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The Past of Europe’s Demographic Future 3

Reproductive capacity and use

“Ms Laps, you are a mammal.” As you might well imagine, when the young

schoolteacher Stoffel was invited to show off his wide knowledge and thus

informed one of his mother’s acquaintances during a petit-bourgeois tea-party, she

became quite embarrassed and flustered. At the time Multatuli’s series of ‘ideas’

for the critical and humorous story of Woutertje Pieterse were first published,

during 1862 and 1874, people’s biological characteristics were not a topic of

polite conversation. Even today, discussing the biological dimension of man, and

of human behaviour in general, remains somewhat taboo. In fact, it can be quite

risky to suggest that there may be a genetic dimension to the way people act and

react.

Possibly as a result of that, knowledge amongst students about the reproductive

capacity of the human species is frequently very limited. When I ask demography

majors how fecundity changes with age they find it difficult to distinguish

between actual behaviour and the inherent capacity to bear children. And, when I

ask them how many children women would bear on average if they were to use

their biological capacity to the limit, a blank stare is the most common reaction.

When I began teaching, a quarter of a century ago, there would still be the

occasional student who had heard of someone, a distant member of the family, for

example, who had given birth to more than twenty children. Another one might

have seen a photograph of a similarly numerous family about to migrate to

Australia or Canada. But what precisely, did I mean by an estimate of the upper

average?

What I meant to establish with my question was that, just as amongst other

species, the capacity of homo sapiens sapiens to reproduce itself far exceeds its

needs. This can be illustrated as follows. Let us assume that all women are fecund
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from the age of 15 onward and that their reproductive period comes to an end at

age 45. This implies a potential reproductive life span of 30 years for all women,

demarcated by menarche and menopause. However, not all women are fecund,

and as a result of infections or complications during childbirth, not all stay fecund

for the full period. Various investigations suggest that the average duration of the

fecund period is probably closer to 25 years, that is about 300 months (Bongaarts,

1978). How many births would, again on average, fit into that period? This

obviously depends on the average length of the interval between two successive

births. The duration can be approximated by estimating the average length of the

four components of a birth interval. These are: the duration of a pregnancy; the

time lost as a result of the fact that not all pregnancies are carried to term; the

time it takes, after a delivery, for ovulation to resume (i.e. the period of

postpartum amenorrhoea), and the average time it takes a woman to conceive.

Demographic and biometric research has yielded the following estimates:

1. Gestation 9    months    

2. Pregnancy wastage (spontaneous abortions) 2    months

3. Waiting time to conception 7.5  months

4. Postpartum infecundability 1.5  months

Average birth interval                                20   months

This implies that if all women used their reproductive life span optimally, they

would, on average, give birth to 15 children. And indeed, calculations based on

empirical data collected by the World Fertility Survey programme between 1973

and 1984 (Cleland and Scott, 1987), or based on a more sophisticated

methodology (Bongaarts, 1978), yield similar figures. They suggest that the upper

limit of the reproductive capacity of human populations lies almost certainly in the

range from 13 to 17 children per woman.

However, in real populations such high averages have never been found. The

highest average I know of has been recorded amongst twentieth-century

Hutterites – an Anabaptist sect settled in the United States which adheres strictly

to a religious prohibition of contraception and abortion – where a woman

marrying at age 20 and still married at age 50, would on average give birth to

nearly 11 children (Coale, 1986, p.5.; Coale and Treadway, 1986, p.154). But such

levels are an exception. When, in the 1960s Ko Groenewegen and I carried out

detailed  demographic surveys in six different regions of then Netherlands New
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Guinea, women just past their reproductive age reported average numbers of

births ranging from close to 8 on the island of Numfor to less than 4.5 in the very

remote Muyu (Groenewegen and Van de Kaa, 1967, 6, p. 70). Particularly in the

latter area recall lapse (women not reporting children given away for adoption, for

example), may have played a role. Nevertheless, the averages undoubtedly

remained way below the biological limits. Such results are common. The World

Fertility Survey calculated total fertility rates (TFR) of between 6 (Lesotho and

Ghana) and 8 (Kenya) children per woman in African countries below the Sahara;

not much more than half of what might have been possible (Lightbourne, 1987,

pp. 852-3). In fact, the Scottish explorer Mungo Park (1771-1806), who travelled

extensively in Africa, reports being surprised by the small families that appeared

to be standard. He wrote “...women suckle their children until they are able to

walk of themselves. Three years’ nursing is not uncommon; and during this period

the husband devotes his whole attention to his other wives. To this practice it is

owing, I presume, that the family of each wife is seldom very numerous. Few

women have more than five or six children.” (Miller, 1969, p. 203). His

presumption was as correct as Stanley’s when he met Livingstone. In many

respects it makes more sense to discuss why women in developing countries have

so few children than why they still have so many.

In pre-industrial European countries the fertility level also reached not more than

40 to 60 per cent of what would have been potentially possible (Coale, 1986, p. 6).

At the end of her fertility career a European woman would normally have 4 to 6

children on average. 

Proximate determinants

Why fertility levels remained so low is an intriguing question. Two answers, both

probably containig more than a kernel of truth, appear possible. The first is that

the level of fertility was dictated by the level of mortality. Since the life expectancy

at birth of about 25 years which was characteristic of European populations as late

as the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, required the birth of 5 to 6

children per woman to avoid extinction, that was the level settled at. The second

is that averages of 8 children or more would, even if mortality were higher still,

soon lead to rapid population growth and pressure on resources. Such high levels

of fertility were, therefore, simply avoided. One may postulate the existence of a

homeostatic regime which over long periods of time kept population growth in
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balance with environmental conditions, and the technological and organisational

capacity of the group occupying a specific territory (Coale, 1986, p. 7; Wrigley,

1978).

