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Low fertility, childlessness and 
family changes in the first half 
of the 20th century in France 
and Belgium 
SANDRA BRÉE THIERRY EGGERICKX1 JEAN-PAUL SANDERSON1 

Résumé 
Au cours de l’entre-deux-guerres, la fécondité a chuté à des niveaux très faibles dans de nombreux pays d’Europe occidentale, presque toujours en dessous du niveau de remplacement. Ce phénomène reste pourtant assez peu étudié et c’est pour appor-ter de nouveaux éléments à sa compréhension que cet article se penche sur la taille de la famille en France et en Belgique pour les générations de femmes nées entre 1872 et 1931 (en distinguant les femmes en fonction de leur état civil), révélant le rôle important de l’infécondité et des petites familles dans les très faibles niveaux de fécondité observés. Un accent particulier est également mis sur le calendrier de la formation de la famille révélant que les très faibles niveaux de fécondité de l’entre-deux-guerres peuvent être expliqués, au moins en partie, par une modification du calendrier de la fécondité. 
Mots-clé 
Fécondité, infécondité, taille des familles, entre-deux-guerres, analyse longitudinale, France, Belgique. 
Abstract 
During the interwar period, fertility dropped to very low levels in many western Eu-ropean countries, almost always below the replacement level but not much is known about this phenomenon. To bring new features, this paper focuses on family size in France and in Belgium for cohorts of women born between 1872 and 1931 (distin-guishing women according to their marital status), revealing the important role of childlessness and small families in the strong decline in fertility. A particular focus is then placed on the timing of family formation revealing that the very low levels of 
                                                 
1. Centre de recherche en Démographie, Université catholique de Louvain (UCL), Louvain-la-Neuve, Belgique. 
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fertility of the interwar period can be explained, at least in part, by a modification of the timing of fertility. 
Keywords 
Fertility, childlessness, family size, interwar period, longitudinal analysis, France, Bel-gium. 

Introduction 
Between 1920 and 1940, fertility dropped to very low levels in many western European countries, almost always below the replacement level (Sardon, 1990). These low fertility levels mark the end of the first demo-graphic transition in most western countries (Caldwell, 2008) and they took place within a highly unstable socioeconomic and political context characterised by the Great Depression and the emergence of totalitarian regimes.  
The latter part of the first demographic transition process has rarely been studied closely, with most studies focusing on its beginning (Bengtsson, Dribe, 2014; Schellekens, Van Poppel, 2012). Some authors interpret the low levels of fertility in the 1920s and 1930s as a mere continuation of decreases that began a few decades earlier, regarding individualism, con-sumerism or secularisation as their main determinants (Van Bavel, 2010). Other authors hypothesise a negative effect on fertility due to the economic crisis and its social consequences (such as unemployment, fall-ing salaries, and the increasing «cost» of raising children) (Caldwell, 2008). To try to better understand this phenomenon, this paper adopts a new approach: it focuses on family size, thus revealing the important role of childlessness and small families in the strong decline in fertility.  
The article specifically focuses on two countries: France and Belgium. In terms of fertility, France and Belgium, from the end of the 19th century to the start of the 20th, represent contrasting cases. France is known for being the first country where fertility declined, while in Belgium, the de-crease took place later and unfolded more rapidly. Belgium and France were also heavily affected by the First World War. In France, the number of civilians and combatants killed was extremely high (Vallin, 1973; Rohrbasser, 2014), and most of these were young men, a phenomenon which can have a strong effect on nuptiality and fertility. Belgium was a major battlefront zone during the conflict, but the number of Belgian deaths was much lower. In terms of the economic crisis of the 1930s, even if the GDP was a little higher in Belgium than in France (Appendix 1), 
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trends in both countries were very similar. Finally, the socioeconomic context differed between the two countries, especially in the areas of ur-banisation, industrialisation and secularisation.  
To deepen our understanding of the low levels of fertility during the in-terwar period, we reconstruct the evolution of lifetime fertility distribu-tion according to the number of children for cohorts of women of child-bearing age during this period. This analysis is done using population censuses and surveys and is based on a retrospective approach that al-lows for the measurement of completed fertility and parities. As the anal-ysis is conducted at the aggregate level, our explanations of the phenom-ena at stake do not take into account individual determinants. Following a description of our data sources and methodology, the parities measured for cohorts of women born between 1872 and 1931 are presented and discussed to understand the role of family size in fertility trends. The analysis is conducted first for all women, then for ever-married women. Finally, particular focus is placed on the timing of family formation to de-termine what new insights calendar indicators can bring. This examina-tion of the distribution of parities and the timing of fertility gives rise to a discussion of the role of events, such as the First World War and the eco-nomic crash of the 1930s, on the low fertility levels reached during the interwar period. 

