Erland Hofgten

TheFamily Planning Controversy

DISCUSSIONS about population growth and family planning have
played an important role in recent years, not only in scientific journas but
aso in popular magazines and dally newspapers. In these articles
population growth—and in specific the rapid growth now prevailing in the
so-caled developing countries—is often described as a dreadful menace
to the future of mankind. To attain a limited number of births is described
as a measure which should be given top priority. Neo-mdth-usanist
arguments of this kind are not the least frequent during 1974, by the United
Nations designated as the World Population Y ear.

This article tries to examine in a criticd way the more common argu-
ments used in favor of family planning. It will also present the arguments
which in my view are rdevant for a non-Mathusian approach to
contemporary population problems.

My remarks will start with one of the most popular arguments, namely
that:

"Theszeof theworld population is (or issoon beconing) toolargein
rdationtotheszeof theearth and toitslimited resources’,

The present world population is aout 4 billion, and the estimated
annual growth amounts to 70-80 million, perhaps even more. The annua
rate of increase is consequently 2 percent, which gives a doubling period
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of 35 years. A continued growth at the present rate would lead to a
population of 8 billion in the year 2009, 16 hillion in the year 2044 and 0
o

In the long n a contirued gomh & a cordat rate is ot of quetion
nobody denies that. But is a reference to the world population, to the
sze of the earth and to its total resources redly relevant ?

Expressions like "One world for al" (=the dogan for the 1974 World
Popuation Conferacd have a podtive goped. Howeve, like the dften
ued eqreson "eoetip eathl’ it conveys the fde impreson te dl
mankind is in the same boat and that we are cooperating. ldedigtic
thrking of this kind doss nat bring us aywhae it rahe mekes us negect
the redity, which is that nearly al borders are closed to migrants. And
who can maintain that exploitation of certain countries by others is a past
stage in the higtory of mankind ? Also within one and the same country it
is nearly everywhere rdevant to make a digtinction between eqpaited
adexatas

If borders are closed to migrants, an "overpopulation problem™ may
aise sooner in some countries than in others. This brings us to the
second popular statement, namely that;

"The developing countries are overpopul ated.”

. The tam "ovapopuaion’ mey rde ather o the growth or to the sz .of
the population. Let us gart with the first dternative.

Nearly dl countries in the Third World a present have an annud in-
e rade exceedng 2 paoat, ad there ae nurbe of countries whae the
rde even excasds 3 pa cat. Such a rgpd gowth mut of course & some
dage lead to a large and dense population, but most countries in the
Thrd Wald ae dill 9 ey popuated thet it will teke some timg in
many cases along time, before this has occurred. In the industridised part
of the world, population growth is smdl or negligible, but some of these
countriesarevary dansdy populated indesd.

If "overpopulation” refers to rapid growth, the consequence must be
that many sparsely populated countries are consdered "overpopulated”,
wharessmary vary dansdy populaed countriesarenat. Thiswaould be
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absurd. The concept overpopulation can only refer to the sze or the
dengty of the population, possibly to the size of the population in relation
to food production or other resources.

In order to illustrate the present Stuation let us look a some data,
giving the number of inhabitants per sg. km. for some countries, where
theovadl dangty ishigh (1972).

EnglandandWdes 4 Bangladesh 425
Netherlands 319 Inda 164
Bdgum 37 Vidnam, Narth 133
Jgpen 20 Philippines 123
Federal Rep. of Germany 240 Vietnam, South 105
Ity 178 Pekigen 67

With the exception of Bangladesh the best examples of densdly popu-
lated countries can thus be found in Western Europe.

The overdl dengity of the population is admittedly a poor measure.
There are, no doubt, a number of cases where the overadl densty of the
country is low, but where the population is concentrated in certain parts of
the country and where the possibilities for an expangon in the rest of the

country aelimited TheNilevalley in Egyptisagood exanpe

If countries are conddered one by one, we will find that there are a
number of countries where the population dready is so large that a further
inoeeee woud leed to an improgper overcomdng o to aher incon
veniences. In the developed parts of the world we may think of certain
parts of western Europe and of the United States, as wdll as of Japan. In
tre Third Wald we mey beddes Bangadeh—oondder Wet Begd ad
Kerda in India, Java in Indonesa and a number of idands, such as
Mauritius, Barbados, Singapore and Hong Kong as being dready very
cronoed.

