A ‘silent class’ and a ‘quiet revolution’. Female domestics and fertility decline in Flanders.
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In this article we reintroduce the hypothesis that urban female domestic servants played a significant role in the diffusion of fertility control behaviour in the last quarter of the nineteenth century. Urban female domestics were usually from a modest rural background. It is our assumption that the daily proximity with the urban upper and middle class pioneers in the restriction of marital fertility influenced the servants’ fertility behaviour in later family life, even when they returned to their villages of origin. 

Figure 1. Maps of Belgium and East and West Flanders
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The regions under investigation in this article are the Belgian provinces of East- and West-Flanders. In the first part we confront aggregate data on the fertility decline with some results of village studies based on the technique of life course analysis. This overview makes clear that, first of all, regional and even local differences in the timing of marital fertility decline remained important until (at least) the beginning of the twentieth century. Furthermore, the generation of women born in 1880 marked a fundamental shift in rural Flemish fertility levels. Finally, the overview makes clear that individual-based research is needed to understand how a macro process such as the (European) fertility decline may be translated into individual strategies and choices.

In the second part we focus on human agency, more in particular on the rural women who served as urban domestics in the East Flemish city of Ghent.  To begin with, we recapitulate the discussion about the role of domestic servants in the diffusion of 'modern' fertility behaviour, arguing that the arguments and data used so far are insufficient. Following that, we ask what kind of information we need, based on the analysis of individual life courses. We add some first data, suggesting that this kind of research could be very fruitful.

1. Fertility decline in East and West Flanders

Regional variation versus the case study

When investigating the nineteenth- and twentieth-century fertility decline in Belgium, the pioneering work by Ron Lesthaeghe is still the starting point (Lesthaeghe 1977). The author’s ambition was to test, with Belgian data, the most important explanatory hypotheses formulated within the debate on the European fertility decline. His research material consisted of aggregate data at the level of the administrative district (arrondissement). 

Because of the congruence between the time series of marital and illegitimate birth rates, Lesthaeghe was convinced that the decline in fertility was the result of a widespread use of effective contraceptive methods. Furthermore, his figures showed a strong correlation between industrialisation and urbanisation, and the decline in marital fertility. Nevertheless, if only socioeconomic factors were taken into account, a substantial part of the regional variance remained unexplained. Other variables, such as the level of literacy or the degree of infant mortality, were integrated but did not have a clear statistical impact. Literacy was even assumed to have been a rather negative factor in the process of 'modernisation', since primary education contributed to the continuity of existing norms and values. Secularisation however – although to some extent intertwined with industrialisation and urbanisation -seemed to have played a major role in bringing down fertility levels. In the spread of a more ‘modern’ fertility pattern, language was another important – although not independent – factor. French speaking parts of the population were the first to make the shift away from the 'traditional' Malthusian pattern. 

Table 1. Marital Fertility in Belgium, 1880-1910 (Lesthaeghe 1977)
	
	1880
	1890
	1900
	1910

	Belgium
	0,751
	0,678
	0,596
	0,443

	
	
	
	
	

	Provinces
	
	
	
	

	Antwerp
	0,837
	0,761
	0,661
	0,508

	Brabant
	0,71
	0,626
	0,517
	0,365

	East Flanders
	0,921
	0,849
	0,78
	0,594

	West Flanders
	0,918
	0,878
	0,838
	0,671

	Hainaut
	0,577
	0,478
	0,394
	0,298

	Liège
	0,704
	0,598
	0,49
	0,333

	Limburg
	0,881
	0,872
	0,877
	0,822

	Luxemburg
	0,733
	0,669
	0,625
	0,527

	Namur
	0,618
	0,536
	0,469
	0,364

	
	
	

	Districts East Flanders
	
	

	Aalst
	0,898
	0,854
	0,834
	0,661

	Sint Niklaas
	1,03
	0,971
	0,902
	0,708

	Oudenaarde
	0,911
	0,88
	0,863
	0,638

	Dendermonde
	1,052
	0,95
	0,903
	0,712

	Eeklo
	0,945
	0,875
	0,821
	0,629

	Gent
	0,845
	0,764
	0,651
	0,466

	
	
	

	Districts West Flanders
	
	

	Brugge
	0,899
	0,87
	0,839
	0,68

	Diksmuide
	0,967
	0,886
	0,844
	0,705

	Kortrijk
	0,894
	0,853
	0,812
	0,618

	Oostende
	0,899
	0,905
	0,8
	0,651

	Roeselare
	0,987
	0,949
	0,945
	0,743

	Tielt
	0,942
	0,903
	0,938
	0,797

	Veurne
	0,921
	0,821
	0,752
	0,595

	Ieper
	0,903
	0,852
	0,795
	0,659


Around 1880 the highest rates of marital fertility were recorded in East and West Flanders. Although fertility declined after that, in 1910 it was still considerably higher than in the other Belgian provinces, with the exception of Limburg. Looking at the district figures, the indices of the regions of Roeselare and Tielt stand out, with a downward kink only after 1900, almost a generation later than in neighbouring districts.

Since Lesthaeghe’s general study new methodologies and more advanced computing techniques have been developed. As a consequence, new perspectives on fertility behaviour were presented. Concerning the Walloon part of Belgium, the fertility transition was the central topic in some wide-ranging socio-demographic studies, whilst, in addition, several articles on various aspects and regions were published (e.g. Alter 1978; Alter & Oris 1999; Eggerickx 1998, Neven 2003, Oris 1992). The new methods of analysis applied in these studies essentially implied the shift from aggregate information to more individual data.

