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Foreword

Glenn Withe's

It is both the function and the pleasure of intellectuals to challenge
conventional wisdom, whether the beliefs are outside or within
academe. Peter Bauer'sessay Population Growth: Curseor Blessing?
iswrittenin jud that spirit. He hasthought deeply about the conven-
tional wisdomon popul ation growth, examineditslogical and empiri-
cal basis, and has found it wanting. In so concluding, he challenges
a mighty array of academic, bureaucratic and political believers
around theworld. For much of the post-war erathisarmy of popula-
tion planners has seen population as the enemy of development, and
advocacy of policiesfor population control has followed.

Peter Bauer draws on hislong experience with the problems of
economic development. One of the mgor figures in economic and
cultural understanding of the development process, he shows care-
fully and systematicallywhy the supposed adverselinkagesbetween
population growth and devel opment remain unproven and unlikely.
His insight can be encapsulated in this question: if Bangladesh had
haf its present population, would its people be economically better
off?

But behind the measured prose of ‘finely calculated lessor more'
that characterises Bauer's economic argument, there is aways an
issue o greater moment. Thisis the basicethical question of whether
the number of children which afamily hasis a matter for the parents
or for the state. To put the matter clearly is to provide the answer.

Professor Bauer'sessay is directed at Third World problems. But
the analysishasits direct Australiancounterpart. Readersdf the essay
areinvited toengage in the mind experiment of replacing the topic of
population growth in aless-devel oped country with that of immigra-
tion for Augtrdia. The local analogy and relevance should soon
become apparent to al who follow the immigration debate in this
country. Peter Bauer'slogic demolishesanti-immigrationarguments
no less thoroughly than its original target. Nor should the ethical



dimension be forgotten by those, including some of otherwise unim-
peachable libertarian virtue, who would seek an end to immigration
or its restriction by the state on the basis of such criteria as race or
religion.

About the Author

Peter Bauer was born in Hungary in 1915, and migrated to Britainin
1934. He has held senior academic posts at Cambridge University and
the London School of Economics, where he was Professor of Econom-
ics from 1960 to 1983. In 1975 he was elected Fellow of the British
Academy, and in 1982 he was €elevated to the peerage.

Hisbooksinclude: TheRubber Industry(1948); West African Trade
(1954,1963); EconomicAnaysisandPolicy in Underdeveloped Coun-
tries(1958); Dissent on Development (1972, 1976); Equality, the Third
Worldand EconomicDelusion(1981,1982); and Reality and Rhetoric:
Studies i n theEconomicsof Development(1984). Heistheauthor of the
CIS Occasiona Paper Economic Control or Economic Development?
(1990), which isbased on the 1989 John Bonython Lecture.



Population Growth:
Curseor Blessing?

Peter Bauer

I. INTRODUCTION

Since World War 11, many authorities have argued that population
growth is a mgjor, perhaps decisive, obstacle to the economic prog-
ress and social improvement of the under-developed world, that is,
the mgjority of mankind. ThusRobertS McNamara, former President
of the World Bank, wrote;

To put it simply: the greatest single obstacle to the eco-
nomicand social advancement of the majority of peoplesin
the underdevel oped world is rampant population growth.
The threat of unmanageable population pressures is very
much like the threat of nuclear war... Governments must
divert an inordinately high proportion of their limited na-
tional savingsaway from productive effort ssmply in order to
maintain the current low level of existence for the expand-
ing population. Capita that ought to have been invested
was not available. It had been dissipated by the ever-rising
tide of children. (1973:31, 35-6, 45-6)

The Commission on International Development (Pearson Com-
mission), whose members include Nobel Laureates, expressed the
same idea more concisely:

No other phenomenon casts a darker shadow over the pros-
pects of international development [thelatter asynonymin
the Report for the development of LDCs] than the staggering
growth of population. (1969:55)

ThisClISOccasional Paper isarevisedand edited version of alecture given by
Lord Bauer during hisvisit to Australiaand New Zealand in November 1989.
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These apprehensionsrest principally on three assumptions. The
first is that national income per head (as conventionally calcul ated)
measures economic well-being. The second is that economic per-
formance and progress depend critically on per capita land and
capital. The third is that people in the Third World are ignorant of
birth control or careless about family size: they procreate regardiess
of consequences. A subsidiary or supporting assumption is that
population trendsin the Third World can be forecast with accuracy for
decades ahead.

