ON VALUES IN POPULATION THEORY
LeicaTtoN vanN Nort?

ALUES have not been a conspicuous problem for most
contemporary demographers. Insofar as values are
presumed to affect demographic behavior, they cus-

tomarily appear in the context either of social-psychological
theories of fertility? or economic models built on considerations
of comparative costs and preferences.® Despite the fact that
demography 1s customarily grouped as a sub-discipline within
sociology departments, to this day little use has been made of
sociological perspectives on values, except for rather ad hoc con-
sideration of mobility aspirations, opportunities for women,
secularization, and the like. It is the thesis of this paper that
demographers have—on the whole—accepted the dominant
values of our own Western society in an uncritical fashion,
and thus have felt little need for sociological perspective on
those values. To put the matter quite strongly, I allege that
much of demographic theory is culture-bound. Its account of
demographic reality rests in part on humanistic value-postu-
lates derived from Western culture.

The assertion that much of demographic theory is culture-
bound is not only controversial, but somewhat brash. The pres-
ent paper is intended to be provocative rather than definitive.
Supporting documentation representative of the very broad
range of demographic theory would require several papers as
long as this one. Here the argument can only be illustrated by
brief comment on one body of theory in which the writer hap-
pens to be especially interested—the theory of demographic

1 From the Department of Sociology and Anthropology, Princeton University.
This paper was prepared for oral delivery at the meetings of the Eastern Sociologi-
cal Society, Boston, Mass., April 23-24, 1960. Some notes have been added.

2 Whelpton, P. K. and Kiser, Clyde V. (eds.): SociaL anp PsycHoLogicAL Fac-
tors AFFECTING FErTILITY. New York: Milbank Memorial Fund, 5 vols., 1946-1958.

3 See, for example, Gottlieb, Manuel: The Theory of Optimum Population for a
Closed Economy. Journal of Political Economy, December, 1945, 53, pp. 289-316.
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transition. This body of theory dealing with the effects of ur-
banization and industrialization on birth rates and death rates
is not, however, merely an arbitrary selection, for it is a truly
collective crystallization of the thinking of a number of well-
known demographers, and has indeed been characterized as
demography’s best claim to general theoretical development.*
In addition, transition theory represents a salient point of con-
tact between scholarly work in demography and public policy.

I believe that transition theory fails to attain complete ob-
jectivity in a number of respects. These include (1) its failure
to distinguish adequately between (a) structural concomitants
of urbanization and industrialization, such as changes in the
family and social stratification, and (b) concurrent changes in
values which we take for granted; (2) failure to deal in any
thorough-going way with abortion and infanticide as alterna-
tives of “approved” methods of birth control; (3) implicit faith
in the viability of the existing world order despite recognized
demographic pressures; and (4) a moralistic attitude toward
mortality comparable to certain religious orientations toward
fertility. I should add that these allegations have purposely
been stated in somewhat stronger form than is really justified;
some qualifications will appear below, as each of these points is
developed.

1. Values as Interveming Variables. Kingsley Davis has
pointed out that we must never forget that “motivational link-
ages” generally intervene between external conditions and
demographic behavior.® Insofar as demographic changes are
the consequence of purposive human behavior, this is always
the case. Yet the question of the extent to which improvements
in health are required by urbanization and industrialization, as
opposed to simply being made technically feasible, has never
been adequately investigated. The issue is by-passed when it

¢ Vance, Rupert B.: Is Theory for Demographers? Social Forces, October, 1952,

31, pp. 9-13. )

5 Davis, Kingsley: The Demographic Consequences of Changes in Productive
Technology: An Essay on the Problem of Measurement. I» International Social
Science ‘Council: Sociar, EcoNnomic aAND TEcHNOLOGICAL CHANGE: A THEORETICAL

APPROACH. Paris, 1958, p. 199.
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1s asserted that good health and long life are universal human
values which are bound to be implemented when possible. For
example, to what extent mwust morbidity be reduced to provide
a suitable industrial labor force? What is the least favorable
mortality schedule compatible with urban-industrial life?
These empirical questions are usually not even raised, let alone
answered.” “Universal human values” do not dispose of the
probability that health conditions deteriorated in the early in-
dustrial cities of Western Europe before beginning their long
secular improvement,® nor rule out the possibility that improved
health might be assigned a lower priority than other human
values, in practice. Must mortality inevitably fall with indus-
trialization? And how far?

A parallel question may be posed with regard to the effect of
urbanization and industrialization on fertility. Is the trans-
formation of an ideal of many children into an ideal of fewer
healthy children inevitable, or just desirable? Would fertility
have fallen in the same fashion if new standards of child-welfare
had not come to prevail in the West? Perhaps we take too
much for granted in assuming the same pattern of fertility de-
cline in newly industrializing countries.

2. Abortion and Infanticide as Alternatives to Birth Control.
There are reasons for believing that infanticide existed in pre-
industrial Europe, despite church teachings.® We have every

6 Notestein, Frank W.: Knowledge, Action, People. University, Fall, 1959, 2,
pp. 21-3; Davis, Kingsley: Human Sociery. New York: Macmillan, 1949, pp.
562—4; cf. Moore, Wilbert E.: Sociology and Demography, in Hauser, P. M. and
Duncan, O. D.: THE STupY OF PoPULATION: AN INVENTORY AND APPRAISAL. Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1959, p. 837.

