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Abstract

We test Le Play’s (1875) hypothesis that the French Revolution contributed
to France’s early fertility decline. In 1793, a series of inheritance reforms
abolished local inheritance practices, imposing equal partition of assets
among all children. We develop a theoretical framework that predicts
a decline in fertility following these reforms because of indivisibility con-
straints in parents’ assets. We test this hypothesis by combining a newly
created map of pre-Revolution local inheritance practices together with
demographic data from the Henry database and from crowdsourced ge-
neaologies in Geni.com. We provide difference-in-differences and regression-
discontinuity estimates based on comparing cohorts of fertile age and co-
horts too old to be fertile in 1793 between municipalities where the reforms
altered and did not alter existing inheritance practices. We find that the
1793 inheritance reforms reduced completed fertility by half to one child,
closed the pre-reform fertility gap between different inheritance regions, and
sharply accelerated France’s early fertility transition.
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1 Introduction

The demographic transition is a critical stage in the development of any society.

Historically, sustained economic growth began only after large segments of the

population limited their fertility. Low fertility rates prevented gains in output

from being largely offset by rapid population growth, paving the way for modern

economic growth (Galor 2012).1

Because of its importance for the economy and society, a large literature has

studied the causes of modern and historical fertility transitions (Guinnane 2011).

Most work by economists highlights changes in the economic incentives for having

children based on the trade-off between the quantity and the quality of children

(Becker and Lewis 1973). Under this framework, the fertility transition emerged

as a result of technological progress and increased demand for education after the

Industrial Revolution (Galor and Moav 2002; Delventhal, Fernández-Villaverde,

and Guner 2021). Alternatively, other changes concomitant to industrialization

have been linked to the decline in fertility, such as health improvements (Cervellati

and Sunde 2015), advances in contraception technology, or changes in social norms

about their use (Beach and Hanlon 2022).

Although some of these factors played an important role in England, where

the Industrial Revolution preceded the fertility transition, they cannot rationalize

why the first large-scale fertility transition started in eighteenth-century France,

more than 50 years before industrialization, and subsequently spread to neigh-

boring countries (Perrin 2022). Figure 1 illustrates France’s early fertility decline

by showing the crude birth rate, the Princeton Ig index of marital fertility, and

women’s completed fertility at age 40 from 1700 to 1850. These three measures

indicate that fertility had been slowly declining through the eighteenth century,

long before France’s industrialization in the 1850s. As a result, a recent literature

has linked France’s early fertility decline to deep-rooted social norms, culture,

or religiosity (Spolaore and Wacziarg 2022; Blanc 2023b) rather than to sharp

changes in economic incentives following the Industrial Revolution. That said,

some crucial features of the French fertility transition remain unexplained. Most

notably, Figure 1 also shows that a sharp reduction in fertility began shortly after

the French Revolution. The speed of this change is difficult to rationalize with

deep-rooted, slowly-evolving cultural factors; while its timing seems to rule out

economic factors linked to industrialization.

1In the twentieth century, all developing countries that reached medium income levels first
experienced a drop in fertility (Chesnais 1992), with the exception of oil producing countries.
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Figure 1: Fertility decline in France, 1700–1850.

Notes: Ig is the number of legitimate births relative to the expected number of births
in a Hutterite population with the same number and age structure of married women;
completed fertility is a 5-year moving average plotted at the year mothers were aged
40; dashed lines are fitted values before and after 1793.

In this article, we offer a novel explanation for the sharp fertility decline in

late eighteenth-century France illustrated in Figure 1. Instead of changes associ-

ated with the Industrial Revolution or cultural factors, we show that institutions

affected the economic incentives for having children. Specifically, we revisit the

longstanding hypothesis of Le Play (1875), which links France’s early fertility de-

cline to the new laws on inheritance established during the French Revolution.

Despite the many reforms introduced during the Revolution, only the reforms on

inheritance have received attention in the literature as a potential drivers of fer-

tility decline. Motivated by the equality principle, a series of reforms introduced

in 1793 abolished the right to testate, that is, the right of parents to nominate a

unique heir (henceforth, impartible inheritance). Before the reform, different in-

heritance rules applied across the country, as inheritance in Ancien Régime France

was regulated by a myriad of local customary and written laws. The 1793 reforms

effectively harmonized inheritance across France, imposing equal partition of assets

among all children (henceforth, partible inheritance), including women. Le Play

argued that the laws of the Revolution, particularly the 1793 inheritance reforms,

led to the dissolution of traditional and fecund families and, hence, contributed to

France’s early fertility decline.

We test Le Play’s hypothesis by examining whether these legal changes on in-

heritance affected fertility decisions. To do so, we create a new atlas mapping the
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141 different customs and laws that regulated inheritance across France’s territory

before the Revolution. This enables us to identify, at a highly-disaggregated level,

which areas were treated by the 1793 reforms and which already had an inheri-

tance system that was compliant with the new rules. We then link this information

to individual-level demographic data from the Enquête Louis Henry (Séguy 2001)

and from online genealogies in geni.com (henceforth, Henry and Geni datasets,

respectively), and re-construct the completed fertility, childlessness rate, and age

at marriage of women affected by the 1793 inheritance reforms. Our main identi-

fication strategy is a difference-in-differences (DD) approach based on comparing

cohorts of fertile age to cohorts too old to be fertile in 1793 between municipalities

where the reforms altered and did not alter the existing inheritance system. We

also augment our analysis with a regression-discontinuity difference-in-differences

(RD-DD) design that compares women born very close to, but on opposite sides

of the border delimiting judicial districts with different inheritance rules, before

and after the reforms that harmonized inheritance laws across this border.

Consistent with Le Play’s hypothesis, we find that the 1793 inheritance reforms,

which abolished impartible inheritance and promoted more equality within fami-

lies, substantially reduced the economic incentives for having children. For every

additional fertile year of exposure to the reforms, women in affected areas reduced

their completed fertility by 1 percent. Over the entire fertility cycle, the effect

correspond to a reduction by roughly 0.7 children, or by 24 percent relative to

the number of surviving children that women had, on average, in treated areas

before the reforms (2.92). This magnitude is similar to the pre-reform fertility

gap between areas with different inheritance systems. Our estimates are similar

and not statistically different across our DD and RD-DD estimation strategies

and using data obtained from very different methodologies: the family recon-

struction method (Henry dataset) and crowdsourced genealogies (Geni dataset).

Results are also consistent along the extensive and intensive margins of fertility:

while before 1793, childlessness was lower and the fertility of mothers higher un-

der impartible inheritance, the 1793 inheritance reforms contributed to close these

pre-existing fertility gaps. Taken together, our results imply that, by abolishing

impartible inheritance, the 1793 inheritance reforms brought large areas of the

country to the low-fertility regime that was predominant where inheritance was

already egalitarian before the reforms, thus accelerating the decline in fertility in

late eighteenth-century France.2

2We do not claim that the French Revolution was the only cause for the fertility transition.
There were forces limiting fertility before then, e.g., secularization. That said, the harmonization
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Despite the numerous discussions around Le Play’s hypothesis among social sci-

entists, data limitations have until now prevented a conclusive verdict (Chesnais

1992, p. 339). An important contribution of this article is to reconstruct the geog-

raphy of inheritance practices in Ancien Régime France. In particular, we provide

the first complete map of inheritance rules over France’s territory at the onset of

the Revolution at the highly-disaggregated judicial district level. We proceed in

three steps. First, based on Brette’s (1904a) Atlas des Bailliages, we georeference

and vectorize the boundaries of the 435 judicial districts in which different custom-

ary rules applied. Second, we match these districts to their relevant customary law,

most of which were codified during the sixteenth century (Grinberg 2006). Third,

we classify inheritance customs into partible and impartible inheritance, and into

rules that excluded women from inheritance and rules that included them. To

do so, we primarily use the Nouveau Coutumier Général (Bourdot de Richebourg

1724), which provides the text of each custom. This database enables us to link

inheritance rules before the Revolution to individual-level data on fertility from

the Henry and Geni datasets.

The empirical setting that we examine offers a number of advantages. The

timing of the reforms was unexpected, as inheritance was not at the core of popular

grievances raised for the Estates General of 1789 in the cahiers de doléances (Goy

1988). Likewise, concerns about fertility were not instrumental for policy makers

when the reforms were enacted. Revolutionaries instead aimed at enforcing the

equality principle (Shaffer 1982), unifying the legal system across France (Hyslop

1934), and ensuring that those who joined the Revolution could not be disinherited

by their parents (Lataste et al. 1901, p. 681–3). In addition, the reforms were

quickly upheld after 1793 as all offspring were generally set on receiving an equal

share of the inheritance (Shaffer 1982). Family tribunals effectively enforced the

new inheritance laws across France (Poumarède 2011; Desan 1997). Finally, there

was substantial regional variation in the set of laws and customs that regulated

inheritances prior to 1793, which we exploit in our DD and RD-DD strategies.

The first identifying assumption requires that, prior to the 1793 reforms, fertility

followed common trends in areas with different inheritance systems. We show that

fertility was slowly declining before 1793 in a parallel fashion across treated and

non-treated areas. Second, our identification strategy requires that there exists

no omitted time-varying and area-specific characteristic correlated with both pre-

reform inheritance systems and individual fertility. The biggest threat is that, in

of inheritances in 1793 spread the incentives for limiting fertility from pre-reform egalitarian-
inheritance areas to the rest of the country, thus accelerating the fertility decline across France.

4



Malthusian societies, good economic conditions are associated with high fertility,

and that the economy might have evolved differently across areas with different

inheritance systems. We control for local trends in economic conditions proxied

by local wheat prices. Besides, we account for the possibility that fertility followed

different trends in municipalities that varied along a range of religious, political,

and economic-geography characteristics. Third, the validity of our augmented RD-

DD estimates rests on the assumption that unobservable factors vary smoothly

over space. We test for the validity of this assumption by checking for differences

in observable characteristics between areas with different inheritance rules. We

document that, by 1793, areas affected and not affected by the inheritance reforms

were balanced on numerous individual- and local-level covariates. This finding is

consistent with the historical origins of France’s different inheritance systems,

which were rooted in the laws of the Germanic peoples that ruled different parts

of the territory after the fall of the Roman Empire, and, therefore, unrelated with

environmental or structural factors.

To understand the mechanisms behind our main results, we develop a model

that formalizes Le Play’s hypothesis. Our model predicts that a reform abolishing

impartible inheritance can reduce the economic incentives for having children un-

der indivisibility constraints in the assets passed down as inheritance, e.g., land.

At the eve of the Revolution, France was populated by small farmers living close to

subsistence levels (de Brandt 1901; Allen 1992). Such farming is characterized by

indivisibility constraints: further dividing landholdings can result in production

falling below the subsistence level. Under impartible inheritance, land is passed

down unbroken, ensuring that it remains productive even under a high fertility

within the extended family. In contrast, under partible inheritance, individuals

have an economic incentive to curve family size to avoid the fragmentation of land

among many heirs and production falling below the subsistence threshold. A re-

form extending the right to inherit to all children multiplies the number of heirs

and, hence, exacerbates these economic incentives for having fewer children.

We perform several robustness checks and extensions to our analysis. First, we

examine a companion mechanism through which the 1793 reforms reduced fertil-

ity: the extension of the right to inherit to women. In addition to increasing the

number of heirs, the right to inherit improves a woman’s outside option to and

postpones their entrance into marriage (de Moor and van Zanden 2010). Our DD

and RD-DD estimates suggest including women in inheritances and abolishing

impartible inheritance had similar effects on fertility. Second, we conduct per-

mutation tests that reshuffle the exposure to the 1793 inheritance reforms across
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women and municipalities. Third, because one additional fertile year may have

a different effect at age 15 than at age 30, we allow for non-linear treatment ef-

fects across cohorts and show that the amount of treatment heterogeneity needed

to explain away our baseline estimate is implausibly large (de Chaisemartin and

d’Haultfoeuille 2020). Fourth, we show that results are not driven by outlier mu-

nicipalities. Fifth, we rule out that our results are driven by migration or by

changes in mortality associated with the demographic transition. Sixth, we run

a placebo test for cohorts who had all their children before the 1793 inheritance

reforms. Seventh, we show that our results are robust to alternative definitions of

the sample, treatment, outcome variable, and control group. Eighth, we apply the

first-name repetition technique of Cummins (2020) to adjust for under-reported

children deaths in the Henry database. Ninth, extend our specification to account

for terrain characteristics affecting the value of the land, such as climatic and soil

suitability for different crops (Galor and Özak 2016) and ruggedness (Nunn and

Puga 2012). Finally, we conduct a range of robustness checks for our RD-DD

estimates, including different choices of the bandwidth around the border, and

alternative specifications for the running variable, kernel functions, samples, and

border-segment fixed effects. All these robustness checks support our main find-

ing that the egalitarian inheritance laws of 1793 reduced fertility in treated areas,

and that areas with different inheritance rules before the reforms converged to a

low-fertility regime.

Relative to the existing literature, we make the following contributions. First,

we study a novel and overlooked determinant of fertility choices: legal institutions

regulating inheritance. Second, we are the first to provide empirical support for

Le Play’s hypothesis. Third, we provide a complete and highly disaggregated atlas

of inheritance customs and laws in Ancien Régime France. And fourth, our study

sheds new light to the economic consequences of inheritance systems.