Innovative research on Flanders is sparse. In 2002 Jan Van Bavel published his study on fertility control in the city of Leuven (Van Bavel 2002). Van Bavel used individual data to challenge the conceptual distinction between ‘natural’ and ‘controlled’ fertility. Without denying the existence of a major transformation in fertility control behaviour, he questioned the opinion that stopping behaviour was a historical innovation at the start of the fertility transition and that spacing was only a temporary phenomenon. Secondly, he focused on the diffusion of 'modern' stopping behaviour among the city population. His conclusion that this behaviour first appeared within the local bourgeoisie confirms results from other studies. The significance of literacy, however, seems much more outspoken than in Lestaeghe’s study. The application of stopping behaviour within elite milieus was much more related to the level of education than to social status. Also, amongst the working classes the literate showed signs of stopping behaviour earlier in time than the non-literate. Literacy of the wife seemed especially important. Moreover, Van Bavel’s study confirmed the role of language in the diffusion process. He was able to show that the woman’s French speaking origin was a much more decisive factor than her husband’s linguistic background.

By selecting Leuven, Van Bavel examined a provincial town that was neither a pioneer nor a laggard in the fertility transition. He argued that it was more relevant to focus on a less spectacular setting in order to understand the underlying mechanisms of the overall European fertility decline. In other words, every 'average' case would show the same mechanisms, and huge socioeconomic transformations only functioned as disturbing factors in the analysis. We believe, as Lesthaeghe did, that it remains important to map and explain regional variations and to keep up a comparative perspective. Besides, the functioning of urban, semi-urban, and rural communities is determined by different social mechanisms. This remark is especially important in relation to the social diffusion of new reproductive behaviour, as we will show later. 

The girls of East and West Flanders

In the beginning of the twentieth century the Belgian statistician Camille Jacquart stressed the necessity of a comparative view in researching demographic behaviour when referring to the peculiarities of and the differences within the province of West Flanders (Jacquart 1905). For example, birth rates in the arrondissement of Thielt in 1873-1894 were amongst the lowest in Belgium, while those in the neighbouring district of Ostend belonged to the highest.

Figure 2. Marital fertility in West Flanders in 1857-1900 according to Jacquart
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Just as Lesthaeghe did, seven decades later, Jacquart first examined changes in nuptiality before turning to marital fertility. Unlike Lesthaeghe, he was convinced that contraceptive behaviour was of minor importance. Moreover, he believed that in some regions the decline in fertility was only a temporary stage. To explain why this exceptional process took place, and why regional differences were so marked, only a longitudinal and multicausal explanation would do. For Jacquart, the regional differences in reproductive behaviour between the arrondissements in West Flanders were the outcomes of the different impacts of the mid-nineteenth century subsistence crisis resulting from diverging occupational structures – read: the importance of the rural flax industry. The people of the most afflicted regions, such as Tielt and Courtrai, suffered long term physical and psychological consequences of this severe hunger crisis. By the end of the nineteenth century the first post-trauma generation reached maturity. According to Jacquart, the slight amelioration of the economic situation in the 1890s had more effect on this population than on men and women living in the wealthier districts. As the figures in table 1 show, after 1900 the poor regions were able to catch up quite rapidly.  

Obviously, when Jacquart wrote his book, the fertility transition was still in full progress. What makes his analysis interesting is the attention given to regional factors related to the organisation of the rural society. That is why we stress the importance of the analysis of fertility behaviour on a local level, with new data and new methods now available. So far the Ghent life course project compiled the data belonging to thirteen birth cohorts, born either around 1830, 1845, or 1880, from nine localities in East and West Flanders. In addition to that, our database contains information on three female cohorts in the city of Ghent. The total observed population consists now of 2,891 persons, 2,242 of which are women. From this dataset some information on marital fertility in nine rural villages can be compiled. In table 2 the columns B, D, and E take into account all women with children under observation in these nine villages. Column C refers only to those women who could be followed until the age of 45. 

Table 2. Parameters of marital fertility in nine Flemish villages, birth cohorts 1830, 1847, 1880.

	Village
	Birth Cohort
	A
	B
	C
	D
	E
	F

	Assenede
	1830
	30
	28,6
	31,7
	40,3
	28
	6,2

	Hamme
	1830
	25
	28
	28,2
	39,6
	25
	6,6

	Koekelare
	1830
	38

	30,4
	29,3
	38,4
	
	

	Zwevegem
	1830
	13
	26,6
	28,4
	38,8
	38
	6,3

	Poperinge
	1830
	15
	29,7
	31,3
	40,5
	19
	5,1

	Oordegem
	1830
	15
	29,7
	29,4
	
	
	4,6

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Lebbeke
	1847
	108
	30,5
	29,6
	37
	28
	6,3

	Wichelen
	1847
	34
	27,5
	27,5
	38,1
	20
	5,7

	Zele
	1847
	39
	27,7
	26,9
	39
	21
	6

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Hamme
	1880
	62
	26
	24,4
	34,5
	27
	5,3

	Oordegem
	1880
	30
	26,1
	27,8
	
	
	4,6

	Poperinge
	1880
	28
	25,4
	24,9
	36,2
	28
	4,7

	Zwevegem
	1880
	35
	25,7
	27,3
	36,8
	28
	4,5

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	TOTAL (average number)
	434
	27,8
	28,2
	38,1
	26,2
	5,5


A: number of women per cohort known to have had children

B: mean age at first marriage for females (in years)

C: mean age of mother at birth of first child (in years)

D: mean age of mother at birth of last child (in years)

E: mean interval between births, excluding stillbirths
 (in months)

F: number of births per mother

In the Flemish countryside the generation of girls born in 1880 is the one that initiated a fundamental shift away from the 'traditional' pattern of marital fertility of their parents and grandparents. They married younger, they had both their first and their last child at a younger age, and on average they had fewer children in total. However, no proof can be found that this generation was applying a strategy of birth spacing to a larger extent than earlier generations.