Conflicting views on mankind are discernible behind these as-
sumptions and, indeed, behind debates on population. One view
envisages peopl e asdeliberate decision-making personsin matters of
family size, asin many other matters. The other view treats people as
being under the sway of uncontrollable sexual urges, people whose
numbers are constrained only by forces outside themselves, either
Malthus's checks of nature, or the power of superior authority.
However, proponents of both views agree that the governments of
less-devel oped countries (LDCs), urged by the West, should encour-
age or, if necessary, force people to have smaller families.

The central issue in population policy is whether the number of
children people have should be decided by the parents or by agents
of the state.

II. POPULATIONAND THE MEASUREMENT OF WELFARE

Suppose for the moment that an increase in population reduced
income per head (a possibility | examine below). Such a reduction
need not mean that the well-being either of families or of the wider
community has been reduced.

National income per head, as it is conventionally measured, is
usually regarded as a satisfactory index of economic welfare. This
index registers the flow of goods and services yielding benefit and
satisfactions that can conventionally be evaluated by the measuring
rod of money. Familiar problems arise in defining and measuring
national income in this sense: problems such as the demarcation
between inputs and outputs in both production and consumption
(e.g. the treatment of the costs of travel to work or to the shops);
standardising for age distributions when the index is used for inter-
temporal and international comparisons; and the choice of exchange
ratesininternational comparisons. These are not just minor technical
difficulties, but indicate mgjor limitationsin the use of the concept of
national income per head.



Intheeconomicsof population, national income per head found-
erscompletely asameasure of welfare. It takesno account of the sat-
isfaction people derive from having children or from living longer.
The birth of a child immediately reduces income per head for the
family and also for the country as a whole. The death of the same
child has the opposite effect. Yet for most people, thefirst eventisa
blessing, and the second a tragedy. Ironically, the birth of a child is
registered asareductionin national income per head, whilethe birth
of afarm animal showsup as an improvement.

The wish of the great mgjority of mankind to have children has
extended across centuries, cultures and classes. Thisisevident from
the survival of the human race: most people have been ready to bear
the cost of raisingtwo or more children to theageof puberty. Widely-
held ideas and common attitudes reflect and recognise the benefits
parents expect from having children. The Bible enjoins us to 'be
fruitful and multiply'. Lesswell-known in the West is the traditional
greetingaddressed to bridesin India: 'may you be the mother of eight
sons. Peoplein LDCsoften say quite readily that they wish for many
descendants to look after them in their old age.

The uniformly unfavourable connotation of the term 'barren’ re-
flectsthe same sentiment." The practice of adoption and the demand
for artificialinsemination insome countriesalsoindicate the desirefor
children. All this refutesthe notion that children are simply a cost or
burden.

These general considerations and their applicability to contem-
porary LDCs can be easily illustrated. Professor John Caldwell, a
leading Australian demographer, has quoted from a study of the
Fulani in Northern Nigeria:

The prospect of a secure and relatively carefree old age
under the care of their sonswill often restrain young women
from deserting or divorcing their husbands. Both men and
women in many respects show a remarkable disposition to
forgo present convenience (or pleasure) in the interests of
future benefits. Such attitudes are universally reported by
field researchers, even among the businessmen of Ghana's
capital Accra. (Caldwell, 1976:339)

Another example isfrom the Indian sub-continent.

A Punjabi water carrier, mistaking an anthropologist for a
family planner who had visited him many years earlier, is
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reported to havesaid: 'Y ou were tryingto convince me that
| shouldn't have any more sons. Now, you see, | have six
sonsand two daughtersand | sit at homeinleisure. They are
grown up and they bring me money. One even works
outside the villageas alabourer. You told me | was a poor
man and couldn't support a large family. Now, you see
because of my large family, | an arich man' (MacFarlane,
1978:108)

Somehaveargued that high birth ratesin LDCs, especially among
the poorest, result in lives so wretched as not to be worthliving: that
over a person'slife, suffering or disutility may exceed utility. If this
were so, fewer such liveswould increase the sum total of happiness.
Thisview impliesthat external observers are qualified to assess the
joys and sorrows of others. It impliesthat life and survival are of no
valueto the people involved. Thisoutlook raisesfar-reachingethical
issues which | cannot explore here. It is unlikely to be morally
acceptableto most people, least of dl asabasisfor forcibleaction to
restrict peopl €'s reproductivebehaviour,especialywhen itisremem-
bered how widely it was espoused about the poor in the West only
about two generationsago. Nor is this opinion consistent with the
simple observation that even very poor people prefer to live rather
than not to live, as is shown by their striving to remain among the
living, for instance, by seeking medical help to prolong their lives.?

