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Introduction

As Finland was part of the Swedish Kingdom, her population statistics also 
originate from the middle of the 18th century. The statistics were based on the 
information provided by the church registers. The first uniform instructions 
for keeping church registers were given to the Swedish parish clergy in 
the Church Law of 1686. The law obliged the clergy to keep registers of births 
and baptisms, marriages, deaths and burials, in- and out-migrants and in 
addition to keep communion books (rippikirjat), which were to include certain 
information about all parishioners (or at least of those over approximately 15 
years of age). Although in some parishes these registers had already been kept 
for some decades 1 it seems that in many parishes they were not begun to be
kept until some time after the Church Law was published (Pitkänen 1976, 16__
17).2 At this time the purpose of these registers was purely »ecclesiastical». They 
registered religious acts (baptisms, marriages and burials), recorded the parish
ioners’ knowledge of Christianity and their participation in Communion.

In the first part of the 18th century the Swedish government realized that 
these parish registers could act — at least after some improvements — as the 
basic material for population statistics covering the entire kingdom. To collect 
this statistical information of the population, a system called »Tabellverket» 
was founded in 1748. The same year the parish clergy was ordered by a Royal 
letter to improve — if necessary — their parish registers in order to meet the
demands of population statistics (Lundell 1913, 17— 19; Hjelt 1900, 94 96). In
the beginning of 1750 each parish rector had to fill two separate statistical
forms — called population and population change (»mortality») tables   for
the preceding year 1749. On the population form the parish rectors had to give 
information concerning the amount of parishioners and their composition by

 ̂ These registers are not, how ever, as old as one sees w idely presented in literature 
(see Lem piäinen 1965, 198— 199).

The registers of in - and out-m igrants were, however, quite rare until the first 
half of the 19th century.
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age, sex, civil and occupational status. On the latter form they had to 
give information concerning births, deaths and marriages.

The number of Finland’s population was thus not obtained by a census in 
the modern sense, instead the censuses were merely inventories made on the 
basis of communion books —  or the parish main books as these registers 
were officially called later on. This system prevailed until 1950, when the 
first direct census was taken.3

In several connections it has been repeated that the inventory of the main 
books 4 gave a good picture of the size of the population in Finland until the 
end of the 19th century, i.e., that the parish main books fairly accurately 
contained the actual population living in the parishes, and thus also the actual 
population of Finland. It has been thought that the beginning of industrial and 
urbanizational development caused this situation to change in the late 19th 
century. The train of thought in this affirmation has been the following. There 
was a significant increase in internal migration, because people began to move 
from the countryside to the cities and to industrial centers in the countryside. 
Emigration also increased immensely. The increase in migration and emigration 
raised a problem with population registration, for those who emigrated abroad 
were retained in the parish main books and similarly many of those who moved 
within the country did not transfer their »books»5 to the new parish but in
stead remained members of the old home parishes. Therefore the parish main 
books no longer gave a true picture of the people actually living within 
the parishes and the population figures reached on the basis of these books did 
not give the actual population living in Finland as a whole (see e.g. SVT 
VI: 45, 22 and Hyppola et al. 1949, 14— 16).

There is no doubt that the population registered in the parish main books 
deviated significantly for the first time from the actual population of the 
parishes in the latter half of the 19th century. However, the causal relation
ship described above is not only incomplete but it is also, in many respects, to
tally deceptive. In the following I will try to outline the development which 
led to the situation described above and the consequences which it had on the 
official population registration and statistics in Finland at the turn of the 20th 
century.

3 in  the larger cities direct censuses w ere taken already from  1870 onwards.
4 These inventories w ere m ade on a yearly basis in 1749—51, every third year in 

1754__75_ every fifth  year in 1775— 1880 and every tenth year in 1880— 1940.
5 Those who m oved from  one parish to another should have obtained a certificate 

from  their old parish. This m igrant’s certificate included his or her personal history: 
name, age, c iv il status, reputation, w hether confirm ed or not, etc. W hen a person took  
this certificate to the rector of the parish into w hich he had moved, he becam e a 
mem ber of this parish.
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Thus, it has been thought that the problems in population registration were 
caused by an increase in migration and the fact that the migrants often were 
retained in the main books of their old home parishes. But the fact is, how
ever, that neither internal nor external migration were new phenomena in the 
late 19th century. One cannot even claim that internal migration increased at 
this time, because it was already very lively in the 18th century (see Rosenberg 
1967, 215— 216; Pitkänen 1976, 136). It was also true during the 18th century 
that many migrants did not move their »books» to their new home parish or 
that they did so only after some delay (Pitkänen 1976, 133— 134). In addition, 
emigration to Russia, especially to St. Petersburg, was significant already in 
the first half on the 19th century (Engman 1978, 165— 167).

The reason why the parish main books in the middle of the 19th century still 
contained relatively well the actual population of the parishes, despite the facts 
described above, was the result of two intertwined factors. The first was the 
different nature of the migration. Most migrants were laborers working in 
agriculture and when a farm hand or a servant girl (employed on 
a yearly basis) changed his place of employment, he also changed his place of 
residence. In the same way also the agricultural laborers who were engaged 
in temporary work changed their place of residence frequently. This migration 
was a net of very short distance changes in one’s place of residence. A farm 
hand moved to a neighboring farm or village or in some cases to the neigh
boring parish. Because only a small part of all these moves crossed the parish 
border, the majority of the earlier migration was not entered in the registers of 
migrants. The net result of this migration remained fairly insignificant (Pitkä
nen 1976, 139— 141).