Bu thae ae may doha coutes which coud teke a popuaion, oot
Sdeably larger than the present one, yes, which would in fact benefit
from a larger populaion. We may especidly think of large parts of
South Amaicaand Africa

1. SeeBoserup, Ester, The Conditionsfor Agricultural Growth, London : Alien and
Unwin 1965.
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Coud lage sde migdion from dansdy to goasdy popdaed countries
then be recommended ? No, at least under present organisation of soddy
ededve migdion taxs o aede atsgoign ad das ddinctions ad
canonly berecommended inexogptiond cases

The reason why the concept "overpopulation” is so popular is not
difficult to find. The term serves to create the impression that the main
reason why there is so much poverty and unemployment, why there are 0
lage dum aess in too rgady eqandng toms and why the economic
development is so dow is because there are "too many people’. In ths
wey dtetion is dvatad from the red causes of the beckwadness in the
countries of the Third World.

Alr Kal Marx and Friedrich Engels criticized the concept over-
popdaiof. Thar man agumat is thet it is impossble to ek about any
generdly gpplicable "law of populaion”. By this they meant Ma-thuslav
aocordng to which thae will dways be a tedaxy far the popddion to
inceee mare rapidy then the meas of ssdace The rdevant thing is
that under capitaiam there is capitd accumulation (thanks to the surplus
vaue derived from the work of the workers), and that this accumulation
cregtes a rdative overpopulation which becomes manifest in the form of
unemployment. The condlusion Is that it is the mode of produdionwhich

mugt bedhangad. A lessrgad populaiongonthiniesno remedly.

It is sometimes said that Marx and Engles would have held a different
opinion, if they had known that population growth could become o
rapid as it is today in the Third World. But Engdls in a way did foresee
this development. In aletter to Kautsky in 1881 he wrote :

"There is, of course, the absract possbility that the number of
people will become so great that limits will have to be st to thar
increese. But if a some stlage communist society finds itsdf obliged to
regulate the production of human beings,... it will be precisdly

2. Seefor instance, Engels, Fr., Outlines of a Critique of Political Economy (1844) and
Marx, K... Capitd, Vol. 1 (1967). Their arguments on popul ation have been reproduced in
Meek, R. L. (ed.) M arx and Engels on the Population Bomb (Sec. ed., Ramparts Press, Ber-
kdey,Cd. 1971).
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this society, and this society done, which can carry this out without
difficuity.®

But let us return to population growth and consider another popular
agumat, namdly thet

"Rapid population growth (irrespective of whether the populationis
dense or sparse) makesit impossibleto achieve satisfactory social and
ECONOMIC Progress’.

The following quotation from a UN pamphlet istypicd:

Indesd may devdoping ndios mey wdl s mog of thar resour-
css—edd for impovemat o preat misgdde living condtions
eadten up by continuing high rates of populaion growth, unless
drastic action is taken both at the national and internationd leve".

This is in fact a variant of the old Mdthusian argument, according to
which thae is a teday far the popudion to inoesse mare rgady then
the production of food and other commodities can do.

The agumat is dten mede mare gadfic in a nunbe of ways This it
Is often maintained that a rgpid growth of the population implies such a
rgod eqoanson o the labor focg thet it beoomes impossbe to prevat
unemployment from risng. Another frequent argument says that rapid
popudion gomth wosas the dgoaday buden of the woking popu
lation. It is further more often maintained that when there is rapid popu-
laion gomh oy limtad saings ae posble ad for ths resson inves-
mart targascannat befufilled

Arguments of this kind imply that a too rapid populaion growth is
given the blame for diseases of society. The fase impression is created that
areduced population growth would lead to development. But there

3. Meek, loc. cit., p. 120.
4. Population : The multilateral approach, Pamphlet issued by the United Nations Fundfor

Population Activitiesin 1973. Another typical exponent of Malthusianist thinking isthe
Declaration on Food and Population, issued in 1974 by the US Population Crisis Committee
and signed by alarge number of persons.
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IS no experience, according to which a less rapid population growth as
achwill haveany favarabledfet.

