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GIANPIERO DALLA ZUANNA AND GIUSEPPE A. MICHELI 

INTRODUCTION

New perspectives in interpreting contemporary family and reproductive be-

haviour of Mediterranean Europe 

1. THE NEW GEOGRAPHY OF FERTILITY AND THE FAMILY IN 
EUROPE

The countries of southern Europe have begun to reduce conjugal fertility at a 
later date compared to most other nations in the west. This has been ex-
plained by means of the category of delay: the backwardness of the proc-
esses of accumulation and economic development being seen as the cause of 
the maintaining of the reproductive models of the past. Moreover, the influ-
ence of the Catholic Church in Italy, Spain and Portugal is supposed to have 
delayed the processes of secularisation, rendering difficult the changes in 
mentality necessary for assuming modern patterns of reproductive behaviour 
not only for fertility, but also for the variables which are strictly linked to it, 
such as sexuality, contraception and abortion (Livi Bacci, 1977; Lesthaeghe 
and Wilson, 1986). 

1.1. The trends of very low fertility 

Now the panorama is very different. Since the mid-seventies, southern 
Europe has been washed by the tide of a lowest-low fertility (i.e., TFR under 
1.5 for several a prolonged period, Billari et al., 2003), which in some areas 
has reached and maintained scarcely imaginable levels1 for years on end. 
Conversely, other areas of Europe, where fertility started to fall many dec-
ades earlier than in the regions of the sourth, have recovered or maintained 
considerably higher levels of fertility, often close to replacement level. At 
the same time, there is little evidence of an inverse association between de-
velopment and fertility. For example, in southern Italy, the economic system 
is still fragile and development is slow, and yet fertility in the last decade of 
the twentieth century is much lower in many of its provinces than in certain 
wealthy areas of France or northern Europe. The ‘classical’ interpretations 
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Moreover, it is necessary to seek distinct explanations for the interpreta-
tion of the differences among countries and for that of the differences among 
couples within each country. Indeed, within each European country, the 
usual categories of interpretation maintain certain validity: fertility is lower 
among the more educated couples who are more consumer-minded and in 
which the woman is more involved in work and career.2 If we compare the 
different countries, on the other hand, fertility is lower in the less educated 
nations and in those with lower percentages of working women (Pinnelli, 
1992; Di Giulio et al., 2000; De Rose and Racioppi, 2001).

In addition to this apparent paradox, there is another significant differ-
ence compared to the past. As we have seen, low fertility has traditionally 
been seen as one of the consequences of modernity, together with other 
changes in marital and reproductive behaviour. Fertility should therefore be 
lower where the constituent elements of the traditional family are weak. If 
this key of interpretation were still valid today, there would be a lower rate 
of fertility in the presence of higher rates of cohabitation, divorce and births 
outside marriage, i.e. the most striking phenomena of the second demo-
graphic transition (van de Kaa, 1987). In the final decades of the twentieth 
century in Europe, exactly the opposite took place: in countries where the 
changes were most widespread (such as those of northern Europe), a fertility 
close to replacement level coexisted with high rates of cohabitation, divorce 
and extramarital births, while in the countries of southern Europe, the very 
low fertility accompanied a situation in which ‘new’ forms of behaviour 
made slow and laborious headway (Cantisani and Dalla Zuanna, 1999). 
Once again, however, these regular features – marked when the comparison 
is among different European countries – are not automatically repeated in the 
case of couples. In short, what has happened over the past few decades has 
undermined models of interpretation of low fertility, which previously ap-
peared well founded. In particular, it is necessary to explain the results that 
are obtained from the comparison of different European countries, with a 
very low rate of fertility in societies that are more anchored to more tradi-
tional modes of conjugal behaviour. 

An interesting attempt to resolve this interpretative impasse has been 
made by McDonald (2000); in this study the emphasis is placed on the dif-
ferences between public and private gender systems. According to this au-
thor, in societies of advanced development fertility may be at (relatively) 
high levels if the power relations between men and women are sufficiently 
balanced, within the family and the couple (the ‘private’ gender system) as 
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well as in society (the ‘public’ gender system). In the societies of southern 
Europe (but also elsewhere, as in Japan and in other highly developed Asian 
countries), the barriers to equality between the sexes have apparently now 
fallen in the public sphere – with a consequent increase of women in places 
of responsibility and, more in general, in women’s employment and expecta-
tions concerning the world outside the family – while inequality persists in 
the private sphere, with a gender system strongly biased in favour of the 
man. This attempt to reconcile macro and micro levels is extremely interest-
ing, even though we are of the opinion that it requires more substantial em-
pirical testing. Comparative studies using FFS data from various European 
countries have also shown that discrepancies may be observed between mi-
cro and macro results (De Rose and Racioppi, 2001). In those countries 
where the gender system (whether public or private) is more balanced, fertil-
ity is higher. However, within those countries, it is the more ‘unbalanced’ 
couples, in the traditional sense (in which the woman is a housewife, the 
man has little involvement in domestic tasks and opinions about life and the 
family are more traditional) that have more children.3

Moreover, it has yet to be explained how different countries with similar 
levels of economic development have been able to develop such differenti-
ated gender systems. Europe appears to be experiencing a phenomenon 
which has been observed in India: in the Punjab, India’s wealthiest state, 
economic development has not led to a reduction in forms of gender dis-
crimination; on the contrary, in certain cases it has accentuated them (Das 
Gupta, 1987). There is strong evidence for the existence of basic anthropo-
logical structures, deeply rooted in the past, which regulate intimate interper-
sonal relationships and somehow manage to influence processes of moderni-
zation, accelerating them or slowing them down. Moreover, while moderni-
zation may indeed influence these basic structures, this does not necessarily 
lead to the ironing out of differences among countries, as a somewhat naive 
interpretation of the process of development might suggest. 

Interpretative problems also arise when considering other possible expla-
nations for lowest-low fertility and marital behaviour in southern European 
countries. The peculiarities of these countries have been attributed by some 
authors to the economic evolution, specifically to the high rates of unem-
ployment and the difficulty of acquiring affordable housing. The poor access 
to the labour market and a shortage of affordable rental housing would com-
pel many young people to remain in their parents’ family for a long time 
(Billari et al., 2003). These interpretations – certainly interesting and note-
worthy – begin to falter when the available data are analysed in a more de-
tailed way. In large areas of Italy (eg, all the regions of the north) unem-
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ployment among the youth has been virtually non-existent for the last twenty 
years. The high unemployment rates relating to Italian youth are skewed by 
the very high number of unemployed people living in the regions of the 
south of Italy. Yet, Italian youth in the south leave the parental home earlier 
than youth in the north. Besides, although in Italy and in Spain there is little 
alternative to buying a house, parents very often offer their children substan-
tial financial assistance with the purchase of a new house (Barbagli et al.,
2003). Nevertheless, a considerable percentage of Italian youth (in the south 
and in the north) spend many years living with their parents while employed 
in a steady and well-paid job, despite having the option of acquiring a house. 

Other possible interpretations of the peculiarities of these Mediterranean 
countries refer to the organisation of the welfare system. Some authors have 
highlighted how the geography of European fertility coincides with that of 
the diverse welfare systems (Esping-Andersen, 1990, 1999). The countries 
which are characterised by a family-oriented welfare state (mainly Spain and 
Italy) are also those that showed a very low birth rate in the last decades of 
the twentieth century. These countries do not reflect so much a low social 
expenditure as a favouring for social expenditure on the elderly (mainly pen-
sions and health services) rather than on the youth (unemployment benefits, 
financial support at leaving the parental home, students’ grants, facilitation 
for home building). Moreover, in these countries family benefits and – more 
generally – public transfers in favour of couples with more children are un-
common. These diverse welfare systems would appear to heavily condition 
reproductive and conjugal choices, tending to delay the exit of youth from 
the parental family and raise the living costs of having one more children. 

This compelling interpretation also lends itself to criticism. Comparative 
studies show how difficult it is to establish a direct connection between fer-
tility and public support in favour of families with more children, at least in 
western countries (Gauthier, 2002). Moreover, the reproductive behaviour of 
people born in Mediterranean Europe is remarkable even when they relocate 
to other countries. A study on the second generation migrants in Australia 
has highlighted that  – welfare system and external conditions (housing mar-
ket, labour market, generally residing in metropolitan areas of Melbourne 
and Sidney) being equal – the reproductive and conjugal behaviour of the 
children of the Italians and the Greeks differs considerably in comparison to 
that of the children of the immigrants from central and northern Europe, dis-
playing a much lower proportion of cohabitations with partners or friends, or 
of people living alone, and lower fertility (Table 1). The par-                 
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ticularly low fertility of immigrants of Italian origin has been recorded also 
in other contexts, such as Belgium (Perrin and Poulain, 2002, p. 44). 

A more detailed analysis of the social system would therefore need to ad-
dress the classical chicken and egg debate: are people – in some way – com-
pelled to strengthen their family ties in order to adapt themselves to a wel-
fare system they are certainly not capable of changing, or has the welfare 
system adjusted to a society based on strong family ties?

Table 1. Some demographic behaviours of people aged 25-29, born and living in 

Australia, by country of their parents (born in the same country) and gender. Cen-

sus data of 1996. 

Australia UK Ireland New Zealand Netherlands Germany Hungary Poland Greece Italy 

Never married 
M 62 63 69 73 51 65 69 70 62 50 
W 46 46 51 60 39 50 53 52 43 39 

Cohabitation (among people living with his/her partner) 
M 29 32 33 40 20 27 25 25 3 6 
W 22 25 25 34 18 24 22 17 1 2 

Alone or with friend (among people not living with a partner) 
M 56 47 53 56 45 41 36 29 12 16 
W 49 50 45 61 53 38 39 39 12 18 

Mean number of children ever born 
W 0.86 0.84 0.63 0.57 0.90 0.64 0.62 0.45 0.44 0.46 

Source: Khoo et al., 2002. 

In other words, why is it that over the last decades a family-oriented wel-
fare system, a housing market based on property houses, and almost non-
existent state support towards families with more children have become part 
of the distinctive aspects of the countries in Mediterranean Europe? Why is 
it that in these countries the support and the financial help of the parental 
family heavily condition the access to adulthood and the building of human 
capital?

1.2. The geography of the strong family 

The above observations will be useful in explaining the interpretative ap-
proaches suggested in the following pages. In our opinion, in order to under-
stand fertility in Europe over the past 30 years, it is necessary to focus on the 
differences between European countries in the rules determining family rela-
tionships. Italy and the Iberian Peninsula are – now as in the past – the do-
main of the ‘strong family’, displaying marked temporal continuity in ties 
between parents and children. In contrast, in the other European countries, 
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the ties between parents and children are already considerably loosened dur-
ing the course of adolescence. 

This difference goes back a long way, with its roots in the ancient differ-
ences between the Latin family and the Germanic family. It contributes to 
determining the differences in social organisation and mentality between the 
populations of northern and southern Europe. In the contribution of Reher 
and in the first contribution of Micheli, this subject is dealt with thoroughly, 
with an emphasis on historical and anthropological perspectives. These two 
authors show how the cut-off point between ‘strong’ and ‘weak’ families 
runs along the peaks of the Alps and Pyrenees, and is transversal as regards 
the different family forms and any other differences between the countries of 
Europe in terms of social organisation. For example, the boundaries between 
the two systems do not coincide with the split between Catholic and Protes-
tant religions, even though Luther’s incendiary ideas found a more sympa-
thetic reception in the weak family structure. Moreover, the strong family 
persists down the centuries in Italy and in the Iberian Peninsula, independ-
ently of the rules governing residence after marriage (neolocal or patrilocal) 
and of family type (extended or nuclear), albeit with the regional features 
highlighted by the two authors. 

Table 2. Frequency with which the elderly (65+) see family members in a few Euro-

pean countries. 

Every day Twice a week or more 
Italy 70.7 14.4 
Greece 64.8 9.7 
Spain 60.7 15.5 
Portugal 59.8 9.6 
Germany 46.5 15.6 
France 34.2 16.2 
Netherlands 19.2 26.6 
Denmark 13.8 26.0 

Source: Commission of the European Communities, 1993. 

Above all, the diffusion throughout Europe of the rule of neolocal resi-
dence was not accompanied by the spread of the weak family. In other 
words, the strong family has not been weakened by modernisation. On the 
contrary, with emancipation from need and the arrival of prosperity, the sys-
tem of the strong family was able to consolidate. Strong ties between parents 
and children have often helped accelerate the processes of development, 
thanks to economic forms of solidarity whereby the family maintains (and 
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sometimes accentuates) its characteristics as an economic concern (or 
‘firm’). Moreover, the strong family may become an important instrument of 
social protection for all its members, helping prevent the isolation of the eld-
erly. As we may observe in the example of Table 2, the split between north-
ern and southern Europe as regards these variables could not be clearer.4

The strong family is not only a form of organisation of the system of fam-
ily relations: it also makes a significant contribution to the construction of 
mentalities and social norms, which regulate the coexistence of persons in 
the countries of southern Europe. The strong-family areas are characterised 
by a system of values and social norms prioritising the good of the family as 
opposed to the good of the individual and that of other social aggregates 
(and of society tout court). Let us dwell for a moment on this aspect: as we 
shall see, it is important for our understanding of the different interpretations 
of the links between strong family and low fertility. 

1.3. The two dimensions of the category of familism 

It is now over 40 years since Banfield (1958) coined the category of amoral 
familism, in order to understand the pattern of the collective behaviour of a 
fragment of Mediterranean Europe. A quarter of a century on from the lively 
debate on the scientific validity of the thesis of this American anthropologist, 
his key of interpretation has turned out to be much more robust than deemed 
by his detractors. It is certainly weak if regarded as absolute and independent 
of historical context. But to reject it in the name of its presumed incompati-
bility with history as seen from the viewpoint of social actors, as other au-
thoritative scholars of the Italian south have done5, has been, in our opinion, 
a mistaken strategy, lacking in foresight, as it is the very ethos of familism 
that historians of social actors and practices are now having to take into ac-
count, in order to understand the specific nature of the model of development 
of these lands. 

And yet the suspicion is legitimate that so frequent a use today of the 
category of familism leads to a loss of awareness of the double conceptual 
dimension implicit in the term as coined in 1958. Indeed, Banfield wrote 
(1958):

The hypothesis is that the Montegranesi behave as though they 
were observing the following rule: maximise the short term ma-
terial assets of the nuclear family, acting on the assumption that 
all others behave as you do. We shall call those behaving like 
this ‘moral familists’. 
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And a little further on: 

We cannot easily say that an adult has his own individuality 
without bearing in mind the family to which he belongs. He ex-
ists not as Ego, but as parent. (...) Friends are a luxury that the 
Montegranesi cannot afford. (...) Friends and neighbours are not 
only potentially expensive, but also dangerous. 

The category of familism therefore rests on two quite distinct dimensions, 
corresponding to the two rules of behaviour defined by Banfield. On the one 
hand, the good of the family comes before that of the collectivity, and on the 
other the good of the family comes before (and coincides, at least formally, 
with) that of its individual members, ego included. On the one hand we have 
amoral familism, in opposition to the Tocquevillian civic sense, and on the 
other, the philosophy of the stem-family, solidarity and intergenerational and 
blood pacts. Banfield put his finger on the first of the two aspects. Reher (see 
contribution in this volume), noting the family’s extraordinary resources of 
self-organisation, has highlighted the persistence of the second component.  

Figure 1. The two holons of altruism expansion in European models of social or-

ganisation.6

Subordination  to community  
To the family ↓

No Yes 

No
(A)

Individualism, 
philosophy of the ‘particular’ 

(B)
Tocquevillian communitarianism 

(Atlantic model) 

Yes
(C)

Amoral familism 
(Latin/Mediterranean models) 

---

We may better note the similarities and differences between the Mediter-
ranean model of familism and the north European/Atlantic one of Tocquevil-
lian communitarianism7 by highlighting the two different ‘holons’8, the two 
different forms of social organisation situated at a higher level than the indi-
vidual on the hierarchical ladder, in which the individual himself primarily 
invests his own relational resources: the family and the community (Figure 
1).

In short, Banfield’s familism is not to be confused with an individually 
selfish pattern of behaviour (it is the family holon which follows this pat-
tern): on the contrary, it is – as Banfield himself stressed – a variant of altru-
ism, in which the social circle of reference is the circle of strong and blood 
ties.
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2. FROM THE STRONG FAMILY TO LOW FERTILITY 

If we observe the European geography of the strong family (with its norma-
tive systems generated by the familist logic of behaviour) and that of low 
fertility at the end of the twentieth century, the coincidences are surprising. 
However, it is no simple task to clarify the behavioural processes underlying 
this geographical correspondence. This volume contains two different possi-
ble interpretations, which, though departing from similar premises, reach 
quite distinct conclusions. 

The first interpretation (see the second contribution of Micheli) supple-
ments the anthropological continuity of the strong-tie models with an alter-
native way of interpreting the change, whereby the normal process of ra-
tional decision-making is superimposed by mechanisms which are “com-
pletely or largely based on normative/affective considerations, not merely 
with regard to selection of goals, but also of means” (Etzioni, 1988). The 
second interpretation (see the contribution of Dalla Zuanna), attributes more 
importance to the category of continuity: the strong family and familism 
have not changed very much over the past few decades in southern Europe, 
but the processes of modernisation have increased the value of a child to a 
much greater extent than in central/northern Europe. 

A complete reading of Dalla Zuanna’s contribution and of Micheli’s sec-
ond contribution will assist the reader in assessing the plausibility and em-
pirical solidity of the interpretations put forward here. Over the next para-
graphs we shall summarise the two schemes. Starting off from these two dif-
ferent interpretations, we shall also seek to answer a few questions on the fu-
ture evolution of fertility in the lands of the strong family. 

2.1. The Mediterranean model, between familism and particularism 

In order to understand why the explanation of the transformations underway 
in Mediterranean society is to be sought amid many different patterns of ac-
tion, it is useful to distinguish between the two dimensions, noted previ-
ously, of the anthropological category of familism – at least analytically. In-
deed, the healthy state of the family unit is plain for all to see, as is its central 
role in organising the processes of social and economic reproduction, in 
those Mediterranean societies where community-orientation and ‘civicness’ 
are subordinated to the ‘good of the family’. And the fact that the family is 
once again at the centre, at the very time when society is appearing to break 
finally away from the stable, robust model of the stem-family, is food for 
thought. While over the long term this model – and the virtuous familism 
which represents its philosophy of action – have contributed to the devel-
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opment of a demographically smaller family,9 the cause-effect relation seems 
to have changed direction lately, and the extreme nuclearization of the fam-
ily is becoming the springboard for the relaunching of the stem-family (see 
Micheli, first contribution), but in a variant based on a philosophy of the 
‘particular’. 

We may attempt to explain this variant by making use of a metaphor 
drawn from economics. The differences between the broad areas into which 
Europe is divided in terms of family models (discussed in Micheli, first con-
tribution) should be thought of as the result of the aggregation of individual 
choices, combining different types of factors capable of producing social or-
ganisation: those who will invest more in maintaining blood ties within the 
family cell, even to the (possible) detriment of collective interests (cell C of 
Figure 1), and those, on the other hand, who will invest more in the function-
ing of the community, even to the (possible) detriment of the pact of solidar-
ity between the generations (cell B of Figure 1).  

With the substitution of individual priority for familistic priority (from 
cell C to A in Figure 1), the Mediterranean model perhaps undergoes a radi-
cal change: this would not longer be a case of ‘amoral familism’, but rather 
of ‘amoral individualism’, as Banfield correctly pointed out (1958).10 The 
difference between the Atlantic model and the Mediterranean model, which 
used to manifest itself primarily in a difference of ‘technology of social or-
ganisation’ (from more community-intensive to more family-intensive), now 
also features a different intensity of overall investment in ‘altruistic relation-
ality’.11 Nor is this an unpredictable variant of the Mediterranean model: the 
idea of an amoral individualism, with priority attributed to individual interest 
rather than that of the community, was already in existence five centuries 
ago in the concept of the ‘particular’ (“particulare”) utilised by Guicci-
ardini12 in order to synthesise the behaviour pattern of the Italian political 
class of his time.13

The new family model resulting from the shift from 'team' familism to an 
amoral individual familism would now appear to constitute an extraordinar-
ily stable model, precisely because it is rationally optimum. But how may we 
explain the drift over the past few years, which has led inexorably to this 
new fixed endpoint? The slide towards forms of individualism goes well be-
yond the borders of Italy or southern Europe, and concerns the whole of 
Western civilisation, to a certain extent, as it has undergone the great idea-
tional change of modernisation. So what is it that explains the peculiar nature 
of Italian society? 

The second contribution by Micheli advances the hypothesis that in order 
to understand the shifts, which have marked Italian demography at the end   
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of the twentieth century, it is necessary to descend beneath the surface-crust 
of the processes of rational decision-making and dig down into our deep psy-
chology. Indeed, there are increasing signs of a growing hesitation (or fear) 
among the younger generations when they are faced with irreversible 
choices. Ginsborg (1998) maintains “very often, it has not been the lack of a 
sense of responsibility, but on the contrary an excess of it which has been the 
main contribution towards the decline of the rate of fertility”. What meaning 
should we attribute to this increased sense of responsibility? Is it really a 
sign of greater control over one’s own choices, or is it perhaps sometimes 
the sign of a loss of the ability to ‘let go’, to expose one’s own actions to the 
risk of consequences which cannot be entirely controlled? 

The second contribution of Micheli certainly doesn’t deny the existence 
of a broad range of structural factors – economic, sociological and anthropo-
logical –, which is decisive in stimulating the rational assumption of ‘parsi-
monious’ choices. Rather, it questions the self-sufficiency of the dominant 
psycho-economic keys of interpretation. In particular, it is suggested that the 
crucial demographic choices of a life course are often ‘decisions not to 
choose’, in which there is no direct link between result and intention, and the 
completion of the transition from preferences to action requires a relaxation 
of the control of reason. The rarefaction of procreative behaviour may then 
be read as the result of a mechanism of interception between the preference 
system and the decisions, so that the individual appears lacking in reactivity, 
with no reasonable motives. The growing tendency to remain inside the 
niche of a pre-adult state would therefore find an added (though not exclu-
sive) explanation in a kind of blocking of dispositional states: something like 
the letting out of the clutch, which makes it impossible to make a vehicle 
move forward, however desperately we put our foot down on the accelerator. 

Bowlby’s theory of attachment (1968) provides us with a possible trans-
lation of the concept of ‘interceptor’: if a cohort’s experience of attachment 
has been in some way disturbed in the early years of life, it may actually 
produce a change (anxious insecurity) in this cohort or a partial de-activation 
(avoidant insecurity) of the instinct of attachment and also of its interface, 
the caring instinct. And an anxious or avoiding assumption of the caring in-
stinct may also explain the recent changes in transition to the adult state. 
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2.2. The accentuation of familism 

As we have already said, the interpretation of lowest-low fertility proposed 
in these pages by Dalla Zuanna gives priority to the category of continuity. 
Over the last 30-40 years, the same social processes have affected the whole 
of the west: reinforcement of extra-domestic roles of the woman, increase in 
prosperity and consumption, emphasis on post-materialist values. These 
processes have weakened the social significance of the conjugal bond eve-
rywhere. However, in the lands of the strong family, these processes have 
come up against the familist social structure, which has managed – at least in 
part – to slow them down and modify their effect in terms of demographic 
behaviour. For example, in weak-family regions, the loss of meaning of the 
institution of marriage has translated into an increase in cohabitation, while 
in Italy and on the Iberian Peninsula, on the other hand, children remain in 
their parents’ family even beyond the third decade of life.  

In this perspective, low fertility could be the fruit of a double process. On 
the one hand, as we have already said, the slower entry into adulthood is 
thought to have led to the putting off of the beginning of the reproductive 
career. On the other hand, the well-known trade-off between quantity and 
quality of children is particularly accentuated in Italy. Familist parents are 
not prepared to have children whom they regard as of ‘low quality’, and as a 
result they prefer to have one or (maximum) two, without depriving them of 
anything. The ‘value’ of children would therefore appear to have increased 
even faster than economic prosperity, precisely because parents continue to 
see in their children a prolongation of themselves. This reading of low fertil-
ity is not inconsistent with the more economic interpretations (such as those 
proposed by Becker or Easterlin). The very low fertility of southern Europe 
at the end of the twentieth century is thought to be the product of couples’ 
desire to reconcile the co-existence of economic rationality with familist ra-
tionality. 

Moreover, other processes deriving from the strong family system could 
induce in couples an accentuated neo-Malthusian prudence. For example, if 
parents regard children as their property and a prolongation of themselves, it 
is difficult to conceive of fiscal wealth redistribution on behalf of those fami-
lies with more children. However, this kind of state intervention is easier to 
propose and justify if children are (also) recognised as being of social and 
collective value. It is perhaps no coincidence that strong-family countries are 
precisely those in which families with a greater number of dependent chil-
dren are also those most heavily penalised by the taxation system. 

So the processes of post-modernisation, which induce low fertility, are 
not thought to be substantially different in those regions of Europe with 
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strong or weak families. This would explain the permanence of similar dif-
ferences in couples’ fertility within each country. Moreover, in the strong-
family areas, the anthropological structure centred on familist social norms is 
thought to have slowed the diffusion of new conjugal behaviour and - at the 
same time - encouraged very low fertility. As a result, in strong-family coun-
tries, fertility is, on average, lower than in weak-family countries. The ap-
parent paradox mentioned at the beginning of this introduction could there-
fore be, at least partially, interpreted along these lines. 

Gianpiero Dalla Zuanna, Department of Statistical Sciences, University of Padova. 

Giuseppe A. Micheli, Institute of Population and Geographical Studies, Catholic 

University of Sacred Heart, Milan. 

NOTES

1  In some regions of central and northern Italy, such as Liguria and Emilia-
Romagna, the average number of children per woman between 1984 and 1996 was 
less than one. For data and comments on the evolution of fertility and other forms of 
marital and reproductive behavior in Italy in the second half of the 20th century, see 
the contribution of Rosina to this volume. 
2  Actually, even within the individual countries, differences in fertility at the end of 
the 20th century are not completely in line with the ‘classical’ keys of interpretation. 
For example, in Norway and in the United States the probability of having a second 
and third child is higher among more educated couples. 
3  Some recent studies have however shown that among Italian married couples, in 
which both partners are working, if the husband helps with child-care and house-
work in the period following the birth of the first or second child, the probability of 
having a second or third child is higher (Mencarini and Tanturri, 2003). 
4  Data of Table 2 clearly show that among the elderly in southern Europe, contacts 
with family members are much more frequent compared with their peers in central 
and northern Europe. However, this does not necessarily mean that the elderly in the 
north feel more lonely or unhappy. In the same study cited here, the elderly were 
asked if they missed their children. The highest percentages of dissatisfaction were 
actually among those living in the countries of the south, where contact between 
elderly parents and children is more frequent. This finding, which is only apparently 
paradoxical, reinforces further still the idea of the profound differences in mentality, 
expectations and organization of family life between the countries of southern and 
central/northern Europe. 
5  For example, Schneider and Schneider (1976), in one of the finest field surveys of 
social class history, wrote as follows: “the bipolar model of tradition vs. modernity 
has led to the holding of the peoples of the less industrialized regions of Europe, 
such as the south of Italy, as being responsible for their poverty. Thus, in the sixties, 



20 G. DALLA ZUANNA AND G.A. MICHELI

Edward Banfield discovered that the inhabitants of the south of Italy were ‘back-
ward’ because they were slowed down by a culture, which was too attached to the 
family. His book is a typical example of the dominant current of thought of the time 
(...). Our book presents an alternative reasoning to that offered by the school of Ban-
field, in so far as it seeks the reasons for economic underdevelopment in Sicily in 
certain relations of inequality (which) have made it possible for the island’s wealth 
and resources to be exploited by outside groups over the centuries and which have 
simultaneously encouraged the growth of an unbridled and powerful system of pa-
tronage amongst Sicilians, with its power base (‘clients’) among rural entrepreneurs. 
Furthermore, we have refused to present Sicilian culture as ‘traditional’, demonstrat-
ing rather that there is a link between certain widespread values and these century-
old relations of inequality...” Actually, the great merit of the Schneiders’ study lay 
not in its stark contrast to Banfield’s ‘culturalist’ approach, but in its researching of 
social and political co-variables (the emergence of those interstitial classes of com-

pradores peculiar to peripheral capitalism, as discussed in Paul Baran’s neo-
Marxian approach, 1957) of the actual process of consolidation of an ‘ethos’. 
6  For the typology of family models used here (Atlantic, Latin, Mediterranean), see 
the first contribution of Micheli. To be precise, in the Mediterranean model subordi-
nation is not to the family in the strict sense, but to the alliance of several family 
groups linked by blood ties (to the nasab, following Ibn Khaldoun). 
7  While such ideal-type categories are useful for the purposes of analysis, there 
naturally exists in reality a detailed range of intermediate conditions. 
8  Here I use a metaphor coined by Bourgeois-Pichat (1987). A ‘holon’ is “a particle 
which forms part of a whole”, an independently organized entity in which two op-
posite tendencies take place: the one ‘altruistic’, placing it in contact with an ele-
ment further up on the hierarchical ladder, the other ‘selfish’, corresponding to the 
individual’s functions of self-sufficiency. Demography – continues Bourgeois-
Pichat (1987) – “is the domain of holons par excellence. The couple, the family, the 
clan, the caste, the village, the city, the region and the nation are all holons located 
above the individual on the hierarchical scale. And an individual will have many 
different altruistic aspects”. 
9 Ginsborg (1998) identifies an illuminating paradox in the changes in Italian society 
over the years 1980-1996: the reduced size of the Italian family was partly due to its 
own strength. “If individual strategies had been stronger and family ones weaker, it 
would have been possible to place the elderly in homes and persuade eighteen-year-
olds to go out into the big wide world. But this attitude did not correspond to the 
Italian mentality”. 
10  “Those who follow the familist rule are without morality only in the case of per-
sons external to the family, but they apply the usual moral categories towards family 
members. From this point of view, those with no family are amoral individualists” 
(Banfield, 1958). 
11  From a theoretical point of view, the two models are now located at the two poles 
of the axis ‘orientation towards Ego – orientation towards the collectivity’ which 
Parsons (1951) initially included among his ‘pattern variables’, dimensions of alter-
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native choice through which the social actor passes in order to give meaning to a 
situation. Another of the five pattern variables proposed by Parsons (1951) is pro-
vided by the axis ‘universalism – particularism’ (tendency to cope with a situation 
according to a general norm or according to ad hoc criteria, depending on the per-
sonal relation entertained between the individual and the situation). The familistic 
Mediterranean model is therefore properly a particularistic model, oriented towards 
the collectivity. 
12  Francesco Guicciardini (1483-1540) was a Florentine representative of the 
Medici first in Florence, then in the Papal States. Brought up amid the cultural at-
mosphere created by Savonarola and Marsilio Ficino, he was a friend of Machiavelli 
and achieved a top-level diplomatic career. His writings are the reflections of a dis-
enchanted historian and politician. His career of work and reflection is comparable 
to that of Botero or Ibn Khaldoun. 
13  “The standing, which I have had with a number of popes, has made it necessary 
to love their grandeur for my particular (interest)..” (Ricordi, third edition, n. 28). 
“Liberty is nothing else but the prevalence of laws and public orders over the appe-
tites of particular men” (Discourse of Logrono, 1513). And further still: “do not take 
seriously those who preach liberty; I don’t mean all of them, but there are very few 
exceptions (...) because almost all of them have more respect for their own interest” 
(Ricordi, second edition, n. 106). Note the strong similarity to the selfish dimension 
of amoral familism as described by Banfield (1958): “In a society of amoral fami-
lists, no one seeks to pursue the public interest, unless they have a private interest in 
doing so, and the law breaks down once the fear of punishment disappears”. 
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ALESSANDRO ROSINA 

FAMILY FORMATION AND FERTILITY IN ITALY 

A cohort perspective 

1. INTRODUCTION 

In the last 30 years of the 20th century Italy has had a considerable decline in 
marital unions and in fertility levels (Barbagli, 1990; Delgado Perez, Livi 
Bacci, 1992; Golini, 1994; Micheli, 1995; Dalla Zuanna and Righi, 1999; De 
Sandre, 2000). It is now one of the countries with the lowest number of chil-
dren per woman and the eldest age at first union. Another peculiarity – if we 
compare Italy to other western countries as a whole – is that despite these 
trends, the institution of marriage remains central to Italian culture. In fact, 
marriage is still the main reason for leaving the parental home and forming 
the first union, and out-of-wedlock births continue to be uncommon. Thus, 
families seem to be firmly founded on marriage, although fewer people are 
getting married, and fewer children are born out of those who are married. Is 
really this the picture of Italy facing the new millennium? The continuous 
rise in age at marriage and childbearing could suggest a deceptively pessi-
mistic interpretation for both the period indicators1 and for the total fertility 
of those generations still in the course of their marital and reproductive his-
tory. In assessing Italy’s future, it is of crucial importance to understand 
whether new generations of Italians will compensate in later years for defi-
cits in marriage and reproduction incurred earlier in life.2

It is also important to stress that the north of Italy must be considered dis-
tinct from the south. Studies not taking into account differences in their 
demographic behaviour do not properly show the possibility of recovery for 
the younger generations. In the north, the continuous decline in fertility has 
been chronically below the replacement level3 for years (Santini, 1995). 
Rather than wondering if the low levels of fertility are temporary and 
whether a recovery of the replacement level will take place with the younger 
generations, it might be more productive trying to determine if the one-child 
family is actually establishing itself in the north as the main pattern. In the 
south, on the other hand, the levels of fertility have been much higher than  

G. Dalla Zuanna and G.A. Micheli (eds.), Strong Family and Low Fertility: A Paradox?,



24 A. ROSINA

in the rest of Italy for years. This is because the decline in fertility takes 
place after the birth of the second child. Will this decline continue? Will it 
affect the pattern in which a family generally has at least two children? 

Finally, we would like to consider the role of informal unions. Are they 
going to remain at a marginal level in Italy or are they going to become more 
common? If their incidence increases, will this trend have a determining in-
fluence on family formation in the near future? 

It is the intention of this study to raise some doubts with both those who 
have (as Umberto Eco would say) an ‘apocalyptic’ view, and those who 
have an ‘integrated’ view of the Italian demographic situation. The former 
emphasize the low levels of marital unions and childbearing and are scepti-
cal about the future of the Italian population. The confidence of the latter on 
a recovery of the replacement level is based on a vision of convergence to-
wards the standards of north-western Europe. As of now, it is difficult to see 
who might be right. We can only remark that the data available show an 
open history, with an unpredictable path, which from one generation to the 
next gives some answers but also raises some questions.4

The data we have here used refer to the female population5 and are 
mainly from the survey "Family, Social Subjects and Childhood" (FSS98) 
performed by the Italian Statistical Office. This provides the most recent in-
formation on socio-demographic event history data. Where the source is not 
indicated, the information is based on our analyses of these data. Moreover, 
we have used some information taken from the International Fertility and 
Family Survey (FFS) project (UN-ECE, 1992; for Italy: De Sandre et al.,
1997), mainly for comparisons with other European countries.  

2. WOMEN BORN UP TO THE EARLY 1960S 

2.1. Leaving the parental home and entering the marital union 

As is well known, the phenomenon of postponing marriage, and more gener-
ally of entering a union, began in the Scandinavian countries with the gen-
erations of the 1940s and has spread little by little throughout other western 
European countries. In northern Europe, the postponement of marriage has 
made some space for experiencing informal unions and autonomous choices. 
In Mediterranean Europe, on the other hand, this same phenomenon has al-
most always turned into a prolonged stay in the parents’ house. In fact, in the 
majority of western European countries the age at leaving the parental home 
has remained stable at around 20 years old. In Italy and Spain this age is 
progressively being postponed towards the late 20s (Table 1).6

An high level of synchronization between leaving the parental home and 
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marriage characterizes the transition to adulthood in southern Europe. How-
ever, with the women born in the 1960s in the north-centre of Italy some-
thing starts to change (Table 2). The percentage of women who leave for 
other reasons and only subsequently enter a conjugal union, which histori-
cally is at around 8% in northern Italy, for the first time rises beyond 12%. 
This is mainly due, as we shall see later, to the beginning of the spread of in-
formal cohabitations. This is not the case of southern Italy, however, where 
the polarization between leaving in order to get married and an indefinite 
stay at the parental home is still very strong. The rate of women who don’t 
marry remains nevertheless well below 15%.  

Table 1. Median age at leaving the parental family and at first union. Women. 

 Born in the early 1950s Born in the early 1960s 
 Leaving parental 

home 
First
union 

Leaving parental 
home 

First union 

Austria 20.0 21 19.1 20.7 
Flanders (Be) 21.2 21.4 21.7 22.3 
France 20.3 21.4 20 21.7 
West Germany n.a. n.a. 21 23
Netherlands 19.6 20.0 19.5 21 
Norway n.a. n.a. 20.2 21.1 
Spain 23.2 23.2 >23.5 24 
Italy 22.2 22.5 23.8 24.2 

Source: FFS (Corijn, 2000). 

Table 2. Leaving the parental home and marital status (%), per generation.  Situa-

tion at 35 years old. Women of north-centre and south-islands. 

 North-centre South-islands 
 Married Unmarried Married Unmarried 

 Directly After  
leaving

Living  
with

parents 

Out of the 
parental 

home 

Directly After 
leaving

Living 
with

parents 

Out of the 
parental 

home 

1930-39 82.1 7.4 6.8 3.8 83.6 3.3 10.0 3.2 
1940-44 83.6 8.2 5.2 3.1 81.5 5.3 10.3 2.9 
1945-49 83.7 8.6 3.3 4.3 83.8 4.3 8.8 3.1 
1950-54 83.2 7.5 4.2 5.1 84.4 4.0 8.5 3.1 
1955-59 79.0 8.1 7.9 5.1 84.3 5.2 8.1 2.5 
1960-62 77.8 12.1 6.6 3.6 80.1 5.2 11.1 3.7 
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Figure 1. Distribution by age at first marriage per generation. Women in the north-

centre.

In Italy, the progressive lowering of age at marriage reaches its highest 
peak with the cohorts born before the 1950s. With the birth cohorts of the 
late 1950s we can notice the emergence of two opposite behaviours: the in-
crease of precocious marriages (under 20 years old), which is in this period 
at its highest peak; and the beginning of the trend of postponing marriage af-
ter 25 years old. The most striking finding in comparison to the previous 
generations is the considerable decrease in marriages in the age group of 20-
24 (Figure 1). 

Figure 2. Distribution by age at first marriage  per generation. Women in the south-

islands. 
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The turning point is therefore at 20 years old for the birth cohorts of the 
late 1950s. This generational behaviour affects the evolution of the (period-
based) total marriage rate. This rate changes in fact from 942‰ to below 
700‰ in 1985. The decrease of marriages in the 20-24 age group of the birth 
cohorts of the late 1950s can clearly been seen between the second half of 
the 1970s and the first half of the 1980s. It is only at the end of the 1980s 
that an increase in marriages after 25 years old has a beneficial compensa-
tory effect on the period indicators. This effect is obscured however by the 
continuous process of marriage postponement in the younger generations. 
None of this applies to the  south, where the differences in demographic be-
haviour among the generations observed are very limited.  