Data on cohorts of women who grew up in the city of Ghent illustrate the large gap between urban and rural environments. The average Ghent working-class girl born in 1860 had her first child at the age of 22.6 and her last child at the age of 33, bearing a total of 4.6 children on average. The next generation born in 1880 had only 2.5 children on average, the first at the age of 23 and the last at 29 years.

Furthermore, individual-level data provide insight in socio-professional diffusion mechanisms in the countryside. Obviously, occupational structures in the countryside differed from those in urban settings. But just as in cities, it was the local village elite, mostly active in services and trade, who were the first to apply effective birth control practices. Farmers, however, even when belonging to the local elite, turned out to be the last in adopting modern behaviour. The traditional pattern, based on restrictive nuptiality and natural fertility within marriage, remained very strong in this group until well into the twentieth century. 

Existing research on the process of fertility decline in nineteenth and twentieth century Belgium and Flanders clarifies two things. First, a comparative analysis of regional and even sub-regional differences remains necessary to understand which variables determined the diverging patterns of marital fertility decline. However, patterns and processes only tell an aggregate story, hiding the individual actors. The notable differences in timing even on a local scale suggest that the 'channels' of individual behaviour – mutual 'bargaining' and individual and collective choices – are central in our understanding of the concrete implementation of the 'macro-process' of the fertility decline. The second conclusion is that micro research, starting from the individual life course, is indispensable to surpass the level of structural drives and constraints. The first results of life course research make clear that concerning the diffusion of fertility control, a comparison of female cohorts in big cities, provincial towns, and countryside villages may prove to be very useful in order to gain insight in the specific channels through which the 'knowledge' of fertility control was spread. We elaborate one aspect in the second part of the paper.

2. The role of urban domestic servants in the fertility decline: what evidence do we have?

In this part we focus on the possible role of urban female domestics in the diffusion of fertility control behaviour among the lower classes in the countryside. This matter has been addressed in the literature before, as shown below, but so far research has only provided unsatisfactory results. We argue that the reason for this is the use of unsuitable data. In what follows we will indicate what information and what research model is needed to answer the question in a more satisfactory way. 

To provide a definition of a ‘servant’ is a complicated task. There is no decisive element that unambiguously distinguishes him or her from other workers, exactly because serving was generally regarded as a 'transitional' job (Piette 2000, 31-41). In this research we limit ourselves to a specific group: rural girls who worked as resident female servants in the city. 

Historical research of domestic service touches upon different historical research fields such as migration, socialisation, social mobility, professional choice, relationships between sexes and social classes, and the influence of women on the modernisation of society (Poelstra 1981, 47). However, until recently in European history little attention was paid to the numerous groups of domestic maids. Their non-productive tasks made them insignificant to economic history (Piete 2000, 9-27). Unlike industrial workers, they never showed signs of collective action, which effectively eliminates them from social history. Feminist historians tended to avoid the study of domestic servants as well, since to them the subordinate role of the maid was only a symptom of patriarchal hegemony. Nevertheless, some well-known volumes were published, which provoked further discussion (e.g. McBride 1976). In Belgium, the situation is not much better; the only exhaustive scientific work on the matter being Piette’s study of domestic servants as a social class in nineteenth-century Brussels. 

Indirect arguments

The question as to whether or not young female servants moving from the countryside to the city played a significant part in the spread of contraceptive behaviour after returning to their villages, touches the issue of domestic servants as cultural intermediaries. The phenomenon of young working-class girls copying aspects of the private life of the urban middle and upper classes has caught the attention of several authors. As Davidoff noted:

‘In any system of hierarchy expressed in rituals of deference, at a face-to-face level, there will be a continuing tension between identification with the superior and social distance.’ (Davidoff 1974, 414)

Some authors focused more specifically on the ideal values and norms of the maid from the point of view of the bourgeoisie, and on the way in which servants were disciplined (Piette 2000). Others pointed at the importance of domestic service in social mobility (Bras 2002, McBride 1976). Still another group of authors focused on one aspect of cultural interaction, such as language or clothing (De Metsenaere 1996, Roche 1978).  Up to now no exhaustive research on the role of domestic servants as cultural intermediaries and transferents has been conducted.  

Teresa McBride and Leonore Davidoff were the first to suggest that former maids may have played a significant role in the propagation of birth control mechanisms (Davidoff 1974, 428, McBride 1974). As McBride wrote: 

(…)there might have been an element of choice operating in this case as well. (…) The pattern of late marriage and family limitation might indicate no more than the result of circumstances which circumscribed servants’ options, if it were not for indications that these patterns reflected more general attitudes. Servants seem to have maintained a life-style which emulated the middle classes in important respects, of which consumption is a significant example.

In Davidoff’s work, the idea reached no further than a footnote, stating: 

Servants as “cultural carriers” is an intriguing idea. It is particularly important in areas of private life, e.g. the adoption of ideal family size. The generation who were young servants in the middle- and upper-class households in the late nineteenth century, where completed family size was declining, were the generation of working-class married women whose own family size fell in the beginning of the twentieth century. Of course no direct connection can be drawn between these two sets of facts.
McBride brought together figures from several European areas, showing that servant couples had very small numbers of children. Because of the transitional character of the occupation, and the tiny proportion of married servants, these figures cannot be regarded as representative. McBride also pointed at ‘a more general attitude’, arguing that servants often tried to imitate the life style of their masters. This was especially clear in their consumption behaviour (Mc Bride 1974, 72-75). Servants spent a lot of money on clothing and tried to dress as well as their masters. In the banking sector, servants were regular depositors. They seemed to be the only part of the working-class population that was able to save some money. Therefore, according to McBride, the small household size of servant couples could very well be the expression of a more general attitude of imitation. Given the link between attitudes towards consumption and attitudes on ideal family size – as formulated by Banks for the upper and middle classes (see below), a point of view that is largely supported (Szreter 1996, 471-472) – this seems probable. Moreover, the money that former servants were able to save may have placed them in a stronger negotiation position towards their husbands, e.g. when discussing numbers of children and family size (Van Bavel 2002, 232). However, none of these arguments directly confirm the author’s hypothesis. Indirect arguments are supportive, but cannot suffice as evidence. 

