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PERSPECTIVE

THE WESTERN FERTILITY DECLINE:
REFLECTIONS FROM A CHRONOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE

John C. Caldwell," The Australian National University

The study of recent fertility trends in the West has been dominated by examina-
tions of Europe. A better perspective on twentieth-century fertility movements
can be gained by giving an equal emphasis to trends in the ‘Offshoots’ (USA,
Canada, Australia and New Zealand). This paper focuses on the periods of
rapid fertility decline and to a greater extent on the intervening periods of near-
equilibrium. It is suggested that the ‘late twentieth century compromise’ is more
stable than is suggested by reports on its internal strains, and that only massive
government intervention could raise fertility.
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Most of the discussion of the modern fertility decline has concentrated on Europe,
largely because the whole continent has attained below-replacement-level fertility.
This paper seeks to broaden the treatment by including the English-speaking coun-
tries of overseas European settlement. There will also be an attempt to gain greater
historical insight by beginning the analysis in the 1920s. The fertility history of a
number of countries will be compared in an effort to gain answers to three questions.
What was the nature of very low fertility in the Depression of the 1930s? How can we
include the “baby boom’ in any theory of demographic transition? Where does the
transition go from now?

Maddison (2001, 2003) used the term ‘Western Offshoots’ for the English-speaking
countries of overseas European settlement (USA, Canada, Australia and New Zea-
land), and this will be abbreviated to ‘Offshoots” here. It is difficult to omit these
countries from an examination of the Western fertility transition. Preceded only by
France, they were leaders in the first transition, sharing that lead with only Britain
and Belgium (Caldwell and Caldwell 2001: 94). They have also been among the
leaders in subsequent changes in fertility movements. Consequently any attempt to
explain those changes must allow for forces which impinge on the entire West. The
balance of the West, as used in this paper and described here as “Western Europe’
includes Northern, Western and Southern Europe. Countries east of what was the
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Iron Curtain are excluded, not for Hajnal’s (1965) reason that their family and mar-
riage patterns have been distinct for centuries, but because in the 45 years following
World War II a different economic system led to a distinctly different demographic
regime with, for instance, few penalties for early marriage. The Offshoots also should
not be excluded because of their comparative size. Of the whole West in 2005, the Off-
shoots (353 million people) made up 45 per cent of the total population, and Western
Europe (433 million) 55 per cent. In contrast the Offshoots, averaging slightly higher
real incomes (in parity purchasing prices, see Maddison 2003), contributed in 2000 52
per cent of the West’s total gross domestic product.

Table 1 identifies the turning points in the twentieth-century fertility decline. Its
concern is what happened after 1930, but, in order to place changes in perspective,
data are provided for the 1920s as a kind of baseline. By 1920 fertility was falling in all
of the West, with the possible exception of Greece where birth registration figures for
the early 1920s are suspect. In order to use reasonably good single-year age data for
all these countries, crude birth rates are employed. They are influenced by the popu-
lations” age structures and the age schedule for births, but they are not alone among
fertility measures in suffering from such defects. Over the short run, such as when
assessing turning points, their shortcomings are of little importance. Over the longer
run this is not the case: in Australia the ratio of the crude birth rate to the total fertility
rate ranged between 7.7 and 7.9 for much of the twentieth century, falling to under 7
in the baby boom and rising to over 8 in the late-twentieth-century fertility decline
(McDonald, Ruzicka and Pyne 1987: 53). The case against the crude birth rate is that
it is misleading with regard to the potential for long-range population growth, in that
during fertility declines it is affected by the disproportionate number of potential
mothers born a generation earlier. But in terms of current growth it is without rival.

Table 1 shows the trajectory of crude birth rates for all the Offshoots, England
and Wales, and for selected countries of Western Europe (the latter constituting 84
per cent of the population of Continental Western Europe). In conformity with the
decision to exclude the Eastern European countries with non-market economies, the
1951-1989 statistics for Germany are restricted to those of the Federal Republic. The
rates for 1938-1950 are excluded for all countries because World War II and its imme-
diate aftermath induced distortions which vary from country to country.

Fertility in the Depression of the 1930s

In the Depression, fertility reached levels so low that they would not be equalled for
another three or four decades. Indeed, during those decades the view of most demog-
raphers was probably that the Depression fertility levels were uniquely low, and that
richer economies (with real per capita income doubling between the early 1930s and
1960) and well developed welfare states would never again experience the kind of
misery that forced down fertility rates in the Depression. Easterlin (1976) explained
higher subsequent fertility in terms of the emergence from the demographic and eco-
nomic difficulties of the 1930s. The situation at that time is analysed in Table 2.