Thus there is no ground for a claim that the volume of internal migration 
would have increased towards the end of the 19th century. Instead, one can 
say that the nature of migration changed significantly towards the end of the 
19th century. Due to the increase in the landless agricultural population in the 
19th century and changes in agriculture, it became more difficult to find work 
in agriculture (see e.g. Soininen 1976, 41— 44, 393— 394 and 398). On the other 
hand, the growing industry and service sector needed labor force. Most of the 
industry was located in the cities and in some industrial centers in the country
side and the migration flow began to be directed in increasing numbers towards 
these centers. Therefore internal migration increasingly began to be longdis
tance migration, which gradually changed the regional distribution of the pop
ulation. In addition, many people also sought a better future abroad.

This change in the nature of migration cannot, however, alone explain why 
the problems in population registration did not begin until the latter part of 
the 19th century. There had always been some long-distance migration, espe
cially between the cities (Pitkänen 1979), and emigration also, as mentioned

From an open to a closed population registration system
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above. Similarly, people did not always transfer their »books» — at least not 
immediately —  when they moved. The reason why these factors had no effect 
was that in the 18th and in the first half of the 19th century the parish main 
books were generally kept according to the principle of »open registration». It 
is not easy to interpret the entries in these main books, but when one examines 
them one can clearly notice in many cases that if a person either emigrated 
abroad or moved within the country without transferring his »books», he was 
nonetheless struck off the parish main books of his old parish and marked in 
the books of the new home parish.

The system of »open registration» was also supported by the instructions 
given to the parish clergy. In the instructions written on the first population 
table form (used in 1749— 1772) the parish clergy was told to include in 
the table those parishioners »who actually live in the parish or have stayed 
there for most of the year». This principle was repeated again at the beginning 
of the 19th century when the clergy was obliged to check at the »lukukinkerit» 
(a general examination in reading held yearly in rural parishes) that their parish 
main books contained only those who actually were living in the parishes.6

The open registration system served the government’s purposes in finding 
out the true size of the population, but the system was also natural considering 
the »ecclesiastical» function of the records. The parish main books were an 
important record, in which the clergy entered information concerning an indi
vidual’s participation at communion, ability to read, etc. The parish rector was 
responsible for the people living under his supervision, i.e., within his parish. 
In other words, it is incorrect to consider the parish main books of the 18th 
century or the beginning of the 19th century as a kind of »official population 
register». They were ecclesiastical registers, which in addition were used 
to obtain certain demographic information on the population.

By observing the parish main books one can see that the shift from 
the system of »open registration» towards »closed registration» had already 
begun in the first half of the 19th century, for it can be seen already then that 
in some parishes the people who had moved from the parish without taking the 
migrant’s certificate had remained within the parish main books.7 This change 
was not completed, however, until the latter half of the 19th century.

It is not possible to fully explain what the reasons were behind this change. 
It was not caused by any direct legislative act, which explains why this change 
was slow and took place at different times in different parishes. In fact, at the 
beginning it was even in contradiction with the legislation of the time. But, on 
the other hand, it was indirectly supported by some proclamations and there

6 See Hornborg 1872, K yrkoskrifne 13. 3.1805 and the circular letter of the diocese 
of Turku in  10.10.1804.

7 S ee e.g. the parish m ain books of Espoo and M äntsälä (the church archives of 
Espoo and M äntsälä in the N ational A rchives of Finland) and P itkänen 1976, 45.
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were also several practical reasons which made this change necessary.

After Finland was annexed as an autonomous state to the Russian Empire, 
it took almost a hundred years before legislation clearly brought into effect 
the system of closed population registration in the parish main books. Earlier 
these books were linked with the personal taxation lists, the poll-tax registers 
(henkikirjat). The latter were, in fact, more like an official population register. 
When the system of poor relief was developed it was important to find out a 
persons’s legal place of residence, i.e., what parish was responsible for his sup
port. This location was indicated as the parish in which the person was regis
tered on the poll-tax lists.8

Several Imperial proclamations ordered that a person be entered in the poll- 
tax registers in that place where he had »his dwelling and home» (asuntonsa ja 
kotonsa).9 The wording is not very clear in legal terms, as Talas has shown 
(1905, 101— 102). In any case, one can say that in practice this refers to the 
place where a person’s permanent dwelling was and where his center of 
economic and other activities was. Most clearly this was expressed in the Proc
lamation of 1865 (12 §).

The role of the parish main books was not totally unambiguous in this 
system. In 1865 it was ordered that a person had to be entered in both the 
poll-tax lists and the parish main books in that parish where he had his 
»dwelling and home». The same idea was also presented in the Proclamation 
of 1892. In the Proclamation of 1878 the idea was transformed in such a way 
that the place of residence was, in practice, made dependent on the place where 
a person was registered in the parish main books (Talas 1905, 102— 103). In any 
case the legislation aimed at an ideal situation in which a person was regis
tered in both registers in that place where he actually permanently lived.

During the last decade of the 19th century, however, the legislation had to 
face the fact in a very short period that this ideal situation could not be 
reached. The Proclamation of 1894 separated the two kinds of registers 
and after this the parish main books were meant to be used only as an aid in 
deciding a person’s true place of residence. The Imperial Proclamation of 
August 14 in 1898 finally legalized the system of closed registration in the 
parish main books by declaring that it was illegal to exclude a person from the 
parish main books before it was known that he was entered in the parish books 
of some other parish, which, in turn, was possible only by transferring the indi
vidual’s personal history through a migrant’s certificate (see Talas 1905, 104).