Statistical arguments based on aggregate data

In 1981 another author, writing about the Dutch case, launched a call for further examination of the subject (Poelstra 1981, 67-68):

New ideas about women’s work and family limitation which were first gaining ground through the bourgeoisie, penetrated faster in some social groups than in others. Even if this cultural democratisation was not complete, it did take place. The question concerning the influence of the servant on this process, is by lack of research still highly speculative. It seems to me, in view of the large numbers of women who, as a servant, came in touch with another culture, worth researching. (own translation from Dutch)

Fifteen years later, Jannie Poelstra still found herself waiting for concrete evidence (Poelstra 1996, 339).

At about the same time of Poelstra’s appeal, J.A. Banks incorporated the hypothesis of female servants as diffusers of the idea of ‘modern’ contraception in his elaborate analysis on the fertility transition in Great Britain (Banks 1981). According to Banks, the British fertility decline started around 1860-1870 in the upper and middle classes. In his view changes in reproductive behaviour were essentially due to new consumptive attitudes. Upper- and middle-class parents wished to secure their children’s social and employment status. The necessity to raise ‘high-quality children’ heavily increased educational costs per child. Additionally, the 'emancipation' of middle-class women, which was above all an emancipation of ‘free time’, was an expensive matter, since more servants had to be hired to take over the domestic chores of the lady of the house. For both reasons, reducing the number of children served as a solution. Whilst servants played no direct role in the take off of the fertility decline, Banks did attribute to them a more active role in the diffusion of birth control behaviour. This is shown in the following figures:

	 Table 3. Mean number of births per marriage by marriage dates: selected occupations



	Occupation of the male marriage partner
	Before 1861
	1861-71
	1871-81
	1881-91

	soldiers and non-commissioned officers
	no cases
	4.57
	5.00
	4.59

	men of the navy and marines
	1 case only
	7 cases only
	5.47
	4.15

	Coachmen, grooms
	7.03
	6.38
	5.39
	4.04

	domestic gardeners
	6.96
	6.42
	5.39
	4.04

	Gamekeepers
	7,85
	7.22
	6.46
	5.03

	domestic indoor servants*
	7.00
	5.40
	4.26
	2.95

	*other than in hotels, lodging houses, and eating houses
	
	


The figures were taken from the 1911 fertility census which classified couples according to the husband’s occupation. The figures show that the number of births was first reduced in households of domestic servants. Although the data do not provide any proof for this, Banks supposed that it were mostly former female servants who were responsible for the spread of fertility control behaviour. This is because between 1851 and 1901 in no occupational census did the percentage of females employed in domestic service fall below 40 percent of total employment. Moreover Banks believed that the social diffusion and adoption of new reproductive ideals was much more important than the diffusion of the means to implement them. 

Because of the weak statistical underpinning, Banks' hypothesis was heavily criticised. Woods rejected Banks’ argument by analysing the same source used for the above table in a more sophisticated way (Woods 1987, 287-288). Banks, for instance, did not take into account differences in the age at first marriage between occupational groups. In his analysis Woods incorporated the time of  marriage, the age of the bride, and the number of surviving children. He did this for five randomly chosen individual occupations and for two occupational groups. His results did show differences in fertility levels between the various occupations, due to pre-decline levels, nuptiality patterns, and children's survival chances. However, the decline in marital fertility took place in successive cohorts in all five occupations, so social diffusion seemed out of the question. Looking at the graphs presented by Woods on the basis of the 1911 census figures, it is hard to understand why he did not make use of the category of ‘domestic servant’ in his analysis. 

In his own study of the 1911 census, Szreter confirmed the untenability of Davidoff’s and Bank’s hypothesis (Szreter 1996, 480-481). The author put forward three statistical arguments. First, the regions where birth control was first adopted by working-class people were areas where domestic service was lowest and industrial employment was most common. Second, in the census figures the numbers of girls in domestic service were seriously overestimated whereas female agricultural workers were under-enumerated. Third, some research suggested that large proportions of female domestic servants were employed in working-class households. Woods added some limitations of the 1911 fertility census, which may have had, as a consequence, very serious distortions (Woods 1978, 287-288). Among them is the fact that couples were classified under the husband’s occupation and that previous occupations were not taken into account. It is clear that census figures are not suited to either support or reject the hypothesis that former urban female domestic servants contributed to the diffusion of fertility control behaviour at the end of the nineteenth century. The discussion between Banks, Woods, and Szreter is based on shaky ground and must be reconsidered. 

Arguments based on testimonial evidence

In rejecting Banks' hypothesis, Szreter also referred to testimonial evidence. The oral histories of thirty women born between 1890 and 1914 showed that, concerning fertility control, maids were less informed than industrial workers. In addition, Szreter stressed the loneliness and the social isolation of domestic servants, and the silence between masters and servants on all private matters. Szreter’s testimonial argument can be blamed for covering a population incorrectly placed in time. By the time his respondents entered domestic service, the fertility transition had already been going on for a few decades. Diane De Keyzer’s journalistic inquiry of former domestic servants in Flanders born between 1902 and 1964 revealed a more differentiated image  (De Keyzer 1995, 240-242). Chamber maids in particular came in touch with the intimate life of their masters. Young and inexperienced girls were confronted with the secrets of the bedroom:

 When I had to clean the bedrooms, there always was a glass on the Master’s bedside cabinet with a strange rubber thing in it. At that time, I was still quite silly and I didn’t know anything about it. Later on I understood that must have been a condom (Pauline Verschueren). 