Fertility rates, although not propelled by any unusual crisis, fell consistently
through the 1920s, as the Western demographic transition ran its course. This decline
continued into the early 1930s not as a sudden slump but, in a majority of countries
shown in Table 2, at a slower rate. It is surprising that this decline did not continue
throughout the troubled decade but instead halted successively in different countries
from 1933 onward without waiting for prosperity to return.
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Table1l Chronology of the Western fertility decline as measured by crude birth
rates®

Lowest Highest baby Year® when same
CBR CBR Depression boom? CBR  low/high of

Depres- Baby
Country 1920 1929 CBR Year CBR Year 1990 sion  boom

USA® 269 205 176 1933 242 1954 158 1966 1926
Australia 255 203 164 1934 229 1957 154 1976 1925
Canada 292 235 201 1937 282 1954 152 1966 1922
New 251 197 174 1935 271 1961 179 1977 1909
Zealand

England 281 192 176 1933 20.1 1962 13.9 1969 1922
& Wales

Sweden 23.6 152 137 1933 160 1964 145 1969 1928
Denmark 254 186 132 1934 184 1966 123 1976 1930

Netherlands 28.6 228 19.8 1937 184 1967 123 1965 —d

Belgium 222 181 150 1937 174 1959 124 1966 1932
France 214 177 147 1937 195 1951 9.8 1975 1921
Germany* 259 180 147 1933 183 1963 114 1970 1937
Austria 227 168 128 1937 188 1963 11.7 1974 1927
Italy 322 256 224 1936 195 1964 9.8 -5 —d
Spain 295 283 226" 1937 217 1958 103 -5 —d
Greece 2120 289 259" 1937 187 1967 102 -5 -d
a 1938-50 rates omitted.

b Depression low first reached again/post-1945 high last previously experienced.

¢ Whites.

d Before 1938 always higher.

e Germany/West Germany/Germany.

f 1928 if 1930s omitted.

g Rates after 1950 below Depression low.

h Continued decline through 1930s.

i Refers to 1921.

Sources: Mitchell 1998a, b, 2003.

Some early demographers had expected fertility to fall. Willcox (1916: 12) wrote
that if America’s downward fertility trend persisted, in 150 years (i.e. 2066) the birth
rate would reach not replacement level but zero. On the other hand, he also argued
that it was declining mortality that was forcing the birth rate down, and this implied
an eventual low-level equilibrium with probably stationary population. Dublin and
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Table2 The effect of the 1930s Depression on crude birth rates

Average annual decline in CBR

Years from Years until
1920- 1929 to 1929 to Depression
Country 1929 Depression low Depression low low regained
USA 0.7 0.7 4 33
Australia 0.6 0.8 5 42
Canada 0.6 0.4 8 29
New Zealand 0.6 0.4 6 32
England & Wales 1.0 0.4 4 36
Sweden 0.9 0.4 4 36
Denmark 0.8 1.0 5 42
Netherlands 0.6 0.4 8 28
Belgium 0.5 04 8 29
France 0.4 04 8 38
Germany 0.9 1.2 4 37
Austria 0.5 0.5 8 37
Italy 0.7 0.5 7 -a
Spain 0.1 0.7 8 =4
Greece 0.9 0.4 8 -4

a Rates after 1950 below Depression low.
Source: Table 1.

Lotka (1925) showed that the ‘true’ or “intrinsic’ rate of natural increase in the United
States in 1920 was not 1.1 per cent as the difference between birth and death rates
showed, but just above 0.5 per cent, to which it would fall if the existing vital rates
persisted. Thompson (1929: 968) drew on Dublin and Lotka’s methodology to argue
that the time was approaching when Northwestern and Central Europe would have
no more births than deaths and that population growth in the United States and Aus-
tralia would become stationary.

In an effort to mitigate the impact of the poverty of the early Depression years it
became respectable for even governments to provide both education and services
in contraception. Fryer (1967: 291 ff.) relates how, in these circumstances, the British
Ministry of Health allowed local governments to enter the family planning field.
Charles (1934) published a book with the revealing title The Twilight of Parenthood and
began by charging that

The result is that the process of rationalizing reproduction has now produced a problem of

the first magnitude. The prosperous classes of industrial nations, like other ruling castes in
the past, have become victims of their own ideology. In seeking to mitigate poverty by pre-
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venting the poor from reproducing they have moulded the destiny of a civilization which
has lost the power to reproduce itself (Charles 1934: 2).

In 1938, in a chapter in Hogben's Political Arithmetic, Charles produced popula-
tion projections for England and Wales showing the population falling from 41 mil-
lion in 1935 to either 29 or 18 million in 2000 (in reality it was to be 52 million). Across
the Atlantic, Davis (1937: 112) was proclaiming: ‘the kind of reproductive institution
inherited from the past is fundamentally incompatible with present-day society and
hence can never catch up’.

But by the second half of the 1930s some demographers were interpreting the
halting of fertility decline to show that the Depression was a special, perhaps one-
off, demographic phenomenon. In England, where fertility rose modestly after 1933,
Carr-Saunders (1936: 115-116) interpreted this reversal of the fertility trend to show
that the severe crisis of the early 1930s meant not below-replacement family size but
‘just a temporary postponement of marriage and childbirth’. It is hard to avoid the
conclusion that he must have also believed that the underlying trend was towards
stationary rather than declining populations. Glass (1940: 344) noted the recovery in
fertility, but, drawing on R.R. Kuczynski’s (1935) net reproduction rate, observed that,
in the long term, fertility was still below replacement. At a 1944 conference Notestein
addressed the situation of the countries here classified as the West, which he called
“Type 1: Incipient fertility decline’, concluding;:

In the interwar period their fertility was low and declining... In most of them fertility

would have to rise substantially to forestall decline, and such measures will not be easily
obtained, short of drastic government policies of a totalitarian kind (Notestein 1945: 42).