This change in the legislation actually only confirmed what was already 
true in practice. It is not possible to find out all the reasons which changed

8 See the Royal Proclam ation of Decem ber 6, 1788 and the Im perial Proclam ation  
of Septem ber 9, 1817.

» See Im perial Proclam ations of February 20, 1865, Decem ber 9, 1878, Septem ber 
13. 1892 and April 10, 1894.
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the practice in the 19th century, but one can ascertain some of them. The popu
lation of Finland grew very rapidly during the 18th and 19th centuries and the 
often mentioned lack of labor force in the 18th century quickly changed into 
a surplus supply of labor force. People had to leave their home parishes more 
often than before to find work. Many probably had no intention of staying 
permanently in another district, but instead planned to return to their home 
parish when things became better. These persons could take along a certificate 
containing their personal history in order to seek work in some other 
place (often called »certificate of reputation»). These certificates were meant 
to be used only during a temporary absence from one’s parish.10

Thus it was quite natural that these persons were left in the parish main 
books, because by taking only a certificate of reputation they had explicitly 
expressed that they had no intention of moving permanently to another parish 
— for the time being at least. But the fact was that many stayed in another 
parish for a long period and then possibly applied for a proper migrant’s certif
icate. A  time lapse between the true date of migration and application for a 
migrant’s certificate was in fact very common. Because the numbers o f those 
staying outside the parish grew and because there was always the possibility 
of their applying for a migrant’s certificate, it is natural that the parish clergy 
no longer excluded people from the main books even if they had left the parish 
without taking any kind of certificate. There was also the possibility that the 
administrative officials would request information concerning persons staying 
outside the parish. Although the parish main books may not have been con
clusive concerning one’s place of residence, they gradually became important 
as a conclusive source concerning an individual’s personal history. Such 
information was naturally not to be destroyed before it was transferred 
through a migrant’s certificate to the main books of some other parish.

Other reasons, which no doubt led towards the system of »closed registra
tion», were the proclamations concerning those who had emigrated to Russia. It 
is true that already in the beginning of the 19th century the »Tabell commis
sion» had given instructions that persons who had traveled abroad should not 
be excluded from the main books as long as they were known to be alive.11 
But in spite of these instructions these »travelers» were usually excluded from 
the main books, also including persons who had emigrated to Russia. Strictly 
speaking after Finland was annexed to Russia, the latter were not emigrants 
who had moved to a foreign country but nonetheless they were still excluded 
from the registers.12

The Imperial Proclamations of March 30, 1848 and May 10, 1850 declared 
that persons and their offspring who had moved to Russia were bound to their 
old home parishes in Finland and were to be left in the main books of their

w Later on a »certificate for seeking work» w as given  by the secular authorities.
11 S ee the circular letter of the diocese of Turku in October 10, 1804.
12 There seem ed to be a few  exceptions (see Engm an 1976, 111).

5
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old parish. It took some time, however, before this new requirement was 
adopted by the parish clergy (see Engman 1976, 113 and Pitkänen 1976, 46). The 
same principle was also applied to those who migrated abroad (outside Finland 
and Russia). They remained members of their old parishes as long as they were 
Finnish citizens.

Another factor also leading towards the system of closed registration were 
the proclamations declaring that people who went to build the Saimaa canal 
were to be left in the parish main books of their home parishes. In addition, 
those who went to build the railways during the latter half of the 19th century 
were left the choice of remaining members of their home parishes (Pitkänen 
1976, 46).

Thus the change in the system of registration was of fundamental impor
tance considering the reasons why the difference between the true and »legal» 
population started to grow during the latter half of the 19th century. Also the 
change in the nature of internal migration was connected with the change 
in the registration system and e.g. attributed to the extent of the difference be
tween the true and »legal» population in different parishes.

The resident population of Finland and the situation in 1890

What then were the consequences of the change in the registration system 
to the reliability of the parish main book inventories. In this connection only 
the population figures from around the turn of the 20th century are taken into 
consideration.

During the latter half of the 19th century it was noticed that the reliability 
of the parish main book inventories had decreased and the first action to 
be taken was that direct censuses were taken in the largest cities from 1870 on
wards. Areas included in these censuses often were not limited to the city but 
also included the suburbs outside the borders of the city. The official popula
tion figures from Finland were, however, still obtained by inventories of the 
parish main books.

Because of emigration the figures obtained from the inventories were too 
high and because of this the parish clergy had to make a distinction on the pop
ulation tables from 1910 onwards between those who were »present» (living in 
the parish) and those who were »absent» (living outside the parish). After
wards a new series of population figures, the so called »resident population»13 
has been counted retroactively for Finland. This series is used in official 
statistics and has been published in the Statistical Yearbook of Finland since 
1949.

The basic presumption when the resident population was counted was that 
before 1890 relatively little emigration abroad had existed and that the popu

13 Finnish citizens w ho w ere perm anently liv ing in Finland.
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lation figures obtained by the inventories of the main books corresponded rather 
well with the size of the true resident population as late as the inventory of 
December 31, 1890. The resident population of 1900 was counted from the pop
ulation of 1890 by adding to it the numbers of births and return migrants and 
by subtracting from it the numbers of deaths and emigrants. The resident pop
ulation of the years 1910— 1940 was counted with the help of the information 
of the »present» and »absent» population obtained from the parish main book 
inventories (see Hyppölä et ai., p. 16). In addition, the poll-tax registers were 
also used to obtain population figures for Finland. Already in the late 
19th century the role of the poll-tax registers as population registers was 
emphasized, and in 1925, when the personal poll-tax was abolished, the function 
of taxation was totally removed from these registers.14

It seems, however, that even the resident population overestimates the actual 
population living in Finland. First of all, the basic presumption concerning 
emigration is incorrect. It is true that the emigration presented in the official 
emigration statistics reached its peak after 1890, but first of all this »emigra
tion» included only emigration overseas, i.e., mainly to America. There was, 
however, emigration elsewhere too, even long before the 1890’s. Sweden had 
been a traditional destination for emigrants. From the modern point of view, 
those who moved to Russia were also emigrants. According to the census taken 
in Russia in 1881, when the Finnish population of St. Petersburg reached its 
peak, over 24 000 Finns lived in the city itself and in the nearby suburbs (Eng- 
man 1978, 164). On the other hand, the lists of the Finnish Passport Office in 
St. Petersburg, which registered those Finns who were in Russia on a passport, 
contained about 40 000 Finns in the late 1800’s (Engman 1978 a, 48).

