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In the Name of the Father? Fertility, Religion, and Child 
Naming in the Demographic Transition

Dylan Shane Connor

ABSTRACT  This article shows that parents reveal information about their fertility 
behav­ior through how they name their chil­dren. I arrive at this find­ing from a detailed 
examination of the net fertility of 130,000 married couples in Ireland, a country known 
for its historically high fertility rate, circa 1911. After stringently accounting for cou­
ples’ occu­pa­tion, reli­gion, and loca­tion, I find higher fer­til­ity rates among cou­ples who 
chose distinctly Catholic names and traditional names for their children, with the latter 
being particularly important. Exposure to towns and cities lowered net fertility and 
weak­ened pref­er­ences for tra­di­tional and Cath­o­lic names. Cumulatively, these find­
ings high­light the role of tra­di­tional rural norms over explic­itly reli­gious influ­ences in 
driving high fertility rates in Ireland. The impact of towns and cities in reducing net 
fertility suggests that Ireland’s sluggish urbanization was a key factor in its high his­
torical fertility rate.

KEYWORDS  Fertility  •  Demographic transition  •  Naming  •  Ireland  •  Historical 
demography

Introduction

The decline of global fer­til­ity rates reflects one of the most pro­found behav­ioral 
shifts in modern history. From 1860 to 1940, the average number of live births per 
married woman in Britain fell from six to two (Szreter 1996). Despite decades of 
research across many countries, vibrant investigations into the fertility decline con­
tinue (Beach and Hanlon 2019; Hacker 2020; Hacker and Roberts 2017; Jaadla et al. 
2020; Klüsener et al. 2019). This con­tin­ued work reflects the many unanswered ques­
tions of how and why fertility rates decline, aided by the novel insights enabled by 
improving data sources (e.g., Ruggles et al. 2020).

The resistance of Ireland to the fertility decline is one of the mysteries of European 
demography. Despite being a close neighbor to Britain, Ireland had fertility rates 
that remained strikingly high across most of the twentieth century. Estimates from 
the 1960s show that Catholic women in Ireland, North and South, averaged three 
more children across their reproductive lifespans than women in England and Wales 
(Kennedy 1973). A lively, albeit still unresolved, debate has centered on the role of 
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structural forces (Fernihough 2017; Guinnane 1997) relative to Catholic pronatalism 
(Compton 1976; Day 1968) in driving Ireland’s peculiar demographic history.

This study provides new insight into this old discussion by examining more than 
130,000 Irish couples recorded in the recently digitized 1911 Census of Ireland. 
The 1911 census was the last full enumeration of the population of the entire island, 
before the partition of Northern Ireland from what is now the Republic of Ireland. 
The 1911 cen­sus pro­vi­des sig­nifi­cant detail on Ireland’s 4.4 mil­lion inhab­i­tants, 73% 
of whom were Cath­o­lic. With 65% of the pop­u­la­tion liv­ing in rural areas, Ireland’s 
rural population share was three times that of its neighbors, England and Wales. This 
study leverages these data from this important period in Irish history to provide new 
insight into Irish fertility patterns.

My analysis focuses on how fertility patterns relate to the signals revealed in the 
names that parents chose for their children. Using parents’ distinctly Catholic naming 
preferences as a signal of religious behavior and their selection of broadly established 
names as a measure of traditionalism, I examine how these two connected ideational 
sig­nals relate to fer­til­ity. I find that pref­er­ences for both reli­gious names and tra­di­
tional names are associated with higher fertility, but traditional naming is a particu­
larly powerful fertility indicator. Insofar as high Irish fertility has cultural roots, my 
find­ings sug­gest that these roots were more broadly con­ser­va­tive rather than anchored 
in personally held religious values or attachment to Catholicism.

My examination of Irish Catholicism and demography casts light on the broader 
interlinkage of religion and fertility. Religiosity and pronatalist values are often cor­
related with fertility rates (Fernandez and Fogli 2009; Hayford and Morgan 2008; 
Okun 2017), but it is dif­fi­cult to deter­mine whether these asso­ci­a­tions are rooted in 
reli­gious val­ues and prac­tice or other cor­re­lated influ­ences (Lehrer 1996; McQuillan 
2004). Given that religiosity and religious practice tend to be stronger in more con­
servative contexts, particularly those that place high importance on family values 
(Vogl and Freese 2020), it is challenging to directly distinguish religious from con­
ser­va­tive influ­ences. The find­ings from this anal­y­sis place greater weight on the role 
of con­ser­va­tism over reli­gi­os­ity in shap­ing fer­til­ity out­comes. The endur­ing influ­ence 
of conservatism on Irish fertility rates had roots in Ireland’s impotent urbanization.

This study is novel in leveraging names to understand the ideational roots of demo­
graphic behavior. Naming can provide insight on parents’ ideation, identity, tastes, and 
intentionality with respect to their children (Goldstein and Stecklov 2016b; Lieberson 
and Bell 1992; Zelinsky 1970), but until now, researchers of fertility have largely 
used child naming as a proxy for religious culture (Haan 2005; Hacker 1999). How­
ever, name choices reveal far more than reli­gious affin­ity or embeddedness, and they 
provide a much wider array of psychological and sociocultural signals of relevance 
to demog­ra­phers. In Ireland in the early twen­ti­eth cen­tury, for exam­ple, 75% of Irish 
boys held 1 of only 18 names, and more than one in five new­born girls were named 
Mary.1 I con­tend that this nar­row spec­trum of names reflects con­ser­va­tive behav­ioral 
norms and insu­lar­ity from exter­nal influ­ences, which manifested in the reluc­tance of 
Irish parents to experiment with new names and to control fertility.

1  By comparison, for the United States in 1910, it takes more than 280 of the most common names to 
account for 75% of boys, and the top 18 names are spread across less than 33% of boys.
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Theoretical Contributions on Fertility Decline

Mass declines in fertility rates are typically conceptualized in terms of adjustment 
and innovation (Carlsson 1966). The adjustment perspective conceives of fertility 
behavior in terms of the supply and demand for children, and it views fertility as prin­
ci­pally influ­enced by shifts in child mor­tal­ity rates, the costs of rais­ing chil­dren, and 
changes in child labor laws and schooling (Easterlin and Crimmins 1985; Guinnane 
2011). For industrializing economies, incentives are understood to increasingly favor 
child qual­ity over quan­tity, thereby reduc­ing aggre­gate fer­til­ity rates (Becker et al. 
1990; Fernihough 2017). These perspectives imply that fertility patterns are heavily 
shaped by economic considerations.

The innovation perspective, in contrast, emphasizes the destabilization of long-
standing customs related to marriage, intercourse, and fertility control. These changes 
are shaped by geographical and cultural boundaries and are spurred by the diffusion 
of new knowledge, ideas, and aspirations (Bongaarts and Watkins 1996; Coale 1986; 
Lesthaeghe 1983). The adoption of new norms and behaviors is aided by psychologi­
cal shifts toward greater self-determination and away from more traditional outlooks 
(Cleland and Wilson 1987). In the innovation view, fertility decline is dependent on 
cultural transformation and diffusion, and these changes are implicitly spatial and 
potentially detectable in how parents name their children.2

The innovation and adjustment frameworks are helpful in understanding Irish fer­
til­ity pat­terns. The view that the cul­tural influ­ence of Cathol­i­cism can account for the 
high fertility rate of the Irish-born is consistent with the innovation framework. At 
its extreme, this perspective would view high Irish fertility rates as a product of the 
persisting influ­ence of reli­gi­os­ity and the Cath­o­lic Church on the sex­ual and con­tra­
ceptive behavior of Irish couples.