How this was achieved is not understood in full detail. However, consideration of

the so-called intermediate fertility variables, or proximate determinants of fertility,

provides us with valuable insight into the matter. The concept of intermediate

variables is due to Kingsley Davis and Judith Blake (1956). They presented a

limitative list of eleven intermediate variables all of which play a role in the chain

of events that determine the exposure to the risk of conception and the outcome

of a pregnancy. These can be arranged in three groups and comprise, inter alia:

1. Exposure factors (being married or in some sort of union)

2. Deliberate marital control factors (contraception, abortus provocatus,

abstinence)

3. Natural marital control factors (lactational infecundability, frequency of 

intercourse, pregnancy wastage, ending of the fertile period).

Not all of these factors are equally important. Later work by John Bongaarts has

demonstrated that the difference between the total number of children possible

(TF = total fecundity) and the number observed during a specific period (TFR =

total fertility rate1) is mainly determined by four factors. These are: the proportion

of the fertile period women spend in marriage or union (I(m)), the level of

contraception (I(c)), the frequency of abortion (I(a)), and the duration of the period

of lactational infecundability due to breastfeeding (I(l)). The TFR can be calculated

using the simple formula:

TFR = I (m) * I (c) * I (a) * I (i) * TF 

If all women are married during the full duration of their reproductive life span, if

contraception is completely absent, if no abortions are provoked, and if women

do not breastfeed, all four indices will be equal to 1. The fertility level observed

(TFR) will, consequently, be equal to the biological maximum (TF). As Mungo Park
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wrote, it used to be the very long periods of breastfeeding in developing countries

– 18 to 24 months was no exception – which reduced observed fertility to about

50 per cent of its biological maximum. In the pre-industrial societies  of Europe

the main proximate determinant was the time spent in marriage and union. In

Western Europe in particular, very late marriage and large proportions remaining

celibate, were mainly responsible for keeping observed fertility at a quite

moderate level. In the demographic literature this has become known as the

‘European marriage pattern’. A bit ethnocentric, in fact, since East of the line

drawn from St. Petersburg to Trieste early marriage remained, and is still common.

A first disequilibrium and a first Demographic Transition

Europe’s demographic future changed fundamentally when the condition of long-

term quasi-stability was disrupted. Births exceeded deaths; population numbers

began to rise. This was a very gradual process. It is associated with state

formation and the establishment of public order. The development of transport

and commerce which could alleviate famines also played a role. Rising standards

of living and improved sanitation contributed directly to mortality decline, while

in the last part of the nineteenth century improvements in medical knowledge

became important. In the past a single epidemic would wipe out the growth of

decades, of centuries even. From the early nineteenth century onward the effect

of the plague was much reduced. Although cholera and smallpox were brought

under control later, in most of Europe mortality crises had become a rare

phenomenon after 1870. A general mortality decline in Europe cannot be

observed until the end of the nineteenth century. By that time life expectancy at

birth had in many instances risen to 45 years or more, while infant mortality

showed a steady downward trend (Perrenoud and Bourdelais, 1998).

The precise causes of the ‘modern rise of population’ as Thomas McKeown (1976)

has called it, are still being debated amongst demographers and other population

specialists. This is partly because regional variations and peculiarities make

generalisation to the European level hazardous. It is an interesting but complex

topic I shall not trouble you with now. The crux of the matter obviously lies in the

fact that of the two components of natural population growth, mortality was much

more responsive to social and economic change than fertility. When mortality

declined, fertility was very slow to follow. It remained ‘propped up’, it has been

argued, by a variety of institutions, by the church, and through the high status
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accorded to parenthood. Figure 1 displays this divergence between the birth and

death rates. What I would like to stress here are three of its consequences.

The first marks the beginning of a long period in which Europe saw its population

numbers grow. That growth began quite modestly. In the two centuries between

1500 and 1700 the population of Europe – inclusive of the former USSR –

increased by no more than 41 million. It accelerated greatly in the nineteenth and

twentieth centuries. Between 1850 and 1900 population numbers increased by

134 million, whilst in the half century thereafter (1900-1950) another 153 million

were added. Increases of such speed and magnitude were unheard of elsewhere

in the world. It increased Europe’s share of the world population substantially. That

share rose from 18.2 per cent in 1500 to 22.7 per cent in 1950, when it reached

its peak. It greatly aided Europe’s expansion over other parts of the world.

Emigrants from Europe peopled the New World, Australia, New Zealand and

numerous smaller territories. By the beginning of World War I, in 1914, European

countries and the former European colonies in the Americas controlled 84 per cent

of the earth’s land surface (Huntington, 1997, p. 51). 
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The second consequence I would like to highlight is that the excess of births over

deaths also increased substantially in individual countries. In a few cases it was

accentuated perhaps by a slight rise in fertility. This may have been the case in

England, where between 1680 and 1820 the population increased by 134 per

cent, compared with 75 per cent in Germany, 42 per cent in France, and 16 per

cent in the United Provinces. Comparatively rapid population growth came to be

regarded as the natural state of affairs in a period when governments tended to

equate numbers with might. Frederick the Great wrote Voltaire (1741) that he

regarded men simply as a herd of deer in the park of a great noble, they had no

other task than to fill the enclosure (Stangeland, 1904, p. 131). At a time when

European nations vied for dominance and the outcome of conflicts was frequently

determined by the size of the opposing armies, power appeared to have a strong

demographic foundation. Population growth was regarded positively, decline was

feared. 

