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Rural migrations in the diocese of Tortona in the XVIII century

In the wake of the recent interest that historiography developed for the pastoral visits as sources with socio-economic and political-institutional importance, this paper aims to investigate the reality of the southern part of the Tortona diocese during the XVIII century.


During the period of the studied visits – those of Bishop Giulio Resta in 1741 and of Bishop Luigi Andujar in 1743 – the diocese was divided in three different political entities: the State of Sardinia, the Austrian Empire and the Republic of Genoa. The southern part of the diocese, bordering with the Republic of Genoa, was occupied by some imperial feuds, political entities that weren’t homogeneus for dimension and importance, and remained independent from the bordering states. The feudal lord was in charge of controlling those entities, and being directly bound to the emperor of the Holy Roman Empire, he administered justice, money and army.


The analysis of the considered documents shows that, differently from the flat area, in the southern part of the diocese there was an almost total absence of welfare networks. In this sense it is possible to consider migration as a solution that families found for this kind of problem. Therefore we need to consider that the welfare activity done by the feudal lord was not sufficient in order to meet the poverty of the Apennine population. For this reason the migration, principally addressed towards Genoa southward or towards the Po Valley northward, represented a solution to this socio-economic situation.


However, finding those migrant people in the imperial feuds area allows some evaluations that exceeds the political and economic aspect of the problem, touching the socio-cultural one. The movement of almost all men in the families through bordering regions caused an uprootedness that influenced the identity perception of the involved communities. Moreover the study of the relations shows a very interesting argument, not really investigated by historiography: the welcome of the seasonal migrants in the countries where they went to work. The migrations analysis puts us a question regarding how the migrants became part of territories where – on the contrary of the Apennine area – the identity of the community was highly developed and the welfare systems were well-structured.