Although the literature on fertility determinants is vast, legal factors are over-

looked (Doepke et al. 2022). Since Becker and Lewis (1973)’s seminal quantity-

quality tradeoff theory, human capital is widely studied to understand fertility dif-

ferences over time or across individuals.3 Under this framework, the rise of skilled

labor and urbanization can reduce fertility (Baudin and Stelter 2022; Ager, Herz,

and Brueckner 2020). Alternatively, health improvements and a decline in child

mortality (Sah 1991; Bar and Leukhina 2010; Bhattacharya and Chakraborty 2012;

Herzer, Strulik, and Vollmer 2012; Cervellati and Sunde 2015), female empower-

3Galor and Weil (2000), Galor and Moav (2002), Murtin (2013), Murphy (2015), de la Croix
and Perrin (2018), Vogl (2016), Baudin, de la Croix, and Gobbi (2020).
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ment (de la Croix and Vander Donckt 2010; Brée and de la Croix 2019; Hazan,

Weiss, and Zoabi 2022), old-age security (Boldrin, De Nardi, and Jones 2015;

Rossi and Godart 2022), cultural transmission from migrants (Daudin, Franck,

and Rapoport 2019), as well as information and usage of family planning meth-

ods (Cavalcanti, Kocharkov, and Santos 2020; Beach and Hanlon 2022) have also

been considered as triggering factors for fertility reductions. However, France’s

early fertility transition is at odds with most of these explanations, as human

capital (Blanc and Wacziarg 2020), health improvements (Brée and de la Croix

2019; Perrin 2022), or advances in contraception are unlikely to have contributed

to the initial phases of France’s fertility decline. In contrast, deep-rooted cultural

factors and secularization have been highlighted for France’ s early fertility de-

cline (Blanc 2023b; Spolaore and Wacziarg 2022). Closer to this article, Cummins

(2013) shows that the French fertility transition started in places where inequality

was low, and Weir (1984) and Rosental (1991) argue that the French Revolution

and the introduction of the Civil Code drove France’s fertility decline. Our article

analyzes a novel factor, legal institutions on inheritance, hence bringing this new

piece to the unresolved puzzle of France’s fertility transition.

In addition, this paper provides the first empirical test of Le Play’s hypothesis.

Formulated in 1884, Le Play’s hypothesis was the first theory on France’s demo-

graphic transition. Social scientists have been skeptical about the possibility that

the French Revolution and the inheritance reforms contributed to the fertility de-

cline (Chesnais 1992, p. 338).4 However, as Chesnais (1992, p. 339) acknowledges,

empirical evidence for or against Le Play’s hypothesis is lacking. The main reason

is that there exists no complete, local-level atlas of inheritance customs and laws

before the Revolution. One of our contributions is to construct such an atlas. Be-

yond this article, our novel atlas will enable scholars to delimit customary regions

in Ancien Regime France and study the legacies of historical customs. We provide

more details on our customary atlas and on the spatial distribution of judicial

districts in Gay, Gobbi, and Goñi (2023a, 2023c).

Finally, we contribute to the literature studying how inheritance systems af-

4Le Play’s hypothesis has been subject to two main critiques: first, in south-west France
fertility was relatively low before the Revolution. The critique is based on the misconception
that primogeniture predominated everywhere in the South. Our inheritance atlas, as well as
Zink (1993)’s map for the south west, show that this region was divided equally into areas with
impartible and partible inheritance (see Figure 4). Moreover, we use granular Geni data—which
includes the south-west—to corroborate Le Play’s hypothesis. Second, other countries adopted
similar inheritance reforms without experiencing fertility drops (Chesnais 1992, p. 338). We
believe that this critique lacks empirical support. That said, our model rationalizes why similar
reforms will reduce fertility where landownership is sufficiently fragmented (e.g., France) but
will not affect fertility where landownership is concentrated (e.g., England, Prussia).
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fect fundamental economic outcomes. In the long run, inheritance systems shape

income and wealth inequality (Piketty 2011). Bartels, Jäger, and Obergruber

(2022) show that, in Germany, locations with egalitarian inheritance later ex-

hibited higher income, education, labor productivity, and entrepreneurship. In-

heritance rules can also affect gender gaps and education (Bertocchi and Bozzano

2015), or pension systems (Galasso and Profeta 2018). However, despite Habakkuk

(1955)’s work, the literature has mostly overlooked the effects of inheritance rules

on family decisions and fertility.5 As for short-term effects, several studies have

analyzed inheritance laws that extend rights to women or forbid dowries in devel-

oping countries.6 France was the first country to pass a national law on inheritance.

We shed new light to the potential consequences of large-scale inheritance reforms

by studying its effects on the fertility transition.

2 Historical background

2.1 Inheritance in Ancien Régime France

In pre-industrial societies, inheritance was a key aspect of people’s lives. It de-

termined their wealth as well as their ability to marry and sustain a family. At the

eve of the Revolution, France was predominantly populated by small landholding

farmers (de Brandt 1901; Allen 1992). Between 40 and 80 percent of households

owned their land.7 Hence, inheritance rules on non-movable goods were an impor-

tant factor in the economic decisions of much of the French population.

Much as other aspects of daily life, inheritance practices in Ancien Régime

France were regulated by a combination written laws and customs. Written laws

emanated from Roman Law (the Justinian Code) and were prevalent mostly in

the South.8 Customs represented a set of long-established local rules that emerged

from traditional practices (Gilissen 1979; Zink 1993). Customs were initially oral.

Although some were written by the twelfth century (e.g., the custom of Nor-

5Exceptions are Gobbi and Goñi (2020) and Casari, Lisciandra, and Tagliapietra (2019).
6See Deininger, Goyal, and Nagarajan (2013), Roy (2015), Anderson and Genicot (2015),

or Bahrami-Rad (2021) for India, Aldashev et al. (2012) and La Ferrara and Milazzo (2017)
for Ghana, Harari (2019) for Kenya, and Estudillo, Quisumbing, and Otsuka (2001) for the
Philippines.

7de Brandt (1901, p. 56) estimates that there were 4.6 million landowners in France. Out of a
population of 28.6 million in 1785 (Lepetit et al. 1995), and assuming households of five members
(Dupâquier 1979), at least 80 percent of the population owned their property. Alternatively, the
TRA database (Bourdieu, Kesztenbaum, and Postel-Vinay 2013) suggests that, in the eighteenth
century, 73.6% of males left some inheritance, and 42.5% to 69.9% of males passed down non-
movable assets as inheritance (own calculations, see Appendix C).

8Appendix Figure B3 displays the division of France between written and customary law
regions based on Klimrath (1837) and Gay, Gobbi, and Goñi (2023c).
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mandy), most customs were codified during the late fifteenth and sixteenth cen-

turies, after Charles VII’s Ordinance of Montils-lès-Tours in 1454. One of the

main objective of this reform was to improve the efficiency of the judicial system

by recording customs and thereby fixing their content as well as their territory of

application (Grinberg 2006, p. 66).9

Ancien Régime France was composed of a mosaic of inheritance rules. While

Roman law gave complete freedom to assign a unique heir through a testament,

customary laws contained specific inheritance provisions. Despite their complexity,

inheritance systems can be classified into two categories: partible and impartible

systems. Under partible inheritance, family wealth was divided among offspring

(Yver 1966).10 Under impartible inheritance, parents could favor one child over

other offspring. It took the form of primogeniture, ultimogeniture, or unigeniture,

where most of the inheritance was received by a single heir, respectively, the

first-born, last-born, or one offspring regardless of birth order. This was done to

prevent the family wealth from breaking down and diluting among descendants.

Inheritance systems further varied in whether women had the right to inherit or

not. Under systems that excluded women, women were generally entitled to a

dowry upon marriage—they sometimes had the right to inherit in absence of a

male heir. One of the justifications for excluding women was, again, to prevent

the family wealth to dilute between patrilineal and matrilineal descendants.

The origins of these different inheritance systems are not well understood. The

prevailing theory is that impartible inheritance arises in farming economies where

land is the primary source of wealth and is subject to indivisibilities (Bertocchi

2017). Our theoretical framework incorporates this theory to explain how in-

heritance rules affect fertility decisions (see Section 3). Other explanations for

the emergence of impartible inheritance highlight concerns over mortality and the

lineage’s survival (Chu 1991), economic uncertainty (Grieco and Ziebarth 2015),

housing markets, and limited access to wood to build new houses (Zink 1993).

Motivated by these theories, we check for balancedness between inheritance

9Customary laws were prevalent in most of occidental Europe. Italy had the Slendor con-
suetudinum civitatis Venetorum (Venice), the Constitutum usus (Pisa), or the Consuetudines
Neapolitanae (Naples). In Germany, the Sachsenspiegel—the Saxony customs written by Eike
von Repgow in 1220–35—inspired other Rechtsbücher (books of law), e.g., the Deutshchenspiegel
or the Schwabenspiegel.

10Partible systems of strict equality had specific rules ensuring equality. For instance, during
the inheritance process the offspring making the batches was assigned the last remaining batch.
Married offspring had to return any donation they had received from the family upon marriage,
such as a dowry. Partible systems of option allowed married offspring to chose: they could either
return the donations received upon marriage and be included in the inheritance, or keep their
donations and be excluded from the inheritance.

9



areas across an extensive set of covariates—including some of the hypothesized

determinants of impartible inheritance. We show below that areas with different

inheritance rules appear balanced across climatic and soil characteristics affecting

land’s importance as a source of wealth and its indivisibilities, across measures

of mortality determining the lineage’s survival, and across proxies of uncertainty

in the timing of inheritances (Table 1). This finding is consistent with the domi-

nant view on the origins of the different legal systems in Ancien Régime France.

These origins were rooted in the laws of the peoples—namely the Burgundians,

Visigoths, Salian Franks, and Ripuarian Franks—that moved across the territory

upon the fall of the Western Roman Empire in 476 (Chénon 1926), and hence,

are uncorrelated with late eighteenth-century factors and with the determinants

of the sharp fertility decline after 1793.11

2.2 The 1793 inheritance reforms

The 1793 inheritance reforms came unexpectedly to the French population. In-

heritance was not amongst the main popular grievances in the years leading to

the French Revolution. For example, the cahiers de doléances in the preparation

of the Estates General of 1789 seldom mentioned the issue: of the 571 cahiers

analyzed by Goy (1988), only 8 mentioned inheritance rules. Because they were

rooted in local traditions, inheritance rules were accepted and abode by.

Despite the lack of public demand for inheritance reforms, the Revolution dra-

matically altered the status quo, shattering regional differences in inheritance rules

that had prevailed for centuries. The most substantial changes were brought about

by a series of decrees throughout 1793, resulting in the Loi de Nivôse, an II (Jan-

uary 6, 1794). By abolishing testamentary rights, the law abolished impartible

inheritance entirely and established partible and egalitarian inheritance across all

offspring, including women, throughout the territory.12

Three elements help explain why the revolutionaries harmonized inheritance

rules. First, equality concerns were central to the Revolution, as its primary ob-

jective was to abolish privileges and eradicate inequalities (Shaffer 1982). Second,

11If inheritance systems are caused by unobserved environmental factors, the RD estimates
using Geni data will be consistent insofar as these factors vary smoothly at judicial district
borders.

12The text of this law is available in the Lois et Actes du Gouvernement, Tome VIII (pp.
214–29) at https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k56370f/f219. Prior to the Loi de
Nivôse, the abolition of primogeniture for the nobility on March, 1790, or the establishment
of partible inheritance for intestate successions on April 1791, were already in place. These
initial reforms, had negligible consequences for most, as intestate successions were uncommon in
impartible inheritance regions.
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the administrative geography was highly fragmented at the eve of the Revolu-

tion, akin to an incoherent accumulation of heterogeneous layers, which precluded

any efficient management of the territory (de Tocqueville 1856). The legal sys-

tem was no exception, as nearly each parish was subject to a different set of legal

rules.13 Hence, another objective of the Revolution was to wipe the administrative

slate clean and construct the bases of a rational administration of the territory,

for instance through the unification of legal systems (Hyslop 1934; Shaffer 1982;

Chambru, Henry, and Marx 2021). Third, there was mounting concerns that those

who joined the Revolution would be disinherited by their parents (Lataste et al.

1901, p. 681–3).14 Altogether, these three elements lead to the 1793 reforms that

opened a new era for inheritance practices.

The consensus in the historiography is that the population quickly abode by the

new rules. Indeed, offspring felt they had a right to an equal share in the family

patrimony and were soon eager to protect their new rights (Shaffer 1982, p. 95).

Family tribunals ensured the enforcement of the new law (Poumarède 2011). And

in the late 1790s, disputes over inheritance were the most common cases these

tribunals had to resolve (Desan 1997).

The 1793 inheritance reforms might have changed the distribution of land across

the country. This is important for our conceptual framework in Section 3, which

suggests that inheritance affects fertility through indivisibility constraints in agri-

cultural land. Although no study to date precisely quantifies the effects of these

reforms on the distribution of land, qualitative evidence suggests that after the

Revolution, the number of landowners increased while the average plot size de-

creased. As a result, the number of self-sufficient farmers declined: “It occurred

that the properties became too small for being able to survive from what could

be produced from them” (Sagnac 1903, p. 465).

3 Conceptual framework

Based on the observations of Le Play (1875), we propose a parsimonious model

of endogenous fertility under different inheritance rules. We show that when pro-

duction is characterized by a minimum land input threshold, fertility is higher

13Voltaire (1829, pp. 229–30) writes: “There are, it is said, one hundred and forty-four customs
in France which have the force of law; these laws are almost all different. A man who travels in
this country changes laws almost as many times as he changes horse post [9–12 kilometers].”

14For instance, March Philippeaux, a representative at the National Convention of 1793, de-
clared: “There are a hundred thousand younger sons waiting for this law to fly at the borders,
but the fear of being reduced to poverty, by being disinherited from their parents, who have only
this means to take revenge for their patriotism, prevents them from leaving.”

11



under impartible inheritance than under partible inheritance.

Le Play’s hypothesis. Frédéric Le Play (1806–82) was one of the first so-

cial scientists to link inheritance rules and family organization. He claimed that

extended and high-fertility families prevailed where generations succeeded one an-

other within an undivided family house. The father’s testament, in which he

named the heir, was “the supreme law of the family” (Le Play 1875, p. 30). It

ensured that the heir’s priority was the conservation of house and lineage. In

contrast, nuclear families prevailed where inheritance was partitioned among all

offspring. Each offspring’s share of inheritance allowed them to form their own

household and live independently. The abolition of testamentary rights in 1793

disrupted the long-established equilibrium of fecund families. These reforms de-

stroyed the pater-familias authority that enabled extended families to perpetuate

(Le Play 1875, p. 75–6). A key mechanism on how the Revolution “destroyed” the

extended, fecund family (Le Play 1875, p. 26) was the fragmentation of land under

the new inheritance laws. By partitioning family domains, the inheritance laws

made it impossible for large, traditional families to cohabit and to sustain a high

fertility. We next formalize Le Play’s hypothesis and derive testable implications.