Economic historians, in contrast, have rejected the view that the Irish did not limit 
fertility in the past, arguing instead that the Irish experience is less atypical than has 
previously been suggested. In addition to showing substantial evidence of fertility 
adjustment, Ireland’s late entrance to the fertility decline may be consistent with the 
country’s modest industrialization alongside higher fertility enabled and incentivized 
by family farming and mass rural emigration (Guinnane 1997; Ó Gráda and Walsh 
1995). Admittedly, however, structural forces fall short in explaining the particularly 
high fertility rates of regions in Ireland that were majority Catholic or of Irish Amer­
icans relative to other ethnicities in the United States (Fernihough 2017; Guinnane 
et al. 2001; Ó Gráda 1991; Ó Gráda and Duffy 1995).

The Harvard Irish Mission

Arensberg and Kimball’s (1940) groundbreaking Family and Community in Ireland 
pro­vi­des unique insight on the com­mu­nity forces that shaped Irish fer­til­ity. This work, 
emerging from the Harvard Irish Mission (1932–1936), dealt with many aspects of rural 

2  This expec­ta­tion is con­sis­tent with find­ings show­ing urban areas to be fore­run­ners of fer­til­ity decline 
(Goldstein and Klüsener 2014; Klüsener et al. 2019; Szreter 1996) and other work find­ing new infor­ma­tion to be 
much more transmissible through face-to-face contact (Balland and Rigby 2017; Storper and Venables 2004).
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Irish life, including family, land, work, and sexual norms. The discussion of sexual 
norms was controversial to the extent that the Taoiseach of Ireland, Eamon de Valera, 
petitioned Harvard University Press to halt its publication (Byrne and O’Sullivan 2019).

When discussing sexual norms, Arensberg and Kimball (1940) emphasized the 
cul­tural struc­tures of rural com­mu­ni­ties over reli­gious pre­scrip­tion. They spe­cifi­cally 
cast marriage and childbearing in terms of the needs and pressures of the community, 
where young people were raised in an “atmosphere of sex and breeding” (p. 197), 
and “marriages are for the purpose of producing children and assuring continuity 
of descent and ownership” (pp. 200–201). Marriage was not built on love or desire 
but occurred through match­mak­ing, involv­ing fam­ily nego­ti­a­tions and finan­cial obli­
gations. In sociological terms, the reproductive value of a woman was “completely 
integrated with (her) role in social life” (p. 208). Arensberg and Kimball therefore 
painted a picture of a traditional rural system in which social roles were deeply inter­
twined with reproduction.

Arensberg and Kimball also emphasized the role of the Church in regulating 
behav­ior. Local priests enforced pronatalist mar­i­tal and sex­ual norms, equat­ing “any 
departure from the accepted norm as a sin, a lack of religion” (p. 203). The costs of 
deviating from these norms were prohibitively high: anyone breaking “the taboos 
surrounding sex and fam­ily, or (who) comes into con­flict with the church, lays him­
self open not only to community condemnation but also to heavy punishment” (p. 
376). Furthermore, knowledge of women’s reproductive cycles or self-determination 
in childbearing was sharply curtailed. In the account of Arensberg and Kimball, the 
Church reinforced prevailing traditional rural norms, social structures, and behaviors, 
but the Church was not the primary driving force behind them.

Data and Methods

Census Extraction

I extracted the subpopulation used for this analysis from the complete-count, nonano­
nymized 1901 and 1911 Censuses of Ireland, which are arguably the richest surviving 
data sources on the population of Ireland in the past.3 The 1901 cen­sus asked ques­tions 
on residential address, name, age, sex, household relationships, occupation, marital sta­
tus, and birthplace. The 1911 census is of a similar structure but asked married women 
addi­tional ques­tions, includ­ing the dura­tion and the total num­ber of chil­dren born alive 
and still living from her current marriage. My analysis relies on these retrospective fer­
tility reports from the 1911 census. I used the 1901 census only to measure the religious 
distinctiveness and the traditionality of names based on earlier birth cohorts.

I applied a stringent criterion to extract my subpopulation of interest from the 1911 
census. I restricted the population to women who, by 1911, were married for fewer 
than 15 years, married between ages 16 and 40, were coresident with their spouse in 
the cen­sus, and liv­ing out­side group quar­ters. For these women, I appended their hus­

3  The National Archives of Ireland recently made these records searchable online at http:​/​/www​.census​
.nationalarchives​.ie.
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bands’ characteristics (e.g., occupation) and removed mothers who had birthed more 
than 14 children. When I later compared the net fertility levels of couples in the 1911 
Census of Ireland with their counterparts in the United States, I imposed the same 
restrictions on these populations.

The 1911 census records provide three main windows into Irish fertility outcomes: 
the two ret­ro­spec­tive ques­tions on chil­dren ever born and chil­dren sur­viv­ing, and the 
composition of the 1911 household. Given that couples may increase parity in response 
to the death of infants and children, I focus on the number of surviving children as my 
primary dependent variable (net fertility). As in other recent examinations of net fertility, 
I restricted the sample to women whose total number of living children matched their 
total number of coresident children under age 14 (Dribe et al. 2017; Dribe and Scalone 
2014; Reid et al. 2020). For each couple under study, the oldest child was born within 
the time frame of the current marriage. Although this measure of net fertility is my pre­
ferred outcome variable, I show that my results are robust to a range of alternatives.

Unlike most complete-count census data from the United States (Ruggles et al. 
2020), the Irish censuses have not been standardized and coded. Building on recent 
efforts (Connor 2019; Connor et al. 2011; Fernihough et al. 2015), I manually pre­
pared the variables used in this analysis. Husband’s occupation was the only variable 
for which I relied on a published coding scheme. To classify occupations, I built 
on earlier work by Fernihough et al. (2015) to map the occupational reports in the 
Irish censuses to the Historical International Standard of Classification of Occupa­
tions (HISCO), which I then cross-walked to its related 12-class occupational scheme 
(HISCLASS) (van Leeuwen et al. 2002; van Leeuwen and Maas 2011).

In addition to these couple-level characteristics, I measured geographical context 
using Ireland’s 3,588 electoral divisions (DEDs). At the DED scale, I measured the 
Catholic population share, the share of workers employed as clergymen and agri­
cultural workers, the adult literacy rate, the share of children deceased to mothers 
married fewer than 15 years, and the male-to-female ratio. I use these characteristics 
to describe the local religious, occupational, and demographic context for couples.

Name-Based Metrics

I characterized names along two dimensions: whether a name is distinctly favored 
by Catholics, measured with the Catholic Index and whether a name is traditional or 
commonly held by earlier generations, assessed via a Traditional Name Score. The 
Catholic Index captures the tendency for Catholics to pick names at higher rates than 
non-Catholics, whereas the Traditional Name Score measures the wider popularity 
of names in earlier generations. The reports on religion from these censuses have 
spurred several other recent demographic studies (Connor 2017; Fernihough et al. 
2015; Henderson 2017; Reid et al. 2016).