2.2. Motherhood and marital status 

The importance of marriage in Catholic countries as a prerequisite for build-
ing a family is clearly testified by the values in Table 3. If marriage contin-
ues to be a necessary condition in Italy to have children, it proves however 
to be less and less a sufficient one. With the women born in the 1950s we 
observe in fact an increase of married women without children in the north-
centre (Table 4). These are often women with a high level of education. 
Generally we can say that in the north-centre, starting from the women of the 
birth cohorts of the 1950s with a higher education, there is a clear weakening 
in the relationship between marriage and reproduction (Table 5). This also 
includes a considerable amount of women having children out of wedlock. 
In the south, on the other hand, there is an increase in the number of married 
women with children. This can be seen as a result of a greater tendency to 
both getting married, and having children when married. This could be 
linked to a fall in male emigration, which reached particularly high levels 
with the birth cohorts of the early 1940s. 

Table 3. Partnership status at first birth. Women interviewed at FFS (age 25-29). 

 Married Consensual union Single 
Austria 50.3 24.6 25.1 
Belgium 91.1 5.2 3.7 
France 59.9 28.1 12.0 
West Germany 63.4 9.1 27.5
Netherlands 83.0 11.0 6.0 
Norway 61.3 25.5 13.2 
Spain 87.8 5.3 6.8 
Italy 90.8 4.3 4.9 
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Table 4. Distribution (%) by marital status and children. Situation at 40 years old. 

north-centre and south-islands. 

 North-centre South-islands 
 Never married Married Never married Married 

Without 
children

With
children

Without 
children

With
children

Without 
children

With
children

Without 
children

With
children

1930-39 7.3 1.0 5.8 86.0 10.9 1.1 6.2 81.9 
1940-44 5.7 1.3 4.2 88.8 9.1 1.9 6.2 82.8 
1945-49 5.4 1.5 4.8 88.3 8.6 2.1 2.8 86.6 
1950-54 6.1 1.5 6.7 85.7 7.9 1.0 3.9 87.2 
1955-57 8.4 1.5 7.7 82.4 8.4 1.4 2.9 87.3 

Table 5. Distribution (row %) by marital status and children, per level of education. 

Situation at 40 years old for the birth cohorts of 1950-57. north-centre and south-

islands. 

 North-centre South-islands 
 Never married Married Never married Married 

Without 
children

With
children

Without 
children

With
children

Without 
children

With
children

Without 
children

With
children

Degree 11.4 4.3 15.1 69.2 10.9 1.4 4.0 83.7 
High school 9.5 0.9 6.6 83.1 7.6 1.1 3.7 87.6 
Less 4.6 1.4 5.9 88.1 7.7 1.2 3.3 87.8 

Table 6. Median age at first child. Women. 

 Born in the early 1950s Born in the early 1960s 
Austria 22.8 24.0 
Great Britain 25.3 27.7
Flanders (Be) 24.2 26.4
France 24.0 25.3 
Netherlands 25.0 28.0 
Spain 25.3 26.8 
Italy 24.8 27.2 
North 25.8 28.6 
South-islands 23.8 25.4 

Source: FFS (Corijn, 2000; De Sandre et al., 1997). 
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2.3. Age at first child 

Italy as a whole shows two very distinct realities which clearly emerge from 
the timing of entry into motherhood. As can be noticed in Table 6, northern 
Italy reaches the highest levels in Europe in the postponement of the first 
child. Among the younger generations almost 45% of women start bearing 
children after 30. The south, on the other hand, is at the same level of those 
western countries with the earliest age at entry into motherhood. The process 
of postponing fertility proves to be nevertheless widespread. 

The increase in the levels of fertility after 30 years old partly makes up 
for the decline in the previous age groups. In the south the birth cohorts of 
the late 1950s highlight a large increase in early fertility, which however de-
creases considerably with the following generations (Figures 3, 4).7

Incidence of a recovery of fertility after 30 years old seems to become 
noticeable with the birth cohorts of the 1960s only. In comparison to the 
previous generation, the women in this age group almost completely make 
up for the low levels of first order fertility shown before 25 years old. In the 
following generations, early fertility further decreases. 

Less than 20% of the birth cohorts of the late 1960s have a child before 
they are 25 years old. It therefore remains to be seen whether the most recent 
generations will show an ability to make up for such low levels of fertility 
with an equally higher increase at an older age. The probability of a preg-
nancy decreases slowly from 25 to 35 (McDonald et al., 2003).

The choice of postponing the birth of the first child from the late 20s to 
the early 30s does not seem to have any relevant consequence on the risk of 
having a pregnancy from a biological point of view. However, if this means 
to defer the birth of a second child after 35 years old, many women could be 
compelled to renounce the desire of enlarging the family beyond the first 
child (Rosina and Colombo, 2003). 

2.4. Total fertility 

The period total fertility rate is affected by the postponement of childbear-
ing. As shown earlier, in Italy this process has begun with the birth cohorts 
of the late 1950s. Similarly to the marital unions (see section 2.1.), the con-
siderable fall in births before 25 years old is visible between the late 1970s 
and the early 1980s. The total fertility rate goes from over 2.2 in the early 
1970s to just above 1.2 in the late 1980s - a statistic internationally unri-
valled. The beneficial effect of a recovery in the fertility levels after 25 years 
of age begins to be noticeable on the period fertility only towards the late 
1980s. In the 1990s the total fertility rate remains around 1.2 (Figure 5). 
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Figure 3. Distribution (%) by age at first child, per generation. Women in the north-

centre.

Figure 4. Distribution (%) by age at first child, per generation. Women living in the 

south-islands. 

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

<20 20-24 25-29 30-34 35-39

1940-44

1945-49

1950-54

1955-57

1960-62

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

<20 20-24 25-29 30-34 35-39

1940-44

1945-49

1950-54

1955-57

1960-62



FAMILY FORMATION AND FERTILITY IN ITALY 31 

Figure 5. Lexis diagram. Representation of the timing of the process of postpone-

ment (A) and of recovery (B) 

In order to understand to what extent the decrease in fertility before 25 
years old corresponds with a change in reproductive behaviour, which could 
therefore affect permanently the future of the Italian population, we must re-
fer to the generational behaviour. Frejka and Calot (2001) sum up in a table 
the overall level and the generational trend in the total cohort fertility rates 
for more than 20 countries.8 As with the other countries listed, the data relat-
ing to Italy refer to the whole of the country. To these data we add the ab-
breviations NC for north-centre and SI for south-islands (Table 7). Once 
again, in comparison to the levels of fertility of other western countries, the 
north-centre and the south-islands show extreme behaviour on opposite 
poles. In the north, the total fertility rate has been below the replacement 
level since the 20s.9 With the birth cohorts of the early 1960s it reaches just 
below 1.5 children per women. The TFR in the south, on the contrary, has 
always been close to the levels of the most prolific western countries, al-
though it shows a remarkable decrease from about 3 children for the cohort 
of 1931 to about two for the cohort of 1962. 

In the south-islands (Figure 7) we can observe a gradual establishing of 
the pattern of the family with two children (Santini, 1995). The decline in 
total fertility (Table 7) is due, at least until the 1950 generation, to the de-
crease of families with 3 or more children. In the north-centre, the cohorts of 
the post-war period mainly show, on the other hand, an increase of single 
women. This, together with the decrease in families with 3 children, brings 
the total fertility rate to about 1.5 children per woman (Table 8).  
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It doesn't seem that the pattern of the one-child family is establishing it-
self, at least for the cohorts before the 1960s (Figure 6).

Table 7. Number of countries in which women born in 1931 1946 1962 have experi-

enced specified total cohort fertility rates (TCFR). Italy is subdivided into north-

centre (NC) and south-islands (SI). 

Birth cohort 
1931 1946 1962 

Less than 1.60 − − 2 (NC) 
1.60-1.79 − 2 6 
1.80-1.99 (NC) 10 (NC) 9 
2.00-2.19 7 7 8 (SI)
2.20-2.39 6 5 2
2.40-2.59 3 2 (SI) −
2.60 and above 7 (SI) − −
Total number of countries 23 26 27 
Average TCFR (un-
weighted) 

2.48 2.08 1.89 

Source: Frejka and Calot (2001). Our addition for the north-centre and south-islands 
of Italy. 

Table 8. Total cohort fertility. 

North-centre South-islands
1930-39 2.02 2.73 
1940-44 1.94 2.49 
1945-49 1.70 2.43 
1950-54 1.63 2.19 
1955-57 1.51 2.21 

It is not easy to speculate what might happen with the next generations. If 
in the south the pattern of the family with at least two children persists, we 
can foresee a further decline in fertility levels - especially after the second 
child - although a convergence towards the levels reached today by the 
north-centre is very unlikely. On the other hand, if in the north-centre the 
pattern of the one-child  becomes widespread (though there is no evidence of 
this until the cohorts of the late 1950s) then the fertility levels will be falling 
further.
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Figure 6. Distribution (%) by number of children, per generation. Women in the 

north-centre.
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Figure 7. Distribution (%) by number of children, per generation. Women in the 
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In calculating the number of children that the birth cohorts of 1960-62 
had before reaching 35 years of age, we notice that in the north-centre, the 
women who had one child are 35%: about 5% more than the previous gen-
eration; while the women with two children are 39%: about 5% less than the 
previous generation. This is the generation which highlighted a remarkable 
increase in first order fertility in the age group 30-34 in comparison to previ-
ous generations (Figure 3). It is therefore plausible to expect a considerable 
amount of second children to be conceived after 35 years old. But the un-
completed information regarding the generations still in the course of their 
reproductive history at the moment of the survey shows a further postpone-
ment of both marriage and childbearing after 25 years of age. It is therefore 
reasonable to foresee that for these generations there will be an increase of 
women with less than two children. It is too early, however, to state that 
there is a firm tendency towards an increase in the number of families with 
only one child. 

Figure 8. Distribution (%) by number of children, per level of education. Women 

born in the 1950s in the north-centre 

As of now the only definite information is that there is a relevant post-
ponement of marriage and childbearing, and a clear tendency to compensate 
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2.5. Number of children and level of education

Taking a deeper look at the relationship between number of children and 
level of education we perceive a likely further decrease in the fertility levels. 
About 55% of the women born in the 1950s with a high level of education 
have at most one child (Figure 8). A more thorough study of the transition to 
the second child shows that the level of education has a positive effect if the 
comparison takes into account the age at first child. In the north, women 
with a high level of education get married at an older age – both because of 
university studies and career commitments. After taking this initial disadvan-
tage into consideration, these women show a greater ability in managing 
time for their career and for the care of their children.10 Indeed, if we take 
into account occupational status we obtain an even higher positive effect of 
the level of education (Rosina, 1999). 

These results seem to suggest that for these women the tendency towards 
having only one child could be more a case of having to forgo the desire of 
having a second child than a real choice.11 This is probably due to a combi-
nation of commitments imposed by a professional career and the older age at 
the time of marriage. Further support to this interpretation comes from the 
fact that this tendency occurs mainly among women with a university degree 
who come from a family with poor financial and cultural resources (Figure 
10).
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Figure 9. Distribution (%) by number of children, per level of education. Women 
born in the 1950s in the south-islands. 

Figure 10. Distribution (%) by number of children, per level of education of the fa-
ther.  Women with a degree. Cohort 1950-57, north-centre. 
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Righi, 1999). This interpretation seems to be supported by the results from a 
study on the relationship between parents and children (Allegra and Rosina, 
2001), where it is observed that parents with a high level of education com-
ing from a low socio-economic status are more likely to invest in only one 
child.

3. THE BEHAVIOUR OF YOUNGER COHORTS 

We have so far analysed the data concerning the behaviour of the birth co-
horts who have already concluded their reproductive history. Let us proceed 
to consider the younger generations. We can speculate, in relation to the par-
tial biographical information observed with the 1998 survey, if and in what 
potential ways their behaviour will be different from that of the previous 
generations.

We have seen that the postponement to an older age of both marriage and 
childbearing begins with the birth cohorts of the late 1950s and becomes 
more significant with the birth cohorts of the 1960s.12 In comparison to the 
previous generations, women born in the 1950s in the north-centre are char-
acterized by a marked renunciation of marriage and of having children. 
These are mainly women with a higher education, particularly those coming 
from a parental family with poor financial and cultural resources. 

Higher personal expectations, developed alongside higher education, 
combined with a traditional environment – as to family patterns, gender 
roles, and working time management – could have almost completely polar-
ized work and family for these women. According to Piazza (1995), this 
generation is typified by a ‘daily synchronicity’, or in other word by the ef-
fort of equally managing and maintaining the two poles of family and work. 
This would create a situation filled with hard work, difficulties, lack of so-
cial resources, and hostility from the cultural environment. The obvious way 
out of this situation is the sacrifice of one of the two poles. It is only with the 
birth   cohorts of  the 1960, in their reproductive period in the late 1980s, 
that a ‘diachronic strategy’ seems to emerge, characterized by a postpone-
ment and recuperation of childbearing and by a greater flexibility in the 
management of working time. 

With  the birth cohorts of the early 1960s there is an increase in marriages 
if  compared to the cohorts of the late 1950s. The decrease in direct mar-
riages is compensated by the marital unions entered after a period of inde-
pendence from the parents (Table 2). Moreover, a recovery of fertility after 
30 years old seems to gain strength. The birth cohorts of the 1960s therefore 
show some signs of decrease in the rigidity of female biographies, combined  
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with an  increase in the possibility/ability of managing time more efficiently. 
According to Micheli (1999a), the process of postponement of these 

events may be attributed to a sense of insecurity which pushes young adults 
to defer making decisions perceived as particularly binding or requiring a 
considerable commitment. Micheli makes a distinction between anxious in-
security and avoidant insecurity. The latter leads to a "declared collapse of 
the procreative project". With the anxious insecurity, on the other hand, the 
postponement is due to the higher value placed on marriage and children. 
The women in this group tend to postpone these choices rather than reject 
them. They generally live in metropolitan areas and tend to have post-
materialistic values. Moreover, this specific group seems to have the attitude 
and the financial and cultural resources needed for the fulfilment of the pro-
creative project and the maintenance of a diachronic strategy sustaining both 
high professional expectations and a family with more than one child.

Figure 11. Percentage of women having experienced a first union before 25 years 

old and cohabitations as percentage of first unions. Birth cohorts of 1966-70 in 

some of the countries in western Europe.  
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We can also speculate that this sense of insecurity will make informal un-
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ment of time. The popularity of informal unions could encourage an early 
exit from the parental home, and eventually the formation of a family. It is 
interesting to observe (Figure 11) that European countries with a higher level 
of informal unions at a young age tend also to be those in which the role and 
value of marriage has been questioned more. From this point of view, the 
Catholic countries in southern Europe show an unusual behaviour. The 
lower popularity of informal unions (horizontal evolution in the Figure) is 
linked to a fall in the forming of unions at an early age (vertical evolution in 
the figure). It is understood that an early union favours fertility13. Indeed, the 
countries in which the informal unions are more popular tend to also have 
higher levels of fertility (Dalla Zuanna, in this volume). 

Although the number of informal cohabitations is relatively low in Italy 
there is a clear and rapid increase of this phenomenon in the north-centre, 
not only in the cities but also in the countryside (Figure 12). This does not 
mean, however, that there will necessarily be a convergence towards the lev-
els of other western countries. This would be a hasty prediction, primarily 
because the process of leaving the parental home have a completely different 
meaning in Italy - and generally throughout the Mediterranean area - than in 
the countries of northern Europe. Such a choice is closely dependant on the 
strong relationship between parents and children, a tie that is anthropologi-
cally rooted in Italian society (see Reher and the first chapter of Micheli, in 
this volume). This relationship is essentially fed by the marked material and 
emotional involvement of the parents in the lives of their children (not only 
during childhood, adolescence and youth, but also during adulthood). This is 
based on the assumption that the children’s success (and especially their 
well-being) is recognized (at least in part) as a consequence of the parents’ 
sacrifices and of a far-sighted family strategy. This attitude is defined as 
‘familist’ by some authors (Dalla Zuanna, in this volume). 

Particularly, the resources of the parental family have a crucial role in the 
development of young Italians, not only in terms of tools offered as initial 
endowment (specifically in the case of formative opportunities) but also sub-
sequently as support and assistance at each stage (house, employment, chil-
dren, and so on), and of prompt intervention at each difficult moment.14 All 
this is reinforced by a substantial lack of ‘state support’ in the crucial events 
of the life of the Italians, which at the same time is cause and effect of the 
crucial role of the family in Italian society (De Sandre, 1997). 

The fact that parents see their children as extensions of themselves im-
plies, besides a keen investment on them, also a heavy conditioning of their 
young children’s choices. The specificity of the Italian family, which is to 
say the continuity of strong vertical ties, can be compatible with a non-
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traditional choice made by the children only in the condition that such a 
choice does not clash irremediably with the parents’ values and is socially 
acceptable in the context of origin. Only in this case can the innovative be-
haviour of children be carried out without jeopardizing the (physical, affec-
tive, instrumental) closeness with their parents.15 This especially happens if 
the informal union takes the shape of a pre-marital cohabitation (as it hap-
pens in the great majority of the cases in Italy). 

We can expect, therefore, that the opening up to such a behaviour, al-
though with a delay of some generations in respect to other western coun-
tries, depends not only on the children’s cultural capability of making non-
traditional choices, but also (and above all) on the cultural availability of the 
parents in accepting that their children can make those choices.  

Several empirical analyses seem to support this hypothesis (Rosina, 2001; 
Rosina et al., 2003; Rosina and Billari, 2003; Barbagli et al., 2003). Cohabi-
tations have started to spread, mainly with those born in the second half of 
the 1960s. Before this generation, informal unions emerge almost exclu-
sively in less traditional contexts (North-centre and metropolitan areas), and 
are experienced by those young people who are less conditioned by the 
socio-cultural context in which they live (with a medium-high educational 
level, and low attendance to religious services). But even more important is 
the fact that the characteristics of the parents rather than those of the very 
children seem to have a determinant influence on such a choice (Figure 13).

Figure 12. Percentage of cohabitations as a form of first union, per generation and 

municipality size. north-centre. Cohorts 1960-67
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Figure 13. Percentage of cohabitations as a form of first union, according to the 

woman’s and the father’s level of education. Women of the north-centre. Cohorts 

1960-67
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4. CONCLUSION 

The results here described don't confirm the conceptualization of Italy with 
an irreparable negative anomaly, nor the image of a latecomer in the path al-
ready marked out by other western countries. 

It is clear that Italy differs from other European countries for a continu-
ous significant decline in marriages and procreation before 25 years of age. 
Yet it is also true that the recuperation in 30 year-olds in the north-centre 
seems to make up almost completely for that fall.16 Although the number of 
informal unions is still relatively low, they are rapidly increasing. And this 
could eventually encourage the formation of early unions, which would fa-
vor an increase in fertility. Considering the anthropological differences (Re-
her and the first chapter of Micheli in this volume) in the process of auton-
omy of the children, it is hard to believe that a widespread increase of infor-
mal unions could in the near future push the current rate of Italians leaving 
the parental home before age 25 from about 1 out of 3 towards the northern 
Europe rate of approximately 3 out of 4. It is more likely that the young gen-
erations will continue leaving the parental home relatively late, albeit per-
haps a bit earlier than the previous generations. And this would still be com-
patible with a fertility rising toward the average rate of two children per 
woman. 

Establishing of the pattern of the family with one child seems more con-
troversial than generally considered, mainly on the basis of period data. It is 
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very likely that in many cases Italians intend to have more than one child, 
yet must forgo the second one. This is what happened with the birth cohorts 
of the 1950s with a high socio-cultural status but coming from a parental 
family with low financial and cultural resources. And this is what could still 
happen to some of the women of the younger generations who postpone 
childbearing beyond 35 years old.  

If with the younger generations in the north the level of fertility does not 
seem to be decreasing to one child per woman, the progressive postpone-
ment of the onset of family formation allows with difficulty for such a re-
covery to reach the replacement level. A clear and radical change of direc-
tion in the level of fertility can only be achieved through a revival of unions 
at a young age. The increasing popularity of premarital cohabitations could 
be a sign of movement in this direction.17

Alessandro Rosina, Institute of Population and Geographical Studies, Catholic Uni-

versity of Sacred Heart, Milan. 

NOTES

1 “By extrapolating current low levels of fertility into the future, analysts often un-
wittingly ignore the fact that the rates are temporarily depressed by a rising age at 
childbearing. Eventually, the age at childbearing will stop rising and the removal of 
this fertility-depressed effect might well result in a rise in the TFR, as in fact hap-
pened in the United States in the late 1980s” (Bongaarts and Feeney, 1998). 
2 For example, the marked decrease of marriages before 25 years old has lead sev-
eral analysts to predict that over 20% of women born in the early 1960s would al-
ways remain single. This prediction, considering the most recent data, excessively 
emphasizes the consequences of the decrease of marriages before 25 years old with-
out taking into account the possibility of recovery after 30 years old. 
3 As is well known, this corresponds to about 2.1 children per woman. 
4 Old generations transmit tools and rules elaborated according to their own time, 
while the new generations re-elaborate them creatively according to the constraints 
and opportunities pertaining to the present time. 
5 In Fabroni et al. (2001), we can find a male perspective analysis of the formation 
of the family, with a special focus on the transition to the first child.
6 For Italian women born at the end of the 1960s, the median age at leaving the fam-
ily of origin proves to be later than 26 years old. While in France and in Scandina-
vian countries, for example, it is stable at around 20 years old. 
7 Early childbearing can be reconstructed for all the women who were over 20 years 
old at the time of the FSS survey. We can therefore consider the birth cohorts until 
the early 1970s. In the south, the chance of having the first child before 20 years old 
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is clearly on the decrease starting with the cohorts of the middle 1960s, reaching be-
low 5% with the birth cohorts of the 1970s. In the north-centre, on the other hand, 
the chance is already below 5% with the generations born at the beginning of the 
1960s.
8 Mainly European countries, with the addition of the US, Japan, Australia, and New 

Zealand.
9 In the north-west the total cohort fertility rate is equal to less than two children per 
woman already with the birth cohorts of the late 19th and the early 20th century (Livi 
Bacci and Ventisette, 1972). 
10 Kohler et al. (2001) also formally show that a high ability of accumulating human 
capital can at the same time lead to a postponement of the first child and to an in-
crease of the total fertility rate, controlling for the age at first child. For more gen-
eral observations on the relation between age at first child and total number of chil-
dren, and on the interaction of this relation with the social context see Billari and 
Rosina (2003).
11 Very few women would declare wanting just one child when still at the beginning 
of their reproductive history. This is also the case of well-educated women living in 
the north-centre (De Sandre et al, 1997, p. 161). We must consider though that 
when giving such an answer many women tend to simply give a number of children 
they consider to be socially acceptable. Even so, we would have an idea of what 
kind of family size would be socially desirable and eventually questioned. 
12 So much so as to have been defined a syndrome (Livi Bacci, 1997; Livi Bacci and 
Salvini, 2000). 
13 Billari and Rosina (2003). See also Baizan et al. (2001) for Spain.  
14 The help of the parents proves to be fundamental both as a protection from the 
risk of possible difficulties, and as a resource to come out of those difficulties (Ros-
ina, 2001). 
15 One of the main Italian specificities is the high residential closeness between par-
ents and married children (Barbagli, 1997; Tomassini et al., 2003), which is instru-
mental in the affective and material support of the children even when they have al-
ready left the parental home. Such a closeness neutralizes the possibility of a ‘toler-
ant indifference’ or of a ‘reflexive ignorance’ among the generations (Beck, 1997) 
which would enable young people to make free choices even though parents do not 
approve of them. 
16 It is very likely that the cohorts of the 1960s will have an average number of chil-
dren inferior to the cohorts of the late 1950s, even though we can expect a decelera-
tion in the decrease with the younger generations, mainly because of their greater 
ability for recuperation. 
17 In recent years in the metropolitan areas of the north-centre we have observed 
both an increasing popularity of premarital cohabitations and a recuperation of fer-
tility (Dalla Zuanna and Crisafulli, 2001). See also Billari and Rosina (2003) for an 
individual level analysis of the Italian data on the relationship among age, typology 
of first union and total fertility. 
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DAVID S. REHER 

FAMILY TIES IN WESTERN EUROPE 

Persistent contrasts 

1. PREMISE

In the Western world it is not difficult to identify areas where families and 
family ties are relatively ‘strong’ and others where they are relatively 
‘weak’. There are regions where traditionally the family group has had pri- 
ority over the individual, and others where the opposite has tended to hap-
pen, with the individual and individual values having priority over every-
thing else. This strength and resilience of family loyalties, allegiances and 
authority can be seen most clearly within the co-residential domestic group 
and among persons from the same conjugal family, though they extend to the 
larger kin group as well. These differences may well have characterized the 
European family for centuries and there are few indications that they are 
changing today. The way in which the relationship between the family group 
and its members manifests itself has implications for the way society itself 
functions. Politicians and public planners would do well consider the nature 
of existing family systems when designing certain social policies.  

The geography of these ‘strong’ and ‘weak’ family systems does not ap-
pear to follow the classic division of Europe into stem and nuclear-family 
regions. The dividing line, in some ways, is actually much simpler, with the 
center and northern part of Europe (Scandinavia, the British Isles, the Low 
Countries, much of Germany and Austria),1 together with North American 
society, being characterized by relatively weak family links, and the Medi-
terranean region by strong family ties.2 The specific boundaries of different 
family systems are often not crystal clear and there is much subregional dif-
ference. For example, in some respects Ireland does not fit well into north- 
ern European family patterns, there are indications that northern and south-
ern France often walk  divergent paths, and the southern fringes of Spain, 
Italy or Portugal often show distinct characteristics from the northern parts 
of those same countries. Within individual societies, there is also much room  

G. Dalla Zuanna and G.A. Micheli (eds.), : A Paradox?, Strong Family and Low Fertility
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for heterogeneity affecting families and family life. This multiplicity of 
forms and behavior, however, does not negate the existence of more general 
regularities affecting large areas of Europe. 

For the most part, our analysis does not include the Europe lying to the 
east of John Hajnal’s famous Leningrad-Trieste line which set apart funda-
mentally different marriage regimes, demographic structures and family sys-
tems on the European continent (Hajnal, 1965, 1983). There, forms of famil-
ial organization are sufficiently different to warrant their own specific study. 
While limiting the contexts of our analysis, this enables us to keep compari-
sons fairly straightforward. Contextualizing present behavior patterns in the 
light of historical experience, however, can and should be used when exam-
ining family systems in Eastern Europe or in any other society. 

In this essay, then, the general has been stressed over the specific; the big 
picture set out in bold strokes has prevailed over attention to detail. In so do-
ing, we hope to portray basic contexts of comparison and underscore the key 
issues involved as clearly as possible. This entails a certain inevitable degree 
of reductionism affecting the heterogeneity of the Europe experience within 
and across societies, as well as over time. In the future, additional reflection 
and work will go far towards filling in many of the gaps in our argument.  

2. FROM THE PRESENT TO THE PAST 

Vestiges of these divisions can be seen quite clearly in many aspects of fam-
ily life. Among the most important are those centered on the moment of tran-
sition when young members of the family group set up households of their 
own or in the way in which the family organizes support for its most vulner-
able members.3 In northern Europe and in the United States, young adults 
normally abandon their parental households when they have acquired a de-
gree of maturity so as to start out their adult lives on their own, lives that are 
occupied by their studies or by establishing of economic independence from 
their parents. Their jobs, which are often unstable or even seasonal, might 
also enable them to save for their own marriages, though nowadays this 
sense of saving is much less important than their effort to settle into an inde-
pendent life. Often these initial forays into the adult world are done while 
sharing housing with friends and colleagues who are experiencing similar 
moments of their own lives. Later, often years later, these young people 
marry and once again start a new household, though this time with the inten-
tion of founding a family within the context of a stable relationship with an-
other person.
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In societies of Mediterranean Europe, the process of leaving the parental 
household is quite different. In these societies, the definitive departure of 
young people generally tends to coincide more or less closely with their mar-
riage and their finding a stable job. The years between adolescent maturity 
(ages 18-20 years) and the age at marriage are spent fundamentally within 
the parental household. If a person gets a job during this period, he normally 
will continue to live at home, a strategy that enables him to save for his or 
her own marriage. Generally marriage does not even enter the picture unless 
it is accompanied by the corresponding emancipation from the parental 
home and the formation of a new household. This entire process is aptly 
crystallized in the traditional Spanish aphorism casada casa quiere.4 In this 
way, in Spain and in many other southern European countries, a stable job, 
access to adequate housing, leaving the parental household, and marriage 
tend to be closely intertwined events. In fact, an excellent indicator of the 
labor market and unquestionably the best one for the rate of family forma-
tion in southern Europe would be the incidence of first marriages among 
young adults.5

In both contexts there are, of course, many exceptions. In England, Hol-
land, and the United States, for example, there are numerous instances of 
young adults remaining at home past 20 years of age, and in Spain and Por-
tugal some people leave home before marriage and others continue to live 
with their parents after marriage, at least for awhile. In fact, temporary co-
residence of parents and married children, and even prolonged periods of 
economic help, have never been infrequent, either in the past or today.6 Nev-
ertheless, these moments of help were always considered as exceptional by 
everyone. These exceptions only underlie the great differences between 
northern and southern Europe on this point. 

These divergent practices appear to have deep historical roots. From at 
least the latter part of the Middle Ages until the second half of the nine-
teenth century and the early years of this century, it was very common in ru-
ral England for young adults to leave their parental households to work as 
agricultural servants in other households for a prolonged period.7 Servants 
might go to households of higher social and economic standing, though ser-
vant exchange among households of the same social status was widespread. 
In other words, it was common for a farmer to send his own son out as an 
agricultural servant in a farm, say, in the neighboring village, while he took 
other young servants into his own household as agricultural laborers. This 
practice appears to have affected the majority of the young adults in rural 
England during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Peter Laslett has 
pointed out that approximately half of all young people of both sexes be-
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tween 15 and 24 years of age were servants.8 According to Kussmaul (1981), 
in a large sample of English communities between the seventeenth and the 
eighteenth centuries, about 60 percent of all farmers had servants, and these 
made up about half of the supply of non-family labor in rural areas and ac-
counted for 10-12 percent of the total population. Implied by the extent of 
this practice is the fact that the great majority of young adults in England left 
their parental households more or less permanently between 15 and 19 years 
of age.9

Table 1. Percentage of servants in several northern and central European popula-

tions. 

Country Sample or place Date Percent 
servants

Denmark Sample of parishes 1787/1801 17.6 
Iceland 3 counties 1729 17.1 
Norway 3 areas 1801 8.9 
Belgium 9 Flemish villages 1814 14.2 
Austria Large sample (19 listings; median) 17-18th centuries 13.0 
Netherlands 4 places 1622-1795 11.7 
Germany Grossenmeer 1795 10.7 
France Longuenesse (north) 1778 12.6 
France 2 southern villages 1644-1697 6.4 

Sources: Denmark (Hajnal, 1982; Johansen, 1975); Iceland (Statistical Bureau, 
1975); Norway (Drake, 1969; Hajnal, 1982); Belgium  (Wall, 1983b); Austria 

(Schmidtbauer, 1983); Holland (van der Woude, 1972; Laslett, 1977a; also 
Schellekens, 1991); Germany (Laslett, 1977); France (Laslett, 1977a). 

There is ample evidence of the importance of servants in other northern 
European societies, where numerous studies suggest that between 9 and 17 
percent of the population were servants. Different estimates of servant popu-
lations in Europe can be found in the table 1. The sharp difference between 
the importance of servants in the examples taken from northern and southern 
France is striking and suggests strongly divergent practices on this point.10

Estimates of southern European servant populations can be found in table 
2. In Spain and other southern European societies, even though there were 
servants both in rural and in urban settings, since the Middle Ages it appears 
to have been for the most part a job that took young people into households 
of higher social standing and affected only a small part of the young popula-
tion in rural areas.11
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Table 2. Percentage of servants in southern European populations.

 Region Sample/place Date Percent  
servants

Kingdom of 
Naples (south) 

Large multi-regional sample 1610-1839 0.7-1.5 

Parma (Po River 
Valley)

Contado (rural areas) 1545 4.0-6.0* 

Pisa (Tuscany) 4 villages, several listings 1656-1740 9.5** 

It
al

y

Bologna Adjacent rural areas 1853 5.0-7.0* 
Minho (northwest) São Tiago de Ronfe (Gui-

marães) (33 listings, 5 year 
intervals) 

1740-1900 3.6 

Trás-os-Montes
(northeast) 

Regional rural sample (82 
villages) 

1796 4.6 

P
or

tu
ga

l 

Santarém (central) Vila de Coruche, Salvaterra 
de Magos (two villages) 

1788, 1789 6.0 

Valencia (east) Meliana, Benimaclet (2 vil-
lages) 

1753, 1788 3.8 

Navarre (north) Large regional sample 1786 7.3 
Santander (north) Subregional sample (Buelna) 1752 3.0-4.0* 
Galicia (northwest) Large regional sample 1752 2.6-3.5* 
Basque Country 
(north) 

San Salvardor del Valle, Irún 1766, 1877 5.3 

Cuenca (center) Large regional sample 1750-1850 3.6-5.0 
Murcia-Alicante 
(southeast) 

Orihuela (Santiago), 4 list-
ings 

1719-1829 1.3 

S
pa

in

Andalusia (south) Entire region 1787 2.4 
* The data from the following places have been inferred indirectly based on percent house-
holds with servants: Parma (10.4 percent of all households with servants; 10.5 percent of the 
population 15-24 listed as servants), rural areas surrounding Bologna (17.7 percent), and 
Santander (7.7 percent). For Galicia, estimates based on servants in different social and eco-
nomic groups. ** These are suburban parishes located only about 2-3 km. from Pisa. This 
may inform in part the high levels of servants we found. 

Sources. Italy: southern Italy (Da Molin; 1990b; also 1990a); Parma (Barbagli, 1984); Pisa 
(Doveri, 1993); Bologna (Angeli, Bellettini, 1979). Portugal: Minho (Scott, 1998, by kind 

permission of the author; see also Brandão: 1994); Trás-os-Montes (Mendes, 1995); Santarém 
(Nazareth, Sousa, 1982; 1983).  Spain: Valencia (Garrido Arce, 1992, Pérez García, 1988), 

Basque Country (Pérez Fuentes, 1993; Urrutikoetxea Lizarraga, 1992); Navarre (Mikelarena, 
1995); Galicia (Dubert García, 1992), Santander (Lanza García, 1991), Cuenca (Reher, 
1988a; also 1988b); and Murcia (Chacón, 1983); Andalusia (census of Floridablanca). 
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The census of Floridablanca (1787) in Spain suggests relatively low lev-
els of servants, despite the fact that the data include servants in urban areas 
where they were frequently more numerous than in the countryside. Accord-
ing to this census, servants made up 22.5 percent of the non-family supply of 
labor12 and 2.7 percent of the total population.13 Despite substantial regional 
variation, everywhere in ancien régime Spain percentages of servants are far 
below those holding in northern Europe. Much the same appears to hold in 
the rural areas of Portugal, Italy and perhaps in Greece as well14, though in 
cities the importance of domestic servants was normally far higher.15

The data taken from numerous local studies before the mid-nineteenth 
century are corroborated by the first round of modern European censuses. 
According to the manuscript returns of the census of 1851 in England, ser-
vants represented 7.1 percent of the rural population and 3.2 percent of the 
urban population (Wall, 1983). If lodgers are included in England, these per-
centages increase to 12.1 percent in rural areas and 14.3 percent in urban ar-
eas. In Belgium in 1890, 11.5 percent of the population were servants either 
in rural or in urban areas (13.7 percent men, 9.6 percent women). In France 
in 1872 servants represented 6.5 percent of the population (5.2 percent men, 
7.6 percent women). In southern Europe the contrasts were very sharp. In 
Spain according to the 1860 census, 1.3 percent of men and 1.5 percent of 
women were servants, and in the 1887 census these figures stood at 1.0 and 
3.6 percent respectively. In Italy according to the 1861 census, servants rep-
resented 2.2 percent of the entire population (1.5 percent of men and 2.9 per-
cent of women).16

These data suggest that, despite important local variations, servants were 
generally between 2 and 4 times more numerous in northern European socie-
ties than they were in Mediterranean regions. In the northern part of the con-
tinent between 30 and 55 percent of all young persons 15-24 years of age 
were servants as opposed to southern Europe where between 5 and 20 per-
cent were servants. This means that, on the whole, probably between 50 and 
80 percent of young people spent some time of their young lives as servants 
before marriage in weak-family areas of Europe as opposed to 15-30 percent 
in the South. In one part of Europe spending a number of years as a live-in 
servant was the lot of the vast majority of young people, while in another 
part it was not. 

Service had important implications for nuptiality as it was, at least in part, 
the key to the fairly late marriage age characteristic of the European mar-
riage pattern so aptly described by John Hajnal in his famous article 
(1965).17 A close perusal of tables 2 and 3 contained in his article, based on 
late-nineteenth century census data, reveals that the southern part of Europe 
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did not fully fit the European marriage pattern of late and low intensity nup-
tiality, though it was fairly far removed from patterns holding in eastern 
Europe.18 In Mediterranean Europe, where servants were far less prevalent 
than in the central and northern part of the continent, nuptiality tended to be 
somewhat earlier as well. There is now a wealth of research in historical de-
mography which attests to the depth of these differences. While service is 
not the sole determinant of marriage patterns, it is not a negligible one ei-
ther.19

Despite slightly earlier ages at marriage in Mediterranean Europe, the 
importance of service as a life cycle activity meant that children ended up 
leaving home far later in Spain or in Italy than they did in England or in 
Denmark.20 For the most part, peasant families in southern Europe with 
small and medium-sized farms tended to prefer family labor to non-family 
labor, quite unlike other parts of the continent. In such areas as the southern 
parts of Spain, Portugal or Italy, where farm size made the exclusive use of 
family labor impractical, there was an abundant supply of day laborers, who 
did not co-reside with the farmer and his family. 

For most people in southern Europe, then, the real departure of young 
adults from home only came only with marriage, as opposed to England or 
Holland where marriage took place after several years away from home and 
only after young adults had often accumulated substantial savings.21 In the 
parts Spain where conjugal families prevailed (center, south and parts of the 
north), evidence of this practice is abundant, and in diverse historical con-
texts the percentage of young males heading households in different age 
groups has been shown to be practically the same as the percentage of mar-
ried males and the percentage of household heads.22 Before that time, leav-
ing the parental home was a temporary and even a seasonal phenomenon for 
most of the young adults. While young girls might go as servants to nearby 
towns and young men often participated in seasonal migration patterns cen-
tered on the harvest or with transhumant livestock, the parental home con-
tinued to be the base for most people until the time of marriage. Even in 
stem-family areas of the Peninsula the situation was similar. For the chosen 
heir, of course, marriage led to continued co-residence with his parents, but 
for his siblings leaving home took place only at marriage, those siblings who 
did not emigrate or enter the clergy basically stayed at home until their mar-
riage. If that marriage proved impossible for one reason or another, they 
were normally entitled to stay at the family home as long as they wanted or 
needed. In the few areas of Western Europe where the joint family prevailed, 
the entire system of household formation was quite different with little or no 
relationship between marriage and headship.23
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In England, on the other hand, departure from the parental household 
took place long before marriage, either as a rural servant or, especially more 
recently with the decline of agricultural service, as a boarder or lodger in the 
households of others.24 In a recent study, Colin Pooley and Jean Turnbull 
(1997) have estimated that in England between 1850 and 1930, men set up 
their own households between 2.5 and 5 years before their marriage, and 
women did so between one and two years before. This situation is a far cry 
from that holding in Spain, where leaving home before marriage was not 
only less frequent than in England but also seldom meant that the parental 
household was abandoned for good. One of the implications of these atti-
tudes was that in northern Europe periods of economic difficulties fell 
squarely on the shoulders of these young adults, as opposed to the South 
where they were shared more equally by the entire family group. The protec-
tive function of the family in Spain was far greater than it was in England. 