Despite this initial naivety, soon very little could be hidden from the femme de chambre. You were confronted with all these personal things of the masters (Zulma Delrue). 
(own translation from Dutch)

The fact that employers and employees did not talk freely about fertility matters can hardly be used as an argument. Sociologists have developed the concept of ‘social learning’ (Van Bavel 2004, 66-68), which should be considered as a special case of social influence, as what is sometimes called ‘informational influence’ in social psychology. Social learning does not imply communication; it can be based on observation-only. According to Van Bavel, the latter is the case in the process of fertility decline. The principle of observation-only social learning specifically applies to matters considered indecent to talk about and assumes that people in very different circumstances can learn from each other.

The use of testimonial data may indeed be useful to enrich the discussion. But as it became clear above, testimonial evidence cannot be used in an unambiguous way. Furthermore, the impact is limited since interviews are only available from girls who worked as maids starting in the beginning of the twentieth century. Written ego-documents on earlier periods are sparse and probably not very representative.

3. The role of domestic servants in the fertility decline: what evidence do we need?

After having demonstrated that both aggregate and testimonial sources can only serve as indirect and additional evidence, we will elaborate a specific case drawing on life course information. To this end we processed the results of three case-studies that focused specifically on female domestic servants. Two of the studies take the area of origin as a starting point. The first study follows 55 female emigrants from three villages in the neighbourhood of Oudenaarde to the city of Ghent in the period 1880-1900. Information was collected in the population registers of Ghent and of the villages of origin. The second study reconstructs the life courses of the female members of the 1830 birth cohort from the village of Assenede, making a comparison between girls who had been maids in both urban and rural households and girls who had never been in domestic service at all (the total group comprised 73 girls). Information on domestic servants was collected in the population registers in all communities of residence. The third case-study focuses on the life courses of 50 domestic servants who arrived in Ghent around 1880, irrespective of their place of birth (De Langhe 2005, Matthys 2003 and 2004, Van de Velde 2002). 

Domestic servants employed within urban upper- or middle-class households and returning to the countryside

Before trying to find information focussing on the (possible) role of urban female domestic servants in the diffusion of fertility control behaviour, we have to ask ourselves whether or not this group was quantitatively important enough to have had a broader impact on rural working-class society. Szreter, on the basis of British census data, argued that this was not the case. Because of the blurred appearance of domestic servants in occupational statistics, it is necessary to use both aggregate and individual data to get a more accurate view on the quantitative importance of returning urban maids.

First we look at the general picture of domestic employment in Belgium
. This is easier said than done, since before 1880 no clear distinction was made between different types of domestic employment or different types of servants. The table below, based on the population censuses, gives the 'best aggregated guesses'. 

	Table 4. Figures: number of domestic servants in Belgium according to censuses
	
	
	
	

	Year
	Male Servants
	Male Belgian Population
	% Male Servants
	Female Servants
	Female Belgian Population
	% Female Servants
	Total Servants
	Total Belgian Population
	% Servants

	1846
	12790
	2163445
	0,59
	33299
	2173603
	1,53
	46089
	4337048
	1,06

	1856
	19130
	2271783
	0,84
	67844
	2257777
	3,00
	86974
	4529560
	1,92

	1866
	51625
	2419639
	2,13
	87987
	2458194
	3,58
	139612
	4877833
	2,86

	1880
	50919
	2758469
	1,85
	105359
	2761540
	3,82
	156278
	5520009
	2,83

	1890
	55402
	3026954
	1,83
	121048
	3042367
	3,98
	176450
	6069321
	2,91

	1900
	48613
	3324834
	1,46
	120543
	3368714
	3,58
	169156
	6693548
	2,53

	1910
	29591
	3680790
	0,80
	131590
	3742994
	3,52
	161181
	7423784
	2,17

	1920
	22738
	3644301
	0,62
	97373
	3761268
	2,59
	120111
	7405569
	1,62

	1930
	18207
	4007418
	0,45
	76678
	4084586
	1,88
	94885
	8092004
	1,17

	1947
	4259
	4199728
	0,10
	48370
	4312467
	1,12
	52629
	8512195
	0,62

	1961
	4889
	4496860
	0,11
	45216
	4692881
	0,96
	50105
	9189741
	0,55

	1970
	2807
	4721866
	0,06
	23169
	4929078
	0,47
	25976
	9650944
	0,27

	1981
	2057
	4810349
	0,04
	16977
	5038298
	0,34
	19034
	9848647
	0,19


Table based on Buyst 1996, 115 with additional information from the censuses.

From 1846 to 1890 the share of domestics in the total Belgian population rose considerably due to the combined effects of urbanisation, the rising numbers of middle-class households, and a lingering structural crisis in the Flemish countryside. Around 1880-1890 urban domestic service reached its summit. This is exactly the period in which fertility levels started to fall all over Belgium (see table 1). After 1910 the proportion of domestic servants in the total population gradually declined.

To estimate the possible impact of this occupational group on the members of their own generation, the share of domestics has to be recalculated in relation to the 'active' (professional) population (Piette 2000, 53). 