The third consequence I would like to draw attention to is that, ultimately, the

disequilibrium engendered a demographic reaction. It was recognised by the

French at the end of nineteenth century and named ‘la révolution démographique’.

The Americans who re-discovered it during and after World War II, and probably

had seen enough of revolutionary fervour, called it ‘the demographic transition’; a

term introduced in the early 1940s, and one which stuck. The voluntary limitation

of marital fertility is the most essential characteristic of the new demographic

regime that came to be established. Intuitively it is fully understandable to see the

voluntary limitation of fertility within marriage as a reaction to the decline in

mortality and the rapid increase in population it caused. Once the original

equilibrium situation resulting from the combination of high mortality and

moderately high fertility became unbalanced, an adjustment had to follow.

However, it is difficult to demonstrate the sequential pattern one would then

expect. There are numerous small areas in which a decline in fertility preceded the

decline in mortality (F. van de Walle, 1978). Moreover, it is impossible to define the

mechanism that would operate in a fully satisfactory manner. There certainly is no

automatism involved. The onset of the voluntary limitation of family size requires

three important pre-conditions. Family size must have become part of ‘the

calculus of conscious choice’. People must have felt that the number of births was

not simply God-given, but that they were free to decide in the matter. They must

also have felt that it was advantageous to limit the size of their family, and must

have had the knowledge and effective means to practice contraception (Coale,

1973, p. 65).
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Let me, before discussing why family limitation may have become advantageous,

say a few words about contraception during that transition, for you will remember

it as one of the four principal proximate determinants of fertility. A method which

became quite commonly used, and which some believe has always been practised

to some extent, was coitus interruptus. A former NIAS Fellow, Gigi Santow (1995),

has published a nice collection of, frequently ribald, metaphors and euphemisms

for that specific type of behaviour. ‘Threshing in the barn and winnowing outside’,

is a phrase which appears to have been used widely in rural areas. ‘Getting off the

train’ at Roskilde (Denmark), Redfern (Sydney), or at some other bus, tram, or train

stop just before the final destination, is also frequently found in the literature.

Hungarian peasants are rather blunt; they prefer ‘to wash bed-linen rather than

babies’ nappies’. And, one can leave it to the Dutch to add a religious note; we

‘leave the church before the singing’. ‘Being careful’ is the more generic term. It

explains the situation rather well. For other methods practised – now usually

called ‘traditional’ methods – were also not fully reliable. These comprised

periodic abstinence, the condom, the use of a sponge soaked in olive oil, lemon

juice or some other liquid assumed to have spermicidal properties, and the douche. 

Remote determinants 

The social, economic, cultural and psychological factors influencing fertility

behaviour are usually called its ‘remote’ determinants, in order to distinguish them

clearly from the more physiological factors discussed earlier. What motivated

individuals and couples to start practising birth control? What were the remote

determinants of the first demographic transition? French authors, writing at the

end of the last century attributed the decline of family size mainly to changes in

the moral order. Arsène Dumont (1890) introduced the principle of population

which he called “capillarité sociale”. In his view an excessive predominance of

individualism led to a decline in the birth rate. For, as everyone knows, having a

large family, that is many surviving children, can hamper social mobility. American

authors of the mid-1940s stressed the importance of progress in society. To quote

Dudley Kirk (1944, pp. 28-35): “Rapid population growth and the subsequent

slowing of growth arising from control of family size are intrinsic elements in the

nexus of cultural traits that are valued as ‘progress’. Their development has not

been haphazard.” He sees a clear pattern of diffusion within Europe, and notes:

“Modern education, improved health conditions, and economic advance are parts

of the same cultural complex, indigenous to the West”.
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Over the last half century a tremendous amount of research has been carried out

in an effort to pinpoint the remote determinants which have had the greatest

effect on fertility and family formation. Urban industrial living, secularisation,

individualisation, function loss of the family, and many more such factors, were

studied extensively. When a few years ago I was invited to review the findings of

these investigations, I found inspiration in the narrative theories employed by the

NIAS research theme group which studied the way in which judges reach their

verdict. I developed a scheme which Yves de Roo put on the computer (Figure 2). 

Figure 2. Narrative structure of the determinants of fertility levels and change 

LEVEL 1: INITIAL NARRATIVE

Classical narrative of the demographic transition and its relation to social 

change, modernisation or westernisation

LEVEL 2: GENERAL SUB-NARRATIVES

Evidence from historical studies, regional comparisons and modelling 

LEVEL 3: SPECIFIC SUB-NARRATIVES

Evidence from modelling, simulation, country studies, and qualitative research

Anchoring of narratives in common knowledge about the world and about the

rules and generalities which usually apply

Source: Van de Kaa, 1997

It shows fertility change as being generally dependent on social change, or

modernisation, with specific explanations being sought in nested sub-narratives

which highlight a certain aspect of ‘progress’ or modernisation.
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It would seem to me that the reduction in family size reflects a change in ‘cultural

representations’ – to borrow a term from Etienne van de Walle – on the part of the

parents. They were intent on giving their children a good start in life and

attempted to limit the number accordingly. The better educated children became,

the better their prospects of earning a good income. Quality replaced quantity.

Average family size was halved from not more than 6 to not more than 3. For the

sake of their children couples would stay together even if love was lost. To

paraphrase Philippe Ariès: the child became King. 

A second Demographic Transition and a new disequilibrium

It is fair to say that until the mid-1980s most population specialists assumed that

the transition process which unfolded basically involved the substitution of one

demographic regime for another. From an equilibrium situation maintained

through a high level of mortality and a fertility level to match that, a new

equilibrium situation based on low levels of both mortality and fertility would

emerge. Once fertility had adjusted to its new level, rapid population growth

would come to an end. The birth and death rate would again be in balance, zero

growth would set in. The population would become stationary; it would remain

constant in size and age structure. We could all live happily ever after.