The low fertility cohorts in France and Belgium 
Despite the implementation of state policies – in the form of both re-strictions2 and incentives3 – designed to encourage fertility and rebuild the population in response to the heavy losses incurred during the First World War4 and the deficit of births during the war, women who had their child(ren) between 1920 and 1940 were among the least fertile of the 20th century. This points to a gap between the implementation of laws 
                                                 
2. In France, a 1920 law criminalised abortion and prohibited the promotion of birth control, and a 1923 law toughened penalties for abortion. In Belgium, a 1920 law amended the Criminal Code to punish abortion practices as well as the promotion of con-traception and abortion. 
3. In France, the creation of Mother’s Day in 1932 and of family allowances were extended in 1939. Regarding Belgium, see Piette and Gubin (2002); regarding France, see De Luca Barrusse (2008). 
4. In France, an estimated 1.4 million soldiers were killed, and in Belgium, the esti-mates hover around 50’000 (Rohrbasser, 2014). 
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and the behaviours these are intended to affect (Cova, 1997), since these laws had no apparent effect on the birth rate (McLaren, 1990). Although the postwar context could have led to an increase in fertility (as it did with the baby boom after the Second World War), this was not the case, or was only so very briefly as a simple recovery effect. This is all the more strik-ing as natalist ideologies and the nationalisation of women’s bodies were prominent in the interwar period (Thébaud, 1992): while many women tasted independence during the First World War, after it ended they re-verted to being seen as primarily mothers – «each sex regains its place» (Rebreyend, 2008, p. 27; see also McLaren, 1990). The love marriage was embraced as a means of coping with the war in the 1920s and the eco-nomic crisis in the 1930s (Rebreyend, 2008): love was in the air between the two wars, as were happiness and everyday pleasures (Rebreyend, 2008). Despite all these factors that could have led to higher levels of fer-tility, having a large number of children was not a feature of the interwar period. This paper analysis the demographic behaviours of women who had their children during the interwar period to try to bring new ele-ments of explanation.  
In Belgium, women born between 1897 and 1901 gave birth to an aver-age of 1.9 children, and it was only with the cohorts born between 1912 and 1916 that the threshold of two children was again exceeded (Figure 1). Even if the Belgian levels were very low during the interwar period, they were not exceptional when compared with other European coun-tries. In Norway, Sweden, Switzerland and England, lifetime fertility dropped to fewer than two children per woman for cohorts born between 1904 and 1907 (Sardon, 1990). The fact that fertility trends in these non-belligerent (or non-war-affected) countries took the same form as in war-torn countries (such as France and Belgium) could mean that the First World War did not have a great impact on fertility or, at least, that its im-pact is not visible on the lifetime fertility indexes. 
In France, lifetime fertility levels were little higher than in Belgium, never going below two children per woman, which is the minimum reached by the cohort born in 1895 (Brée, 2017). The timing was also different as the rise in lifetime fertility affected cohorts born earlier than in other Euro-pean countries, such as Belgium (Festy, 1979; see also Appendix 2). Cross-sectional indicators show a slight recovery in fertility in the mid-1930s (Depoid, 1941) which has not been noted by contemporary schol-ars (Sardon, Calot, 1997) and that could be interpreted as the first signs of the baby boom. Despite fertility behaviours that are more in line with those of nearby countries than with the beginning of the transition, it 
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seems that France still followed a specific path (Bardet, 1998), at least before the Second World War. 
FIGURE 1 Lifetime fertility in selected European countries in the first half of the 20th century 

 Sources: Sweden, UK, Switzerland, Germany and Belgium (1835-1880 cohorts): Festy, 1979; Belgian and French cohorts, 1880-1940: authors’ calculations (Brée et al., 2016a; Brée, 2017).  