In Sweden, writings by Alva and Gunnar Myrdal had led to the 1935-38 Swedish
Population Commission and the 1935-36 Special Census. The latter contained a ques-
tion on women’s work which was analysed to draw the conclusion that replacement
fertility was endangered by the conflict between women’s employment and their
child-care work (A. Myrdal 1945: 407-408). G. Myrdal (1940), in his 1938 Godkin
Lectures at Harvard University, said that the West must face the fact that the demo-
graphic choice was only between stationary and declining population.

Déji vu. In the short run, for reasons that still largely evade us, they were all wrong.
But half a century later their analyses and views are once again relevant. Accordingly,
it is appropriate to note here that there is a suggestion in most of these writers that
declining population could be headed off. Both Myrdals regarded the Swedish Popu-
lation Commission as having been set up for this purpose, just as Glass and Grebenik
regarded the 194348 British Royal Commission on Population. Most authors con-
tributing to Hogben (1938) thought that more research could show the way. Even the
apocalyptic suggestions from the United States that totalitarian measures might be
needed (Notestein 1945: 42) or that the family might have to be replaced as the repro-
ductive mechanism (Davis 1937: 112) seemed to suggest that disappearing popula-
tions were probably not the way of the future.

The ‘baby boom’

Table 1 also identified the peaks of the baby boom. Fertility levels slowly eased up
from the Depression low point, and there is no satisfactory way of assigning a start-
ing point for the baby boom other than using that low point. The baby boom was
not a phenomenon experienced with equal intensity, or indeed experienced at all,
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Table 3 The height of the baby boom

CBR last at equally
Increase high level to baby
since Highest boom peak
Highest Depression quinquen-

Country Year CBR low nial TFR® Year  Years since
USA 1954 24.2 6.6 3.7 1926 28
Australia 1957 22.9 6.3 3.4 1925 32
Canada 1955 28.2 8.1 3.9 1922 33
New Zealand 1961 27.1 9.7 4.1 1909 52
England & 1962 20.1 25 2.8 1922 40
Wales

Sweden 1964 16.0 2.3 2.3 1928 36
Denmark 1966 18.4 4.8 2.6 1930 36
Netherlands 1967 18.4 -b 3.2 -b b
Belgium 1959 17.4 2.4 2.7 1932 27
France 1951 19.5 4.8 29 1921 30
Germany 1963 18.3 3.6 2.5 1928 45
Austria 1963 18.8 6.6 2.8 1927 45
Italy 1964 19.5 -b 25 -b -b
Spain 1958 21.7 -b 2.9 -b -b
Greece 1967 18.7 -b 24 -b -b

a United Nations quinquennial estimates.
b Before 1938 always higher.
Sources: Table 1; United Nations 2003.

in all European countries. Tables 1 and 3 show that the Offshoots exhibited peaks of
the crude birth rate in the range 23-28 and of the total fertility rate from 3.4 to 4.1.
These are levels well above those found in Europe. In the Offshoots crude birth rates
climbed from Depression depths to baby-boom heights by 6-10 points, well above
most European experience except that of Austria, which is explained by that coun-
try’s unusually low fertility level in the late 1930s. The baby boom was particularly
a phenomenon of the Offshoots. In the Netherlands and Southern Europe post-1950
fertility was never above that of the 1930s. Indeed the ‘first demographic transition’
was still under way on the Mediterranean shores. France’s fertility peaked early,
probably because of strong and partly successful policy efforts to raise its birth rates
from their historically low levels. Ironically, we have no way of defining the end of
the baby boom except by its peak. That peak occurred in the Offshoots a decade after
the end of World War II and in much of Europe almost two decades later.

A temporary recovery in the birth rate was expected after World War II, as had
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been the case after World War I. This happened to varying extents, most conspicu-
ously in those countries most affected by fighting on their soil, and occupation. What
was unexpected was that subsequently fertility rates would remain high and even
rise further. As Table 3 shows, it was to be 30 to 50 years before fertility levels again
fell to the levels of the 1930s, and the fertility transition was resumed. No theory
had predicted either the baby boom or ‘baby bust’. Even now there is more explana-
tion for the latter, in that the renewed fertility decline is in the tradition of classical
demographic transition theory. Indeed, the baby boom was only seen as a distinct,
and probably one-time, phenomenon once it was over and there emerged theories
which proffered explanations. It was seen in retrospect to have been the last and most
developed period of the ‘breadwinner’ system (see Esping-Andersen 1993; McDon-
ald 2000). Indeed, more attention has been given to this system’s passing, mostly by
low-fertility theorists, than to its value for explaining the baby boom.

The roots of the breadwinner system go back for centuries but it reached its zenith
with the Industrial Revolution. Its essential feature was a division in labour and place
of activity between husband and wife, with the husband working outside the home
for wages and the wife, and often children as well, involved in the home production
of meals, clothing, house-care and child minding; in addition often doing ‘outwork’
production for factories. The wife’s activities usually meant she worked longer hours
than her husband without being able to claim as a right equal access to the money he
earned. This was justified on the grounds that paid work was central to the survival
of the family and it was men who tended to have the right skills or strength.