In addition, emigration overseas had also gained significant proportions be
fore the beginning of the 1890’s. From Kero’s estimates one can calculate that 
before the end of the year 1890 about 50 000 persons had emigrated from Fin
land overseas (Kero 1974, 24— 34).

It is difficult to give even a crude estimate of the number of emigrants who 
had been kept in the parish main books in 1890, because the system of closed 
population registration never became totally stringent (see Pitkänen 1976, 272).15

14 This abundance of population figures m ay be very m isleading to non-experts  
and cause annoying situations w hen one looks for population figures in  order to relate 
som e phenom enon to the population of Finland. A  recent exam ple is an article by 
H jerppe and P ihkala (1977, 65) in  w h ich  they have counted the GDP per capita in  
Finland by using as population figures for 1900 the resident population, but for the year  
1913 the total population obtained directly from  the parish m ain books (6.4. per cent 
higher than the resident population).

15 A lthough the system  of closed registration »failed* to som e ex ten t even  in the 
beginning of the 20th century (see V äestötilastokom itean m ietintö 1923:7, 19), the  
am ount of these »illegally* crossed-off persons cannot be exaggerated. The am ount of 
natural increase is som ew hat underestim ated in  the official statistics, but in  any case 
one m ust notice that in  1880— 1930 the population increase show n by the parish main  
book inventories (total population) alw ays exceeded the natural increase.
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In addition, it would be essential to know the amount of return migration. One 
can, however, estimate that the »excess» population in the parish main books 
in 1890 was higher than 50 000 but possibly less than 100 000 persons.16

Resident population on December 31, 1900

Even if we knew the exact amount o f resident population in 1890 we still 
would not be able to calculate the resident population in 1900 the way it is done 
(see above), because we do not know the exact population change figures.17 We, 
however, have a way to estimate the amount of the resident population in 1900 
by using other, independent, information, although the estimate is by no means 
exact. Thus we can get an idea as to what extent the size of the »official» resi
dent population presented in the official statistics is erroneous. According to 
the main book inventory o f 1900 the population of Finland was 2 712 562 persons 
(SVT VI: 37, 1). The »official» resident population of Finland has been calcu
lated at about 57 000 lower or 2 655 900 persons (in the cities 331 100 and in the 
countryside 2 324 800 persons).18

In 1901 a sub-committee collected information about the Finnish rural munic
ipalities. Their aim was to get information concerning the position of the land

16 w e  do not know  w hether the clergy included in  the population tables all of the 
absent population found in the parish m ain books but the num ber of excluded persons 
w as hardly significant.

17 There w ere defects already in  the official figures of births. T hese w ere caused  
by several reasons. The parish clergy received som e inform ation about births concerning  
the population w hich w as not present in the hom e parish —  m ainly of those w ho were  
still liv in g  in Finland. This inform ation often cam e so late, how ever, that the parish  
clergy had already com piled the population change tables for the preceding year and 
thus these children w ere le ft  out of the statistics. The sam e situation occurred w ith  
children who w ere b om  during the last m onths of the preceding year, but w ho w ere  
not baptized until after the tables w ere com piled (see P itkänen 1976, 57— 58 and SVT  
VI: 56:1 , 28). In addition, as late as around the year 1900 children w ho had died before 
being baptized w ere le ft  out of the registers o f births in  som e parishes, but w ere  
registered am ong the deaths. E.g. in  the parish of V ihti th is can still be seen in  the  
1920’s (the registers of births and deaths in  the church archives of Vihti).

The figures in  the official statistics concerning em igration are even  m ore inaccurate. 
Considering em igration overseas the picture given  by the statistics is relatively  accurate 
(see Kero 1974, 27— 47) but there w as also em igration to Europe. A s to return m igration, 
even  the figures concerning return from  overseas are rather inaccurate. This 
holds true for both return m igration series w hich ex ist (see Virtanen 1979, 61—67). In  
addition, w e  do not even  know  to w hat extent the m igrants w ere —  counter to the  
system  of closed population registration —  crossed off in  the parish m ain books.

18 The »market towns», kauppalat (a m unicipality that w as in  betw een a city and a 
country village) have been grouped w ith  the countryside for practical reasons. N ow a
days, in  the statistics, these tow ns are grouped w ith  the cities. In 1900, how ever, the  
population of these tow ns w as only sligh tly  over 2 000 inhabitants.
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less population, but as a by-product they also obtained a population figure for 
the rural municipalities in Finland. The collectors used the poll-tax registers 
of 1901 as their basic material and discovered that, to a large extent, the poll- 
tax registers included people who had not actually been living in the munici
palities for a long time. On the other hand, the poll-tax records did not in
clude all the population which was actually living in the municipalities. The 
size of the latter population was, however, much smaller than that of the for
mer. According to the results, the population in the poll-tax records (in the 
beginning of 1901) was 180 620 higher than the actual population in the autumn 
of the same year (Gebhardt 1913, 5 and 34).