7 Notestein, for example, simply states, “Rapid improvements in health are neces-
sary for the effective utilization of modern technology . . .” (Frank W. Notestein,
“Abundant Life.” Address delivered at a seminar on “The Problems of the Population
Growth in Underdeveloped Countries and the Desirability of Family Planning,” held
at Karachi, Pakistan, September 8-15, 1959, under the auspices of the Institute of
Development Economics of the Government of Pakistan and the Population Council,
Inc. Ms. copy on file at Princeton University Library.) Such statements are commonly
regarded as self-evident, and not in need of any special qualification.

8 United Nations: THE DETERMINANTS AND CONSEQUENCES OF PoOPULATION
Trenps. New York, 1953, pp. 52-53.

9 Russell, Josiah C.: Brrrisu MEp1AEvaL PopuraTion. Albuquerque: University
of New Mexico Press, 1948, p. 160.
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reason to believe that it subsequently disappeared. Certainly
by Western humane standards, it is abhorrent. But it can be
argued that it is also highly efficient. Unlike the practice of
birth control, it does not require a long sequence of highly com-
petent individual actions to avoid an event which on each oc-
casion has only a low probability of occurring. Infanticide is a
measure designed to alter a situation which has already hap-
pened, and requires a minimum of foresight and calculation.
Moreover, unlike birth control, it permits selection of the type
of offspring desired. Female infanticide, for example, will re-
duce fertility in the next generation while saving males for the
labor force, and other types of selection are possible. Much the
same effect can be produced by differential treatment of off-
spring, so that mortality is higher among some types of infants
than among others. From a value-neutral perspective, infant
mortality may in certain situations be highly functional. Even
abortion has the advantage of coping with an unwanted con-
tingency which has become highly probable. I think it rather
unlikely that on the basis of Western experience, demographers
would have foreseen the present Japanese pattern of abortion
in advance.” It is not inconceivable that elsewhere infanticide
or infant mortality may come to play a similar role in the con-
text of an urban, industrial society.

3. Continuance of Present World Order. Demographic anal-
ysis of the problems of underdeveloped areas almost always is
developed in terms of fertility and mortality, with really large-
scale migration or redistribution of present world resources ex-
cluded. The major exception to this statement is the perceptive
treatment of these problems by Dr. Warren S. Thompson.*
There has been enough offensive talk about the “yellow pernl”
and “rising tide of color” to make most demographers shy away
from analysis of this prospect. Even entirely aside from values,
if we do not assume a continuance of present world order, it is

10 For a description of the Japanese pattern of abortion, see Taeuber, Irene B.:

THE PoPULATION OF JAPAN. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1958, pp. 275-8.
11 Most recently in his PopuLaTion AND PROGRESs IN THE Far EasT. Chicago:

University of Chicago Press, 1959.
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difficult to know what alternative assumptions to select. Never-
theless, we must face the fact that in the last analysis many de-
mographic and economic differentials are maintained by mili-
tary force, resting on superior organization and technology,
which stands behind barriers to the free movement of popula-
tions. Really impermeable borders are by no means the rule in
world history; if anything, they seem rather unstable. There is a
real possibility that in the long-run, poverty and high fertility
may displace wealth and restricted fertility, rather than the re-
verse which is expected. The probability of such an outcome
cannot even be estimated without careful analysis of the extent
of the demographic pressures which are likely to be generated in
the course of the present century. We need empirical work
which does not stop with the conclusion that fertility must fall
in underdeveloped areas, even though the alternatives may be
repugnant.*?

4. Mortality. Perhaps most important of all is the question of
mortality. We customarily assume that mortality will fall as
rapidly as is technically feasible, and I have already touched
on this 1ssue. Not only do demographers assume that this is
desirable, but we tend to regard it as inevitable. The issue is
obscured by assertions that no government can successfully
withhold available means of improved health from its people.
Can it realistically be argued that there was effective demand
on the part of the people of Ceylon for the DDT campaign
which so dramatically reduced Ceylonese mortality?** And
will a skort-run insistence on maximizing health and longevity
at every point in time and space actually promote long-run im-
provement as successfully as a more flexible approach? Even
as a moral issue, the answer is not inherently obvious.

But assuming that our aim is objective analysis, we cannot

12 A recent example of even a political analysis by a demographer which virtu-
ally stops at this point is Philip M. Hauser’s vice-presidential address for Section K
of the American Association for the Advancement of Science: Demographic Dimen-
sions of World Politics. Science, June 3, 1960, 131, No. 3414, pp. 1641-7.