These considerations indicate that the much-deplored popula-
tion explosion of recent decades should be considered a blessing
rather than a disaster because it reflects a welfare-enhancingfal in
mortality.

II. IGNORANCE, EXTERNALITIESAND INCOME
DISTRIBUTION

In welfare economics, situationsare assessed in termsof the satisfac-
tion of peopl€e's revea ed preferences. Thediscussionin the previous
section proceeded on the assumption that people reved their prefer-
ences when they have children and when they take decisions to
remain alive. However, economistsa so take account of certain con-
siderations other than peopl€e's reveaed preferences. In thepresent
context, three of these considerationsmay be pertinent: ignorance,
external effectsand income distribution.



Ignorance

Much of the advocacy of state-sponsored birth control proceeds from
the assumption that people in high-fertility LDCs do not know about
contraceptives and that, in any case, they do not take into account the
long-term consequences o their actions. Yet people in the Third
World do know about birth control, and many practise it. In most
Third World societies, fertility is well below fecundity: i.e. the
number of actual births iswell below the biologically possible num-
ber. Traditional methods of birth control were widely practised in so-
cieties much more backward than contemporary LDCswith their high
fertility rates.

Moreover, for many decades now, cheap Western-style con-
sumer goods such as hardware, cosmetics, soft drinks, watches and
cameras have been conspicuously traded in South East and South
Asia, the Middle East, West Africaand Latin America. More recently,
transistor radios and pocket calculators have become common in
LDCs Had there been alarge demand for modern contraceptives,
these would have been equally conspicuous as trade goods. In fact,
condoms, inter-uterine devices and the contraceptive pill so far have
spread only slowly in much of the Third World, even when heavily
subsidised. Indeed, those contraceptives are often absent where
sophisticated articles of feminine hygiene are on sale. All this sug-
gests that the demand for modern contraceptives has been small,
either because people do not want to restrict their families or they
prefer other ways of doing so.?

It follows that in the Third World the children who are born are
generally wanted by their parents. Itisof course true that one of the
parents may desire a child but has to bow to the wishes of the other
parent. This may apply particularly towomen in Catholic or Moslem
societies. How far external observers can or should attempt to
enforce changesin moresin such societies raisesissueswhich cannot
be pursued here. But theargument of thisessay isnot affected by the
presence of such conditions. The remarks in the concluding section
on the possibility of uncoerced changesin attitudes are reinforced by
the qualification noted here.

Children are certainly avoidable. And peoplein LDCs generally
are not ignorant of the long-term consequences of their actions.
Indeed, young womenin LDCsoftensay that they want more children
and grandchildren to provide for themin their old age.* The readiness
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to take the long view is evident also in other decisions such as the
planting of slow-maturing trees or embarking onlong-distance migra-
tion.

Externalities

Thefirst question under the rubric of external costsiswhether parents
bear the full cost of having and raising their children. If they did not
bear these costsfully,they would have more children than they would
otherwise do. According to conventional welfare economics, the
satisfaction of the parentsfrom the additional children would be less
than the weight of the burden falling on others. It is often assumed
that parentsin LDCs do not bear the full costs of having children, in
particular the costs of health care and education, and that a substan-
tid part of those costsistherefore borne by taxpayers.> The particular
costs are unlikely to be heavy in LDCs They are likely to be lower
relatively to the national income than in the West. For instance,
schoolsare often simple, inexpensivestructures. For social and insti-
tutional reasons, basic health services are extensively performed by
medical auxiliariesand nurses rather than by fully-qualified doctors.
Inany event, if the externalitiesin question were considered to beso
large as to call for remedia action, this should take the form of
changesin the volume and direction of the relevant public expendi-
turesaswell asin their financing. Imposed reductionsin familysize
constitute a far less satisfactory or effective alternative.