Model Setup. Consider an economy populated by adults who make decisions

for their household. Households differ with respect to the inheritance rule i of

the location they live in. A share θ of households lives under the impartible

inheritance rule, while 1 − θ lives under the partible inheritance rule. Adults

care about household consumption, c, and the total endowments of their children.

Their utility function is given by:

u(ci, ni) = ln ci + β ln (niy
′
i) , (1)

where n ≥ 1 is the number of children of the household, and y′, the children’s

income. β > 0 is the weight attached to utility derived by the next generation.

We assume a “warm glow” type of altruism whereby households care directly

about their children’s endowments, as in de la Croix and Doepke (2003).

Consumption depends on the number of children that a household decides to

have and on the household’s income:

ci = (1− ϕni)yi, (2)

where ϕ ∈ (0, 1) is a fixed cost of raising children and y is the household’s income,

12



which depends on household production.15

Total household production is determined by the size of the land, L, and labor,

N . These two inputs are combined using a Stone-Geary production function f :

f(L,Ni) =

{
0 for L ≤ L̄(
L− L̄

)1−α
Nα

i otherwise,
(3)

where α ∈ (0, 1) is the relative importance of labor with respect to productive

land and L̄ > 0, a fixed amount of land required for the land to be productive.

This threshold captures land indivisibilities behind our main hypothesis, i.e., that

is unlikely that a positive level of agricultural output is obtained with only a

miniscule amount of land input. Stone-Geary technology is natural in agricultural

economics (Beattie and Aradhyula 2015). In our historical setting, the existence

of a land threshold is consistent with the reactions of the French farmers who

blamed the forced partition of properties in the aftermath of the Revolution for

pushing families into ruin (de Brandt 1901, p. 93).

We now introduce the two types of inheritance rules: partible (i = P ) and

impartible (i = I) inheritance. This distinction follows two assumptions. First, we

assume that there is no functioning land market so that land can only be acquired

by a bequest, L′
i. This is a simplifying assumption to the fact that transaction

costs over property were formidable (Finley, Franck, and Johnson 2021). Second,

we follow Le Play’s hypothesis that inheritance and the structure of households go

hand in hand. That is, that partible inheritance is associated to nuclear families,

impartible inheritance, to extended families, and that the family is the main source

of labor. In detail, under partible inheritance, land is transmitted equally to each

child who forms a new household. Each child is hence a laborer on their own

plot of land. Income is equal to the output of the production. Under impartible

inheritance, land remains constant across generations. The household consists of

an extended family, which includes the heir as well as his siblings, nI , who serve

as laborers in the family farm, N ′
I .

16 Total production is shared among all the

15Assuming a budget constraint of the type ci = yi − ϕni, where children represent a direct
cost in terms of consumption, leads to equivalent predictions.

16We assume that all the offspring stay at the family farm. Assuming that a certain number,
µ, of them leave the household does not change the results. Indeed, the optimal fertility under
impartible inheritance assuming that N ′

I = nI − µ is increasing in µ. Hence, accounting for the
possibility of leaving the household makes the impartible-partible fertility differentials larger.

13



adults of the extended family.17 This implies that

L′
P =

L

np

, Np = 1, y′P = f

(
L

np

, 1

)
, L′

I = L, N ′
I = nI , and y′I =

f(L, nI)

nI

. (4)

Before solving the model, we make the following assumption ensuring that fer-

tility is above one in the interior case:

Assumption 1 The cost of a child is relatively low:

ϕ <
αβ

αβ + 1
. (5)

Assumption 1 reflects the fact that, in pre-industrial societies, fertility was higher

than in modern societies and above replacement rates (Chesnais 1992, p. 122).

Equilibrium. The equilibrium fertility decisions under impartible and partible

inheritance rules are given by n∗
I and n∗

P , respectively. These are the optimal

fertility choices that maximize the utility function in Equation (1) subject to the

budget constraint in Equation (2), the production function in Equation (3), the

inheritance rules (4), and the condition n ≥ 1.18 In detail, n∗
I and n∗

P depend on

the amount of land:

If L ≤ L̄; n∗
I = n∗

P = 1. (6)

If L̄ < L < L̃; n∗
I =

αβ

(1 + αβ)ϕ
and n∗

P = 1. (7)

If L ≥ L̃; n∗
I =

αβ

(1 + αβ)ϕ
and n∗

P =
βL̄+ (1 + αβ)ϕL−

√
∆

2(1 + β)ϕL̄
, (8)

where L̃ ≡ ((1 + β)ϕ− β) L̄

ϕ− αβ(1− ϕ)
and ∆ ≡ (βL̄+ (1 + αβ)ϕL)2 − 4αβ(1 + β)ϕL̄L.

The model’s equilibrium is illustrated in Figure 2. It shows the relationship

between fertility and land under partible and impartible inheritance. When the

landholdings transmitted across generations is below L̄, land is unproductive and

the number of children is restricted to the minimum independently of the inher-

itance regime. When landholdings are large enough to be productive, but small

enough such that the indivisibility constraints are binding, i.e., L̄ < L < L̃, fer-

tility is higher under impartible than under partible inheritance and the gap is

17Note that we do not need to specify how the total production is shared as households care
about total output and not its distribution (Equation 1).

18The details for solving the maximization problem are shown in Appendix D.
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Figure 2: Relationship between fertility and land under partible (dotted line) and
impartible inheritance (solid line), with α = 0.3, β = 0.9, ϕ = 0.12, and L̄ = 30.

at its maximum. The reason is that, under partible inheritance, dividing such

landholdings among several heirs can result in production falling below the sub-

sistence level, which provides a powerful incentive to limit fertility. In contrast,

under impartible inheritance, land is passed down unbroken, ensuring the main-

tenance of a productive land even when fertility is high. The partible-impartible

fertility gap becomes smaller as the amount of land increases, i.e., in the L ≥ L̃

region. This is because, as the size of the landholdings increase, the indivisibility

constraint is less binding, in the sense that landholdings will remain above the

productive threshold. That said, the incentive to limit fertility in order to avoid

the fragmentation of land still exists, and the fertility gap between impartible and

partible households remains positive.

Proposition 1 generalizes the equilibrium and derives a testable implication for

the empirical analysis.

Proposition 1 Fertility is higher under impartible inheritance than under part-

ible inheritance.

Proof: When L ≤ L̄, n∗
I = n∗

P = 1. When L̄ < L < L̃ n∗
P = 1 and n∗

I > 1 by

Assumption 1. When L ≥ L̃, n∗
I − n∗

P > 0. ■

The Revolution abolishes impartible inheritance. Hence, the share of house-

holds under impartible inheritance, θ, becomes nil and the average fertility in the

economy equal to n∗
P .
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4 Data

4.1 Inheritance rules in Ancien Régime France

We construct an atlas of inheritance customs and laws in France at the eve of the

Revolution. First, we create a shapefile of judicial districts as of 1789. Second, we

identify the customs and written laws that regulated inheritance in each judicial

district before the 1793 inheritance reforms. And third, we code and classify the

inheritance rules that applied before the 1793 reforms.

4.1.1 The geography of judicial districts

We start by creating a shapefile of the judicial districts within which inheri-

tance rules applied.19 Because the administration of the judicial system was not

centralized before the Revolution, its geography remained inherently uncertain.

Nevertheless, the convocation of the Estates General of 1789 provides us with a

unique glimpse into its structure at the eve of the Revolution, as the royal au-

thority designated judicial districts as the relevant constituencies for the elections

of representatives to the Estates. Based on the archives of convocation, Brette

(1904a) developed a large-scale atlas of the 435 judicial districts that served as

electoral constituencies in this context: the Atlas des Bailliages ou Juridictions

Assimilées ayant Formé Unité Électorale en 1789.20 To construct a shapefile of

judicial districts, we first georeference all 32 maps of this atlas using the projection

of IGN’s shapefile of contemporaneous municipalities.21 From there, we leverage

the precision of these historical maps: because they were drawn onto a map of

the country at a 1:320,000 scale (the Carte du dépôt de la guerre), the names

of municipalities are readable on the maps. As a result, we are able to manu-

ally attribute a specific judicial district to each of France’s municipalities.22 The

resulting shapefile is displayed on the left-hand side of Figure 3.23

19Despite performing the same functions, judicial districts had different denominations across
the territory. While the term “bailliages” was the more widespread, the term “sénéchaussées”
was more common in the south. For more details on the construction of this shapefile and on the
functioning of these jurisdictions, see Gay, Gobbi, and Goñi (2023a). This shapefile is openly
available on the Harvard Dataverse (Gay, Gobbi, and Goñi 2023b).

20Appendix Figure B1 displays the original map of the généralité of Amiens from the Atlas
des Bailliages.

21IGN is France’s National Geographic Institute. We use IGN’s shapefile of municipalities in
2021 geography, the ADMIN EXPRESS 2021, which follows a Lambert-93 projection (IGN 2021).

22Given the thickness of judicial district boundaries on the maps, the multiple colors they
contain, and the unavoidable uncertainty due to distortions of their original projection, an
automatic vectorization method would have resulted in an inaccurate output.

23The territory of the kingdom of France as of 1789 broadly corresponds to the current territory
of mainland France with three main exceptions: the Duchy of Savoy, the County of Nice, and
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Figure 3: Judicial districts and customs in Ancien Régime France.

Notes: The left panel displays the spatial distribution of judicial districts in 1789. The
right panel displays the spatial distribution of customs in Ancien Régime France, where
customary-law areas are in gray, written-law areas in dark beige, and areas where both
co-existed in light beige. Shapefiles are from Gay, Gobbi, and Goñi (2023b, 2023d).

4.1.2 The geography of customs

In a second step, we create a shapefile of customary and written-law regions.24

To do so, we record the custom or written law relevant to each judicial dis-

trict through various sources. For roughly half of districts, Brette (1904b, 1915)

recorded the custom that prevailed therein. Unfortunately, Armand Brette could

only cover half of the territory by the time of his death in 1912. For most of the

remaining judicial districts, we resort to the original source he used: the Nouveau

Coutumier Général (Bourdot de Richebourg 1724), which provides the original

texts of most customs and the districts they were associated to. To cover the few

remaining judicial districts, we use a host of secondary sources, among which Zink

(1993) for the south-west and Joignon (1989) for the region of Lorraine.

Our final dataset includes 141 customs. The right-hand side of Figure 3 displays

the resulting distribution of customary regions in gray and written-law regions in

beige. France was broadly divided into two legal regimes. In the north, customary

law prevailed. This part of the country, denominated Pays de droit coutumier,

the Comtat Venaissin. Moreover, we do not include the island of Corsica as it integrated the
French empire during the Revolution.

24For more details on the construction of this shapefile and the historical origins of customs,
see Gay, Gobbi, and Goñi (2023c). This shapefile is openly available on the Harvard Dataverse
(Gay, Gobbi, and Goñi 2023d).
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exhibited substantial local variation in customs. In contrast, Roman law prevailed

in the south. Specifically, this part of the country, denominated Pays de droit écrit,

followed the corpus iuris civilis of Justinian.25 In some area, customary and written

law coexisted. In practice, however, written law was often only supplementary to

customary law therein and applied only when a relevant customary rule was absent

(Olivier-Martin 1948; Poumarède 1972, p. 111).26 In particular, these regions

followed customary law regarding inheritance (Poumarède 1972). As a result, our

dataset presents some differences with previous work. In particular, Klimrath’s

(1837) customary map exhibits a broader written-law region, especially in the

south-west.27

4.1.3 The geography of inheritance

In a third step, we classify the specific rules on inheritance. To do so, we resort

to the Nouveau Coutumier Général (Bourdot de Richebourg 1724). For customs

not listed in this source, we directly use the original Ancien Régime documents

that codified the custom.28

We classify inheritance rules relative to each custom or written law along the

two dimensions described in Section 2.1: partible versus impartible inheritance,

and systems that included versus excluded women from inheritance. Following

this twofold classification, we generate a shapefile of inheritance systems for An-

cien Régime France. This is the first map of inheritance practices that covers the

entire territory of France, as other work has focused on specific areas: Yver (1966)

for the north, Zink (1993) for the south-west, and Joignon (1989) for Lorraine.

Moreover, while previous work has focused exclusively on the partible versus im-

partible dimension, we provide the first map that also displays inheritance systems

that included versus excluded women.

Figure 4 displays our map of inheritance systems, highlighting the geographic

distribution of partible (light and dark blue) versus impartible (light and dark red)

inheritance systems. In general, the south-east was under impartible inheritance

whereas the north-west was under partible inheritance. The north had both areas

25Le Bris (2019) studies the consequences of these two regimes in the long run. He finds that
Roman law lead to higher economic development than customary law.

26These “mixed” areas included the Basque country, Provence, and Dauphiné in the south
(Poumarède 1972; Zink 1993) and some judicial districts in Lorraine and Alsace (Ganghofer and
Levresse 1977; Joignon 1989).

27We display Klimrath’s (1837) original map in Appendix Figure B2. In Appendix Figure B3,
we provide a comparison of Klimrath’s (1837) division of France into written-law and customary-
law country and ours (Gay, Gobbi, and Goñi 2023c).

28See Appendix Table A1 in Gay, Gobbi, and Goñi (2023c) for the complete list of the 13
additional primary sources we mobilize.
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Figure 4: Inheritance in Ancien Régime France.

Notes: This map displays the distribution of inheritance systems prevalent in Ancien
Régime France together with the locations of municipalities in the Henry dataset.

under partible inheritance and areas under impartible inheritance. These coun-

trywide patterns are consistent with previous work on specific areas of France

(Yver 1966; Joignon 1989; Zink 1993). Moreover, there is a strong spatial cor-

relation between areas where women were excluded from inheritance and areas

under impartible inheritance. This is intuitive as the rational behind these two

inheritance systems was similar: to prevent the family wealth from diluting among

many descendants in impartible systems and between patrilineal and matrilineal

descendants in systems excluding women. That said, the overlap is not perfect: for

instance, in the south-west and in Normandy, women were excluded from inheri-

tance though partible inheritance prevailed therein. This geography of inheritance

was stable from the codification of the customs in the fifteenth century up to the

Revolution (Gilissen 1979, p. 250).
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4.2 Fertility from the Enquête Louis Henry

Our main individual-level fertility data are from the Enquête Louis Henry, which

was developed by French historical demographers led by Louis Henry between 1958

and 1989 (Fleury and Henry 1958; Séguy 2001). This database was generated

through the method of reconstitution of families. This technique reconstitutes

families by linking public records of three major events—birth, marriage, and

death—within and between individuals. Henry used parish and hospital public

records for the pre-revolutionary period and civil registers after 1792. The high

quality of the Henry database is well known among historical demographers, as

reflected by the extensive number of studies using this data—see Renard (1997)

for a comprehensive bibliography of more than three hundred studies.

