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Handout for Week 4 lecture: Fertility decline in late nineteenth and early twentieth century Britain
BACKGROUND

Between the 1870s and the 1930s average family size reduced to less than half of its initial level, stabilising at approximately its current level. (A reduction from about 5 or 6 children per couple to about 2). This decline in fertility constitutes part of the British ‘demographic transition’, i.e. from high mortality and fertility rates to low mortality and fertility rates.

Why did fertility decline? (Another interesting question: Why did it stop declining?). Possible ‘proximate determinants’ of decline = intercourse less often (less frequent sex or later marriage); contraception; a decline in fecundity; abortion. Coleman and Salt suggest contraception (and, to a lesser extent, abortion) is the key determinant.

CONTRACEPTION

Why did contraceptive practices increase? Contraception occurs when some form of contraception is available, there is an incentive to use it, and conscience permits usage (Coale).

Forms of contraception available: coitus interruptus (withdrawal); vaginal sponges and spermicides; (illegal) abortion; condoms (following the vulcanisation of rubber in the 1870s). However, McLaren notes that techniques of birth control were available throughout the 19th century. More recent research has also highlighted instances of the control of fertility before the decline (e.g. Santow; Friedlander and Okun {see the Supplementary Reading List}).

According to Tranter the role of innovations in birth control was modest (though Branca implies otherwise); the role of knowledge of birth control was possibly more important.

SOURCES OF CHANGES IN CONTRACEPTIVE BEHAVIOUR

Declining infant mortality

A decline in infant mortality makes high fertility less ‘necessary’ but the timing of the (beginning of the) fertility decline does not match up with the timing of the decline in infant mortality (Tranter).

Public perspectives: religion, medicine and social reformers

Religious, medical and political responses to contraception were largely negative, and not all social reformers were pro-contraception.

The medical profession saw birth control as the territory of ‘quacks’, and as positively unhealthy. Both doctors and the clergy saw maternity as women's highest goal.

Malthus was an early nineteenth century thinker who advocated population control through deferred marriage; Neo-Malthusian social reformers (e.g. the Malthusian League) advocated population control through contraception.

Eugenicists were concerned to restrict the fertility of undesirable groups who produced low quality offspring.

Early feminists were largely silent on the issue of contraception (at least until the 1890s), because they saw it as contributing to the sexual subjugation of women, though they appreciated the advantages of voluntary motherhood. Banks and Banks see early feminism as largely irrelevant to the growth in contraceptive practices.

Socialists were not, on the whole, positive about contraception (see below).

The trial in 1877 of Bradlaugh and Besant for the distribution of obscene literature (a birth control pamphlet) made the public more aware of the benefits and means of fertility control, though Branca is sceptical about the extent of its impact.

A change in the cultural context (e.g. secularisation) may have meant that family limitation shifted from being unthinkable to being acceptable.

Industrialisation

What is the relevance of industrialisation, urbanisation, and ‘modernisation’? Industrialisation doesn’t fit in with French fertility decline, and is arguably too early relative to the British fertility decline? Tranter does not see urbanisation as important (among other reasons because the timing is wrong), but does see a shift from domestic production to the capitalist mode of production as important.

Education

Increasing levels of education may have promoted economic advancement through forms of employment inconsistent with large families, and were inimical to traditional values relating to contraception, this change being part of a generic change in social values. Tranter sees education as important in a number of ways, not just by increasing the cost of child-bearing and rearing, but also by shifting society towards rational planning and decision-making.

Children

The relevance of the ‘cost’ of children is stressed by various authors (e.g. Tranter; Banks); the restriction of child employment, and increased costs attached to children made high fertility economically irrational (since children became an economic liability rather than a source of labour, income, insurance, etc.)

Caldwell notes that the shift from domestic production to the capitalist mode of production involves a shift of the lifetime wealth flow from a flow from children to parents to a flow from parents to children. The lag after the change in the mode of production reflects the persistence of the cultural superstructure until compulsory schooling arrived, or until a second stage of industrialisation.

Changes in the meanings of motherhood and fatherhood (Gillis) are also potentially of relevance: e.g. the individualising of mother/child relationship and the spiritualisation of motherhood, coupled with the idea that a good father = a breadwinner.

Note also the growth of maternalism (Weeks): children are viewed as a national asset; the importance of maternal care for children’s health and well-being is thus stressed.

Living standards

Middle class men may have controlled fertility in order to ensure that they could provide an adequate standard of living for their wives and children (Banks). Changes in living standards may not have been of central importance, what was perhaps more important was the relationship between income level and the living standards to which people aspired, since these may have led to a choice between children and ‘luxuries’ (Tranter).

The position of women in society and in the family

According to Tranter, changes in status of married women were not significant. He finds no evidence of married women becoming more independent; in fact, less were working outside the home.