A second frequently alleged external cost of population growth is
urban congestion. But the rapid growth of cities in LDCs is not
generaly theresult of high population growth. Rather, it derivesfrom
the attraction of large cities, especially the capitals, resulting from the
limitations to many people of rural life and from the higher incomes
and other benefits available or expected in the cities. The income
differences are increased when rural earnings are depressed as a
result of policiesbenefiting the urban population, That the growth of
large cities is the result of these influences is evidenced by large
conurbations in sparsely-populated LDCs such as Brazil and Zaire,
and generally by the more rapid increase in the urban populations of
LDCs than in the countries as a whole. In any case, undesirable
crowding in large citiesis not afunction of size or growth of cities,
muchlessdf the growth of the national population: itistheinevitable
consequence d the pricing of housing and transport which does not
reflect the scarcity of these resources.

Similar considerations apply to other supposed adverse external



effectsof population growth on the environment, including defores-
tation, soil erosion and depletion of fish stocks. The rate of use of
such assets can be controlled by pricing and the assignment of
property rights.

Altogether, it is highly unlikely that popul ation growth imposes
such external costs asto result in loss o welfarein the community as
awhole, let alone such aloss as to warrant the apprehensions noted
above, or officid pressure on people to have fewer children. Where
serious adverse externalities are present, less dragtic interventions
will produce the desired results much less painfully as well as more
rapidly and effectively.

Population growth can even have favourable external effects.
Sparseness o population, asin much o South East Asia, Africaand
Latin America, inhibitseconomicadvance. Sparsenessadf population
retards the devel opment o transport facilities and communications,
and thusinhibitsthe movement of people and goods and the spread
of new ideas and methods. These obstacles to enterprise and eco-
nomic advance are particularly difficult to overcome.

Income Distribution

The rapid population growth in the less-devel oped world in recent
yearsisoften said to haveincreased differencesin recorded per capita
income between advanced countriesand LDCs. Somewhat similar
changes are said to have taken place within individual countries
between richer and poorer groups. These outcomes are often de-
plored as exacerbating the inequality of income distribution. But
those who do the depl oring are outside observers, often Westerners.
they are certainly not the parentsor the children. Population growth
is the result of the conduct of the parents and the survival of their
children. As has been explained above, conventionally-measured
income does not include the satisfaction o having children and of
peopleliving longer. There isagreat improvement in the welfare of
thosewho have not died and of thosewhose childrenlivelonger. But
the outside observers would presumably remain critical of what is
called aworsening of income distribution even if it were established
that thewelfaredf the poor, or indeed their conventionally-measured
income, had increased over the period under discussion.
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IV. DOES POPULATION GROWTH REDUCE PER CAPITA
INCOME?

We have seen that population growth is unlikely to reduce welfare.
We proceed to examine whether even conventionally-measured in-
come per head islikely to be reduced by population growth.

It seems prima facie uncontroversial to say that prosperity de-
pends on natural resources, i.e. land, mineral resources and capital,
and that population growth reduces the per capita supply of these
critical determinants and therefore per capita income. Indeed, if
nothing else changes, an increase in population must reduce income
per head: and this must be true in the very short run.® However, this
elementary analysis tells us nothing about long-term devel opments.
Thisisso because over alonger period other influences affectingpro-
ductivity are significant, and some of these can be elicited or rein-
forced by an increase in population. These influences include the
spread of knowledge, division of labour, changes in attitudes and
habits, redeployment of resources, and technical change. Economic
analysis, in short, cannot demonstrate that an increase in population
must entail reduction in per capita income over alonger period.

There is ample evidence that rapid population growth has cer-
tainly not inhibited economic progress either in the West or in the
contemporary Third World. The population of the Western World has
more than quadrupled since the mid-18th century. Real income per
head is estimated to have increased fivefold at least. Much of the
increasein incomes took place when population increased as fast as
in most of the contemporary less-developed world, or even faster.

Similarly, population growth in the Third World has often gone
hand in hand with rapid material advance. Inthe1890sMalayawas a
sparsely populated area of hamlets and fishing villages. By the 1930s
it had become a country with large cities and extensive commerce,
extensive plantation and mining operations. The total population
rosethrough natural increase and immigration from about 1.5 million
to about 6 million; the number of Malaysfrom about 1. million to about
2.5 million. The much larger population had much higher material
standards and lived longer than thesmall numbers of the1890s. Since
World War II, a number of LDCs have combined rapid population
increase with rapid, even spectacular economic growth for decades
on end: witness Taiwan, Hong Kong, Malaysia, Kenya, the Ivory
Coast, Mexico, Colombia and Brazil, among others.