Since I believed in it myself, I am tempted to say that it probably was quite a

sensible idea. However, I had to change my views when in 1985 the editors of the

Netherlandish sociological journal Mens en Maatschappij invited me to prepare a

special volume on contemporary population issues. They suggested very wisely,

and also for good economic reasons, that I seek the co-operation of my Flemish

colleague Ron Lesthaeghe, in that  endeavour. When he and I sat down to draw up

a list of the contributions we would seek, it became apparent that almost all

demographic variables had changed dramatically since the mid-sixties. It seemed

as if a second transition had begun. Somewhat hesitantly we used the term in the

title of our contribution to the volume. As luck would have it, just about the time

when I took over the NIAS directorship, another invitation arrived. Would I

contribute a special issue on the demographic situation in Europe to the series of

Population Bulletins by the Population Reference Bureau in Washington (DC).

Rather rashly I assumed that I could manage Bob Uhlenbeck’s brain child in

combination with such writing tasks. And although there were times when I

regretted my decision, having to write the booklet forced me to gain a full picture
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The Past of Europe’s Demographic Future

of the European demographic scene. I became increasingly convinced that

something special was afoot. I submitted my manuscript and, when asked for a

title, I suggested Europe’s Second Demographic Transition. It was accepted rather

reluctantly2, but the end result was that over 20 000 copies bearing that title were

sold and distributed.

The essence of the concept of a Second Demographic Transition is that, after the

mid-1960s, a further profound change in the cultural representations of European

women, men, and couples took place. As a result the prospects of reaching a new

equilibrium have disappeared altogether. It would, on the contrary, seem as if

Europe is headed for a lengthy period in which fertility remains far below

replacement level. Deaths already exceed births in several European countries.

The Second Demographic Transition appears to have generated a new

disequilibrium between the birth and death rates (Figure 1). Average family size

appears to have been halved again, now from about 3 to about 1.5 children. What

are its likely consequences?

The Second Demographic Transition: nature and background  

The first and second transition can be contrasted quite effectively by

characterising the first one as ‘altruistic’ and the second one as ‘individualistic’.

The main advantage of using such umbrella terms is that they stress the

ideational background of the difference between the two transitions. It also drives

home very forcefully that shifts in value orientation constitute the main underlying

dimension. As follows:

First or ‘Altruistic’ Transition – 1830 to 1965    

Second or ‘Individualistic’ Transition – 1965 to   .... 

In sum, the first transition was dominated by concerns for family and offspring;

the second emphasises the rights and self-fulfilment of the individual. In post-

industrial societies one’s standard of living is largely determined by one’s level and

13

2 The bulletin was published in 1987. Especially outside Europe there still is some reluctance to accept
the concept. I have understood that when the International Union for the Scientific Study of Population
(IUSSP) holds its 24th General Conference in Brazil in 2001, a special session will be devoted to the
topic ‘Second Demographic Transition: Fact or Fiction?’
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quality of education, and the degree of motivation to develop and use one’s

talents. This holds for men as well as for women. Getting married and having

children implies considerable opportunity costs, particularly for women. The

emotional satisfactions of parenthood can be achieved most economically by

having one, perhaps two children. Early commitment to a partner reduces one’s

flexibility and mobility; it is advisable to keep one’s options open. If marriage

becomes a burden, divorce becomes an acceptable option. Moreover, the

availability of modern contraception allows the separation of marriage and

sexuality. An individualistic life style would seem to fit the demands of modern

society and to suit people’s meaning-giving ends in life best.

The basic demographic features of the second transition involve six shifts. In

fertility and family formation these are closely related and can be cast in a number

of easily understood, catchy phrases:

1. Shift from the Golden Age of Marriage to the Dawn of Cohabitation;

2. Shift from the era of the King-Child-with-Parents to that of the King-Pair-with-

a-Child;

3. Shift from Preventive Contraception to Self-fulfilling Conception;

4. Shift from Uniform to Pluralistic Family and Household.

The other components of growth were also affected. Personal concerns made

people search for a lifestyle that reduced mortality risks (drinking less, eating

healthier food, taking more exercise) and pushed longevity closer to its biological

limits. International immigration, which had begun with the recruitment of guest

workers to alleviate pressures on the labour market, became a general feature

once the initiative shifted largely to individuals from outside the region who

sought access to improve their lot. This made the countries of Western Europe an

‘epicentre’ of immigration (Borrie, 1992).

In mortality:

5. Shift from Social to Biological Longevity.

In international migration:

6. Shift from Sending to Receiving Countries and Region.

Illustrations

The sequence of options and choice can be illustrated in a great many ways. I am

tempted to do so, but shall limit myself to a few salient points. A comparison of
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the experience of two Norwegian female birth cohorts interviewed in 1988

demonstrates that whilst, over time, the age at first intercourse had decreased and

women had started to cohabit younger, they married later and also had their first

child later. Modern contraception replaced traditional forms and the use of

abortion became more common. Marriage was more frequently preceded by

cohabitation, and more women were either cohabiting or single when the first

child was born.