The reliability of the results reached by the sub-committee has not been 
thoroughly evaluated afterwards. This would be very difficult, in fact, because 
only part of the material collected by the committee, has been preserved (see 
Tommila and Roiha 1976, 170— 171). The sub-committee itself thought that the 
results somewhat underestimated the amount of the population in the country
side. They thought that this underestimation might be about 20 000—30 000 
persons (Gebhardt 1913, 35). This would indicate that the population of the 
rural municipalities would have been about 2 200 000 inhabitants.19 Thus the 
corresponding »official» resident population would be 124 800 persons or 5 per 
cent too high.

No corresponding special investigation on which we could rely exists for the 
cities, but we do have the direct census taken from the largest cities in 1900 
(December 5). The first census taken from the cities was not altogether suc
cessful (see e.g. SVT VI: 3, 6), but in 1900 the reliability of the census was, un
doubtedly, better. The census taken in 1900 covered only the cities of Helsinki, 
Turku, Tampere and Viipuri, but according to the parish main book inventory, 
these towns alone contained almost 60 per cent of the city population.

The population figures obtained directly from the census cannot, however, 
be used in this connection. To begin with, the areas included in the census also 
contained some of the suburbs outside the administrative boundaries of the 
cities (see SVT VI: 35, 15). These areas were already taken into account by the 
sub-committee and are included in its figures. Secondly, the census tried to 
register the population which was in the city at the very time the census was 
taken (’de facto’ population). Thus it partly included people who were only 
visiting the cities, while, on the other hand, it excluded those who were tempo
rarily absent. Thirdly, the census also included people who were not Finnish 
citizens and were thus excluded from the parish main book inventories. For
tunately, it is possible to calculate quite accurately from the published census

19 This »corrected» figure is also m eant to cover the sm all m arket tow ns of Finland, 
w h ich  w ere not included in  the figure produced by the sub-com m ittee.
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material the figures for Finnish citizens permanently living within the adminis
trative boundaries of the cities.20

The population figures thus obtained were in all cases, but especially con
cerning Helsinki and Viipuri, clearly lower than the figures obtained from the 
parish main book inventory. The inventory gave a population of 200 000 while 
the census material gave a population of 163 300.21 The difference was not to
tally due to the absent population, because the parish main books of the cities 
also contained people who were actually living in the suburbs outside the city 
border (see SVT: 45, 57 and Jutikkala 1979, 6— 7).

The population of the other cities according to the parish main book inven
tory was 141 000 people.22 If the trend shown by the census applies to these 
cities — as is probable —  the figure mentioned above is too large. It is not 
possible to know the true amount of the population of these towns, but one must 
note that in towns where the census was taken, the figures obtained from the 
poll-tax records matched those obtained from the census very well (except for 
Helsinki —  but the capital of Finland was in many respects a special case). The 
records probably included absent population as they did in the countryside, 
but on the other hand they probably did not include all the population which 
was actually living in the cities. This probably explains why these figures 
matched so well. If we start from the assumption that the poll-tax records 
give a fairly accurate picture of the population of the cities in question, we can 
estimate that these cities had about 127 000 inhabitants.23

By adding together the estimated population figures for the two groups of 
cities we get a total of 290 300 for the whole city population in Finland. Accord
ing to this estimate the »official» resident population would have been 40 800 
or 12 per cent too high for the cities. From the information given above we 
can compile the following Table:

20 Comparable figures have been calculated in the published statistics (SVT VI: 35, 
28), but th is has been done som ew hat erroneously, m ainly because persons only  
tem porarily staying w ith in  the cities w ere not subtracted from  the population figures 
obtained nor w ere those w ho w ere tem porarily absent added. The new  figures have 
been calculated by the author according to the system  used in  1910 (see SVT VI: 44: 8, 
28— 29). The d ifference w as significant, how ever, only regarding Helsinki.

2t This figure also includes the population of the fortress o f Viapori w hich w as 
not included in the census, but on the other hand, w as part of H elsinki in the parish  
m ain book inventory.

22 This figure also includes 1915 individuals who w ere liv ing in  the countryside 
of the province of Kuopio (members of the G reek-catholic parish of Joensuu). S ee SVT  
VI: 37, table p. 72.

23 The am ount in the poll-tax  records w as 127 066 persons but it is not altogether 
im possible that this figure is also too high, because the am ount of the absent popula
tion m ay w ell have exceeded the num ber o f the unregistered population in the records 
of the sm aller cities.
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T a b l e  1. The population in Finland according to the different calculations 
(main book inventory =  100).

Population figure of Rural m unicipalities Cities The w hole country
Main book inventory 2 370 960 100 341 602 100 2 712 562 100
Resident population 2 324 800 98 331 100 97 2 655 900 98
N ew  estim ates 2 200 000 93 290 300 85 2 490 300 92

If the new estimates presented in Table 1 give a more accurate picture of 
the »true» population in 1900, it would mean that the »official» resident popu
lation very clearly underestimated the amount of the absent population in the 
parish main books. We will return to this question in the last chapter.

The resident population on December 31, 1910

The population was divided into those »present» and those »absent» for the 
first time in the parish main book inventory of 1910. The »official» resident 
population has been counted on the basis of this division (see Hyppola et al. 
1949, 16). The difference between the total and the resident population has 
been calculated at almost 172 000 persons (5.5 per cent o f the total population).24

If the difference mentioned above tells the truth about the resident popula
tion it would make the estimate given in Table 1 concerning the resident popu
lation in 1900 questionable (over 200 000 persons less than the total population), 
because one would expect that the amount of the »absent» population would 
have grown because of the extensive emigration to America during the first 
decade of the 20th century. However, there are several reasons which suggest 
that the absent population given in 1910 may well have underestimated the true 
amount of the absent population.