The golden age of the breadwinner system in the West was the first three dec-
ades after World War II. They were years of unprecedented prosperity with until
about 1975 nearly full employment and rapid economic growth, partly fortuitous
and partly the result of improved economic policies, which depended on a better
understanding of fiscal changes and the electorate’s pressure for a greater sharing
of opportunities, a product of both depression and war. Young people could look
forward to obtaining full-time and mostly permanent work as soon as they finished
their education. This situation was buttressed by the development of welfare states
(although to a lesser extent in the United States) that reinforced security by providing
free or highly subsidized medical care and some financial support for bearing babies
and bringing up children. Probably, as evidenced by the United States having such a
conspicuous baby boom, the guarantee of quick and continuing employment rather
than the welfare state was the most important element in sustaining the baby boom.
It was also sustained by complementary factors. Since the nineteenth century, respect
had been growing for women'’s performances as wife, mother and homemaker, as
a complement rather than subordinate of the husband. This was to be increasingly
ridiculed from the 1960s but that time had not yet come. The great expansion of the
service sector of occupations had not yet taken place and jobs for women remained
limited. So was their education because families still read the economy as demand-
ing mostly males, and so sons were given priority in extended education. Many girls
were doubtless happy that less pressure was put on them than on their brothers.
Two other factors were important. First, in keeping with the breadwinner philoso-
phy, men were usually paid more than women and given quicker promotion. During
the 1950s and most of the 1960s this single income was sufficient to keep most fami-
lies in reasonable comfort, certainly in greater comfort than had been possible ever
before. Second, contraception was still far from perfect, and too much dependence



232 John C. Caldwell

on a wife’s earnings could see a family in trouble if a pregnancy stopped her from
working, especially if as a result she lost her permanent job.

Ryder (1979) focused on American fertility. First of all he concentrated on the
effect of ever-younger marriages, a tempo explanation, estimating that ‘Fifty-eight
percent of the rise in fertility, and fifty-five percent of the subsequent decline, would
have occurred if the number of babies borne by women throughout their lives had
remained fixed’ (Ryder 1979: 360-361). Furthermore, 90 per cent of the rise in lifetime
fertility that did take place was because few people any longer remained childless or
confined themselves to a single child; parents continued reproducing until they had
two or more. Why did this happen? It is likely that norms had not changed. Ryder
(1979) argued that “There is a constant temptation, which sociologists are not always
resolute enough to resist, to observe a change in behavior, and then explain it by ref-
erence to changing values’ (p. 361). The baby boom showed not a radical change in
outlook — that was still to come — but the end of an era, with families in much better
material shape than in the 1930s or even the 1920s. ‘The steady rise in real income,
together with increased governmental intervention which effectively transferred
resources away from non-parents and toward parents, made feasible the almost uni-
versal adherence to a long-standing norm of proper behavior’ (Ryder 1979: 361).

Others’ explanations are essentially modifications and extensions of Ryder’s
propositions. His paper was partly a response to Richard Easterlin’s Population
Association of America presidential address which expanded on Easterlin’s earlier
formulations (Easterlin 1976). In that address Easterlin focused on job security after
World War II, explaining it partly by the relative smallness of the cohort of males
seeking work in the 1950s, a product of the low birth rates of the late 1920s and 1930s.
They were fewer than their fathers’ generation, many of whom had been unemployed
for years. Easterlin was probably right in arguing that the small size of the postwar
cohort entering the labour force helped to consolidate the ability of the economy to
offer jobs for all, although it is quite possible that those economies were sufficiently
strong to have absorbed even more recruits. The Offshoots all managed to employ
not only their native-born but huge numbers of immigrants recruited on the grounds
that there were labour shortages. Easterlin (1976, 1978) went further and postulated
alternating swings of fertility as relatively large or small cohorts entered the labour
market, predicting falling fertility after 1960 (which, of course, was already taking
place), and, with the following generation, rising fertility after 1984. The rise did not
occur, although this was more evident in most of the West than in the United States.
This failure cast severe doubt on the alternating-cohort-size thesis, but that could
never be tested because the world, or at least Western fertility norms and behaviour,
changed.

Caldwell (1982) focused more on explaining the part of the baby boom’s higher
fertility that was attributed to earlier and near-universal marriage. He argued that in
the West there had long been tension between the generations, with parents urging
upon the young caution in marrying too early with only limited resources, or in start-
ing sexual activity too early and being forced to marry prematurely. The economic
need for delayed marriage diminished in the era of full employment. There were
still prohibitions, although they were weakening, on cohabitation without formal
marriage and with inadequate contraception, and hence early access to full sexual
activity could most easily be obtained by early marriage. Such marriage was made
easier by a decreasing need to rely on help from the older generation. Crouch (1999:
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201 £f.), focusing on Western Europe, agreed that this break with the long tradition of
both delayed and non-universal marriage, partly ordained by the older generations’
caution, arose from richer societies offering few hindrances to entry into the labour
force and little fear of job insecurity. He did, however, regard it as constituting a radi-
cal reversal to the long-existing ‘European marriage pattern” which Hajnal (1965) had
discerned. Crouch noted that the marriage change had not altered the breadwinner
model, which he called the ‘Fordist model’, and he ascribed the marriage change to
the growing wealth of Western countries. Nevertheless, he saw the new marriage
pattern, perhaps prematurely, as a major break in European society and called it ‘the
mid-century compromise’ (Crouch 1999: 201).