Table 1. The timing of events in the life course of two Norwegian female birth

cohorts, 1988

Birth cohort

Event 1945 1960

Median age at first intercourse 18.9 years 17.1 years

Use of pill/IUD at age 20-24 (1945) and 11% 63%

age 22 (1960) respectively 

Proportion with at least one abortion before 5% 18%

age 24 (spontaneous or induced)

Median age at birth of first child 23.7 years 25.7 years

Unmarried cohabitation at birth first child 3% 26%

Single at birth first child 10% 13%

Average number of children at age 28 1.5  1.1

Median age at first marriage 22.6 years 25.2 years

Median age at first unmarried cohabitation — 23.1 years

Median age at first cohabitation 22.3 years 21.1 years

Proportion of first marriages preceded by 14% 60%

unmarried cohabitation

Source: Blom et al., 1993 + Keilman ( p.c.1997)

In the early 1990s, several European countries carried out a fertility and family

planning survey under the auspices of the Economic Commission of Europe. Table

2 illustrates both the considerable variation within Europe and the direction of the
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trends. Of the Swedish women aged 30-34 at the time of interview, nearly 80 per

cent had ever cohabited before age 25, and of those that had a first child 52 per

cent were either not married or living in a consensual union at that time. In

Southern and Eastern Europe – exemplified by Italy and Hungary, respectively –

marriage tends to take place earlier and is more the standard choice made.

Table 2. Family formation in selected European countries in the early 1990s 

Cumulative percentage who

had never (N) entered a first

partnership by age 25 and

those who by that age had

entered marriage (M) not

preceded by cohabitation, or

consensual union (C)

women aged 25-29 women aged 25-29 

Country Year at interview at interview

N M C N M C

Sweden 1992/93 16 6 78  6  19  37 

The Netherlands 1993 29  21  50  2 29  4  

France 1994 19  17 64  10  27  13  

Italy 1995/96 53 41 5 2  33 2  

Hungary 1992/93 14  48 11 4  70  3

women aged 30-34 women aged 30-34 

at interview at interview

N   M C N M C

Sweden 1992/93 16  6 79 8 27 48  

The Netherlands 1993 24  31 44 2  61 6  

France 1994 18 33  49 7  56  15  

Italy 1995/96 38  55  6  4 68 3  

Hungary 1992/93 10  75  16  5 81 4  

Source: Klijzing and Macura, 1997

* proportions childless not shown
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Proportion of

respondents not (N)

living in any partnership

and those in a marital

(M) or consensual (C)

union at the time their

first child was born*
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Of crucial importance is that the number of children one may on average expect

per woman, has dropped dramatically. In order to assure the long-term

replacement of generations a total fertility rate of about 2.1 children per woman

is required. Figure 3 shows that such a level was exceeded almost everywhere in

Europe in 1965. Ten years later the decline had clearly set in, and three decades

later, in 1995, most countries experience a fertility level which is way below

replacement. 

Figure 3. Distribution of 23 European countries by level of period total fertility

rate: 1965, 1975, 1995

Source: Van de Kaa, 1987; Council of Europe, 1996

This leads to the conclusion that, if these trends continue, virtually all countries

of Europe will ultimately face a negative rate of population growth. In fact, in

several countries the number of deaths already exceeds the number of births. This

applies to Bulgaria, the Czech Republic. Germany, Hungary, Italy, Sweden, the

Russian Federation, and the Baltic States, for example. And, while immigration

keeps the population growing in Germany, Italy and Sweden, in the Eastern

European countries emigration accentuates the decline. Of much greater

importance than declining total numbers are the changes in age structure which

17The Past of Europe’s Demographic Future

17 uhlenbeck Lecture   26-03-2004  12:33  Pagina 17



are generated by very low fertility. As new birth cohorts become smaller, the share

of the elderly and oldest-old in the population increases rapidly. It is especially this

prospect which governments consider to be a cause for serious concern.

Interpretation: a temporary phenomenon or a permanent feature?

Is there reason for concern? If the trends during the last 35 years or so can be

interpreted as a temporary phenomenon, probably not. If the conclusion is that

these trends and conditions reflect a permanent feature of our societies, the

answer, in all likelihood, should be ‘yes’. That is to say: the long-term advantages

and disadvantages should be studied and weighed, and possible societal

responses would have to be considered. 

So, how should the sudden, and thus dramatic, changes in demographic trends be

interpreted? It would seem that they are closely linked to value changes in society.

In the Netherlands changes in main trends, as they prefer to call them, have been

studied by Gadourek and Knol (1980, 1998), and before that by Middendorp

(1978) who analysed the progressive-conservative antithesis in Netherlandish

society. Internationally it is especially the work of Inglehart which is important. In

a series of very stimulating comparative studies he has argued that as the

modernisation process progresses, the emphasis on survival and economic

achievement as the top priority will give way to an emphasis on the quality of life.

In his words: “... the disciplined, self-denying, and achievement-oriented norms of

industrial society are giving way to an increasingly broad latitude for individual

choice of lifestyles and individual self-expression” (1997, p. 28). He characterises

that shift as one from ‘materialist’ values’ (economic and physical security) to one

of ‘postmaterialist’ values (individual self-expression and quality of life). For a

number of Western European countries the shift to postmaterialism has been well

documented in repeated surveys.3 While Inglehart’s measurement instrument has

been criticised and may be a bit sensitive to‚ temporary disturbances, the long-

term trend is pretty clear.   
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3 Materialist and postmaterialist orientations are measured with a survey instrument which may have 12
items. However, basically it asks respondents to make a choice of their first and second priority from
amongst 4 items, formulated as follows (Inglehart, 1997: p. 355):

1. Maintaining order in the country;
2. Giving people more say in important government decisions;
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Figure 4. Trends in postmaterialism

Source: Ingelhart, 1997. Based on combined weighted sample of European

Community surveys carried out in West Germany, France, Britain, Italy, The

Netherlands and Belgium, in given years (N = 243356)