There is no evidence whatsoever that these differences between regions 
of Europe have been erased in recent years. In Spain, for example, the sub-
stantial increase since 1977 in the age at which children leave their parental 
households has been strictly paralleled by the increase in the age at marriage, 
with both indicators situated today at extremely high levels. In the United 
States, England, Denmark, and Holland, on the contrary, leaving home long 
before marriage has tended to be normative behavior. This divergent behav-
ior pattern can be seen in the table 3.

Everywhere, times of economic bounty have tended to bring about 
younger ages at marriage and earlier emancipation, though leaving home 
was never as early in Spain as it was in England. In other words, despite 
fluctuations over time and often regional variability (especially in Spain) in 
the age at leaving home, areas of strong and of weak family systems always 
occupy different vital spheres. 

Table 3. Percentage of men and women (25-29) still living with parents in different 

European countries in 1994. 

Country Men Women 
France 22.5 10.3 
Germany 28.8 12.7 
United Kingdom 20.8 10.8 
Spain 64.8 47.6 
Greece 62.6 32.1 
Italy 66.0 44.1 

Source: Fernández Cordón, 1997; Eurostat Labor Force Surveys.
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In southern Europe the family takes on many other roles that are largely 
foreign to its tasks in northern latitudes. Perhaps the most important is the 
organization of solidarity for the needy and vulnerable in society. The start-
ing point for our discussion of this issue is to consider that vulnerability in 
historic Europe was sharply constrained by prevailing demographic condi-
tions, especially mortality. Apart from the type of hardship instigated ini-
tially and directly by economic factors, it is likely that the incidence of vul-
nerability in southern Europe always tended to be somewhat higher than in 
northern Europe because substantially higher levels of adult mortality in 
those regions led to greater numbers of lone-parent households and to earlier 
breakups of the marriages of couples past reproductive age.25 In other words, 
the “nuclear hardship hypothesis” so aptly described by Peter Laslett would 
always be more pertinent in high mortality régimes than it was in low mor-
tality ones.26 Over the past 30 or 40 years, these structural differences caused 
by mortality have all but disappeared in western European populations. 

Traditionally in Mediterranean societies, much of the aid given to the 
vulnerable members of society came from the family or from individual 
charity, while in northern societies this was largely accomplished through 
public and private institutions. The classic example of the institutionalization 
of solidarity in northern Europe was the English Poor Laws, through which 
the collectivity came to the aid of the needy and the poor. In Mediterranean 
Europe the family was essential for the well-being of its more vulnerable 
members, while elsewhere it was much less so. 

Historically the situation of the elderly  is a good example of these differ-
ences.27 Before the development of modern pension systems, everywhere a 
large part of the responsibility for the wellbeing of the elderly fell directly to 
the family and was based mostly on co-residence with offspring. Despite 
these similarities, however, in strong-family societies the intervention of the 
family on this count was much more important than in those societies where 
weak-family systems prevailed. In Mediterranean Europe, the care of the 
elderly fell almost exclusively to the family, and was carried out by means of 
co-residence, the circulation of the elderly among the households of their 
offspring, or the spatial proximity between the homes of  the elderly and 
those of  their children, all of  which implied the transfer of goods and ser-
vices from the families of the offspring toward their elderly parents.28 In 
England, on  the  other hand, the situation  was quite different. For one thing, 
 a smaller proportion of  the elderly appears to have co-resided with their 
children.29 A structural  characteristic of English  society, epitomized in the 
Poor Laws, was  that the ultimate responsibility  for the wellbeing of the eld- 
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erly fell to the collectivity.30 In Spain, on the other hand, there were no Poor 
Laws and only in such cases as extreme poverty or mental or physical illness 
could people count on institutional support, often organized by the Church. 
For the vast majority of cases, the family alone took on the responsibility for 
the material and personal wellbeing of its elderly. 

Some years ago I had an informal debate with an English colleague of 
mine regarding intergenerational family solidarity. I asserted the validity of 
an idea that was eloquently expressed by an elderly Spanish peasant in an 
interview several years earlier: “First the children lived off their parents, and 
later the parents lived off their children. That is just the way life was.” My 
colleague adamantly insisted that this sort of dynamic could never happen in 
a country like England, where solidarity was expressed through institutions 
and not through families. It was a society in which children were of rela-
tively little value to their families. We were both correct, each of us based on 
the societies we knew best.

These differences still exist today. Everywhere, of course, the weight of 
institutional support has increased with the modernization of society and the 
increasing longevity of the population, yet divergent patterns of support con-
tinue to be visible. In Spain according to the 1991 census, for example, ap-
proximately 44 percent of the population older than 60 years of age lived 
with one of their children.31 In Nordic countries and in the United States, 
where co-residence with offspring affects slightly more than 10 percent of 
the elderly population, the wellbeing of the elderly is based on residential 
autonomy or on private or public nursing homes which are normally paid for 
either by public funds, by insurance policies, or directly from the savings of 
the elderly themselves. In Spain the elderly generally do not have sufficient 
savings to handle this sort of expense, due in part to the fact that they have 
been supporting their children for a far greater period of their lives. Despite 
having comparable proportions of the population in older ages in England 
and the United States, in southern Europe the number of publicly or pri-
vately funded nursing homes for the elderly is minimal compared with other 
societies. The data in the table 4, containing summary statistics of the impor-
tance of institutional living arrangements for the elderly around 1990 in 
Europe, shows this pattern quite clearly. On this subject, see also De Jong-
Gierveld and van Solinge (1995).

Despite recent increases everywhere in the demand for this type of resi-
dence, there  is no indication whatsoever of a reduction of these divergent 
residential patterns in  contemporary societies. It should be noted that sub-
stantial differences in  the importance of institutionalized populations also 
appear  in  historical  data,  with far higher   levels  in  northern Europe.32  In
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France during the second half of the eighteenth century, the resources avail-
able to formal charitable institutions were far from enough to meet the needs 
of the poor, be they elderly or not.33 The situation in much of the rest of 
Catholic Europe was not unlike the one in France. Where, then, were the 
poor and the needy in southern Europe who clearly must have been as nu-
merous or more so than in the northern part of the continent? The role of the 
family in day to day poor relief in southern Europe should not be underesti-
mated.

Table 4. Elder persons living in institutions c.1990 (as % of different age groups).

 Age group
Country 65+ 85+ 
Belgium 4 - 
Denmark 7 - 
France 6 20 
Germany 5 17 
Ireland 5 - 
Netherlands 10 47 
United Kingdom 5 - 
Italy 2 - 
Portugal 2 7 
Spain 2 6 

         Source: Jani-Le Bris (1993).

Different attitudes regarding aging and the elderly appear to be rooted in 
the collective culture of Western Europe. Proof of this is given by the results 
of a recent survey within the European Union regarding the preferences of 
the population with respect to the co-residential patterns of the elderly no 
longer able to live on their own.34 In Spain, Portugal, Italy, and Greece an 
average of 74 percent of those surveyed stated that co-residence with chil-
dren was the preferred option, as opposed to respondents in Denmark, 
Finland, Sweden, Great Britain, and Holland, where only 25 percent thought 
the same. The regionalization of these attitudes is not uniform, as shown by 
the fact that in Scandinavian countries support for co-residence with chil-
dren is substantially lower than in the United Kingdom, and in some ways 
the situation of Ireland is  more similar to that of Italy than it is to England. 
Despite this heterogeneity, these  data show that the different ways of con-
fronting  old age  within society  exist  both in  practice  and  in  the  popular 
opinion.
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It is instructive to observe that these differences seem to have little to do 
with the classical types of familial organization existing in Europe, where 
there were areas of conjugal or nuclear families based on patterns of divisi-
ble succession and inheritance (central and southern Italy, Spain and Portu-
gal, central and northern France, a large part of England, etc.), together with 
others based on the stem family, where designated heirs inherited the bulk of 
family property on the condition they would continue to co-reside with their 
parents after marriage (much of central Europe and Scandinavia, Scotland, 
part of the Low Countries, much of northern Spain and Portugal, and the 
mountainous regions of the Pyrenees, the Alps, and the Massif Central)35.
Indeed the strong families we have seen flourished not only in areas of stem 
families, much as weak family systems were not restricted to conjugal family 
regions.36

Historically the strength of familial ties appears to have conditioned the 
way in which succession was carried out in stem-family regions. In Catalo-
nia and the Basque Country of Spain, stem-family areas par excellence, the 
obligation to co-reside en una mesa y compañía (‘at one table and in the 
company of’) with the parents was normally stipulated quite simply in the 
marriage contract (capitulaciones matrimoniales). In much of central and 
northern Europe, veritable retirement contracts between parents and their 
children were drawn up listing in great detail the rights and obligations of 
children and parents.37 These contracts, which originally did not necessarily 
even involve kin, were designed to safeguard the wellbeing of the elder gen-
eration and to facilitate the emergence of inheritance intervivos (Gaunt,
1983). The history of these contracts was frequently fraught with the inter-
generational strife they were designed to minimize.38 Contracts such as these 
are simply unimaginable in a southern European context. In other words, 
succession itself within stem-family systems appears to have been condi-
tioned by the strength of familial loyalties and solidarities holding in any 
given region of Europe. 

In Spain outside of the stem-family regions, parents also facilitated a type 
of inheritance intervivos for their children, but these arrangements were in-
variably informal and seldom contained terms stipulating how intergenera-
tional support mechanisms were to be implemented (Reher, 1997).39 Of 
course, family strife has existed in every culture. What is instructive in this 
comparison is the fact that formal and informal retirement arrangements in 
Spain, and likely throughout southern Europe, had little to say regarding the 
day to day dealings between parents and their children, as opposed to north-
ern Europe where the key to an amicable arrangement was that it was thor-
ough to the very minute details. In Mediterranean Europe these arrange-
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ments were done within the context of a culture where strong family ties 
were an essential component and intergenerational relationships were strictly 
and normatively controlled, as opposed to Germanic Europe where this cul-
tural component was not nearly as strong. 

Each of these family systems has ended up generating justifications that 
are coherent with its own premises. In weak-family areas, the value attrib-
uted to the individual and to individualism tends to predominate.40 Young 
adults leave home, encouraged by their parents, so as to acquire the experi-
ences they need to handle life as autonomous individuals. Leaving home at 
an early age is considered an important part of their education. Where the 
strong family flourishes, the familial group more than the individual tends to 
predominate in the socialization of the young. In these contexts, the family is 
seen as defending its members against the difficulties imposed by social and 
economic realities. A child receives support and protection until he leaves 
home for good, normally for marriage, and even later.  

Faced with the transition to old age, in one context individuals attempt to 
prolong their physical independence as long as possible and, when this is no 
longer feasible, to conserve a measure of economic independence that will 
enable them to enter a rest home or afford some other solution. They would 
never give serious consideration to going to live with their children; nor 
would it enter the minds of their children to have their elderly parents at 
home with them. This attitude is so widely held in the United States, for ex-
ample, that the elderly who do live with their children probably tend to come 
from strong-family ethnic backgrounds.41 In sharp contrast to this pattern, in 
areas of strong families, maintaining independence as a matter of principle 
would seem like nonsense, and this only happens when, for one reason or 
another, there is no family. In Spain it has always been said that the only 
truly poor person is the person who has no family. Furthermore, the solidar-
ity between the older and the younger generation never breaks down; it is a 
social obligation expected by individuals and by their families. The elderly 
who do not maintain regular contact with their children are a small minority 
of the population, much as are the aged in weak-family societies who receive 
regular weekly or daily visits from their children. In both situations there is 
intergenerational reciprocity, though it is always understood quite differ-
ently. These are divergent modes of behavior, applied in each context with a 
maximum of good will.  
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3. UNCERTAIN BUT DISTANT ORIGINS 

The social, economic, and even demographic explanations normally used to 
explain the origins of these diverse ways of living family life are not con-
vincing, though their geography is fairly clear: the Mediterranean region has 
strong families, while the northern part of the continent is characterized by 
their weak families. In between, nations like France and, to a lesser extent, 
Germany do not fit easily into either system, and constitute a good indication 
that our portrayal simplifies in the interests of clarity a very heterogeneous 
European experience. The differences we have pointed out are visible as 
early as we have empirical data to test for their existence (the seventeenth 
century, more or less), though it seems likely that they were in place long be-
fore.

The basic geography of our family forms suggests that their origin is re-
lated with Roman and Germanic-Nordic Europe, and may well have been 
forged at least initially during the later part of the Roman Empire and the 
early Middle Ages. In a thought-provoking book on the family and marriage 
in Europe, Jack Goody (1983) traces the roots of the western family tradition 
back to the fourth century. Before that, in the ancient world on both sides of 
the Mediterranean and in the Near East there were certain common charac-
teristics of familial organization among which he emphasizes the existence 
of patrilineal clans, the ability of both men and women to inherit and, per-
haps more important, the fact that most marriage was strictly endogamous, 
the kin group had great importance and the conjugal family did not, and in 
social and cultural terms women had relatively little importance.42 This ‘ori-
ental’ family system was replaced during the late Roman Empire by an ‘oc-
cidental’ structure in which the basic cell of social organization became the 
conjugal pair and norms for marriage outside the kin group were strictly en-
forced. Goody feels that this change, which led to a fundamental weakening 
in the ties of the kin group in favor of the primacy of conjugal marriage, be-
gan during the late Empire, gradually became a structural characteristic of 
the entire Christian world over the next millennium, and formed the basis for 
a family system in the West which gave rise, among other things, to its char-
acteristic marriage pattern (Hajnal, 1965).43

Here we would like to suggest that perhaps the implantation of this west-
ern family structure in Europe was not uniform. In the northern part of the 
continent, Christianized forms of familial organization ended up meshing 
gradually with existing Germanic legal and social traditions based, among 
other things, on the importance of the tribe, the individual, and the relevant 
social position of women.44 In southern Europe the influence of the Ger-
manic tribes was much more superficial and short-lived. Besides, from the 
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early eighth century on there were a series of Muslim incursions, strongest in 
Spain and in the Balkan Peninsula but also present in southern Italy, which 
tended to bring back, once again, oriental family structures, so central to Is-
lamic societies, that are based on the overriding importance of kin ties.45

Even where the Muslim occupation was short-lived, the geographical prox-
imity of oriental family systems in North Africa could not help but influence 
the development of the family in southern Europe. What arose in those areas 
was a family system which in all likelihood was hybrid in nature with a basic 
western structure but also with certain oriental trappings centered especially 
on the importance of kin ties and extended family loyalties.46

The Reformation, with its emphasis on the individual and self-reliance, 
on the value of work, on a this-worldly asceticism, and on predestination 
proved a sharp contrast to Catholicism, based on authority, the other-worldly 
and spirituality. These contrasts had fundamental implications for family life 
and for the economic and social organization of European society. For Prot-
estant reformers, marriage ceased being a sacrament and became a civil con-
tract governed by matrimonial tribunals, and many of the traditional Catholic 
constraints on marriage (e.g. consanguineous marriages to the seventh de-
gree) were either reformed or repealed.47 More important, perhaps, is that the 
home itself became a place of self-fulfillment and of sharing. Most notably 
in Calvinism an emphasis was placed on marriage  not so much as a context 
for reproduction, but rather as a partnership in the garden of the Lord, in the 
rearing of children in the faith, and the advancement of God’s Kingdom. In 
so doing, the Reformation had laid the grounds for marriage as a partnership, 
so essential for northern European marriage systems and for the full devel-
opment of potential of individuals in this world, all in sharp contrast to the 
Catholic world where parental authority and family loyalties tended to be far 
more hierarchically structured.48 By implication, the Reformation ended up 
enhancing women’s position in society as opposed to the Europe of the 
Counter-Reformation where, despite luminous figures like St. Teresa of 
Avila and others, the position of women seems to have undergone little 
change before the eighteenth century or even later.49

These fundamentally different attitudes towards life and religion settled 
on a continent where divergences in family systems had already been devel-
oping for over a 1000 years. It can be argued that the progress of the Refor-
mation was itself facilitated and influenced by the differing attitudes towards 
the individual and family life existing in Europe during the medieval and 
early-modern periods. It is also unquestionable, however, that the Reforma-
tion tended to deepen and solidify the age-old north-south contrasts in 
Europe. It is interesting to note that in Catholic nations of northern Europe 
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forms of familial organization tend to diverge at least partially from the pre-
vailing patterns. Ireland is a excellent example of this: a decidedly Catholic 
nation in northern Europe whose external family forms fit quite poorly with 
our north-south comparisons.  

The effects of the Industrial Revolution were felt first and most pro-
foundly in northern Europe and this can be related both as cause and as con-
sequence of its prevailing family system. John Hajnal (1983) has discussed 
this process from one vantage point, arguing that family and marriage pat-
terns contributed to the low-pressure demographic regimes existing there and 
ultimately to the flowering of northern European economic growth after the 
second half of the eighteenth century.50 The Industrial Revolution, based an 
ethic in which the economic rationality and creativity of individuals51 was 
paramount, ended up reinforcing an individual-oriented family system in the 
industrializing areas well before this same process began to take effect in 
most of the southern part of the continent. Thus, at least in its origin, the en-
tire process of economic modernization would seem to have reinforced the 
prevailing family differences in Europe. 

Regardless of their historical origins, attitudes toward the family and the 
individual make up the cultural tapestry of societies, and thus they are mod-
els that are learned at very young ages and that societies –individuals, fami-
lies, institutions– help perpetuate. Learning these behavior patterns is the 
cornerstone of the socialization of children. They are attitudes shared by the 
society as a whole. Perhaps because of this they have been so resistant to the 
otherwise corrosive effects of economic, political, social and demographic 
modernization. It is undeniable that the changes of this past century have 
tended to make cultures and mentalities more uniform, though they have 
done little to erase the historic profiles family systems in Europe. 

We have described family systems in which either the individual takes 
precedence over the family group or the individual develops his personality 
and even his freedom within the family group. The systems we have de-
scribed are by no means the only ones possible, though they are the most 
widespread in western Europe. Had we wanted to enlarge our perspective on 
this point, it would have been necessary to consider the type of family found, 
for example, in eastern Europe or in areas of the Muslim world and Asia, es-
pecially China, where the weight of the extended kin group is far greater 
than it is in southern Europe. At this level, our strong family from Mediter-
ranean Europe in reality lies somewhere between the individualism charac-
teristic of northern Europe and North America and the strict allegiances and 
corporatism generated within enlarged families lineages, and clans that have 
characterized large regions of Asia.52
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4. SOME IMPLICATIONS OF FAMILY SYSTEMS FOR SOCIETY 

Family systems are neither good nor bad, but they are not neutral either. 
They do much to characterize the societies that envelope them. Many of the 
differences distinguishing European societies are derived directly or indi-
rectly from the nature of their prevailing family systems. The Church and the 
State have been aware of this for centuries, and here we are not saying any-
thing surprising. It might prove instructive, however, to point out some of 
these differences existing in the West at the end of the millennium, because 
that may enable us to rediscover the importance of the family, an institution 
apparently given up for dead by many students of contemporary society. 

Table 5. Different social indicators related to family behavior in several European 

countries.

Country Crude divorce 
rate, 1995 

Non-married couples cohabitat-
ing, 30-44 (% of total popula-

tion in age group), 1993 

Births outside mar-
riage (% of all live 

births), 1995 
Austria 2.3 - 27.4 
Belgium 3.5 9.2 15.0 
Denmark 2.5 20.9 46.5 
Germany 2.1 5.9 16.1 
France 2.0 11.5 37.2 
Ireland - 1.7 22.7 
Luxembourg 1.8 7.7 13.1
Netherlands 2.2 - 15.5
Finland 2.7 - 33.1 
Sweden 2.6 - 53.0 
UK 2.9 9.3 33.6 
Greece 1.1 1.0 3.0 
Spain 0.8 2.9 10.8 
Italy 0.5 2.2 8.1 
Portugal 1.2 1.4 18.7 

Source: European Observatory on National Family Policies, 1998;  
Statistiques en Bref, 1997. 

Societies with strong families tend to have greater social cohesion. The 
low incidence of divorce and extramarital pregnancy in them is a good ex-
ample of this. Strong-family societies are usually more conservative than 
weak-family ones in social -though not necessarily in political- terms. In 
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other words, the social control of behavior tends to be more effective in 
strong-family societies. The majority of the social indicators related directly 
or indirectly to the family seem to indicate this. The indicators in table 5 are 
good examples of these differences.  

The case of Portugal, with a very high incidence of births outside mar-
riage, has always been exceptional in southern Europe and is based largely 
on the fact that for well over two centuries strong male emigration has left a 
society with far fewer men than women. Some people have attempted to ex-
plain these social differences in terms of religious attitudes or by the position 
each society occupies on its particular road to modernization. They can be 
more easily explained, however, by the nature of the family systems prevail-
ing in particular societies. The problem of the homeless is a prototypical ex-
ample of the lack of social cohesion in contemporary society. It is often sur-
prising to note that the incidence of the homeless is much greater in the 
United States, for example, than it is in Italy, Spain, or Portugal, despite the 
greater economic dynamism and higher living standards and the lower levels 
of unemployment of the United States.  

What has happened? In all probability, families in Mediterranean Europe 
have absorbed a part of this mass of uprooted people who in northern Europe 
and the United States have had to fend for themselves, either on the public 
dole or with private charity. 

The subject of unemployment is intriguing on this count. An apparent 
contradiction in Spain, for example, is that it has extremely high levels of 
unemployment, yet people seem to live modestly well and the external indi-
cators of social distress are fairly muted, at least in comparison with other 
countries where unemployment is far lower. In Spain, the essential mecha-
nisms of familial solidarity stipulate that the family group protect its mem-
bers from the vagaries of employment and economic cycles, and thus the so-
cial implications of unemployment tend to be hidden, at least in part, within 
the family. If a country like the United States, for example, had similar lev-
els of unemployment, uprootedness would have been widespread and the so-
cial and political consequences enormous. In Spain, comparatively little so-
cial disruption has taken place, largely because of the role of the family. 

Another eloquent example of how southern European families actively 
intervene in the wellbeing of their own members can be seen in lone-parent 
households. Due to divorce and teenage pregnancies, everywhere in recent 
years the number of these types of households has been on the rise, though 
there continue to be important and now familiar north/south differences in 
levels.53
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Two recent studies of this phenomenon in Spain have brought to light the 
existence of a very significant ‘grandmother effect’, whereby high percent-
ages of single mothers end up co-residing in the same household as their 
own mothers (the grandmother).54 In 1991 nearly 30 percent of all lone 
mothers (independent of their marital status) with children under 18 co-
resided with their own mothers, as did slightly under half of all mothers with 
children under 6.55 Interviews have confirmed that even when direct co-
residence was not the case, grandmothers often lived nearby and were essen-
tial in helping the mothers care for the children and secure a job to support 
their families. In more general terms, the intervention of grandparents is not 
restricted to exceptional situations such as lone-parenthood, but is a struc-
tural characteristic of family life in Spain. The massive entry of women into 
the labor market in recent years in Spain has been facilitated to a large de-
gree by the existence of grandparents willing and able to help care for the 
children when their parents are at work.56 Though the importance of the 
‘grandmother’ effect has been noted in very diverse contexts, it would seem 
unlikely that this sort of straightforward type of familial solidarity has ever 
been as important in northern Europe or the United States as it is in the 
Mediterranean region.57

Loneliness is one of the most important social problems in weak-family 
societies. I refer to the loneliness of the individual who must confront the 
world and his own life without the safety net of familial support so 
characteristic of strong-family regions. A proxy for loneliness in society is 
the proportion of single-person households (table 6). Here once again the 
differences between northern and southern Europe on this count is immense.  

Suicide, an indirect consequence of loneliness, tends to be far higher in 
northern Europe and the United States than it is in southern Europe, as data 
in table 7 clearly show. The effects of loneliness are compensated in weak-
family societies by means of a strong tradition of civic association, where 
people form groups, clubs, and societies for the most varied purposes. The 
number and variety of these associations in England or the United States 
would be unimaginable for a citizen of southern Europe. In weak-family so-
cieties the individual is able to combat loneliness by turning directly to civil 
society, itself largely the product of the needs and initiatives of its members, 
in contrast to strong-family societies where the family comes between the 
individual and civil society, covering a large part of the needs stemming 
from loneliness.58
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Table 6. Percentage of single-person households in Europe, 1990/1991. 

Country  Percent 
Austria 32.3 
Belgium 31.4 
Denmark 38.1 
Finland 38.0 
France 29.2 
Germany 37.7 
Ireland 27.1 
Netherlands 37.7 
Sweden 44.0 
United Kingdom 30.0 
Greece 21.1 
Italy 23.7 
Portugal 16.6 
Spain 16.9 
European Union 30.3 

Source: Statistiques en Bref. Population et conditions sociales (1995/5). 

Weak-family societies, then, tend to be associational societies with a deep 
civil component, and strong-family ones tend to be more passive societies, at 
least in terms of the importance of individual initiatives within them. The 
sense of individual responsibility for collective norms and needs, so essential 
for our concept of democracy and civil society in the West, is often con-
spicuously absent from southern European societies, while in northern socie-
ties it is an integral part of the social fabric. In sum, the countries of northern 
Europe and of North America have well-developed civil societies that thrive 
on individual initiatives, but with a dark side shown by their lack of social 
cohesion and by the desperation and anguish so prevalent in them. They are 
tough societies, but they are also dynamic ones. Mediterranean societies are 
more pleasant, more comfortable, more conformist, more oriented towards 
the family group, and less dynamic.  

The increasingly rapid process of aging affecting contemporary society is 
one of the most important challenges confronting developed societies today. 
Meeting this challenge will not be the same in societies where strong-family 
systems prevail as in those with weak-family systems. Strong-family socie-
ties can and should count on the institution of the family when planning 
means of support for the elderly. This support can be expected to begin when 
the health of the elderly is still good, and will be offered by means of co-
residence or residential proximity with frequent personal contact. Once 
health begins to deteriorate, the family will continue to be essential both as a 
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place for the elderly to live and as a source of company for them. This last 
aspect is difficult to measure empirically though it makes up an important 
part of the wellbeing of the elderly. It is also likely that strong families will 
continue to be a source of income supplement for their needy elderly, much 
as they have done until now. 

Table 7. Deaths by suicide in Europe, 1990 (per 100,000).

Country Men Women 
Belgium 25.0 9.4 
Denmark 30.7 14.8 
Finland 47.9 11.8 
France 29.1 10.2 
Germany 23.6 8.6 
Ireland 16.1 5.3 
Netherlands 12.1 6.8 
Sweden 22.5 9.7 
United Kingdom 12.2 3.6 
Italy 10.7 3.6 
Portugal 13.9 4.1 
Spain 11.2 3.6 
European Union 18.9 6.6 

Source: Eurostat, Yearbook, 1997. 

In weak-family areas, the care of the elderly will be based much more on 
individual savings, on residential autonomy, on retirement communities and 
nursing homes, and on the support of public institutions. The most common 
pattern of behavior will be for an elderly person to move directly from an 
autonomous residence to a nursing home, normally obviating the need for an 
intermediate stage of co-residence with a child, so frequent in southern 
Europe. Social and emotional support for the elderly will be offered by 
charitable institutions and volunteers, as well as by the families themselves, 
though on this point a large number of families will not be up to the task. In-
stitutional care is much more costly and demanding for society than care 
based on the family. Yet in relative terms the level of savings among the eld-
erly will tend to be greater in weak-family  areas, enabling many elderly to 
contribute economically to  the costs of their own care. Implicit in this same 
context is the fact that economic abuse of the elderly, a crime on the rise the 
world over, will always be more common where personal savings are greater 
and where there is less family influence on those savings. Family-based 
abuse, on the other hand, may well be more prevalent in strong-family socie-
ties, though here the active participation of the entire family in                 
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the welfare of the elderly will minimize the ability of certain individuals to 
manipulate elderly parents to their own ends. 

Politicians, government officials, and public planners would do well to 
bear in mind the specific characteristics of family systems when designing 
social policies affecting the elderly, because the effectiveness and success of 
these policies will depend on how well-tuned they are to these characteris-
tics. Everywhere, of course, promoting healthy living among the elderly as 
well as keeping pension systems afloat will have priority, though specific 
policies will work differently in different family systems. In strong-family 
areas, for example, the protection of the elderly should include support for 
the family in carrying out its traditional role of attending to the needs of the 
elderly. Where weak-family systems prevail, on the other hand, stimulating 
individual savings and the work of charitable groups as well as safeguarding 
the elderly from predators will all be essential.59

It is evident that the nature of family systems and their loyalties does not 
fully explain these social differences, though understanding them adequately 
is impossible without keeping in mind the importance of the family. It is 
within the family that the way in which the individual relates to the family 
group and to society is first learned. This learning process is deep and last-
ing, and during the rest of our lives we end up implementing the behavioral 
norms we learned during our infancy. They are norms that life itself ends up 
confirming all the time.  

5. PRESENT AND FUTURE CHALLENGES TO FAMILY SYSTEMS 

It would be incorrect to believe that familial forms are unchanging. 
Throughout history the family has been changing, and it continues to do so 
today. Unquestionably one of the main destabilizing factors in the contem-
porary world is the new demographic regime that affects all of us. This 
demographic challenge has two principal characteristics. For one, there has 
been an important reduction in mortality, especially among adults and the 
elderly, thus leading to increasing numbers of elderly persons who are 
spending increasing numbers of years in that stage of their lives. Though the 
scientific evidence is still inadequate on this issue, it is also possible that the 
elderly will end up spending an increasing proportion of their lives with pre-
carious mental or physical health, thus making them still more vulnerable. 
The second characteristic is that in the past 20-30 years there has also been a 
drastic reduction in fertility in most western societies, with indicators cur-
rently at the lowest levels ever attained and with rapidly declining numbers 
of births. This demographic regime has produced an extremely rapid process 
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of aging, with the elderly occupying ever greater proportions of the popula-
tion.

Perhaps more pertinent for the subject at hand is the fact that everywhere 
families find themselves with ever-fewer children and ever-more elderly 
members. The demographic balance of the family group has been broken 
and is now in rapid transformation. While differences do exist, in most de-
veloped societies the demographic context is basically the same. This reality 
is vital for the family, and its consequences will likely be far greater in 
strong-family areas than in those where the family tends to be weak. Where 
strong families prevail, the support children for their elderly parents is 
closely dependent on the fact that there are enough children to take care of 
their parents. Yet recent demographic change has altered this circumstance 
and there is now a possibility that the family group in southern Europe will 
end up having as many dependent as active members.60 In weak-family so-
cieties, this challenge will tend to be posed in terms of the society as a 
whole, and somewhat less so in terms of the family, mainly because the type 
of familial solidarity so characteristic elsewhere is much less decisive within 
society. As a result, strong-family systems appear to be much more vulner-
able to the effects of demographic change than do weak-family systems. 

We might wonder whether the differences described here will continue to 
characterize European societies or whether there will be some sort of con-
vergence in family forms will occur. Recently Louis Roussel (1992) pro-
posed a model for the future development of the family in western Europe. 
For him, there is a process of convergence afoot on the continent that even-
tually will render the family similar in Germany and in France, in Sweden 
and in Spain. He feels that in the more ‘advanced’ northern nations, the rates 
of change will slow, while they will continue to be high in the southern flank 
of Europe. The end result will be a truly ‘European’ family for the first time. 
Roussel’s idea is attractive, especially because it emphasizes the commonal-
ity of European experience. 

Nevertheless, I cannot but disagree with this idea, mainly because its un-
derpinnings appear to be antihistorical. At the very least they tend to mini-
mize the depth of cultural and historical differences in Europe. Once again it 
is as though modern society had finally done away with the pernicious ef-
fects of history, launching us toward the adventure of the future. It is a type 
of neo-modernization discourse in which economic and social change 
torches all vestiges of cultural and historical difference. This seems hardly 
likely because these are differences have characterized European societies 
for centuries, and it would not be prudent write their death certificate too 
hastily. 
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It is unquestionable that in Europe certain external indicators of the fam-
ily and of family forms are converging: the importance of solitary house-
holds is increasing, the weight of extended families is decreasing, fertility 
and nuptiality are declining, and the number of children born out of wedlock 
is on the rise. Additionally, parental authority has diminished, improvements 
in health and social welfare have led the elderly to maintain their own inde-
pendence much longer before going to the State or to the family for help, 
children and women have acquired far greater autonomy with respect to the 
familial group, and women have entered the labor market in great numbers. 
It is also true that the rate of change in much of southern Europe over the 
past 15-20 years has often been dramatic. These are all indisputable signs of 
the times and they affect all western societies.  

But does this mean that European families are on the path to uniformity, 
much as Roussel seems to suggest?61 Perhaps not. For one thing, despite 
general moves in the same direction, most of these indicators show no de-
cline in relative variability whatsoever. Even with the great transformations 
in recent years, the rank order of European countries in most instances has 
remained unchanged. Perhaps more important, we should recall that the fam-
ily is an institution that is far more complex than we might suspect when us-
ing straightforward empirical indicators reflecting certain types of behavior 
bearing on the family. People’s attitudes toward the family, the way they live 
family life, and the type of influence the family has over the lives of its 
members are essential to the meaning of the family; and there is no indica-
tion whatsoever of convergence on this count.

My guess is that the outcome of these changes will be a convergence in 
the external indicators of family life, but this convergence will not under-
mine the deep disparities that have always characterized the family in the 
different regions and cultures of Europe. The forces making up the contem-
porary world, common for the most part in all societies, are not the only fac-
tors forming these societies, because societies’ own historical trajectories, 
different in each case, will also contribute to the specific contours of the pre-
sent and the future. This concept, known as ‘path dependency,’ refers to a 
simple but important reality. No matter how nearly universal the factors of 
modernization may be, once they enter into contact with different historical, 
cultural, geographical, or social realities, the end result will necessarily be 
different in each context. The confluence of factors of change and of struc-
tural realities, with different results every time, has occurred many times in 
the past, and there is no reason that the near future should be any different. It 
is worth invoking this concept here because it underscores the fact that the 
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realities of the present-day world can never be adequately understood with-
out bearing in mind both contemporary forces and historical traditions.  

In the future the Spanish family will continue to be traditional and strong, 
the English family traditional and weak. Spaniards and Italians will continue 
to care for their ill and vulnerable parents, just as grandparents take care of 
their children’s offspring when they are at work. The English, the Ameri-
cans, and the Swedes will continue to maintain their commitments to indi-
vidualism and to residential autonomy. Spaniards will continue to remain at 
home until they get their first stable job, and Nordic adolescents will con-
tinue to actively seek their liberation from the family ties that bind them. 
Demographic change will have more severe effects in the South, making the 
State and personal savings play a greater role in the wellbeing of the elderly, 
though this will not replace the role of the family in a significant way. The 
future promises to bring many changes, but weak-family and strong-family 
systems will continue to occupy clearly differentiated vital spheres. Appreci-
ating the strength, flexibility, and resilience of the modern family continues 
to be essential for any viable understanding of society.  

David S. Reher, Department of Sociology, Human Ecology and Population, Univer-

sity of Madrid. 