Family planning advocates will reply that they don't mean that family
daming dae will wak wodas the ide is thet famly paming in com
bination with socid and economic planning will lead the "deveoping”
countries in afavorable direction.

We may ask what socid and economic planning ? The tragic fact is
thet the devdopmat which now tkes pae in mog "devdopng' coun
ties is dov ad ddoted It is true thet nealy evaywhee some dfarts
are being made to extend the school system, to build roads and other
communications, to increase food production and to organise industrid
production, but a closer examination will disclose that a main effect of
thee dfats is indessng das dffeeaoes The improvemats ae aosorbad
by a amdl but rapidly expanding "dite’, and the bulk of the population
remains as poor as before, if not even poorer. There is every reason to
bdiee tet the same tedaxy o incresdng dassdfferemesmnjdpe
vall if the population growth were less rgpid.

Some notes about the historica background to the present Stuation
woud sam rdevat Duing the 1Ah oatuy Euopeas mede the ds
covery that it was possble to become rich and powerful through large
scde exploitation of human manpower for the production of goods for a
makde. Sugar was the mogt impartat of these produds ad its production
was made possible through the dave trade from Africa to the West Indies.
Also a a later sage, during the early period of capitdist industrid
development, big resources of manpower were a necessary prerequiste

To-dy the cgotdis mode of produdion is nat & dl to the same extat
depending upon manpower for the production of commodities. Profit can
be derived through the use of machines. But human beings are requirad s
conumas and thae is resson to bdieve thet a too dow popdation growth
makes it difficult for the capitdig sysem to function. This has been
maintained by several bourgeois economids, e g. by J M. Keynes
who meant that a too low number of births in the 1920's was the main
reason for the Depression in the 1930's, a view which was strongly
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supported by the American economist Alvin Hansen. There are also
marxist arguments, explaining why in a capitaist economy a dower
growth of the population (or rather of the labor force) leads to more not
lessunemployment®

This argument does not exclude that if a country has given up the capi-
talist system and adopted a redly efficient planning program for the al-
round development of its economy and found means for the implemen
tation of this program, there is reason to believe that a less rapid population
increase might contribute to development. China may be quoted as an
example. The Peoples Republic of China has launched a family plaming
program, which recently has achieved a remarkable success.’

"Indudtrially devel oped countries also have a popul ation problent’,

The main argument refers to environment, and the following quotation is
typical:

"This opinion . . . indgts that, despite their relatively smdl annua
percentage increase, the richest nations account for an important part
of the population problem because their resource-use and environ-
mental impact per hegd is between 30 and 60 times that of the average

south Asian peasant”.

The resource-use alocation between rich and poor countries and the
environmental problem caused by modern industria development, no
doubt, deserve close attention and vigorous measures. But is there any
reason to believe that a dower population growth or even a population
decrease in the developed countries will contribute to a solution of these
problems ? No, of course not.

Some data will clarify the Stuation better. In most developed countries
the annua population growth is now below 1 per cent. The trend of the
birth rate is nearly everywhere in the downward direction, and

5. Marx, K., Theories of SurplusValue, 11/2, cf. Sweezy, P. M., Theory of Capitalist
Development, 111/12/3, New York : Monthly Review Press 1942.

6. Chen, Pi-Chao, China's Population Program at the Grass Roots Level. Studiesin
Family Flanning. August 1973,

7. Brian Johnson in People, Oct. 1973.
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there are many countries where the growth is practically nil, or even negative
(Western Germany). If we look at reproduction, we will find that there
are many countries where the number of children born is less than what is
required for the long run maintenance of the present population sze

As regards resource-use and environment damage we find, on the other
hand, increase rates which are redlly rapid.