To construct these two name-based measures, I extracted a large subpopulation of 
households from the 1901 Census of Ireland. I restricted the 1901 census to males and 
females aged older than 12 in 1901, or likely born between 1801 and 1889. Because 
the children born in these years are not included in the analysis of net fertility, this 
restriction alleviates endogeneity issues between the name-based metrics and cou­
ples’ fertility outcomes.
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I constructed the Catholic Index by following the methods of Abramitzky, Boustan, 
and Connor (2020) in their creation of an index of Jewishness, which is itself based 
on the method of Fryer and Levitt (2004). The Cath­o­lic Index is defined as fol­lows:

	

Catholic Indexname = 100· 

#Catholicname
total #Catholic

#Catholicname
total #Catholic

+ #other religionname
total #other religion

,

	

(1)

where the numerator is the proportion of Catholics holding a given name, and the 
denominator is the sum of the proportion of Catholics holding a given name with the 
proportion of non-Catholics holding that same name. The Catholic Index ranges from 
0 to 100, with 0 reflecting that no Cath­o­lics held the name in ques­tion and 100 indi­
cating that only Catholics possessed that name. Because this is a relative measure, 
the index is not highly skewed by the fact that the population was majority Catholic.

I then used the following formula to measure the degree to which a name was 
widely held by earlier generations:

	 Traditional Name Scorename =
total  # namei
total  # names

N
⎛
⎝⎜

⎞
⎠⎟

, 	
(2)

where the numerator is the total number of individuals holding name i, and the 
denominator is the average number of people per name in the population (439). Thus, 
the Traditional Name Score is a direct measure of how overrepresented a name is in 
the population relative to the average name.

With these measures, I characterized the names of children who were aged 14 
or younger in 1911 (likely born between 1897 and 1911) and whose parents meet 
the criteria just described. Although one might be concerned that the Catholic Index 
and the Traditional Name Score capture the same phenomena, the correlation coef­
fi­cient is actu­ally quite mod­est (.15). The var­i­a­tion between these two mea­sures is 
supported by Table 1, which lists the 30 most common names given to sons and 
daughters in this analysis. The two most common names—Mary and John—score 64 
and 57, respectively, on the Catholic Index. These index values imply that although 
Catholics disproportionately named their children Mary and John, these names were 
also commonly held by non-Catholics. Furthermore, the two most distinctly Catholic 
names—Bridget and Patrick—have Traditional Name Scores that are similar to those 
of distinctly non-Catholic names like William and Sarah.

A comparison of four popular girls’ names further elucidates these differences. 
The names Bridget and Sarah have Traditional Name Scores above 100, suggesting 
that they had been popular over an extended period. In both cases, the average age of 
women named Bridget or Sarah is 34. However, the name Bridget scores substantially 
higher on the Cath­o­lic Index than Sarah (99 vs. 23), reflecting that 99% of women 
named Bridget were Cath­o­lic, but only 54% of women named Sarah were Cath­o­lic.

By contrast, Eileen and Nora are examples of names that were growing in popularity 
in the early twentieth century. The average age for women named Nora was 26, and the 
average age for those named Eileen was only 11. The concentration of these names among 
more recent birth cohorts explains their relatively low value on the Traditional Name Score. 
Notably, how­ever, 97% of women with name Nora were Cath­o­lic (Cath­o­lic Index  =  90), 
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Table 1  The 30 most com­mon first names for sons and daugh­ters, ordered by fre­quency

30 Most Common Names for Daughters 30 Most Common Names for Sons

First Name
Catholic 

Index
Traditional 

Name Score
Cumulative 

Share First Name
Catholic 

Index
Traditional 

Name Score
Cumulative 

Share

Mary 64 988 .23 John 57 739 .16
Bridget 99 337 .28 Patrick 98 432 .26
Margaret 55 274 .34 James 50 483 .35
Annie 39 165 .38 William 25 308 .43
Ellen 69 232 .42 Thomas 54 357 .50
Elizabeth 27 128 .45 Michael 98 308 .57
Maggie 42 128 .48 Robert 7 119 .59
Catherine 78 188 .50 Joseph 42 115 .62
Sarah 23 156 .53 Edward 63 97 .64
Kathleen 50 21 .55 Daniel 86 78 .66
Kate 90 157 .57 George 13 67 .67
Lizzie 32 87 .58 Peter 94 77 .68
Jane 19 116 .60 Samuel 3 58 .70
Anne 76 154 .61 Francis 61 58 .71
Julia 92 67 .62 David 16 52 .72
Agnes 18 47 .63 Martin 96 59 .73
Rose 82 59 .64 Charles 40 56 .74
Norah 89 32 .65 Hugh 38 58 .76
Hannah 64 48 .66 Denis 98 52 .77
Alice 52 47 .67 Richard 44 54 .78
Katie 92 39 .68 Henry 26 48 .79
Nora 90 26 .68 Timothy 98 41 .79
Eileen 28 4 .69 Bernard 97 37 .80
Johanna 97 39 .70 Andrew 33 38 .81
Margret 51 44 .71 Jeremiah 95 28 .82
Martha 7 38 .71 Christopher 79 18 .82
Eliza 29 85 .72 Alexander 6 29 .83
May 35 11 .72 Willie 35 11 .83
Susan 36 37 .73 Arthur 26 17 .84
Christina 62 11 .73 Cornelius 98 18 .84

Notes: A list of the 30 most com­mon first names given to sons and daugh­ters with par­ents mar­ried fewer 
than 15 years and born between 1897 and 1911. The names are ordered by fre­quency.

whereas only 74% of women named Eileen were Cath­o­lic (Cath­o­lic Index  =  28). From 
these four examples, then, Bridget and Nora were more common names among Catholics, 
with the latter increasing in popularity; the names Sarah and Eileen were more widely 
spread by religion, but Eileen was a particularly up-and-coming name.

The descriptive statistics presented in Table 2 provide further insight into how 
child naming differed by religion. At 65.38, the average Catholic Index for children’s 
names is highest in Catholic families and roughly twice the level of the other four 
denominations. Thus, Catholics were more likely than others to choose names that 
were more common in earlier generations of Catholics. Despite some variation across 
other denominations—for example, Presbyterians were less likely to choose distinctly 
Catholic names than Anglicans—the differences are not substantial.

Group differences in traditional naming can be assessed from both the Tradi­
tional Name Score and the proportion of parents giving their own names to their sons 
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(patronyms) or daughters (matronyms). With the exception of Jewish households, pat­
ro­nymic or mat­ro­nymic behav­ior was quite wide­spread. Roughly 20% of non-Jew­ish 
first sons and 10% of non-Jew­ish daugh­ters were given their par­ents’ names. An inter­
esting minor point is that not a single Jewish parent in the study chose their own name 
for their first child, a behav­ior that likely reflects the reluc­tance of Ash­ke­nazi Jews to 
name their children after the living.