NOTES

1 Scandinavia includes Iceland but not Finland. Our definition of northern Europe 
for the purposes of this paper is very similar to the one used by Hajnal (1982) for 
northwest Europe. 
2 Here we are referring mainly to Portugal, Spain and Italy, though at times in this 
text southern France and Greece are included as well.
3 Both John Hajnal (1965, 1982) and Jack Goody (1996a) have pointed to these two 
factors as defining traits of what has been called the ‘Northwest European house-
hold formation system.’ These authors have concentrated more on comparing these 
patterns in historical contexts with eastern European or non-European populations 
than on detailing north/south differences within Europe. See, for example, Hajnal 
(1982).
4 Approximately translated: “The bride (or groom) demands a home.” 
5 On this point see, for example, Reher (1998). 
6 An example of this type of behavior can be found in the town of Cuenca (Spain) 
during the nineteenth century, where more than half of all newlyweds lived for some 
time in either the bride’s or the groom’s family household. This type of co-
residence, however, was always temporary. See Reher (1990).  
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7 There are indications that the institution of agricultural service in England dates at 
least as far back as the 1377 Poll Tax where one-third of all farmers had servants 
(Smith, 1981). 
8 These percentages varied widely by locality. For more on the importance of agri-
cultural service as a life-cycle activity, see, for example, Laslett (1977a; 1977b) and 
Wall (1983a).  
9 For a sample of 21 English communities, Richard Wall estimated that between 10-
14 and 15-19 years of age, almost half of the people had already left their family 
homes and had entered agricultural service in other households or were lodgers in 
autonomous residences. See Wall (1987; also 1978).  
10 Mitterauer and Sieder (1977) have estimated that on average between 7 and 15 
percent of the population in preindustrial times were servants in northern Europe. 
For slightly higher estimates, see Burguière (1986). 
11 In his comments on the study of Herlihy and Kaplisch-Zuber (1978), Richard 
Smith (1981) points out the relative absence of servants in Tuscany (only 0.2 per-
cent) based on the Florentine Catasto, as opposed to the bountiful presence of ser-
vants in England during the same period. For more on servants in the 1427 Catasto,
see Klapisch (1972). 
12 Here we consider ‘non-family labor’ to be the sum of servants (criados) plus day 
laborers (jornaleros).
13 Ten years later, the census of Godoy (1797) showed that servants made up 1.7 
percent of the population of Spain, and 17.8 percent of the non-family supply of la-
bor.
14 Regional differences in southern Europe were considerable, as has come to light 
in several local studies, with northern regions showing higher proportions of ser-
vants than elsewhere (e.g. for Spain, see Reher et al., 1993). Nevertheless, levels of 
servants were never as high as they were in England or in other parts of central and 
northern Europe. In Greece, studies suggest that agricultural service was relatively 
unimportant and that emancipation from parental households for most people came 
only with marriage. On this point, see Osswald (1990) and Hionidou (1995). 
15 Everywhere in southern Europe cities had far higher levels of servants than rural 
areas. In the city of Parma in 1545, for example, 30.7 percent of all households had 
servants as opposed to only 10.4 percent in the Contado. For data on Parma and on 
other sixteenth century Italian cities, see Barbagli (1984). See also Arru, 1990). In 
the small town of Cuenca (Spain) in 1800, for example, servants made up 11.0 per-
cent of the total population and 25.4 percent of households had servants, as opposed 
to rural areas where servants represented only between 3.6 and 5 percent of the total 
population during that period (Reher, 1990, 205). According to the census of 
Floridablanca (1787) servants represented 11.7 percent of the population of the city 
of Madrid, as opposed to only 2.7 percent of the population of Spain. 
16 We have been unable to make use of censuses from other European countries be-
cause the occupational structure used in them makes identifying servants in rural 
areas extremely problematic.  
17 For the importance of service for late marriage age, see also Hajnal (1982). 
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18 This can also be seen quite vividly in the map of Im (female nuptiality) around 
1870 based on the data compiled during the Princeton European Fertitlity Project 
(Coale and Watkins, 1986). 
19 Hajnal (1965) and other authors have made the point that later marriage was 
linked to higher standards of living. 
20 As opposed to the 50 percent of the population aged 10 to 19 living away from 
home in England (Wall, 1987), Reher (1988) found that in rural areas of Cuenca 
during the nineteenth century around 90 percent of people of the same age groups 
continued to reside in the households of their parents.  
21 According to McIntosh (1984), for example, during the second half of the six-
teenth century in Essex, where servants made up 20 percent of the total population, 
young adults left their familial homes as adolescents and spent between five and ten 
years as servants before setting up a home of their own. 
22 On this point, see, for example, Reher (1997).  
23 In Western Europe, joint-family systems were only found in areas of central Italy 
and in certain parts of central France between the Franche-Comté and the Massif-
Central (Burguière, 1997; also 1986). In joint family systems the gap between pro-
portions of ever-married men and proportions of household heads or married house-
hold heads would be much greater than in stem-family systems. The classic example 
of this can be found in Tuscany after the Black Death (1427-1430) where the high-
est proportions of ever-married men is reached around 40 years of age while peak 
levels of headship are reached much later in life. The situation of medieval Tuscany, 
with a prevalence of joint family households, late male age at marriage together with 
very young female age at marriage, is quite exceptional in Europe. See Hajnal 
(1983) and Klapisch and Demonet (1972). 
24 The importance of boarders might be significant in Northern Europe and in 
American society. This is pertinent to our argument when the lodgers were young, 
as they often were (Wall, 1983b). Numerous studies covering England suggest that 
lodgers represented between 4.9 and 5.8 percent of the population of rural England 
between 1650 and 1821 (Wall, 1983a) Their presence in industrial areas was always 
greater than in the countryside. In the census of 1851 of England, lodgers made up 
11.2 percent of the urban population of England as opposed to 5.0 percent in rural 
areas (Wall, op.cit.). See also, Anderson (1972), Glasco (1977), Modell and Hare-
ven (1977), and Blumin (1977). Under certain exceptional economic circumstances, 
lodgers might also be very important in nineteenth century Spain. An example of 
this is San Salvador del Valle, a mining settlement not far from Bilbao in northern 
Spain where lodgers made up between 25 and 30 percent of the total population be-
tween 1887 and 1900. See Pérez-Fuentes (1993). 
25 During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, life expectancy at birth (e0) in 
southern European countries was between 25 and 30 years, as opposed to northern 
Europe where it varied between about 33 and 40 years.  
26 For more on this hypothesis, see Laslett (1988). For estimates on the incidence of 
vulnerability over the life-course in a pre-industrial Spanish population, see Reher 
(1997).
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27 For a discussion of systems of support for the elderly during past times, within the 
context of a basic Northwest Europe – non European comparison, see Hajnal (1982) 
and Goody (1996a). 
28 For more on the circulation of the elderly among the households of their children, 
often called ir por meses in Spain, see Reher (1988). An example of family groups 
maintaining patterns of residential proximity, even in urban contexts and over the 
course of several generations, can be found in the case of the Recuenco family in the 
town of Cuenca during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries (Reher, 1990). 
29 Based on our still inadequate understanding of the co-residence patterns of the 
elderly, it appears that between 40 and 50 percent of the English elderly co-resided 
with their children during the eighteenth century, as opposed to somewhat higher 
values in Spain at later dates. For the English data, see Laslett (1977; 1989) and 
Wall (1984; 1995). In the northern Spanish city of Bilbao between 1825 and 1935 
approximately 70 percent of the ever-married elderly continued to live with their 
children (Pérez-Fuentes and Pareja, 1997). 
30 On this point, see R. Smith (1984) who questions the idea that the elderly de-
pended exclusively on the family, emphasizing the importance of the structural de-
pendence of the elderly on the collectivity, especially in England. According to 
Smith “...From a very early period in English history, and in other Northwestern 
European areas, it seems that ‘risk devolution’ and poor relief have been centered on 
the community rather than on the family.” One of the reasons for this was that the 
needs of the elderly were greatest just when the households of their offspring were 
undergoing particularly difficult economic times due to the presence of young chil-
dren at home (R. Smith, 1984; Anderson, 1977). For more on the role of the collec-
tivity in the support of the widowed elderly, see J. Smith (1984), Laslett (1984; 
1988; 1989). J. Smith (1984) underscores the inability of households to generate ad-
ditional income in order to maintain their economically inactive elderly, thus mak-
ing the flow of income from outside the household totally necessary. David Thom-
son (1984) has suggested that the benefits of social welfare going to the elderly Brit-
ish today are somewhat lower in relative terms than the pensions paid during the 
first half of the twentieth century, and much lower than the income transfers derived 
from the Poor Laws during the nineteenth century. Elsewhere Thomson (1991) has 
gone so far as to affirm “It is unEnglish behaviour to expect children to support their 
parents.” In a recent paper, Pat Thane (1998) has argued that both in the recent and 
more distant past of England the family has played a complementary role to that of 
the community in supporting the elderly. For a partially divergent point of view on 
this issue, see Kertzer (1995).  
31 This percent varies by age, with fairly high levels for persons aged 60-69 due to 
families with children still at home (45-50 percent), somewhat lower levels for per-
sons 70-79 (33-35 percent), and then much higher levels for persons over 80 years 
of age (>50 percent). 
32 Richard Wall (1984) has found that around 5 percent of the population above 60 
lived in institutions in several English communities during the eighteenth century. In 
Spain, both according to the census of Floridablanca (1787) and that of Godoy 
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(1797), somewhat below 1.4 percent of the population above 50 resided in institu-
tions. This last percentage is based on the supposition that all the physically ill, 
mentally deranged or indigent people  residing in hospitals or charitable institutions 
(Casas de Miserecordia) were above 50 years of age. It should also be kept in mind 
that the Spanish data include urban areas where the weight of institutions was far 
greater than in the rural world. In other words, our estimation procedure tends to 
overestimate the importance of the institutionalized elderly present on these cen-
suses, and thus the comparison with English figures tends to understate the differ-
ences.
33 In France the system of poor relief was similar for the most part with that holding 
in much of Mediterranean Europe and was based on private almsgiving and dona-
tions, and on institutions erected in the spirit of the Counter-Reformation. Olwen 
Hufton has estimated that the total resources available to these charitable institutions 
would not have been enough in any one year to buy a single pound of bread for each 
hungry person. See Hufton (1974). It is also interesting to note, however, that in 
1791 the degree of institutional help was considerably greater in northern France 
than in the southern part of the country (Hufton, 1974). 
34 The results of this survey are reported in van Nimwegan and Moors (1997). 
35 For more on the geography of these family forms, see Todd (1990). 
36 For an attempt to rethink the implications for people’s lives of these classic family 
systems existing in Europe, see Kertzer (1989; 1995). 
37 These agreements might stipulate, for example, whether or not the parents could 
sit next to the fireplace, what they could eat, or other seemingly minute aspects of 
daily life. The use of these agreements was widespread and had existed since the 
Middle Ages in areas of Europe where Germanic Law had prevailed (Scandinavia, 
Germany, Austria, England, Bohemia, Moravia and Finland) (Mitterauer and Sieder, 
1977; Gaunt, 1983). For an example of this type of contract between father and son, 
see Ehmer (1998) and Gaunt (1983). 
38 In 1772 the agricultural reformer and traveler Anders Bachaeus reported from one 
central Swedish parish that the young went about calling the retired ‘the old devils’ 
and demanding, “What is their purpose in living?” (cited in Gaunt, 1983).  
39 In Cuenca and probably in much of central and southern Spain, only about 10-20 
percent of property owners even bothered to draw up a will (Reher, 1988a). 
40 For more on this subject, see MacFarlane (1978). 
41 In historical contexts differential behavior patterns regarding the family have ap-
peared in different ethnic groups. In her study of the family and the elderly in the 
State of New York during the 1920s, for example, Weiler (1986) found that: “The 
immigrants from eastern and southern Europe stressed the value of children as in-
surance in old age, whereas Americans and west Europeans valued individualism 
and independence between generations.” See also Chudacoff and Hareven (1979). 
Regarding more general aspects of familial organization, cultural contrasts have ap-
peared in studies such as those of Carroll (1988) and Glasco (1977). 
42 For a more complete portrayal of western and eastern social structures, see Goody 
(1983) and Guichard (1977) whose ideas are the starting point for Goody’s essay. 
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43 Goody attributes the beginnings of this change to the Christianization of the late 
Empire and in particular to a Church policy designed to undermine the traditional 
clan and kin networks for its own material benefit (Goody, 1983). 
44 Goody affirms that the early Christian missionaries in northern Europe went to 
great lengths to change a number of the Germanic practices centering on strategies 
an individual might adopt in order to produce an heir which were more like those of 
earlier Mediterranean cultures (Goody, 1983). Nevertheless, Tacitus (Germania)
remarked on a number of aspects of Germanic social organization and behavior 
which suggest the existence of quite ‘western’ types of familial organization even in 
pre-Christian times, as well as an emphasis on the importance of independence and 
individuality. He suggests that marriage was later for men and women (chapter 19) 
and that it was viewed as a shared pact (“...she is thus warned by the very rites with 
which her marriage begins that she comes to share hard work and peril...”) to be 
used in work, war and reproduction (husbands brought gifts to the marriage which 
included tools, animals and weapons, and the wives contributed a piece of armour) 
(chp. 18). There were injunctions against infanticide (19) and mothers practiced 
breastfeeding of their infants (20). Girls and boys were educated in the same way 
(20), and people felt the need to live in widely scattered houses with plenty of space 
around them (16). Houses were set up “...according as spring-water, meadow, or 
grove appeals to each man” (16). Among the Germans, fraternal and paternal ties 
appear to have been weak. In some cases, for example, fathers even had the right to 
disavow or sell their own sons. Tacitus even suggests the existence of a matriarchal 
society (“Sisters’ children mean as much to their uncle as to their father: some tribes 
regard this blood-tie as even closer and more sacred than between son and father...”) 
(20). For more on the Germanic family, see Cuvillier (1986). 
45 At least in the Iberian peninsula, repeated Berber invasions during the Middle 
Ages ended up emphasizing this presence. 
46 The extremely early female age at marriage in southern Europe (17-19 years of 
age) during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, together with a fairly low incidence 
of remarriage among women, would seem to have much in common with marriage 
patterns in northern Africa. Even much later during the eighteenth century, female 
age at marriage continued to be noticeably earlier in much of southern Europe than 
in the northern part of the continent. It is worth noting here that in the southern parts 
of Spain, Italy and Portugal age at marriage throughout the pre-industrial period was 
always much younger than in northern parts of those same countries. This suggests 
that even in southern Europe the degree of implantation of these family forms was 
quite heterogeneous. For Italy, see Da Molin (1990); Delille (1985); for Spain and 
Portugal, see Rowland (1988). 
47 A number of these ideas towards marriage, especially in that it was not a sacra-
ment and that it rested on mutual acceptance, were originally developed by the Ca-
thars in twelfth-century France (Goody, 1983). For the influence of the Reformation 
on marriage and attitudes towards family life, see Goody (1983). 
48 On this subject, see Bainton (1952). Regarding the control of sexuality during this 
period, Goody maintains that ‘Eastern’ or ‘Eurasian’ patterns prevailed in southern 
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Europe. These were based on pressures from a more extensive and more effective 
kin network as well as on an earlier age at marriage for women, all of which meant 
that such control was more intensely felt and more easily maintained (1983). These 
controls were never as effective in Protestant Europe where marriage was later and 
there was no southern heritage of strong families. On this subject, see also Lebrun 
(1986).
49 A good example of these differences can be found in the gap between literacy 
rates in northern and southern European countries. Even though both sexes showed 
higher literacy levels in the North, the north/south differences were far greater for 
women. As late as 1887 in Spain, 70 percent of adult women continued to be illiter-
ate, and in certain areas of the country this percentage was closer to 90 percent (Re-
her, et. al., 1993). Spanish and Italian women did not reach German female literacy 
levels of 1700 until after the turn of the twentieth-century, and Swedish levels of 
1700 were not reached until the 1960s (Núñez, 1997).
50 While tackling this issue from the same perspective, Jack Goody (1996a; 1996b) 
has always tended to maintain a certain degree of skepticism as to the real advan-
tages of the Northwest European family system for processes of economic growth 
and modernization. He feels that perhaps they were more significant “...in the shape 
that economic development took rather than development per se.” (1996a). 
51 Here, the exaltation of Luther of common occupations as a ‘calling’ is essential 
because an individual’s job became also his religious calling. In the words of Ro-
land Bainton: “The term vocation was transferred by Luther from the cloister to the 
workshop.” On this subject, see the classic essay of Max Weber (1930) The Protes-

tant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism. See also Bainton  (1952). 
52 For comparative East-West viewpoints, especially insofar as they affect subse-
quent economic development, rational thought processes and family systems, see 
Goody (1996a, 1996b). 
53 In 1990/91 lone-parent families represented 8.6 percent of all families with chil-
dren under 18 years of age in Spain, as opposed to 15.7 percent in Germany, 16.8 
percent in Canada, 22.0 percent in Denmark, 11.9 percent in France, 18.1 percent in 
the Netherlands, 22.3 percent in Sweden and 23.5 percent in the United States 
(Cordón and Tobío, 1996). See also Hantrais and Letablier (1996). 
54 See Cordón and Tobío (1996) and Tobío and Fernández Cordón (1996). 
55 When only never-married mothers are included, the percentage living with the 
grandmother rises to 60 and 69 percent respectively. It is instructive to note that in 
northern Spain, especially Catalonia and the Basque Country, the ‘grandmother ef-
fect’ appears to have been much weaker than in the other more southern regions of 
the country. 
56 According to a 1993 survey, over 35 percent of all persons above 65 intervene on 
a regular basis in helping their children and grandchildren. This help is often, but 
not always, centered on child care. See Tobío-Soler and Fernández-Cordón (1996). 
57 An exception on this point is the role of grandmothers in African-American fami-
lies in the United States where there often represent the survival of the traditional 
African extended family within a context of the breakdown of the conjugal family. 
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On this subject, see for example, Wilkinson (1994), Timberlake and Chipingu 
(1992).
58 The tradition of civil association is much stronger where government intervention 
is weak and relatively distant, like in the United States, than where it is ever-present, 
as in Nordic countries. 
59 The responsibility of the State as opposed to that of the family in supporting the 
elderly is a frequently debated issue. For historic contexts see, for example, Kertzer 
(1995).
60 For a perspective on this issue based on a microsimulation study of kinship net-
works in Spain, see Reher (1997). 
61 In a recent paper, Anton Kuijsten (1996) has made a strong case that family pat-
terns in Europe is more a case of divergence than one of convergence. For a review 
of the common demographic constraints affecting family life in Europe, see Bégeot 
and Fernández-Cordón (1997). 
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KINSHIP, FAMILY AND SOCIAL NETWORK 

The anthropological embedment of fertility change in southern Europe 

1. A METHODOLOGICAL PREMISE 

One of the final waves of cholera to hit London in 1854 led John Snow to 
take the plunge and find out why. His explanation lays on the different quali-
ties of water provided by different companies in various parts of London 
(Lilienfeld and Lilienfeld, 1980). Snow’s experimental plan to discover 
which water company carried the infection is part of the history of epidemi-
ology as an induction-based science. However, there was no basically coher-
ent etiological model corresponding to this tenaciously followed intuition 
that water was the place to look for the cause of the disease and not the 
equally considered alternative place, the miasmatic air. Snow inferred the 
existence of a ‘cholera poison’ transmitted to the population via the water 
from the mouth of the Thames. Another quarter of a century was to pass be-
fore microscope techniques developed sufficiently to permit scientists to iso-
late the ‘cholera vibrio’ and thus to work out the cause of the contagion. All 
the same, Snow’s use of ‘romantic’ epidemiological interpretative categories 
does not detract from the importance of his insight. It is actually because of 
this that epidemiologists started reflecting on the channels of contagion – 
even without a clear or systematic theoretical basis. 

The year after the 1854 cholera epidemic, Frederic Le Play published in 
Paris the first edition of “Les ouvriers européens” (Le Play, 1855). From 
then on, till the 1871 ‘summa’ (Le Play, 1871), Frederic Le Play started sys-
tematically mapping European regions, using a typology of the organisa-
tional models of the household based on two modern variants of the patriar-
chal ideal type. In the stem-family, continuity is ensured by blood-ties, with 
one child being singled out as heir general to the home.1 The unstable (or 
nuclear) family arises from the union of two autonomous people, and sur-
vives just as long as they survive, exerting over the children both a shorter 
period of care and looser control.2 Le Play’s analysis was much esteemed 
during his lifetime but quickly lost credence after his death. Emile Durkheim 
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was soon to start a course of lectures, criticising him on two grounds: “firstly 
that it is impossible to generalise from the case studies which tell us much 
about the individual family, but little about the society in which it is placed; 
and secondly that this ‘sociographie microscopique’ involved the collection 
of a mass of uninteresting detail” (Brooke, 1998). 

Current population studies have their own puzzles, too. The stagnation of 
fertility in southern Europe is undoubtedly one of them. Nevertheless, just as 
John Snow faced his epidemiological puzzle by analysing hydrological data 
and pointing to water pollution, we could explore similar empirical evidence: 
there is considerable overlap between Le Play’s mid-eighteenth-century 
household model map and the regional TFR map of central-southern Europe 
in the 1980s. The under-valuation of Le Play’s work comes from scorning a 
non theory-laden ‘sociographie microscopique’ which, furthermore, is used 
as propaganda for a Vendéean philosophy of life.3 Yet, like Snow, although 
unable to give an acceptable explanation, Le Play probably hit upon a fun-
damental disparity in social and demographic behaviour in Europe. 

Of course, in the absence of an interpretative model, the persistent dis-
parities in Le Play could be dismissed as mere statistical coincidences. In 
this chapter I want to tread another path in two different stages. In para-
graphs 3–6 I propose to examine closely the overall structure of relationships 
involved in Le Play’s typology, going beyond the household category and 
trying to include the networks of both kinship and extra-kinship strong ties. 
This will lead to formulating a hypothesis of a tri-partite model for western 
European relationship models. The concluding paragraphs 7 and 8 provide 
some rough contributions to an etiological model in which the current diver-
sity in regional fertility behaviour is explained by basic persistent anthropo-
logical structures. But in order to understand this logical connection we need 
further premises. 

2. DEMOGRAPHIC PRACTICES ARE SPATIALLY EMBEDDED LORE

We feel it essential to formulate a more comprehensive theoretical frame-
work of recent fertility changes in Europe; but why on earth is it necessary to 
expand our analysis beyond the circle of household relationships to include 
the larger circles of both kinship and non-kinship strong ties? We can justify 
this argumentation by reflecting that in recent decades the scenario of uni-
form evolution of demographic patterns, gradually spreading from north to 
south throughout Europe, seems more and more to conflict with the evidence 
of a bipolar Europe.
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No doubt both in northern Europe and the Mediterranean countries pre-
sent demographic transformations are the result of the same general process 
of modernisation. Lesthaeghe (1991) defined a second demographic transi-
tion as “a further, much more public, manifestation of individual autonomy 
(...), more pervasive as it is directed against all expressions of external insti-
tutional authority”. The family is a major agency of social reproduction, and 
it is being affected and undermined by this wave of modernisation. All the 
same, the charge against the institutional authority of the family has acquired 
different forms in different situations. 

If we examine the total fertility rates in continental Europe for the years 
1983 and 1993 at the regional level, we realise that Europe is roughly split 
up in three different areas by two boundary lines running along the 42nd and 
47th parallels of latitude north (Micheli, 1996).4 While northern Europe 
shows a renewal of fertility rates and the Mediterranean countries (Spain, 
Greece, southern Italy) a sharp fall, a critical belt between the two parallels 
(with TFR steadily below 1.5) includes northern Spain and Italy, some Pyre-
nean and Mediterranean French regions, some German Länder, and looks as 
if it infringes on Slovenia (however not measured by Eurostat data) through 
the Austrian and Friuli corridor. Cleavages in European demographic behav-
iour do not respect national boundaries, but rather pass through and into the 
countries.

Analysis of the total fertility rate on the regional level splits the map of 
Europe into three rather than two developmental patterns. Even though the 
plot thickens, the theoretical issue remains unchanged, and it would be easier 
to begin by facing it in its dichotomous version: if a single macro-process of 
modernisation is profoundly transforming western societies, whatever their 
development path, why do the changing mechanisms of intergenerational re-
lations cause a pattern of family break-up in the north and a drying-up of the 
family in the south? How can the same agency produce quite different 
demographic patterns? 

In order to contextualize these historical variants, it might be useful to  
rediscover a neglected sociological rule of Durkheim’s (1895): if several 
equally determining (equi-final) processes produce the same result, really  
the results are similar but not identical, as they have behind them different 
epigeneses.5 Consider the example given by Durkheim himself: “In the  
common sense view, fever designates a single pathological entity; however 
science classifies more specifically different fevers, with respect to different 
effects”. On the basis of these arguments Durkheim confutes Mill’s and   
Weber’s equi-finalistic rule (which leads to “vaguely assigning a badly de-
fined consequence  to  a  hazy and undefined group of antecedents”) and for- 
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mulates the following statement: “A single cause always corresponds to the 
same effect. If, for instance, a suicide is determined by a number of causes, 
that happens because we find ourselves faced with different kinds of suicide” 
(ibidem).

Let us cross-tabulate the country-level proportion of extramarital births 
(as a proxy for the spread of the marriage bond) with the total fertility rate 
(as a proxy for the spread of a full motherhood experience). It is a well-
known fact that, behind a common process of convergence to a standard pat-
tern of demographic rates, European countries follow two distinct demo-
graphic ‘development paths’, hinging upon two distinct mainstays (table 1): 
the marriage contract without children and numerous offspring without mar-
riage.

Table 1. Sixteen European countries by 1990 proportion of extramarital births and 

TFRs.6

% extramarital births 
TFR < 10% 10% - 30% 30% - 50% 

1.25-1.50
Greece, Italy, 

Spain
Austria,

(West) Germany 

1.50-1.75
Belgium,  

Switzerland 
Netherlands, Portugal, 

Scotland 
Denmark 

Over 1.75
England, Finland,  

France
Norway, 
Sweden

Paraphrasing Durkheim we can say therefore that, if the path called a 
‘second demographic transition’ is affected by more than one intervening 
process, that means there are a number of different ‘second demographic 
transitions’. Actually, with a few broad strokes we can trace a main bound-
ary line in Europe. In northern Europe, demographic transformations took 
the form of ‘charge against institutionalised marriage’, i.e., against the hori-
zontal one of the two bonds that the family hinges upon. By contrast south-
ern Europe seems to be characterised by the crisis and break-up of the inter-
generational kinship agreements and of the vertical parenthood bond. Moth-
erhood loses its appeal not as the experience of only one child (easily com-
patible with a full working career) but as an irreversible life choice. Two dif-
ferent and in many ways opposite processes (saving the marital bond at the 
expense of the ancestral and vice versa) have produced the same result for 
decades: a decline in Europe’s fertility. This has led the researchers to a uni-
form reading of the processes, throwing them off guard when the trends 
started to bifurcate.7
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At this point we must ask another question: what justifies the develop-
ment in Europe of different epigenetic processes leading to fertility decline? 
Both current theoretical frameworks (focusing the former social and eco-
nomic conditions, the latter cultural models) are one-sided and incomplete. 
Only by connecting one with the other can we find a less partial explanation: 
the linking thread might be the set of relationships translating social action 
into social practice and norm. My aim is to reconstruct – both by analytical 
arguments and by reference to various sources of empirical data – the 
framework of practices stratified in time, which make up the anthropological 
embedment8 of current fertility dynamics. 

Table 2. First and second quartile of regional TFR and area of Le Play’s stem-

family. Spain, 18 Comunidades autonomas; IN = index numbers within the country. 

 Le Play
area

TFR
1983

TFR
1988

TFR
1993

1983-93
Average

IN  Quartile 

Spain  1.794 1.430 1.246 1.490   

Asturias Yes 1.474 1.018 0.848 1.113 74.7 I 
Pais Vasco Yes 1.456 1.101 0.958 1.172 78.6 I 
Castilla-Leon Yes 1.622 1.163 1.000 1.261 84.7 I 
Aragon Yes 1.532 1.231 1.080 1.281 86.0 I 
Galicia Yes 1.634 1.213 1.049 1.299 87.2 I/II 
Catalonia Yes 1.390 1.335 1.226 1.317 88.4 II 
Navarra Yes 1.578 1.278 1.144 1.333 89.5 II 
Cantabria Yes 1.805 1.231 0.998 1.345 90.3 II 
Rioja Yes 1.806 1.234 1.065 1.369 91.9 II 

Practices (and norms too) refer to one or more reference actors or groups, 
and generally (even in the era of globalisation) groups tend to be rooted in a 
territorial niche and in a subculture or ‘folk-lore’. Groups – Carl Schmitt 
(1963) would say – are ‘telluric’ actors. Of course, many processes may 
concur in this geographical rooting, stratified along the latitude, but I am in-
terested in studying a particular sort of social feedback we observe today: 
while historically different social practices gradually crystallised in the shape 
of different inertial anthropological structures (norms and values), these in 
turn embed the current social transformations (whatever economic, political 
or technical factors cause them) into different new patterns of social prac-
tices.

How can we identify these “folkways and customs” (Sumner, 1906) that 
act as incubators for divergent paths of development? In my opinion, we will 
never understand the dynamics of the family if we confine ourselves to 
monitoring only the restricted household circle without exploring the fun-
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damental interplay between the household and two other circles round it: 
kinship and the network of friends, neighbours and all other strong ties. My 
hypothesis is that the overall regional patterns of these three circles could in-
fluence local differences in social and demographic reproduction strategies.  

3. HOUSEHOLD PATTERNS IN HISTORIC EUROPE AND THE 
CURRENT DEMOGRAPHIC CHOICES 

As I said, Le Play does not confine himself to an abstract typology of house-
hold patterns: he locates them minutely on the regional map of Europe. In 
the geography of Le Play (recently recovered and systematised by Todd, 
1983) the stem-family area includes the northern and Pyrenean regions of 
Spain,9 Pyrenean10 and Mediterranean regions of France (Languedoc and 
Provence) and central-northern regions of Italy.11 It is surprising to note how 
closely, in the three most populous countries of south-continental Europe 
(France, Spain and Italy), Le Play’s stem-family map and the map of current 
fertility stagnation overlap. Let us classify these regions (Eurostat data, 
NUTS level 2) in compliance with the rank order of the total fertility rates 
1983-1993 within each country: in Tables 2-4 we found that all Le Play’s 
stem-family regions are located above the line of the median national value. 

Table 3. First and second quartile of regional TFR and area of Le Play’s stem-

family. France, 22 Régions; IN = index numbers within the country. 

 Le Play
area

TFR
1983

TFR
1988

TFR
1993

TFR
1983-93

IN  Quartile 

France  1.785 1.806 1.655 1.749   

Limousin Yes 1.495 1.469 1.347 1.437 82.2 I 
Midi-Pyrénées Yes 1.529 1.552 1.470 1.517 86.8 I 
Auvergne Yes 1.631 1.565 1.389 1.528 87.4 I 
Aquitaine Yes 1.588 1.595 1.445 1.543 88.2 I 
Poitou-Char. Yes 1.704 1.655 1.488 1.616 92.4 I 
Languedoc Yes 1.680 1.699 1.579 1.653 94.5 I/II 
Burgundy No 1.764 1.756 1.582 1.700 97.2 II 
Centre No 1.754 1.775 1.593 1.707 97.6 II 
Alsace No 1.699 1.759 1.651 1.703 97.4 II 
Corsica No 1.872 1.716 1.526 1.705 97.5 II 
Provence-Alpes Yes 1.716 1.790 1.639 1.715 98.1 II 

Extending  the  analysis  to  neighbouring  countries  –  where  Le  Play’s  
exploration could be less analytical - does not radically change the 

framework. This is particularly true for the Swiss Cantons and for Austria, 
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where the southern-eastern regions,12 together with Friuli in Italy, form a 
bridge to Slovenia, as in Le Play. The result is a sort of southern European 
orographic ridge: it unfolds from west to east along the  cordillera, the Pyre-
nees, the Cevennes, the Alps and the Apennines. It is the breeding ground 
both of stem-family culture and drastic current changes in reproductive 
behaviour.

Table 4. First and second quartile of regional TFR and area of Le Play’s stem-

family. Italy, 20 regioni; IN = index numbers within the country. 

 Le Play
area

TFR
1983

TFR
1988

TFR
1993

1983-93
Average

IN Quartile 

Italy  1.508 1.362 1.255 1.375   

Liguria Yes 1.055 1.006 0.972 1.011 73.5 I 
Emilia-Rom. Yes 1.078 0.976 0.979 1.011 73.5 I 
Friuli-V.G.  Yes 1.121 1.047 0.968 1.046 76.0 I 
Tuscany Yes 1.186 1.106 1.029 1.107 80.5 I 
Piedmont Yes 1.201 1.102 1.058 1.120 81.5 I 
Aosta Valley Yes 1.303 1.232 1.012 1.182 86.0 II 
Lombardy No 1.288 1.161 1.111 1.118 86.3 II 
Veneto No 1.307 1.184 1.111 1.201 87.3 II 
Marche Yes 1.386 1.231 1.145 1.254 91.2 II 
Umbria Yes 1.441 1.255 1.316 1.276 92.8 II 

It is more difficult to use the stem-family area map, which La Play drew 
up for Germany. According to Le Play,13 the southern European orographic 
ridge actually extends over the whole of the Danube basin (Baden-
Württemberg and Bavaria) and from there it follows a south-north line 
running through the Rhineland and reaching Denmark via Hannover, 
Lüneburg and Schleswig-Holstein. The stem-family area therefore seems to 
cover a large part of western Germany: other factors can explain internal dis-
tinctions.14 As a proof, the change in the capitalist spirit, described as a re-
duction in the time horizon of the family home,15 is found by Schumpeter 
(1943) at the core of the region where social and political scientists nowa-
days sometimes locate the German (or Rhenish) “variants on the conserva-
tive welfare model”. However, this east-west demarcation line does not sig-
nificantly find a match in the rank-ordering of the 40 Regierungsbezirke ac-
cording to the TFR. This could be because its effects are largely swamped by 
the consequences of the GDR’s political breakdown. The collapse of the 
TFRs of the Regierungsbezirke of eastern Germany could be hiding the 
previous tradition of lower fertility in the Rhine and Danube areas, compared 
with the Elbe region. 
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4. THE CO-ORDINATES OF LE PLAY’S HOUSEHOLD TYPOLOGY 

Curiously, since the hypothesis of more distinct household patterns in 
Europe again attracted the attention of social scientists, Le Play’s contribu-
tion was rediscovered but also underestimated or misunderstood.16 In 1990 
Hollinger and Haller (1990), confuting the hypothesis of the nuclear family 
type as the dominant type in all advanced industrialised countries, said: 
“modern historical family research has disproved convincingly the earlier 
assumption of the predominance of the extended ‘stem’ family (Le Play)17 in 
pre-industrial Europe”. But such an assumption is hardly attributable to Le 
Play. In fact the authors go on describing analytically three ‘European cul-
tural areas’ with different family structures in pre-industrial times: and two 
of these three areas are similar to the Le Play’s unstable and stem family.  

At least two arguments explain the recurrent misunderstanding of Le 
Play. The first one, as already stated, is the disaggregation level the authors 
use for their territorial analysis: passing from country to regional level is 
enough to trace clearly the cleavage between the area of the stem-family and 
fertility stagnation and the world of unstable families and fertility recovery 
(see Reher in this volume). A second argument concerns the lack of clarity 
in the definition of the stem-family and more generally of Le Play’s family 
typology. 

It is common opinion (Todd, 1983) that the stem-family category is 
founded upon two co-ordinates: a) the degree of neolocalism (liberal model) 
or patrilocalism (authoritarian model) in the residence at marriage, and b) the 
rules of inheritance. Nevertheless Caroline Brettell (1991) has confuted the 
prevalent hypothesis among historians and anthropologists, arguing (at least 
with respect to the Italian case) that “inheritance practices are not determina-
tive” in discriminating the family models. Behind a lifestyle, Brettell sug-
gests, we should glimpse both an economic calculus and a ‘philosophy of 
life’18. Behind a social practice producing social norms, we can see either a 
system of costs and benefits or a system of values (a meaning-giving system) 
which has sedimented in time. As Reher says, “historically the strength of 
familial ties appears to have conditioned the way in which succession was 
carried out in stem-family regions”. 
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Table 5. Typology of family patterns in Europe (Laslett, 1983) 

% complex 
families 

Neo-local
residence 

Area Countries 

Nearly
zero

Predominant  
pattern 

Western Europe England, Netherlands,  
northern France 

Low Widespread  
pattern 

Central-western 
Europe

Southern France,  
partially Germany 

Medium Minority  
pattern 

Mediterranean  
Europe

Spain, Italy, partially  
Portugal, Balkans 

High Almost  un-
known

Eastern Europe Russia 

In Le Play’s typology, then, the rule of inheritance is perhaps subordinate 
to the rule of the placement of the residence after marriage. As a conse-
quence, the basic cleavage among family models divides patrilocal (patriar-
chal or stem) and neo-local (unstable) families.19 Cross-tabulating this vari-
able with the frequency of complex (extended and multiple) households, 
Laslett (1983) proposed a typology of forms of organisation of the home in 
traditional Europe (Table 5) that overlaps Le Play’s map, and where the cru-
cial cleavage distinguishes a north-western area, characterised by predomi-
nant neo-local residence, from a large and compound stem-family area, 
where the neo-local residence is less widespread or a minority, even though 
present, practice.20

Moving from a country-level analysis to a regional (NUTS 2) one, Las-
lett’s typology can also become inaccurate and the demarcation lines already 
mentioned in §3 appear again. For instance, Rowland (1988) shows how 
placing the whole of Spain in the Mediterranean area could conceal the pe-
culiar stem-family culture of the Cantabric-Pyrenean area. As for Italy, Bar-
bagli (1991) has constructed a more analytical typology (Table 6) where 
southern Italy is – coherently with Le Play – placed into the unstable and 
neo-local family area, whereas a further cleavage between north-western and 
north-eastern Italy is not found in Le Play. 

To sum up, we are a long way from understanding clearly what the stem-
family really marks, but it is geographically unquestionable that the stem-
family has its own specific identity. The satisfactory overlap between the 
maps of traditional household patterns and of current fertility decline con-
firms the nexus between current changes in demographic behaviour and the 
persistence of some anthropological structures and practices concerning the 
formation of the family. A similar result is found by Holdsworth (1998), 
who traced the Spanish regional map for the age of transition to adulthood. 
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Table 6. Typology of family patterns in Italy (Barbagli, 1991) 

Residence 
at marriage 

Age at marriage  

 Early Delayed 

Neo-local
Southern 

Italy 
Cities and towns of central and northern  

Italy and Sardinia 

Patrilocal  Rural central and northern Italy 

Western Italy  
(stem-family, small-scale 
peasant land ownership)

Central and east northern Italy  
(multiple households –  

horizontal as well as vertical) 

But the influence of anthropological embedment goes beyond strictly 
demographic behaviour. The modern relevance of the Le Play cleavages (ei-
ther within the European map or simply within the boundaries of only one 
country, like Italy) can be extended to other facets of social reproduction. 
E.g. the compound geography of the regional neo-local and patrilocal family 
model, described in Barbagli’s typology, is perfectly reflected in the map of 
the architectural forms of farmhouses in Italy.21

Moreover, the central-northern regions of Italy marked by the traditional 
predominance of the stem-family also experienced in the 1980s the upsurge 
of a new kind of capitalism, the Marshall ‘industrial districts’ (Piore and Sa-
bel, 1984), hinging upon a network of ‘family- firms’ managed by a group of 
sibs, exactly as in Le Play’s sketch of the stem family: “(the other children 
leaving the household) can in turn both become totally independent of each 
other or embark together on some enterprises..”. Italian studies into the ‘in-
formal economy’ have underlined some crucial qualities of the family-firm: 
its ability to cope, using non-standard strategies, with all the tensions emerg-
ing in a changing society, its autonomy of organisation that makes it a per-
fect mechanism of crisis management, its resources of flexibility. All this ex-
tra-skill of functional adaptation, not only to changes in the social system but 
also to transformations of the productive system, seems to be a distinctive 
feature of the stem-family, or – as anthropologists (Linton, 1936) have al-
ready noticed – of the consanguineous family. 

Finally, it would be useful to reflect on the fact that the orographic back-
bone of the stem-family (from the Basque country and Catalonia to the cen-
tral-European areas of Bavaria, Carinthia and Slovenia) contains the core of 
Europe’s family-based, highly ethnocentric ‘little homelands’.22 These are 
the very regions in which 20th century history sometimes has seen civil wars, 
i.e., break-up of a social order based on blood ties (Micheli, 1999a). 
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5. KINSHIP & STRONG TIES: CONCENTRIC CIRCLES ROUND THE 
FAMILY

All these connections between the Le Play cleavages and other social, eco-
nomical and political processes make one suspect that household cannot be 
taken as the only framework for current social changes. Let us try and 
enlarge the analysis to other dimensions of social relationships. Forty years 
ago Elizabeth Bott (1957) underlined a chief difference between ‘small-scale 
(primitive) societies’ and ‘urban industrialised societies’:

 “In England and other Western European industrialised socie-
ties work groups are seldom recruited on the basis of kinship, 
individuals may earn a living without depending on relatives for 
their means of livelihood, productive resources may be owned 
by individuals who are not related to one another (..). This re-
duced importance of kinship in economic affairs is associated 
with a narrower range of kin recognition, with absence of cor-
porate groups of kin (..), with less frequent and intense contact 
among relatives”. 

No doubt the model featuring a large range of kin recognition, the impor-
tance of kinship and corporate groups of kin in economic affairs is dominant 
in many non-western societies.23 But it is also very close to the Mediterra-
nean model of the family-firm and stem-family. Elizabeth Bott’s intensive 
study (Bott, 1957) into a small number of London families and their social 
networks clears our mind of the “commonplace of sociology and anthropol-
ogy, that kinship does not play a very important part in industrialised socie-
ties”. Litwak and Szelenyi (1969) stressed later that the growing thinning 
out, in western societies, of face-to-face contacts does not mean a loss of im-
portance of the primary groups.  

The co-resident household must therefore be analysed as the core of an 
integrated system, surrounded by at least two circles that are analytically  
distinct. The first one includes that part of the kinship that is operationally  
or symbolically close to the household. The second circle, which develops 
round household and kinship and can extend beyond them, consists of the 
network of subjects connected with members of the household by strong  
ties, i.e., ‘frequent ties, giving emotional or instrumental support’.24 If some 
processes of anthropological embedding, concerning family models, are 
connected with the current differentiation of demographic behaviour, some-
thing similar is also true of kinship and network patterns.25 Some sort of sys-
temic connection links together the forms and sizes of the three relationship 
circles.
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The first seminal rule of linkage between the family pattern and the con-
nectedness of family networks26 was formulated by Bott (1957), who distin-
guished two kinds of families (segregated conjugal27 versus joint conjugal 
role relationship28) and two kinds of social networks around a family (a 
‘close-knit’ network, with many relationships among the component units, 
versus a ‘loose-knit’ one, with few such relationships). Bott concluded: “the 
degree of segregation in the role-relationship of husband and wife varies di-
rectly with the connectedness of the family’s social network”. In other 
words, the asymmetrical family appears to have a more dense strong-ties 
network, i.e., a social network where there are more kinship ties than strong 
ties with non-relatives (to the extent that the proportion of kin in the network 
can be taken as a good proxy for its density): 

“Kin are of special importance in any type of network. First, kin 
are especially likely to know one another, so that the kinship 
region of the network is likely to be more close-knit than other 
sectors. Second, relationships with and among close kin are 
relatively permanent” (Bott, 1971).  