Are these lows in fertility due to an overall decline in family size, or can they be more particularly a consequence of an increase in childlessness or of very low levels of fertility? This is the question we will try to answer in the first part of this article. We look first at all women and then at ever-married women mothers to determine whether discrepancies appear in the behaviours of these two groups. Childlessness must be understood here as overall childlessness, that is to say, the fact of remaining childless at the end of reproductive life (women aged at least 45 years old at the time of the survey or census), and small families are defined here as women who have had only one child born alive. 
In practice, these very low fertility rates may reflect one of the following scenarios: 
a a significant reduction in higher parities while childlessness stag-nates; b an increase in childlessness and small families, while large families re-main stable; 
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c a parallel evolution of parities, namely a reduction in higher parities coupled with an increase in childlessness and small families. 
Some authors have found for the early 20th century that childlessness was greatest in the times and places where fertility control was most ev-ident (Morgan, 1991; Poston, Trent, 1982; Spencer, 1983)5. However, Australian data provides moderate support to the hypothesis that higher levels of childlessness among married women are associated with small-er families (Rowland, 2007). The consideration of women’s lifetime fer-tility alongside their number of children will allow us to shed new light on this question. 
Another line of inquiry will deal with the link that can be drawn between childlessness and small families. Do the latter represent failed attempts at childlessness or, conversely, a postponement of childbearing that ulti-mately leads to having only one child? For women born in the early 20th century in Australia (Rowland, 2007) and in the United States (McLaugh-lin et al., 1988), the highest proportions of married women with one child occur in the same birth cohorts as those with peak proportions of child-lessness. The later fall in the proportions of women with only one child matched the fall in the proportions of married women remaining child-less. According to Rowland (2007), this association was expected, espe-cially because the one-child family has never been a popular family size and suggests uncompleted, or unusually limited, family-building goals. Rebreyend (2003) claims, on the contrary, that the arrival of the first child for married women is often desired, whereas subsequent ones are more often less welcome.  
The second part of this article will focus on the timing of family formation by considering age at first marriage along with age at first birth according to the number of children, to understand whether postponement can ex-plain childlessness and small families. Indeed, postponement of marriage is often viewed as the cause of childlessness when in fact the cause is cou-ples waiting too long to have children, which in many cases leads to per-manent childlessness (Mattessich, 1979; Morgan, 1991; Hagestad, Call, 2007; Rowland, 2007). According to several authors, couples can also de-liberately space births during difficult periods to reduce the burden on the household budget (Van Bavel, 2003; Van Bavel, Kok, 2004, 2010) or even choose not to have children (Toulemon, 1995). As many scholars of                                                  
5. Some authors point out that venereal diseases – syphilis and gonorrhea in par-ticular – can cause temporary or permanent infertility (Szreter, 2014). The prevalence of venereal diseases is high after the First World War (due to the massive attendance of prostitutes by soldiers) and these diseases may therefore have contributed to the low fer-tility observed in making (usually temporarily) couples sterile (Cahen, Minard, 2015). 
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the interwar period (Van Bavel, Kok, 2010), Benninghaus (2014) ascribed this strong birth control to individualisation, secularisation and the prior-ity newlywed couples gave to career development and a comfortable life-style. While these studies have all focused mainly on childlessness, one may also ask whether the postponement of marriage and first birth might also have been the cause – or one of the causes – of one-child families. 
Finally, the drop in the 1920-1940 period is usually explained as a tem-porary reaction to the exceptional conditions of the interwar period (Brée et al., 2016b), namely the deep economic and political crisis and the threat of the outbreak of another war (Lesthaeghe, 1995; Caldwell, Schindlmayr, 2003; Frejka, Sardon, 2004; Sobotka, 2004). According to Van Bavel (2010), virtually no demographer living between the wars at-tributed the very small family sizes and low fertility to economic stagna-tion or crisis. Rather, leading demographers linked low fertility to pro-cesses that now tend to be associated with the Second Demographic Transition, including secularisation, individualisation, rising consumer-ism and women’s emancipation, which together can be summarised as modernisation (Van Bavel, 2010). Landry (1934), for instance, situates his discussion in a context of rising well-being, stimulated by innovation in technology and industry, with numerous inventions of household con-sumer goods which incited people to raise their consumption aspirations. What can shifts in parities and the timing of family formation teach us about the impact on fertility of these two major events – World War I and the economic crisis – of the early 20th century? 