There is substantially more variation by religion in the Traditional Name Score. 
Catholics chose the most common names on average for their children, and Presbyte­
rians chose the least common names. Anglicans, Jews, and others were similarly likely 

Table 2  Descriptive statistics by mother’s self-reported religion

Wife’s/Mother’s Religion

Catholic Anglican Presbyterian Jewish Other

Wives/Mothers (N) 92,793 18,543 14,849 205 4,206
  (%) (71) (14) (11) (1) (3)
  Net fertility 3.09 2.66 2.75 3.17 2.67
  Children ever born 3.51 2.99 3.06 3.35 2.99
  Years married 7.27 7.24 7.31 7.84 7.37
  Age at marriage 25.79 24.54 24.59 21.54 24.70
  Literacy of cou­ple 0.92 0.95 0.97 0.73 0.94
  Mixed religion marriage 0.01 0.04 0.02 0.01 0.15
Children (N) 285,820 49,222 40,645 652 12,537
  (%) (73) (13) (10) (1) (3)
  Catholic Index 65.38 30.45 25.57 30.74 33.57
  Traditional Name Score 339.76 189.18 33.98 216.75 203.34
  Patronym, first son 0.16 0.22 0.22 0 0.20
  Matronym, first daugh­ter 0.12 0.09 0.09 0 0.09
Husband’s/Father’s Occupation
  High professional, managers 0.03 0.06 0.05 0.07 0.05
  Low pro­fes­sional, man­ag­ers, cler­i­cal 0.09 0.16 0.15 0.57 0.19
  Foremen, skilled workers 0.12 0.19 0.22 0.29 0.26
  Farmers, fishermen 0.37 0.17 0.22 0.00 0.17
  Lower skilled work­ers 0.10 0.18 0.14 0.03 0.18
  Unskilled workers 0.17 0.14 0.13 0.04 0.10
  Skilled and unskilled farmworkers 0.13 0.10 0.10 0.00 0.04
DED of Residence
  Catholic share 0.84 0.45 0.25 0.63 0.36
  Clergy share 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01
  Agricultural share 0.48 0.29 0.30 0.03 0.22
  Literate share 0.83 0.87 0.88 0.89 0.88
  Child mortality share 0.12 0.13 0.12 0.17 0.13
  In-migrant share 0.21 0.33 0.31 0.41 0.38
  Male-to-female ratio 1.01 0.91 0.88 0.82 0.88

Notes: The sample is restricted to mothers who were married fewer than 15 years with spouse present, 
were aged 16–49, married between ages 16 and 40, and had not experienced infant or child mortality. The 
sample is restricted to children under age 15 who were observed in the household in 1911 and whose moth­
ers met the preceding criteria. Primary demographic characteristics are reported for the wives or moth­
ers, occupations are measured for their husbands, and children’s characteristics are measured in the 1911 
house­hold. In the inter­est of space, this table shows the short­ened seven-class ver­sion of the HISCLASS 
occupational codes, but the main analysis relies on the more detailed 12-class version. District Electoral 
Divisions (DED) are used to measure geographical context.
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to choose traditional names. The fact that Jews appear to score high on the Traditional 
Name Score reflects their pref­er­ence for well-known Biblical names. Jew­ish cou­ples 
favored established names that were relatively uncommon names in Ireland (e.g., Abra­
ham, Leah, and Isaac) and more pop­u­lar names in Ireland (e.g., Sarah, Annie, Joseph, and 
Samuel). Withstanding these differences, the most notable feature of traditional naming 
is that Catholics preferred names that were disproportionately chosen by earlier gener­
ations of Catholics and names that were more common in the population as a whole.

In addition to these naming practices, Table 2 provides insight into broader denom­
inational differences in net fertility. Despite marrying at older ages (Dixon 1978), 
Catholics had higher net fertility than Presbyterians, Anglicans, and other denomina­
tions. Only the small number of Jewish households in the data have higher average 
net fertility than Catholics, a pattern that has previously been examined in detail (see 
Ó Gráda 2006). These statistics also highlight that because of the very low rates of 
reli­gious inter­mar­riage—less than 2% for Cath­o­lics—mixed mar­riages are not likely 
to provide substantial insight into Irish fertility behavior (Fernihough et al. 2015).

Finally, Table 2 illustrates the class-based nature of religion in Ireland. Whereas 
67% of Cath­o­lic house­holds were headed by unskilled and agri­cul­tural work­ers, that 
num­ber was only 41% for Angli­cans, 45% for Pres­by­te­ri­ans, and as low as 4% for 
Jews. Illiteracy was substantially higher for Catholic and Jewish couples, but higher 
illit­er­acy among Jew­ish cou­ples may reflect a lack of English flu­ency rather than 
functional illiteracy. Each of these patterns is consistent with the place-level (DED) 
characteristics: Catholics disproportionately lived in places with more Catholics, 
higher illiteracy, and greater concentrations of unskilled and agricultural workers. 
Catholics’ greater rurality and lower socioeconomic status underscore the necessity 
of using a regression framework to understand fertility differences in this context.

Results

Regression of Fertility on Child Naming

The main goal of this regression analysis is to determine the relationship between 
naming and fertility as well as the robustness of these relationships to economic 
forces. I do this by test­ing how fer­til­ity relates to reli­gious behav­ior, as sig­ni­fied by the 
choosing of distinctly Catholic names, and to more general signals of traditionalism, 
as revealed in parents’ choice of one of their own names or of very common names for 
their chil­dren. I adjust for poten­tially cor­re­lated influ­ences, such as local labor mar­ket 
conditions or occupation, using a stringent set of control variables (described later).

Table 3 presents estimates of these relationships for net fertility (columns 1–3) and 
par­ity (col­umns 4–6). These coef­fi­cients are esti­mated from a series of ordi­nary least 
squares (OLS) regres­sion mod­els of the fol­low­ing basic form:

		  (3)

where fertility, referring to either net fertility (total surviving) or parity (children ever 
born), is measured for couples j who were married for fewer than 15 years and whose 
surviving children were all coresident with them in 1911. The primary variables of 

Y fertilityj( ) = a+B1 Catholic Indexij( )+ B2 Traditional Name Scoreij( )+
k = 1 . . . k

∑ Bk Xk+ ej,
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Table 3  OLS regres­sion esti­ma­tes of the asso­ci­a­tion between name choice and fer­til­ity out­comes  
(net fertility and parity) circa 1911

Net Fertility Parity

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

Catholic Index, Children (ln) 0.245***
(0.006)

0.109***
(0.007)

0.070*** 
(0.008)

0.297*** 
(0.007)

0.166*** 
(0.008)

0.081***
(0.009)

Traditional Name Score,  
Children (ln) 0.091*** 

(0.002)
0.090*** 

(0.002)
0.087***

(0.003)
0.082*** 

(0.003)
Patronym, First Son 0.087*** 

(0.009)
0.098*** 

(0.009)
0.108*** 

(0.010)
0.121*** 

(0.010)
Matronym, First Daughter 0.119*** 

(0.012)
0.123*** 

(0.012)
0.134*** 

(0.013)
0.136*** 

(0.013)
Religion (ref. = Catholic)
  Anglican −0.126*** 

(0.014)
−0.231*** 
(0.016)

  Presbyterian −0.149*** 
(0.016)

−0.276*** 
(0.018)

  Jewish 0.566*** 
(0.119)

0.136 
(0.132)

  Other −0.135*** 
(0.022)

−0.274*** 
(0.024)

Mixed Marriage −0.055* 
(0.026)

−0.023 
(0.029)

Number of Observations 130,596 130,596 130,596 130,596 130,596 130,596
Observational Unit Couples Couples Couples Couples Couples Couples
R2 .476 .484 .489 .522 .527 .531
Controls
  Marital duration Y Y Y Y Y Y
  Age at marriage Y Y Y Y Y Y
  Catholic Index, couple N N Y N N Y
  County of birth N N Y N N Y
  Migrant status N N Y N N Y
  Husband’s occupation N N Y N N Y
  Literacy N N Y N N Y
  DED fixed effects N N Y N N Y

Notes: The sample is restricted to mothers in 1911 who were married fewer than 15 years with spouse pres­
ent, were aged 16–49, and married between ages 16 and 40. The independent variables of interest related 
to naming are measured from children in the household who were under age 15. These estimates are based 
on the model described in Eq. (3). Robust stan­dard errors are shown in paren­the­ses.