An intriguing result emerges from European sociological research: as for 
both Le Play’s household patterns and Bott’s ‘family and kinship’ patterns, 
the size and form of the strong-ties networks are not homogeneous through-
out Europe. Hollinger and Haller (1990), emphasising from the 1986 survey 
of the International Social Survey Program29 significant differences between 
the north-western and central culture areas of Europe and the southern ones, 
show that the closer the family structure and higher than elsewhere the fre-
quency of face-to-face contacts with kin,30 the fewer are the strong ties with 
non-relatives. To sum up, “the importance of friends in people’s social sup-
port networks is inversely proportional to the importance of extended kin”.  

Truly, keeping the current habit of identifying Bott’s asymmetrical family 
with Le Play’s stem-family, in the contribution of Hollinger and Haller, 
there is evidence of a sort of paradox:31 contrary to the inverse relationship 
between social support networks and the importance of extended kin, which 
was found in the other six countries surveyed, Italy (the only Mediterranean 
country in the International Social Survey) is characterised both by a strong 
presence of kin and a large circle of non relatives strong ties. Nevertheless, if 
the Italian family is evolving toward a nuclear form but retains marked role 
asymmetry (Palomba and Sabbadini, 1993), we should expect (in keeping 
with Bott’s and Hollinger and Haller’s more general rule) a smaller network 
of non-kinship strong ties. 
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Recently some social surveys in the Netherlands (Gierveld, Tilburg and 
Lecchini, 1995) and in a few regions of central-northern Italy32 have made it 
possible to compare the size and form of the network of ‘emotionally and/or 
instrumentally significant’ ties among older people (over 65 years old) in the 
two countries. The networks came out as very different, both in size (14.5 
members in the Dutch network, only 5 in the Italian one) and composition.33

But the small size of the strong tie circle is not peculiar only to older people. 
In a recent Italian survey, called the ‘Social Barometer’,34 the age-specific 

curve of network size (Micheli and Billari, 1998) has a parabolic shape, with 
the smallest sizes at the extreme ages, both among young people (where the 
network belongs mostly to the outer, non-kinship circle) and among older 
ones (where the strong ties begin concentrating into kinship). However the 
peak of network size in full adulthood remains clearly inferior to the average 
Dutch levels. And such a restricted network is also an intrinsically kinship 
network.35 All this is fully coherent with Bott’s typology, confuting the old 
stereotype of an Italian family surrounded by a circle of countless friends 
and relatives.

The general rule is then confirmed again, even though its rationale es-
capes us. Why is Europe split up into two patterns of social interaction, with 
different proportions and roles among co-resident relatives, non co-resident 
kinship and non-kinship ties? Socio-cultural interpretations stress the role 
played by the cleavage between private-oriented and public-oriented socie-
ties,36 and the statistical linkage between public orientation and basic educa-
tion spread can support the ‘second demographic transition’ hypothesis, i.e., 
an underlying process of ‘modernisation’ from north to south of Europe. Ac-
tually, the clear preference expressed by young people for non kinship 
strong ties and therefore the over weighting of the outer circle in their net-
work, as results from Social Barometer data, could also be an effect of the 
spread of high-school education. 

Nevertheless, the difference between network size and density in Italy 
and the Netherlands is so great that it is difficult to support a simple hy-
pothesis of uniform change in Europe. Moreover the diffusionist approach, 
unless it unrealistically assumes the absence of a southern European family 
model, simply refers to some previous process of historical formation of the 
cleavage.37 And however it is interpreted, it cannot itself be based upon fam-
ily models alone. 
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6. FAMILISM AND ASABIYYAH. TOWARDS A TRIPARTITE 
TYPOLOGY OF FAMILY MODELS 

Can we assign a specific identity to the Mediterranean social interaction 
model, which is located by Le Play in the unstable or neo-localist family 
model (close to northern-European countries), but unlike them is marked by 
asymmetrical roles in the partnership and dense and kinship dominant social 
network?

The geography of family structures and practices sometimes intertwines 
with the geography of social practices and cultures, producing new prob-
lems. The economic debate about industrial districts has opened yet another 
classic issue of political science: the civic culture too (the ethos of the com-
munity good taking priority over family affairs) has its own geography. 
Apart from Tocqueville’s America, the civic culture is predominant in north-
ern-western Europe, but Robert Putnam (1993) found it in Italy also, just in 
the stem-family regions.  

Familism is the opposite of civic culture: the ethos where the good of the 
family takes priority over community needs. Familism also has its own ge-
ography; Banfield (1958) described it as the prevailing ethos in southern It-
aly. Dalla Zuanna (in this volume) summarised the nature of familism in the 
following three points: 1) most people arrange their own life based on the 
family, both as household and as kinship; 2) the individual utility function is 
overwhelmed by the utility function of one’s own family; 3) society is or-
ganised in such a way that strategies based on individual utility are less suc-
cessful than strategies based on family utility. The first point clears up the 
link between the familist culture and the underlying anthropological struc-
tures of stem-family and close-knit network. The two latter points, tracing 
the functioning strategy of familistic home, clarify a possible link between 
anthropological embedding and the current bent for strong demographic re-
straint:

“In a familistic society engaged (..) in processes of upward so-
cial mobility, an (additional) child is a very heavy burden. In a 
long period horizon (..) familistic parents want their children to 
have a social status higher than or at least equal to their own 
status. Therefore the familial investment is very strong (..) To 
sum up, a well-off familistic society generates few children be-
cause it invests too much in those children” . 

Dalla Zuanna’s interpretation of fertility decline in Italy is intriguing, be-
cause it supports the hypothesis of familism as a normative framework. 
However, it appears to depend upon the hypothesis that familistic culture is 
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uniformly spread throughout Italy: “the recent fertility decline can be inter-
preted if we assume familism as the background noise of the whole of Italian 
society..”. How can we reconcile this hypothesis of overall uniformity in 
family strategies both with Le Play’s different family models and with the 
different family cultures generally attributed to the south and to the centre-
north of Italy?     

Table 7. Strong ties by age classes in Italy: total number. 

Geographical region 15-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 65-74 > 74 
North-west 6.44 6.34 6.83 6.36 5.64 5.06 4.95 
North-east 5.63 6.99 6.89 6.59 6.14 6.21 5.00 
North-centre 5.94 6.28 6.92 6.49 6.30 5.68 4.89 
Centre and Sardinia 6.15 6.87 6.79 6.31 6.35 6.29 6.00 
South and Sicily 5.76 6.25 6.92 6.53 6.07 5.64 5.07 

Table 8.  Strong ties by age classes in Italy: household members. 

Geographical region 15-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 65-74 > 74 
North-west 1.61 1.37 1.64 1.48 1.13 0.81 0.67 
North-east 1.49 1.45 1.67 1.65 1.26 1.00 1.00 
North-centre 1.65 1.32 1.68 1.55 1.26 0.91 0.95 
Centre and Sardinia 1.52 1.44 1.47 1.82 1.42 1.21 1.00 
South and Sicily 1.68 1.46 1.58 1.80 1.48 1.09 0.57 

Actually, the division of the social network of Italian families into its 
three main components (household, non co-resident relatives and non kin-
ship strong ties), measured by the Social Barometer, gives some evidence of 
a slightly different geography than Le Play’s maps (Tables 7-10). The fre-
quency of household components among the strong ties is higher in the re-
gions of central-southern Italy, as a consequence of current delayed demo-
graphic transition. The frequency of non co-resident kinship in the network 
(proxy for the close-knit network of Bott’s model) is systematically higher, 
in 40-year-olds and over, in central-northern Italy (core of the stem-family 
area). On the other hand, the frequency of non-kinship strong ties is high 
throughout the life course only in north-eastern Italy, i.e., principally in the 
Veneto, the only probable location of the unstable, loose-knit network fam-
ily.  

So, if we want to understand the rationale behind the geography of family 
patterns in Italy – and maybe elsewhere – we need two rules that can 
strengthen our method of analysis. First, we must give up any interpretation 
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of the social and demographic European dynamic at the purely country ag-
gregation-level, but also, perhaps, at the regional (NUTS 2) level. E.g., the 
two Le Play regimes in southern Italy intertwine and alternate, depending on 
the local features of urbanisation and productive organisation. Delille (1988) 
emphasises how the patrilocal stem-family tradition prevails in hilly areas 
divided into farms and among the urban high classes, whilst the neo-local 
nuclear family tradition is dominant in the large landed estates and among 
the urban lower classes.

Table 9.  Strong ties by age classes in Italy: non co-resident relatives. 

Geographical region 15-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 65-74 > 74 
North-west 2.23 3.15 3.80 3.43 3.32 3.21 3.09 
North-east 2.09 3.59 3.78 3.50 3.49 3.58 2.33 
North-centre 1.83 3.08 3.62 3.65 3.85 3.87 2.89 
Centre and Sardinia 2.13 3.45 3.91 3.26 3.82 3.61 4.50 
South and Sicily 1.97 3.13 3.88 3.53 3.41 3.71 3.07 

Table 10. Strong ties by age classes in Italy: non-kinship members. 

Geographical region 15-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 65-74 > 74 
North-west 2.60 1.83 1.39 1.45 1.18 1.04 1.19 
North-east 2.05 1.95 1.44 1.44 1.39 1.64 1.67 
North-centre 2.46 1.88 1.62 1.29 1.19 0.89 1.05 
Centre and Sardinia 2.50 1.99 1.40 1.24 1.11 1.47 0.50 
South and Sicily 2.11 1.67 1.46 1.20 1.18 0.84 1.43 

Above all we need to replace the dichotomous typology with a tripartite 
one to grasp the difference not only between stem family and unstable fam-
ily, but also between a northern-European unstable family regime and a 
Mediterranean one. Reher pursues a similar aim: he suggests a process of 
hybridisation of the stem-family by a different model, which is prevalently 
based on ‘kin ties’ and ‘extended family loyalties’. If we wish to explore this 
model, a capital text is at our disposal: in the Mouqaddima,38 Ibn Khaldun’s 
theory of collective action hinges upon the concept of ‘Asabiyyah, i.e., ‘es-
prit de corps’, group solidarity. ‘Asabiyyah’ (Gabrieli, 1930) is the abstract 
from the noun ‘asabah’, i.e., male sibs of a common lineage. ‘Asabiyyah’ is 
based upon blood bonds, reciprocal aid – the Polanyi reciprocity – produced 
both by the ‘nasab’ (genealogy) and indirectly by some non blood ties, such 
as alliance (hilf) or patronage (wala).39
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If we attribute to the concept of ‘Asabiyyah’ the extended meaning of ‘al-
liance among kin’,40 we can easily realise how exactly it looks like the con-
cept of a close-knit network of the Mediterranean area. In describing “small-
scale (primitive) societies” Bott (1957) in fact stressed that the elementary 
(stem-) family 

 “Is encapsulated not only within a local group but also, particu-
larly in the sphere of domestic affairs, within a corporate kin 
group (..). When there are corporate local groups and kin 
groups, segregation of conjugal roles is likely to become even 
more marked than that described above for urban families with 
close-knit networks. Marriage becomes a linking of kin groups 
rather than preponderantly a union between individuals acting 
on their own initiative”.

Table 11. A tripartite outline of the family models in Western Europe. 

 Le Play’s neo 
/ patrilocal-

ism 

Bott’s internal 
role set 

Size & density 
of social net-

work

Predominance 
among strong ties 

Atlantic 
pattern 

Unstable
family 

Symmetrical 
family 

Large, loose-
knit network 
of strong ties 

Many neighbours 
& friends (bridge

towards weak ties) 
Latin  
pattern 

Stem-family Asymmetrical 
family 

Small, close 
knit network 
of strong ties 

Kinship  
predominance 
(family-firm) 

Mediter-
ranean
pattern 

Unstable
family 

Asymmetrical 
family 

Small, close 
Knit network 
of strong ties 

Encapsulated in 
kinship (families 

alliance,  
‘Asabiyyah’) 

The Italian Social Barometer data show that the ideal type of family en-
capsulated in its kinship is present both in the centre-north and in the south 
of Italy. In both these regions the web of affiliations is mostly circumscribed 
with blood-bond ties, and with few non-kinship ties. Nevertheless, while in 
central-northern Italy kinship acts as a bridge towards the land of weak ties, 
in the Mediterranean unstable family the kinship circles of different families 
are inclined to intertwine with each other.

On the other hand (Table 11) the Mediterranean unstable family and the 
north-European one are somehow similar, as both are integrated in a larger 
land of ties. However in the north this is the land of weak ties, whilst in the 
south – where the extra-kinship network is traditionally shorter (Trumbach, 
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1978) – a different, but equally effective, network is woven by the intertwin-
ing of different kinship systems, which is by an alliance among families. The 
key of family-centred social reproduction is here, therefore, a policy of kin-
ship: it acts by means of collateral line relationships, which weave different 
family threads into a single close-knit web of reciprocities. 

7. CONCLUSIONS. IN SEARCH OF SYMPTOM-FORMATION 
FACTORS

Reasoning on the anthropological frame underlying the current demographic 
transformations in Europe, three main arguments have been developed here. 
First, the European patterns in fertility decline are regionally embedded 
‘lore’, roughly concentrated in three bands at different latitudes and overlap-
ping Le Play’s geography of family models. And this overlap concerns not 
only demographic dynamics but also both economic and political ones. On 
the one hand the predisposition of sibs to ‘embark on common entrepreneu-
rial initiatives’, typical of the stem-family, takes the shape of the ‘family-
firm’ in central-northern Italy industrial districts; on the other the importance 
of blood-ties in stem-family areas is the incubator of the ethnocentric phi-
losophy of ‘little homelands’. 

Secondly, the anthropological roots of European demographic cleavages 
cannot be reduced merely to the household; they are also to be found in the 
concentric circles of strong ties. Crossing Le Play’s family classification, ac-
cording to external strategy (leaving the family, alliance among sibs), with 
Bott’s family typology, according to segregation in the internal role-set, we 
find that both the stem-family area and the unstable area in southern Europe 
are marked by a small, close-knit network of strong ties, with kinship pre-
dominance. The Italian Social Barometer data confute the hypothesis of a 
large Italian network both of relatives and friends, and confirm Bott’s find-
ings. Close-knit network and kinship dominance are also structural charac-
teristics of a ‘familistic’ society, strategically prone to strong fertility con-
trol.

Third, the kinship dominance area is not homogeneous within itself: dif-
ferent patterns of social network organisation are to be found in it. In the 
stem-family area, social support hinges upon a network of kin (consanguine-
ous), whilst in the unstable Mediterranean area social support hinges upon an 
alliance primarily among different kindred units, then upon a network with 
many relatives-in-law. 

A clear claim for future research emerges from these results: we can no 
longer avoid investigating the inertial anthropological localisms where to-
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day’s demographic dynamics are embedded. From this point of view to pose 
the alternative between converging or diverging European demographic dy-
namics is only a misleading question. Reher emphasises it, basing his state-
ment upon the valuable category of ‘path dependency’; Weber (1904) was 
working on a similar issue when he wrote: “development paths too can be 
constructed as ideal types”. 

But a good sociography is not enough. We must also try to understand 
the interlocking of structural conditions, rational choice, practices and 
norms. An open question remains: why, in the present historical circum-
stances, do we see a drastic drop in fertility behaviour precisely in the re-
gions where the importance of the family agency (in the shape of the stem-
family or of familistic kinship alliance) is embedded in the anthropological 
rules of social reproduction?41 How can we explain the relationship between 
family predominance as anthropological embedding and family collapse as 
demographic reaction? 

It may be useful to reconsider these questions in the light of the cognitive 
dissonance theory. Festinger’s theory (Elder and Caspi, 1988) can be sum-
marised by saying that whenever a person holds two or more ‘cognitions’ 
(including beliefs and norms, preferences or emotions) that are inconsistent 
with one another, and the tension produces psychic discomfort and physio-
logical painful arousal, an unconscious pressure is set up to adjust one or 
more of the elements in the set, by changing or blocking some of the disso-
nant cognitions, so as to reduce the tension and restore consonance. 

There is no doubt that, over the last decade, not only one part but the 
whole of Europe has come to the zenith of a long period process of homog-
enisation in the name of modernism and secularisation (Lesthaeghe, 1991). 
However, we know that this long process has brought to light strong con-
trasts between economic conditions and expectations about the way of life-
.42 It is equally evident that, in the last two decades of the century, the final 
outcome of this process is as far off as behavioural standardisation. As we 
have seen before, northern Europe favours self-fulfilment by procreational 
choice outside marriage, whereas central and Mediterranean Europe pre-
serves the marital bond at the expense of the maternal blood bond – two op-
posing strategies which, however, for several years, have both contributed to 
the same declining trend in fertility. 

Faced with such tension between resources and expectations, various 
parts of the continent have used diverse adaptive strategies. So what ‘law-
like statement’ can help explain why? Analysing the similar problem of 
changes in philosophy of life among ‘the children of the Great Depression’, 
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Elder and Caspi (1988) resort to a social mechanism that they defined as 
“principle of accentuation”. 

“Social change creates a disparity between claims and re-
sources, goals and accomplishments and the corresponding loss 
of control prompts efforts to regain control. (..) Adaptive re-
sponses are shaped by the requirements of the new situation, but 
they also depend on the social and psychological resources peo-
ple bring to the newly changed situation. Individual and rela-
tional attributes, such as coping styles and the marital bond, af-
fect adaptation to new circumstances. The accentuation princi-
ple refers to the increase in emphasis or salience of these al-
ready prominent characteristics during social transitions in the 
life course.” 

Tesser and Achee (1994) pose the same problem of indeterminacy among 
different mechanisms to get out of a dissonance situation. They suggest a so-
lution going beyond state variables and introducing “path dependence or 
hysteresis”.43 According to them,44 a not very frequent pattern of behaviour, 
under strong opposite social pressure, tends to further dissipate with time, 
just as a frequent pattern of behaviour tends to further increase: their thesis is 
similar to the principle of accentuation.  

Also the bifurcation of demographic patterns in Europe may be attribut-
able to the same mechanism. The persistent prestige of the marital bond, in 
Mediterranean countries, leads not only to protecting it but also to highlight-
ing its importance at the cost of mother-child links. The traditional weakness 
and instability of conjugal ties in Atlantic countries becomes accentuated by 
complete dissociation from procreation. The various European regions adapt 
their own demographic behaviour to mitigate the effects of dissonance by 
barricading themselves into the fortress of their respective strong cultural 
specificities.

As a by-product of this thesis, Elder, and Tesser and Achee help us iden-
tify some contextual characteristics that can explain the diversification 
mechanism. What “symptom-formation factors”, to use Brown and Harris’ 
terminology (Brown and Harris, 1978),45 justify the appearance of one 
‘symptom’ rather than another when there is a crisis in a ‘body’? Although 
many processes can concur in these geographical cleavages, stratified ac-
cording to latitude,46 both Elder, and Tesser and Achee focus their analysis 
on the role of practices and norms, i.e., the stratified relational systems, as 
‘factor-formation’ systems. 
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As a matter of fact we observe today the following sort of social feed-
back. While historically different social practices gradually crystallised in 
the shape of different inertial anthropological structures (norms and values), 
these in turn embed the current social transformations (whatever economic, 
political or technological factors cause them) into different new patterns of 
social practice.

8. POST SCRIPTUM.
FLOWING BACK INTO THE RIVER-BED OF THE STEM-FAMILY 

Applying the accentuation principle, we can assume that different, regionally 
rooted, family and kinship patterns “react” in contact with an appropriate re-
agent, such as the macro-process of modernisation, generating different pat-
terns of today’s demographic behaviour. In such a way the economic and 
structural changes in the 1980s and 1990s (with an imbalance between aspi-
rations and resources producing a need for greater control) should have pro-
voked a sort of ebb into the bed of anthropological practices and structures 
prevailing in the southern and Mediterranean regions.47

A reflux, by the way, that very often takes the shape of the effect of a ra-
tional choice. We know, for instance, that in twentieth-century cities both the 
size and form of urban apartments prevented the eldest child from keeping 
the patrilocal residence at marriage. Nevertheless, the growing well-being of 
the southern countries of Europe during recent decades has produced a 
marked increase in the average size of homes. In this more comfortable 
dwelling system, an only child can again continue living in the family home, 
even after his marriage, and this is convenient, both for the child and for his 
parents. So, far from being swept by the northern European family pattern, 
the stem-family and the kinship-alliance family patterns in southern Europe 
would seem paradoxically to have been revitalised by contact with the wave 
of modernisation. 

Giuseppe A. Micheli, Institute of Population and Geographical Studies, Catholic 

University of Sacred Heart, Milan. 

NOTES

1. (In the stem-family) “un des enfants, marié près des parents, vit en communauté 
avec eux et perpétue, avec leur concours, la tradition des ancêtres. Les autres enfants 
s’établissent au dehors quand ils ne préfèrent pas garder le célibat au foyer paternel. 
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Ces émigrants peuvent à leur gré rester indépendants l’un de l’autre ou tenter en 
commun des entreprises, rester fidèles à la tradition ou se placer  dans des situations 
nouvelles créées par leur propre initiative” (Le Play, 1855). 
2.  (In the unstable/nuclear family) personne ne s’attache à un foyer, les enfants 
quittent séparément la maison paternelle dès qu’ils peuvent se suffire à eux-mêmes, 
les parents restent isolés pendant leur vieillesse et meurent dans l’abandon. Le père, 
qui s’est créé une existence en dehors de la tradition de ses aieux, n’inculque guère 
sa pratique à ses enfants: il sait d’ailleurs que ses efforts ne sauraient aboutir à un 
résultat durable. Les jeunes gens s’inspirent surtout de l’esprit d’indépendence. 
Dans le choix de leur carrière, ils cèdent à leur inclination et aux impulsions fortui-
tes du milieu social qui les entoure” (Le Play, 1855). 
3. Emmanuel Todd (Sumner, 1906), who in the 1980s rediscovered the impor-
tance of Le Play’s contribution to family anthropology, describes him as “aussi heu-
reux dans ses recherches empiriques que pathétique dans ses propositions politi-
ques”.
4. Eurostat does not publish TFRs on a regional level (NUTS 2). Therefore we 
have disaggregated the national TFR, beginning from two sets of available regional 
data (annual births and distribution of women classed by age), using a method sug-
gested by Gini in 1932 and then recovered by Calot (Brettell, 1991). Comparing the 
Italian official TFR with the estimates obtained we note the robustness of the 
method, with a 1% average error (2% for the smaller regions). 
5. Durkheim (1895) maintains that Stuart Mill’s axiom of a plurality of causes (a 
consequence does not always flow from the same antecedent; on the contrary it can 
result now from one cause, now from another one) is the denial itself of the causal-
ity principle. No doubt, “if we agree with Mill that cause and effect are absolutely 
heterogeneous and without any logic link between them”, there is no contradiction 
in the assumption of plurality of causes. Nevertheless if the cause-effect relation acts 
intensionally and not only extensionally or – Durkheim would say - if it consists of 
a “natural” relation, “the same effect can have such a relation just with only one 
cause”.
6. Sources: author’s calculations based on Eurostat data. 
7. Elster (1999), discussing the mechanisms underlying human actions (i.e., “fre-
quently occurring and easily recognizable causal patterns that are triggered under 
generally unknown conditions or with indeterminate consequences”) distinguishes 
type A mechanisms (“which arise when the indeterminacy concerns which – if any – 
of several causes will be triggered”) and type B mechanisms (which “arise when we 
can predict the triggering of two causal chains that affect an independent variable in 
opposite directions, leaving the net effect indeterminate”). The demographic decline 
from the seventies to the nineties could be classified as specific contamination be-
tween both types. The triggering of two, logically self-contradictory, causal chains 
set off similar effects. 
8. Here and below I use the terms embedment and embedding in the sense that Po-
lanyi (1944) attributed to them, to refer to the relation between society and the econ-
omy (embedded or not embedded in it). 
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9. From west to east: Galicia, Asturias, Cantabria and the northern part of Castilla 
y Leòn, Paìs Vasco, Aragon, Navarra and La Rioja, Catalonia. Holdsworth (1998) 
circumscribes a similar area (the only significant absence is that of Catalonia.) char-
acterised by a late timing of leaving home for young men, and refers to the Le 
Play’s classification. 
10. Midi, Auvergne and Aquitaine, Poitou and Limousin. 
11. Except a great part of the plain of the River Po, including Lombardy and Ve-
neto. 
12. Salzburg, Tirol, Vorarlberg and Kärnten. 
13. In L’organisation de la famille (Le Play, 1871) Le Play often lists the regions of 
continental Europe where the patriarchal and stem-family models prevail. “La fa-
mille patriarcale (..)  domine sur certaines montagnes (..) notamment sur les hautes 
prairies des Alpes, du Vivarais, de l’Auvergne, du Jura et des Vosges. Elle se 
conserve également dans les grandes métairies du plateau central de la France” (§ 7, 
p.27). “La famille souche offre ce caractère dans les États scandinaves, le Holstein, 
le Hanovre, la Westphalie, la Bavière méridionale, le Salzbourg, la Carinthie, le Ty-
rol, les petits cantons suisses, le nord de l’Italie et de l’Espagne. Elle est encore re-
présentée en France (..) dans les Pyrénées françaises et espagnoles” (section 8, 
p.31). “Les populations slaves et hongroises se groupaient pour la plupart en famil-
les patriarcales sous le régime d’engagements forcés qui a régné parmi elles jus-
qu’aux réformes commencées en 1848. Elles se rattachent peu à peu à la famille-
souche (..). Toutes les races de propriétaires scandinaves offrent dans leur famille-
souches d’admirables modèles. En Norvège, en Suède, au Danemark (..). Les famil-
les-souches qui parlent la langue allemande sont mêlées en beaucoup de lieux, près 
du Rhin surtout, à la famille instable (..). En tête des meilleurs types se placent les 
paysans du Lunebourg hanovrien (..). Après le Hanovre on peut citer les duchés du 
nord-est, la Westphalie, le midi du grand-duché de Bade, du Wurtemberg et de la 
Bavière, la Carynthie, le Salzbourg, le Tyrol, le Vorarlberg et les petits cantons ca-
tholiques de la Suisse. Les paysans à famille-souche se conservent avec 
d’excellentes qualités dans les deux péninsules du Midi. En Italie ils se rencontrent 
surtout dans le Lucquois, le nord de l’Apennin et les hautes vallées des Alpes. Au 
Portugal ils résistent encore dans les montagnes du nord-est (..). En Espagne ils lut-
tent (..) dans la Galice, le Léon, les Asturies, la Navarre, l’Aragon et la Catalogne. 
Enfin dans les provinces basques..” (section 12, p.94 ff.). 
14. Federkeil (1997) found “a polarisation between a growing ‘non-family’ sector 
on the one hand, which internally is quite heterogeneous or ‘pluralized’, and a 
shrinking family sector on the other hand, in which the traditional breadwinner-
homemaker is still dominant, although under some attack”.  
15. “The family and the family home used to be the mainspring of the typically 
bourgeois kind of profit motive. Economists have not always given due weight to 
this fact. When we look more closely at their idea of the self-interest of entrepre-
neurs and capitalists we cannot fail to discover that the results it was supposed to 
produce are really not at all what one would expect from the rational self-interest of 
the detached individual or the childless couple who no longer look at the world 
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through the windows of a family home. Consciously or unconsciously they analysed 
the behaviour of the man whose views and motives are shaped by such a home and 
who means to work and to save primarily for wife and children. As soon as these 
fade out from the moral vision of the businessman, we have a different kind of 
Homo Oeconomicus before us who cares for different things and acts in different 
ways. For him and from the standpoint of his individualistic utilitarianism, the be-
haviour of that old type would in fact be completely irrational. He loses the only sort 
of romance and heroism that is left in the unromantic and unheroic civilisation of 
capitalism – the heroism of navigare necesse est, vivere non necesse (seafaring is 
necessary, living is not necessary, inscription on an old house in Bremen). And he 
loses the capitalist ethics that enjoys working for the future irrespective of whether 
or not one is going to harvest the crop oneself” (Schumpeter, 1943). 
16. To tell the truth, Le Play was not the only one, in the mid-1800s, to draft a so-
ciography of the family. There are surprising similarities in Riehl’s work: “In 1855, 
the year in which ‘Les ouvriers européens’ appeared, the third volume of Wilhelm 
Heinrich Riehl’s ‘The Natural History of the German People’ was published, a work 
that considers the particularities of family structures in Germany. Le Play and his 
German alter ego reach broadly similar conclusions. For both of them, the German 
family model, the idea type of ‘stock family’ (Stamm-familie) that could also be 
found in other Nordic regions and elsewhere in enclaves in Europe, stood in marked 
contrast to the type of family that predominated for instance in northern France – 
that is the ‘unstable’ or nuclear family” (Schultheis, 1999). 
17. By a curious lapsus calami the authors replace the name of Frédéric Le Play 
with that of Gustave Le Bon, author in the same years of a “Psychology of the 
Crowd”, another landmark in studies on the mechanisms of social reproduction, 
which nevertheless has nothing to do with stem-family geography. 
18. “One does not have a three-generation stem family because property is 
transmitted impartibly; one has such a family because parents want at least one child 
to remain at home, work on the farm, and assist them as they get older. In other 
words, within the broad context of the law, mechanisms for transferring property are 
strategies pursued to solve some of the problems faced by families of the past and 
the present, of Italy, Greece and Portugal – how to secure support in old age, how to 
contract a marriage for a child, how to provide for all one’s children, how to main-
tain the social status of all members of the family. Transferring wealth is a form of 
economic behaviour, but as with most economic behaviour patterns studied by an-
thropologists, it has a social dimension as well. Through the transmission of prop-
erty people make powerful statements about the meanings of parenthood and child-
hood, of maleness and femaleness and of kinship and alliance” (Brettell, 1991). 
19. Of course, there are other possible readings of the heterogeneity among national 
household models. In the nineties, some analyses are based on the category of indi-
vidualistic disposition. E.g., Strather (1992) describes the individuality of people as 
‘the first fact of English kinship’, emphasising that people are treated as unique per-
sons rather than occupants of positions in a kinship universe”.Influential is the work 
of MacFarlane (1978),who traces back the present English model of kinship to a 
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thirteenth century cultural syndrome he names ‘individualism’ (independence of 
children from their parents, kinship ties relatively weak and not linked to a common 
economy, contractual nature of inheritance). This is a transcultural approach, a sort 
of collective psychology, which is entirely legitimate but one that I do not use at all 
in these pages. 
20. Le Play’s typology, reduced to the single dimension of localism, tends to con-
verge with the criterion suggested by Hajnal (1982), which as a rule contrasts the 
central European type, compatible with neo-localism, with the non-compatible type. 
21. Italian geographers have pointed out that the stem-family area is marked by 
one-family multi-storey building, the western plain of the river Po by courtyard 
houses, whilst in southern Italy detached houses prevail, as small one-family one-
storey buildings or farmhouses. 
22. An example of the close connection between family models and cultural ethno-
centrism is the ‘pairalist’ culture of Catalonia: “There is an ideology of the Catalan 
family based on ‘pairalismo’ (the rural house, at once the source of family and tradi-
tion) and associated with cultural nationalism. That means that national differences 
can be expressed in terms of family customs, because the family is related to a par-
ticular cultural tradition. In the same way as nation can be expressed as ‘casa 
nostra’, the institution of casa is an element of cultural identity and of differentiation 
with other cultures” (Bestard Camps and Contreras Hernandez, 1999). 
23. See for instance the ‘pazar’ north-African economy, discussed in Boserup 
(1970).
24. In spite of a twenty-year debate – opened by Granovetter’s (1973) suggestions 
– about the different social weight of strong ties and weak ties, we agree today to 
identify the latter with acquaintances, but we do not know what should be included 
in the former. Litwak and Szelenyi (1969) still considered without distinction kin, 
friends and neighbours as the three main primary-groups. In my opinion a correct 
taxonomy of strong ties would have to include, besides kinship ties, at least five 
kinds of ties (not all taken into account by sociological literature): a) ties arising out 
of the space (neighbours) or time (friendships within a peer group) of every day life; 
b) alliances of reciprocal solidarity made, in Mediterranean cultures, on the occasion 
of key life passages (e.g. marriage witnesses and godparents); c) step-relatives ac-
quired by chains of marriages; d) the alliances of reciprocity drawn up among peo-
ple who have all gone through similar critical life emergencies; e) any other strong 
tie people can develop in their public life from the universe of weak ties (acquaint-
ances, work colleagues). 
25. We cannot go on studying changes and divergences in family models totally 
detached from changes and divergences in kinship and networks. Over-
optimistically Bott (1971) quoted a passage from Harris (1969): “perhaps the really 
lasting significance of Bott’s study is that she has made impossible the proliferation 
of studies of the internal structure of the family which take no account of its social 
environment”. Unfortunately still today both demographers and sociologists hardly 
respect this elementary rule. 
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26. Bott uses the term ‘network’ in what has come to be called the ‘egocentric’ 
sense, “conceptually anchored on a particular individual or conjugal pair”, and the 
term ‘connectedness’ as synonymous with ‘density’, to describe the extent to which 
the people known by a family know and meet one another independently of the fo-
cal family. 
27. Where complementary and independent types of organisation predominate. 
28. Where joint organisation is relatively predominant. Young and Willmott (1957) 
define as “symmetrical” the family Bott defines as a ‘joint conjugal role-
relationship’. 
29. Including seven countries: Australia, Austria, Britain, West Germany, Hungary, 
Italy, and the United States. 
30. As in Hungary and Italy, where “there is some evidence that socio-cultural fac-
tors are out-weighing the influence of modernisation. Even in the highly industrial-
ised northern parts of Italy kin relations are much more similar to the overall Italian 
pattern of close kin contacts than to the loosened kin contacts of people in north and 
western Europe” (Hollinger and Haller, 1990).  
31. The overlap between Le Play and Bott’s categories produces a second problem. 
Le Play places the south of Italy (and other Mediterranean regions) in the area of 
nuclear family, so contradicting the evidence of a Mediterranean strongly role-
segregated family. The issue is discussed in the next paragraph. 
32. In northern Tuscany and in the metropolitan area of Milan (Micheli, 1999a). 
33. The Dutch network was larger both in the kinship and in non-kinship compo-
nents, whilst the Italian network, nearly completely reduced to its kinship compo-
nents, was further dried up by a below replacement fertility regime going back to the 
first decades of the century. 
34. The Social Barometer was a quarterly survey, carried out by Abacus for two 
years (1996-1998) over a national sample of about 4,000 interviews, stratified by 
sex, age, education, size of residence town and geographical regions. 
35. Among older people the percentage of non-relatives in the social network is 
nearly 40% in Netherlands whilst it is only 27% in Tuscany, and it varies from 23% 
to 30% along the life span in the Social Barometer. 
36. “If we assume that private-orientation means social networks consisting mainly 
of primary group relations and public-orientation means social networks with more 
secondary relations, (..) Historical family research shows that in the south- and east-
European culture area primary-group ties are closer than in north-western-Europe 
and that the Anglo-Saxon nations have gone even further in the dissolution of kin 
ties” (Hollinger and Haller, 1990). 
37. As for Trumbach (1978), for example, the European family presents two com-
peting forms of kinship organisation as far back as the 11th century. The egalitarian 
ideology of the 17th and 18th centuries should have spread up over the northern 
Europe the popular kin recognition system or folkway, where the individual is sur-
rounded by a single network of relatives, including both kin and relatives-in-law, 
and society is cemented by friendship, patronage and neighbourhood ties rather than 
by kinship ties.Contrarily, the diffusion over central Europe of some elements of the 
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aristocratic model of patrilineage or kindred, where kinship is less extended but 
more central, could explain the rise and placement of the stem-family. 
38. Mouqaddima is the methodological introduction to a World History (Kitab el-
Ibar) that Ibn Khaldun, historian of the Islamic declining Empire, wrote between 
1375 and 1379. 
39. “Il existe évidemment dans la nature de l’espèce humaine une disposition qui 
porte les hommes à s’attacher les uns aux autres et à former un groupe, même lors-
qu’ils ne se rattachent pas à la même lignée (..), et la asabiyya qui en est la consé-
quence engendre seulement une partie des effets auxquels il donne lieu dans ce der-
nier cas. La plupart des habitants dans une grande ville sont alliée par mariage; ceci 
entraîne l’intégration des familles les unes dans les autres et l’établissement des 
liens de parenté entre elles..” (Ibn Khaldoun, 1965). 
40. The indeterminacy of the concept of ‘Asabiyyah is outlined by Baali and Wardi 
(1981): “In spite of his great reliance upon the term ‘Asabiyyah, Ibn Khaldun never 
clearly defines it. It seems that the term was quite familiar, or known, in his time; 
thus he did not feel any need to define it. It may be sufficient for the purpose at hand 
to define ‘Asabiyyah as the tribal loyalty or spirit which make the individual devote 
himself to his tribe and view the world through its eyes”. 
41. Le Bras (1999) poses a similar problem: “By a curious paradox in one part of 
Europe the family is stifling fertility, while in another the importance attached to the 
mother-child relationship, or its institutional replacement, endorses fertility and so 
pushes the total fertility rate up”. 
42. The most notable and most discussed, but not the only one, is that produced by 
the increased opportunity cost for women bearing children and by the consequent 
change in women’s role. 
43. For a formal approach to the diffusion of fertility control, reflecting the “ran-
dom and path-dependent spread of information in social networks”, see Kohler 
(2001).
44. “Assume that one’s disposition is consonant with engaging in the behaviour and 
that undergoing negative social pressure is dissonant with engaging in the behav-
iour; one’s disposition is dissonant with not engaging in the behaviour, and the 
presence of negative social pressure is consonant with not engaging in the behav-
iour. If one starts out high on the behaviour in the face of strong social pressure, 
then as one’s disposition decreases, dissonance increases. To reduce the dissonance, 
one will look for additional cognitions to support the behaviour. Hence the behav-
iour will tend to remain high even in the face of a decreasing disposition. On the 
other hand, starting with strong social pressure and low levels of behaviour, increas-
ing one’s disposition will increase dissonance. To reduce the dissonance, one will 
look for additional cognitions to support not engaging in the behaviour. Hence the 
behaviour will remain low even though the disposition is increasing” (Tesser and 
Achee, 1994). 
45. Coherently with the Durkheim approach (equifinalistic processes produce simi-
lar but not identical results) Brown and Harris (1978), studying the ætiology of 
women’s depression, links vulnerability (background) factors and provoking agents 
(or events) with a third kind of causal factor, which they name “symptom-formation 
factors”, i.e., factors that “influence only the form and the severity of depression”. 
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An identical symptom (an identical effect) can be developed in a different underly-
ing process (produced by different symptom-formation factors) and then multiplies 
itself in a range of symptoms with well-distinguished meaning. To understand pre-
sent demographic processes also requires gathering empirical evidence and sharpen-
ing conceptual tools, in order to spot the symptom formation factors, which control 
the switching over to other possible demographic strategies, as deliberate reactions 
against situations of cognitive dissonance.  
46. The anthropologically embedded practices and norms are the most evident and 
most widely explored symptom-formation factors for demographic behaviour, 
though other factors just as promising can be singled out. Exploring several possible 
outcomes in a situation of cognitive dissonance, Elster (1999) distinguishes autono-
mous behaviour or mental processes, governed by the reality principle rather than 
the pleasure principle, and mechanisms that operate at an unconscious level, such as 
wishful thinking or adaptive preference formation. With regard to the latter, Elster 
emphasises the absence of a causal model to justify mental strategy going in either 
direction: “Nothing is known about when dissonance reduction takes the form of 
wishful thinking and when it appears as adaptive preference formation”. Elsewhere 
(Micheli, 1999a) I have tried to explore the functioning of drives and dispositions, 
which can form at various crucial phases of the life cycle, as factors motivating or 
deactivating family choices.   
47. Exploring some signals that the youngest cohorts in four countries of central 
Europe should be exhibiting ideational trend reversal, Lesthaeghe and Moors (1995) 
concluded: “We are not sure that prospective developments with respect to these 
issues would be supportive of the ‘coming back of the old family’. More likely is 
that various forms of family formation will continue to coexist, and that the rapid 
growth period of less conventional family patterns may have come to an end. In 
short, diversity is likely to prevail in the next decade, but the relative shares of each 
type may not be changing all that much any more. ‘Stability in diversity’ seems to 
be the more appropriate description for the near future”. 
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GIANPIERO DALLA ZUANNA 

THE BANQUET OF AEOLUS

A familistic interpretation of Italy's lowest low fertility 

1. INTRODUCTION 

A number of authors have described how marital and reproductive behaviour 
in the Western World has changed over the last 30 years (see chapter 1 of 
Rosina in this book). By way of summarising this tale, the decline in fertility 
has been accompanied by the ageing of fertility and marriage patterns, in-
creasing cohabitation and extramarital births, along with rising union disso-
lution and remarriage (or re-cohabitation). In Italy, late fertility and marriage 
are in line with northern and central European countries (NCEC), whereas 
cohabitation, divorces and extramarital births are relatively few (see Table 
1). Why have some changes diffused easily, whereas other kinds of “mod-
ern” behaviour are rare? And what is the cause of the “resultant” lowest low 
fertility rate? 