The problem was not necessarily that the parish clergy did not know which 
of his parishioners were absent, although this was the case in some parishes. 
The poorest situation was in the large cities where the clergy was not always

24 The m arket tow ns (population of about 2 300 persons) have again been grouped
w ith  the rural m unicipalities for practical reasons. The population figures for the cities  
are the follow ing: total population 456 873 and resident population 430 150 (the difference,
26 723 inhabitants, is  about 6 Vo of the total population). The figures for the countryside 
are the follow ing: total population 2 658 324 and resident population 2 513 250 (the 
difference, 145 074 persons, is  about 5 per cent of the total population. In this division, 
the population »living outside the parish elsew here in  Finland» am ounting to 22 209 
persons, has been divided betw een  the cities and the countryside according to their 
proportion in  the »living w ith in  the parish» population. From  here on w h en  w e talk  
about the »resident» population, it  includes those liv in g  in  F inland and also including  
those living outside their hom e parishes. The »present» population how ever covers only  
that population liv ing in their hom e parishes.
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able to divide the population into the »absent» and »present» (SVT VI: 45, 9— 12 
and footnotes in Table II).

The situation was undoubtedly better in the countryside. The clergy still 
actively checked their parish main books to some extent at the general reading 
examinations, and especially in the smaller parishes they had rather good possi
bilities for closer contact with their parishioners than in the cities, for example. 
Thus the parish clergy had a fairly good chance of gradually discovering those 
who had left the parish.

I have examined the parish main books of four parishes — Kitee in eastern 
Finland and Vihti, Tuusula and Masku in southern Finland. It seems that the 
clergy of Vihti and Masku were astonishingly well aware of the movements of 
parishioners who were moving around in near-by parishes. The situation was 
not as good in Tuusula and Kitee, but at least in Tuusula the clergy seems to 
have gradually found out about those who had left the parish.

The clergy seems to have had greater difficulties in telling when a person 
had left the parish, at least the year was rather seldom entered in the main 
books. This was unfortunate considering the instructions given to the clergy. 
The clergy should have included a person among the absent population in the 
population table only if the individual had disappeared without leaving any 
trace a long time ago, or if he had left the parish at least five years earlier. 
The purpose of these instructions was probably that only those persons were 
to be included in the absent population who had been gone for such a long time 
that it was unlikely that he would return any more. During the period when 
emigration and internal migration were very active these instructions were to 
lead to a situation where a large number of persons who had already left the 
parish several years ago were included in the present population. In addition, 
since the clergy had difficulties in knowing when a person had actually left 
the parish permanently, it seems that the clergy reacted in many cases by mark
ing as »absent» only the »certain cases», i.e., persons who had been absent for 
a long time during which nothing had been heard of them (see Pitkänen 1976, 
284— 287 and SVT VI: 45, 17— 18).

The difficulties mentioned above clearly suggest that the size of the »absent» 
population obtained by the parish main book inventory well may have under
estimated the true size of the »absent» population, but do we have any proof 
that this really was the case. The only even nearly exact figures we can get 
are those obtained from the direct census taken from the cities. In 1910 these 
cities were, however, much more numerous than ten years earlier. In Decem
ber 7, 1910 a census was taken in Helsinki, Turku, Viipuri, Tampere, Nikolain- 
kaupunki ( =  Vaasa), Pori and Oulu. The »present* population of these cities 
made up about 70 per cent of all the »present» city population in the main book 
inventory.

As in 1900 the figures obtained from the census do not directly give us com
parable population figures for these cities. But these figures can be calculated 
from the published census material (see SVT VI: 44: 8, 28— 29). The number
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of Finnish citizens permanently living within the administrative borders of 
these cities was thus 269 400.25 The size of the »present» population according 
to the parish main book inventory was nearly 40 000 inhabitants more. As in 
1900, this difference was probably due partly to persons registered in the parish 
main books of the cities even though they lived outside the city limits.

What about the rest of the Finnish cities whose »present» population in the 
inventory was 118 885 inhabitants. If the trend found in the large cities is also 
the same concerning the smaller cities, one would expect that this size of the 
»present» population is also too high. In the larger cities the figures obtained 
by the census matched rather well with the population amounts in the poll-tax 
records. It is, however, probable that because the larger cities were rapidly 
growing centers of industry and trade, their poll-tax records could not keep 
up with all those who had moved to the cities. The compatibility of the poll- 
tax amounts with the census figures was probably due to the fact that these 
records, on the other hand, also included a great deal of absent population.26

We do not know whether these two groups have counterbalanced each other 
in the poll-tax records of the smaller cities. On the contrary, it is possible that 
the poll-tax figures are too high. There is, however, no better estimate for the 
population of these cities and therefore we are forced to use the figure obtained 
from the poll-tax records or 113 800 inhabitants, which is only 5 000 persons less 
than the size of the »present» population in the parish main book inventory. 
The result thus obtained is that the whole city population in Finland in 1910 
was about 383 200 inhabitants. This is about 47 000 (11 #/o) inhabitants less than 
the »official» resident population figure.

For the countryside we cannot obtain any figures concerning the possible 
overestimation of the »official» resident population. However, the other popu
lation registers — poll-tax records —  are worth a closer examination. Table 2 
shows the central figures obtained from the poll-tax records and the parish main 
book inventory.