We use the nominative part of the Henry database, which contains individual-

level information on fertility for 34,812 women born between 1604 and 1803 in

39 rural municipalities.29 Figure 4 displays the locations of these municipalities.

Our baseline sample consists of 20,332 women born between 1700 and 1803. We

consider women born in the eighteenth century as this provides a balanced sample

of cohorts affected and not affected by the 1793 inheritance reforms: 52.9 percent

of women in our sample were of fertile age after 1793 (aged 15–40) and 47.1 percent

completed their fertile cycle before 1793 (aged over 40). In the robustness checks,

we restrict the sample to a 30-cohort window before and after the reforms.

The Henry database lists the total number of births over a woman’s lifetime and

the death year of children who died young.30 We use this information to construct

three fertility variables: completed fertility, completed fertility of mothers, and

childlessness indicators. These variables consider net fertility, that is, they are

restricted to children who survived until six years old. In the robustness analysis,

we correct for potential underreporting of children deaths. We consider net fertility

because child mortality was high until the 1800s—1–1.5 children per mother would

not reach the age of six (Houdaille 1984). Appendix Figure B5 illustrates this by

comparing crude and net fertility for mothers born between 1650 and 1803. The

figure also suggests that, for both crude and net measures, a sharp fertility decline

started for cohorts born in the 1750s, i.e., for cohorts who became fertile after the

1793 inheritance reforms. In addition, the Henry database includes years of birth,

29Henry considered a random sample of 400 municipalities for the anonymous part of the
database, and a 1-in-10 random draw for the nominative part. The nominative dataset contains
41 municipalities. We exclude Massongy (Haute-Savoie), which was outside of France in 1789,
and Suze-sur-Sarthe, which contains only a few observations.

30Appendix Figure B4 shows an entry for a couple married in 1754 that had seven children.
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marriage, and death, literacy indicators based on whether marriage certificates

were signed, whether different relatives were alive at the time of the couple’s

marriage, and the accuracy of each entry. The latter comprises ten categories

based on the availability of birth and marriage dates (see Appendix Table A2).

Appendix Table A1 provides summary statistics for our baseline sample. Our

main variable of interest, net completed fertility, has a sample average of 2.35

children. The completed fertility of mothers is 3.19, while one in four women were

childless. The mean age at marriage was about 26 for women. Their husbands were

3.44 years older. On average, the fertile cycle spanned ten years, from age 26 (first

birth) to 35 (last birth). The sample is balanced in terms of inheritance: 41 percent

of women were born in municipalities with impartible inheritance before the 1793

reforms, and 59 percent, in muncipalities with partible inheritance. Literacy was

low, with only 18 percent of women signing their marriage certificate. Roughly

half of parents-in-law were alive at time of marriage of their children, suggesting

that family wealth was passed down around this time.

4.3 Fertility from online genealogies in geni.com

We complement our fertility data with information from crowdsourced genealo-

gies available in geni.com, a MyHeritage Company. The main advantage of this

crowdsourced data relies in its sheer size—the underlying database we use con-

tains over 153 million observations. Genealogical data contains information on

the timing and locations of birth, baptism, marriage, death, and burial, as well as

family linkages relative to an individual’s parents, spouses, and children.31 From

these linkages, we are able to reconstruct individuals’ family trees and measure

their fertility.

To construct our sample, we keep profiles of individuals who were born in France

between 1700 and 1810.32 Next, we assign to each profile the latitude and longi-

tude of their location of birth using the GeoNames database and manually check

that this location corresponds to their municipality of birth.33 Based on their mu-

nicipality of birth, we then assign a historical inheritance rule to each individual.

31See Alburez-Gutierrez et al. (2023) for a description of the database.
32To do so, we search for words that can refer to France in the variables containing the birth

and baptism location information, e.g., “francia” or “frankrijk.”
33We perform this verification as follows: first, we project the points georeferenced automati-

cally through GeoNames (https://www.geonames.org) onto IGN’s (2021) shapefile of France’s
municipalities. Then, we attribute the municipality information relative to where each point
is located. Finally, we manually compare the resulting information from that based on GeoN-
ames. The accuracy rate of the automatic georeferencing is close to 70 percent. We correct the
remaining inaccuracies manually.
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Next we attribute a number of children to each profile based on their family

linkages. When measuring fertility, genealogical data often suffer from substantial

bias as most users provide information on their direct ancestors (their parents,

grandparents, great-grandparents,. . . ) but not on their collateral ancestors (un-

cles, granduncles, great-granduncles,. . . ). Reconstructing fertility histories from

the resulting sample population therefore results in an over-representation of fam-

ilies with single children. To overcome this concern, we follow the horizontal

restriction proposed in Blanc (2023a) and keep an observation, t, if at least one of

the four preceding generations (t−1, t−2, t−3, t−4) has more than one recorded

offspring. Applying the horizontal restriction, our Geni sample contains 11,649

women born in France between 1700 and 1810 spread over 2,966 different loca-

tions (see Figure 8). Hence, despite their potentially lower quality relative to the

Henry data, the Geni data provide us with a broader coverage of the territory.

These women had on average 3.55 children who survived to six years old.
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Figure 5: Trends in completed fertility of mothers, Geni vs. Henry.

Notes: This figure plots the completed net fertility of mothers, i.e., the number of
children who survived to six-years old, based on the Geni (gray), Familinx (dashed) and
Henry (black) databases. Panel A uses the full Geni sample. Panel B restricts the Geni
sample to locations within 20 kilometers to the municipalities in the Henry database.
Moving averages include a mother’s birth year, five lags, and five forward years. Geni
and Familinx samples apply the horizontal sample restriction (Blanc 2023a).

Figure 5 displays the completed fertility of mothers, i.e., the number of chil-

dren who survived to six years old, between 1700 and 1810. It is based on three

databases: Geni (gray), Familinx (dashed gray) and Henry (black). The Familinx

database is a sub-sample of the Geni database scrapped by Kaplanis et al. (2018)

and used in Blanc (2023a). In Panel A, the Geni sample consists in all women

(i) born in France, (ii) to whom we could assign a latitude and a longitude given

the birth location, and (iii) whose genealogy satisfies the horizontal restriction. In
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Panel B, this sample is restricted to women in locations within 20 kilometers from

the municipalities in the Henry database. The figure shows that fertility levels

and trends are consistent across these different data sources.

4.4 Other variables

Our analysis further includes a host of municipality-level variables. This section

describes the original variables we construct and briefly summarizes those we draw

from existing sources. We provide the details in Appendix E and descriptive

statistics in Appendix Table A1.

First, we construct two new variables of religiosity at the municipality level: the

proximity to Church authorities (évêchés) and the proportion of marriages during

lent and advent. The latter exploits the fact that the Catholic Church did not

perform marriages during lent and advent. In contrast, the new civil marriage

contract introduced in 1792 imposed no such calendar restrictions. Hence, mar-

riages enacted during lent and advent were mostly civil marriages, so that their

prevalence or absence indicates how religious or secularized a given municipality

was. Based on the 6,472 marriage dates after 1792 available in the Henry database,

we construct a religiosity index R for each municipality m as follows:

Rm =
Lent and advent marriages

All marriages
× 365.25

46 + days advent
. (9)

This index is the proportion of lent and advent marriages in municipalitym relative

to the proportion predicted by a random distribution of marriages throughout the

year.34 Larger values indicate lower religiosity (or higher secularization). Because

lent and advent marriages were only possible after the introduction of the civil

marriage in 1792, our index captures variation in religiosity across municipalities

around the time of inheritance reforms. Appendix Figure B6 displays a time

series for the religiosity index calculated separately for each year from 1700 to

1815. Lent and advent marriages sharply increased after 1792, from a 1/5- to

a 3/4-proportion of the expected number had marriages been evenly distributed

throughout the year. The increase was parallel in municipalities with different

inheritance systems (see Table 1 and Appendix Figure B7 for balance tests).

Second, we proxy for local economic conditions with municipality-by-decade

34365.25 is the average number of days in a year, 46 is the number of days of lent—including
Sundays—and advent varies from 21 to 28 days. We calculate the lent dates in 1700–1819 from
tlarsen2.tripod.com and advent dates based on which day of the week November 30 was in
each year. Because the advent period comprises four Sundays before Christmas, starting on the
closest Sunday to November 30, it varies from 21 to 28 days.
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wheat prices computed based on Ridolfi (2019)’s raw price series.35 For each

woman in the Henry database, we assign the average wheat price in her munici-

pality during the decade following her 15th birthday, i.e., the beginning of her fertile

cycle. Third, we measure support for the Revolution by the proximity to politi-

cal societies in 1793 and proximity to rebellions against State authorities in the

decade preceding the Revolution (Gay and Hamon 2023). Political societies played

a critical role in the diffusion of the ideas of the Revolution: the eminent Saint-

Just qualified these societies as “temples for the principle of equality” (Boutier,

Boutry, and Bonin 1992, p. 10). In addition, support for the Revolution was

stronger in locations that experienced rebellions against State authorities (Nicolas

2002). Fourth, for each municipality, we construct the proximity to administra-

tive centers for tax collection, legal authorities, and territorial administration.36

Fifth, to measure the access to economic and information networks, we construct

the distance to the closest paved road and horse post—the network of horse posts

was instrumental in the monarchy’s apparatus for disseminating information and

enabled the integration of peripheral areas into national networks (Arbellot 1973;

Bretagnolle and Franc 2020).

5 Empirical strategy

5.1 Difference-in-differences specification

Our aim is to assess the effect of the 1793 inheritance reforms on women’s

fertility. Our identification strategy consists in a difference-in-differences approach

based on comparing cohorts of women who were fertile in 1793 to cohorts of women

who were too old to be fertile in 1793, between municipalities where the reforms

altered versus did not alter the inheritance system. Our main specification is:

Yicm = α + β Im × Fc + γ Im + µc +X′
iθ + ϵicm , (10)

where Yicm denotes the completed fertility recorded at the end of the reproductive

life of women i born in municipality m in cohort c; µc are fixed effects for birth co-

horts; and Im is an indicator variable for the treatment group, i.e., municipalities

with impartible inheritance rules that, after 1793, were abolished by the reforms.

The variable of interest, Im × Fc, is the interaction between the treatment group

indicator in municipality m and the length of exposure to the 1793 reforms for

35We are grateful to Leonardo Ridolfi for sharing his raw price series with us.
36All the locations of administrative centers are collected from Nordman, Ozouf-Marignier,

and Laclau (1989, pp. 74–80) and displayed in Appendix Figure D2.
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women in cohort c. Specifically, Fc is the remaining number of fertile years after

1793 for women in cohort c. We consider a woman’s fertile cycle to be between

ages 15 and 40. Hence, F increases linearly from 0 for cohorts aged 40 or more in

1793 – that is, for women who completed their fertile cycle before the reforms – to

25 for cohorts aged 15 or less in 1793—that is, for women whose entire fertile cycle

occurred after the reforms. The parameter β captures the effect of the 1793 inher-

itance reforms on fertility. This effect includes the reduced economic incentives

for having children to avoid the fragmentation of land (see Proposition 1).

In extended specifications, vector Xi includes a rich set of individual-level con-

trols that are potentially correlated with fertility: literacy indicators for women

and their husbands, the accuracy of the Henry form, and whether the parents and

in-laws were alive when the couple married—a proxy for whether the husband

had already received an inheritance. We also include husband’s birth cohort fixed

effects or, alternatively, the age difference between spouses. We account for serial

correlation in the outcomes by clustering standard errors at the municipality level.

5.2 Identifying assumptions

Parallel trends. The identifying assumption in our difference-in-difference strat-

egy is that average outcomes in municipalities that were under different inheritance

systems prior to the reforms followed parallel trends before 1793. This assump-

tion would be violated if fertility was already declining in impartible-inheritance

municipalities relative to that in partible-inheritance ones among cohorts that had

completed their fertile cycle by 1793.

Figure 6 provides support for the parallel trends assumption in our setting. It

compares average fertility across municipalities that were initially under partible

and impartible inheritance systems. For cohorts that completed their fertile cycle

before the 1793 reforms, trends are declining in a parallel fashion: while average

fertility was lower by about 0.3 children for women born in the mid-eighteen cen-

tury relative to women born in the early 1700s – a pattern consistent with previous

evidence on the early decline in birth rates in France37 – we observe no system-

atic difference in this early fertility decline between areas that were initially under

partible versus impartible inheritance. Indeed, we observe a constant fertility gap

between both areas throughout the first half of the eighteen century, as average

fertility was higher in areas under impartible inheritance by about 0.7 children for

both women born in the early 1700s (3 versus 2.3 children) and women born in the

early 1750s (2.7 versus 2 children)—the last cohorts to complete the fertile cycle

37See, e.g., van de Walle (1986), Guinnane (2011), and Blanc (2023a).
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Figure 6: Trends in completed fertility by cohort across inheritance system.

Notes: Each dot represents the average completed fertility of a given birth cohort.
Pre- and post-reform trends (lines) and 95% confidence intervals (shaded areas) are
calculated from a local polynomial regression on each side of the 1753 birth cohort.
Colors correspond to areas with different pre-reform inheritance systems. The vertical
dashed line indicates the cohort who completed her fertile cycle immediately before
the 1793 inheritance reforms, i.e., who were aged 40 in 1793. The gray line shows the
remaining fertile years after the 1793 inheritance reforms for each cohort (right axis).

before the 1793 reforms. Among cohorts that were fertile after the 1793 reforms,

the figure shows a steeper fertility decline in areas where the reforms removed

impartible inheritance than in areas that already were under partible inheritance:

the fertility gap closes from the aforementioned 0.7 children to 0 for women born

after 1790—the cohorts which entire fertile cycle occurred after the reforms.