The low level of cohabitation and extramarital births should be under-
lined, as in Western Europe, during the 1990s, the more diffused extramari-
tal births are, the higher the TFR is, with a striking change compared to the 
past, until the beginning of the 1980s (see Figure 1 and Table 2). Empirical 
data show that in Italy the low cohabitation rate is strictly related to the late 
departure from the parental home, as the transition from parental home to 
living alone is rare (Billari et al., 1999b, 2000, 2003). Consequently, to un-
derstand Figure 1, the association between the late departure from the paren-
tal home and the lowest low fertility rate should be studied. 

In this chapter, the familistic characteristics of Italian society are dis-
cussed. I will illustrate how familism lubricates the behavioural mechanisms 
underlying the Italian lowest low fertility. After a description of the Italian 
familistic way of life, the influence of familism on impeding departure from 
the parental home and fertility will be described. This chapter deals with It-
aly, the data on other European countries being used in a comparative way, 
in order to better emphasise the Italian situation.  

G. Dalla Zuanna and G.A. Micheli (eds.), Strong Family and Low Fertility: A Paradox?,
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Table 1. 12 indicators of marital and reproductive behaviour in 18 western Europe 

countries. Year 1996 if available or 1995. Rank of Italy in brackets. 

 B DK G GR SP F IRE I L

NUPTIALITY
Mean age at first marriage for women 25.6 29.7 26.6 26.0 27.1 27.4 27.9 26.8 (9) 26.5 

(Unmarried / women) × 1,000, age 35-44 95.9 195.2 109.1 72.2 95.5 158.4 123.0 106.7 (6) 93.3 

Total first marriage rate  × 100 56 67 57 52 58 54 59 60 (15) 58 

FERTILITY
(Extram. births/unmarried) × 1,000, 15-44 21.2 53.2 19.2 3.5 9.5 45.5 29.4 7.7 (2) 24.3 

(Legitimate births/married) × 1,000, 15-44 80.6 82.4 73.5 78.1 76.1 81.6 96.5 76.3 (5) 96.4 

(Births / women) × 1,000, 15-19 6.8 7.5 9.8 9.6 5.9 7.0 13.0 5.1 (3) 7.1 

(Births / women) × 1,000, 35-44 16.4 39.5 17.7 16.9 23.4 25.3 44.3 22.3 (6) 28.4 

Mean age at first birth 27.1 27.5 28.3 26.8 28.5 27.9 27.4 27.8 (12) 27.5 

TFR of women born in 1955 1.83 1.84 1.67 2.03 1.90 2.13 2.67 1.78 (2) 1.69 

TFR of the year 1.55 1.75 1.32 1.30 1.17 1.72 1.88 1.21 (2) 1.76 

DIVORCES AND REMARRIAGES 
(Div.or separate./married) × 1,000, 15-64 13.6 14.2 10.5 4.1 4.2 11.7 0.0 2.7 (2) 9.5 

(Mar.>1° order/div.+wid.) × 1,000, 15-64 34.1 37.4 34.1 17.2 11.8 21.5 4.0 9.4 (2) 24.1 

         

NL A P FIN SW UK ICE  NO  CH 

NUPTIALITY
Mean age at first marriage for women 26.7 26.3 24.9 27.3 28.9 26.7 28.8 27.7 27.3 

(Unmarried / women) × 1,000, age 35-44 131.7 123.6 86.6 192.6 255.0 107.9 208.1 153.9 136.6 

Total first marriage rate  × 100 56 55 73 59 44 53 55 58 64 

FERTILITY
(Extram. births / unmarried) × 1,000, 15-44 20.6 33.1 20.7 40.8 51.5 49.1 74.8 61.7 9.3 

(Legitimate births / married) × 1,000, 15-44 93.4 71.5 76.8 88.5 74.0 84.6 76.8 82.2 97.5 

(Births / women) × 1,000, 15-19 4.1 11.7 16.0 6.9 5.5 23.3 16.4 9.8 4.0 

(Births / women) × 1,000, 35-44 27.7 17.4 19.0 28.5 26.1 25.9 37.9 28.2 24.3 

Mean age at first birth 28.6 25.9 25.9 27.2 26.8 27.4 25.0 26.5 28.6 

TFR of women born in 1955 1.87 1.77 1.97 1.88 2.03 2.02 2.47 2.05 1.75 

TFR of the year 1.53 1.42 1.43 1.76 1.60 1.72 2.12 1.89 1.50 

DIVORCES AND REMARRIAGES
(Div. or separat. / married) × 1,000, 15-64 11.6 11.5 6.3 15.9 16.5 16.0 13.2 13.7 11.5 

(Mar.>1° order / div. + wid.) × 1,000, 15-64 28.8 29.4 17.7 21.4 19.5 35.4 29.6 27.4 29.9 

B: Belgium; DK: Denmark; G: Germany; GR: Greece; SP: Spain; F: France; IRE: 
Ireland; I: Italy; L: Luxembourg; NL: The Netherlands; A: Austria; P: Portugal; 

FIN: Finland; SW: Sweden; UK: United Kingdom; ICE: Iceland; NO: Norway; CH: 
Switzerland. 

Source: Cantisani and Dalla Zuanna, 1999. 
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Figure 1. Association between TFR, extramarital fertility and marital fertility. 18 

western European countries in 1981, 1991 and 1996. 
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Source: Cantisani and Dalla Zuanna, 1999. 
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A familistic interpretation of marital and reproductive behaviour might be 
useful in explaining the peculiarities of other countries, such as Spain and – 
with marked differences – Japan, as some comparative research could show 
(Billari et al., 2000; Dalla Zuanna et al., 1998). Nevertheless, before extend-
ing the hypotheses discussed here to other countries and populations, sys-
tematic comparisons should be developed.

2. THE FAMILISTIC ITALIAN WAY OF LIFE 

In chapter 2, Reher pointed out how the NCEC and Mediterranean countries 
are characterised by two different family systems: the weak and the strong 
family, respectively. In the weak-family area family ties (between parents 
and children, and among siblings) become less and less important during the 
teens and after the second decade of life. It is an ingrained anthropological 
feature, has by no means waned, as shown also by Kuijsten (1996), when 
studying recent social and demographic behaviours. Following in the foot-
steps of Reher, in chapter 3 Micheli underlines that in Italy as a whole the 
anthropological family structure is largely based on kinship, even if the rule 
of residence of the couple (patrilocal vs. neolocal), the diffusion of the stem-
family, and the age at first marriage of both spouses show deep differences 
among counties. The Reher’s classification of European families (strong vs.

weak family) is reinforced by Micheli’s analysis, who places the variegated 
Italian context in a European framework. The connection between family 
ties (strong vs. weak) and reproductive behaviour has not been developed by 
either Reher or Micheli. Nevertheless, as during the last 20 years in the 
strong-family area fertility has been the lowest world-wide, the social rules 
underpinning the strong-family system may be similar to those underlying 
the lowest low fertility. Consequently, a better definition of these could be 
useful.

Much of this task has already been done by various anthropologists, soci-
ologists, historians and demographers, who have concurred in describing the 
familistic way of life (Banfield, 1958; Aldmon and Verba, 1963; Balbo, 
1976; Ginsborg, 1989, 1994, 1998; Saraceno, 1994; Dalla Zuanna, 1995).

Following these authors, in a familistic oriented society, most people: 
1. consider their own utility and family utility as being one and the 

same thing;  
2. believe that every one else does too; 
3. follow these two rules throughout their lives. 

These rules especially concern the relationships between parents and 
children; having guaranteed his/her nuclear family, each person then extends 
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these rules to the kinship. In other words, in a familistic oriented society, 
throughout their life most people seek their own happiness and at the same 
time that of their nuclear family and – if possible – their relatives. This fami-
listic way of life can be considered as the “spirit” of the strong-family sys-
tem described by Reher. 

Table 2. Standardised β regression coefficients between total fertility and its three 

most proximate components (marital fertility, proportion of married women, extra-

marital fertility). 17 countries of Western Europe 

 Marital 
fertility

Proportion of 
married women

Extramarital 
Fertility

R2

1881 1.00 1.06 0.18 0.84 
1911 0.85 0.53 0.19 0.99 
1921 0.83 0.27 0.23 0.96 
1931 0.90 0.38 0.18 0.99 
1961 1.53 0.93 0.27 0.99 
1971 0.92 0.01 0.25 0.78 
1981 1.05 0.17 0.44 0.96 
1991 0.58 0.05 0.89 0.94 
1996 0.48 0.02 0.89 0.91 

Source: For the period 1881-1971 the source is Coale and Cotts Watkins (1986, pp. 
78-152). As indicators, If, Ig, Im, Ih, calculated for the Princeton project were used. 

France was excluded from the elaboration, being defined as an outlier due to its role 
as precursor in the fertility decline. Correlation values, particularly for the first two 
years, would have been largely determined by France if it had been included in the 
regression analysis. Two separate values were given for England-Wales and Scot-

land. For the final three years (which included France) the following indicators were 
used: TFR for total fertility, (legitimate births / married women) 15-44 for legitimate 
fertility, (unmarried women / women) 15-44 for the number of single women, (extra-

marital births / unmarried women)15-44 for extramarital fertility. As there is no large 
difference in the age structure of the total population and unmarried and married 

women in the 18 countries, it was not necessary to construct the Princeton indicators 
for the last two years. For further details, see Cantisani and Dalla Zuanna (1999). 

Further to this definition, familism is not a general attitude toward the 
“traditional family”, based on marriage and children, with the bread-winner 
father and the housewife, also found in demographic literature (Lesthaeghe 
and Meekers, 1986; Krishnan, 1990). As described in section five of this 
chapter, familism and the traditional family are linked, but familism can per-
sist even where traditional family-life declines.
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This emphasis on familism in interpreting Italian society has not been 
readily accepted universally. Some authors radically criticise familism as be-
ing an explanation for certain characteristic features of Italian society (De 
Masi, 1976; Gribaudi, 1994). Familism is not considered as a cause, but 
rather as being the effect of poverty and underdevelopment (in the past) and 
of the incapacity of the State to guarantee impartial welfare and rights to its 
citizens (today). Moreover, it is stated that it is not possible to speak of “Ital-
ian families” without considering the differences between north and south, 
town and country, and social class (Gribaudi, 1994). In answer to these criti-
cisms, it is difficult to fully subscribe to the viewpoint of those authors who 
overemphasise the importance of familism in Italian history and society 
(e.g., Altan, 1986). Nevertheless, abundant empirical evidence shows that 
currently in Italian society – not only in its backward and archaic strata – the 
familistic viewpoint should be considered to better explain many kinds of 
social behaviour. Furthermore, Reher’s considerations on the historical roots 
and the persistence throughout the centuries of the strong-family system in 
Mediterranean Europe suggest that parents transmit the familistic way of life 
to their children, an “explanatory variable” rather than the consequence of 
other social processes. 

The authors mentioned above have studied the influence of familism on 
several sectors of Italian life, implicitly assuming that the intimate structure 
of family ties orients various social organisations: political parties, trade un-
ions, businesses, universities, criminal groups and so on. Many authors un-
derline the strength of the family as an institution contrasting with others – 
church, government, the community, etc. (e.g., Ginsborg, 1989, 1998). 
Moreover, it is difficult to develop this macro-social perspective without 
considering the micro-level of familism, which is rooted in the psychological 
and anthropological rules described above. 

Let us consider some general data connected with Italian familism, com-
paring Italy with other Western countries. These general topics will be of 
relevance below, when the late departure from the parental home and lowest 
low fertility are considered.  

Trust in others outside the kin is considerably lower in Italy than in any 
other Western country (Table 3). This is a possible indicator of the Italian 
familistic way of life, with trust in the kinship being very high (see Table 9 
below). This dramatic difference is an important key in understanding the 
low esteem with which civic values are held in Italy. As the aforementioned 
authors found, familism and civic values cannot easily walk hand in hand: in 
a familistic oriented society, the saying homo homini lupus (every man is a 
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wolf for the other man) should be substituted by familia familiae lupa (every 
kin is a wolf for the other kin) – without offence to wolves! 

Another important consequence of Italian familism – and the low esteem 
of civic values – is the gap between private wealth and the quality of public 
services (Saraceno, 1994). In Italy, public services are – generally speaking 
– at a low level, if per capita income is considered. Perhaps the most clam-
orous example is the housing policy, where tenure has been positively en-
couraged, nor can public housing policy be compared to the majority of the 
NCEC. Thus the anxiety of the part of Italians to become house owners, as 
can be seen in Table 4 for the period 1961-91, which has continued through-
out the 90s, with no sign of a let-up. This hampers any decision on the part 
of young people to leave the parental home, cohabit and marry. Moreover, 
given these trends on the housing market it is not easy to change residence 
and to do so a thorough knowledge of the local area is needed to find a 
dwelling. Many prospective house owners are actively encouraged to live 
near their family, although this is often more a question of choice, in keeping 
with the prevailing familism, rather than necessity (Table 5). 

This could lead to the belief that in Italy welfare expenditure is low, 
which is simply not the case. The problem is that most welfare expenditure 
is directly transferred from the State to families, rather than to the public 
services. Moreover, most of these transfers go to the aged, financing pen-
sions, whereas young people and couples with children are overlooked. This 
topic, which is very important in discouraging fertility, will be reconsidered 
below.

Table 3. Percentage of people declaring that the most of their compatriots are 

“very” or “somewhat” trustworthy. Year 1986. 

Italy GR P SP F IRL B UK NL G LUX DK 
33 49 62 68 69 72 76 79 80 84 85 88 

Source: Eurobarometro, Bollettino Doxa, XL, 22-23, Nov. 17th 1986. Data quoted 
by Inglehart (1990). For the abbreviations of the countries, see the note of Table 1. 

Table 4. Percentage of households owner of their houses. 

Italy Other Europeans countries (1990-91) 
1961 1971 1981 1991 GR SP F B UK NL G DK 

46 51 59 68 76 78 54 54 67 45 39 54 
Source: For Italy: census data; for other countries: census data collated by Eurostat. 

For the abbreviations of the countries, see the note of Table 1. 
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Table 5. Residence of parents and children in some industrialised countries during 

the 1980s. 

UK USA AUS G A HUN Italy 
Proportion % of parents living with at least … 

… an adult son 32 21 30 40 39 37 60 
… an adult daughter 29 14 25 26 25 30 58 
Proportion % of adult children not living with parents, whose mother living 

… 15 minutes of less 32 27 24 38 37 43 57 
… between 15 minutes and 1 
hour

40 31 33 30 35 35 26 

… between 1 and 5 hours 19 19 20 22 23 19 8 
… 5 hours or more 9 23 23 9 4 4 4 

% of adult people living near their mother (1 hour or less) who see her every day

11 16 7 20 17 32 32 
Source: Jowell et al., 1989, quoted by Ginsborg (1994). For the abbreviations of the 

countries, see the note of Table 1. 

The Italian economy is also deeply steeped in familism. The production 
sector is characterised by thousands of small firms, whose founders are usu-
ally siblings or other relatives (see Table 6). Many years after the company's 
founding, owners and managers often continue to belong to the same family 
as the founder(s) (children, their spouses, nieces, nephews, grandchildren). 
This kind of organisation is not only typical of small firms: the Agnelli dy-
nasty and the four Benetton brothers are but two examples of the success of 
this kind of model on broad industrial dimensions. 

Table 6. Some data on dimension of firms.  Some EU countries around 1995. 

Italy SP F UK NL G SW 
% industrial income produced by firms 
with fewer then 50 workers (1) 51 42 39 28 41 31 33
% industrial workers employed in firms 
with fewer then 50 workers (2) 64 63 50 43 42 41 43
Source: Eurostat Yearbook, 1997 (Italian version), p. 366. For the abbreviations of 

the countries, see the note of Table 1. 

Moreover, the Italian industrial system is strongly oriented towards the 
production of consumer goods that emphasise the quality of life, particularly 
inside the home (see Table 7). This last topic will be reconsidered below 
when considering the impact of increased relative economic deprivation 
from a familistic perspective on fertility decline. 
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Table 7. The “house quality ” industrial sectors where the Italian trade balance 

was the best in the world (millions of $). Year 1996. 

Products 
Italy's commercial 

trade positive balance  
Italy's principal competitors 

(commercial trade balance in brackets)

Ornamental stone 1,702 China (100) 
Ceramic tiles 3,327 Spain (1,427) 
Chairs and sofas 3,126 China (421) 
Furnishings and kitchens 5,023 Denmark (1,350) 
Lighting and illumination 1,168 China (1,081) 
Taps and valves 2,378 Germany (1,815) 
Marble cutting machinery 682 Japan (297) 
Locks and ironmongery 1,054 Taiwan (526) 
Stove and hobs 506 China (107) 
Radiators and boilers 614 Germany (291) 
Fridges and freezers 2,431 The USA (1,465) 
Washing machines 1,701 Germany (327) 

Source: Fortis, 1998. 

Finally, both sides of the coin are evident when considering the labour 
market. Thanks to family assistance, Italian society can bear high youth un-
employment rates (more than 50% in some southern provinces), in the ab-
sence of public unemployment benefit and social upheaval. But the influence 
of the family on the labour market is even greater. More than 30% of young 
workers – interviewed in 1996 – found their first job thanks to the direct in-
tervention of a relative, 50% under their own steam – although some contri-
bution from the family is to be suspected – whereas less than 20% utilised 
other resources (advertisements, public agencies, etc.) – Buzzi et al., 1997, 
p. 372. While the role on the part of the family ensures greater flexibility for 
those entering the labour market, on the other hand many young people are 
not actively encouraged to seek employment. It is often preferred for the 
young to stay at home, unemployed, rather than accept a low status occupa-
tion. As will be seen parents find it hard to accept a “low status” child. Con-
sequently, in many parts of unemployed southern Italy, during the last years 
immigration from developing countries has been relatively high and grow-
ing.



114 G. DALLA ZUANNA

3. FAMILISM AS AN OBSTACLE TO LEAVING THE PARENTAL 
HOME

Castiglioni and Dalla Zuanna (1994), in a previous analysis of a 1991 na-
tional survey, described the parental family as the golden cage of Italian 
youth. Later surveys in 1995 (Buzzi et al., 1997) and 1998 (IRP, 1999), the 
latter with a more demographic focus, showed that there was a trend in fa-
vour of greater autonomy but that this continued to be based within the fam-
ily home (Table 8). Familistic parents do not encourage their children to 
leave, and young people react by placing their trust and affection in their 
parents and relatives (Table 9). 

Reher and Micheli suggest that this situation is rooted in the past, i.e. in 
inter-generation cultural transmission. Perhaps, it would be useful to explain 
this situation from the behavioural viewpoint, using the familistic paradigm. 
Let us first consider the direct effects of familism on the late leaving the pa-
rental home. Usually, children living outside the family pay for their free-
dom with a loss of amenities (Hill and Hill, 1976). But Italian parents are re-
luctant to see their children suffer in material terms, in the belief that their 
offspring’s discomfort is a source of their own malaise. Therefore, parents 
discourage an early departure from the family home and anyone who does so 
has to be strongly motivated (e.g. burdened by strict rules and limited free-
dom). Nonetheless, the golden cage is usually very comfortable and almost 
invisible.

Also directly connected with the late departure from the parental home is 
the parents’ major emotional investment in their children. In the aforemen-
tioned IRP survey, both adult children and parents stated that the main dis-
advantage in leaving the home was the emotional price paid, and as many as 
60% of the parents interviewed said that the child's departure offered no ad-
vantage of any kind. 

Table 8. Some data on living arrangements and earnings of Italian people aged 15-

24, interviewed in the 4 rounds of IARD survey 

 1983 1987 1992 1995
Percentage of people living outside the parental family 6 6 5 4 
Percentage of  young workers living at parental home 
who give all their earnings to the parental family 

23 15 9 5 

Source: Buzzi et al., 1997.
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Table 9. Mean score assigned to cohabiting relatives by Italian people aged 20-34 

in 1998. Scale from ONE  (the lowest) to TEN (the highest). 

Father Mother Brothers Sisters Grand-parents Other relatives 
7.84 8.55 7.99 8.17 8.26 8.13 

Source: IRP, 1999. 

This co-operative adult family (I thank Rossella Palomba, co-ordinator of 
the IRP survey, for this felicitous terminology) is based on a double ex-
change: both parties (parents and adult children) give and receive material 
and emotional goods: parents give more material goods and receive more af-
fection, adult children give more affection and receive more material goods. 
For some authors, this material exchange, at the end of the life course, will 
be more balanced in favour of parents, if the pension system is considered 
(Cigno and Rosati, 1992). Nevertheless, it is less risky, for adult children, to 
stay on in the parental home, than to risk building a new family, where affec-
tive and material goods are re-contracted, on a daily basis, with their part-
ners.

Some might say that this co-operative family of parents and adult chil-
dren is the modern version of the court of Aeolus – described by Homer at 
the beginning of the 10th Book of the Odyssey – where the God of the winds 
gives his six daughters as wives to his six sons, and offers the six couples an 
eternal banquet (it is also an extreme example of endogamy, and it could be 
a good preventive measure against the Oedipus murder!). In Italy, few young 
people are as bold as Ulysses, leaving the banquet provided by Aeolus to 
face the open seas. 

A familistic oriented society also discourages early departure from the 
parental family for a number of indirect motives, too. As suggested above, 
familism has contributed to the shortage of housing for rent accessible to 
young people. Moreover, familism was an important brick in building the 
Italian welfare system, largely based on the private transfer to old people 
rather than recipes from the public sector and the payment of unemployment 
benefit for all. Nevertheless, any material obstacle to leaving the parental 
home should not be over emphasised, as even the young employed with a 
good income or home owners usually prefer to remain until marriage (to the 
joy of their parents!). 

Before concluding this section, it could be useful to reconsider the Italian 
situation using the household formation framework proposed by Burch and 
Matthews (1987). Following these authors, the answer to the question “With 
whom shall I live?” stems from the necessity to procure household goods, 
which are both material (e.g. domestic services) and immaterial (e.g. com-
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panionship and privacy). The value (the cost) of these goods is not fixed, but 
varies with the evolution of the society, and – for the decision maker – can 
be considered as exogenous. The researcher could find an answer to the 
above question defining and measuring this utility function. Looking at “the 
modern Western society”, Burch and Matthews define some explanatory hy-
potheses (i.e. the utility function), in order to explain the growing proportion 
of people living alone (or in a small household). Trying to fit Burch and 
Matthews’ hypotheses to the living arrangements of Italian young people, 
we discover that they do not refer to “the modern Western society”, but “the 
modern weak-family Western society”. The more clamorous example con-
cerns the effect of the rising real income. For our authors: “We are on safe 
grounds in assuming that one reason so many people now live alone or in 
very small households is that they can afford to. They are able to forgo the 
economies of scale represented by larger households…”(p. 503). This could 
describe some aspects of the Italian situation, but is not useful in understand-
ing why adult children stay in the parental home until their thirties. In Italy, 
the increasing income of familistic parents increases the amount of money 
available to their adult children. Empirical data show that during the last 20 
years, the proportion of young people in employment living in the parental 
home, with their salary at their complete disposal, has substantially in-
creased. At the same time, for those contributing to the household expendi-
tures, the proportion of salary given to their parents has substantially 
dropped (Buzzi et al., 1997). This situation – that is strictly related to the 
familistic rules described above – increases the opportunity-cost of leaving 
the parental home. Hence, in a familistic oriented society, the rising of real 
income hampers – rather than favours – the early departure of children. 

Another behavioural hypothesis described by Burch and Matthews con-
cerns the rising demand for privacy: “With higher real income and a sense of 
security provided by an extensive welfare net, the individual turns inward 
and becomes more concerned with self-development and personal growth 
and experience. Recipes for such growth often emphasise the need for soli-
tude and privacy" (p. 505). In Italy, the growing demand for privacy coming 
from adult children is often resolved in the parental home. Data show that 
during the last 20 years a growing proportion of adult children (both males 
and females) have a room of their own in the parental home (77% for people 
aged 25-34 in 1998), where they are often free to pursue a sexual relation-
ship with their partner (57% for people aged 20-34 in 1998) – Buzzi et al.,
1997; IRP, 1999. 

Summing up, Burch and Matthews’ framework is very stimulating and 
the explanatory hypotheses could hold also for Italy, referring to the living 
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arrangements of older people and other demographic behaviour reducing the 
dimension of the household. But the explanatory hypotheses should be re-
arranged to understand the long permanence of adult children in the parental 
home. The familistic bonds between parents and adult children should be 
taken into account, as they define the milieu where the decisions concerning 
living arrangements are taken. 

4. FROM THE LATE DEPARTURE OF THE PARENTAL HOME TO 
LOW FERTILITY 

Many authors have described the psychological and practical consequences 
of remaining in the parental home on several aspects of Italian social life and 
private behaviour – see chapter 3 of Ginsborg (1998) for a review. The direct 
and indirect consequences of the late departure from the parental home on 
fertility are stressed in the following section, which could help cast light on 
Figure 1. 

The direct effect is not as important as it might seem. In Italy, as else-
where, age at leaving the parental home is negatively associated with the 
quantum of fertility (Billari et al., 1999a, 1999b). Nevertheless (Table 1), in 
1996 in Italy the mean age of women having their first child is not particu-
larly high: 27.8 years, as in the UK and France, where early departure from 
the parental home and cohabitation are widely diffused. In other words – 
looking at large populations – it is possible to have a late age at first child 
and a TFR not far from the replacement level, even if (looking at individual 
behaviour) the later the age at first child, the lower the probability of having 
other children. Consequently, today, within a European perspective, the 
problem of Italian fertility is not its late beginning, but the low probability of 
having a third, second and – for the youngest cohorts – a first child.  

Table 10. Percentage of Italian women without birth at the end of reproductive life 

by cohort 

 1950 1955 1960 1961 1962 1963 1964 1965 1966 
Italy 11 11 15 16 17 18 19 21 23 
North 10 13 18 19 21 22 24 25 27 
Centre 7 10 14 15 17 18 20 22 23 
South 15 13 12 13 14 14 15 17 18 

Source: ISTAT, 1998, diskette enclosed. Data until 1995 are calculated, after 1995 
are estimated. 
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The main direct effect on fertility is that the late departure from the pa-
rental home often results in the failure to marry and have children. The num-
ber of childless women has strikingly increased among cohorts born after 
1955, particularly in northern Italy. Table 10 is probably based on too low 
estimations of late fertility, and the proportion of those born after 1960 hav-
ing at least one child will probably be higher. Nevertheless, childless Italian 
women born in the mid 1960s will surely top 20%: the proportion of child-
less women among cohorts born just ten years previously is going to be dou-
bled. In this case, a delay of marriage often becomes permanent celibacy (De 
Sandre et al., 1997). This is an indication of something amiss, i.e. an unsatis-
fied desire, since throughout the 1980s and 1990s all the surveys conducted 
very few young people expressed the wish not to marry or have children (see 
Table 11 below). 

Let us consider the indirect effects on fertility of a late departure from the 
parental home. First of all, men have no experience of housework, since they 
go directly from their mother’s arms to their wives, never having lived alone 
or with friends. Thus Italian husbands do not help out in the home, even if 
their wives are in full-time employment (Bimbi, La Mendola, 1999). The ex-
cessive burden for women can be considered as an important cause of Italy's 
lowest low fertility. 

Another important indirect effect is less easily described and empirically 
supported. Staying at home until their thirties, young Italian people risk 
overemphasising each transition in psychological terms. Thanks to the cover 
offered by the parental family, they accept a job only if it is in line with their 
desires, and postpone marriage until the risk of losing amenities is low. In 
other words, during the age interval 20-30, when the enthusiasm for innova-
tion should be higher, they fail to develop a taste for responsibility, almost 
indispensable to the transition to adulthood. Massimo Livi Bacci (1997) re-
fers to this Italian situation as being la sindrome del ritardo – “the delay 
syndrome”. Young Italian people often become precociously fervent sup-
porters of Malthus. Garelli (1984) said that this insecurity among young 
people in facing transition is the product of the general level of insecurity 
present in society. Micheli (1996) proposed that the inability of today's chil-
dren in making choices is the direct product of their parents' insecurity. Go-
lini (1997) supposed that the modernisation of Italy was too rapid to permit 
the growth of balanced relations between generations. All these hypotheses 
are interesting in putting together the pieces of the puzzle underlying the mo-
tivations for the late departure from the parental home and Italy's lowest low 
fertility, but they are not enough to explain the broad differences be-     
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tween Italy and the NCEC. To better understand the intricacies of the Italian 
context, the familistic paradigm should be taken into account. 

A brief summary could be useful. Using data from several sources, the 
connection in Italy between familism, late leaving the parental home and fer-
tility, has been described for the last 20 years.  

Familism encourages late departure from the parental family directly, be-
cause:

In the Italian familistic society, economic conditions at home are 
more favourable than living alone, with friends or a partner; 
Generally speaking, in Italy the affective bonds between parents and 
children, children and other members of the kin are very strong. 

Indirectly, because: 
Familism has contributed to the shortage of housing for rent accessi-
ble to young people; 
Familism was an important brick in building the Italian welfare sys-
tem, based on private transfers from older to younger people rather 
than the availability of unemployment benefit for all. 

Late departure from the parental home negatively influences fertility di-
rectly, because: 

The higher the age at marriage or cohabitation, the shorter the time-
interval available for childbearing; 
Often the delayed departure implies a definitive no to cohabitation, 
marriage and childbearing. 

Indirectly, because: 
Young men do not learn to do housework, and thus in the Italian 
couple the working married (or cohabiting) woman has a double role 
(in the market and ménage), without being helped by the husband; 
Staying on in the parental home until their thirties, young people 
forget how to risk, useful to tackle the prospect of childbearing (the 
“delay syndrome”). 

Up to now, the interaction between familism, late departure from the pa-
rental home and low fertility has been described. The puzzle has to be com-
pleted by discussing the effect of familism on the reproductive behaviour of 
Italian couples. 



120 G. DALLA ZUANNA

5. FAMILISM AS THE LUBRICATING FACTOR IN THE COUPLES' 
LOWEST LOW FERTILITY 

To explain the falling fertility rate in Western countries from 1970-2000, 
Lesthaeghe (1998, 1999) emphasised three compatible theories: (1) in-
creased female autonomy and opportunity-costs, (2) increase in relative eco-
nomic deprivation, (3) changed cultural attitudes toward post-materialistic 
values. Let us examine if and how these interpretations can hold water in the 
familistic Italian society. 

Following the first theory, better educated women has led to increased 
opportunity costs for them and, therefore, to a higher proportion of working 
women, to lower fertility and delayed marriage and parenthood (Becker, 
1981). Several authors try to fit this theory in with Italian data, and an appar-
ent statistical “paradox” has been found, when comparing individual and 
ecological statistical analyses. Fertility among more educated Italian women 
and those in employment is later and slightly lower than fertility among 
housewives (see, e.g., Rosina, 1999; Di Giulio et al., 2000). Nevertheless, 
when Western countries are considered as statistical units, a strong positive 
association is detected between TFR and the proportion of women in the la-
bour market (Pinnelli, 1995), Italy being characterised by both low fertility 
and low female employment. Similar results are obtained using multilevel 
models – pooling the FFS data of several countries – the first level units be-
ing women or couples, the second level units being the countries (De Rose 
and Racioppi, 2001). 

To understand this “unusual” result, let us consider the fact that an Italian 
woman, who does not stop working after having children, must face at least 
four more “familistic” problems than NCEC mothers. 

First of all – as described above – the Italian mother finds society organ-
ised as though the male-breadwinner family were dominant, since public 
child rearing services and nursery facilities are scarce.  

Secondly, she and her partner receive no State support to face the ex-
penses incurred by a new child, since the family allowance paid to families 
with children is extremely low (Ditch et al., 1996). Let us only consider the 
fact that in 1994, 8 billion U.S. dollars were gathered as taxes to finance 
family allowances; only 2.5 billion were effectively re-distributed to families 
with children, whereas 5.5 billion were used to pay pensions (Saraceno, 
1998, p. 104).

Moreover – as described above – the woman is rarely helped by her part-
ner in the ménage: the time spent working (at home and outside) is dramati-
cally higher for a working Italian married woman than for an Italian married 
housewife (Bimbi and La Mendola, 1999).  
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Last but not least, the Italian mother must face the anxiety of having very 
little time to spend with her child: she violates the well entrenched social 
norm – strictly connected with the familistic rules – that nothing is better for 
a child than to be with her/his mother.  

Consequently, two main familistic influences may be detected in Becker's 
behavioural chain theory. Following a new-home economics’ viewpoint, the 
Italian familistic organisation of couple and society 

1. reduces the number of children to couples where both partners are 
earners, stressing the economic and psychological contrast between 
the woman’s employment and childbearing; 

2. induces Italian mothers into stopping work whilst the children are 
growing up, which is why Italy is characterised by low female par-
ticipation in the labour market, that also applies to the northern re-
gions where unemployment is practically unknown (Bettio, Villa, 
1998). Moreover, half the Italian married FFS women aged 20-49 in 
1996 were housewives at the time of the interview (Bernardi, 1999).  

Social process (1) strengthens the negative association between female 
employment and fertility in Italian society. Thanks to social process (2), fa-
milism obstructs female employment: consequently, familism helps reduce 
both TFR and the proportion of Italian women inside the labour market. 

Following the theory of increased relative economic deprivation, rising 
consumption expectations lead to the increasing value of private consump-
tion. This process leads to competition between children and consumption, 
since high and rising consumption expectations can far better be satisfied by 
dual earner families (Easterlin, 1976). Italian FFS data seem to be consistent 
with these theoretical expectations (Di Giulio et al., 2000).

This result are associated with the following familistic social processes: 
1. As already described in the second section and in Table 7, Italians 

are strongly oriented toward consumer goods connected with the 
quality of life in the home. These consumer expectations delay age 
at marriage, and emphasise the cost of a second or third child; the 
parents must take into account new high quality furniture and a new 
high quality house; 

2. When consumption aspirations rise, child value also increases, be-
cause familistic parents must compete with other familistic parents: 
adopting, at the same time, familistic and consumption oriented 
viewpoints, a child can be considered as being a luxury (De Santis, 
1997). Puzzling over these considerations, material and immaterial 
investments made by familistic Italian parents in (what they consider 
to be) the quality of their children are rather high. 
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Three kinds of empirical data support these last statements. In Italy the 
cost of children is higher than in the NCEC, and this cost has been growing 
over the last few years (Ekart-Jaffé, 1994; De Santis and Righi, 1997). 
Moreover, ceteris paribus, children with fewer brothers and sisters have 
more possibilities of improving their own social class, thanks to better edu-
cation (Casacchia and Dalla Zuanna, 1999). These results show that the 
strategy of reducing fertility has been a good familistic tool in Italy over the 
last 30 years, helping the social climb of few children or the only child.  
The third empirical proof can be found in the survey data on the value of 
children. Table 11 illustrates the results of a survey conducted on two com-
parable samples, interviewed with the same questionnaire in Italy and in the 
Netherlands in 1989. The values assigned to children were clearly higher in 
Italy; from a familistic viewpoint, the interpretation of these results by Ros-
sella Palomba are easily shared: 

The parent-child relationship has been reworked and adjust-
ments have been made in modern times (…). Today the rela-
tionship offers different possibilities: an insurance against lone-
liness, finding a purpose in life, and acquiring a social identity. 
Italians are not in conflict with traditional values; they are 
merely adapting them to fit in with today’s society and with 
changing times. In this way, there is not conflict between mod-
ernity and tradition as regards values and children, and Italians 
place a very high value on children. This high value could, 
paradoxically, explain the low Italian birth-rate, since Italians 
invest a great deal of time, money, attention, and interest in 
their children and thus, instead of having several children, they 
prefer to have only the one child, who becomes the sole object 
of much care and attention (Palomba, 1995, p. 186). 

The third theory has been formulated and re-adjusted by Lesthaeghe, van 
de Kaa and others (Lesthaeghe and Meekers, 1986; van de Kaa, 1988; Lest-
haeghe, 1995). The basic idea is that new European fertility and marital pat-
terns cannot be interpreted without starting from changes in mentality. As 
data for Western countries show, cohort by cohort the orientation toward 
post-materialism increases, and this new pattern of values encourages co-
habitation, low fertility and couple dissolution. 

In Italy post-materialism is at a lower level than NCEC, even if new co-
horts are fast making up for lost time (Lesthaeghe and Meekers, 1986; Ingle-
hart, 1997; Ginsborg, 1998, pp. 244-245). Moreover, the traditional indicator 
of secularisation (the weekly participation at mass), after a rapid de-     
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crease during the period 1950-81, remained substantially stable around 30-
35% until the mid-1990s (Pisati, 2000). Generally speaking, religion has 
been gaining popularity over the last twenty years, particularly amongst the 
young (Table 12), even if many authors and data suggest that Italians have 
reverted towards an intimate and self-tailored Catholicism, which is less ori-
ented by Church teaching (Cesareo et al., 1995). 

Table 11. The values of having children in Italy and the Netherlands. Age group 20-

44.    Percentage who agrees with the statement. 

 Italy Netherland

You cannot be really happy if you do not have children 57 7 

Having children is your duty towards society 43 8 
The closest relation you can have with anyone is with 
your own child 

87 38 

You can be perfectly satisfied with life if you have 
been a good mother or father 

79 51 

In our modern world the only place where you can feel 
completely happy is at home with your children 

50 32 

Source: Moors, 1990. 

Table 12.  Answer to the question: “Is the religion important in your life?” Four 

rounds of the IARD survey. Italian people aged 15-24, column percentage. 