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001

interest are the Catholic Index and the Traditional Name Score, which are calculated 
based on the names of children i observed inside the household of couple j. These 
variables are log-transformed to adjust for skewness. Table A1 in the online appendix 
shows that the main results hold irrespective of whether they are modeled within an 
OLS or a Poisson esti­ma­tion frame­work.

To account for the structural relationship between net fertility and exposure to inter­
course, the k con­trol var­i­ables include sin­gle-year fixed effects for age at mar­riage and 
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year of marriage. I stringently account for socioeconomic differences and other cor­
relates with these k variables, which include parental religion, husband’s occupation, 
and DED of residence. With more than 3,000 geographical divisions for a population 
of less than 5 mil­lion, the DED of res­i­dence is quite a strong con­trol by the stan­dards 
of even contemporary studies. I also adjust for possible differences by migrant status 
using indicators for mothers’ county of birth and whether a mother lived outside her 
county of birth in 1911.

The main coef­fi­cients of inter­est can there­fore be interpreted as the expected 
change in net fertility associated with parents’ choice of more Catholic or more tradi­
tional names for children born to women who were married at the same age and in the 
same year, and with the same religion, occupation, location, and birthplace. If Catho­
lic or traditional names are associated with higher net fertility, we would expect B > 0.

I begin by estimating the association between the average Catholic Index of chil­
dren’s names and net fertility while adjusting for only martial duration and age at 
mar­riage (col­umn 1). The coef­fi­cient in col­umn 1 is large and pos­i­tive, show­ing that 
a one-unit increase in the log of the Catholic Index of children’s names is associated 
with a 0.245 increase in net fertility.4 This siz­able sig­nifi­cant coef­fi­cient unam­big­u­
ously implies that Catholic naming is highly correlated with net fertility at the couple 
level, meaning that the association between net fertility and Catholic naming is not 
simply an artifact of Catholics being more likely to live in communities that other­
wise had high fertility.

Column 2 introduces measures of traditional naming as both a control variable and 
for direct com­par­i­son to the coef­fi­cient on the Cath­o­lic Index. A one-unit increase in 
the natural log of the Traditional Name Score is associated with around a 0.09 increase 
in net fer­til­ity. Naming one’s first child after their mother or father is asso­ci­ated with 
sim­i­lar increases in net fer­til­ity. Interestingly, the coef­fi­cient asso­ci­ated with nam­ing 
a first daugh­ter after her mother is around one-third larger than is the coef­fi­cient for 
nam­ing one’s first son after his father, per­haps because matronyms were a par­tic­u­larly 
strong sig­nal of tra­di­tion­al­ism. Irrespective of this dif­fer­ence, these coef­fi­cients reveal 
that parents who relied on more traditional names also tended to have larger families.

The addition of the traditional naming variables to the model has implications for 
the already established link between Catholicism and fertility. After these variables 
are added, the coef­fi­cient on the Cath­o­lic Index atten­u­ates by more than one-half to 
0.109. This implies that much of the correlation between Catholic naming and fer­
til­ity is driven by the fact that many dis­tinctly Cath­o­lic names were also quite tra­di­
tional, and traditional naming was also correlated with fertility.

Column 3 introduces the large battery of control variables, including the location 
(DED), religion, and occupational class of the couple. After I adjust for these dif­
fer­ences, the coef­fi­cient on the Cath­o­lic Index atten­u­ates by another 35% to 0.07, 
suggesting that a sizable portion of the association between Catholic naming and 
fertility is rooted in broader differences along these dimensions. Somewhat surpris­
ingly, the coef­fi­cients for tra­di­tional nam­ing remains largely unchanged, imply­ing 
that although broader economic and sociocultural factors related to location, occu­

4  An increase in the Catholic Index of this magnitude is commensurate with choosing names such as Patrick 
or Bridget (high Catholic Index) over names such as Samuel or Isabella (low Catholic Index).
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pation, and religion can explain substantial shares of the link between Catholic nam­
ing and fertility, they account for much less variation with respect to the association 
between traditional naming and fertility.

Naming aside, there are still evident fertility differences by religious denomina­
tion that with­stand these con­trol var­i­ables. Angli­cans and Pres­by­te­ri­ans have sig­nifi­
cantly lower net fertility than Catholic and Jewish couples. Mixed-marriage couples 
also have lower fertility, on average. These estimates imply that even though the asso­
ciation between fertility and religion is not fully captured in the naming decisions of 
parents, religious and traditional naming are tightly interlinked with fertility patterns. 
Because the find­ings for net fer­til­ity largely mir­ror those for par­ity (col­umns 4–6), I 
show the coef­fi­cients for par­ity but do not inter­pret them in any detail.

Decomposition by Religion and Urban Status

What should we infer from these robust associations between net fertility and tra­
ditional and Catholic naming? Further insight into what these relationships signify 
can be gained by estimating these models separately by religious denomination. If 
Cath­o­lic nam­ing is a gen­u­ine sig­nal of Cath­o­lic val­ues or of the influ­ence of the 
Catholic Church and its followers, preferences for distinctly Catholic names might 
be correlated with fertility irrespective of the couple’s religious denomination. The 
presence of such a relationship for non-Catholics would imply that these couples 
either had Catholic leanings or were interacting with Catholics and adopting Catholic 
behavioral norms by doing so. There is no obvious reason to think that the relation­
ship between traditional naming and fertility would vary by religious denomination.

Results of tests of these hypotheses are shown in Table 4, which presents estimates 
from a set of models similar to those in Table 3 but in which the observations are split 
by reli­gion. The first nota­ble find­ing here is that the esti­mated effect of tra­di­tional 
naming on fertility is highly consistent by religious denomination: a log increase in 
the Traditional Name Score of children is generally associated with a 0.09 to 0.10 
increase in net fer­til­ity. Despite some var­i­a­tion in the rel­a­tive size of the coef­fi­cients, 
the association between patronymic and matronymic naming and fertility is also con­
sistent in direction across the different splits, with more traditional naming being 
consistently and positively correlated with net fertility.

The con­sis­tency of the tra­di­tional nam­ing coef­fi­cients across these mod­els stands 
in stark relief to those of the Catholic Index. Among Catholics, a log increase in the 
average Catholic Index of children’s names is associated with a 0.157 increase in net 
fertility. There is, however, no notable association between Catholic naming and net 
fer­til­ity for any other reli­gious denom­i­na­tion: in every case, the coef­fi­cient is close 
to 0 and not sta­tis­ti­cally sig­nifi­cant. That is, non-Cath­o­lics who pre­ferred dis­tinctly 
Cath­o­lic names for their chil­dren do not show any ele­va­tion in fer­til­ity. This find­ing 
implies that the wider link between Catholic name choices and fertility in the Irish 
population was driven exclusively by the behaviors of Catholics.