Altogether, this provides some initial evidence that the 1793 reforms, by estab-

lishing partible inheritance across France, contributed to the fertility decline.

Specifications with flexible trends. In addition to the parallel trends as-

sumption, our identification strategy requires that there exists no omitted time-

varying and municipality-specific characteristics correlated with both pre-reform

inheritance systems and individual fertility. The most serious threat to this as-

sumption is that before industrialization, good economic conditions were associ-

ated with high fertility, and that these economic conditions might have evolved

differently across areas with different initial inheritance systems. To address this

concern, we report specifications that control for trends in economic conditions

captured by municipality-specific decade-average wheat prices from Ridolfi (2019).

26



Formally, we consider the following extended specification:

Yicm = α+ β Im ×Fc + γ Im + µc + pmc +X′
iθ+

∑
t

1[c = t]×Z′
mδt + ϵicm , (11)

where pmc is the logarithm of the average wheat price in municipality m in the

decade when a woman in cohort c entered her fertile cycle, i.e., at age 15.

Besides trends in economic conditions, Equation (11) further accounts for the

possibility that fertility followed different trends in areas that varied along reli-

gious, political, and economic-geography characteristics. We do so by including a

vector Zm of such characteristics measured at the municipality level before 1793

and interacted with indicators for each birth cohort, 1[c = t]. That is, we allow

for flexible trends in fertility along these characteristics.

First, we consider religious characteristics. Religiosity and secularization are

strong predictors of fertility in pre-industrial France (Blanc 2023b). If religiosity

differed systematically across areas with different pre-reforms inheritance systems,

fertility could have evolved differently even in the absence of the 1793 inheritance

reforms. To account for this possibility, we include an interaction between birth-

cohort indicators and our two newly-constructed municipality-level proxies for

religiosity: distance to the closest Church administrative center before the Revo-

lution (évêchés) and the proportion of marriages enacted during lent and advent,

when the Catholic Church did not perform marriages (see Section 4.4 for details).

Second, we consider local political factors that may be correlated with the sup-

port for the Revolution, the adherence to the equality principle that inspired

inheritance reforms, and the availability of information about the reforms itself

and other revolutionary events. To capture such local political factors, we use

two municipality-level proxies: the distance to the closest political society and the

distance to the closest rebellion against State authorities in the decade preceding

the Revolution. As discussed in Section 4.4, political societies were closely knit-

ted with the ideas of the Revolution, especially with the equality principle, and

had access to thorough information about revolutionary events (Boutier, Boutry,

and Bonin 1992). Moreover, support for the Revolution was relatively stronger

in locations that contested State authorities in the run-up of the Revolution be-

tween 1779 and 1789 (Nicolas 2002). As before, we interact these two variables

with birth cohort indicators. This allows for the possibility that fertility followed

heterogeneous trends across municipalities with different levels of support for the

Revolution, adherence to the equality principle, and information regarding the

revolutionary reforms.
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Third, we consider institutional and economic-geography factors by including

the location of each municipality with respect to the most relevant legal, fiscal, and

territorial administrative centers as wells as paved roads and horse posts at the

time of inheritance reforms. Distance to the judicial district seat is most relevant

in our setting, as legal cases related to inheritances were resolved there. In addi-

tion, municipalities in the vicinity of a tax collection or a territorial administrative

center could potentially benefit from better access to public infrastructures, mar-

kets, innovation, and economic development. Finally, municipalities close to paved

roads or a horse post also benefited from better economic and information net-

works. Our extended specification, hence, accounts for the possibility that fertility

followed different trends across municipalities with different economic-geography

and access to these administrative centers.

Balancedness. In addition, we show that, before the 1793 reforms, a wide range

of individual- and municipality-level characteristics were balanced across areas

with different inheritance systems. The only characteristic that differed system-

atically was fertility. Panel A of Table 1 shows that, before the harmonization of

inheritance rules, there was a large fertility gap between partible- and impartible-

inheritance areas. Women subject to impartible inheritance had, on average, 0.7

more children than women subject to partible inheritance (2.9 relative to 2.2).

In contrast to the difference in fertility, we find no significant differences for 9

of the 11 individual-level characteristics across areas with partible and impartible

inheritance, and for all 11 variables across areas that included or excluded women.

Before the reforms, the mortality of wives and husbands did not vary significantly

across areas with different inheritance systems: age at death was 57–8 for wives

and 60–2 for husbands, and 12–4 percent of women died before completing their

fertile cycle. Similarly, Appendix Table A3 uses a sample of children born in 1700-

1803 to show that child mortality did not evolve differently after 1793 in areas with

different inheritance rules. This alleviates the concern that, because mortality and

fertility often go hand-in-hand in demographic transitions, the fertility decline

after the 1793 reforms simply reflects differences in mortality across inheritance

areas. Similarly, we find no significant differences in the probability that a woman’s

parents or in-laws were alive at the time of her marriage. This suggests that the

uncertainty surrounding the timing of inheritances was balanced. Altogether, the

reform treatment is orthogonal to concerns over mortality or uncertainty—two

hypothesized historical determinants of the emergence of impartible inheritance

(Chu 1991; Grieco and Ziebarth 2015). Importantly, the accuracy of the data,
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Table 1: Balancedness of pre-reform characteristics.

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

women women
partible impartible diff. included excluded diff.

A. Individual covariates before the reforms

Completed fertility 2.21 2.92 0.71*** 2.22 2.84 0.62***
(2.29) (2.76) [0.15] (2.28) (2.72) [0.16]

Wife’s age at death 57.31 58.16 0.86 56.96 58.51 1.55
(17.14) (17.56) [1.65] (17.08) (17.57) [1.56]

Husband’s age at death 59.85 61.59 1.74 59.72 61.59 1.87
(15.65) (15.66) [1.32] (15.53) (15.80) [1.27]

Wife died before 40 0.13 0.12 −0.01 0.14 0.12 −0.02
(0.34) (0.33) [0.02] (0.34) (0.32) [0.02]

Wife’s mother alive at marriage 0.52 0.44 −0.08 0.51 0.47 −0.04
(0.50) (0.50) [0.06] (0.50) (0.50) [0.06]

Husband’s mother alive at marriage 0.47 0.39 −0.08 0.45 0.41 -0.04
(0.50) (0.49) [0.05] (0.50) (0.49) [0.05]

Wife’s father alive at marriage 0.43 0.40 −0.03 0.42 0.41 −0.01
(0.49) (0.49) [0.05] (0.49) (0.49) [0.05]

Husband’s father alive at marriage 0.38 0.35 −0.03 0.38 0.36 -0.01
(0.49) (0.48) [0.04] (0.48) (0.48) [0.04]

Known birth year 0.63 0.63 0.00 0.63 0.63 −0.00
(0.48) (0.48) [0.06] (0.48) (0.48) [0.05]

Known union end date 0.72 0.68 −0.04 0.73 0.67 −0.06
(0.45) (0.47) [0.04] (0.44) (0.47) [0.03]

Literacy 0.17 0.07 -0.10* 0.16 0.09 −0.06
(0.38) (0.25) [0.05] (0.36) (0.29) [0.06]

Literacy of husband 0.40 0.23 −0.16* 0.37 0.29 -0.08
(0.49) (0.42) [0.09] (0.48) (0.45) [0.10]

Observations 6,405 4,347 10,752 5,870 4,882 10,752

B. Municipality-level covariates

Wheat price (log) 0.67 0.73 0.06** 0.68 0.71 0.04
(0.06) (0.11) [0.03] (0.05) (0.12) [0.03]

Religiosity index 0.56 0.51 −0.06 0.56 0.53 −0.03
(0.29) (0.28) [0.09] (0.30) (0.28) [0.09]

Distance religious center (Eveche) 29.71 26.30 −3.42 27.59 29.25 1.66
(16.85) (20.11) [6.20] (16.84) (19.56) [5.86]

Distance legal center (Judicial district seat) 13.32 15.88 2.56 12.65 16.05 3.40
(9.66) (10.21) [3.28] (10.11) (9.47) [3.13]

Distance territorial admin. (subdeleg.) 13.82 12.02 −1.80 13.68 12.55 −1.13
(5.73) (7.52) [2.26] (6.01) (6.98) [2.09]

Distance tax center (Recette) 17.14 19.18 2.04 16.38 19.56 3.18
(7.92) (12.92) [3.69] (8.21) (11.63) [3.24]

Distance political society 5.58 5.38 −0.19 5.80 5.19 −0.62
(3.73) (3.18) [1.12] (4.03) (2.87) [1.12]

Distance rebellion in 1779–89 26.80 16.95 −9.86* 26.76 19.06 −7.70
(19.91) (12.72) [5.22] (18.57) (16.92) [5.68]

Distance paved road 1.61 2.32 0.71 1.74 2.04 0.30
(1.80) (2.26) [0.69] (1.94) (2.08) [0.65]

Distance horse post 9.75 17.12 7.37** 9.23 16.12 6.89**
(5.91) (12.25) [3.36] (5.82) (11.30) [2.90]

Average caloric suitability of land 1823 1985 162 1902 1868 −34.4
(340.2) (347.5) [113.1] (304.6) (395.9) [113.5]

Terrain ruggedness (in 100s of meters) 0.28 0.31 0.04** 0.28 0.30 0.02
(0.06) (0.04) [0.02] (0.06) (0.05) [0.02]

Observations 24 15 39 20 19 39

Notes: This table reports means of various pre-reform covariates in areas with different inheritance systems. In Panel A, the sample is 10,752

women in the Henry dataset who completed their fertile cycle before the 1793 reforms. In Panel B, the sample are the 39 municipalities in

the Henry dataset. Age at death missing for ca. 30 percent of wives and for ca. 40 percent of husbands. Known birth year if recovered from

parish records or from age at the General Population Census. Standard deviations in parenthesis; Standard errors in brackets are clustered

by municipality in Panel A and are robust-standard errors in Panel B; *p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001.
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proxied by whether the date of birth and of marriage is known, is also virtually

the same across areas with different inheritance rules. Finally, a woman living in

an area under partible inheritance or in an area where women could inherit was

slightly more likely to be literate and marry a literate man, but these differences are

small and only marginally significant. Nevertheless, we include literacy indicators

in our baseline set of covariates.

Panel B of Table 1 shows that municipalities with different inheritance systems

were also comparable in terms of religiosity: the proportion of lent and advent

marriages is balanced across municipalities where the inheritance rules were af-

fected and not affected by the 1793 reforms. Similarly, variables capturing political

support for the Revolution and the municipalities’ distance to religious, legal, fis-

cal, and territorial centers are not systematically different across the pre-reform

inheritance borders. The only exceptions are that wheat prices were marginally

higher, rebellions 10 kilometer closer, and horse posts 7 kilometer further away

in municipalities under impartible inheritance. Although it is unlikely that these

small differences can explain away the steeper fertility decline in impartible areas

after the abolition on impartiblle inheritance, we include all these variables in the

set of covariates for our flexible-trends specification. Finally, we consider climatic

and soil characteristics affecting the output of the land. In detail, we show that the

average caloric suitability index (Galor and Özak 2016), which is based on climatic

and soil suitability for post-1500 crops, is balanced across areas with partible and

impartible inheritance. We also document a small 4-meter difference in terrain

ruggedness (Nunn and Puga 2012). This balancedness result is important for two

reasons: First, because land indivisibilities – the central mechanism in Le Play’s

hypothesis and in our model – are strongly associated with climatic and soil char-

acteristics. Second, because these characteristics are important determinants of

the role of land as a source of wealth, which in turn is one of the hypothesized

historical determinants of impartible inheritance (Bertocchi 2017).

The 1793 inheritance reforms. Finally, identification of the effect of the 1793

inheritance reforms on fertility decisions relies on (i) regional variation in pre-

reform inheritance systems; (ii) a relatively rapid take-up of the reforms; and (iii)

the passing of the reforms being exogenous to fertility choices.

First, there was substantial regional variation in the set of laws and customs

that regulated inheritances before the 1793 reforms (see Figure 4 and Section 2.1).

And although systems of impartible inheritance were more prevalent in the south

than in the north of the country, there was significant variation in inheritance rules
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within these broad areas. For instance, the southern administrative centers of Mar-

mande, Meilhan, Villandraut, and Langon, despite being within a 20-kilometer

radius, each had a different inheritance system: impartible inheritance that in-

cluded (Marmande) or excluded women (Meilhan) and partible inheritance that

included (Langon) or excluded women (Villandraut) (see Appendix Figure B8).

Similarly, there was substantial variation in inheritance systems in the north-east.

Importantly, such widespread heterogeneity in inheritance systems before the Rev-

olution is reflected in the sample of municipalities covered by the Henry database

(Figure 4). Among our sample of 20,332 women, 41 percent lived in municipalities

with pre-reform impartible inheritance (Appendix Table A1).

Second, our identification strategy relies on a relatively rapid take-up of the 1793

inheritance reforms. As discussed in Section 2.2, the historiography highlights how

the harmonization of inheritance rules was quickly upheld after it passed in 1793.

All offspring, including women, were generally set on receiving an equal share of

the inheritance (Shaffer 1982) and family tribunals effectively enforced the new

inheritance laws across France (Poumarède 2011; Desan 1997).38

Third, our identification strategy relies on the exogeneity of the reforms to

fertility decisions. The historical evidence strongly supports this assertion (Sec-

tion 2.2). Inheritance reforms were unanticipated and not at the core of the popu-

lar grievances raised during the Estates General of 1789 (Goy 1988). In addition,

concerns about fertility were not instrumental for policy makers upon designing

the inheritance reforms. Instead, the revolutionaries’ objectives were to enforce

the equality principle (Shaffer 1982), unify the legal system across the territory

(Hyslop 1934; Shaffer 1982), and ensure that those who joined the Revolution

would not be disinherited by their parents (Lataste et al. 1901, p. 681–3).