The difference between the total populations is natural,27 because people 
were much more easily excluded from the poll-tax records than from the parish 
main books.28 Nonetheless, the poll-tax registers contained a large amount of

23 This figure also includes the population of the fortress of Viapori.
26 One can calculate the am ount o f the present population also in the poll-tax

records, because the absent population w as separated in them. The am ounts o f »present» 
population in  m ost cities w ere considerably low er than the figures obtained from  the
census m aterial.

27 The total population in the p oll-tax  records differs slightly from  the figure pre
sented in  the officia l statistics (SVT V I : 45, Table II) due to the erroneous figure for 
the m unicipality of Sulva in the statistics.

28 This can already be seen w hen one com pares population growth in 1900— 1910 
in  the parish m ain book inventories and in the poll-tax  records. The growth w as alm ost 
70 000 persons higher in the inventories than in the p oll-tax  records.



74

T a b l e  2. Population figures for the countryside in the parish main book 
inventory (31.12. 1910) and in the poll-tax records (1.1. 1911).

Total Present Resident
population population population

1 The parish m ain book inventory 2 658 300 2 494 300 2 513 250
2 The p oll-tax  records 2 593 900 2 468 500
3 The d ifference betw een row  1 and 2 64 400 25 800
Sources. SVT VI: 45, 22 23 and Tables I and XIII. P o ll-ta x  records in the National 

Archives of Finland.

absent population. From 1903 onwards the poll-tax records had a column in 
which the registrars of the rural jurisdictional districts (kihlakunnan henkikir
joittajat) had to note if a person was absent. In 1911 the size of the absent 
population was about 125 000 persons and this figure was so much smaller than 
the corresponding figure in the parish main book inventory that the amount 
of the present population was only slightly smaller in the poll-tax records. At 
first sight the small difference between the figures would seem to support the 
results obtained in the parish main book inventory concerning the amount of 
the present population in the countryside.

When examining the poll-tax records more closely, one must, however, con
clude that these records have clearly overestimated the amount of the present 
population in them. This again suggests that also the parish main book inven
tory has overestimated the size of the present population.

In 1908 the Central Statistical Office of Finland sent a questionnaire to the 
district registrars responsible for compiling poll-tax records. In this question
naire the Office asked, e.g., what grounds were used when a person was entered 
in the column of the absent population. One can see from the answers29 that 
there was a certain time lapse before a person was moved into the column for 
absent persons. Usually this seems to have been a year or two, but longer time 
lapses were also mentioned. In addition, one can see that the concept of an 
»absent person» was understood in different ways by different registrars. Often 
an absent person was any person who had stayed outside the municipality for 
a longer period of time. Just as often absent persons were determined in such 
a way that only a part of those living outside the municipality were marked 
in the column. In several cases only those who had emigrated were considered 
as »absent» and sometimes not even all of them. There were numerous varia
tions.

In many cases the registrars emphasized that they put a person in the column 
for the absent only if they were certain that he or she had been gone for a

The answers are in the Archives of the Central Statistical Office, the out-going  
m ail in  1908 and the in-com ing m ail in  1909.
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longer time. The dilemma in this is that the registrars had great difficulties 
in getting sufficient information concerning the population in their district. 
They should have gotten the information as »first hand» information at the 
registration occasion from the population itself. There were, however, relatively 
few who actually came in person to this occasion.

It has been emphasized that the district registrars based their information 
on the parish books, which were to be used in assistance at the registration 
occasion (see Väestötilastokomitean mietintö 1923: 7, 24— 25). It is more pro
bable, however, that the basis for a new poll-tax record was the old record and 
that the parish main books were used only to a very limited extent. Otherwise 
it would be very difficult to explain the differences between the information 
given by the poll-tax records and the parish main books.30

The situation described above undoubtedly caused the registrars to fail to 
register all the people in the poll-tax records. However, the opposite effect has, 
no doubt, been much more significant in the countryside, which lost rather than 
gained from the migration movement. It must have been very difficult for the 
registrars to find out about all persons no longer staying in their district.

The difficulties described above can also be seen directly in the poll-tax 
registers of 1911. In many districts only those persons who were on the pass
port lists of the Finnish Passport Office in St. Petersburg were marked as »ab
sent». In many districts the number of vagrants (irtolainen, löysä) was large, 
but in some cases they were all marked as present or only those who were 
mentioned as staying abroad were marked as »absent».31 A large part of these 
people probably were not present, as most of the registrars mentioned in their 
answers to the Central Statistical Office, but the registrars seemed to have pre
ferred to mark a person »absent» only if they were sure of it.

I have divided the rural jurisdictional districts into two groups. In the first 
group I have included those districts in which it seemed that the registrar had 
not even tried to find out who were absent and in the second group the other 
districts. This division was made mainly with the help of examining the rec
ords themselves, but the answers of the registrars to the Central Statistical 
Office in 1908— 1909 were also used in assistance. The division is naturally 
subjective, but the results were interesting. Table 3 presents the population

so I compared the inform ation concerning the absent population obtained from  the 
parish m ain books of Vihti and Tuusula and found out that part of this absent popula
tion around the year 1910 w ere m arked as present in the p o ll-tax  registers of 1911 (see 
also Pitkänen 1976, 275—278).

31 In m ost of these cases the size of the present population w as m uch larger in 
the p oll-tax  records than in  the parish m ain book inventory. This w as not, however, 
alw ays the case. E.g. in the district of Kym i in the province of Viipuri there w ere only  
a few  persons m arked as staying in  Russia or Am erica, but the size of the present popu
lation in the poll-tax  records w as significantly sm aller than in the parish m ain book 
inventory. B ecause the size of the vagrant population w as relatively  sm all the absent 
population w as probably left out of the p o ll-tax  records to a great extent.
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figures for the second group of districts (by provinces), in which it seemed that 
the registrars had tried to find out the absent population.