In his most recent publication, from which I quoted before, Inglehart introduced a

somewhat different concept which he calls postmodernisation. He posits it as a

wider concept than postmaterialisation. “The shift from Materialist to

Postmaterialist priorities is a core element of the Postmodernisation process”, is a

formulation he uses (op. cit., p. 35). He feels that the conceptualisation underlying

the materialist-postmaterialist debate is outdated since that shift is only part of a

19The Past of Europe’s Demographic Future

3. Fighting rising prices;
4. Protecting freedom of speech.

Respondents selecting 1 and 3 as their priorities are classified as ‘materialists’, those giving priority to
2 and 4 as ‘postmaterialists’.
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“... much broader cultural shift”. Inglehart assumes that modernisation has run its

course. To quote a pertinent passage, “In the past few decades, advanced

industrial societies have reached an inflection point and begun moving on a new

trajectory that might be called ‘Postmodernisation’. With Postmodernisation, a

new world-view is gradually replacing the outlook that has dominated industrial

societies since the Industrial Revolution. It reflects a shift in what people want out

of life. It is transforming basic norms governing politics, work, religion, family,

and sexual behaviour. Thus the process of economic development leads to two

successive trajectories, Modernisation and Postmodernisation. Both of them

strongly linked with economic development, but Postmodernisation represents a

later stage of development that is linked to very different beliefs from those that

characterise Modernisation. These belief systems are not mere consequences of

economic or social changes, but shape socio-economic conditions and are shaped

by them, in reciprocal fashion.” (op. cit., p. 8).

It is, obviously, very tempting to postulate a direct relationship between the

process of postmodernisation and the advent of the Second Demographic

Transition. I am convinced such a relationship exists. However, numerous  spirited

discussions at NIAS have made me aware of the confusion, controversies, and

sensitivities surrounding the term ‘postmodern’ and its various derivatives. I

hasten to add, therefore, that from reading the book that Hans Bertens (1995)

wrote at NIAS on the history of the idea of the postmodern, I have deduced that

two dimensions could possibly be demographically relevant. The first is to

conceptualise it as a Weltanschauung or Zeitgeist, the second to conceptualise it

as a new historical era. Major changes in world-view have been documented for

the past, and historians have also described major transformations in which one

historical period shifts to the next. One should expect such major changes to

continue to develop, and I find it a rather stimulating idea that such a shift may

have occurred during my lifetime. Let me stress further that in considering that

issue, postmodern theorising per sé has almost no role to play. The point is not

whether people subscribe to some sort of postmodern credo, which, in any case,

does not exist. The point is whether their outlook on the world has changed in

such a way as to reflect postmodern concerns and notions. That is, whether their

belief in the metarécits, the meta-narratives which legitimise and underpin the

modern period has substantially diminished. To phrase it more specifically,

whether their belief in, for example, societal progress, in the superiority of the

white race, in the value of the nation state and its sovereignty, in the benefits of

all sorts of scientific enquiry, in religion, in the wisdom of the political elite, and

20 U H L E N B E C K  L E C T U R E  1 7
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21The Past of Europe’s Demographic Future

in authority more generally, has largely evaporated.4 Numerous arguments that

this is the case can be advanced. Admittedly, formulating counter arguments is

not particularly difficult either.

Can history yield more clues? Although I am a sceptic as regards the importance

of the lessons history may teach us, I agree with Ernst Kossmann (1998, p. 271)

when he observes that “... new epochs or nations develop out of those that

disappear” and feel that observation can be extended to civilizations. It has

frequently been argued that, viewed in a long-term perspective, civilizations pass

through a series of distinct stages. To say that historians are not in agreement on

the issue probably is an understatement. However, it is worth noting Caroll

Quigley (1961) has listed these stages as follows:

1. Mixture

2. Gestation

3. Expansion

4. Age of conflict

5. Universal Empire

6. Decay

7. Invasion.

If one posits the existence of a Western civilization under which the European is

then subsumed, that civilization would seem to have advanced well in to stage 5.

It so happens that I can call on two preceding Uhlenbeck lecturers to support that

statement. In last year’s lecture Fritz Stern (1998) described the end of the age of

conflict as he had witnessed it, and before him Maarten Brands (1997) sketched

the emergence of the United States as the dominant ‘empire’ of that civilization

and the ‘lone superpower’ of the world after the meltdown of the Iron Curtain and

4 Given the elusive nature of the concept postmodernism and the controversies surrounding its use, I
tend to add the adjective ‘bourgeois’ to it when using it in a demographic context. No well tested meas-
urement instrument  appears to exist. If asked to give a concise description I would state the following.
‘Bourgeois’ postmodernists have a strong postmaterialist leaning or orientation, aim at self-realisation,
value their personal freedom greatly, place well-being and the quality of life above material assets,
question meta-narratives in the sense of not adhering to the tenets of a religion and of wanting to
determine their own life style and pattern of personal relations. They similarly do not accept authority
without question, are tolerant of the behaviour of others, want to be able to express themselves freely,
support  emancipatory (human rights, ecological, gender) movements, are in favour of diversity, and
look without prejudice at developments leading to multiculturalism. 

17 uhlenbeck Lecture   26-03-2004  12:33  Pagina 21



U H L E N B E C K  L E C T U R E  1 722

the collapse of the Soviet Union. In Carroll Quigley’s characterisation of that stage

parallels with current experience are easily found. It is a period of peace and of

relative prosperity, with peace arising from the absence of competing political

units and prosperity from the reduction of trade barriers and the ending of

belligerent destruction. Vested interests have triumphed and are living off their

capital (Quigley, op. cit., p. 88). The civilization has reached its peak.