Conventional views on the effects of population growth assume
that endowments of land and other natural resources are critical for



economic performance. Aswe have seen, this assumptionis refuted
by experience of both distant and recent history. And thereis much
further evidence which works in the same direction. Amidst abun-
dant land, the American Indians before Columbuswere backward &t
atimewhen most of Europe, withfar lessland, wasal ready advanced.
Europein the 16th and 17th centuriesincluded prosperous Holland,
much of it reclaimedfrom thesea; and V enice, aweal thy world power
built on afew mud flats. At present, many millionsdf poor peoplein
theThirdWorld live amidst amplecultivableland. Indeed, in much of
South-East Asa, Central Africaand theinterior of Latin America, land
isafreegood. Conversely,land is now very expensivein both Hong
Kong and Singapore, probably the most densely populated countries
in theworld with originally very poor land. Hong Kong, for example,
originally consisted largely of eroded hillsides, and much of Sin-
gapore in the 19th century was empty marsh land. Both these
countriesare now highly industrialisedand prosperous communities.
The experience of other countries both in the East and in the West
pointsin the same direction. Obvious examplesincludeJapan and
Taiwan, West Germany and Switzerland.

It isworth stressing that productivity of the soil in both prosper-
ous and poor countriesowes very little to the 'original and indestruc-
tible powers of thesail’; that is, to land as afactor in totaly inelastic
supply. The productivity of land is the result largely of human
activity: i.e. effort, investment, science and technology. Moreover,
thefactor price of land, including return oninvestment, isasmal part
of the national income in most countries; and this proportion has
tended to fdl rather than rise in those Western countriesfor which
reasonably reliable datisticsare available. This would not be so if
land were acutely scarce relative to other productive resources.

The wide difference in economic performance and prosperity
between individuals and groups in the same country with accessto
thesame natural resourcesal so indicates that these cannot be critica
to economic achievement. Such differenceshave been, and il are,
conspicuoustheworld over. Salientexamplesd group differencesin
the same country are those among Chinese, Indians and Mdays in
Madaysa Chinese and otherselsewherein South East Asiag; Parsees,
Jains, Marwaris and othersin India; Greeks and Turks in Cyprus,;
Adans and Africans in East and Centra Africa; Ibo and others in
Nigeria; and Chinese, Lebanese, and West Indiansin the Caribbean.
Theexperience of Huguenots,Jewsand Non-Conformistsin the West
also demonstratesthat natural resourcesare not critica for economic
achievement. For long periods these prosperous groups were not
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alowed to own land, or were severely restricted in their access toit.

Mineral resources have often yielded substantial windfalls to
those who discovered or developed them or expropriated their pro-
prietors. Latin American gold and silver in the 16th century and the
riches of contemporary oil-producing states are often cited as ex-
amples of prosperity conferred by natural resources. But the precious
metals of the Americas did not promote economic progress in pre-
Columbian America, nor did their capture serve to ensure substantial
development in Spain. The oil reserves of the Middle East and
elsewhere were worthless until discovered and developed by the
West. It must be debatable whether they will lead to sustained
economic advance.

It is often argued that population growth reduces capital forma-
tion, and thus the growth of per capita incomes, because resources
have to be diverted to the maintenance of more children, However,
the work of leading scholars suggests that capital formation is not a
mgjor factor in long-term development. Other factors, such as those
noted earlier in thissection, have been far more important.

Population growth as such can induce changes in economic be-
haviour favourable to capital formation. The parents of enlarged
families may well work harder and save more in order to provide for
the future of their families. It isevident that poor peopleinLDCs are
not precluded from saving and investment by virtue of their poverty.
They can save and invest by substituting work for leisure, and trans-
ferring their labour and land to more productive use, e.g. by replacing
subsistence production with cash crops. Poor and illiterate traders
have often accumulated capital by working harder and opening up
local markets.

V. FAMINE, RESOURCE DEPLETION, AND UNEMPLOYMENT

Population growth is often thought to bring about certain special
problems, such asthe risk of famine, exhaustion of mineral resources
and large scale unemployment.

Famine

There is no danger of malnutrition or starvation through shortage of
land arising from population growth. Contemporary famines and
food shortages occur mostly in sparsely populated subsistence econo-
mies such as Ethiopia, the Sahel, Tanzania, Uganda and Zaire. In
these countries, land is abundant and, in places, even a free good.