In this sample the present population is much smaller in the poll-tax records 
than in the parish main book inventory. The differences between the provinces 
were, however, very large, but these differences seem plausible in many cases.

T a b l e  3. Sample of the poll-tax records (1911) in comparison with the parish 
main book inventory (1910), by provinces.

Total Present Present »Resident»
Province population population population population

in poll-tax in  poll-tax in m ain book in  poll-tax
records records inventory records

Uusim aa 109 203 105 259 106 071 107 817
Turku and Pori 107 938 102 872 104 618 103 378
Häm e 63 083 60 769 63 217 62 597
Vaasa 306 436 270 484 270 484 286 506
Viipuri 303 338 295 291 312 569 297 339
M ikkeli 89 345 84 863 86 658 87 577
Kuopio 312 599 291 171 303 455 307 352
Oulu 255 240 244 600 255 761 246 041
Total 1 547 182 1 455 309 1 502 833 1 498 607
Sources: P o ll-ta x  records of 1911 in the N ational A rchives of F inland and SVT VI: 45, 

Table II.
Sam ple rural jurisdictional d istricts are the follow ing. Uusim aa: districts of Lohja and 

Pernaja; Turku and Pori: d istricts of Ikaalinen and Loimaa; Häme: district of 
Tam m ela; Vaasa: districts of Ilm ajoki, K uortane, Lapua and Pietarsaari; Viipuri: 
districts of Kurkijoki, Kym i, K äkisalm i, Lappee, Ranta and Sortavala; Mikkeli: 
districts of H einola and M ikkeli. Kuopio: all districts; Oulu: all districts except for 
the district of Lappi.

The present population was significantly lower in the poll-tax records than 
in the main book inventory in many provinces from which there was a consider
able migration flow (e.g., province of Viipuri, Kuopio and Oulu). On the other 
hand, the difference between the poll-tax records and the parish main book 
inventory was small in the province of Uusimaa, in which there were several 
industrial centers in the countryside and populous suburbs of Helsinki outside 
the city limits.32 Thus the sample, in spite of its many weaknesses, seems to 
reflect to some extent the changing regional composition of the population.

Table 3 naturally can give only a very vague idea of the amount of over
representation of the »present» population in the parish main book inventory,

32 In m any cases the p o ll-tax  records of those rural m unicipalities w hich were  
adjacent to large cities included a significantly larger population than did the parish 
m ain books.
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although it clearly suggests that such over-representation exists. First of all, 
the districts included in the Table do not form a representative sample of the 
Finnish districts. Secondly, it is most probable that even in these districts the 
registrars failed to find out all of the absent population. This is most apparent 
in the province of Vaasa.

One must also bear in mind that these figures of the »present» population 
also contain people living within Finland, although they were staying outside 
their home municipality or parish. Taking into consideration the entire Finnish 
countryside their size in the parish main book inventory was rather small, only 
19 000 or 12 per cent of the total amount of the absent population (SVT VI: 45, 
Table XIII). No comparable figure can be obtained for the poll-tax records. 
As can be calculated from Table 3 only about one half of the absent population 
in the sample had a mark indicating that the individual was staying abroad 
and thus the »resident» population in the poll-tax records was almost as large 
as the amount of the present population in the parish main book inventory. 
Most of the other absent persons in the poll-tax records had only an »absent» 
mark or »place of residence unknown», but it is probable that a very large part 
of this population actually had moved abroad.33

Because of all the factors mentioned it is not fruitful to begin guessing at 
the amount o f over-representation in the »official» figure of resident popula
tion concerning the countryside. This figure is based in practice on the size 
of the present population given by the main book inventory. Because the sam
ple in Table 3 clearly shows that the present population in the main book in
ventory is probably much too large, this suggests that the over-representation 
in the size of the resident population of the countryside is also not insignificant. 
It is probably a question of several tens of thousands of persons. When also 
considering the cities, it is possible that the »official» resident population of 
Finland exaggerates the true population of Finland by much over 100 000 per
sons.

Discussion

In the previous chapters I have tried to show how the system of population 
registration affected unfavorably the reliability of the Finnish population sta
tistics at the turn of the century. It also seems that it has not even been fully 
understood how large the deviations from the »true» figures may have been.

It must be emphasized that all the estimates given above are more or less 
crude. E.g., concerning the resident population in the Finnish countryside in

3S in  several districts there w as no indication in  the p o ll-tax  records of know ledge 
of an individual’s w hereabouts except for those w ho w ere staying on a passport in 
Russia (in the entire countryside about 15 000 persons).
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1910 it has only been possible to bring forth some data which indicate that the 
actual »resident» population may have been significantly lower than the »offi
cial» figure. But it is obvious that we cannot blindly trust even the censuses 
of the cities or the figure produced by the sub-committee.

Therefore the estimates have not been given with the intention that correc
tions be made with them as a basis. They merely indicate certain reliability 
limits, which the researcher must take into account when he draws conclusions 
from the data based on the population statistics. More difficulties arise because 
of the fact that the total population figures alone are seldom sufficient, instead 
it is necessary to use figures concerning different age, occupational, etc. groups 
or different regions. This can all be rather annoying to researchers who are 
accustomed to drawing conclusions from relatively small changes in the figures. 
But if one is not ready to accept the rather wide limits of unreliability and a 
certain amount of uncertainty, the historical data are not for him.
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