The Second Demographic Transition

The mid-century compromise lasted no longer than 15 years after World War II.
Although it represented the golden age of the Fordist or breadwinner system which
itself began much earlier and suffered from Depression and War, the compromise
contained the seeds of its own destruction. Nevertheless, while it endured, it was,
unlike those of the 1930s or the last part of the twentieth century, a reproductively
successful system. It began to decay — as measured by fertility decline — from the late
1950s or early 1960s (see Tables 1 and 4). It should be noted that there is close agree-
ment with recent cohort analyses (Frejka and Sardon 2004; Sobotka (2004a, b). The
cohort analyses are not constructed to provide exact dates of change; indeed they cut
across period phenomena. Nevertheless, if we identify the average age at childbirth
in each cohort, it is found that the fertility decline began in most of the selected coun-
tries in the 1960s and halted or almost halted in the 1980s.

However, what is significant is that fertility did not decline indefinitely. In many
countries the total fertility rate ceased falling by 1975-80, often after no more than
two decades. A new near-equilibrium was attained, albeit below the long-term
replacement level. Fertility and mortality were changing only slowly, although natu-
ral increase would continue to change for some decades, usually diminishing. This
balance incorporated the struggle between mothers working and being involved in
child care and other domestic work. Despite the distress there are as yet no signs that
the near-equilibrium of the last 30 years is, in the short term, unstable. If it changes
it will probably be because of the need to do something about the inadequate care of
children of working mothers. In the longer run the cause will probably be govern-
ments’ fear of declining populations. Adequate intervention for the latter reason is
unlikely to come soon in the Offshoots and Britain where natural increase is pro-
jected not to reach zero until well into the twenty-first century, and zero population
growth will wait until an even later date, or perhaps never happen, because of con-
tinuing immigration. Clearly, decline may come much sooner in Central, Southern
and Eastern Europe. The means of intervention are well known (McDonald 2000;
Caldwell, Caldwell and McDonald 2002). We may well term the present situation
‘the late twentieth century compromise’, and the hypothetical future, characterized
by drastic government intervention, ‘the mid-twenty-first-century compromise’.

Table 1 shows that the fall in fertility from the baby-boom peak began somewhat
earlier in three of the Offshoots than in most European countries. The exception is
New Zealand where the later Maori fertility decline affects the chronology. Indeed,
the beginning of the Offshoots” fall suggests that the mid-century compromise was



234 John C. Caldwell

Table4 Post-baby-boom fertility decline according to United Nations
quinquennial total fertility rate estimates and projections
Highest estimate 1995-2000 TFR
Replace- Zero Duration
ment natural % decline  De-  of steep
fertility increase from baby cline decline
Country Period TFR reached® reached TFR boom high ends® (years)
USA 1955- 3.71 1970— - 2.05 45 1975— 20
1960 1975 1980
Australia  1955- 3.41 1975- 2040- 1.77 48 1985— 30
1960 1980 2045 1990
Canada 1955- 3.90 1970— 2025- 1.56 60 1980 25
1960 1975 2030 1985
New 1955- 4.07 1970— 2035- 1.97 52 1980 25
Zealand 1960 1975 2040 1985
United 1960- 2.81 1970- 2030- 1.70 40 1975- 15
Kingdom 1965 1975 2035 1980
Sweden 1960- 2.32 1965— 1995~ 1.56 33 1975— 15
1965 1970 2000 1980
Denmark 1960- 2.59 1970- 2005- 1.75 32 1975- 15
1965 1975 2010 1980
Nether- 1960- 3.17 1970— 2020- 1.60 50 1975- 25
lands 1965 1975 2025 1980
Belgium 1960- 2.66 1970- 2010- 1.60 40 1980 20
1965 1975 2015 1985
France 1960- 2.85 1975— 2025- 1.76 38 1990~ 30
1965 1980 2030 1995
Germany® 1960- 2.49 1970- 1970- 1.34 46 1990- 30
1965 1975 1975 1995
Austria 1960- 2.78 1970- 1975- 1.36 51 1985— 25
1965 1975 1980 1990
Italy 1960- 2.50 1975— 1995- 1.21 52 1995— 35
1965 1980 2000 2000
Spain 1965- 2.92 1980— 2005- 1.19 59 1995— 30
1970 1985 2010 2000
Greece —d —d 1980~ 1995- 1.30 —d 2000- —d
1985 2000 2005

Nearest following quinquennium.

Germany (West and East Germany) at all dates.

a
b  When within 5 % above or below 1995-2000 level.
c
d

Fertility continuing to fall throughout whole period to 2000.