	Table 5. Figures: domestic servants in Belgium as a share of the active population

	Year
	% Male Active Population
	% Female Active Population

	1880
	2,8
	10,9

	1890
	2,6
	13,7

	1900
	2
	12,3

	1910
	1,2
	15


Piette’s figures show that between 1880 and 1910 a considerable proportion of the active female population was indeed employed in domestic service. At the same time the table confirms the gender gap in this occupation; only a small percentage of men were employed as servants. Knowing that domestic service was a life cycle occupation tied closely to adolescence, the proportion of servants in their own generation must have been higher still, possibly amounting to 25 percent. Only the 1910 census figures allow for the calculation of such proportions
. The age group of 15 to 25 years contained the largest share of domestic servants. At the time of the census 73,943 girls born between 1886 up to and including 1895 were involved in ‘domestic and personal service’. This makes 11.2 percent out of a total of 657,883 girls in this age group; indeed, domestic servants made up one quarter of all 305,604 girls for whom an occupational activity was recorded. In the Netherlands the percentage of domestic servants among the female unmarried population varied between 12.9 and 27 in the four age groups between 14 and 35 years.  When only working unmarried females are taken into account, the proportion of domestic servants always exceeded the 50 percent limit  (Poelstra 1981, 56).

Census figures are useful to show general evolutions in domestic employment. After some recalculations they may also to some extent indicate the relative impact of this occupational category. However, to gain full insight in the quantitative importance of domestic servants we need dynamic individual-level data that may give information on the life course. After all, we are interested in the number of rural women who ever worked as domestic servants. Statistical cross-sections tend to underestimate the weight of domestic service in the total population. Szreter claimed that the British census figures overestimated the number of domestic servants. We argue that the Belgian censuses tended to underestimate them. This became clear in the village studies based on life course analysis, e.g. Matthys' research on domestic servants from the 1830-1831 cohort of Assenede, a rural village in the north of East Flanders. Two examples may illustrate the underestimation of female domestic servants. First, reconstructing the 1830-1831 cohort by combining several sources, including the local population registers, we learned that in this cohort of 73 girls, 16 had been employed as servants in rural or urban settings. After having consulted population registers in other municipalities, we found that no less than 39 girls (of 73) had ever been employed in domestic service, more than twice as much. Second, we found, and this is worse than bad registration, that some employments were not registered at all, as was the case with three girls migrating from Assenede to Ghent. The three domestic servants, Viergenie Dhooghe, Viergenie Van Laere, and Viergenie De Pauw, could be followed through the Ghent population registers during a very long time. All previous and subsequent addresses were carefully recorded, except their first occupational activity after arriving in the town. In all three cases there was a serious gap between the date of arrival in Ghent and the registration date of their first employment. The fact that they were still inexperienced as they got to the city may be an explanation for this administrative oblivion (no registration).

Because of the high degree of mobility among (young) servants, life course data are crucial to get a more accurate picture of the quantitative importance of domestic servants within a given cohort. As was said before, our research requires a reliable estimation of the proportion of the female population that ever worked as an urban domestic servant. 

Secondly, we need to have an idea of the number of servants returning to the countryside after a period of urban employment. For this we use the same life course data. In the case of Assenede we were able to determine for 73 females born in 1830-1831 whether they ever worked as a servant (Matthys 2004, 16). This was the case for 39 girls, or 54 percent, of whom 16, or 22 percent had ever been employed in an urban setting. Out of those 16 persons, we lost track of four girls before they reached the age of thirty. No less than 10 girls returned to the rural region where they were born, which is two thirds of all urban servants in this cohort and 14 percent of all 73 girls under observation. Nearly half (46 percent) of the 55 young females from the surrounding countryside of Oudenaarde (East-Flanders) who went into service in Ghent at the end of the nineteenth century, ultimately returned to their area of birth permanently or for a longer time period (De Langhe 2005). In a third case-study on domestic servants in Ghent, the situation is less clear because the girls were only under observation as long as they remained in Ghent. We may assume however that about 19 of the observed 50 maids (38 percent) returned to the countryside (Van de Velde 2002). In the neighbouring Dutch province of Zeeland, between 1860 and 1940 about 34 percent (198 out of 582) of rural girls served in domestic employment at some stage (Bras 2002, 73, 103-105, 107).  Half of all first migrations from the countryside were towards the city. About 60 percent of the maids from rural origin returned to their birthplace at least once. Unfortunately, the study did not distinguish between girls who had worked in rural and those who had worked in urban households. However, we may assume that about 10 percent of all rural girls returned to their native villages after a period of domestic service in the city. Here we have a striking similarity with Flanders concerning the return of urban maids. In summary, although the number of returned servants was not massive, it seems that the mobility of young rural girls to and from the city was important enough to have had an impact on the spread of new ideas within the villages of origin. 

The final argument advanced by Szreter was that a large proportion of female servants were employed not in middle-class households, but in working-class homes. This does not seem to have been the case in Ghent. The fifteen known employers of domestic servants from the Assenede study nearly all belonged to the bourgeoisie (situation around 1850, Matthys 2004, 33-34). None of these girls was the only servant in a family. Around 1880 the situation had changed somewhat. The number of urban domestics reached a summit. Social prestige forced the middle classes to at least employ one maid. One third of the 50 girls in Van de Velde’s study of Ghent is the only servant in the household (Van de Velde 2002, 48-56). The group of employers is very heterogeneous, but is mostly middle class and lower bourgeoisie. No working-class employers were found. In the Oudenaarde cohort, the same seems to be true. Thirty percent of the employers were without income out of labour, most of them with private means, whilst 28 percent were employed in intellectual occupations, and yet another 27 percent in shopkeeping.  The remaining 15 percent consisted of a heterogeneous group of middle-class occupations. According to Bras, employment periods in bourgeois households were somewhat longer than those in middle-class families (Bras 2002, 80-82).