Sources and methodology 
The scarcity of articles on fertility during the interwar period is mainly due to the lack of appropriate data. For one, the use of individual admin-istrative data that is less than 100 years old is not permitted in Belgium and France. In addition, the aggregated data available for census years offer limited opportunities for the detailed study of fertility behavior be-cause they are generally limited to indirect measures (such as the Coale fertility indices) and are often only indicators of intensity indicators. 
In this context, a retrospective approach drawing on Belgian censuses and French censuses and Family Surveys opens the way for detailed lon-gitudinal study of fertility over the 20th century. These data are used to reconstruct the entire reproductive life of cohorts of women born from the late 19th century. The reliability of this method has been shown for 
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several countries and different sources (Neels, 2006, 2010; Andersson, Sobolev, 2013; Brée et al., 2016a; Van Bavel, 2014). 
Belgian censuses (1961, 1981) on the one hand, and French censuses and Family Surveys on the other, will be used for this study (Brée et al., 2016a). In these censuses and surveys, each woman was asked about the number of live births she had and the years of birth6. From this retrospec-tive information, it was possible to reconstruct the complete reproduc-tive course of women born since the late 19th century, and to know the composition of siblings. 
The analysis concerning Belgium is mainly based on data from the 1981 census. This census covered the entire population and includes cohorts born as far back as between 1882 and 1886. However, given the low num-ber of women from the cohort born in 1882-1886 still alive7 in 1981, the fertility indices are very erratic. To improve them, when possible, data for this cohort was replaced by the corresponding data from the 1961 cen-sus. While we have a sample of one-tenth of the population for the 1961 census, the question about children’s birth dates was not asked. In sum-mary, the indices for completed fertility and parities achieved and the parity progression ratio were produced by combining data from both censuses. The analyses of the timing of fertility or family formation will focus solely on the 1981 census data and therefore on the cohorts born in the early 20th century. 
The French case is different (Brée, 2017). For the 1931 and 1946 cen-suses, the question about the number of children women had was asked; these censuses can therefore be used. However, they only include the women born between 1860 and 1886 for the first census (if we consider that the 45th birthday marks the end of the fertility period) and between 1867 and 1901 for the second census. This question was no longer asked in subsequent censuses. Family Surveys were implemented from 19548 to analyse the reproductive life of women (and of men since the 1999 sur-vey). These surveys, by definition, do not include the whole population but rather 10 to 20% of the cohorts9. The data for ever-married women 
                                                 
6. For France, the question about number of live births was asked in the census until 1946. Since then, the question has been asked in dedicated Family Surveys (1954, 1962, 1975, 1982, 1990, 1999 and 2011). Detailed estimations of French fertility are given in Brée (2017).  
7. Namely, 2’972 women. 
8. 1954, 1962, 1975, 1982, 1990, 1999 and 2011.  
9. The 1954 survey included 52’474 ever-married women born between 1899 and 1908; for 1975, it was 247’000 ever-married women born between 1910 and 1960; for 1982, 310’000 women (single or non-single) born between 1917 and 1963; for 1990, 
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are very coherent from one survey to another, but a bit less so for never-married women (mostly because never-married women are far less nu-merous). All these data have allowed Brée (2017) to estimate the fertility of French women for more than one hundred birth cohorts, extending on the work of Festy (1979, 1991), Sardon (1990), Toulemon (1995, 2001) and Daguet (2002). 
Biases attributed to the effects of death and migration, but also errors of memory and non-response, do not seem to affect the results (Brée et al., 2016a). Thus, the method is validated. Nevertheless, using retrospective data from population censuses or dedicated surveys to reconstruct fertil-ity involves risks of substantial bias. First, memory errors may occur in the responses, especially among the older cohorts. Moreover, only a share of the generations concerned is observed in the census. The fertility of women out of observation because of death or migration is not known, which may result in selection bias. Finally, a percentage of the population does not respond to certain questions, and these individuals are not even-ly distributed geographically or through the different population groups (age groups, social groups, etc.). Estimates from the French surveys also have some variance since these observe only a share of the population (deemed representative of the French population) and the women sur-veyed are not the same ones from one survey to the next. 
However, the analyses conducted for both countries (Brée et al., 2016a) show that the risk of bias due to memory errors and selection effects are limited. These results confirm the findings of Andersson and Sobolev (2013) for the Swedish population registers and Neels (2006) and Van Bavel (2014) for Belgian censuses. The completed fertility of women cal-culated from censuses and surveys align remarkably well with those cal-culated from vital data or estimates obtained from indirect methods. Comparing the fertility of women of the same cohort observed in various censuses or surveys results in minimal differences (around 5%; Brée et al., 2016a), with exceptions for some of the French regions and in the larg-est Belgian cities. 