Recurrent food shortages or famines in these and other LDCs reflect
such features of subsistence and near-subsistence economies as
nomadicstyle of life, shifting cultivation and inadequate communica-
tions and storage facilities. These conditions are exacerbated by lack
of public security, and official restrictions on the activities of traders,
the movement of food, and imports of both consumer goodsand farm
supplies. Unproductiveformsaf land tenuresuch astribal systems of
land rights can a'so bring about shortages. Finally, thevery poor may
suffer acute hardshipif adverse external shocks abruptly reducetheir
disposable income.

All these actual or potential adverse conditions have nothing to
do with population growth or pressure. No famines are reported in
such densely populated regions of the less-developed world as Tai-
wan, Hong Kong, Singapore, Western Maaysia and the cash-crop
producing areas of West Africa. Indeed, where a greater density of
population in sparsely populated countries brings about better trans-
port facilitiesand greater public security, it serves to promote emer-
gence from subsistence production.

Resource Depletion

With the exception of fossil fuels, mineral deposits and concentra-
tions of mineras are not exhaustible resources. The discovery and
extraction of mineral deposits or less readily recoverable minerals
depend on price, cost, technology and government policy. When
minerals are used they do not disappear. They can be largely
recovered by processes governed by the same factors as determine
their discovery and extraction.

Fossil fuel is the one exception because it disappears with use.
But population growth or pressure is no threat to the continued
supply of energy. Substantial and lasting increasesin the real cost of
fossil fuel would encourage both the use of other sources of energy
and also various energy saving methods. Moreover, fossil fuels are
not used extensively assources of energy in Asiaand Africa. Popula-
tion increases therewould not, therefore, be a major factor in raising
the cost of fossil fuel.

Unemployment
Thereisno reason why population growth should lead to unemploy-

ment. A larger population means more consumers as well as more
producers: if it is true that with every mouth God sends a pair of
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hands, it is equally true that with every pair of hands, God sends a
mouth. Thelarge increase in population in the West over thelast two
centurieshas not brought about persistent massunemployment. Sub-
stantial unemployment emerged in the 20th century when population
growth was already much slower that it had beenin the 19th century.
And when in the 1930s and 1940san early decline in population was
widely envisaged, this was generally thought to make for more
unemployment because a dccline in population would reduce the
mobility and adaptability of thelabour force, and would alsodiminish
the incentive to invest.

Contemporary experience in the less-developed world confirms
that rapid increasesin population do not result in unemployment. It
also demonstrates that the issue cannot be discussed simply on the
basis of numbers and physical resources. Until recently, population
grew very rapidly in densely populated Hong Kong and Singapore
without resulting in unemployment. Thereisfarlessland per headin
Singapore than in neighbouring Malaysia; yet many people move
from Maaysia to Singapore, both as short-term and long-term mi-
grants or as permanent settlers in search of employment and higher
wages. They are an appreciable portion of the labour force of
Singapore and are significant also in relation to the labour force of
Maaysia

The idea that population growth results in unemployment im-
pliesthat labour cannot be substituted for land or capital in particular
activities, and also that resources cannot be moved from less labour-
intensive to more labour-intensive activities. In other words, it
implies that the elasticity of substitution between labour and other
resources is zero in both production and consumption. That thisis
not so is shown by the development of more intensive forms of
agriculture in many LDCs, such as double and treble cropping. Sub-
stitution in consumption isevidenced by the frequent changesin the
patterns of consumption. The argument that population growth
causes large scale and persistent unemployment in LDCs involves
further unrealistic and inadmissible assumptions such as a closed
economy and unchanging technology.

Certain characteristics of the labour marketsin some LDCs could
lead to unemployment. But these have nothing to do with population
growth or pressure. Animportantinstance isthe operation of aformal
or informal minimum wagesset abovethe market-clearinglevel. This
need not in itself cause unemployment but merely areduction in the
mumbers employed in those activities. However, the attraction of
being employed at those wages, together with the need to be avail-



able for employment when required, can result in the formation of
pools of unemployed or intermittently employed labour around
centres of relatively highly paid employment in the formal sector.

VI. THE HAZARDS OF POPULATION FORECASTING

Dramatic long-term population forecasts are often put forward with
much confidence. But such confidence isunwarranted. Itisuseful to
recall the popul ation forecastsof the 1930sand 1940swhen asubstan-
tial decline of population, primarily in the West but to some extent
world-wide, waswidely predicted, Confidence in theseforecastswas
based on the improvements in demographic techniques, notably the
development and use of the concepts of gross and net reproduction
rates. Even the extinction of the species was seriously envisaged in
the writings of prominent academicsunder such headingsas 'The end
of the human experiment' and 'The suicide of the human race'.