A reduced population growth may very well, a least in the short run,
cause increased harm to environment, because families with children have
less time and money to spare, which can be used for environmental damage.
Here as in other connections it is not justified to argue "ceteris pari-bus’. A
small number of persons can cause much more damage to environment than
a big number—it al depends on the kind of industry. To solve
environmental problems will require a production system which is not
based on the profit motive®

The main reason why the above arguments about the desire for a reduced
population growth in the developed countries turn up now is because
representatives for developed countries in their contacts with countries of
the Third World so often have heard that the family planning arguments
are racist-imperiaist. The supposed reason why Americans and others are
so fond of preaching family planning is because they fear that the
peoples of the Third Word will become too numerous and that as a con-
sequence power will be lost to them.

By maintaining that a reduced population growth is considered relevant to
developed countries as well, the family planning advocates hope to divert
attention from the real issue, which is exploitation of the poor by the rich.
Thisimplies that the argumentation is dishonest.

"We must concentrate all our efforts on family planning. New and better
contraceptives should be constructed and they must be distributed
inan efficient way. Sterilisation and abortion must also be given abig
role".

8. Enzensberger, Hans Magnus, A Critique of Political Ecology. New Left Review.
March-April 1974, (Origind in German in Kursbuch 33 October 1973.)
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The term ‘family planning' is of recent origin. It was invented because it
was considered easier to make people accept this phrase than the old
term "birth control”. In principle family planning aso includes measures in
order to help sterile couples to have children, but there can be no doubt
that those who talk about family planning dmost wholly think in terms of
alimitation in the number of births.

There are groups who for mora reasons are opposed to dissemination of
contraceptives and propaganda for their use. This is because sexual
intercourse, especailly in certain Christian circles> is accepted among
married persons only. To disseminate contraceptives is consdered to imply
support of the idea that sexual intercourse can have any other purpose
than procreation and will lead to promiscuity.

There is no reason to disagree with the family planning propagandists
that this is an absurd attitude. Why should unmarried persons be deprived
of their right to a sexua life ? Moreover, in countries of the Third World
nearly al grown-up persons are married.

The family planning controversy does not refer to a positive or a negative
attitude towards family planning as such. In fact the most ardent non-
Mdthusianists are normally positive towards both contraceptives and
abortion and maintain that the right to have the number of children they
want should be given to dl women, most of whom at present do not have
access to contraceptives. A limited number of births is aso a prerequisite
for the liberation of women.

Why is it then that there is a controversy? The answer is that the Mal-
thusianists create the impression that population growth is a main issue
and that it is possible in this way to achieve something. In this way attertion
is drawn from the unequal distribution of wealth and power in soaely.

Sometimes the impression is created that the main point is to construct
new contraceptives arid to distribute them efficiently. This is obvioudy not
correct. In countries where family planning is now generd, the limitation in
the number of births started long before present-day contraceptives were
available. If people redly want to limit their number of births they have
adways found the means of doing so; coitus interruptus (with-
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drawal), abortion and murder of infants being the most common means
used in the past.

Nobody denies thet contreceplives ae a beter way of limiting the number
of children than the other methods mentioned, but there is very little
evidence that even a very efficient family planning program in a less de-
veloped country will have any consderable effect on the number of
births.

This fact is more and more accepted aso by the most ardent family
planning enthusiasts. It is therefore somewhat amazing to find that so
much weight is given to have more and more governments in countries of
the Third World accept programs, governments which often have a very
weak support among the population at large. One is tempted to ask if thisis
because there are business interests involved in the sale of contraceptives or
because an officid family planning program in a country makes it
possible for numerous field workers to penetrate the country.

There is a risk that family planning advocates when discovering that
their programs don't work, will become desparate and try to promote
coercive measures. Compulsory sterilisation and other such more or less
fascist measures have already been mentioned in the literature.