                                                 
340’000 women (all women: single or ever-married) born between 1921 and 1971; for 1999, 278’000 women and 167’000 men (all men and women) born before 1981; and for 2011, 238’000 women and 121’000 men (all men and women) born before 1993. The 1962 survey is no longer transmissible. 
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Childlessness and small families in Belgium and France during the interwar period 
The distribution of women by parity: the importance of childlessness 
The low levels of lifetime fertility (Figure 1) are largely due to very high levels of childlessness, especially in Belgium. Indeed, childlessness reaches 26 to 30% for women born between 1882 and 1901, the cohorts who had most of their children born during the First World War and the interwar period (Figure 2). For the same cohorts in France, 21 to 26% of women remained childless. These levels are high compared to the rest of the century, but they are not exceptional in comparison with other west-ern countries like Germany (26% childlessness for the cohort born 1900-1904, Dorbritz, Schwarz, 1996), the Netherlands (23%, Rowland, 2007), the United States (24%, Morgan, 1991) and Australia (31%, Rowland, 2007). These countries with high levels of childlessness also were not di-rectly affected by the First World War (such as the Netherlands). The loss of men cannot thus entirely explain the prevalence of and rise in child-lessness, especially since the increase in childlessness began with cohorts that were not affected by the war. However, even if the Netherlands was neutral in the war, that does not mean it was not affected by the atmos-phere created by the war. In the same way, the United States and Aus-tralia, where childlessness was very high, did send men to war but did not experience combat on their own soil.  
In Belgium, as in France, the cohorts born in the late 19th and early 20th centuries are the ones with the highest levels of childlessness of the cen-tury. For many countries, changes in childlessness are not known for co-horts born before 1900, but the few data available show that the strong-est levels of childlessness observed before the baby boom are in Australia and Germany and also for the cohorts born at the turn of the 20th century (Rowland, 2007). 
Small families (with only one child) were also numerous in France (23-24%) and in Belgium (24-25%) for the same cohorts. Around half of the women (45-55%) born between the 1890s and the mid-1910s had no children or only one child. The increase in childlessness and small fami-lies for women born in the late 19th and early 20th centuries seems to be an essential component of the decline in fertility and the very low fertility levels observed over the interwar period.   



Sandra Brée, Thierry Eggerickx, Jean-Paul Sanderson 

 

17 

The parity progression ratio 
In France, as in Belgium, the lowest fertility rates were reached by co-horts of women born at the turn of the 20th century, whose reproductive lives largely unfolded during the interwar period. In more controlled fer-tility regimes, fertility behaviours are closely correlated with the number of children already born (Festy, 1979). This can be taken into account by calculating the parity progression ratio (PPR), the proportion of women having an additional birth. 
FIGURE 2 Lifetime fertility distribution according to number of children10 for Belgium and France11 
Belgium 

 Explanation of the x-axis labels: top row: birth date; bottom row: birth date + 28 years (mean age at ma-ternity). 

                                                 
10. This takes into consideration all live births. 
11. See Appendix 3 for detailed tabulations. 
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France 

 Explanation of the x-axis labels: top row: birth date; bottom row: birth date + 28 years (mean age at ma-ternity). 

The parity progression ratio allows better characterisation of the specific family patterns for these cohorts, compared with those who preceded them and those who followed them (Figure 3). The PPR a0 expresses, for all women without children, the likelihood of having at least one birth. The PPR a1 is the risk for any woman with one child of having a second one, and so on. The complement to the unity of a0, (1-a0), corresponds to the risk of being childless. 
As noted above, compared with older and younger cohorts, the cohorts born between 1892 and 1911 are characterised by the lowest probabili-ties of having a first child. They maintained the trends of previous cohorts but did not correspond with those of the baby boom, for which the risk of remaining childless would drop. 
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FIGURE 3 Parity progression ratios for Belgium and France 
Belgium 