Within less than one human generation, the population problem
has come to mean the exact opposite of what it had then been held to
be. Theearlier scare of adecline hascome to be replaced by thescare
of anincrease, primarily in LDCs Thescare has remained but thesign
has been reversed! Once again, the predictions put forward so confi-
dently are accompanied by far-reaching proposals for dealing with
the supposed problem. Yet for many reasons only the roughest
forecasts of population trendsin the Third World are warranted. The
basis for confident predictions for the Third World, or even for
individual LDCs isfar more tenuous than it was for the unsuccessful
forecasts of long-term population trendsin the West in the 1930sand
1940s.

Tobeginwith, vital statisticsare serioudly deficient in many LDCs
In much of the Third World, registration of births and deaths is often
either absent or incomplete. Estimates of the population of African
countriesdiffer by as much asathird or more, and for large countries
suchas Nigeria, thismeanstensof millionsaof people. Estimatesof the
population of the People's Republic of China, the most populous
country in the world, also differ substantially. Such deficienciesin the
statistics put into perspective such widely canvassed and officially
endorsed practices as forecasting to the nearest million the popula-
tion of the world for the year 2000 or beyond.

In the coming decades, major political, cultural and economic
changes are bound to occur in much of the Third World. These
changes are unpredictable and so are the responses of people. For
instance, contrary to expectations, economicimprovement in recent

13
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decades in some Third World countries has resulted in higher, not
lower, fertility. Further, in some of these countries urban and rural
fertility rates are about the same, while in others there are wide
differences. Therelationship of fertility tosocial classand occupation
is also much more varied in the Third World than in the West.

Thereisonedemographic relationship of considerablegenerality
which bearsupon population trendsin LDCs. Professor Caldwell has
found that systematic restriction of family size in the Third World is
practised primarily by women who have adopted Western attitudes
towards childbearing and child-rearing, as a result of exposure to
Western education, media, and contacts. Their attitude to fertility
control does not depend on income, status or urbanisation but on
Westernisation (Caldwell, 1976:350-4).

Caldwell’s conclusion is more plausible and solidly based than
thewidely held view that high incomeslead to reduced fertility. Itis
true that in the West, and in the Westernised parts of theThird World,
higher incomes and lower fertility are often, though by no means
always, associated. Butitisnotthe case that higher incomesassuch
lead to smaller families. The higher incomesand thesmaller families
both reflect greater ambition for material welfarefor oneself and one's
family. Both, in other words, reflect a change in motivation. By
contrast, when parental incomesareincreased asa result of subsidies
or windfalls, the parents are likely to have more children, not fewer.
Thislast pointispertinent to the proposalsof many Western observers
who, without recognising the contradiction, urge both population
control and also moreaid to the poor with large families.

Some broad, unambitious predictions of Third World population
prospects may bein order. Although thespeed and extent of Wester-
nisation are uncertain, the process is likely to make some headway.
(In this context, Westernisation means readiness of parents to forgo
additionsto family income from the work of young children and also
to incur increased expenditure on education, reflecting greater con-
cern with the material welfare of their children) Thiswould resultin
some decline in fertility. But the large proportion of young people
and the prevailing reproductive rateswill ensure significant increases
in population inthe principal regions of theThird World. The rate of
population growth in the LDCs as a whole is unlikely to fall much
below 2 per cent, and may for some years continue around 2.5 per
cent, therough estimate of growth ratesin theearly and mid-1980s. It
istherefore likely to remain considerably higher than in the West and
Japan.

If thisdifferencein population growth continues, the population



o the West, Japan and Australasiawill over the years shrink consid-
erably compared to Asia Africaand Latin America. Such an outcome
will havewide political and cultural consequences. But these conse-
quences cannot be explored in an essay which addressesthe relation
between population growth and economic attainment and well-
being, and not the ethnic, racial or national composition of mankind.

We haveseen that it ismost unlikely that Third World popul ation
growth could be such asto jeopardisethe well-being o familiesand
societies. But if thiswell-beingfor any reason were to be seriously
impaired by population growth, reproductive behaviour would
change without officid pressure. Thereis, therefore, no cause for
trying to force people to have fewer children than they would like.
And when such pressureemanatesfrom outsidethe local cultureit is
especially objectionable. Itisalsolikely to provokeresistance aswell
asregection o modernisation generally.

