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General framework and research aims

The subject of death has been explored in detail by historians. Ariès and Vovelle, in particular, have shown how death does not occupy the place in contemporary industrial societies that it once held. Evidence for this conclusion comes from wide-ranging observation of the rituals, imagery, and social arrangements relating to death. Because demographers have focused their attention on mortality rather than death, they can make an original contribution to this debate, for while mental attitudes to death have changed, so too has the nature of death itself.

The first aspect of this change concerns the personal characteristics of the individual and the circumstances of his or her death. Declining mortality and population ageing have meant that people are older when they die, while the relative importance of the various causes of death has changed and death increasingly takes place in hospital. But this dynamic has also modified the characteristics of the people directly concerned by a death, beginning with the members of the deceased's immediate family circle.

Our paper charts how the experience of death has been reshaped by changing trends in fertility and mortality over the last two hundred years. The framework for analysing the experience of death is the family of a reference individual - Ego - whose lifetime can encompass the death of grandparents, parents, siblings, partner and offspring. Analysis focuses on the occurrence of death in this circle of relatives over the two hundred year period, in relation to the age of the reference individual, and allowing for the fact that Ego too is mortal.

Data and methods

This research draws on the results of a micro-simulation performed on the observed mortality in the French generations born since the start of the nineteenth century, and on an estimation of parity-specific fertility in the same generations (for the most recent generations available fertility data from observation has of course been used).

Main results

The experience of death within the family has changed dramatically in the course of a hundred years: it has become more frequent (in particular individuals are more likely to live through the death of their grandparents and parents), yet at the same time, because this experience occurs at much later ages, its meaning has changed. In addition, the order in which death occurs is now more likely than in the past to follow the order of generations, with grandparents dying before parents, who themselves will die before the children. A hundred years ago, extensive disruption of this order was the norm, notably as a result of infant mortality.