Why is it that efforts to spread the ideas of family planning largdly fail,
why is it that one can so often hear stories about contraceptives being
used for quite other purposes than the intended ones ? The answer is
smple; it is because people are convinced that many children are to their
benefit. How it worked in an Indian village has been demonstrated by
Mamdani.® There are furthermore many interview surveys, which confirm
that the number of children, which families in countries of the Third World
wish to have, is quite high and much higher than the number which, with
present-day mortality, is required for the reproduction of the population. A
recent survey for Ghana covering a sample of 21000 married women
showed that among rural women who aready had 4 to 5 children 60 per
cent wanted more children than they had. For urban women the percentage
was only dightly lower, 50 per cent. The women in the survey gave 6.0
children as the idedl size of afamily.’® A smilar sur-

9. Mamdani, Mahmood, The Myth of Population Control: Family, Caseand Classinan
Indian Village. New York : Monthly Review Press, 1972.
10. Gaisie, S. K., Determinants of Population Growth in Ghana. Canberra 1973.
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vey for Nigeria showed that women with 4 to 6 children wished to have 2
to3childrenmore™

Occasondly damilar surveys have given a result that the women ex-
press the wish for a smdler sze than they have, but replies of this kind
are often given in order to please the interviewer, and the tendency n
any case is dways the same; women wish to have a number of children
much larger than what is required for reproduction.

Are thee paopde wrog in thar convidion ? No, in mod countries of the
Third world the bulk of the population lives on agriculture, which most
often is of the sdf-subsigtent type. In agriculture of this type it is to the
benefit of the family and the parents to have many children. The children
are put to work at a very early stage and may dready before they are 10
years old make an important contribution to the production of the
household. Furthermore, the parents are very wdl aware of the fact that
there is no other old age pension or sickness insurance than what is pro-
vided through their own children when grown up. The more children
they give birth to and the more of these survive, the better the Stuation of
the parents will be. This is the smple explanation why family plamig
dfartsindevdoping countieshave o litleeffet 2

TheProper Non-Malthudanis Arguments

Mog o the idedogcd ad economic dsousson about popdaion pro-
levs is vad o danogeaay, which meas e agumats eoout populaion
growth are in terms of annuad population growth and doubling periods
only. Thisis not satifactory.

There is especidly reason to sress that changes in mortdity and fertility
become manifet so dowly; we may speak about the "demographic
inertid'. If mortdity in a population declines, there is bound to be a
long period of population growth, for the smple reason that people live
longer. In 0 far as mortdity declines among children and in the younger
s the consouance will futhemore be that the number of parats nisss
Theconsaopencewill bean autoetic rieintrenumbe of births

11. Acsadi G, I.,and Igun, A. A. and Johnson, G. Z., Surveys of Fertility, and Family

Family Planning in Nigeria. IPMS Publication No. 2 lle-Ife 1972.
12. For afurther exposition of these views, see Mamdani's book, quoted in note 9.
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Even if the number of births per women rapidly declines to not more
than what is required for reproduction, there will be a long period of
rgod populaioninreese—say S0t0 75 years

Not long ago mortdity among infants, children and young persons in
most populations was 0 high that fertile families had to give births to
may dilden, sy 6 a even mare ahawise the populdion o the villege or
the country would soon perish. For thousands of years populations Mg
unde coditionsaf high martdity have been avare of thisfect.

In recat decadess motdity ad in patiada infat motdity hes fdlen
dadicdly nealy evaywhae As a conssquence a much reduoad number of
births is required in order to maintain the population—perhaps not more
then thvee chlden pg famly on a0 avaae Famlies mey gaddly
become aware of this new stuation and come to the conclusion that the
number o auaviving dhildren is becoming too lage But the reedion in the
form of actud measures in order to limit family $ze may be quite dow,
uessthareisdso argad economic devdopmat.