VIlI. CONCLUSONS

The central issue in population policy, to repeat, is whether the
number of children people may have should be decided by individu-
as and families or politicians and national and international civil
servants.

Advocatesd officidly sponsored popul ation policiesoften argue
that they do not propose compulsion but intend only to extend the
options o people by assisting thespread of knowledgeabout contra-
ceptive methods. As we have seen, people in LDCs usually know
about both traditional and more modern methods of birth control.
Moreover, in many Third World countries, especially in Ada and
Africa, officid information, advice, and persuasion in practice often
shade into coercion. In most of these societies people are more
subject to authority than in the West. And especially in recent years,
theincomesand prospectsd many individual shave come to depend
heavily on officia favours. In India, for example, promotionin the
public service, allocation of drivers and vehicle licences, and access
tosubsidised credit, officia housing, and other facilitieshavedl been
linked at timesto restrictionof family size. Theforcible masssterili-
sation that took placein Indiain the 1970sand the extensivecoercion
in the People's Republicof Chinaare only extreme casesin aspectrum
of measures extending from publicity to compulsion.

Policies and measures pressing people to have fewer children
can provoke acute anxiety and conflict, and raise serious mora and
political problems. Implementation of such policies may leave
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people dgjected and inert, uninterested in social and economic ad-
vance or incapable o achievingit. Such outcomes have often been
observed when peopl e areforced to change their moresand conduct.
There is one type of officid policy that would tend to reduce
population growth, expand the range of choiceof people, and simul-
taneously promote attitudes and mores hel pful to an improvement of
thewell-beingof the population and al so to economicadvance. This
policy is the promotion of external commercial contacts of people of
LDCs especially their contacts with the West. Such contacts have
been powerful agents of voluntary change in attitudes and habits,
particularly in the erosion of those harmful to economic improve-
ment. Throughout the less-developed world, the most prosperous
groups and areas are those with most external commercia contacts.
And such contactsalso encourage voluntary reduction of family size.
Thus, extension of such contactsand the widening of people's range
of choice promote both economic advance and reduction in fertility.
In these circumstances, the reduction in family size is achieved
without the damaging effects of official pressure on people in their
most private and vita concerns. Yet thistype of policy is not on the
agenda of advocatesdf the need for fewer childrenin LDCs
Itiswidely agreed that the West should not imposeits standards,
moresand attitudes on Third World governmentsand peoples. Y et,
ironically, the most influential voicescal for the exact opposite when
it comes to population control.

Notes

1. QueenElizabethl contrasted her |ot unfavourablywith that of her
prisoner, Mary Queen o Scots, because the latter had been
delivered of abonny baby while she her self wasdf barren stock.

2. The weariest and most loathed worldly life,
That age, ache, penury and imprisonment
Can lay on nature, is a paradise
To what we fear of death.
Measurefor Measure, IIL.1.

3. Anyincreased use o condomsin LDCs resulting from the AIDS
scareisirreevant here.

4. Having childrenin the expectations of an eventual return on the
form of either their economic contribution as youngsters or of



support in old age should not be construed asaform of exploita-
tion. Thechildren will in turnenjoy similar benefitswhen they be-
come parents.

For simplicity, the argument assumes that the costs are borne by
taxpayers of the country in question. To the extent that they are
borne by foreign donors, the conclusion in the text ha.: to be al-
tered to include outside donors.

For inter-temporal comparisons of per capitaincome to beinfor-
mative about living standards, adjustment should be made for
changes in the age distribution of the population. Thisis neces-
sary to reflect the fact, for example, that children have both lower
incomes and lower requirements than have adults. However, the
need for age standardisationin national income statisticsisrarely
recognised, especially in non-technical discussion. Unadjusted
national income statisticsoverstatethe short-run reduction in
income per head when population isgrowing rapidly.
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Curse or Blessing?
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Population growth is widely regarded as self-evidently a
cause of poverty and backwardness in Third World countries.
In this Occasional Paper, Lord Bauer challenges this belief
and argues that population growth represents a gain in
welfare: not only are the great majority of children wanted
and planned by their parents, but individuals live longer as
their living standards rise. Population growth can also be a
stimulus to economic development: population has risen
rapidly in many of the Third World countries now growing
out of poverty, but remains low in many of those that most
frequently experience famines.

According to Lord Bauer, ‘The central issue is whether
the number of children people have should be decided by the
parents or by agents of the state’.
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