Complacency sets in. Investments in the future decline.

Is it too farfetched to see postmodernisation – and the postmaterialisation it

encompasses – as an expression of that stage? And, consequently, to see the

Second Demographic Transition, with its unprecedented low levels of fertility,

rapid ageing, and strong immigration, as a manifestation of a rather permanent

state of affairs? Must we further conclude that Europe’s demographic future is a

thing of the past?

Evaluation

In the polite scholarly discourse of our time, posing such far-reaching questions is

usually characterised as ‘courageous’ or ‘ambitious’. My successor in the

directorship of NIAS, tends to react with “dat is niet niks” in such cases, a phrase

the meaning of which foreigners will also easily grasp. Consequently, most

scholars avoid them like the plague. Nevertheless, these questions are

entertaining and it is pleasant to reflect on the window one’s own life provides on

the long succession of generations. When looking out, it is not difficult to list

arguments in support of the idea that the current demographic situation is

relatively permanent and simply reflects that the Western civilization and

European region are past their peak. The process of de-colonisation has greatly

reduced Europe’s influence in the world. Europeans cannot keep their own house

in order, they rely on a dominant US to do so. There is also a tendency to assume

that future generations cannot possibly be as well-off as we are now. Conservation

seems to be of greater concern than creation. Providing social safety nets or

‘cushions’ of one sort or another is the occupation of many. Pictures of the future

are painted in the darkest colours Van Gogh ever had on his palette. Green house

gasses cloud the sky; rising waters threaten vast areas. And, is it too much to

observe that Europe’s demographic future will already be largely determined by

people living outside the region? Will not multicultural societies develop as a result

of continued immigration and affect the cohesion of the European civilization? 
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It is equally simple to draw up a list of arguments which testify to Europe’s vitality

and undiminished vigour. The establishment and extension of the European Union

is a prime example. It embodies the ideals of the European civilization at its best.

The creation of the Euro zone also is suggestive of a region that believes in its own

future. Moreover, will not the information revolution enrich the life of future

generations beyond comparison. Easy access to the heritage of a whole range of

cultures will offer unprecedented opportunities to the most gifted and to the

population at large. Immigration will contribute positively; just as in the past it will

lead to new initiatives and activities. And, can anyone deny that, under current

conditions, limiting reproduction and population growth is not a very sensible

strategy?

Where does the balance lie? I leave you to ponder that issue for a while but will

assist you by filling out the  background further. The first point I want to stress is

that in the past concerns about Europe’s long-term demographic future have not

turned out to be well founded. During the economic crisis of the 1930s fertility

fell below replacement level. Fear of a depopulation of Europe and the

consequences of a declining population were commonly expressed. But, fertility

rose again and after World War II a baby boom led, certainly in the Netherlands, to

concerns about the consequences of rapid population growth. I drafted the report

of the Netherlandish Staatscommissie set up to look into the matter and I can

assure you that its basic recommendation to the government was to welcome the

prospect of an end to natural population growth. Let me go back in time a bit

further. About a decade before Bob Uhlenbeck was born, a Swedish professor of

Political Science, Pontus Fahlbeck, addressed the members of the International

Statistical Institute with an issue, which would, as he said, appear to many

“...insolite et même un peu bizarre". The topic, as you may guessed, was: La

décadence et la chute des peuples. The First Demographic Transition had just

begun and he reviewed the experience of other civilizations to see whether he

could establish some sort of law which predicts that demographic decadence

inevitably follows their expansion and then leads to their fall. He concluded that

it is wrong to transpose the life cycle of an individual human being to that of a

population. Although he was writing in 1906, he was uncannily correct in

predicting the current situation where families with 1 or 2 children predominate.

There were no women in the audience and apparently he got away with the

following formulation: "Les femmes aiment les enfants, mais elles n’aiment pas à

en faire, et si elles sont libres d’agir suivant leur goût, les familles de deux ou

mème d’un enfant deviennent la majorité" (Fahlbeck, 1906, p. 387). He ended his
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speech with the sentence that the ‘fatal decline’ in births has begun its work and

that not a single mortal can predict where it will end.5

Can demographers do any better now? I’m afraid not. Our ability to calculate the

numerical consequences of various assumptions has improved vastly. But the

uncertainty about the way societal developments and demographic trends will

interact largely remains. Currently, the great problem lies in our inability to

explain the Second Demographic Transition as a temporary disturbance. Do we

simply observe the consequences of the fact that our societies are not well

adjusted to the needs and desires of their citizens? If so, the demographic

disequilibrium which has developed will, no doubt, lead to a reaction which will

ultimately bring the fertility level in balance with mortality again. If women and

men now find it difficult to combine their role as parents with their career,

achieving gender equity provides the logical answer. And, if societies really find

children important, let them shift support from the aged to the young. Surveys

show that women still see the two-child family as their ideal; but now they try to

have them later than before. Basically, nothing much has changed.

Such arguments may well have some truth in them, but do not sound terribly

convincing. In Eastern Europe, the new countries in particular, crisis conditions

certainly play a role. However, in quite a few other European countries fertility has

been below replacement level for more than 30 years now and shows no signs of

rising again. Modern contraception will continue to be available; and may even

further improve in future.

One child may give women and men all the emotional and parental satisfactions

they seek. They will continue to have dual careers, will continue to focus on

quality rather than quantity. And as regards ideals and desires: we might all want

to stay at NIAS for the rest of our working lives and to leave for Hawaii thereafter.