Life course data on domestic service and fertility

The third step is to investigate whether or not former urban domestics who had returned to their rural villages showed a more restricted fertility pattern. This requires the identification of women from rural origins who ever worked as an urban domestic servant. Furthermore, to investigate fertility behaviour one needs data from several stages of the life course. As Woods correctly stated, it is impossible to talk about fertility behaviour if the age of the bride is not taken into account. The age at first marriage is one of the most important restraints on the number of children ever born. Late marriage points to more traditional behaviour. Not only the number of children, but also the timing of the births, is indispensable information in the discussion about possible stopping or spacing behaviour. To conduct the analysis accurately the duration of the period of domestic employment must also be brought into account.  As far as we know, no such detailed research concerning the role of servants in the fertility decline exists. One important exception is Van Bavel’s work on Leuven in which he applied life course analysis to observe the diffusion of fertility control behaviour within this small town. What is missing in his study, however, are the dynamics between town and countryside. The Ghent research project can give some first, very provisional results.

As was mentioned earlier in the text, we have three cohorts of servants under observation. The first cohort consists of girls born in 1830-1831 in Assenede. A distinction was made between three groups: girls who had never worked as domestic servants, girls who had been in rural service only (mostly on farms), and finally, those girls who had worked in urban households. 

Table 6. Fertility in the Assenede 1830/31 cohort

	Status
	A
	B
	C
	D
	E

	F

	never in domestic employment
	13
	26,8
	28,1
	42,2
	-
	7,4

	rural maids
	16
	28,6
	28,1
	40,9
	-
	6,1

	urban maids
	7
	31,3
	32,1
	40,3
	-
	2,6

	TOTAL (average number)
	36
	28,9
	29,4
	41,1
	-
	5,4


A: number of women known to ever have had children 

B: mean age at first marriage for females (in years)

C: mean age of mother at birth of first child (in years)

D: mean age of mother at birth of last child (in years)

E: mean interval between births, excluding stillbirths (in months)

F: number of births per mother

Looking at the figures, the differences in the numbers of children between the three groups seem clear cut. However, when we take into account the age at first marriage, we must conclude that the distinction between the girls who stayed in the village and those who ever worked in a city is related to the different ages at marriage. That former urban maids did not apply stopping behaviour is also shown by the age at which their last child was born: on average at the age of 40. These girls were in domestic service around the middle of the nineteenth century. Even in the urban upper-class households in which they were employed, restrictive reproductive behaviour was not systematically applied at that time. 

Thirty years later, in the bigger cities of Flanders, like Ghent, the fertility decline had spread to different layers of the population. In her study Van de Velde followed a cohort of domestic servants, originally from rural backgrounds, who came to spend their later life in Ghent. On average these women had 2.4 children, while the average female textile worker raised 3.6 children (Devrieze and Vanhaute 2001, 557-558). The former servants had their last child around the age of 34-35, which indicates stopping behaviour. This was also the case in other urban working-class populations, since the textile workers ceased childbearing at age 31-32, on average. The smaller number of children born to the former servants is again due to their older age at first marriage: 27 versus 24 years.

Around this time fertility control behaviour was still far from widespread in the rural areas. It is in this setting that former urban maids may have played a role. De Langhe’s figures strongly point in this direction. A basic question in this case-study is whether the rural origins of servants or rather the settings they spent their fertile periods in, were most influential in determining fertility behaviour. The results point towards the latter explanation:  56 percent of the servants who returned to their village of origin applied stopping behaviour whilst 67 percent of the girls who stayed in the city did so. In addition, a distinction has to be made between the behaviour of girls who returned to the countryside after only a short stay in the city and those who spent several years there. In both Matthys’ study (Assenede) and the one conducted by De Langhe (countryside of Oudenaarde), two groups of returning servants can be discerned. The first group consists of servants who returned to their native villages after only a short period of urban employment by one or two masters. For these girls domestic employment was probably a rather negative experience with only a minor impact on their later life. The second group consists of girls who remained in domestic service in urban households for several years and under several employers. They are likely to have been more influenced by 'city life'. 

	Table 7. Fertility in the Oudenaarde cohort



	 
	Two years or less as maid
	More than two years as maid
	Two to five years
	Over five years

	Number of children
	5,3
	1,5
	1,5
	1,5

	Age at first marriage
	27,1
	26,4
	26,6
	26,3

	Age at last child
	36,3
	31,1
	32,8
	29


The differences are striking. The young women who stayed in urban service for several years had on average 3.8 children less than the ones who returned to the countryside within two years. In this cohort, it is clear that the small number of children is not dependent upon the age at first marriage, since the girls with long urban employment even married a bit earlier than their colleagues. It is also clear that stopping behaviour was much more dominant amongst women with longer employment careers in domestic service. They had their last child five years earlier than those who returned early. This is even clearer when a further distinction is made within the group of those who stayed longer. Girls who stayed more than five years in urban domestic service stopped childbearing at younger ages than those who worked in the city between two and five years.

The only publication we know of with empirical evidence on fertility behaviour of former servants confirms these findings. Because Van Bavel’s study is also based on life course data from three generations, he too was able to bring former employments into account. In his work no significant difference was noted between occupational groups within the working class. The only exception to this (in the two most recent generations born in 1850 and 1865) were servants who were showing signs of controlling behaviour earlier in time (Van Bavel 2002, 339).  The article by Angélique Janssens, in this volume, also making use of life course data, points in the same direction. The author examines the fertility control behaviour of two birth cohorts in two Dutch cities. In the earliest cohort (women born between 1881 and 1885) seamstresses and (former) domestic servants in both cities seem to be the pioneering groups in adopting fertility control, rather than other female occupational categories like weavers or teachers. 