6 Empirical results

6.1 DD estimates

In this section, we analyze the effects of the 1793 inheritance reforms on fertility

decisions. The theoretical framework in Section 3 predicts that abolishing impart-

ible inheritance would alter economic incentives of having children in areas under

impartible inheritance prior to the reform. Because of indivisibility constraints in

assets passed down as inheritance such as land, we expect women who were fertile

38We study the effect of the reforms on completed fertility, an outcome that for some cohorts
was realized over 25 years after the reforms. Hence, even if the take-up of the inheritance reforms
was slower than suggested by the historiography, our estimates would capture its effect on the
fertility decisions of our later cohorts.
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after 1793 to limit their fertility in order to avoid the fragmentation of the land.

Table 2 reports the results from estimating Equation (10). In Panel A, the de-

pendent variable is completed fertility, i.e., the number of children surviving until

age 6 ever born to a woman. The coefficient on the treatment group (Impartible)

captures the pre-reform fertility gap between areas with impartible and partible

inheritance. Consistent with the descriptive evidence of Section 5, fertility was

higher by 0.682–0.748 children in municipalities with impartible inheritance. The

coefficient on the main variable of interest (Impartible × Years fertile post-reform)

captures the effect of the 1793 inheritance reforms. In all specifications, we find a

large negative and significant effect of abolishing impartible inheritance on com-

pleted fertility. The magnitude of this effect is sizable: every additional fertile year

of exposure to the 1793 reforms is associated with a reduced completed fertility

of 0.024–0.028 children. Given a sample average of 2.35, this effect corresponds

to a 1-percent decrease per year of exposure. Over the entire fertility cycle, it

corresponds to a reduction in completed fertility of 0.60–0.70 children.

The estimated coefficients are similar across all specifications. Column (1) con-

siders a simple specification with cohort fixed effects which, when taken together

with the fixed effect for treated areas, account for average differences in completed

fertility across birth cohorts and treated areas. In columns (2)–(6), we consider a

broader set of individual-level controls that are potentially correlated with fertility.

In column (2), we add fixed effects for husband’s birth cohorts. These fixed effects

capture husband-specific differences in fertility over time, as well as differences in

fertility among women of the same cohort but married to men of different ages. In

column (3), we further control for each spouse’s literacy, i.e., whether they signed

their marriage certificate. Literacy is a relevant proxy for human capital which,

in turn, was a strong predictor of fertility during the eighteenth century (Becker,

Cinnirella, and Woessmann 2010). In column (4), we control for the accuracy

of the data through fixed effects for each of the ten form types used by Louis

Henry. The ten form types are based on the availability of birth and marriage

dates—see Appendix Table A2. In column (5), we include four indicator variables

for whether a woman’s father, mother, father-in-law, and mother-in-law were alive

upon her marriage. These variables capture family-specific health conditions as

well as genetic health endowments transmitted across generations from both the

maternal and paternal lines. In addition, whether the father-in-law was alive cap-

tures whether the husband had already received an inheritance upon marriage,

which could trigger income effects affecting fertility. In column (6) we control for

the age difference between spouses to capture differences in bargaining power be-
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Table 2: Difference-in-differences estimates for the effects of abolishing
impartible inheritance: Henry data.

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)

Panel A. Dep. Variable is completed fertility

Impartible 0.705*** 0.746*** 0.741*** 0.748*** 0.682*** 0.743*** .
(0.153) (0.158) (0.165) (0.151) (0.137) (0.165)

Impartible −0.024*** −0.026*** −0.026*** −0.024*** −0.025*** −0.028*** −0.027***
× Years fertile post-reform (0.006) (0.007) (0.007) (0.006) (0.007) (0.008) (0.007)

Observations 20,332 20,261 20,261 20,260 20,238 17,806 20,238
Adjusted R-squared 0.020 0.059 0.059 0.144 0.182 0.167 0.197

Panel B. Dep. Variable is completed fertility of mothers

Impartible 0.774*** 0.783*** 0.805*** 0.811*** 0.773*** 0.783*** .
(0.181) (0.180) (0.189) (0.180) (0.170) (0.189)

Impartible −0.020*** −0.021** −0.021** −0.021*** −0.022** −0.022** −0.024***
× Years fertile post-reform (0.007) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.009) (0.008)

Observations 15,013 14,969 14,969 14,968 14,950 13,697 14,950
Adjusted R-squared 0.030 0.045 0.046 0.066 0.085 0.082 0.112

Panel C. Dep. Variable is =1 if childless

Impartible −0.038* −0.048*** −0.041** −0.044*** −0.040** −0.043*** .
(0.021) (0.017) (0.017) (0.014) (0.016) (0.015)

Impartible 0.003*** 0.003*** 0.003*** 0.003*** 0.003*** 0.004*** 0.003***
× Years fertile post-reform (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)

Observations 20,332 20,261 20,261 20,260 20,238 17,806 20,238
Adjusted R-squared 0.005 0.043 0.045 0.179 0.215 0.197 0.222

Cohort FE Y Y Y Y Y Y Y
Cohort FE of husband . Y Y Y Y N Y
Literacy (0/1) . . Y Y Y Y Y
Literacy of husband (0/1) . . Y Y Y Y Y
Accuracy of Henry form FE . . . Y Y Y Y
Father alive at marriage (0/1) . . . . Y Y Y
Mother — ” — . . . . Y Y Y
Husband’s father — ” — . . . . Y Y Y
Husband’s mother — ” — . . . . Y Y Y
Spouses’ age difference . . . . . Y N
Municipality FE . . . . . . Y
N clusters 39 39 39 39 39 39 39

Notes: The sample is women born in 1700–1803 in the Henry database. The dependent variable is the number of children ever born to all women

(Panel A), to mothers (Panel B), and the probability to be childless (Panel C). All variables consider “net” fertility, i.e., they are based on the

number of children surviving until age 6. Literacy (and Literacy of husband) is = 1 if the woman (her husband) signed the marriage certificate.

Accuracy of Henry form includes FE for each categories in Appendix Table A2. Standard errors in parentheses are clustered by municipality;

*p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001.

tween husbands and wives (Doepke and Kindermann 2019).39 Finally, in column

(7) we replace the indicator for the treatment group, i.e., for areas with impartible

inheritance prior to the reforms, with the full set of municipality fixed effects. This

two-way fixed-effects specification controls for time-invariant unobservable factors

affecting average differences in fertility across municipalities. Overall, estimates

remain nearly unchanged throughout specifications.

39Controlling for the age difference requires removing husbands cohort fixed effects. The
number of observations in column (6) is reduced because using husbands cohort fixed effects
allows us to group husbands with missing birth years into a single group, whereas including the
spouses’ age difference produces missing values that are dropped from the regression.
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Panels B and C of Table 2 report separate estimates for the effect of abolishing

impartible inheritance on the intensive and extensive margins of fertility. The de-

pendent variable is the completed fertility of mothers in Panel B, and an indicator

variable equal to one if a woman was childless in Panel C. As before, both variables

measure net fertility by excluding children who did not survive until age 6. Before

1793, women in municipalities under impartible inheritance had higher fertility

on both margins: the fertility of mothers was higher by 0.773–0.811 children and

the rate of childlessness was lower by 3.8–4.8 percentage points. By abolishing

impartible inheritance, the 1793 inheritance reforms significantly decreased fertil-

ity in treated municipalities, contributing to close the pre-reform gap along both

margins: each additional fertile year of exposure to the reforms reduced mothers’

completed fertility by 0.020–0.022 children and increased women’s likelihood to be

childless by 0.3–0.4 percentage points. Over the entire fertility cycle, this effect

corresponds to a reduction in completed fertility of mothers by 0.50–0.55 children,

more than 70 percent of the partible-impartible fertility gap that existed prior to

the reforms. This suggests that the 1793 inheritance reforms accelerated the fer-

tility decline in the late-eighteenth century, bringing impartible-inheritance areas

towards the low-fertility regime that predominated in partible-inheritance areas

before the reform.

Next, we show that these effects are driven by the 1793 reforms and not by het-

erogeneous trends in fertility across different areas of the country. Table 3 reports

the results from estimating Equation (11). This extended difference-in-differences

specification allows fertility to follow different trends over time in each municipal-

ity depending on their local economic, religious, political, and economic-geography

characteristics. In column (1), we include municipality-level wheat prices by

decade to account for the fertility effects of time-varying and municipality-specific

economic conditions. In column (2), we consider our two proxies for religiosity:

the distance to the closest Church administrative center before the Revolution and

the proportion of marriages during lent and advent in each municipality after the

introduction of civil marriage in 1792. The interaction of these variables with co-

hort fixed effects captures the possibility that cohorts in more religious or secular

municipalities could have been on a different trajectory relative to the demographic

transition. Likewise, in column (3), we include local political factors interacted

with cohort fixed effects. As explained in Section 5, municipalities near a political

society might have had better access to information about revolutionary reforms

and a stronger adherence to the equality principle, which was at the heart of the

1793 inheritance reforms. In turn, the distance to the closest rebellion against
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Table 3: Flexible-trend difference-in-differences’ estimates for the effects of
abolishing impartible inheritance: Henry data.

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)

Completed
Dep. Variable: Completed Completed Completed Completed fertility = 1 if Age at

fertility fertility fertility fertility of mothers childless marriage

Impartible 0.658*** 0.674*** 0.779*** 0.516*** 0.586*** −0.040 −0.611
(0.147) (0.155) (0.138) (0.151) (0.159) (0.029) (0.803)

Impartible −0.026*** −0.026*** −0.029*** −0.031*** −0.031*** 0.004*** 0.073**
× Years fertile post-reform (0.007) (0.007) (0.006) (0.009) (0.010) (0.001) (0.028)

Observations 20,238 20,238 20,238 20,238 14,950 20,238 20,237
N clusters 39 39 39 39 39 39 39
Adjusted R-squared 0.182 0.183 0.188 0.197 0.107 0.222 0.328

Cohort FE Y Y Y Y Y Y Y
Cohort FE of husband Y Y Y Y Y Y Y
Individual-level controls Y Y Y Y Y Y Y
Local wheat price in decade Y Y Y Y Y Y Y
Cohort FE
× Religiosity index . Y Y Y Y Y Y
× Distance religious center . Y Y Y Y Y Y
× Distance political society . . Y Y Y Y Y
× Distance rebellion . . Y Y Y Y Y
× Distance legal center . . . Y Y Y Y
× Distance fiscal center . . . Y Y Y Y
× Distance admin. center . . . Y Y Y Y
× Distance paved road . . . Y Y Y Y
× Distance horse post . . . Y Y Y Y

Notes: The sample is women born in 1700–1803 in the Henry database. The dependent variable is the number of children ever born to all

women (columns (1)–(4)), to mothers (column (5)), the probability to be childless (column (6)), and age at marriage (column(7)). All vari-

ables consider “net” fertility, i.e., they are based on the number of children surviving until age 6. All specifications include cohort FE and

the full-set of individual-level controls in Table 2: literacy indicators for women and their husbands; accuracy of the Henry form fixed effects;

and fixed effects for whether a woman’s father, mother, father-in-law, and mother-in-law was alive when the couple married. The remaining

covariates capture flexible trends in fertility by municipality-level economic, religious, political, and economic-geography characteristics (see

Section 5 for detailed descriptions). Standard errors in parentheses are clustered by municipality; *p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001.

State authority in the decade preceding the Revolution captures the local support

to the Revolution prior to the 1793 reforms. Hence, this specification accounts for

the possibility that fertility followed different trends across municipalities with dif-

ferent information on the reforms, adherence to the equality principle, and general

support for the Revolution. Finally, in column (4), we add distances to the closest

legal, fiscal, and territorial administrative centers prior to the Revolution, and to

the closest paved road and horse post, interacted with birth cohort fixed effects.

This accounts flexibly for municipality-specific economic-geography prior to the

Revolution, such as access to Ancien Régime administrative centers, proximity to

the courts where inheritance disputes were resolved, or economic and information

networks, that could affect women’s fertility differently across birth cohorts.

Our estimates of interest are stable across specifications. Estimates in columns

(1)–(4) imply that each additional fertile year of exposure to the 1793 inheri-

tance reforms reduced completed fertility by 0.026–0.031 children, amounting to
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a cumulative decrease of 0.65–0.78 children over a woman’s entire fertility cycle.

This effect is very similar to that found in our baseline specification and to the

estimates for the pre-reform fertility gap between areas with partible and impart-

ible inheritance. In addition, columns (5) and (6) present estimates from this

extended specifications with flexible trends for the completed fertility of mothers

and childlessness rates. As before, they are similar in magnitude to our baseline

estimates. In addition, Appendix Table A5 shows similar estimates with flexible

trends from a two-way fixed-effects specification, that is, replacing the indicator for

the treatment group with municipality FE. Overall, our main conclusions are ro-

bust to allowing fertility to follow different trends in municipalities that differed in

economic conditions, religiosity, political factors, and economic geography. This

suggests that our estimates effectively reflect local changes in fertility resulting

from the 1793 inheritance reforms.

Finally, column (7) of Table 3 shows that these reductions in fertility were

partly achieved by delaying age at marriage, an important preventive check in pre-

industrial societies (Cinnirella, Klemp, and Weisdorf 2017). Abolishing impartible

inheritance is associated with an increase in age at marriage by 1.8 years for cohorts

whose entire fertility cycle was after the reforms. Appendix Table A3 shows that

other fertility-control strategies were also used to reduce fertility in response to

the inheritance reforms: delaying age at first birth, increasing the years between

marriage and first birth and the minimum spacing between consecutive births, and

reducing the span between first and last birth. In contrast, Appendix Table A4

shows that the differential fertility decline in impartible areas after the reforms

was not the result of increased children’s mortality rates.