In al developed countries the number of children has fdlen to a low
levd in g with indendission We nmey eqpatt a smila devdopmat to
take place in the wake of indugtrialisation in the countries which are now
cdled devdgping. But arethey redlly developing ?

The reeson why the tam "devdoping' hes rgdeced the more adequete
tem "udadevdoped’ o les devdoped' is of coue becaue the fird-
mattioned ward aestes the impresson thet the counties are devdgping. In
this way the impoverishment and exploitation which teke place are
concedled.

The ddindion bawen gomh ad dedopmat is fudematd. If it
shdl be possible to talk about development, dl sectors of the economy
mue be indved A dosgr souiny will dsdos howeve, thet in mogt
cases the economic growth is concentrated in certain sectors of the eco-
nomy and in certain groups of the population only.

If there is rgad economic and sodd devdopmat, emlradng dl layas of
the population, we can be pretty sure that there will dso be a rapid
dedineintrenumbea o births But if thereisane-gded growth, imaly-
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ing that the main bulk of the population is left behind in poverty, then
thedevdgoment tovards areduoed number of birthswill bequitedow.

Breach of the present national and internationa power Sructures is a
nesssty  prerequiste for a comprehedve economic ad sodd  devdop-
ment in the Third World countries. Economic and socid development of
this kind is a necessity if argpid decline in the number of births shadl take
place. Population thus adds to the argument that politica reforms must be
carried out in the Third World countries.

The UNWorld Population Year

United Nations documents must be written so as to please everybody.
The consequence is that they are full of contradictions and in their entirdy
mey nat pleese aybody. But evaybody can Hedt paragrgohs which can be
quoted and made use of in gppropriate connections. This applies to the
documents produced in relation to the World Population Confarence
and ather aivitiesduning 1974,

It is very important that people become aware of the fact that there are
dap iddogcd dffeaos in the fidd of popdaion If the cotrovades
ae hiddn, te fd®e ad aupafiad noions will domirete ad pegde wil
not becomeawaredf thered issues

Thae ae for idedoges in the fidd of popddion the neo-Mdthuean,
the natiordist, the mord and the anti-imperidist. They ought dl to come
out in the open.

We may note that the advocates of the first ideology, which has been
criticised at length above, have of late become more cautious than be-
fore® Family planning advocates frequently admit that their programs
don't work, and there is more stress on the necessity for socio-economic
devdopmat.

But most development programs don't work. We may say that the
modg widegoreed lieof our imeisthet the presant devdl opment prograns

13. A good exampleis Sullivan, John H. and Chester, John C., US Aid of Population/
Family Planning in Asia. US Government Printing Office : Washington D. C. 1973.
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for the countries in the Third World are leading them to the road of
rgoid sodd and economic devdopmatt.

The ndiondig idedogy is fird and foramogt rgresated by the goven
ments of certain countries in Lain America and Africa, which maintain
that these countries welcome large families and a rapid increase in thar
popudions But this is a hdlov agumaidion; thee govarmats have so
far not taken any stepsin order to provide for their present popuaion

The third or mora ideology seems to be disgppearing in spite of the
Pepdl Encydicasomeyearsago

Remains the fourth, anti-imperidist ideology. That this approach has
ganed goud recatly is dealy visble fram the postive intaed, recaved by
dffeet ddemats prepared in rdaion to the Wardd Populaion year ad
sgnedby alargerumber of paople™

14. Enzyklika Humanae Vitae, by Pope Paul VI, dated 25 July 1968.;

15. One such statement is headed "Population Growth and Social Development. Statement
at the occasion of the Worid Population Year 1974". Among the original signatories are Marios
Nikolinakos, Professor, Free University, Berlin West, and the author of the present article. It
is obtainable from Mr Heinz Wewer, Fahrenheiststrasse 39, DI000 Berlin 45 Germany
(Berlin West). Another statement is headed "Better Lives or Fewer People ?' It isissued by

Emerging Population Alternatives, c/o American Freedom from Hunger Foundation, 1100 17th
Street, N. W. 701, Washington, D. C. 20036.
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