There are two potential explanations for why Catholic naming is associated with 
higher fertility for only Catholics. One possibility is that Catholics who revealed strong 
preferences for Catholic names were particularly religious and strongly adhered to the 
naming conventions and pronatalist teachings of the Church. Alternatively, the choice of 
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Table 4  OLS regres­sion esti­ma­tes of the asso­ci­a­tion between name choice and fer­til­ity out­comes circa 
1911, with observations split by religion and urban status

Catholic Anglican Presbyterian Other/Jewish
(1) (2) (3) (4)

Catholic Index, Children (ln) 0.157*** 
(0.013)

0.005 
(0.015)

−0.020 
(0.018)

0.039 
(0.035)

Traditional Name Score, 
Children (ln) 0.087*** 

(0.003)
0.099*** 

(0.005)
0.110*** 

(0.007)
0.095*** 

(0.012)
Patronym, First Son 0.084*** 

(0.012)
0.081*** 

(0.024)
0.174*** 

(0.026)
0.144** 

(0.054)
Matronym, First Daughter 0.107*** 

(0.013)
0.218*** 

(0.036)
0.148*** 

(0.038)
0.211* 

(0.084)
Number of Observations 92,793 18,543 14,849 4,411
Observational Unit Couples Couples Couples Couples
R2 .508 .493 .475 .554
Controls
  Marital duration Y Y Y Y
  Age at marriage Y Y Y Y
  Catholic Index, couple Y Y Y Y
  County of birth Y Y Y Y
  Husband’s occupation Y Y Y Y
  Literacy Y Y Y Y
  DED fixed effects Y Y Y Y
  Mixed marriage Y Y Y Y
  Migrant Y Y Y Y
  Religion N N N N
  Urban status Y Y Y Y

Notes: Because of the small sample size, Jewish couples are grouped with “others.” The sample is restricted 
to mothers in 1911 who were married fewer than 15 years with spouse present, were aged 16–49, and mar­
ried between ages 16 and 40. The independent variables of interest related to naming are measured from 
chil­dren in the house­hold who were under age 15. These esti­ma­tes are based on the model described in Eq. 
(3). Robust standard errors are shown in parentheses.

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001

Catholic names among Catholics could simply be another form of conservative behav­
ior or traditionalism, wherein these names were well established and highly accessi­
ble for Catholics. In this case, non-Catholics who preferred distinctly Catholic names 
could, in fact, be revealing their openness and willingness to experiment by selecting 
names from outside their immediate social and cultural circles. For now, however, these 
hypotheses are purely speculative.

Explanatory Power of Naming

In assessing the importance of naming with respect to fertility patterns, I am interested 
in not only effect sizes but also the ability to account for variation in fertility in the pop­
ulation. Table 5 presents the R-squared val­ues for seven regres­sion mod­els, where net 
fertility is the dependent variable, and the models differ by the inclusion of different 
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variable blocks. The starting point in this comparison is to note that the full regression 
model (see column 3, Table 3) has an R-squared of roughly .49; jointly, the main var­i­
ables of inter­est explain approx­i­ma­tely 49% of the var­i­a­tion in net fer­til­ity. Most of this 
variation is explained by the exposure indicators of age at marriage and marital duration.

However, the most revealing aspect of this analysis is the contrast between tradi­
tional naming and religion. Whereas the religious denomination and religious nam­
ing patterns of the couple have an adjusted R-squared value of only .025, the three 
measures of traditional naming have an adjusted R-squared value of .049. Thus, com­
pared with religion, the traditional naming measures explain almost twice as much 
variation in net fertility. Moreover, the traditional naming block has a higher adjusted 
R-squared value than either the loca­tion and birth­place var­i­ables or var­i­ables relat­ing 
to socioeconomic status. Thus, these traditional naming measures have greater power 
in accounting for fertility differences than classically studied proximate determinants, 
such as location, socioeconomic status, or religion.

Robustness Checks on Regression Analyses

I demonstrate the robustness of these regression estimates through a series of alternate 
spec­i­fi­ca­tions. These checks are esti­mated through four regres­sion mod­els in Table A1 
in the online appen­dix, where the spec­i­fi­ca­tion largely mir­rors that shown in Eq. (3).

Table 5  Share of variation in net fertility explained by variables of interest

Variable Group Variables in Group R2
Adjusted 

R2

Full Model •  All var­i­ables listed in sub­se­quent rows of the table .489 .473
Marital •  Age at marriage

•  Marital duration
.418 .418

Location and Birthplace •  DED of residence
•  County of birth

.068 .040

Traditional Naming •  Traditional Name Score, children
•  Patronym, first son
•  Matronym, first daugh­ter

.049 .049

Religion •  Catholic Index, children
•  Religion
•  Mixed marriage

.025 .025

Socioeconomic Status •  Occupation of husband
•  Literacy of par­ents

.020 .020

Migrant Status •  Intercounty migrant
•  Foreign-born

.010 .010

Notes: R2 and adjusted R2 values for regressions are based on separate groups of independent variables of 
interest. The R2 values in Table 5 are gen­er­ated from seven sep­a­rate OLS regres­sion mod­els in which net 
fertility is the dependent variable, and the independent variables are the variables listed in the “Variables 
in Group” column. The sample is restricted to mothers in 1911 who were married fewer than 15 years with 
spouse present, were aged 16–49, and married between ages 16 and 40. The independent variables of inter­
est related to naming are measured from children within the household who were under age 15.
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First, my main ana­lyt­i­cal spec­i­fi­ca­tion char­ac­ter­izes nam­ing based on all­ valid chil­
dren in the household. This decision was motivated by the fact that parent’s preferences 
for particular types of names will be measured more precisely when observed across 
mul­ti­ple chil­dren, par­tic­u­larly when first chil­dren are more likely to receive patronyms 
or matronyms. However, the use of all children in the household could introduce an 
endogeneity bias if parents’ preferences for particular names change based on their 
total number of children (Goldstein and Stecklov 2016b). To ensure that such circular­
ity is not driv­ing my find­ings, I esti­mate the main spec­i­fi­ca­tion but with the var­i­ables 
of inter­est mea­sured only from the name of the first­born child in each house­hold. Even 
after impos­ing this restric­tion, I find sig­nifi­cant pos­i­tive rela­tion­ships for the selec­tion 
of Catholic and traditional names on net fertility (see panel A of Table A1). Although 
the effect sizes are smaller than before, the main relationships hold.

Second, net fertility is a count variable, and such measures can be sensitive to the 
esti­ma­tion strat­egy. Although I relied on OLS mod­els, the skew­ness and poten­tial 
nonnormality of the residuals on net fertility may lead one to prefer a Poisson frame­
work. Panel B of Table A1 displays results based on the Poisson framework, which 
are again very similar to the main regression models and would not lead to any dif­
fer­ence in infer­ence. Thus, I pre­fer the OLS to a Poisson model because of its more 
acces­si­ble inter­pre­ta­tion and com­pu­ta­tional effi­ciency, par­tic­u­larly given the large 
num­ber of fixed effects included in these mod­els.