Source: United Nations 2003.
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becoming unstable even before the contraceptive revolution of the 1960s. The cause
was almost certainly the beginning of the crisis wrought by the problems of more
and more young mothers being in the workforce. Nevertheless, the movement was
at first slow and the massive fertility decline did not occur until the new, effective
and easily used antinatal technology of the early 1960s became available. The new
methods included oral and other hormonal contraception, the Lippes loop and other
subsequent intra-uterine contraceptive devices, better and more clearly legal steri-
lization, and the beginning of better and more accessible abortion. These technical
advances had been encouraged by the Third World “population explosion’, but the
new methods first were taken up massively by the developed world, and ultimately
were the means of a 40 per cent fertility decline among both developed and develop-
ing-country populations. The contraceptive revolution met a need, but it also pro-
voked and accelerated further change. Couples could now plan for both wife and
husband to spend most of their lives in the workforce, with a good chance of them
being able to cope with the one or two children they planned to have. They could
commit themselves to long-term financial obligations such as meeting substantial
payments for costly purchases like houses and cars. Of course, these commitments
would in turn determine the couple’s efforts to restrict family size. The new more
effective contraception also allowed young adults to indulge in sexual activity, often
with one continuing partner, without having to marry. Not only did the new con-
traception make such behaviour more common, but, because it was not followed by
dire reproductive and financial consequences, it made it more acceptable. Norms of
morality followed scientific breakthroughs.

Explanations for the fertility decline are plentiful, and overlap. Easterlin (1976)
explained it in terms of alternating cohort relative size. By the late 1960s the swollen
cohorts of the early baby boom were competing for jobs in an increasingly competi-
tive and insecure labour market. The labour market was to become still more inse-
cure but unemployment on a serious scale waited until the mid-1970s, years after the
beginning of the fertility decline.

A major contribution to the debate came with the Second Demographic Transi-
tion theorists who held that the individual had broken free from the constraints not
only of society but of family. Aries (1980) argued that those of the generation born
after 1940 were the rebellious ones, who grew up to find that the new contracep-
tion allowed them to postpone both childbearing and marriage so that they could
focus on furthering their own education and experience before that of their children.
The child’s role has changed: ‘before our very eyes it is diminishing’ (p. 650). On
balance Aries was pessimistic, but this growth in individualism was féted by those
who coined the term ‘Second Demographic Transition’, notably Lesthaeghe and van
de Kaa (Lesthaeghe 1977; Lesthaeghe and van de Kaa 1986; Lesthaeghe and Wilson
1986; van de Kaa 1987, 2003). They pointed to movements parallel to the fertility
decline such as the decline and postponement of marriage, the rise of divorce and the
widespread practice of cohabitation, and the increase in births outside marriage. Van
de Kaa saw an origin in World War II, especially in countries that suffered from inva-
sion and occupation (1987: 7-8). Lesthaeghe emphasized the rise of secularism and
the escape from societies strongly influenced by Catholicism and Christian Democrat
governments. This is where the inclusion of the Offshoots in the analysis is impor-
tant because none of them were occupied, none have Catholic majorities, and none
had influential religious political parties. Yet their fertility declines were among the
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earliest to start and were just as great (but from a higher base, see Table 4). And the
other social changes were not precursors or determinants of fertility decline. Indeed,
if social non-conformism, and lack of respect for institutions and employment struc-
tures, are taken into account, individualism in the Offshoots peaked during the late
1960s and early 1970s and has receded ever since under the whiplash of market eco-
nomics.

The major competing theory is that which has a strong backbone in economic
determinism, and is fully set out by McDonald (2000). This theory pictures the bread-
winner family structure as having arisen out of the Industrial Revolution with the
husband bringing home wages from work outside the home to be shared — or partly
shared — with his wife and children, who toiled at home in the domestic produc-
tion of food, clothing, household maintenance and child care. In advanced econo-
mies the system was first modified in the last third of the nineteenth century by
restricting family size in response to children being at least partly withdrawn from
the domestic labour force and being rendered more expensive by mass schooling.
The system reached its zenith in the 1945-65 period when men were still paid much
more than women so that it was financially efficient for women to devote themselves
to household production. Their role, as a counterpart to that of their husbands, was
not regarded as a humble one, either by the press or by most of the wives. So well
did the system work that most couples could afford more children than had been the
case for many years.

But the breadwinner system and society led to their own destruction. It was not a
collapse that would come immediately. There was some pressure for wives to work,
arising from the fact that the ever-earlier marriage ages of both men and women
meant that the savings needed to set up a household could no longer be adequately
accumulated before marriage. It was full employment and the progressive setting-up
of the welfare state that made it safe to marry early, and it was the female employ-
ment that was partly provided by the new welfare systems that added to the jobs
available to wives. This was only part of the great expansion of the service sector of
the economy that offered employment to women. Other parts of government and the
educational sector expanded as never before. Equally important was the growth in
the private service sector selling travel, accommodation and insurance, and meeting
a host of the other new needs of the growingly affluent society. The United States
was not an exception in the provision of welfare except in that the provision was not
universal. Its private welfare services expanded hugely, so that its employment in the
health sector rivalled that of welfare states.

What was fundamental? Basic was the growth of real income doubling in the Off-
shoots between 1950 and 1978 and multiplying by 2.6 during that period in Western
Europe (Maddison 2003). This permitted the development of the consumer society,
tempting both husbands and wives to maximize their incomes. The new economy
demanded educated employees, especially once the computer came into widespread
use. In this setting the women’s movement encouraged female education, employ-
ment and independence. Inevitably, women’s employment and maternal functions
clashed markedly.

These forces were sufficient to begin the dismantling of the breadwinner system.
Falling fertility rates were evidence of this, and the first falls occurred, especially in
the Offshoots, before the end of the 1950s. Nevertheless, the steepest falls took place
in the 1960s and early 1970s, as the new contraceptives became widely available,
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and as Western society became sceptical about the moral value of high reproductive
levels or even any reproduction.