1983 1987 1992 1996 
Very much 7 9 10 12 
Much 20 22 22 23 
Enough 37 38 37 33 
Few 24 23 19 22 
No 11 8 10 8 
I don’t know 1 0 2 2 

Source: Buzzi et al., 1997, p. 424. 

Dealing with the empirical connection between fertility and post-
materialism and secularisation indicators (the indicators of these two factors 
being strictly related – Clerici, 1999), the statistical “paradox” described 
above is found again. Among the more secularised Italian women and coun-
ties, fertility is later and lower (Clerici, 1999; De Sandre and Dalla Zuanna, 
1999; Di Giulio et al., 2000; Dalla Zuanna and Righi, 1999). Nevertheless, 
assuming a European viewpoint (where countries are considered as statistical 
units, adopting both ecological and multilevel analyses), fertility is lower in 
the less secularised countries – De Rose and Racioppi, 2001. 
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The social processes underlying this “paradox” could be similar to the 
ones already seen whilst discussing Becker’s theory. The change of values 
toward individualism and secularisation could be obstructed by the underly-
ing familistic mentality: consequently, in Italy both fertility and secularisa-
tion are low because they are both dropped by the Italian familistic way of 
life. The above sentences can be discussed in light of research conducted by 
some authors and their data. Firstly, familism cannot cohabit with an exces-
sive individualism, because it is a sort of familiar individualism (each kin for 
the other kin is a wolf…) and during the 1980s and 1990s, after the decline 
of the collective dreams of the 1960s, familistic values have celebrated their 
Italic triumph (Ginsborg, 1993, pp. 557-566; 1998, p. 533).  On the other 
hand, familism does not contrast with some Catholic values: e.g. the idea 
that families should be defended – rather than substituted – by the State; the 
emphasis on the responsibility of parents towards their children. These 
Catholic values are largely shared by Italians, while other non-familistic 
Catholic values are less and less popular, even amongst those closest to the 
Catholic Church (Clerici, 1999; Ginsborg, 1998, pp. 233-237). An interest-
ing example is the result of the two referendums on divorce and abortion, 
carried out in Italy – respectively – in 1974 and 1981. One might expect that 
the votes cast against divorce were less than those cast against abortion, be-
cause abortion – generally speaking – is considered by the Catholic ethic as 
a murder, a greater wrong than divorce. Nevertheless, people voting against 
divorce were 44% whilst there were only 34% against abortion. An interval 
of seven years could be large enough in order to explain this difference, as 
they were years of major cultural changes, particularly in sexual and repro-
ductive behaviour (Castiglioni and Dalla Zuanna, 1995). Nevertheless, an-
other explanation should be added. At the time of the vote, many Italians 
may have adopted a familistic viewpoint, considering divorce as a threat to 
the family, while abortion was seen as a resource, i.e. the possibility of solv-
ing a private problem inside the family – without fuss, free of charge and 
with the help of the Public Health Service: i panni sporchi si lavano in 

famiglia: “do not wash your dirty linen in public ”. 
Summing up, two social processes are particularly relevant, to understand 

connections among familism, Catholicism and fertility in Italy: 
Catholic values are filtered by the familistic way of life. As the 
Catholic Church has emphasised some values easily compatible with 
familism in Italy, Catholicism has reinforced familism, and – par-
tially – viceversa. This social pattern hampers secularisation; 
Some non-familistic Catholic values are less and less popular among 
Italians and their families. One of these is the non-familistic and un-
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popular Catholic value of a large number of children, strongly rec-
ommended by the Pope and Italian bishops, but practised only by a 
small minority of Italian couples.  

The consequent result is the “paradox” described above: the most tradi-
tional and Catholic Italian couples and counties have a higher fertility than 
the majority of secularised ones; but if Italy is compared with other Euro-
pean countries, a lower secularisation is associated with lower fertility. 

6. FINAL REMARKS 

The forces reducing fertility are not particularly different in Italy compared 
with the NCEC. But familism has interacted with them, emphasising the 
strength of the social processes, increasing the number of persons without 
children and depressing the fertility of the couple. The persistence of familis-
tic rules is useful in explaining the lowest low fertility in Italy during the last 
20 years, compared to the NCEC weak-family area. 

Should the social process described here effectively be at play, Italian fer-
tility is unlikely to perceptibly increase without undermining the strong-
family system. But the secular anthropologic structure of the strong family 
and kinship is not easily slackened. In the Italian context this social-
anthropologic system and the interconnected familistic norms hold, despite 
far-reaching economic, social and cultural change. Novelties have been as-
similated into Italian society without loosening (and perhaps even enforcing) 
its basic familistic structure. Perhaps, even the diffusion of “new” marital 
and reproductive behaviour (divorce, cohabitation, extra-marital fertility) – 
that could apparently weaken the strong-family system – actually reinforce 
it. To give an example, in Italy – as elsewhere – the bonds between an adult 
child with his/her parents are often strengthened by a divorce. The adult 
child can find in his/her parental family the psychological and material sup-
ports to face the shock of a marital dissolution. Perhaps in the strong-family 
system – generally speaking – the weaker the ties between partners, the 
stronger the affective and material connections between adult children and 
their parents and kin. 

Gianpiero Dalla Zuanna, Department of Statistical Sciences, University of Padova. 



 127 
 127-160 .

© 2004 Kluwer Academic Publishers. Printed in the Netherlands.

GIUSEPPE A. MICHELI 

ON THE VERGE OF A FAMILISTIC INTERPRETATION 

Familism, moods and other alchemies 

1. BEFORE THE FIXED ENDPOINT: WHAT SET OFF THE CHANGES 
IN SOCIAL NORMS? 

Some believe that what we are dealing with is a particularistic variant of fa-
milism, others that it is a sublimation of the latter, in the form of amoral in-
dividualism. However, there is wide agreement that we are now facing a 
situation in which the family is regaining a central role in social and eco-
nomic reproduction. What is it that set off the changes, which have led from 
a scenario of amoral, and solidaristic familism, which lasted so long over 
time, to the present situation? When did it do so, and why? What explains 
the prolongation of the trend of the decline in family-oriented choices, over 
so long a period as to occasion a breaking away from previous models? 
More in general, if a new system of norms has been formed (favourable to 
new roles and affecting individual choices), when and how did this come 
about?

Let us attempt to get closer to these important questions, by starting off 
with a crucial issue emerging from the evidence of many surveys: the proper 
number of children declared by Italian women remain stable, around two per 
woman (Goldstein et al. 2003). A similar result emerges from a general sur-
vey conducted in the Friuli-Venezia Giulia region on a sample of women 
from three distinct cohorts.1 The data of the Abacus Social Barometer also 
display extraordinary stability in the same proper number in all the regions 
of North Italy and for all the age groups.2 The 1945-47 cohort (which 
reaches a peak in its reproductive life span in the mid-seventies) effectively 
fulfilled this objective, but for the subsequent cohorts, this goal seems fur-
ther off. How can actual patterns of behaviour be reconciled with declared 
expectations?3 And above all, how can these expectations be reconciled with 
the traditionally recognized mechanisms of their formation? Let us start with 
four considerations, based on the findings of the Friuli survey. 

G. Dalla Zuanna and G.A. Micheli (eds.), Strong Family and Low Fertility: A Paradox?,
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The first consideration concerns the divergence between declared prefer-
ences and personally experienced costs. Reasoning strictly according to the 
logic of rational choice, those who experience costs and sacrifices should be 
induced to scale down the goal regarded as ideal for a family such as their 
own, and subsequently all associated behaviour. This appears to be true for 
the older cohort of respondents, but not for the other two younger cohorts; 
for the latter, the experiencing of costs and sacrifices at the birth of the first 
child does not lead to a reduction in the family size regarded as desirable. 

Secondly, this finding may confirm the hypothesis that anticipatory so-
cialization to family-model norms may have a decisive influence on declared 
preferences. In effect, in the two younger cohorts of the Friuli survey, the 
proper number of children appears to be influenced by the size of the family 
of origin: it is children from large families who aspire to having the most 
children themselves (as one might expect). But this rule does not hold for the 
oldest cohort. The powerful mechanism of socialization breaks down in the 
very case of the cohort born in the years immediately after WW2.4

Let us suppose, thirdly, that the normative framework influences the for-
mation of life projects. Let us consider the average proper age for the first 
child: this rises gradually, from 25 to 27 years, as we pass from the oldest 
cohort to the younger ones, who have experienced less of the costs and sacri-
fices inherent in motherhood. What is it that justifies a change in the norms? 
The delay of timing among the younger women might not depend so much 
on personal experience of the cost of these transitions as on the spreading of 
this information through the network of friends and acquaintances. But if the 
intentions and projects of individuals are influenced by a widespread system 
of beliefs, this influence should hold strong for all women exposed to this 
process of social learning. On the contrary in the two younger cohorts, the 
putting off of the proper age for parenting decisions appears to be signifi-
cantly higher among those respondents who have not experienced any sacri-
fice or cost. In short, there does not appear to be any confirmation of the hy-
pothesis that a changed framework of costs (individual beliefs) produces a 
changed framework of individual preferences as regards the timing of life 
events. Rather, it would appear that a different shift in perceptions, i.e., an 
increased intolerance of the costs of possible choices, might be responsible 
for the shift in preferences. The question therefore remains unresolved (un-
dermining any rigidly cognitivist approach): what is it that produces the 
change in norms and collective tastes? 
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Figure 1. A first explanatory model of inconsistency between behaviour and expec-

tations: Rational choices vs. familistic framework. 

                                                

Elster (1989) observes that the fox that is after the grapes, but for some 
reason cannot reach them, will tend to diminish their value and change either 
its belief system (“the grapes are sour”) or its system of preferences (“I don't 
like them anyway”). Let us suppose that having a child remains a desirable 
goal for the younger cohorts, but that for some reason this becomes difficult 
to achieve. The reduction in the dissonance between these two cognitive 
elements may be obtained either by changing the system of beliefs (e.g., by 
overestimating the costs of achievement) or by altering some attribute of the 
goal desired, so as to decrease its desirability (the irreversible nature of 
choices associated with the formation of a family has often been read, in 
processes of modernization and individualization, as an infinite cost5). We 
would therefore expect there to be some degree of consistency between the 
perception of high costs and the dismantling of the reversibility of traditional 
irreversible transitions. But in the Friuli sample, it is just those younger co-
horts with an accentuated perception of the costliness of family formation 
who return to a mass acceptance of the idea of the irreversibility of such 
transitions. The model of family formation for the young Friuli cohorts re-
spects traditional canons: it is both desirable and irreversible. But at the same 
time it is too costly and so tends to be postponed. Among the younger co-
horts, although the normative framework of the traditional family model still 
prevails in the formation of decisions, the perception of the costs of family 
passages is greatly increased. This leads to a clear-cut bifurcation between 
declared expectations (socially ruled) and rational demographic choices 
(Figure 1): the dissonance between expectations and reality would be open 
and lacerating, and there would be no attempt underway to reduce it. 
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The scarce predictive ability of attitudes measured in this case is not an 
isolated fact, and is deserving of a brief reflection. Opinion surveys tradi-
tionally sketch out a picture of the decision-making process which reads ba-
sically as follows: it is a mixture of social background, socio-cultural climate 
and the set of individual and collective values which influences the individ-
ual's attitudes, and these in their turn anticipate the corresponding choices. 
According to this picture, attitude is a mere theoretical construct of socio-
psychological models.6 But in the studies on the value of a child, the value-
expectation models were shown to be “inconsistent and inconclusive” (Cros-
bie, 1984): if any merit can be attributed to them, it consists precisely in hav-
ing ascertained that there is no clear functional link between the declared 
system of preferences and values and behaviour, either concomitant or both 
potential and subsequent in time. The low predictive value of attitudes de-
rives from a set of reasons of varying importance. The most radical criti-
cism7 (Festinger, 1964) overturns the traditional sequence, whereby attitude 
precedes action, both chronologically and genetically: attitude is, in contrast, 
a post factum processing of actual behaviour. It has the hidden objective of 
giving structure and legitimacy to past or current behaviour, not future be-
haviour. Behaviour therefore finds its breeding ground not so much in the 
cognitive sphere, as in the normative-affective sphere: behind individuals’ 
rational choices, there is a substrate of dispositions which affect them (with-
out actually determining them) and which operates not at the conscious level 
of beliefs and preferences, but at the more basic one of desires and experi-
ences.

How then may we interpret the persistent discrepancy between norms, 
values and attitudes, on the one hand, and behaviour on the other, to be 
found among the women in the Friuli survey? A first interpretation is based 
upon the hypothesis that there is no dissonance between an increased percep-
tion of the costs of transitions and a persistence of the familistic model, but 
that – in contrast – it is the very accentuation of a familistic vision of the 
family that reduces its size, increases its costs and lengthens the intervals be-
tween births. This is the interpretative key proposed here by Dalla Zuanna, 
which is consistent with the observation of the persistence in Mediterranean 
Europe of anthropological models based on the strong family (Reher) or on 
the stem-family (Micheli, first contribution). 

It is, however, worth following a second line of interpretation in order to 
explain why among the younger cohorts “the grapes are out of reach, but 
they are not sour”, i.e., why there is an increased perception of the costs of 
family passages, but this does not affect the perception of their irreversibil-
ity. This reading justifies the inconsistency between the set of internalised 
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norms8 (effectively oriented towards traditional models of transition to the 
adulthood) and consequent behaviour, without having to turn to the interme-
diate category of attitude, but rather by positing the existence of a mecha-
nism of interposition in the expectation-behaviour sequence, an interceptor 
mechanism9 which cannot be identified in the cognitive constructs generally 
taken into account (Figure 2). It is as if antagonist mediators interposed 
themselves between the decisions and stratification of awareness upon which 
the system of preferences and expectations is based, as happens in the proc-
esses of endocrine communication and cerebral synapses.10 These direct the 
individual towards this or that reaction on the basis of the way in which the 
individual's life events combine with his dispositions; alternatively, they may 
even intercept every reaction, rendering the individual apparently lacking in 
reactivity, for no apparent reason. 

Figure 2. A second explanatory model of inconsistency between behaviour and ex-

pectations: Post factum rationalization of intercepted choices. 

There are therefore two distinct models of interpretation of the inconsis-
tencies between behaviour and expectations. According to the first, it is the 
framework of a familist philosophy that is decisive; according to the second, 
it is an ‘irrational’ tendency to avoid the irreversible. Both are legitimate. In-
deed, if a change in individually absorbed norms can descend directly from 
changes in the framework of individual costs and benefits, it will also be 
able to descend from a change in the collective framework of symbolic ref-
erences, emotional drives of attraction or repulsion. These changes are cer-
tainly located within a black box (Boudon, 1998), which it is difficult to 
identify and describe in terms of individual rationality,11 but the explanation 
of the change in norms and preferences may then lie precisely in these im-
portant social facts. 
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Let us therefore pose a few questions. When norms do not produce a ma-
nipulation of practices, but absorb the manipulation produced by the latter, 
what is it that produces the change in the practices themselves? If we are to 
explain the demographic choices declared by individuals, we have at hand 
the two usual models of synchronic mechanisms of decision making: the 
economic one of cost-benefit analysis, and the sociological one of accep-
tance of norms and sanctions. Are these really enough? Or should we also 
investigate the subjective formative frameworks of decision-making proc-
esses?12

“Two strategies of research deserve our attention. The first, at a 
micro-demographic level, should pursue the study of the par-
ticular aspects of the process of fertility decline for selected 
demographic-social groups (..) On the other hand, a satisfactory 
interpretation of the factors of fertility decline cannot be made 
without an accurate reconstruction of a history of mentalities. 
The gradual acceptance of birth control must be explained in 
the light of the general evolution of the population's attitudes 
and mentality. The changes in religious sentiments, and in the 
acceptance of prevailing morals; the changes in the relations be-
tween men and women, and between parents and children; the 
formation of a political or class consciousness among the rural, 
industrial, urban or middle classes: these are just a few of the 
many pieces which make up the jigsaw of the general cultural 
climate which has produced new attitudes vis-à-vis procreation. 
The first strategy is the task of the demographer. However, he 
cannot totally ignore the second, unless he is resigned to accept-
ing a purely deterministic interpretation of demographic facts” 
(Livi Bacci, 1977). 

In order to seek a few answers to these questions, we must extend our 
usual toolbox beyond the cognitive processes. 

2. EXPLORING THE SPHERE OF THE EMOTIONS 

It is usually said that cultural models are sufficiently integrated symbolic 
systems. What is sometimes forgotten is that this integration should not be 
sought in consistencies of a logical-cognitive type, but in emotional ones. A 
system is integrated if the same set of affective dispositions is equally satis-
fied at each point of application of the model itself. It is often also said that 
values represent a powerful impetus to action: however their effectiveness 
does not depend on their content but on their affective charge. The exercis-
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ing of a value is always an affective experience, i.e., one that involves the 
sphere of feelings. Simmel (1907) writes: 

“Of will it has rightly been said that it is blind, but this state-
ment has also been misunderstood. Its action is not irrational in 
the sense of reason as a value-laden concept, but it cannot pro-
duce any effect if it does not receive some kind of content, 
which is never included in will itself; indeed, it is none other 
than one of the psychological forms (such as being, having to, 
hoping) in which contents live in us, one of the categories 
through which we comprehend the content of the world in itself, 
at a purely ideal level, in order that it might take on a practical 
meaning for us. Just as will does not - on its own - choose any 
given content, so it does not derive any purpose from pure 
knowledge of the contents of the world, i.e., from intellectuality 
(...). Wherever the intellect leads us, we are in a condition of 
mere dependency, because its path only crosses the objective 
connections of things (..). Even if we turn to the concept of cal-
culating the means with total clarity, as long as we stop at this, 
we remain purely theoretical beings, in no way practical. Will is 
limited to accompanying the series of our reflections like an or-
gan pedal or like the general premise of a field, upon the par-
ticular contents and situation of which it does not have the re-
motest effect, but into which it (and it alone) can introduce life 
and reality”. 

The role of the affective components of a cultural system already emerges 
forcefully in the value models. In order to give it a classification in broad 
principle, we start by defining the concept of attitude. It is identified by the 
simultaneous existence of three elements: a subject, its lasting intentional 
state, and an object or situation that is the specific goal of intent. In an affec-
tive structure (Isen, 1984), the third condition of existence of a cognitive 
structure (orientation of intent towards an object or goal) may or may not be 
present. For example, depression is an understandable response to certain 
difficulties in life events (such as the symbolic or real loss of an object of at-
tachment, i.e., bereavement), but in its development it produces a general-
ized and unfocused disposition of hopelessness, lacking in object and goal 
(Brown and Harris, 1978). In these pages, we do not intend to deal with 
emotions, which are reactive and possess an object, but with critical moods 
and dispositions, which are not structured in function of an object: euphoria 



134 G. A. MICHELI

and bad temper, depression and aggressiveness, melancholy and apathy, in-
security and impotence, anxiety and avoidance. 

In speaking of the influence of the affective states upon choices, we can-
not ignore two authoritative references for the theory of rational action. One 
is that of Leibenstein (1981) who, reflecting on the logic of procreative 
choices, affirms, “a high proportion of fertility rate is determined by ‘non-
decision decisions’”, and goes on to make the following affirmation: 

“We assume that active decision-making is infrequent. Day-to-
day behaviour is on a routinized basis. Passive decisions usually 
involve routine behaviour. It may be viewed as behaviour 
'within a holding pattern' (..). If the event is strong enough and 
has a significant impact on the assessment of the decision-
maker about the outcomes of behaviour, then the impact of the 
event forces itself on the attention of the decision-making en-
tity. In this way the event may activate the idea that a new, ac-
tive decision may have to be made (..). We assume that within 
certain bounds of certain variables the routines in behaviour that 
occurred in the past simply continue. Only if the changing data 
go beyond the lower or upper bounds of the inert area does a 
stimulus arise for active decision-making”. 

The second reference is the thesis advanced by Etzioni (1998), whereby: 

“The majority of choices people make, including economic 
ones, are completely or largely based on normative/affective 
considerations not merely with regard to selection of goals but 
also of means, and (..) The limited zones in which other, logi-
cal-empirical considerations are paramount are themselves de-
fined by normative/affective factors that legitimate and other-
wise motivate such decision making”13.

Other examples of the raising of dispositions to paradigms of social ac-
tion are to be found into the world of philosophical speculation. Binswanger 
(1956) matches mannerism as state of would-be existence with Mannerism14

as philosophical program and artistic current in the late-Renaissance and pre-
Baroque period. Georg Simmel vividly depicts the specific traits of the dis-
positions of the ‘blasé’ and the ‘cynical’ as being consubstantial with a mod-
ern urban society centred on money.15

Social and economic anthropologists (apparently even further away from 
psychology, anchored as they are to the elementary structures of social  
facts) have also  turned  to cognitive-affective structures. For example,  the 
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category of negative reciprocity16 is, strictly speaking, much more of a 
predatory disposition than a rational strategy. And Banfield himself attrib-
utes dispositional connotations17 to the concept of familism. In general, the 
scientific literature (just as much as the narratives of psychological intro-
spection18) has elaborated lists of affective structures which influence the ac-
tion and non-action of individuals and which, with a connotation of crisis, 
may be assimilated to the concept of orientation of action introduced by We-
ber in his essay of 1913. 

The bearing structure of these cognitive-affective forms may be synthe-
sized in the form of three features, of which the last is particularly important 
here. The first is the loss of the ability to react, the indifference to stimuli 
(akedìa) as a reaction to the unbearable nature (in quantity or quality) of the 
stimuli themselves. The second is the inability to choose an order of priori-
ties (Laffi, 1998) and thus the inability to take irreversible decisions. It is the 
reflection of a paratactic organization of the decision-making process, con-
sisting of the placing alongside each other of possible alternatives, without 
any identification of interdependencies and priorities (as when a sentence of 
discourse is constructed by the mere placing together of independent propo-
sitions). It is the philosophy of “all and now”, without the obligation of 
choices19, but with a post factum ideological rationalization of these non-
decisions20. The paratactic degeneration of the decision-making process has 
something to do with the repulsion of irreversible choices, which scholars of 
young people's condition in Italy regard as typical of the new generations.21

The third basic characteristic of crisis dispositional states is the loss of the 
nexus between action and goal. Rational choices are choices which are di-
rectly goal-oriented. On the contrary, many social or demographic processes 
break away from the mechanical intention-action model. The choices of cru-
cial passages in the life-course are often choices “not to decide”. Elster 
(1989) defines as “essentially secondary effects” the results of processes 
lacking in any direct and conscious link between outcome and intention (like 
crisis dispositions), which require the relaxation of the control of reason in 
order for them to be fulfilled.22

A theoretical category, which well embodies the concept of critical dispo-
sitions, is that of security/insecurity of attachment of the child to a figure of 
reference, which John Bowlby (1969) developed in his two volumes At-

tachment and Loss.23 Anxious insecurity and avoidant insecurity are two ba-
sic mental dispositions which filter and translate individuals' value orienta-
tions into behaviour in the affective sphere, and which re-emerge in all peo-
ples critical choices. At the root of recent demographic behaviour in the 
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Mediterranean regions, there may well be an anxious or avoidant disposi-
tional state, that assumes the role of interceptor between desire and action.24

This working hypothesis may be disturbing for the traditional approach to 
demographic behaviour. In effect, in focussing our analysis of behaviour and 
attitudes on the underlying drive-dynamics, we alter the methodological hab-
its and conceptual tools of anyone researching the demographic changes un-
derway. Actually, this is an approach that has already been pursued in semi-
nal studies in history and the social sciences. For example, in the chapter in 
which he synthesizes research on the Authoritarian Personality (Adorno et

al., 1973), Sanford wrote: “Behaviour, however consistent it may be, is not 
the same thing as personality; personality lies behind behaviour and within 
the individual. The forces of the personality are not responses, but disposi-
tions towards response”. The ‘forces of the personality’ proposed by the 
Berkeley researchers (thrusts, desires or impulses) correspond to the drives 
we refer to in these pages. It is notable that for these authors the underlying 
impulses are of a genesis not assimilable to that of the system of preferences. 

Before attempting to operationalize the interpretative categories exam-
ined here, we need to make three further points. The first is of an epistemo-
logical nature, and underlines how the operational use of dispositions and 
moods requires us to take a step (backwards?) in the direction of the positiv-
ist concept of explanation. Indeed, dispositions and moods operate (and no 
differently, to tell the truth, from Weber's orientations of action) under a 
logic similar to causal logic, in a similar way to the dispositional models of 
explanation laid out by Ryle and taken up again by Hempel (Sparti, 1995),25

which themselves reproduce the nomological-deductive model at a more so-
phisticated level. The causes are therefore found outside, in nature, but also 
inside the human actor, in the form of dispositions to act (or, as in our case, 
counter-dispositions to act). 

Secondly, we would like to distance ourselves from the common-sense 
definition of crisis dispositions, even slight ones, as affective disorders, 
which would lead one to believe that there is a qualitative difference be-
tween a balanced state of mind, so to speak, and a pathological one. Here, by 
moods such as depression and anxiety, we mean neutral states of mind rather 
than pathological forms.26

Finally, we must be aware that it is impossible to make a totally clear-cut 
separation between the cognitive component and the affective one. The scep-
ticism of demographers as regards the potential contribution of psychology 
to studies on fertility dates back to evaluations of the results of the great 
American surveys. Fawcett (1970) underlined how neither the Indian-     
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apolis studies nor the three rounds of the Princeton survey demonstrated sig-
nificant correlations between psychological variables and indicators of fertil-
ity. There was a mass use of indicators of dispositions and moods in these 
studies, and none of them (in contrast with indicators of economic status) 
demonstrated any significant relationship with the demographic data27.
However, the conclusion of Kiser (1967, quoted in Fawcett, 1970) is rele-
vant to these failures: “the failure to provide associations between demo-
graphic behaviour and psychological factors suggests either that the really 
important psychological features were not identified or that they were not 
properly measured”. Neither value models nor moods work on their own, in 
the absence of interaction between cognitive and affective factors. Ciompi 
(1982) is correct in suggesting an interpretation of behaviour according to an 
“affective logic” (Affektlogik): an integrated system in which cognitive and 
affective functions form an indivisible unit, simultaneously a logical struc-
ture of affects and an affective structure of logic. 

3. MEASURING VALUE MODELS AND DISPOSITIONS 

The two previously used Italian surveys attempted to translate into empirical 
indicators certain value models and dispositional states which might be 
placed in relation to the system of expectations as regards family behaviour 
(Table 1).28

As for the former, three dimensions of the pact of social and generational 
coexistence were measured: 

• A scale, which measures the degree of post-materialism,29 proposed 
by Inglehart (1990), based on Maslow's hierarchical theory of needs 
(1954).

• A scale of measurement of familistic orientation, which measures 
the priority assigned, in individual strategic decisions, to the collec-
tive good or - in contrast - to the ‘particular’ good of the family to 
which one belongs:30 the two poles of a continuum (Ginsborg, 
1998), generally labelled with the categories of civicness (or post-
familism) and familism.31

• A scale - less usual in the analyses of opinion frames - of adherence 
to the pact of intergenerational solidarity (always understood in an 
anthropological sense as kinship descent) or conversely of dissolu-
tion of this pact.32

From behind the three dimensions of post-materialism, post-familism and 
the inter-generational pact, there emerges the structure of what Caldwell 
(1982) defines as “family ethics”: rules governing who, in the family, may 
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obtain what (and how much) from whom, and who may tell whom what to 
do.33

As post-familism is the overcoming of a mental habit, which is even 
taken as the stereotype of the ‘Italian way of thinking’, the overcoming of 
familistic patterns should accompany the tendency to refuse pacts of solidar-
ity between generations. In contrast, in both surveys the opposite is ob-
served: the rescission of the intergenerational contract is much more often 
accompanied by the conservation, rather than the abandonment, of familism.  

Table 1. Abacus and Friuli surveys: variables used in a component analysis 

ABACUS SURVEY FRIULI SURVEY 
Synchronic back-
ground variables 

°Age (five-year age groups)  
°Level of education 
°Size of city 

°Age (three cohorts) 
°Educational qualifications 
°Leaps in social status between gen-

erations
Diachronic back-
ground variables 

°Material deprivation in childhood 
°Lack of domestic harmony in child-

hood
°Affective deprivation in childhood 

Intermediate vari-
ables: value models 

°Rescission of pact between 
generations

°Post-materialism 
°Post-familism 
°Political self-definition 
°Ethnocentricism 

°Rescission of pact between genera-
tions

°Post-materialism 
°Post-familism 

Intermediate vari-
ables: dispositional 
states 

°Avoidance
°Self-regulation/Anxiety  
°Typology of forms of 

insecurity 

°Avoidance
°Self-regulation/Anxiety 
°Trustfulness 
°Tendency to repress problems 
°Perceived relational malaise  
°Perceived physical malaise 
°Need for reversibility  
°Drive dependency 
°Solidarity  

Output: attitudes °Proper number of children °Proper number of children 
Output: behaviour °Number of strong ties °Actual number of children (com-

pared to standard number for age) 
°Number of strong ties 

In particular, the Abacus survey34 shows a marked polarization between 
two sets of propensities, which characterize two blocks of the population that 
are distinct, both socially and culturally. The first, more educated and mod-
ern, is marked by a post-materialist orientation and by dispositional       
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states linked to this (for example, greater tolerance towards the transgression 
of residual norms35 recurring in everyday life in the private sphere). The sec-
ond block, marked by the opposite value models from the former, concerns 
those sections of the population who are less - or more recently - educated, 
with little (or no) prospects of social mobility down the generations (which 
leads to a real condition of relative deprivation). 

Apart from these indicators of value models, the Friuli and Abacus sur-
veys attempted to measure certain dispositional states. A measure of the 
level of trustful openness to intersubjective relations36 and an indicator of the 
physical perception of malaise37 fall into this group. But the most ambitious 
attempt has been to measure the level of anxious insecurity and avoidant in-
security of an individual, founding categories of John Bowlby's theory of 
imprinting,38 with a different procedure from that used by Bowlby's school. 
In order to do this, we used scales of semantic perception, starting from sets 
of key words, in order to express the sensation of pleasant-
ness/unpleasantness, which they caused. A sample of 45 words of strong 
evocative potential, pre-selected for their representativeness and stability of 
meaning, turned out to be sufficient for the construction of reliable psycho-
cultural clusters (Micheli, 1999). 

The matrix of scores assigned to each respondent for each word, accord-
ing to the pleasantness of the sensation evoked,39 was submitted to a princi-
pal component analysis. Of the first four components, two40 may be traced 
back to the states of insecurity in Bowlby's theory: a normative dimension41,
which distinguishes the states of emancipating (but anxious) self-regulation 
from those of hetero-directed regulation; and a relational dimension, which 
distinguishes the states of trustfulness from those of avoidant insecurity.42

The insertion of the two indicators of insecurity (anxious, avoidant) in the 
analytical models of expectations and behaviour formation turns out to be 
fairly useful. For the Abacus survey data (Figures 3 and 4), it emerges that 
the proper number of children only exceeds replacement level from genera-
tion to generation among those with low levels of insecurity, either anxious 
or avoidant. This finding also holds for each age group taken separately, and 
it is theoretically reasonable. In demographers' analyses,43 anxious insecurity 
is often associated with the tendency to increase the value attributed to the 
risking of one's own decisions, and consequently to postpone them or con-
tain their choice. 
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Table 2. Measurement of varimax five principal components. 

ABACUS
SURVEY
Variables-
Factors (%) 

I

12.85

II

11.56

III

11.52

IV

11.27

V

11.15

Age +.74 0 +.06 -.08 +.28
Rescission +.68 -.07 -.05 +.06 -.21
Post-
materialism 

-.21 +.71 +.14 -.19 +.11 

Political self-
definition 

-.06 -.69 +.28 -.21 -.04 

Anxious self-
regulation 

+.22 +.49 +.47 +.11 -.34 

Avoidance +.25 -.05 -.57 +.01 -.27
Post-familism +.12 -.09 +.72 +.05 -.09
Size of city +.16 +.11 -.12 +.78 +.08 
Education -.27 -.11 +.30 +.70 0 
Size of net-
work

+.29 +.09 -.02 -.08 +.64

Proper number 
of children 

-.20 -.02 +.04 +.18 +.69

Identification 
of factors 

Rescission
of genera-
tional pact 

Anxiety 
/Post-

materialism

Avoidance/ 
Familism 

Education/ 
Urbaniza-

tion 

Family tar-
get/ Size of 

network 

11 dispositional and background variables, contribution to the total variance = 58% 

Table 3. Five principal components (12 intermediate variables) and contribution to 

the total variance, by age cohorts. 

FRIULI SURVEY 
Variables – Factors 

Total 1973-75 1959-61 1945-47 

° Avoidance 
° Rescission of interg. pact 

III (12) I (12) I (13) III (12) 

° Anxious self-regulation 
° Need for reversibility 

II (12) II (12) V (10) II (13) 

° Relational malaise 
° (Decline in) trustfulness 

I (13) III (12) III (12) I (15) 

° Post-materialism IV (10) V (10) II (13) IV (11) 
° Post-familism 
° (No) tendency to repress 

V (9) IV (10) IV (12) V (9) 
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Figure 3. Abacus survey: proper number of children, by level of anxiousness and 
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Figure 4. Abacus survey: proper number of children, by level of avoidant insecu-

rity and gender
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Table 4. Multiple regression for proper number of children. 

ABACUS SURVEY M+F M F 
Size of network +     * + +     * 
Age + - + 
Anxious insecurity -  *** - -  *** 
Avoidance  -  *** -    * -    ** 
Size of city + - + 
Education + - + 
Significance (F) *** ***
N (1085) (363) (721) 

* P-value < .05  ** P-value < .01   *** P-value < .001 

Table 5. Multiple regression for actual number of children.  

ABACUS SURVEY M+F M F 
Size of network + + + 
Age +   * + + 
Anxious insecurity -  *** -     * -  ** 
Avoidance  -  ** -   ** -
Size of city + + + 
Education + +   * - 
Significance (F) *** *** *
N (371) (124) (247) 

* P-value < .05  ** P-value < .01   *** P-value < .001 

Table 6. Multiple regression for proper and actual number of children, by age. 

FRIULI SURVEY Proper no. of children Actual no. of children 
 38 years 52 years 38 years 52 years 
Education + - - -     * 
Relational malaise - + -    ** -
Rescission of generational 
pact

-    ** - -    ** -

Anxious insecurity -      * - - -     * 
Post-materialism - - - + 
Post-familism + - - + 
Significance (F) * *** **
N (160) (162) (165) (162) 

* P-value < .05  ** P-value < .01   *** P-value < .001 

Tables 4, 5 and 6, with regression models applied to the data of the two 
surveys,44 are in line with this interpretation. In the Abacus data, intention as 
regards the proper number of children (Table 4) is influenced much less by 
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the background variables, and much more by the dispositions of anxiety and 
avoidance, and this model turns out to be highly significant for the women 
interviewed. If we insert the actual number of children into the explanatory 
variables, this variable absorbs the model's entire contribution to the total 
variance: actual number of children and proper number of children proceed 
in parallel, partly because of a selection effect and partly because of a 
mechanism of post factum rationalization, such as those suggested in figure 
1b. But if we apply the same regression model to the actual number of chil-
dren, the overall model is not significantly modified (Table 5): the disposi-
tional factors are still dominant compared to the structural ones and turn out, 
surprisingly, to be even more significant than the factor of age. 

A similar model applied to the data of the Friuli survey (where the indica-
tor of avoidance is effectively substituted with the variable ‘rescission of the 
generational pact’) exhibits a lower degree of statistical significance. But 
even in this case, it was dispositional states (rather than explanatory vari-
ables relative to value models), which exhibited a statistically significant in-
fluence on actual behaviour. 

4. WHAT LEADS TO A CHANGE IN DISPOSITIONAL STATES? 

In the previous pages, we cultivated the doubt that in order to understand a 
change in behaviour, social practices or attitudes, it is not sufficient to seek - 
as it would be according to the more usual dictates of cognitive psychology - 
a mere change in objective parameters or in their knowledge. We need 
equally45 to ask ourselves if and how a change in value models (or in dispo-
sitional states acting as a gyroscope)46 might lie behind the change in social 
practices. But what critical events, individual or collective, might themselves 
explain this type of changes? And through what procedures? 

In order to attempt to answer, let us take two steps backwards. First, let us 
seek in psychological literature a sufficiently comprehensive model of com-
pensatory mechanism for the coping with critical events. Let us then classify 
possible critical events according to a (rough) typology, and see whether dif-
ferent types of critical events correspond to different types of compensatory 
mechanism. Social psychologists have identified a powerful mechanism for 
explaining changes in behaviour and preferences. This includes anticipatory 
self-reinforcement (Heckausen, 1999)47 and cognitive dissonance, a theory 
of Festinger's (1957) synthesized by Elster (1999): 

“Whenever a tension among the elements of a person's mental 
set generates psychic discomfort, 'something has to give'. A 
pressure is set up to adjust one or more of the elements in the 
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set so as to reduce the tension or dissonance and restore har-
mony or consonance”.48

Although the mechanism of cognitive dissonance is intrinsically uncon-
scious, it has generally been applied to the alteration of behaviour and pref-
erences, hence well within the sphere of cognitive constructs. But its sphere 
of application is broader: Heckausen (1999) speaks extensively of action on 
the mental representations.49 Not just cognitive constructs, then, but also 
normative systems.50 With a further crucial extension, the theory of disso-
nance is also extended in these pages to fuzzy and non goal-oriented disposi-
tions.51

Ciompi (1982) has highlighted a distinction between dissonances by con-
tradiction and by paradox,52 that could be important in predicting the type of 
adaptive reaction of the individual: indeed, a contradiction induces an adap-
tive reaction of restructuring of the cognitive system, while a paradox chan-
nels the response more drastically towards the destructuring of the affective 
system, with an effect which is possibly more extreme.53 The quality of criti-
cal events and situations capable of producing dissonances (in one or the 
other form) is therefore crucial for predicting the type of reaction. Two crite-
ria of classification of events and situations emerge as being particularly use-
ful.

The first rule starts from the individual/collective dichotomy. Festinger's 
theory generally gave priority to the psychological-social dimension, in 
which individual or collective behaviour or attitudes are influenced by indi-
vidual contingencies, generating dissonance. But it also turns out to be use-
ful in interpreting the effect on collective behaviour of collective events or 
contingencies. According to an ethological interpretative scheme (Eibl 
Eibesfeld, 1983), any historical discontinuities in the rules of social control 
may be the result of the worsening of social aggressiveness. In a recent in-
terview, Luis Sepulveda noted impressionistically (but correctly) how, upon 
returning to Chile after Pinochet, he had found a change in the climate of 
human and trusts relationships, with the foundering of the trust capital “typi-
cal of his people”, and its substitution by a tendency towards the monetiza-
tion of human relationships. Similarly, Simmel (1903) represents the forma-
tion of an affectively neutral metropolitan mood as an effect of a collective 
condition of dissonance, due to a sort of "environmental desertification".54

The second rule starts from the synchronic/diachronic dichotomy, and it 
has to do with the lapse of time between the contingency that generates dis-
sonance and the formation of a change in dispositional states. Alongside 
mechanisms of strict synchronism between cause and effect, there may in-
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deed exist at least two important types of asynchrony: a kind of synchronism 
in two stages, within the same life course, and a diachronic mechanism 
which straddles two generations. 