However, few of us will do it. It is our inability to provide a satisfactory

explanation for the current situation combined with the perfect way in which

recent trends fit a long-term pattern, which makes one wonder whether one can

look at Europe’s demographic future with equanimity.

5 Fahlbeck’s gloom notwithstanding, during the first eight decades of his life, Bob Uhlenbeck saw the
population of The Netherlands increase by just about a million per decade!
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Table 3. Selected demographic indicators in some new and old European countries

after 1985

Country Total fertility rate % Extra-marital Total first marriage

births rates women < 50

Year 1985  1990 1996  1985  1996  1985 1996  

Bulgaria 1.95  1.73  1.24 11.70 28.20 0.93  0.54  

Czech Rp. 1.95  1.89  1.18  7.30 16.90 0.92 0.49 

France 1.81  1.78  1.72 19.60 37.60  0.54  0.54  

Germany — — 1.32  16.20 17.10 — 0.58  

For. GDR 1.73  1.52  0.95  33.80 42.40 0.74 0.41  

Hungary 1.83  1.84  1.46  9.20 22.60 0.86 0.51 

Italy 1.45  1.36  1.21  5.30 8.30 0.68  0.62  

Latvia 2.09 2.02 1.16 14.40 33.10 0.94  0.41  

Moldova 2.66  2.39 1.60 8.80 14.60 1.06 0.62  

Netherlands 1.51 1.62 1.53  8.30 17.00 0.57 0.55  

Poland 2.33 2.04 1.58  5.00 10.20 0.89 0.64  

Russian F. 2.11 1.89 1.28 12.00 23.00 1.05  0.65  

Slovenia 1.72 1.48 1.28  19.90 31.80 0.58  0.46 

Sweden 1.73 2.14 1.61  46.40 53.90 0.55 0.44  

Source: Council of Europe, 1998; 1995

Expectations

While demographers may be uncertain about the interpretation of recent trends,

they invariably subscribe to the view, that Europe has had its demographic future.

Its unprecedented rise in population is a thing of the past. Long-term projections

prepared by the United Nations, for example, foresee that Europe’s share of the

world population will decline very rapidly. This largely because the population in

other parts of the world will continue to grow rapidly for quite some time to come;

this as the inevitable result of the growth potential inherent in their young age

structures. 
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Figure 5. Europe’s share of the world’s population (%), 400 BC-2150 AD

Source: Biraben, 1979, UN, 1998

Recent population projections for Europe, or parts thereof, tend to share the

following general assumptions. Life expectancy at birth will increase and will in

due course reach a level of about 85 years for women and a few years less for

men. Fertility may increase slightly when couples make up for births they have

postponed, but will, for the foreseeable future, remain below replacement level.

Immigration is a significant component of population growth, particularly in the

western part of Europe. However, the general assumption is that it will remain

under some sort of control. Joshi (1996) assembled the result of a number of

calculations for the European Union in a graph. The general tendency is

unmistakable; only the high variants result in continued growth.
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Figure 6. A comparison of the United Nations and Eurostat projections of the

population of twelve member states of the European Union, 1985-2025

Source: Joshi, 1996

Researchers from NIDI and Statistics Netherlands have just calculated and

presented the results of two different population scenarios for Europe (De Beer

and Van Wissen, 1999). The Uniformity Scenario assumes that all countries will by

the year 2050 have a TFR of 1.8 children per woman, a life expectancy at birth of

83 for men and 86 for women, and – with a few exceptions – a net rate of

immigration of 2.5 persons per 1000 of the population. The Diversity Scenario

distinguishes groups of countries following different population trajectories. The

TFR in 2050 then varies between a very low of 1.1 children per woman in Central

and Eastern Europe, to a high of 1.6 in the Nordic countries. Life expectancy at

birth will be slightly lower than in the Uniformity Scenario everywhere in Europe

and, just as it is now, will be lower in Eastern and Central Europe than in the rest

of the continent. Net migration will be positive in the West, mostly negative in the

East. Table 4 summarises a few of the results for the three different Europes I find

useful to distinguish.
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Table 4: Scenario results for the three Europes : 1996-2050

Uniformity scenario Diversity scenario

2000  2020  2050 2000  2020 2050

population in millions

Europa Unita* 435.6 458  482.7  435.2 435.5  385.4 

Europa  Minor** 462  484.6  509.6 461.3 460.4  405.9  

Europa  Major*** 706.5 721.3 733.4  705.3  678.4 556.5  

increase in percentages

Europa Unita 100  105 111 100 100  89  

Europa Minor 100 105 110  100 100 88

Europa Major 100 102 104 100  96 79 

* Austria, Belgium, Denmark, France, Finland, Germany, Greece, Ireland, Italy,

Luxemburg, Netherlands, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, United Kingdom, Czech

Republic, Hungary and Poland

** the countries listed above plus Croatia, Estonia, Iceland, Latvia, Lithuania,

Malta, Norway, Slovenia and Switzerland

*** all of the above, plus Albania, Belarus, Bosnia/Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Moldova,

Macedonia, Romania, Russian Federation, Slovakia, Ukraine, Yugoslavia

NB. Countries listed in italics were not included in the scenario calculations.

The inevitable conclusion: Europe’s demographic future is not what it used to be.

The twentieth century was one of exceptionally rapid growth, the twenty-first

century will be one of very moderate growth, much more likely one of population

decline. Two decades from now that decline may be substantial. I cannot now

explore its consequences. On the whole, these may well be beneficial, but decline

is not an elegant process. Moreover, most societal effects will result from changes

in age structure and other changes in the composition of the population. I see no
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reason for alarm; but neither do I see any reason for our culture’s traditional

complacency in such matters. 
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