What overall conclusion regarding the Second Demographic Transition can be
drawn from a chronological and comparative study? The full participation and even
chronological leadership by the Offshoots in the fertility decline renders implausi-
ble its origin in the legacy of World War II or in the rise of secularism. One can be
almost as sceptical about the central importance, or the continuing development,
of individualism. The timing of the Second Demographic Transition makes it more
difficult to ignore the role of the birth control revolution. That revolution might not
have had such a great impact if there had not already been disintegrative pressure on
the breadwinner system. As it was, the new or improved technologies helped set the
timing and did even more to determine the steepness of the fertility decline. But their
impact was greater than this. The new certainty of being able to determine the timing
of childbirth — certainly if there was access to abortion and willingness to undergo it
- did much to change society. It meant that couples could plan the wife’s work with
greater confidence. The breaking of the connection between sexual activity and preg-
nancy made it easier to postpone marriage and childbearing. It made it possible for a
young woman to cohabit with a man without fearing disaster, and, probably largely
for this reason, made society less apprehensive and condemnatory of cohabitation.
Certainly, individualism among both females and males was enhanced.

In both the Offshoots and Northwestern Europe the fertility decline had bottomed
out by the 1980s. This would not be the case in Southern (and Eastern) Europe until
the end of the twentieth century. Since then the concern has been not about declining
fertility but about low fertility; in all but the United States below-replacement fertility.
The Offshoots’ fertility is above that of most of Western Europe, but this has been the
case at least since World War II. At the peak of the baby boom, TFRs in the Offshoots
were about one-third above the Western European average (Table 4). The position at
the end of the century was more complex. The Offshoots” fertility actually declined
proportionately more than did that of Northwestern Europe apart from the Neth-
erlands, and about the same amount as that of Central and Southern Europe. Even
after such steep declines, fertility in the United States and New Zealand remained
uniquely high at around replacement level while Australia and Canada were within
the Northwestern European range but above that of Central and Southern Europe.

Fertility in much of Northwestern Europe and the Offshoots has now been in a
low-level equilibrium for more than 30 years, and in Central and Southern Europe
for a decade or more. Whatever the strains of combining motherhood and employ-
ment are, they are at present being accommodated, albeit often with pain. There is no
sign of fertility levels decisively shifting downward (or upward).

Measures of individualism

The original presentations of Second Demographic Transition theory (e.g. van de
Kaa 1987; Lesthaeghe 1995: 17) stressed other measures of conjugal and reproductive
change as precursors or parallels of fertility decline. However, the fertility decline, as
Table 1 showed, began for most countries between the late 1950s and the mid-1960s,
following closely on the heels of the birth control revolution. What, then, was the tim-
ing of the other movements, and what does that timing imply?

Formal marriage was entered later, if at all, and became more subject to divorce.
The move towards later marriage for women and men began as early as 1968-69 in
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Sweden and Denmark, and as late as 1981 in Spain, but mostly clustered in the 1970s
with the change in male and female trends occurring at approximately the same time.
This upward movement had not played itself out by the end of the century and there
were signs that the asymptotic level for women might average around 30 years, with
men’s ages somewhat higher still.

Part of the upward trend in marriage age can be attributed to early cohabitation.
By 1998 cohabitation among 16-29-year-olds ranged between 35 and 70 per cent in
Northern Europe and the Offshoots but around 10 per cent in Southern Europe. The
Mediterranean family really was different. Cohabitation levels were not ascertained
early enough to provide trend data, so we have to resort to the registration of births
outside marriage, which is unsatisfactory because pregnancy with the decision to
go through to a birth is often a reason for cohabiters to marry. Ex-nuptial birth rates
reached 10 per cent early in Sweden, in the 1960s in Denmark and Belgium, in the
1970s in the Offshoots and most of the rest of Northern and Central Europe, and near
the end of the century in Southern Europe. Divorce rates had long been higher in the
United States. Elsewhere they passed the level of 20 per hundred marriages in the
1970s and ultimately reached 40 per hundred marriages in most countries. In Den-
mark and Sweden those levels were reached in the late 1960s and early 1970s, while
levels were lower and later in Southern Europe. It is more surprising that at the end
of the century divorce rates were generally still climbing except in Denmark where
a plateau seemed to have been reached as early as 1982, and in the Offshoots, Britain
and France where there were appearances of plateauing in the 1990s.

What is important is that all these changes had beginnings after or in the late
stages of the contraceptive revolution of the 1960s; that revolution appears to have
been of fundamental importance to all movements.

A brief summary of Western fertility history

Western fertility was in near-equilibrium before about 1870, except for an earlier
decline in France. England’s fertility levels were much the same in the nineteenth
century as they had been in the sixteenth century (Wrigley and Schofield 1981: 530).
The first major decline occurred in the late nineteenth century, arising from changes
in the family economy brought about by the Industrial Revolution and triggered by
mass schooling.