Adequate analysis should also consider the social-economic and familial background of the girls who went to the city to work as domestic servants. If it was the case that only daughters of the local elite became urban maids, the pattern of diffusion of restricted fertility behaviour in the countryside would have been very similar to the urban pattern; namely, stimulated by the local elites. However, when women in urban domestic employment were mostly lower-class girls, we may presume that the diffusion of a new fertility pattern in the countryside happened independently from the village elites. The earliest literature on domestics assumed that the urban maids mostly had a poor agrarian background (Mc Bride 1976, 34-38). Today a more differentiated picture emerges (Piette 2001, 286). Hilde Bras found that if all servants – that is rural and urban – were taken into account, families of unskilled workers were indeed the most important providers of maids (Bras 2002, 71). However, when the analysis was limited to urban domestic servants it appeared that daughters with fathers who were lower civil servants, supervisors, teachers, and skilled workers had a higher statistical 'risk' to migrate as a maid to the city (Bras 2002, 236). In both Van de Velde’s and Matthys’ cohorts a substantial share of the maids came from local working- and middle-class families (Matthys 2004, 29, Van de Velde 2002, 33). Girls from the surrounding countryside of Oudenaarde mostly had a lower-class background, but this region was very poor at the time (De Langhe 2005, 108-112). Also noteworthy is that in all populations about two thirds of the fathers were literate
. This shows that girls who went to the cities to work as maids did not belong to the poorest families, but neither were they the daughters of the local elite. Bras and De Langhe also show that upper working-class (skilled workers) and rural middle-class daughters tended to have a longer ‘career’ in domestic service than daughters of lower working-class households (Bras 2002, 84-85, De Langhe 2005, 281). As a consequence they also had a smaller tendency to return to the countryside after service: only 38 percent of girls with middle- or upper working-class parents came back to their village of origin, compared to 52 percent and 50 percent of daughters from families of unskilled workers and farmers respectively  (De Langhe 2005, 277)
. This implies that the diffusion of birth control behaviour in the countryside did not follow a top down pattern, and that it had different features than in the cities (cf. the role of the farmers).  

International research on female domestics has also been concerned with the chances of former maids to marry a man with a higher social status.  Scholars have long disagreed on this subject (e.g. Higgs 1983; McBride 1974). Current research assumes that women who were in domestic service, especially those employed in bourgeois households, did have a bigger chance to marry upwards into a higher social class; but this was certainly not the case for all girls (Bras 2002, 137-138, De Langhe 2005, 291, Mathys 2004, Piette 2000, 233-238). Again, the extent to which domestic servants were able to marry socially upwards is best revealed by using a life course perspective. Social mobility through marriage may also have affected our results concerning the impact of the experience of domestic service on fertility behaviour, since the adoption of the more modern demographic pattern may have been provoked by marrying a higher class husband. This question can only be answered by using the advanced statistical technique of event history analysis. This, however, requires the use of larger datasets than the ones that were used here.

4. Conclusion

The hypothesis that female urban domestic servants played a significant and very specific role in the diffusion of fertility control behaviour has existed for over thirty years. For lack of satisfying data and research methods it could never be investigated properly. In this article we argue that historical life course analysis is one of the new methods that can provide a more substantial answer to this research question. We demonstrate that we need very specific and individual data in order to carry out more thorough analyses. Based on the assumption that domestic service implies both employment and migration, we believe that it is necessary to work with well-distinguished social groups within each female birth cohort: girls who never worked as servants, those who did but only in the countryside, urban domestic servants who stayed in the city during their fertile period, and urban domestic servants who returned to the countryside after their domestic employment (making an additional difference between those who were fast to return and those who were slow). Only by comparing these four or five groups can one fully understand whether or not domestic employment in the city had an impact on the diffusion of fertility behaviour in rural villages. A summary of the applied variables on each of the groups is shown in the scheme below.
Figure 3. Scheme for further analysis

	Socio-economic background                                                                                                         Social and economic resources in the family of origin 

	↓
	
	↓
	
	↓
	
	↓

	1. No servant
	
	2. Servant only in countryside
	
	3. Servant in city, staying 
	
	4. Servant in city, returning

(fast/slow)

	
	
	↓
	
	↓
	
	↓

	Period in service                                                                                                                              ● duration of period in service                                                                                                         ● socio-professional position of employers

	↓
	
	↓
	
	↓
	
	↓

	· choice to marry

· choice of husband



	↓
	
	↓
	
	↓
	
	↓

	Fertility behaviour                                                                                                                          ● age at first marriage                                                                                                                        ● number of children                                                                                                                        ● mean interval between marriage and birth of first child                                                              ● mean interval between births                                                                                                        ● age at last birth


The results of the Ghent life course project are still modest, but do point in the direction of an impact of former servants on the spread of fertility control behaviour in the countryside. Moreover, patterns of diffusion do not seem to have followed the urban top down model. Future analysis, using the above scheme as a general guiding line, may lead to a more fundamental understanding of that impact.
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� The figure for Koekelare includes the wives of male cohort members.


� Stillbirths or children who lived less than three days were mostly not registered in the population registers. The latter is due to the fact that parents had a three-day period to register their newborn. A child that died within the first two days after birth had to be recorded in the death registers as a stillbirth.


� The censuses do not allow a separation of Flandrian and Walloon data.


� Population census 1910, vol. IV, pp. 502-503 and p. 511.


� Insufficient data. 


� In total, 18 girls were domestic servants for less than two years, 16 girls between two and five years, and 20 girls for more than five years. In this table, only the girls who returned to the countryside are taken into account.


� De Langhe: 12/18, Matthys: 21/36, Van de Velde: 11/18. Both Van de Velde and Matthys’ figures are based on the signature of the father in the birth registers. In De Langhe’s cohort only marriage registers of the cohort members were used.


� For unskilled workers’ families: 11 out of 21 girls returned, for skilled workers/craftsmen 5 out of 13 and for farmers’ families: 9 out of 18 daughters returned.


� The authors want to thank Hilde Bras, Sofie De Langhe, Jan Kok, and Angélique Janssens for their remarks and suggestions on a previous version of this text.





19
26