 
France 

 
The probability of having a second child (a1) also reaches its lowest level for these cohorts, before rising slightly in the Belgian case and more markedly in the French case. For higher achieved parities, the PPRs (a2, 
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a3) are lower for these cohorts than for those of their mothers, a shift that would continue. 
In summary, these few fertile cohorts maintained the trends initiated by those that preceded them, with lower levels regardless of birth order and, above all, historically high levels of childlessness. For the cohorts to fol-low, those of the baby boom, childlessness is reduced and families with two or three children are more prominent. 
Parities according to marital status 
If we consider ever-married women only (Figure 4), childlessness, as we can expect, is lower. Indeed, because many never-married women did not have any children, childlessness is higher for all women than for ever-married ones only. In France, the gap is higher than in Belgium, especially for the cohorts born in the early 20th century, because never-married women had more children there than in Belgium. Indeed, for those co-horts in Belgium, 97% of never-married women were childless, around 2% had one child and around 0.5% had two children or more. In France, births out of wedlock were more common. Unfortunately, numbers of children born to never-married women are difficult to estimate. Thus, for the cohorts under study in this paper, data are available in the 1946 cen-sus, but only for ever-married women. Estimates based on the data for single women are not convincing (Brée, 2017). The 1999 survey allows us to estimate that among never-married women born in the early 20th century, about 85% never had any child, 11% only one child and 3% two children or more; childlessness for never-married women representing around 40% of overall childlessness in France (Toulemon, 1995; Row-land, 2007). In comparison, the proportion for the same cohorts was about one third in the United States (Morgan, 1991) and Australia (Row-land, 2007) and more than half in the Netherlands (Rowland, 2007). Ac-cording to Rowland (2007, p. 1’326), «the peak in childlessness within cohorts born around the turn of the century appears to have been due substantially to childlessness within marriage because events had more impact on childbearing than on marriage. Some women, widowed at a young age as a result of the First or Second World Wars, may never have remarried and borne children. Also, because of economic depression and war, married couples who postponed having children until better times risked remaining permanently childless if they delayed too long». 
When only considering the ever-married women, it appears that women with only one child were more numerous than childless ones in both 
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countries (but, in Belgium, only as of the cohorts born in early 20th cen-tury). This fact was obscured by the predictably high proportion of never-married women that remained childless. It also shows that childlessness was considerably higher in Belgium than in France when we consider only the fertility of ever-married women12. In Belgium, the increase in the two-and-three-children category is also stronger than in France and, most importantly, the decrease in large families (four children or more) is much higher in Belgium. In short, shifts in family size are more radical in Belgium than in France. 
To better understand the evolution of childlessness and small families, one can study the timing of family formation by measuring women’s mean age at first birth in relation to the total number of children, for ever-married women. 
FIGURE 4 Lifetime fertility distribution according to number of children13 born to ever-married women, for Belgium and France 
Belgium 

 

                                                 
12. Some bias still exists, though, because we are considering not «real» legitimate fertility but the fertility of women ever married at 50. 
13. This takes into consideration all children born alive to these women.  
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France 

 

Timing of family formation 
As can be seen in Table 1, women who gave birth to only one child over their lifetime had this child much later than did the women who had two children (almost two years), these in turn having had their children later than those who had three children, and so on. This shows that postpone-ment of the first birth leads to having fewer children, but it is difficult to know whether postponement is intentional (i.e. a conscious contracep-tive decision goal) or delayed involuntarily, due, for instance, to the ab-sence of men. 
For the interwar period in particular, we can observe an increase in the mean age at first birth for women who only had one child (especially for the cohorts born in 1905 or after) and a decrease for those women who had four children or more14. These differences in mean age at first birth 

                                                 
14. For France, two surveys were used to produce Tables 1, 2 and 3: the 1954 survey for the cohorts born between 1899 and 1908 and the 1975 survey for the cohorts born between 1901 and 1925. Even if the greatest increase is observed between 1908 and 1910 – making it difficult to know if the change is real or due to variances in data – the shifts that can be observed between the 1899 and 1908 cohorts (especially the interval between 
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could be explained by the differential in mean ages at first marriage, which is lower for women who had four children or more than for those who had three, and so on (Table 2; data only available for France). But the gap between age at first marriage and age at first birth (Table 3) is still greater for women who had only one child, and this gap increases notice-ably during the interwar period, especially for women who had one or two children. This can indicate a voluntary postponement of the first birth after marriage. 
TABLE 1 Mean age at first birth in relation to number of children born to ever-married women, for France and Belgium 
 1 child 2 children 3 children 4 children and + 
Belgium 

1900-1904 26.8 25.2 24.7 24.4 
1905-1909 27.0 25.3 24.8 24.3 
1910-1914 27.4 25.7 25.0 24.5 

France 
1899-1903 26.6 24.8 24.0 23.2 
1904-1908 26.7 24.7 24.1 22.9 
1910-1914 27.3 25.2 24.3 23.1 

Sources: France: for 1899 to 1908 cohorts: 1954 Family Survey; for 1910 to 1914 cohorts: 1975 Family Survey; Belgium: 1981 census. 

