
European researcher, 2012, Vol.(3) 

259 

 

07.00.00 Historical sciences and archaeology 
 

07.00.00 Исторические науки и археология 
 
UDC 93 

 
Historical demography in Slovakia in the last century* 

 
Pavol Tisliar 

 
Faculty of Philosophy of Comenius University, Slovakia 
Gondova 2, 814 99  Bratislava  
Dr. (History), PhD, Adjunct Professor 
E-mail: tisliarpavol@gmail.com 
 

Abstract. This paper provides a bibliographical overview of the history of the 
population of Slovakia including both works on historical demographics proper as well as 
relevant material from related fields. While Slovak historical demographics as an 
independent scientific discipline is still in its infancy, its introduction into the curriculum 
of major Slovak universities gives hope for the further advancement of this neglected field 
of research. 
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In the last two decades, Slovak historiography has undergone a deep 

transformation, one marked especially by the search for and subsequent readily 
embrace of new avenues of research. The fall of communism, still felt all across Slovak 
society, has opened up a number of issues which could not have been openly addressed, 
studies and interpreted until late 1980s. The following years were therefore 
predominantly dedicated to coming to terms with one‘s past, especially in terms of 
political history. Recently, a new generation of young historians has risen, unburdened 
by that past and free to attempt an objective reevaluation of Slovak history and 
especially the totalitarian regimes of the 20th century. Along with these broad themes, 
there is now space and time to be devoted to other aspects of historiography, including 
the study of population and the past few years have seen real support for demographic 
research in the form of large research projects and grant. 

When tracing the history of Slovak demographic research, one must first look to 
the early years of the 20th century when the first works of demographic nature 
appeared. These, however, were limited to the analysis of the population development, 
both in contemporary as well as in historical terms. Moreover, the data used was 
exclusively that published by Austro-Hungarian and Czechoslovak authorities in official 
census reports and did not include information on families or other population 
structures.  

More detailed works on the demographics of Slovakia appeared in early 1920s. 
Alexej Leonidovič Petrov [1] published extensively on the ethnic structure of Slovakia, 
especially the ethnic borders between the Slovak and the Hungarian population. Similar 
research was conducted by other scholars, such as the Czech ethnologist and 
linguist Lubor Niederle who compiled an ethnic map of Slovakia based on the 1900 
census data [2] and Jan Húsek [3] who, like A. Petrov [4] himself, examined the ethnic 
makeup of Eastern Slovakia and Czechoslovak Ruthenia. Slovak historical demography 
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proper, however, begins with Alojz J. Chura [5] and Ján Svetoň [6], both of whom 
published important research on the population of Slovakia in 1930s and 1940s. After 
WWII, Ján Svetoň became the doyen of population studies and his work, especially the 
retrospective analysis of the development of the population of Slovakia between 1700 
and 1950 and numerous papers on emigration remain a valuable source of information 
[7]. Among historians and archivists, there were those who devoted their attention to 
demographic issues as early as 1950s, such as Pavol Horváth  or Anton Špiesz [8]. In 
subsequent decades, the ranks of researchers working within the nexus of history and 
demography grew steadily to include Július Alberty, Alţbeta Gácsová, Branislav Varsik 
and Juraj Ţudel [9]. Last decade has seen a number of publications that fall within the 
field of population studies, such as the history of the population of Slovakia in the pre-
statistical period. While most these works fall within the purview of historiography or 
ethnology and their focus is on the history of settlements and human geography, they 
address a number of demographic issues, such as population history and historical 
demographics proper [10]. 

When it comes to more recent history, especially the period between 1800 and 
1950, several works of demographic nature have been published examining and 
analyzing demographic process and population structures in Slovakia [11], thus finally 
addressing issues that neighboring countries settled long ago. In the last few years, 
attention was finally devoted to previously unpublished data from extraordinary 
censuses which mapped the population of Slovakia at crucial points in Slovak history, 
such as the extraordinary censuses of 1919 and 1938 and the regular census of 1940 
[12]. It is important to note that the Europe-wide demographic transformation 
(demographic revolution) only began to affect Slovakia at the end of the 19 th century 
and in some regions, and it was the societal earthquake brought on by WWI (i.e. 
delayed marriages and low natality) that proved to be a trigger for these population 
changes. As a result, the main focus of Slovak historical demography must be, in 
contrast to most European nations, chronologically shifted to the interbellum period. 