Taken together, our results suggest that the 1793 inheritance reforms con-

tributed to the large fertility decline in late-eighteenth century France. Indeed,

the effect of the reforms over a woman’s entire fertility cycle (0.60–0.70 children)

is almost identical to the pre-reform fertility gap between areas with impartible

and partible inheritance (0.68–0.75). This shows that the harmonization of inheri-

tance rules led to a fertility convergence between regions of France. In other words,

the sudden abolition of impartible inheritance in 1793 brought large impartible-

inheritance areas of France (covering roughly half of the country) to the low-

fertility regime that prevailed in partible-inheritance areas, and hence, contributed

to accelerate France’s fertility transition. In order to illustrate the magnitude of

this acceleration in the fertility transition, Figure 7 shows the observed trends in

completed fertility from 1650 to 1803, alongside the counterfactual fertility trends

in the absence of the inheritance reforms. The latter is based on the estimates of
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the full specification in Table 3, Column (4). The figure shows that, in the absence

of the inheritance reforms and the convergence in fertility between partible and

impartible regions, France’s fertility decline would have been substantially less

pronounced in the late-eighteenth century.
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Figure 7: Counterfactual fertility in the absence of inheritance reforms.

Notes: Symbols represent the average completed fertility by each birth cohort (+
for observed, × for counterfactual); Solid lines plot 5-year moving averages (black
for observed, gray for counterfactual); Dashed lines are fitted values before and after
1753 (black for observed, gray for counterfactual); the vertical line indicates the 1753
cohort—the last to complete her fertile cycle before the reforms. Counterfactual fer-
tility based on estimates in Table 3, Column (4).

6.2 DD extensions and robustness

In this section, we discuss an alternative channel – female inheritance – and in-

troduce additional robustness checks to further support the validity of our results.

Details on the robustness are reported in Appendix F.

Female inheritance. The 1793 inheritance reforms, in addition to abolishing

impartible inheritance, also extended the right to inherit to women.40 The mech-

anism proposed in Section 3 of fertility limitation to avoid land fragmentation

is exacerbated by including women in inheritances, as this roughly doubles the

number of heirs. A companion mechanism could emerge from the fact that the

reforms changed single women’s lifetime earnings relative to men’s.41

40The Revolution did not extend other rights to women, as pointed by Citoyenne Le Franc of
Caen: “You have only passed one law beneficial to women, the law of 17 Nivôse” (Desan 1997).

41The inclusion of women in the inheritance in France was probably the first right granted
to women in history (Tertilt et al. 2022, Figure 2). However, differently from granting married
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Pre-reform systems that excluded women typically provided them a dowry upon

marriage.42 While dowries were conditional on marriage, inheritance was not.

Hence, marriage was no longer a requirement to receive a share of the family’s

assets. Access to inheritance gave women the means to support themselves, relaxed

the fear of becoming a spinster, and reduced the incentives to secure a marriage

as soon as possible (de Moor and van Zanden 2010). Formally, a positive income

shock in the lifetime budget constraint of a single woman improves her outside

option in the marriage market. A better outside option should lead women to

postpone entrance into marriage. Since age at marriage is a key determinant

of fertility in pre-industrialized societies (Cinnirella, Klemp, and Weisdorf 2017),

fertility should decline after an increase in the outside option.

In order to test such hypothesis, we repeat the empirical analysis of Section 6.1

but with a treatment, Im, indicating municipalities with pre-reform inheritance

that excluded women in Equations (10) and (11). Appendix Figure B9 shows

that prior to the 1793 inheritance reforms, fertility followed parallel trends where

women were included and excluded from inheritances: For cohorts that completed

their fertile cycle before 1793, fertility was higher in areas that excluded from in-

heritance by about 0.5–0.6 children, a fertility gap that fluctuated but remained

largely constant for all cohorts born in the first half of the eighteen century. For

cohorts that were fertile after the 1793 reforms, fertility declined more steeply

in areas that had initially excluded women than in areas where women were al-

ready included in the inheritance. This implies a convergence in fertility, with

the aforementioned fertility gap closing to 0 for women born in the 1770s. In

addition, columns (4)–(6) of Table 1 show that, before 1793, most individual-

and municipality-level covariates were balanced across areas that included versus

excluded women from inheritance.

Appendix Table A6 presents estimates for the effects of including women in

inheritances from a regression of Equation (10)’s form. In Panel A, we analyze

the effects on marriage incentives by looking at women’s age at marriage as de-

pendent variable. Column (1) reports estimates including only cohort fixed effects

for women and their husbands. Column (2) adds the full set of individual-level

controls described above. Column (3) presents results of estimating Equation (11),

which allows fertility to follow different trends across municipalities with different

women economic rights (Hazan, Weiss, and Zoabi 2022), inheritance rights alone did not improve
women’s bargaining power within a marriage. When married, women’s inheritance was dissolved
into the couples assets, which until 1965 were managed by the husband.

42Dowries represented an insurance—either to the bride in case the marriage broke, or to the
bride’s family in case the bride died before her parents.
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characteristics. The estimated effect of the 1793 inheritance reforms (Women ex-

cluded × Years fertile post-reform) is positive in all specifications, suggesting that

extending the right to inherit to women delayed their age at marriage. Estimates’

magnitudes are stable and meaningful across the specifications: every additional

fertile year of exposure to the reforms increases a woman’s age at marriage by

0.041–0.052 years. Over the entire fertility cycle, this effect corresponds to a delay

in age at marriage of 1.0–1.3 years.

Next, we examine the consequences for fertility of the delay in age at marriage

induced by including women in inheritances. Panels B and C of Table A6 report

estimates with the completed fertility of women and their probability to be child-

less as the dependent variable. Baseline effects reported in column (1) suggest

that exposure to the 1793 reforms that extended the right to inherit to women

reduced their completed fertility and increased their likelihood of being childless.

Estimates are not significantly affected by the inclusion of individual-level con-

trols and the full set of flexible trends in columns (2) and (3). Specifically, we

find that, every additional fertile year of exposure to the right to inherit reduced a

woman’s completed fertility by 0.025–0.031 children and increased her probability

to be childless by 0.3–0.4 percentage points. Over the entire fertility cycle, this

effect corresponds to a reduction of 0.63–0.78 children in completed fertility and of

7.5–10.0 percentage points in the childlessness rate. Overall, these results suggest

that giving inheritance to women can also reduce fertility by decreasing women’s

financial incentives to secure an early marriage.

Permutation tests. Appendix Figure E1 reports 10,000 β-coefficients from:

Yicm = α+ β Im̃ ×Fc + γ Im̃ + µc + pmc +X′
iθ+

∑
t

1[c = t]×Z′
mδt + ϵicm , (12)

where Yicm is completed fertility and m and m̃ index true and reshuffled munic-

ipalities, respectively. The main variable of interest, Im̃ × Fc, is the interaction

between the reshuffled pre-reform inheritance system and the “true” post-reform

fertile years for women i in cohort c. In addition, we report results that also

reshuffle our set of municipality-level flexible trends, pmc and Zm. Estimated coef-

ficients in the placebo regressions have a distribution centered around zero. This

suggests that our main results are not due to random chance or to general trends

in fertility, but that they effectively reflect the differential fertility impact of the

1793 inheritance reforms in areas affected and not affected by the reforms.
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Heterogeneous treatment effects. Our measure of exposure to the reforms

corresponds to the remaining fertile years after 1793. We perform two exercises to

account for the possibility that the treatment effect may not be constant across co-

horts. First, we estimate Equation (11) replacing our continuous measure of reform

exposure, Fc, with a set of indicator variables. This allows for non-linear treat-

ment effects for different cohorts. Results are shown in Appendix Figure E2. The

effect size is smaller for cohorts with only up to 10 fertile years after the reforms

than for younger cohorts more exposed to the reforms, although the estimates

are not statistically different. Second, using insights from de Chaisemartin and

d’Haultfoeuille (2020) that two-way fixed-effect estimators consist of a weighted

average of heterogenous average treatment effects, we show in Appendix F that the

amount of treatment heterogeneity needed to explain away our baseline estimate

is implausibly large.

Sensitivity to outliers. Our estimation strategy exploits local variation across

municipalities where the reforms altered and did not alter the existing inheritance

system. Because the Henry database contains a sample of 39 municipalities, we

show that our results are not driven by outlier municipalities. Appendix Figure E3

shows that our baseline estimates for the effect of the 1793 inheritance reforms on

completed fertility are indistinguishable from estimates obtained by sequentially

omitting one of the 39 municipalities in the Henry database.

Placebo test. We provide further validation of the parallel trends assumption

by conducting a placebo reform on cohorts that had all their children before the

1793 inheritance reforms. Appendix Table E1 shows that the coefficient on the

treatment group is not statistically significantly different from zero. This further

suggests that our baseline estimation captures the effect of the 1793 inheritance

reforms and not that of pre-trends in completed fertility.

Alternative sample, treatment, and control group. Appendix Table E2

examines the robustness of our results to: (i) restricting the sample to women

born between 1720 and 1780, (ii) extending the treatment to women aged up

to 45 in 1793, and (iii) restricting the control group to women in municipalities

where the pre-reform system had both partible inheritance and women included in

inheritances. The resulting estimates are almost identical to our baseline estimates

suggesting that the large drop in completed fertility observed in eighteenth-century

France was carried by cohorts who were 15 to 40 years old during the reforms in

areas where the inheritance system was altered.
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Migration and mortality. Because the Henry database was constructed through

the family reconstitution method, diverging emigration trends across pre-reform

inheritance systems could bias our fertility estimates. This same logic can be ex-

tended to changes in mortality rates. Appendix Table E3 addresses this concern

by showing that our results are robust to restricting the sample to women who

were alive at age 40, i.e., whose records were not missed because of emigration,

and to including municipality-specific trends in mortality.

Adjusted fertility using the first-name repetition technique. The Henry

dataset under-reports children deaths (Houdaille 1984). To show that our results

are not driven by these omissions, we apply the first-name repetition technique

of Cummins (2020) to construct adjusted fertility measures. The technique is

based on the fact that parents often used the name of a deceased child to name a

newborn. Appendix Tables E4 and E5 show that our results are robust to using

these alternative measures.

Soil, climate, and terrain characteristics. Climate conditions and the soil

suitability for different crops can determine the importance of land as a source of

wealth – a hypothesized historical determinant of impartible inheritance (Bertoc-

chi 2017) – as well as the land indivisibilities—the key mechanism highlighted by

LePlay and our model. In Section 5, we have shown that Galor and Özak (2016)’s

post-1500 caloric yield index, based on soil and climatic suitability for different

crops, is balanced across areas with different inheritance systems, and that there is

only a 4-meter difference in terrain ruggedness (Nunn and Puga 2012). Appendix

Table E6 presents an additional robustness test. We extend our specification

and allow fertility trends to differ across municipalities with different post-1500

caloric yield index and terrain ruggedness. Our main estimates on the effect of

the inheritance reforms are robust.

7 Spatial regression discontinuity with Geni data

We extend our analysis using crowdsourced genealogies in Geni.com. The sub-

stantial spatial coverage of individuals in the Geni dataset enables us to implement

a spatial regression discontinuity design to account for unobservable characteristics

that vary smoothly across space—e.g., soil characteristics, land values, historical

experiences, the north-south divide in Roman law, or how much the rule of law

prevailed in remote areas. Using this data is also appealing because, unlike with

the Henry data, it covers the south-west of France, an area often used to question

Le Play’s hypothesis. Finally, it can also be used to validate our results with data

41

Geni.com


obtained from two very different methodologies: the family reconstruction method

(Henry dataset) and crowdsourced genealogies (Geni dataset).

7.1 RD-DD empirical strategy

We use a regression discontinuity difference-in-differences (RD-DD) design to

study the effect of the 1793 inheritance reforms on fertility. We restrict our Geni

sample (1700–1810) to mothers born close to a border between judicial districts,

where one district had partible and the other impartible inheritance prior to the

reforms. Figure 8 illustrates this setup and the 5,692 mothers scattered over 1,294

birth locations within 30 kilometers of the border between contiguous districts.

The RD-DD strategy exploits the fact that women living close to, but on opposite

sides of these district borders were subject to different inheritance rules before

1793, and to the same partible inheritance rule after 1793. Specifically, we com-

pare the fertility gap at the border for cohorts who were fertile before versus after

the 1793 reforms. The benefit of this strategy is that it accounts for unobserv-

able factors that vary smoothly across space and differences-out time-invariant

unobservables as well as general trends.

The basic regression-discontinuity (RD) setup motivates estimating the follow-

ing equation:

Yicm = α + β1 [dm≥0] + ϕb + µc +

1 [dm≥0]× fI(dm, BI) + 1 [dm<0]× fP (−dm, BP ) + ϵicm, (13)

where Yicm is the completed fertility of mother i, born in cohort c, in municipality

m, in a 50-kilometer segment b along the inheritance border. As before, it excludes

child deaths before age 6. dm is the distance to the border, with positive values for

impartible- and negative values for partible-inheritance areas; 1 [dm≥0] is an indi-

cator variable equal to one for municipalities with impartible inheritance prior to

the reforms; µc and ϕb are fixed effects for cohorts and border segments; and fI and

fP are unknown polynomial functions with parameter vectors BI and BP , which

capture location-specific factors on both sides of the inheritance border (I and

P ) which can affect fertility. We use triangular kernel functions and polynomial

fits of order 1 (linear) and 2 (quadratic). We avoid higher-order polynomials to

limit the overfitting bias (Gelman and Imbens 2019). The sample includes moth-

ers whose Geni record satisfies the horizontal restriction explained in Section 4.3

and who were born between 1700 and 1810 close to the partible-impartible bor-

der. We follow Calonico, Cattaneo, and Titiunik (2014) and use mean squared
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Figure 8: Locations in RD setting, Geni.com.

Notes: This figure displays the geo-located birthplace of women born in France (1700–
1810) whose Geni record satisfies the horizontal sample restriction. Colored dots are
within 30 kilometers of a partible-impartible inheritance border.

error (MSE) optimal bandwidths. The coefficient β captures the discontinuity in

completed fertility at the border. We provide estimates of β for two sub-samples:

For cohorts who completed their fertile cycle before the reforms, i.e., over 40 in

1793, we expect higher fertility in impartible areas, β > 0. For cohorts who were

fertile after the reforms harmonized inheritance systems across France, i.e., below

40 in 1793, we expect fertility differences at the border to disappear, β ≈ 0.