Scott-Smith feels that  “Domestic Feminism”, i.e. the power and authority exercised by women within the family, contributed to a decline in middle class fertility in the US. 

Women’s increasing power within the home gave them the chance to demand birth control by abstinence or withdrawal. However, Weeks sees domestic feminism as being of little importance in the British context.

According to Brookes, women had a motivation to limit births because of the negative health consequences, the burden of child-rearing, and the restriction children placed on employment opportunities. Women without co-operative partners could, to an extent, take matters into their own hands.

However, Banks and Banks see the husband’s co-operation as a necessary condition for women to take a greater role in family decision-making, including family planning.

Branca emphasises the role of middle-class women in family planning, given various new forms of contraception, but also accepts that co-operation between spouses may have been important in many cases.

CLASS AND THE FERTILITY DECLINE

The decline in fertility started with the middle class and only later spread to the working class.

Neo-Malthusians saw over-population/poverty and misery as a consequence of the reckless over-breeding of the poor and hoped that birth control would ‘trickle down’ to the working class.

Eugenicists were concerned that the future population would consist disproportionately of the offspring of the working class, and hence would be inferior. It is interesting to note that the more affluent sections of the working class appear to have restricted their fertility earlier than the less affluent sections (Soloway).

However, the working class saw this as an attempt by the upper and middle classes to control the working class, and to deny their right to determine their family size, though the idea of control would have had some appeal to artisans. Labourers, because of traditional beliefs, were often hostile to birth control (Tranter).

Socialists were mostly opposed to birth control because it emphasised the role of over-breeding rather than capitalism as a source of poverty, and they were also hostile to women’s control of fertility/women’s employment.

McLaren suggests that the later decline of working class fertility simply reflects the working class’s specific economic situation and agenda, rather than an ignorance of birth control methods. When the economic benefits of children declined and working class life became more home centred, the working class family declined in size.

Levine echoes this, and stresses also the importance of working-class respectability (see also Weeks). Birth control was a rational response to the economic demands of ‘respectability’ and to a situation where the contribution of children and wife to the household economy were much diminished.

RECENT OVERVIEWS

Recent commentators have reflected on how/the extent to which the various explanations of the fertility decline can be synthesised into a single model/narrative (Van de Kaa; McDaniel; Burch) and have reflected on the value of the idea of ‘demographic transition’ (Szreter; Kirk).

Caldwell sees economic, social and educational changes as a pre-requisite for the decline, but sees the discussion of birth control in the media and the dissemination of birth control literature as legitimating birth control as a topic within marital discussions and as leading to the greater accessibility of contraceptives, hence it was at this later stage when fertility actually began to decline.
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Fertility decline in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century: some quotes
“Although the full account of the spread of family limitation requires a detailed explanation of the waning of the traditional hostility to birth-control ideas, and although it has not been possible to show that this was derived from the rising standard of living, the role of the latter concept in the subsequent history of fertility trends cannot be ignored” (Banks 1954: 206).

“Thus, confronted by an apparent threat to their future incomes during the depression of profits in the last quarter of the nineteenth century and by the fact that in the process of economic modernisation children themselves were becoming increasingly costly to rear, the English middle classes resorted to family limitation in order to ensure that their expectations for subsequent advance were actually met” (Tranter 1985: 118-119).

“Changes in middle class fertility were closely bound with new notions of femininity and masculinity, which were shaped by meanings of parenthood and childhood and were in turn shaped by them. As the understanding of what it meant to be a father, mother, or child changed, cultural change seems to have preceded and prepared the way for a reduction in the required numbers of children” (Gillis et al. 1992: 33).

“The fact that working class families remained larger than middle class families did not in itself prove that the worker was ‘ignorant’ of means of restriction. What it did indicate was that the two strata had two different goals which they sought to achieve in their own particular fashions. The high fertility norm of the working class was rational given the fact that children raised frugally and put out to work were valuable assets” (McLaren 1978: 220).

“... it is clear that, although they may have felt powerless to challenge the social conditions under which they lived, women did make individual choices as to when and how often they would bear children” (Brookes 1986: 166).

“... a growing participation of the middle-class wife in decisions of this kind, could only have come about in consequence of a change in attitude on the part of her husband, not only to her rights in such matters but also towards family planning generally, and this could have been produced by events far removed from the activities of the feminists” (Banks and Banks 1964: 128).

“While the interpretation advanced here stresses the significance of the new autonomy of women within the family as an explanation of the decline of fertility during the nineteenth century, this is not to deny the importance of economic, instrumental, or “male” considerations... Indeed, the wife’s desire for a smaller family may have been so successful precisely because it was not contrary to the rational calculations of her husband” (Scott-Smith 1974: 127)
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