The fertility decline was vaguely expected to stop at about replacement level with
most couples having two children. There are some signs that this was likely to hap-
pen with a slackening of fertility decline in the late 1920s and an approach to replace-
ment fertility (Keyfitz and Flieger 1968). The Great Depression then intervened and
forced some postponement of marriage and maternity so that most annual and some
cohort fertility rates fell below replacement level. Even the annual rates soon stopped
declining, evidence perhaps that most couples were still aiming at a minimum of
two children. With the onset of richer and securer times in the post-World War II
years, cohort completed fertility rates climbed to over three in the Offshoots and to
well above replacement in Europe. This was probably a stable state for prosperous
breadwinner societies. But it was not to persist. This time, from roughly the begin-
ning of the 1960s, a combination of better birth control and more mothers entering
the workforce impelled another decline of fertility to a lower level. Even this decline
lasted only 15-20 years, ending at a cohort fertility level ensuring only a slow popula-
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tion decline in the Offshoots and much of Northwestern Europe. An accommodation
had been reached between work and childbearing that was likely to be changed only
by massive state intervention to raise fertility.

There appears at present to be a demographic equilibrium in spite of justified
complaints by mothers and, to a lesser degree, fathers about balancing labour-market
and domestic work, having to put their children into care, or not having enough
time with them. These strains are offset by higher joint incomes and the consequent
ability to play a fuller role in the consumer society, to keep up with the Joneses, and
to ensure that one’s children keep up with the Joneses’ children. The fertility decline
has halted. The proportion of women in the labour force at any one time seems to be
levelling off at around 45 per cent. The differential by sex in the level of education has
disappeared. The divorce rate appears to be levelling off.

The larger context of this paper is the assertion that the Industrial Revolution
brought a decline in the value of home production and a swift fall in the value of
children once near-universal education was introduced. Most parents still wanted
at least two children, as is apparently still the case (see Bongaarts 2002). Neverthe-
less, because of high mortality rates at the beginning of the twentieth century, net
reproduction rates up to 1945 were below (or just above) unity in France from 1850,
England and Wales from 1911, Belgium from 1920, and Sweden from 1925 (Keyfitz
and Flieger 1968). In one sense, it was the baby boom that allowed the Second Demo-
graphic Transition.

Married women'’s participation in work outside the home rose, starting at low
levels, and climbed almost linearly from 1950. It is probable that the major influ-
ence shaping that climb was the rate of growth in the service or tertiary sector of the
economy. That was determined by two forces: the growth of real incomes, and the
reduction of the workforce in the primary and secondary sectors of the economy with
technical advances and greater use of inanimate energy resources. It can be argued
that the desire of women to work partly encouraged the growth of the tertiary sec-
tor, and this may have been of marginal importance. A supplementary force was the
women’s movement, justifying mothers working and having their children in care.
The women’s movement had two other effects. It fought, largely successfully, for
equal pay between the sexes, thus lowering what the husband’s wage might oth-
erwise have been and raising the wife’s relative earnings so that, in order to share
the increasing offerings of the consumer society, both had to work. It also portrayed
childlessness as a possible option for a woman.

Three conclusions are of overriding importance. The first is widely accepted: that
the fundamental reason for the second fertility decline was not a growth in individu-
alism but the increasing number of mothers working. Second, the antinatal revolution
of the 1960s, both in new birth control technology and in changing attitudes on the
worthiness of reproduction, largely determined when the fertility decline occurred
and helped form the nature of subsequent society (see Caldwell 2001). Third, the
decline was transient and largely over in the Offshoots and Northwestern Europe
within 20 years, that is by the early 1980s. Since then these countries have experi-
enced what might be called the late-twentieth-century compromise, with remarkably
stable fertility rates. There may be strains in this compromise, but they are not great
enough to overthrow it. The whole low-fertility picture is rendered clearer by includ-
ing the Offshoots in the examination of the second demographic transition in the
West, largely because, although their historical experience was distinctly different



240  John C. Caldwell

from that of Europe, their demographic movements were similar. Indeed, chrono-
logically they were often at the cutting edge.

The suggested answers to the original questions are as follows.

First, without the Depression, Western fertility would probably have stabilized
at or above replacement level and would subsequently have risen slowly with eco-
nomic growth. But it was almost inevitable that the demographers writing in the
early Depression should have seen current fertility trends as the continuation of the
fertility transition and not a reaction to a transient crisis.

Second, the baby boom showed that, in societies that can control reproduction,
fertility may well rise as real incomes do so. If mothers’ entry into the workforce had
remained constant at the levels of the early 1950s, there might have been no ‘Baby
Bust'. Fertility may yet rise moderately as the lesson is learnt on how to accommodate
maternity with employment outside the home. Where this adjustment by the state,
employers and families is most advanced is probably indicated by both relatively
high fertility and female labour force participation. This is probably the explanation
of the otherwise startling positive correlation in OECD countries between such par-
ticipation and fertility reported by Morgan (2003: 594-597).

Third, fertility over the last 20 years has remained remarkably level. This aspect
of the “late-twentieth-century compromise’ may well not be broken. There is a temp-
tation to take the United States’ replacement-level fertility as evidence that greater
wealth will bring about the same reproductive situation in all countries. The current
levels of fertility in moderately rich Australia, and, especially Canada, suggest that
such a conclusion could be incautious. Governments may intervene in an attempt to
raise fertility, but the cost may be greater than liberal economic policies would toler-
ate (McIntosh 1981, 1983; Caldwell et al. 2002).
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