One complication with the RD design in our setting is that the exposure to the

reforms is not dichotomous, but varies by each cohort’s remaining number of fertile

years after 1793. To address this, we pool the two sub-samples described above

and augment the RD setup with a difference-in-differences model that incorporates

a “treatment intensity” measure.43 Specifically, we extend Equation (13) by inter-

acting our treatment intensity measure Fc = {0, 1, ..., 25}, the remaining number

43Ideally, we would estimate Equation (13) separately for each cohort. Unfortunately, there is
not enough precisely geo-located observations in Geni.com to perform such exercise.
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of fertile years after 1793 for women in cohort c, with 1 [dm≥0], the treatment

group indicator:

Yicm = α + β1 [dm ≥ 0]×Fc + γ1 [dm ≥ 0] + ϕb + µc + Z′
mcδc +

2∑
s=1

1[Sc=s]×

{
1 [dm≥0]×fI(dm, BIs)+1 [dm<0]×fP (−dm, BPs)

}
+ϵicm. (14)

This specification follows Avdic and Karimi (2018) and interacts the unknown

polynomial functions fI and fP with 1[Sc=s], an indicator variable for each of the

two sub-samples, s = {1, 2}. Hence, Equation (14) is essentially a fully interacted

version of Equation (13), which allows the location-specific factors on both sides of

the inheritance border to affect fertility differently for cohorts who completed their

fertile cycle before 1793 (s = 1), and cohorts who were fertile after 1793 (s = 2).

The vector Zmc includes an analogous set of flexible trends as before, allowing

fertility to follow different trajectories in areas that varied by local economic,

religious, political, and economic-geography characteristics.44

Our RD-DD approach requires two identifying assumptions. The first is that

unobservables vary smoothly across borders. We evaluate this assumption by con-

ducting a balancing test for our full set of covariates. Appendix Table A7 reports

estimates of β from Equation (13) using as dependent variables municipality-

level wheat prices at the decade when each woman started her fertile cycle, the

département-level share of refractory clergy, and an indicator variable equal to one

if the municipality was within 15 kilometer of, respectively, a political society, a

rebellion against the state in 1779–89, a religious, legal, fiscal, and territorial ad-

ministrative center, a paved road, and a horse post. For each of these 10 variables,

the RD estimate on the impartible indicator is small and, for 9 of 10 variables,

is not statistically different from zero. Similarly, Appendix Figure B10 illustrates

that there is no discontinuity at the border for any of these covariates capturing

local economic, religious, political, and economic-geography factors. The second

assumption is that, before the reforms, fertility followed parallel trends in areas

44We proxy for religiosity with the département-level share of refractory clergy who refused
the oath of loyalty to the State in 1791 (Tackett 1982), interacted with cohort fixed effects.
In addition, because the RD-DD specification already accounts flexibly for running variables
in distance, we now consider dichotomous, rather than distance-based, location variables. In
detail, we consider the interaction between cohort fixed effects and an indicator variable equal
to one if the municipality was within 15 kilometers of, respectively, the religious, legal, fiscal,
and territorial seat of their administrative division, a political society, a rebellion against the
state in 1779–89, a paved road, and a horse post. We use 15 kilometers as it is close to the MSE
bandwidth for our RD and RD-DD specifications. Results are robust to defining these variables
within 5-, 10-, 20-, or 25-kilometer windows or as distances as in Section 6.
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with impartible and partible inheritance. In Section 5, we already presented evi-

dence supporting the common trends assumption using the Henry data. Appendix

Figure B11 uses Geni data. For cohorts who completed their fertile cycle before

the 1793 reforms, we observe a similar fertility gap as before, and that fertility

evolved in a parallel fashion in areas under partible and impartible inheritance.

7.2 RD-DD estimates

We begin our analysis by presenting graphic evidence on the relationship be-

tween inheritance rules and fertility. Figure 9 plots the completed fertility of

mothers around the partible-impartible inheritance border that existed before and

after the reforms. Each dot represents completed fertility within a bin, partialled

out of cohort and border segment fixed effects, for a number of bins based on

the IMSE-optimal evenly-spaced selector. Lines shows a linear local-polynomial

fit within an MSE-optimal bandwidth. A discontinuity at the border is apparent

only for the pre-reform sub-sample (Panel A). For the post-reform sub-sample who

were fertile after the harmonization of inheritance rules, we find no evidence of

a discontinuity at the same locations (Panel B). Estimates of Equation (13) for

the pre-reform and post-reform sub-samples are also shown in Figure 9. The RD

estimate for women who completed their fertile cycle before the reforms is 0.78,

suggesting that impartible inheritance is associated with an increase in almost one

child over a mother’s entire fertility cycle. This is consistent with the magnitude

of the pre-reform partible-impartible fertility gap documented in Sections 5 and 6

using Henry data. In contrast, the RD estimate for women who were fertile after

the reforms is 0.13, close to zero and not statistically significant (Panel B). This

provides additional evidence that the 1793 inheritance reforms led to a convergence

in fertility across the partible-impartible regions in France.

We next turn to the full RD-DD estimates. Table 4 presents estimates of β

and γ from Equation (14) using linear (columns (1)–(2)) or quadratic polyno-

mials (columns (3)–(4)). In addition, columns (2) and (4) include the full set

of flexible trends by local economic, religious, political, and economic-geography

characteristics. All bandwidths are based on the MSE optimal selector.

We find that impartible inheritance was associated with a higher completed

fertility of mothers by 1.0–1.1 children before the reforms. The abolition of im-

partible inheritance in 1793 reduced fertility by 0.03–0.05 children per year of

exposure to the reform, or by 0.75–1.25 children over a mother’s entire fertile cy-

cle. These estimates suggest a sharp discontinuity in fertility at the inheritance

border, of about one child, which vanishes almost entirely after a full fertile cycle
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Panel A. Cohorts fertile before the reforms (F = 0)

Panel B. Cohorts fertile after the reforms (F > 0)

Figure 9: Fertility and distance to inheritance border.

Notes: This figure displays RD plots and estimates from Equation (13). The sample
is mothers in Geni satisfying the horizontal restriction and who were born in France
(1700–1810) within ca. 15km of the inheritance border. Panel A is for cohorts who com-
pleted her fertile cycle before 1793; Panel B is for cohorts who were fertile after 1793.
Completed fertility is the number of children ever born to mothers, excluding child
deaths before age 6. The border is normalized at 0, with positive values for impartible
inheritance. Circles show average fertility within bins, where fertility is partialled out
of cohort and border segment fixed effects, and bins are based on the IMSE-optimal
evenly-spaced selector. Lines show a polynomial fit of order 1. The bandwidth ca.
15km is based on the MSE optimal bandwidth selector; *p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001.

(25 years) after the reforms harmonized inheritances. Compared to the DD esti-

mates of Section 6.1, the RD-DD estimates are larger in magnitude. This suggests

that our difference-in-differences strategy using nationwide comparisons provides

lower-bound estimates for the effect of the inheritance reforms on fertility, and

that the unobservable factors captured by the regression discontinuity setup lead

to an attenuation bias. Finally, RD-DD estimates are similar across specifications

using linear or quadratic polynomial fits, and allowing fertility to follow different

trends by local economic, religious, political, and economic-geography factors.
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Table 4: Spatial regression-discontinuity estimates: Geni data.

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Dep. Variable: completed fertility

Impartible 1.036*** 1.010*** 1.101*** 0.967***
(0.308) (0.321) (0.334) (0.314)

Impartible −0.037** −0.054*** −0.040*** −0.032**
× Years fertile post-reform (0.016) (0.016) (0.014) (0.014)

Observations 3,954 3,794 6,131 5,666
N clusters 931 875 1,390 1,270
Mean dep. variable 3.75 3.80 3.63 3.65

Cohort FE Y Y Y Y
Border segment FE Y Y Y Y
Flexible trends . Y . Y
Order polynomial linear linear quadratic quadratic
Kernel triangular triangular triangular triangular
MSE-optimal bandwidth 16.97 km 18.85 km 35.06 km 41.78 km

Notes: This table reports estimates of Equation (14). The sample is mothers born in France

(1700–1810) whose Geni record satisfies the horizontal restriction, and born within a MSE-

optimal bandwidth on each side of the inheritance border. We use local-polynomial fits of

orders 1 and 2, and triangular kernel functions for local-polynomial estimation. The depen-

dent variable is the number of children ever born to mothers, excluding child deaths before

age 6. Flexible trends include municipality-level wheat prices by decade, the municipality-level

share of refractory clergy × Cohort FE; and an indicator variable for religious centers within

15 kilometer × Cohort FE, for political societies within 15 kilometer × Cohort FE, for rebel-

lions against the state in 1779–89 within 15 kilometer × Cohort FE, for legal centers within

15km × Cohort FE, for fiscal centers × Cohort FE, for territorial administrative centers ×
Cohort FE, for paved roads × Cohort FE, and for horse posts × Cohort FE; Standard errors

in parentheses are clustered by municipality; *p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001.

7.3 RD-DD extensions and robustness

Here we examine the sensitivity of our RD-DD estimates to a range of robust-

ness checks and extensions. First, Appendix Table A8 considers alternative band-

widths. Instead of using the computationally-intensive MSE optimal bandwidths,

we restrict our sample to mothers born within 15, 20, 25, and 30 kilometers on

each side of the inheritance border. Both for linear and quadratic polynomial spec-

ifications, the results are robust to the choice of bandwidth. Second, Appendix

Table A9 examines different specifications of Equation (14). In Panel A, we use

two-dimensional running variables in latitude, longitude, and their interaction. In

47



Panel B, we use as running variables the distance to the border interacted with

26 indicator variables for cohorts with 0–25 remaining fertile years after the re-

forms. In Panel C, we use a uniform kernel. In Panels D and E, the sample is

analogous to that of the Henry data: respectively, eighteenth-century cohorts and

municipalities which were not an administrative center of département. In Panel

F, we use 100-kilometer border-segment fixed effects. The estimated effect of the

reforms on fertility remains negative and similar in magnitude, and is precisely

estimated in almost all specifications.

Third, we study a companion mechanism for why the 1793 inheritance reforms

reduced fertility: the extension of the right to inherit to women. We estimate

our RD-DD setup on mothers born close to, but on opposite sides of the border

between judicial districts that included and excluded women from inheritance,

before and after extending the right to inherit to them. The substantial spatial

variation in the Geni dataset enables us to exploit the fact that this border does

not perfectly overlap with the partible-impartible border (see Figure 4). Appendix

Figures B12 and B13 and Table A10 present the RD setup, RD plots, and RD-

DD estimates from Equation (14). To further disentangle the effect of including

women from that of abolishing impartible inheritance, the table restricts the con-

trol group to municipalities unaffected by either of the two reform treatments, i.e.,

municipalities with partible inheritance including women prior to 1793. We find

that extending the right to inherit to women reduced completed fertility by 0.05–

0.06 children per year of exposure to the reforms, a similar magnitude to the effect

of abolishing impartible inheritance. This is consistent with the fact that these

two treatments of the reform increased the number of heirs, reducing the economic

incentives for having children to avoid the fragmentation of landholdings.

8 Conclusion

The revolutionary change in inheritance laws in 1793 was one of the causes of

the French demographic transition. France was the first country to experience a

demographic transition, at least a century before any other European country. We

show that legal institutions crucially reduced the economic incentives for having

children. The egalitarian inheritance practices imposed during the Revolution

had a strong causal effect on the fertility of the affected regions. This effect

remains even after controlling for other potential determinants of the fertility

decline, such as human capital, secularization, changes in economic conditions,

distance to administrative centers or information networks, exposure to political
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pressure or rebellions linked to the French Revolution. Results are also robust to

using data obtained from very different methodologies: the family reconstruction

method and crowdsourced genealogies.

France’s demographic transition was not only the first but was also among the

longest in the world. Hence, multiple factors beyond inheritances contributed to

the decline in fertility, either at the beginning, or at later stages of the transi-

tion. Yet, traditional explanations for the demographic transition in the literature

cannot be reconciled with key features of the French case: Its early timing is at

odds with theories based on industrialization, human capital, and the quantity-

quality tradeoff; while the sharp fertility decline observed in the late eighteenth-

century fertility decline cannot be rationalized with slowly evolving cultural norms.

Changes in inheritance rules had been seen as a plausible driver of fertility decline

since Le Play (1875) first put forward his theory, but empirical support to prove

it was lacking. Our study offers the first evidence supporting this long-standing

hypothesis. In so doing, we bring legal institutions at forefront of the puzzle of

the French demographic transition and provide an explanation that is consistent

with both the timing and the sharp nature of the French fertility decline.

Our results may also have important implications for the diffusion of the de-

mographic transition from France to the rest of Europe. The Napoleonic inva-

sions contributed to the propagation of egalitarian inheritance laws devised by the

French revolutionaries to neighboring countries. In fact, by the 1850s, most Eu-

ropean countries had introduced egalitarian inheritance laws. Whether this was

also responsible for their demographic transitions remains an open question.

Beyond providing support for Le Play’s theory of fertility decline in eighteenth-

century France, this article unveils an important contributor to modern fertility

transitions: legal institutions. Legal factors have been overlooked as potential

determinants of fertility decline (Doepke et al. 2022). Our finding that legal in-

stitutions regulating inheritance can have substantial effects on fertility may be

relevant for boosting fertility transitions in developing countries, in particular for

those experiencing stalls. The extent to which inheritance reforms towards more

equality can help grasping the benefits of a demographic dividend in developing

countries is an intriguing question for future research.
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France depuis Louis XIV. Plan de Travaux par Sondage.” Population 13 (4):
663–86.

Galasso, Vincenzo, and Paola Profeta. 2018. “When the State Mirrors the
Family: The Design of Pension Systems.” Journal of the European Economic
Association 16 (6): 1712–63.

Galor, Oded. 2012. “The Demographic Transition: Causes and Consequences.”
Cliometrica 6 (1): 1–28.

Galor, Oded, and Omer Moav. 2002. “Natural Selection and the Origin of
Economic Growth.” The Quarterly Journal of Economics 117 (4): 1133–91.

53



Galor, Oded, and David N. Weil. 2000. “Population, Technology, and Growth:
From Malthusian Stagnation to the Demographic Transition and Beyond.”
American Economic Review 90 (4): 806–28.
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la Pratique.” In Itinéraire(s) d’un Historien du Droit: Jacques Poumarède,
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