Examples of two-stage mechanisms recur in the psychological literature 
with a phenomenological approach. The two following passages throw light 
on the quite distinct mechanics working at two stages. The first consists of a 
reactive attitude (e.g., depression as numbing of feelings) towards an un-
bearable event, like the loss of a figure of reference (Brown and Harris, 
1978), or towards a situation that is unbearably contradictory, such as the 
lack of a home, both a physical and symbolic place of reference 
(Binswanger, 1956). The second stage consists of the generalization and de-
structuring of the reactive state in a dispositional state lacking in object and 
goal (hopelessness, mannerism). 

“Like Bowlby, we believe hopelessness is the key factor in the 
genesis of clinical depression, and loss is probably the most 
likely cause of profound hopelessness. The immediate response 
to loss of an important source of positive value is likely to be a 
sense of hopelessness, accompanied by a gamut of feelings, 
ranging from distress, depression and shame to anger. Feelings 
of hopelessness will not always be restricted to the provoking 
incident – large or small. It may lead to thoughts about the 
hopelessness of one’s life in general. It is such a generalization 
of hopelessness that we believe forms the central core of a de-
pressive disorder” (Brown and Harris, 1978).

“The university student Jurg Zund is lively, sensitive and im-
pulsive as a boy, but he suffers from states of anxiousness and 
abnormal bodily sensations. Soon he moves in three ‘worlds’ 
that are different or downright contradictory. He fails to put 
down roots in any of these 'worlds', given that he constantly 
sees each of them in the mirror of the other two (..). The exis-
tence of Jurg Zund is threatened right from the start by a 
schism, by a triplicity of directions” (Binswanger, 1956). 

   It is not only analyses of a clinical type that might benefit from this 
mechanism of interpretation. Let us attempt to use it to explain the differ-
ences between cohorts in the intentions and dispositions of respondents in 
the Friuli survey. Here, in the formation of the substrate of current behav-
iour, an important role is played by the great social transformation (meas-
ured through improvements in educational qualifications from mothers to 
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daughters), which remodelled the region throughout the cohorts interviewed. 
In just a few decades, the region passed from a scenario of substantial im-
mobility to one of explosive upward mobility, in which a stationary life his-
tory takes on a connotation of social decline. And the part of the population, 
which remains left out of the new standards of social status, experiences a 
growing malaise. 

Table 7. Regression relating anxious insecurity and rescission of the intergenera-

tional pact by  various background variables55, by respondent's age group. 

FRIULI SURVEY Anxious insecurity Rescission of the 
pact between genera-

tions 
 38 years 52 years 38 years 52 years 
Level of education +     *** +  *** - + 
Generational social mobility - -   *** - - 
Material deprivation - + - - 
Lack of domestic harmony + - +   * -
Affective deprivation - + + +  * 
Significance (F) * *** **
N (164) (163) (162) (164) 

* P-value < .05  ** P-value < .01   *** P-value < .001 

It is therefore reasonable that (Table 7) anxious insecurity should appear 
especially in those sections which are educated but do not benefit from the 
collective post-war process of upward mobility: sections basically character-
ized by a certain status inconsistency. And nor is it surprising that those mi-
norities with stationary life histories in contexts of collective upward mobil-
ity, marked by the low quality of affective life experienced in their child-
hoods, should display syndromes of avoidance and rejection of the intergen-
erational solidarity pact (Micheli, 1999b). 

Indeed, the most frequent symptoms of affective deprivation,56 poten-
tially generating a disturbed imprinting, are to be seen precisely among those 
women born and raised in the 1960s in a family context of a locked social 
mobility. And there appears to be a correlation between these symptoms and 
frames of orientation towards action, which are marked by six interwoven 
aspects, all more or less present in the critical generations explored: a) a 
sharp reduction of the network of strong ties; b) a marked fall in the level of 
trustfulness; c) a strong impulse towards avoidant insecurity; d) the physical 
perception of relational malaise; e) rescission of the solidarity pact between 
parents and children; f) a drastic fall in the interest declared in the experience 
of parenthood.57
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Let us now move on to the diachronic mechanisms of dissonance. In this 
case, the two steps of the mechanism (cognitive dissonance and change of 
the mood) do not follow upon one another within the life history of the same 
individual, but bridge two successive generations, as the baton passes in a 
relay from parents to children. Bowlby's categories of anxious and avoidant 
insecurity provide a highly illustrative example. Indeed, reflecting on the 
second demographic transition in Italy, we may ask ourselves whether the 
ideational change really took place in concomitance with a dissonance effect, 
or rather some time after. It is no coincidence that the cohorts of women 
born after 1964, who set off the process of decline in reproductive behav-
iour, are in fact (on average) the daughters of couples formed during the 
hardship of the post-war years. Roussel (1992) was the first to stress how 
1965 coincides with the entry into adulthood of those generations born at the 
end of or just after the second world war. In his words,

“It is probable that these young people were exposed to a model 
of socialization different from that of their older siblings. The 
families, which brought them up, had new attitudes towards in-
stitutions and the symbolic systems, which legitimise them, and 
these naturally influenced the children. So the real origin of the 
changes would appear to lie in 1940 rather than in 1965. What 
is certain is that the generation-effect seems undeniable”. 

We may synthesize the problem first highlighted by Roussel in the fol-
lowing way. The generation that goes through the stage of family formation 
in the years 1945-50 experiences, in a critical phase of its own life cycle, a 
context of great anomie; as a result, it alters its own philosophy of life, in ac-
cordance with the theory of cognitive dissonance. But the change of repro-
ductive models as a result of a climate of anomie should either only concern 
the adult cohorts in that historical contingency, or reverberate, by a mecha-
nism of anticipatory socialization, on all the younger cohorts also present 
(the younger siblings). Change should spread, so to speak, through contigu-
ous cohorts like an epidemic. But the cohorts entering into adult life in the 
1950s (Roussel, 1992) adopt basically traditional family models. The change 
does not affect the already semi-adult cohorts in the post-war period (pro-
tagonists over the next few years of the baby boom), but only those who 
were in their earliest childhood at the time, and enter adult life in the seven-
ties.

For a change in the logic of action to take root only from a certain cohort 
onwards requires a cohort-specific transmission of the experience. Bowlby's 
paradigm of attachment (1969) offers a satisfactory interpretation: the selec-
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tive transmission is the result of a disturbed activation of the imprinting 
process.58 More in detail, the feeling of attachment in the early years of life, 
experienced in an anomic context by the generation born in the immediate 
post-war period, itself produced (precisely and only in this cohort) either a 
change in (anxious insecurity) or a partial de-activation of (avoidant insecu-
rity) both the instinct of attachment and its interface, the instinct of care. And 
an anxious or avoidant assumption of the instinct of care may explain the re-
cent changes in the transition to the adulthood. 

The growing tendency to remain in the niche of a pre-adult state therefore 
finds an additional (though not exclusive) explanation in a sort of locking of 
dispositional states: something like the disengaging of the clutch, which 
makes it impossible to make a vehicle move forward, however desperately 
we put our foot down on the accelerator. The tendency to put off exiting 
from childhood indefinitely is therefore explained not (or not only) by the 
many non-pull factors present in the literature (limited attractiveness of the 
adult world, excessive costs of transition), but also (or even rather) by non-
push factors. 

The suggestion advanced in these pages of linking the demographic 
transformations underway in Italy to the causal chain “disturbed imprinting 

 anxious or de-activated instinct of care” may appear out of the main-
stream of demographic debate, but it is by no means isolated within the 
broader sphere of historical and social studies. Stone (1983) and Trumbach 
(1982) apply it to the systems of trust-based relationships in the ancien ré-

gime. And some vicious circles between poverty and overpopulation typical 
of the excluded peripheries of the large urban centres of Latin America, or 
the Black slums, may be interpreted in terms of the de-activation of respon-
sible parenthood among young women and men who have undergone the 
experience of abandonment and unfulfilled imprinting in early childhood. 

5. SUMMARY AND THREE POSSIBLE LINES OF FURTHER 
ENQUIRY

Once the category of familism had been split up into two distinct philoso-
phies, one competitive in the market of families, the other solidarity-based 
within the stem-family, these pages first of all highlighted an important 
change in the Latin and Mediterranean model. This has developed from the 
traditional amoral familism, stable over time, to a sort of amoral individual-
ism inscribed within a demographically collapsed society, itself also a robust 
and stable model. But  what is it that explains the  dismantling and renewal 
of the  system  of  practices  and  social  norms,  which  has  taken  place  in 
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recent decades? We looked for an alternative interpretation to the usual 
socio-economic one, exploring the signs of a change in the collective frame-
work of symbolic and emotional references. We sought to enlarge our 
toolbox beyond cognitive processes, exploring the role of the affective com-
ponents in a crisis, characterized by the loss of reactive capacity, para-
tactical organization of the decision-making process and dissolution of the 
link between action and goal. 

The operationalization of the analytical categories of value models and 
moods, starting from some Italian surveys, provided us with modest results, 
in the absence of any appropriate longitudinal research projects, but this 
helped us to formulate alternative, theory-laden interpretations of the demo-
graphic processes underway in Italy. We therefore strove to extend our 
knowledge of the possible constituent devices of the explanatory models. In 
particular, we sought to highlight the usefulness of studying both the two-
stage mechanisms of change of dispositional states59 and the climates and 
situations in which human agency is incubated, and also the mechanisms 
governing the degree of transmission of symbolic heritage from generation 
to generation. However, this approach opens up theoretical and operational 
problems. I shall limit myself, in conclusion, to indicating three orders of 
problems. 

First of all, dispositional states can act as intermediate variables between 
incubating climates and transformation of social practices, and their change 
can be decisive in the decision-making process. However, we sometimes ob-
serve a change in value models and states of mind in the presence of certain 
individual or collective contingencies, sometimes - in the presence of the 
same contingencies - there is no change, or the changes are in the opposite 
direction. What is the reason for this? The reagent might lie in the very an-
thropological structure of primary relations, which is itself the end product 
of practices consolidated over time. The rescission of the pact between gen-
erations would take place in those very regions where previously there ex-
isted a fabric of close-knit networks of ties; the loosening of these ties would 
be the vulnus, which might produce an equal, and opposite reaction (see 
Micheli, first contribution in this book). 

The second line of further enquiry departs from the observation that the 
processes of mass education have not brought about a homogenisation (ei-
ther upward or downward) of the population. In contrast, the country cur-
rently seems to be divided, according to acculturation and relational capabil-
ity, into two Italy’s, both undergoing change. The more educated and inte-
grated one is sailing under the flag of modernization, post-familism and 
post-materialism. The less educated and less integrated one (scattered 
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throughout the peninsula and therefore also across the regions of the north), 
is subject to a different kind of modernization, which combines persistent 
familistic values with manifestations of disruption in both interpersonal rela-
tionships and in intergenerational ones (ethnocentrism, intolerance, rescis-
sion of the generational pact). The two forms of insecurity are also differ-
ently distributed in the two Italy’s. In all age groups, the more educated 
classes are characterized by a disposition of anxious self-regulation, while 
the less educated sections are characterized by a state of avoidant insecurity. 

Figure 5. How different dispositional states and logical-affective dynamics, working 

in different social niches, can produce apparently similar demographic behaviour 

 TRUSTFUL          AVOIDANT 

HETERO-

DIRECTED

Materialist / Anti-transgressive 
Low level of education / Loose-knit networks

Open to 'risk' 
Yes to a child 

Avoidant familism 
“Yes but… 
(better not)” 

Rescission of the 
generational pact 

Ethnocentrism 
No networks 

No to children 
ANXIOUS 

SELF-

DIRECTED

Anxious  
post-familism 

Yes, but… (later) 

No to competing  
children 

Post-materialism / Permissivism 
High level of education / Close-knit networks

No to children right away 

Two distinct populations are taking form, with two quite distinct models 
of norms, values and dispositions (Figure 5) – Micheli, 1999a. A low degree 
of education, poor relational capability, the persistence of materialistic pri-
orities and familist values and a tendency to break the generational pact go 
hand in hand with a general state of avoidant insecurity and a widespread 
desire to deny that procreation is the only way to self-fulfilment. Vice versa, 
a high level of education, a close-knit network of ties and a preference for 
post-materialist and post-familist priorities are the ingredients of a self-
directed modernity, steeped in anxious insecurity. This second recipe corre-
sponds to an attitude, which is generally more favourable towards procrea-
tive choices: the proper number of children is greater for post-familists and 
post-materialists in almost all age groups. But in this case, irreversible 
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choices of transition are subject to anxious overvaluation, which will lead to 
their indefinite postponement, right up to the limit of total renunciation. 

It would therefore appear fairly legitimate to conclude that the current 
demographic trends in Italy (prolonged containment of births, putting off of 
all the passages of the life cycle) are not the result of a single - however 
complex - process of social transformation, so much as the identical manifes-
tation of two quite distinct processes taking place in two Italy’s which are 
sociologically distinct. 

The third and last line of enquiry starts from the downright obvious ob-
servation that crisis in the Mediterranean models of transition to the adult-
hood is not an isolated process: it can not be differentiated from the great 
fault-lines characterizing other crisis and transitional behaviour in central-
Mediterranean Europe at this current turn of century. From behind reason-
able localist aspirations are emerging impulses of ethnocentrism, which we 
hoped were long buried, embedded into forms of collective intolerance. New 
experiences of searching for extremes and new experiments in the ‘dis-
confirmation’ of social life and life itself are making headway. There is an 
increase in the prevalence and a change in the significance of juvenile sui-
cide, while new anxiety syndromes spread rapidly, generally in the form of 
eating disorders. 

There is certainly a bridge between demographic behaviour and crisis be-
haviour. If we were able to provide a ‘macroscopic’ interpretation of the 
processes underway, exploring the role of logical-affective components both 
in crisis behaviour and in the normal social practices of demographic repro-
duction, we would have more elements at hand to better understand the tidal 
wave of modernization in which we are immersed. 

Lesthaeghe (1986) described the second demographic transition as being 
an essentially liberating process.60 In these pages, highlighting the role of 
critical dispositional states in the transformations underway, we give what is 
actually a less optimistic vision of the general process of modernization. 
This does not mean to reject the emancipating and secularising side of mod-
ernization, enfolding us in a Gothic embrace of the irrational. But the balanc-
ing of light and shade, in the reading of historical processes, cannot but lead 
to a better appreciation of their depth of perspective. 

Giuseppe A. Micheli, Institute of Population and Geographical Studies, Catholic 

University of Sacred Heart, Milan. 
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NOTES

1 The Friuli-Venezia Giulia survey, conducted in 1998, explored the norms per-
ceived by women for the events of family formation, using a sample of 511 women 
belonging to three 3-year cohorts (1945-47, 1959-61 and 1973-75). Details regard-
ing the design of the survey may be found in Billari and Micheli (1999). Friuli-
Venezia Giulia is one of the regions with the lowest rates of fertility, traditionally 
settled by the stem family, as reflected in the late age of exit from the family of ori-
gin and the existence of wide network of family businesses. The paternal home 
represents the main group of normative reference for the young person (Billari and 
Micheli, 2001). 
2 See Micheli, first contribution, note 34. 
3 A panel designed to explore the social interaction of young adults in the Nether-
lands (Liebfroer, 1998), shows how “the young adults intending to experience fam-
ily life even in the relatively near future generally experience this event earlier than 
young adults who have no short-term intentions” and how “this correspondence be-
tween intention and behaviour is stronger for leaving home and childbearing than 
for union formation and marriage”. However, intentions and behaviour display a 
stronger correspondence in the case of imminent events of family formation. The 
connection is weaker for events that are further away in time and in sequence of 
events. So here we have a relatively limited ability to predict. 
4 Casacchia and Dalla Zuanna (1998) show that there is no precise trend per cohort 
at a national level for the link between parent and child fertility. In reality, several 
general social surveys conducted in Italy in the 1990s on a regional scale (Emilia, 
Lombardia, the Veneto) regularly demonstrated the strong viscosity of children's 
family models compared to those of their parents. These confirm the frequently 
noted and scientifically approved mechanism of anticipatory socialization (Balbo, 
May and Micheli, 1990; IreR, 1991; Mauri and Micheli, 1992). 
5 This interpretation is supported by the observation that the 1970s saw the 
concomitance of two processes which were both possible consequences of that 
perception of incommensurability of cost: a decrease in the number of costly 
choices (fewer marriages, fewer children) and the gradual dismantling of normative 
systems based on the irreversibility of family agencies. 
6 The category of attitude develops in the shadow of three different traditions (fin de 

siècle experimental psychology, psychodynamics and the Chicago school). In 1935 
Allport adopted it as in indispensable tool, both for social psychology and for the 
psychology of the personality, even though it was lacking in any clear scientific 
definition (Rokeach, 1973). With the great empirical studies of the Frankfurt school 
in the 1940s, the use of social attitudes for the theory of the personality shifts the 
conceptualisation towards the category of drive, to which we shall return. 
7 An initial operational critique was of the tendency towards superficial identifica-
tion as attitude of everything that the subject declares as his attitude. 
8 In these pages, the term norm or normative system is used to indicate a broad range 
of meanings. It embraces the various elements of a culture, since they all effectively 
manifest themselves  as normative information, that induce people, through channels 
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of varying degrees of formalization, to adopt the ways of acting, thinking and feel-
ing practiced in a community. Complex constructs such as that of values (collective 
standards which furnish criteria of judgment on ways of acting, thinking or feeling) 
and models or ‘value patterns’ (concrete and complex constructs of simple values) 
fall under this broad-ranging concept. Such models include, for example, the new 
childrearing ideology referred to by Gullestad (1997) (the shift “from a rhetorical 
emphasis on ‘being of use’ to an emphasis on ‘being oneself’ in the upbringing of 
children”, within which “there is an opposition between ‘being oneself’ and ‘being 
obedient’”), and Banfield's concept (1958) of familism as a syndrome(“some readers 
may feel that amoral familism, or something much akin to it, exists in every society, 
the American no less than the Southern Italian. Our answer to this is that amoral fa-
milism is a pattern or syndrome; a society exhibiting some of the constituent ele-
ments of the syndrome is decisively different from one exhibiting all of them to-
gether”), and the typology of Atlantic, Latin and Mediterranean family models used 
in Micheli (first contribution). In this latter range of meanings, the dialectic between 
norms and social practices (habits and conventions of daily life which, while not in-
corporated in formal rules, nonetheless generate pressure to conform, for the actor, 
and expectations of such conformity from his counterparts) is a crucial aspect of 
change. For example, to what extent is the proper age for certain passages to adult-
hood an established social norm and to what extent is it, in contrast, a social practice 
undergoing slow transformation, capable of pressure as it changes? I believe it is 
important to throw light on these mechanisms, constructing research plans which are 
not only quantitative. 
9 For the time being, let us cite, by way of example of this mechanism, the paralys-
ing tendency to avoid the irreversible in effective choices. We shall fill in the details 
as we go along. 
10 The endocrine systems make use of chemical messengers, hormones, which are 
capable of acting at a distance. In the nervous system, chemical messengers, the 
neuro-mediators, ensure synaptic communication between the nervous cells. The 
target (receptor) is a molecule situated on the cellular membrane of the hormones. 
The affinity of a hormone for its receptor is the force that brings them together and 
unites them. While it is selective, the affinity between a receptor and its hormone 
may not be exclusive. Other (“analogous”) substances may be recognized by the re-
ceptor, and they unite with it, taking the place of the hormone. If this union gives 
rise to an effect similar to the one produced by the hormone, the substance is known 
as an “agonist”; if, on the other hand, the analogous substance takes the place of the 
hormone without producing this effect, it is called an “antagonist”. 
11 “One should be very careful, at any rate, before attributing to actions black-box 
causes that are neither rational nor even meaningful to the actor..” (Boudon, 1998). 
Boudon does not exclude the Weberian typology, which admits of rational social 
actions not only with respect to a goal, but also with respect to a value, to an affec-
tive dispositional state or to acquired habits. However, in sticking to rigidly cogni-
tivist premises (Boudon, 1995) and in the name of the principle of methodological 
individualism, he drowns them all in the swamp of “irrational causes”. 
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12 As for the explanation of the change of the framework, there is nothing in the way 
of our attempting to seek its structural coordinates: this, however, will require ac-
cess to information which goes back in time, to the formative climates of mutagene-
sis of the frame. Within the extremely modest limits posed by a survey with retro-
spective questions, this is what I shall attempt to sketch out in section 4. 
13 Etzioni affirms that “normative/affective factors influence the selection of means 
by many ways”, but he underlines three of these in particular (ibid.) “excluding the 
role of logical-empirical considerations in many areas; infusing the deliberations in 
such a way that logical-empirical considerations play a relatively minor or secon-
dary role to normative/affective factors; (fencing) the rational decision making into 
specific normative/affective indifference zones” 
14 Characteristic of a “state of would-be existence” is the loss of a centre, or even of 
a whole way of life, and subordination to whatever model is currently on offer from 
others, the adoption of the allures whatever “world” presents itself. 
15 “The essence of the blasé consists in the blunting of the sensibility towards the 
differences between things. The meaning and value of differences, and - alongside 
this - the meaning and value of the things themselves, are perceived as being irrele-
vant. Everything appears in a uniform colour: grey, opaque and incapable of giving 
rise to preferences” (Simmel, 1903). “The crucial distinction is not so much the un-
dervaluing of things, as indifference towards their specific differences (...). In the 
mental disposition of the cynic, experience of the great quantity of things which can 
be obtained with money, and the consequent reasoning which establishes that every-
thing and everyone has its price, gives rise to a positive sense of joy; for those in-
clined towards a blasé attitude, on the other hand, the same image of reality is 
stripped of all attraction” (Simmel, 1907). 
16 Negative reciprocity is a form of exchange, which features as “the attempt to get 
away with obtaining something in exchange for nothing”. The concept was coined 
by Sahlins (1972) as an extension of the thought of Polanyi (1944). 
17 “When the peasant speaks of la miseria, he refers first to his hard physical labour, 
to his patched rags, and to the bread that is often all he has to eat. Cruel as it is, 
however, his poverty does not entirely account for his chronic melancholy (..). In 
part, the peasant’s melancholy is caused by worry. Having no savings, he must al-
ways dread what is likely to happen (..). But neither his present hunger nor his an-
ticipation of worse to come fully accounts for the peasant’s deep dissatisfaction (..). 
What makes the difference between a low level of living and la miseria comes from 
culture. Unlike the primitive, the peasant feels himself part of a larger society which 
he is ‘in’ but not altogether ‘of’” (Banfield, 1958). 
18 For example, Lucretius speaks of a melancholy or restlessness which men are un-
able to name. Kierkegaard defines as ennui a feeling without feeling, affectivity 
without affection, the impossibility of deciding. Handke refers to “unhappiness 
without desires”. 
19 “We are perhaps too used to regarding fertility as the fruit of decisions aimed at 
maximizing individual usefulness or, at the most, that of the couple, almost as though 
the interest of the (future?) child ran against that of the parents. In contrast, one in-
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terpretation of very low fertility in Italy perhaps lies in the attempt to maximize the 
functions of usefulness of each of the two partners at the same time; there is a simul-
taneous desire for the unrivalled supremacy of couple, wife, husband and child” 
(Casacchia and Dalla Zuanna, 1988). 
20 “With the loosening of traditional factors, we have had a multiplication of ele-
ments to consider in the decision-making process. Any reproductive choice finds 
justifications, which are already nice and ready at a collective level (...). There ap-
pears to exist a normative ambivalence and a coexistence of value systems which 
are different and equally valid and recognized” (Palomba, 1991). 
21 “The tension with the reversibility of choices, the main model of reference of an 
uncertain and contradictory society, seems also to accompany the young person in 
the important decisions which should affect his own future. It is probable that the 
putting off of certain crucial choices, such as marriage or procreation, has its origin 
in the fact that they seem to be irreversible events” (Buzzi, 1997). 
22 Sleeping, for someone who suffers from insomnia, or being spontaneous, for 
someone who never is, are examples of states of being (or behaviour) which cannot 
be reached through actions which are directly goal-oriented, i.e., they are the essen-
tially secondary effects of actions which are not aimed directly at this goal. The di-
rect imposition upon oneself or others of the achievement of such goals is the 
equivalent of pronouncing paradoxical imperatives, placing the subject in front of 
alarming scenarios of  ‘double bind’. In all cases of this kind, the object of desire is 
a state of partial relaxation of control by our senses, our super ego, and our deepest 
system of meanings. Having a/another child is also an essentially secondary effect. 
It is possible to decide not to have another child, but it is rarely (in contexts of ra-
tionality which is in a certain sense anomalous) decided, or planned, to have one 
(except when difficulties have been encountered in having one: the reverse essen-
tially secondary effect). Like sleep, parenthood can be achieved along with a loosen-
ing of restrictive grip of the control of rationality. 
23 Brown and Harris (1978) suggest that Bowlby's security of attachment refers to 
the same processes of childhood for which Benedek (1938) speaks of “trust rela-
tionship” and Erickson (1950) of “basic trust”. 
24 This is certainly not to deny the existence of a broad range of structural factors - 
economic, sociological and anthropological - which are decisive in inducing the 
most recent generations to make self-delimiting choices in the reproductive field, 
interpreted as rational choices. Here, rather, we mean to insinuate the worm of doubt 
into the self-sufficiency of some of the main psycho-economic interpretations. 
25 The scheme is the following: first one describes the situation in which the actor is 
situated, designating an initial cause or condition. Then one ascribes to the actor a 
general disposition towards a certain type of behaviour. By disposition we mean a 
characteristic property, which predisposes the actor to behave in certain ways, in a 
similar fashion to a sugar-lump's disposition to dissolve. 
26 The medicalisation of unhappiness in terms of depression has been defined one of 
the great disasters of the 20th century (Oakley, 1984). Indeed, it reduces the disease 
to its organic component, with little attention to the processes of social interaction 
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involved. The biological component of mood should not be understood simplisti-
cally as cause of the mood itself (there is no proof of unidirectional causation be-
tween alterations in the biochemical equilibrium - a high level of seratonin or cathe-
colamin in the body - and states of depression), but if anything as a possible con-
comitant factor, or also an effect. It is also legitimate to posit the reverse causal di-
rection, considering many pathological categories as states of mind associated with 
“definitions of situations”. 
27 The personality traits used in the Indianapolis study included perception of the 
interference of the child with one's own independence, fear of pregnancies, the ten-
dency to plan ahead, interest in religion, adherence to traditions, conformity to 
group models and the sense of personal inadequacy. In the final report of the Prince-
ton study (Westoff et al. 1961), the main personality variables are moods: general-
ized anxiety, need for parenthood, compulsiveness, tolerance of ambiguity, coopera-
tiveness and need-achievement. In the first volume of the report, there are very low 
correlations between these indicators and the two dependent variables (desired 
number of children and efficacy of family planning), repeating the failure of Indian-
apolis. In the second volume, the measures of personality are not even recorded, be-
cause “no significant associations were found from any analytical point of view”. 
28 Only a longitudinal study makes it possible to verify the ability of models and 
dispositions as determinants of actual decision-making processes, and not just of 
their expectations. In the Friuli and Abacus surveys, it was only possible to map 
connections with already complete behaviour (excess number of children compared 
to specific standard by age), with social practices underway (size of network of 
strong ties) and with expectations (proper number of children). This does not allow 
us to separate the effect of selection from that of socialization (Lesthaeghe and 
Moors, 1995). However, the mechanism of post factum rationalization is a process 
much more complex to define if applied not to declared expectations, but to semi-
projective sets of items, concerning fuzzy, non goal-oriented dispositional states. 
29 This places individuals on a scale of priority of needs, which ranges from the 
level of primary needs, or survival, through those material needs of stable social or-
ganization, to the so-called post-material needs of self-expression and self-
fulfilment. The Friuli and Abacus surveys took up the reduced version of the set of 
items used by Inglehart, in order to construct a fairly broad index. The reduced set 
used by Inglehart is the following: “There has been much talk in recent years of 
what the goals of this country should be. Which of the following questions do you 
regard as being first, second and third in order of importance? a) Maintaining the 
country's law and order; b) Combating price rises; c) Giving people more decision-
making power; d) Protecting freedom of speech”. As is fairly obvious, priorities a) 
and b) are of a material order, while c) and d) are post-material. The order indicated 
by the respondent also features a greater propensity towards one or other of the two 
levels. 
30 Let us consider as a proxy of familism a composite indicator based on two items: 
a) “we are responsible first towards family and children and then towards the com-
munity”; and b) “love towards family and children does not justify acting against the 
interests of the community”. Let us define as familistic attitude the priority given to 
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the good of the family compared to that of the community (in accordance with item 
a) and as post-familistic the inversion of that priority (in accordance with item b)). 
In the Friuli survey, only item b) was used. 
31 A curious and little-known connection between particularistic logic and dissolu-
tion of the inter-generational pact in demographic behaviour appeared as early as 
five centuries ago, with reference to the case of Italy, in Guicciardini (1970): “One 
cannot blame the appetite for having children, because it is natural; but I am right in 
saying that not having any is a kind of happiness, because even those who have 
them hearty and hale have doubtless much more displeasure from them than conso-
lation”. 
32 The degree of adherence-rejection of the intergenerational pact has been measured 
by two items (opposite in meaning) which make reference to the obligations of chil-
dren towards parents and vice versa: a) “It is right for children to make sacrifices 
and have elderly parents living with them”; b) “Parents have a right to their own 
lives, without making sacrifices for their children”. 
33 In addition to these three dimensions of the ‘social contract’, other indicators have 
also been taken into account in these pages. One example is an index of ethnocen-
trism, defined as the degree of intolerance towards excluded ways of living: e.g., 
drug rehabilitation centres, hostels for the mentally ill, special workshops for the 
disabled or travellers’ communities. 
34 For data and analyses from the two surveys, see Micheli (1999a, 1999b) and Bil-
lari and Micheli (1999). 
35 By residual norms we mean those not regarded as crimes, which form part of a 
fuzzy sphere, not structured by social censure. 
36 The rate of trustfulness is measured by combining three scales of agree-
ment/disagreement with three statements concerning the relationship of trust both 
with others and in front of unpredictable future events: a) Most people are worthy of 
trust; b) It is natural that people should try to take advantage of my good faith, given 
half a chance c) When I think of my future I see it as being full of risks and un-
knowns.
37 The somatised perception of malaise was measured on the basis of three items ex-
tracted from the Nottingham Health Profile scale concerning self-perception of the 
state of health. The conditions or dispositions for which it was asked to indicate if 
they corresponded to one's own personal state in the recent past are “a) I always feel 
tired at the moment; b) Doing anything is an effort; c) I get tired easily”. 
38 We shall return in Section 4 to the subject of the usefulness of Bowlby's clinical 
categories in understanding the role of models and moods in the formation of demo-
graphic behaviour. 
39 The coordinates on the semantic space may be a good approximation of the affec-
tive dimension. Also in Parsons, one of the five pattern variables consists of the axis 
“immediate gratification (affectivity) - deferred gratification (affective neutrality)”. 
The desirability of tracing the map of dispositional states, gauging the position of 
semantic perception on the pleasant-unpleasant continuum is corroborated by the 
findings of Davitz (1969). He studied the communalities among the verbal descrip-
tion of emotional states, through a factor analysis conducted on 215 terms used to 
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indicate three emotional experiences, and identified four main bipolar dimensions: 
of these, the two most stable were the level of activation (arousal) and the hedonic 
tone (pleasantness/unpleasantness) of the emotional state. A similar result already 
existed in Nowlis and Nowlis (1956), while for Russell (1980), the map of the emo-
tions is a space inscribed in a circle that maintains pleasantness and activation as its 
two main axes. 
40 The other two latent dimensions identified (marginal in the subsequent connec-
tions investigated here) are tied to the dispositional categories of drive dependency 
(contribution to the total variance = 11.0%), which distinguishes behaviour domi-
nated by drives of order from other behaviour dominated by existential drives, and 
solidarity (contribution to the total variance = 9.4%), which separates life-
philosophies guided by utilitarian logic and competitiveness from others guided by 
solidarity and an instinct for care). 
41 The first latent axis as per contribution to the total variance (15.7%), it is charac-
terized on the positive axis by clusters of words centred on dispositional states of 
elusion (evasion, irony, anti-conformism), of reversibility (flexibility, lightness, 
change), of rationality (logic, reason, construct) and on the negative axis by clusters 
of rituality (faith, sacred, ceremony), family (marriage, home, faithfulness) and con-
servatism (hero, law, moral). 
42 The fourth latent axis according to the contribution to the total variance (8.5%), it 
is characterized on the positive axis by the clusters of avoidance (criticize, rigid, dif-
fidence) and utilitarianism (property, money, wealth) and on the negative axis by the 
clusters of transcendence (infinite, soul, eternal) and rituality. 
43 See, for example, this passage by Palomba (1995): “The decline in Italian fertility 
appears linked to (if not directly caused by) the high value attributed to motherhood. 
This does not mean an attitude of opposition to having children. On the contrary, the 
well-being of children and total devotion to their up bring are seen as the greatest 
values in life. The fall in the birth rate in Italy is taking place without any simulta-
neous increase in marriages without children or in cohabitation. The fall in the num-
ber of children per woman (..) may well be explained by the hypothesis of an ‘im-
proved quality’ of children. Italian parents want to be better parents for a lower 
number of children”. 
44 In order to facilitate the visual perception of the findings, the tables do no bear the 
numerical values of the parameters of the models, but only their algebraic sign and 
their statistical significance. 
45 Indeed, this research is obligatory as well as legitimate, since strictly cognitive 
mechanisms fail to provide satisfactory interpretations of social change. 
46 Riesman (1953) suggested the use of the metaphor of the gyroscope in order to 
indicate the deep layers of identity, which ‘hold the course’ in individual and collec-
tive behaviour. 
47 “The individual strives an action goal not only for the sake of its intrinsic value 
but also because its attainment implies positive information about the self in terms 
of self-ascribed competencies (..). Anticipatory self-reinforcement becomes a key 
mechanism for maintaining tolerance for the delay of gratifications regarding long-
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term goals as well as persistence in the face of failures and obstacles (..). However 
the self-concept as a motivational resource also has its perils, when it comes to man-
aging the implications of failures for negative perceptions of the self. Failure ex-
periences produce negative information about the self and thus may threaten self-
ascribed competencies, and even self-esteem in general. To prevent such damage to 
motivational and emotional resources the organism needs specifically adapted 
strategies to compensate for such negative implications of failure on the self” 
(Heckausen 1999). 
48 In other words: “cognitive dissonance is stipulated to arise when a person holds 
two or more 'cognitions' (including both beliefs and consciously held values as well 
as mental representations of the choices or behaviours of the subject; even emo-
tions) that are inconsistent with one another. A and B are inconsistent when the 
presence of A induces an expectation of the absence of B. Dissonance involves 
physiological (painful) arousal. Dissonance reduction takes place by changing or 
blocking some of the dissonant cognitions, and sometimes by adding new ones. The 
process has to be thought of as unconscious” (Elster, 1999). 
49 “Such strategies typically are directed at the internal world rather than at the envi-
ronment, and specifically target mental representations of expectations, goals and 
causal attributions (secondary control strategies)” (Heckausen, 1999). 
50 “Rules and normative systems cannot be violated, but their interpretation can be 
manipulated. Through the concept of manipulative interpretation, strategic action is 
reintroduced within the very fabric of normative action. The distinction between 
rules of varying manipulability is analogous to that between rules and values” 
(Rositi, 1986). 
51 This is not an isolated choice. In the past Lazarsfeld (1948), for example, argued 
that the putting off of the decision to vote (a change which apparently involves only 
the cognitive structure of decisions) is just one of the possible manifestations of a 
more general inability, among individuals exposed to contrasting pressures (often 
the effect of status inconsistency), to take any decision whatsoever (mechanism of 
logical-affective destructuring). 
52 From a formal point of view a contradiction is an instability located within a par-
ticular set of relations or references. From an affective point of view, it is discor-
dance, i.e., the collision between two opposing dispositions. The paradox, on the 
other hand, is a contradiction, which derives from a correct deduction from coherent 
premises, and it is therefore more than a simple contradiction. It results from the 
meeting of two logical-affective systems of reference of the same order, each in it-
self valid, but irreconcilable with the other. Formally, unlike the simple contradic-
tion, the paradox does not simply contain a discrepancy circumscribed within a 
dominant system of reference, but there are two ways of interpreting reality, which 
are equivalent but contradictory with respect to each other, and which enter into col-
lision. Paradoxically opposed truths are - necessarily - true and false at the same 
time”. 
53 “Evidently it  is  impossible  to  live at the same time in two different logical-
affective systems of reference (since) each  reference system is, at the same time, also 
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a system of values which motivates action. Opposite values are as barely compatible 
as opposite states of mind” (ibid.).
54 “The psychological basis upon which the type of metropolitan individuality stands 
is the intensification of nervous life, which is the product of the rapid and uninter-
rupted succession of external and internal impressions (...) The metropolitan type 
creates an organ of defence against the uprooting with which he is threatened by his 
external environment: he reacts essentially with his intellect, as opposed to his 
whole set of feelings. Consequently, his reaction to phenomena is shifted onto that 
organ of the psyche which is least sensitive and furthest away from his deep layers 
of the personality (...) There is perhaps no psychic phenomenon which is so irre-
ducibly reserved to the metropolis as that of being blasé, a character resulting from 
the rapid succession and dense concentration of nervous and contradictory stimuli, 
from which derives -or so we believe - the increase in metropolitan intellectualism” 
(Simmel, 1903). 
55 For how to read the table, see note 44. 
56 In the Friuli survey, the quality of primary relations in the early stages of life was 
explored by means of the following question: “Think back to your family life when 
you were a child (up to 7-8 years) and please indicate the extent to which the fol-
lowing statements describe your family experience: a) my parents gave me all the 
affection they could; b) I remember frequent disagreements between my parents; c) 
we often laughed and sang at home; d) my father was very much present in my life; 
e) every aspect of my childhood was marked by economic hardship”. For each sug-
gested scenario, the respondent had to declare the degree of correspondence (on a 5-
point scale) with her own family experience. Items a) and d) were combined in an 
index of affective deprivation, items b) and c) in an index of lack of domestic har-
mony, while item 9 measured the living standards of the family of origin. 
57 The proper number of children falls drastically to about 1.5, from a regional aver-
age around 2. 
58 A child develops affective ties with its own figure of reference (generally the par-
ent), which then always remain active, even between adult and adult; the experience 
in childhood of disturbed models of attachment can indeed either give rise in adult 
age to an excessive, anxious attachment, or to a total de-activation of the attach-
ment. Bowlby's theory of disturbed imprinting belongs to larger family of theories 
of psycho-pathogenesis, which hinge on mechanisms of intergenerational transmis-
sion. These include the multigenerational theory of schizophrenia (Boszormenyi-
Nagy and Spark, 1973), or the theory of parent-child fusion (Selvini Palazzoli, et al.
1975).
59 Mechanisms in which the first stage (reaction to critical events or to unbearably 
contradictory situations) follows the logic of cognitive dissonance, while the second 
(extension of the reactive state to a destructured and non goal-oriented dispositional 
state) takes place in the phase of imprinting. 
60 “Dans le domaine éthique et moral, l’autonomie individuelle se traduit par la laici-
té, le refus de la morale institutionnelle et d’une éthique imposée, l’affirmation de la 
liberté de choix, le rejet du conformisme et une plus grande tolérance pour les mo-
des de vie des autres” (Lesthaeghe and Moors, 1995).  
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