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Continuity and discontinuity in migration patterns in the Western Alps:

the case of Valle Varaita at the end of the XIXth century

The essay shows the main outcomes of a research concerning migratory dynamics and strategies of the inhabitants in an Alpine valley, the "Valle Varaita" in the north-west of Italy, during the second half of the XIXth century. This area had been characterised, since early Modern age, by a rooted and diffused seasonal mobility both toward the other side of the Alps (become since 1713 part of French territory) and toward the Po valley and the main towns in the North-West Italy plains. This type of migratory movements concerned mainly itinerant trade or craft activities, such as studied by F. Fointaine (1994) or in a similar way to the "Alpine laboratory", according to Viazzo's definition of Alpine economical system (1989).


Most of the scholars claim that during the XIXth almost all those traditional migratory paths were wiped off by the main processes of modernization (demographic transition, proletarianization of rural areas, proto-industrialization, etc.), as in the Alps as in other rural area.


Admittedly, something happens at the end of the XIXth century: it seems that the migratory strategies adopted by the inhabitants of Valle Varaita have been changed. Not more itinerant trade and craft activities, but simple hired hands and unskilled workers are protagonists of the migratory flow toward French alpine territory. Even if something has changed, there are also elements of continuity: first of all, seasonal mobility is still predominant even at the end of the XIXth century, although definitive migrations have been increased; in the second instance, the migratory movement concerns mainly the males rather than the females of the communities of departure (as studied in other Alpine regions, i.e. Merzario-Lorenzetti, 2005)


Screening carefully several types of sources (French Registers of Immigrants, Notarial Acts, Population Censuses, Parish Acts as baptism and marriage records), it outcomes that migration toward some rural areas of French side of Alps (lower Delphinate region and Maritime Alps) is a resource expandable expecially for those families and kinships characterised by deeply rooted migratory background. As a result of the research, it is also possible to observe that often the migratory choice is strictly linked with a particular phasis of household life cycle, almost in the same way known for the "ancien Régime" society (Levi, 1985).


At the end, the research shows that continuity and discontinuity in the migration patterns are not so observable without adopting a small scale-enquiry focused on individual or familial biographical sketches.