Table 2 also indicates that French women who remained childless had their first marriage almost four years (3.7) after those who had only one child and 4.4 years after all mothers, which is coherent with results for Britain (Anderson, 1998) and the Netherlands (Van Bavel et al., 2008). Cross-national data show that, in the United States, among women mar-rying in their early thirties, at least 10% remained childless, and often the figure was greater than 20% (Spencer, 1983). In France, for the women born between 1899 and 1908 and who married between ages 30 and 34, 33 to 44% remained childless. Stated otherwise, among women who mar-ried at age 30 or older, the proportion remaining childless was about 4.5 times higher than among those who married earlier. In comparison, this proportion is less than 4 in Germany (Schwarz, 1986). 
Postponement of first birth should have led to a drop in fertility, yet fer-tility rose. The explanation lies in the later births. Indeed, women born in 1910 who had their first child during the economic crisis went on to par-ticipate in the baby boom. 

                                                 
age at first marriage and age at first birth) show that they are not due only to variances in data. 
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Shifts in the different parities do not seem to be directly affected by changes in age at marriage and at first birth as their timings do not corre-spond (the increase observed for age at first birth and for the interval be-tween marriage and first birth appears with the cohorts born around 1905). We can even say that despite a postponement of first marriage and first birth, fertility increased for the cohorts born around 1900. 
TABLE 2 Mean age at first marriage according to number of children for ever-married women in France 
 0 children 1 child 2 children 3 children 4+ children 
1899-1903 27.3 24.0 23.2 22.8 22.6 
1904-1908 27.3 23.6 23.0 22.7 22.3 
1910-1914 27.5 23.7 22.7 22.5 21.8 

Sources: For 1899 to 1908 cohorts: 1954 Family Survey; for 1910 to 1914 cohorts: 1975 Family Survey. 

TABLE 3 Interval between mean age at first marriage and mean age at first birth in relation to number of children born to ever-married women in France 
 1 child 2 children 3 children 4+ children 
1899-1903 2.7 1.6 1.1 0.6 
1904-1908 3.1 1.7 1.3 0.6 
1910-1914 3.6 2.5 1.9 1.2 

Sources: For 1899 to 1908 cohorts: 1954 Family Survey; for 1910 to 1914 cohorts: 1975 Family Survey. 

Conclusion 
This article’s primary aim was to understand the impact of childlessness and one-child mothers on the very low levels of fertility observed for the cohorts of women in Belgium and France who had – or did not have – their children during the interwar period. For both countries, cohorts of women whose most fertile period occurred during this period are char-acterised by high levels of childlessness (especially in Belgium when we only consider ever-married women) and small families (with one child only) but also a strong decrease in large families of four children or more. This validates scenario c described in the first section. 
The second aim was to understand the role of the timing of fertility on changes in fertility. In summary, two phenomena stand out regarding the timing of the family formation: first, a postponement of marriage for 



Sandra Brée, Thierry Eggerickx, Jean-Paul Sanderson 

 