At present, a detailed and comprehensive bibliography of works on historical 
demography is still a desideratum. Only a handful of summaries exist, all hopelessly out 
of date. The most recent one, authored by Marta Dobrotková, covers the period between 
1989 and 1998 [13]; however, it lacks a broad focus and cannot be viewed as 
comprehensive or detailed enough.  

Historical demography is currently taught as a mandatory or elective subject 
within the curriculum of history or archival studies at virtually every university in 
Slovakia. Despite that, no separate and independent ―historical-demographic school‖ 
has emerged among Slovak historians like it did in the Czech Republic. Only a handful 
of scholars regularly publish on population and its history and historical demography 
remains on the periphery of the field. This is also reflected in a rather narrow focus of 
most of Slovak demographic research which usually takes the form of an analysis of a 
specific settlement or a smaller region based on parish records or population data of 
various origins. Population history is also seen as an important element of social and 
economic history, especially in terms of social structure [14] or economic activity with 
regard to a particular sector [15]. Ethnic and confessional makeup of Slovakia is usually 
studied through the prism of political (but rarely social or cultural) and ecclesiastical 
history [16] and has been treated separately in only a number of works [17]. Population 
movement, on the other hand, is a more popular topic [18], especially in the light of 
substantial economic emigration and its role in Slovak history. And finally, a number of 
works on the history of health care in Slovakia [19] and on population policy [20] 
conclude this overview.  
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Turning now to the lacunae in Slovak historical demography, it must be noted that 
what is being missed most are analyses using classical aggregate methods and family 
reconstruction. A few papers using these methodologies have already appeared, 
especially in the journal Slovenská archivistika [21] and in 2009, a monograph by 
Libor Bernát [22] analyzed comprehensive and detailed parish data from Dubnica for 
the period between 1667 and 1900. Along with these avenues of research, existing 
population development data is being used by related fields and recently, the issue of 
Slovak demographics is finally examined in wider geographical context [23]. Curiously 
enough, especially considering the generally recognized importance of family in 
traditional Slovak society, history of the family is still a woefully underresearched 
subject [24]. 

Currently, demographic research in Slovakia is coordinated by the Demographic 
Research Institute (Výskumné demografické centrum, VDC), a part of the Institute  of 
Information Science and Statistics (Inštitút informatiky a  štatistiky, INFOSTAT) of the 
Slovak Statistical Office (Štatistický úrad Slovenskej republiky). Despite its support for 
works on historical demography, it is regrettably understaffed and thus unable to 
meaningfully coordinate historical-demographic research, a role which is not yet 
fulfilled by any institution in Slovakia. Moreover, there exists no journal which would 
specialize in historical demography and thus provide impetus for further development 
of this discipline. Papers with historical-demographic bend are usually published in 
Slovenská archivistika (edited by the staff of the Department of Archives of the 
Ministry of the Interior), in Historický časopis (edited by the Historical Institute of the 
Slovak Academy of Sciences), but also in Slovenská štatistika a demografia (edited by 
the Slovak Statistical Office). Significant portion of research is also published in the 
form of conference proceedings.  

It is to be hoped that historical demography in Slovakia will finally assume its 
rightful place not only as a subject taught at the university level, but also as a scientific 
discipline in its own right with an ever-growing body of publications. As a number of 
recently defended MA theses show, one can even hope that a true historical-
demographic school will emerge among young Slovak historians. 
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Аннотация. Статья посвящена библиографии в области словацкой 
демографии. В ней представлены основные исторические и этнографические 
работы, в которых хотя бы эпизодично представлены сведения о развитии населeния 
страны. Историко-демографическиe исследования в Словакии сейчас находятся в 
зачаточном развитии. Установление историческoй демографии как учебного 
предмета в университетах дает надежду постепенного развития этой научной 
дисциплины. 
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