Third, I measure net fertility using children in the household up to the age of 14. 
This could introduce a bias if children selectively left home at younger ages, a pro­
cess that I cannot observe. To ensure that such selectivity is not severely biasing my 
esti­ma­tes, I esti­mate the main spec­i­fi­ca­tion but restrict the pop­u­la­tion to recently 
mar­ried cou­ples (mar­ried fewer than five years). Again, all­ rela­tion­ships match those 
from the main analyses.

Finally, I constructed the Cath­o­lic Index by linking first names to the reported 
religion of adults in the 1901 census. The construction of the Catholic Index deviates 
from Hacker (1999), who instead measured religiosity using names from the Bible. 
I decided against using Biblical names because the religious norms of Catholics in 
Ireland differ from those of Catholics elsewhere, and the Irish census provides an 
opportunity to measure this distinctiveness more directly. Panel D of Table A1 pres­
ents estimates from a model in which the Catholic Index for the names of children is 
replaced with the proportion of children in the household possessing a Biblical name. 
This is the only model that produces a substantially different result: Biblical naming 
is negatively associated with net fertility in Ireland. The most likely explanation for 
this difference is that Biblical names diverge from common Irish Catholic names. For 
example, Mary is a Biblical name, but Patrick is not. Moreover, several higher-status 
names in Ireland (e.g., Sarah and Elizabeth) would be considered to be Biblical yet 
were not widely held by Irish Cath­o­lics. This find­ing raises fur­ther doubts over the 
role of formal theology as the driver of Irish fertility behavior.

Contextualizing Irish Fertility Patterns

The preceding regression analyses reveal strong relationships between ideational and 
cultural signals and fertility outcomes. To better understand the source of these rela­
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tion­ships, I pro­vide two final descrip­tive ana­ly­ses on the spa­tial pat­tern­ing of fer­til­ity 
and naming patterns within Ireland and a comparison of net fertility between Ireland 
and the United States. The link between naming and fertility could largely be idio­
syncratic and attributable to random personality differences related to risk aversion, 
openness, or creativity. If this was the case, strong spatial patterns in these behaviors 
might not be expected. On the other hand, if contextual forces are acting on fertil­
ity and naming behaviors, these behaviors might be expected to cluster in particular 
places.

Figure 1 maps net fertility and naming decisions across Ireland in the early twentieth 
century. These surfaces, based on the centroids of DEDs, show the average values of chil­
dren’s names on the Catholic Index (panel a) and the Traditional Name Score (panel b), 
along with the average net fertility levels of couples (panel c). These estimates are derived 
from the subset of the population described in the aforementioned census extraction.

Panel a reveals that couples living in the largely rural and Catholic communities 
throughout the West and Southwest of Ireland were most likely to choose Catholic 
names. By contrast, parents living near major cities, such as Dublin and Belfast, or 
in the counties to the North more generally were less likely to give their children 
Catholic names. These northern counties and major urban centers were not only more 
developed economically but also less Catholic, on average.

The selection of traditional names shown in panel b follows a somewhat similar 
pat­tern to those for Cath­o­lic nam­ing. Less tra­di­tional name choices were com­mon in 
the Northern counties of Ireland and in proximity to Dublin and Belfast. Furthermore, 
and again in line with Catholic naming, couples in the Western counties of Ireland 
were more likely to choose traditional names for children. One notable deviation is 
that there seems to have been a preference for less traditional names in the Southwest 
of the country, particularly around the counties of Cork and Kerry. Except for this 
discrepancy, however, there is substantial overlap in the geography of traditional and 
Catholic child naming.

Taking these panels in combination with panel c reveals strong spatial correlations 
between naming patterns and fertility. Couples in urban areas and the eastern regions 
of Ireland exhibit lower net fertility, on average. Net fertility is high, however, in the 
same Western counties that favored more Catholic and traditional names. Given that 
naming is primarily a product of culture, these patterns suggest that local contexts that 
fostered deviance from traditional naming also encouraged greater fertility control.

Perhaps these nam­ing and fer­til­ity behav­iors are a reflec­tion of migrant self-selec­tion 
or sorting across places. More adventurous people may have moved to cities, and the 
personalities and motivations of migrants may have also predisposed them to restrict 
their fertility. Recall, however, that the association between naming and net fertility 
withstood stringent controls for location, migration, and occupation, suggesting that 
the movement of people with particular personalities is not likely to be driving these 
patterns. The more plausible explanation is that local contexts reshaped fertility and 
naming behaviors.

What con­tex­tual influ­ences drove these pat­terns? Some insight into this ques­tion 
can be gleaned from Figure A1, which shows the cor­re­la­tion coef­fi­cients of the char­
acteristics of places with the naming and fertility measures. These correlation coef­
fi­cients for place char­ac­ter­is­tics move in a sim­i­lar direc­tion irrespective of whether 
they refer to naming or fertility outcomes. The presence of farming, Catholic pop­
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ulation shares, and male-to-female ratios are positively correlated with traditional 
naming, Catholic naming, and net fertility. By contrast, literacy and in-migration 
rates—indicators of urbanization—are negatively correlated with these behaviors. 
The salient contextual distinction therefore appears to be between urban areas and 
areas that were rural and majority Catholic.

Table 6 takes one final ana­lyt­i­cal view at this issue by leverag­ing the com­plete-
count 1910 U.S. Census from the Integrated Public Use Microdata Series (Ruggles 
et al. 2020) to examine fertility and naming patterns across comparable couples in 
Ireland and abroad. This comparison offers a sense of how couples may have adjusted 
their fertility behavior with migration and exposure to the United States while also 
providing a more general benchmark for fertility patterns in Ireland.

Table 6 reveals several striking patterns in terms of both fertility and naming. 
The most nota­ble find­ing is the pro­gres­sive decline of net fer­til­ity as one fig­u­ra­tively 
moves farther from rural Catholic Ireland. Rural Catholic couples in Ireland who 
were married fewer than 15 years had averaged 3.13 children by 1911. Consistent 
with the maps shown in Figure 1, rural non-Catholics and urban dwellers in Ireland 
had substantially lower net fertility, in the range of 2.5 to 2.8 children. Thus, sepa­

Fig. 1  Geography of naming behaviors and net fertility in Ireland circa 1911. Three maps of the (a) Catholic 
Index of children’s names, (b) Traditional Name Score for children’s names, and (c) net fertility circa 
1911. A fourth map is provided for reference to Ireland’s major coastal urban areas. The populations used 
to construct these maps are restricted to households in which the mother was coresident with her spouse, 
currently married fewer than 15 years, aged 16–49 in 1911, not in group quarters, and 16–40 at marriage. I 
created these surfaces by interpolating the average values of district electoral division centroids, of which 
there were more than 3,000 in 1911. Alan Fernihough very kindly shared these electoral division coordi­
nates with me.
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rately and in combination, being Catholic or living in an urban area was associated 
with substantial reductions in fertility.