25 

childless women, and second, a postponement of first birth, especially among women who had only one child. These results point to several con-clusions and issues. Childlessness seems to be a consequence, at least in part, of a postponement of first marriage, but it is difficult to know wheth-er or not this postponement is voluntary. The traditional view is that cou-ples delay marriage until they have the financial means to live as they want (Hajnal, 1965), especially when priority is given to career develop-ment or a comfortable lifestyle (Van Bavel, Kok, 2010; Benninghaus, 2014). However, for Morgan (1991), this handling of the timing of mar-riage and childbearing reflects a normatively approved life-course strat-egy. Childlessness might also be driven by non-financial considerations: late marriage decreases the span of time during which pregnancy can oc-cur, brings about better knowledge of contraception, and strengthens the likelihood of a commitment to a childless lifestyle (De Jong, Sell, 1977). Later ages at marriage can also lead to a greater likelihood of low fecun-dity and, for some, a strengthened reluctance to have children (Rowland, 2007). Finally, childlessness can simply be the result of a choice not to have children (Toulemon, 1995), which could lead to what might be called an «involuntary postponement of marriage» since the couple does not feel the same need to marry that those wanting children may feel. 
As for the postponement of first birth, it seems that it can be regarded as a consequence of the 1930s economic crisis. Yet is the one-child family reflective of a failure or a choice? It can be a failure if the intention was to have no children or, conversely, to have more children (McLaughlin et al., 1988; Rowland, 2007), but it can also be a choice, as, according to Re-breyend (2003), there can be a desire to have a first child that diminishes for subsequent ones.  
What was the role of the First World War and the economic crisis of the 1930s in influencing fertility patterns in Belgium and France during the interwar years? The fertility of the cohorts most affected by the war re-mained in line with that of the cohorts that preceded them. This lack of apparent impact itself poses a problem. Scholars working on the First World War insist on the trauma it wrought, in particular in terms of loss of births (Héran, 2014). It is therefore possible that the most striking ef-fect was the poor recovery in births and the continuation of the decline in fertility to reach exceptionally low thresholds. Festy (1984) already not-ed that the completed fertility of the cohorts of women most affected by the war (i.e. those born between 1890 and 1900) was almost not affected and that there was an almost complete recovery in lost births. It is only with the cohorts that followed, those for whom part of their reproductive 
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lives took place during the economic crisis, that completed fertility in-creases. Based on this single indicator, the economic crisis would have an effect opposite to what was expected. In sum, it can only be concluded that the high proportion of childlessness and small families affected more those generations whose childbearing took place during the interwar pe-riod, but the indicators do not highlight a strong impact of the crisis; there is no break in trends, and one can only speculate that the crisis may have accentuated these trends. 
To deepen our understanding of these issues, it would be worthwhile to undertake further study in two new directions. First, the cohorts that ex-perienced the lowest fertility rates may be socioeconomically character-ised, particularly in terms of education levels (Bailey, Brée, 2015), be-cause one can assume that behaviours in response to a crisis situation vary among different social groups. Also, analyses of regional variations may be relevant, as behaviours can also vary according to factors such as patterns of industrialisation and urbanisation, the influence of religion or the urban-rural character. 
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Appendices 
Appendix 1. GDP per capita (1990 Int. GK$) in selected European countries, 1900-1955 

 Source: Maddison Project Database: www.ggdc.net/maddison/maddison-project/data.htm. 
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Appendix 2. Lowest fertility cohorts in selected European countries 
Country Lowest fertility cohorts Level 
Denmark 1901-1910 2.18 
Finland 1901-1910 2.43 
Norway 1901-1910 2.01 
Sweden 1901-1910 1.84 
England-Wales 1901-1910 1.81 
France 1891-1900 1.98 
The Netherlands 1901-1910 2.81 
Switzerland 1901-1910 1.98 
Spain 1911-1920 2.52 
Belgium 1896-1905 1.88 

Lowest fertility cohort: the cohort that had the lowest lifetime fertility level. Source: Festy, 1979, except for Belgium: authors’ own calculation. 

Appendix 3. Lifetime fertility distribution according to number  of children15 for ever-married women and all women in Belgium and in France 
Belgium 0 children 1 child 2 children 3 children 4+ children 

Ever-married women 
1892-96 26.2 25.0 20.0 11.1 17.8 
1897-01 25.7 25.9 19.8 11.4 17.2 
1902-06 23.0 26.0 20.9 12.1 18.3 
1907-11 19.2 27.2 21.7 12.7 19.2 

All women 
1892-96 26.5 24.3 19.5 11.1 18.5 
1897-01 29.1 24.3 19.0 10.6 16.9 
1902-06 27.7 25.0 19.4 11.0 16.9 
1907-11 26.1 24.9 19.9 11.6 17.6 

 France 0 children 1 child 2 children 3 children 4+ children 

Ever-married women 
1892-96 18.4 25.5 23.1 13.7 19.3 
1897-01 17.3 25.9 23.3 13.8 19.7 
1902-06 15.6 26.0 23.8 14.2 20.4 
1907-11 13.9 24.4 24.4 15.4 21.9 

All women 
1892-96 26.0 23.5 20.8 12.3 17.5 
1897-01 24.9 24.0 21.1 12.4 17.7 
1902-06 22.7 24.0 21.7 13.0 18.6 
1907-11 20.6 22.8 22.3 14.2 20.1 

 

                                                 
15. This takes into consideration all live births. 


