - N.Dof co m po nents per fa mily in a Wa lser population: very sma ll number of fa mi
lies with 5 or 6 child ren

ILLASI

F IG. 13 - N.Dof co mpo ne nts per family in a lowland locality , with a very good economy,
Itali an spea king (Illasi near Vero na)
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FI G . 14 - Distances co vered by a partner fo r th e ch oice of th e other partner pr ior to
marriage, in a mont ane highly isolated localit y (Sa urius, males). To p: distance on normal scale;
bott om , distance on logar ithmic scale
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FIG. I5 -The same in a locality of the lowland (816 m), Timau, very easily accessible
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FIG. 20 - Th e longevity in an Eastern , Bavar o-Tyrolian local ity, Palu (Mocheni Valley). Age
classes as in Fig . 19