The fertility outcomes of the Irish-born in the United States are also revealing. 
Given that emigrants from Ireland to the United States in this period were heavily 
drawn from Irish regions that were largely Catholic and rural and had high fertility 
rates (Connor 2019), their fertility outcomes in the United States are of particular 
relevance. Couples in the United States in which both husband and wife were Irish-
born had an average net fertility level of 2.64. Average net fertility was lower again 
at 2.33 for Irish-born women who married men born outside Ireland. Although these 
reductions are sizable, Irish-born women in the United States still exhibited higher 
net fertility than their U.S.-born or foreign-born counterparts in the United States. 
High Irish fertility thus persisted in some measure in the United States, but the emi­
grants themselves exhibited lower fertility levels than their counterparts who stayed 
in Ireland.

Importantly, these fertility patterns roughly follow similar declines in couples’ 
preference for traditional and distinctly Catholic Irish names. The Traditional Name 
Score of 367 is at its highest for rural-dwelling Catholic couples, compared with 
320 for urban-dwelling Catholics. Although non-Catholic couples were generally 
less likely to choose traditional names, the average Traditional Name Score for non-
Catholic couples is also larger for rural areas (220) than for urban areas (196). More­
over, Irish-born parents in the United States have a Traditional Name Score of 317, a 
very similar value to that of urban-dwelling Catholics in Ireland. There are similarly 
sized reductions in Catholic naming across these different cuts of the data. These 
differences underscore that the correlation between fertility and naming even holds 
when one considers the Irish in the United States. The fact that the Traditional Name 
Score is only 212 for Irish-born women in the United States who married non-Irish 

Table 6  Net fertility and child naming in Ireland and the United States

Net 
Fertility 
(couple)

Traditional 
Name Score 
(children)

Catholic Index 
(children)

Ireland, Rural Catholic 3.13 367 68
Ireland, Rural Non-Catholic 2.79 220 32
Ireland, Urban Catholic 2.72 320 60
Ireland, Urban Non-Catholic 2.52 196 30
United States, Born in Ireland (wife and husband) 2.64 317 52
United States, Born in Ireland (wife only) 2.39 212 40
United States, Other Foreign-born (wife only) 2.35 105 34
United States, Born in the United States (wife only) 2.05 80 25

Notes: A com­par­i­son of net fer­til­ity based on chil­dren born within the first 15 years of mar­riage from the 
1911 Census of Ireland and the 1910 U.S. Census. The underlying populations are based on reporting 
women who, in the year of observation, were currently married for fewer than 15 years, aged 16–49, not 
liv­ing in group quar­ters, and aged 16–40 at mar­riage. For Ireland, urban areas are clas­si­fied as DEDs where 
less than 20% of the labor force was employed in agri­cul­ture. To facil­i­tate com­par­i­son with Irish immi­
grants, I restrict the U.S. population to White residents in New England, the Middle Atlantic, and the East 
North Central census divisions.
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men could reflect a cul­tural effect of out-mar­riage, but we can­not be sure because 
out-marriage was also a highly selective process.

Although these data provide no direct evidence on the psychological processes 
governing fertility and naming decisions, Arensberg and Kimball (1940) did provide 
some speculative observational insight. They argued for the prominence of tradition­
alism with respect to marital and sexual norms in rural communities and the disruption 
of these norms through urbanization. Urban life was observed to produce substantial 
psychological and cultural shifts as rural values weakened with the “increasing accep­
tance of urban values and behavior” (p. 376). In particular, parents’ aspirations were 
seen to shift from farming and land to the “future careers of sons and the marriage 
pros­pects of daugh­ters” (p. 376). My find­ings sug­gest that this shift in par­ents’ aspi­ra­
tions for their chil­dren may be observed in how they named their chil­dren. Specifically, 
names linked to continuity, descent, and tradition were increasingly replaced by names 
of a more mod­ern and urban flavor, sig­nal­ing the tran­si­tion from the farm to the city.

With respect to Cathol­i­cism and fer­til­ity, my find­ings are con­sis­tent with demo­
graphic the­ory. Demographers empha­size that com­mu­nity influ­ences regard­ing gen­
der inequal­ity, fam­ily, and sex­ual behav­ior, as well as the Church’s abil­ity to enforce 
behavior, play a greater role in shaping fertility than do theology or religious culture 
(Goldscheider and Mosher 1991; McQuillan 2004; Yeatman and Trinitapoli 2008). 
This view is consistent with the particularly pronounced fertility levels of closely 
knit rural Catholic communities that I have shown here and with the accounts of 
Arensberg and Kimball (1940). My find­ings also high­light the greater poten­tial 
salience of traditionalism over Catholicism in explaining high historical fertility 
rates in Ireland.

Conclusion

The global decline of fer­til­ity reflects one of the most pro­found behav­ioral shifts in 
modern human history. Scholars have argued that these changes were rooted in mass 
shifts in values, attitudes, and deliberate birth control (Carlsson 1966), as well as 
cultural changes that shifted people away from traditional and religious constructs 
and toward self-determination (Bongaarts and Watkins 1996; Lesthaeghe and Surkyn 
1988; Spolaore and Wacziarg 2019). I provide new and consistent evidence on this 
issue from Ireland, a historical outlier in its slow fertility decline. My analysis reveals 
a strong and highly robust relationship between traditionalism (inferred from nam­
ing) and fertility. Urban environments appear to have played a key role in attenuat­
ing net fertility and traditional naming patterns, perhaps because cities enabled new 
infor­ma­tion and aspi­ra­tions to spread, which had fur­ther impli­ca­tions for con­se­quen­
tial behav­iors like fer­til­ity con­trol and less con­se­quen­tial behav­iors like child nam­ing.

These find­ings are nota­ble because expla­na­tions of high fer­til­ity in Ireland are 
often cast between the influ­ence of the Roman Cath­o­lic Church or the effect of more 
vol­un­ta­ris­tic deci­sions guided by eco­nomic cir­cum­stances. My find­ings com­ple­ment 
both views but do not support either one in isolation. My main contribution is in 
revealing strong links between cultural signals and fertility, but these cultural signals 
appear to have been rooted in traditionalism and conservatism rather than explicitly 
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religious predilections. The shift away from traditional norms was tightly woven with 
forces of economic development and urbanization. Urbanization brought about eco­
nomic pressures and sociocultural shifts that disrupted rural and religious norms and 
ultimately lowered fertility. Conversely, the coupling of Ireland’s sluggish urbaniza­
tion with persistently high fertility in more traditional rural communities should be 
at the center of any account of the country’s reluctant participation in the European 
fertility decline.

Finally, this analysis was enabled by the growing availability of historical cen­
sus data and new methods in the analysis of child naming. Complementing other 
work that leveraged historical microdata to study behavior and fertility (Guinnane 
et al. 2006; Jaadla et al. 2020; Klüsener et al. 2019), this study found that naming 
is a compelling and increasingly analyzable behavior with respect to demographic 
change. The value of using names to understand population patterns is underscored 
by prior analyses of how naming relates to fertility behavior (Goldstein and Stecklov 
2016a; Hacker 1999), immigrant assimilation (Abramitzky, Boustan, and Connor 
2020; Abramitzky, Boustan, and Eriksson 2020; Goldstein and Stecklov 2016a), and 
mortality (Cook et al. 2016), as well as how surnames relate to social mobility (Clark 
et al. 2015; Connor 2020). Given that demographers have not yet widely leveraged 
the insights revealed in child naming, this will continue to be a fruitful area for future 
research. ■
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