18 Taeuber, Irene B.: Ceylon as a Demographic Laboratory. Population Index,
October, 1949, 15, No. 4, pp. 293-304; Sarkar, N. K.: Toe DEMocrAPEY OF CEYLON.
Colombo: Ceylon Government Press, 1957.
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ignore the possibility that totalitarian regimes may choose to
defer short-run gains in health and longevity in the interests of
more successful long-run development. Precedent is provided
by the Soviet assignment of a low priority to desired consumer’s
goods in the interests of more rapid industrialization. This oc-
curred despite what I take to be a well nigh universal human
value involving a preference for a higher standard of living as
opposed to a Jower standard of living. If Communist China, for
example, were to defer rapid improvements in health until the
means were available for a nearly simultaneous reduction in
fertility, the pattern predicated by transition theory would be
significantly altered. Although Kingsley Davis has noted that
“a totalitarian government 1s less restricted by the predelictions
of the people. .. To eliminate undesired populations they have
tended to rely upon increased mortality rather than lowered fer-
tility.”** I have not been able to find in the demographic litera-
ture any serious analysis of the possibilities of a purely amoral
and opportunistic policy toward mortality. I think such an
analysis is needed. It would be a fatal flaw if the general theory
of demographic change turned out to be valid only for societies
oriented in a rather specific way to Western democratic and
humanitarian values.

Sources oF VALUE COMMITMENTS IN DEMOGRAPHY

The foregoing illustrations have identified four issues of po-
tentially major theoretical importance in which possible alter-
natives have been subjected to little exploration and analysis.
If even one of them is found to be valid, the consequences
would be important. In the space remaining, I would like to
suggest some sources of intrusive values in demographic
analysis.?®

14 Population and the Further Spread of Industrial Society. Proceedings of the
American Philosophical Society, February, 1951, 95, No. 1, p. 17.

15 The emphasis here has been on the possible importance of a particular culture
in influencing demographic theory. It appears that humanistic values have had wide

currency in the “high” civilizations of Europe and Asia for many centuries, and it is
often difficult to separate personal adherence to such values from a quite objective con-

(Continued on page 393)
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Demography is a highly quantitative discipline. Unlike
many sociologists, demographers are generally averse to high-
level theory, preferring to stay close to the specifics of quantita-
tive data. The relative ease with which the demographic vari-
ables of fertility, mortality, and migration are operationalized
lends an objective quality to demography not often enjoyed by
other sociological specialties. Perhaps as a consequence, demo-
graphic thinking tends to be polarized into highly specific, de-
tailed, empirical research and not very rigorous “common
sense” broad theoretical interpretation. The difficulty which
would-be critics of transition theory have experienced in de-
termining the precise content of the theory is a reasonably clear
example.”® The relative ease with which intrusive values are
excluded from empirical research by the very procedures em-
ployed has made it less necessary for demographers to grapple
with value problems in much of their day-to-day professional
activity. Cultural relativism scarcely seems to be a pressing
problem. Yet the nature of the market for the results of demo-
graphic research poses unusual problems.

First of all, historically, the development of demography has
been intimately associated with actuarial work and with vital
statistics. The consumers of such data are usually interested in
improved health and human welfare. Much of the financial
support for demography as a discipline has been related to an
interest in public health on the part of governments and foun-
dations. This interest is not only legitimate but highly com-
mendable, and has brought about dramatic advances in human

viction that they will inescapably guide the actions of others. Another alternative ex-
planation of the gaps in analysis suggested in this paper would be that they are the
consequence of a conviction that industrialization, as a social and economic process,
and Westernization, as a cultural process involving the diffusion of humanistic values,
are empirically inseparable. While historically this conviction seems quite plausible,
the structural necessity of an association of industrialization with humanistic values
remains to be demonstrated. How much variability in value-systems is possible in
the context of an industrial society is the master question to which virtually all of
the issues raised in this paper can be related. Unfortunately, history does not provide
even two statistically independent cases of industrialization for investigation.

16 van Nort, Leighton: Biology, Rationality, and Fertility: A Footnote to Tran-
sition Theory. Eugenics Quarterly, September, 1956, 3, No. 3, pp. 157-60, and ref-
erences cited therein.
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welfare. Nevertheless, as sociologists we would expect 1t to have
latent consequences for emphases in demographic thinking, con-
sequences less likely to be examined because the desirability of
improving human welfare is so obvious.*’

Second, the influence of demographers on public policy is not
a purely one-way proposition. A body of theory such as tran-
sition theory is as much a theory of policy as a scientific theory.
Research and analysis in such a context tends to be guided by
the practical and the desirable. On the whole, I do not think
there is very much “pure” research in demography, in the sense
in which we speak of “pure” science, pursued without regard to
applications. Yet as the history of other disciplines has demon-
strated, “applied” research is not always the shortest route to

the desired application.*®
In conclusion, I believe that future progress in demographic
theory will be promoted by analysis based on a wider variety

17 Thus, for example, Hauser, op. cit., declares, “Although it is true that de-
creased death rates were largely responsible for the population explosion in the past
and are foreseen to be a large factor in the future, the adoption of a policy to increase
mortality, or to diminish efforts to increase longevity, 1s unthinkable.” (p. 1646;
emphasis supplied.)

Similarly, Notestein, “Abundant Life,” o0p. cit.: “Rapid improvements in health
are necessary for the effective utilization of modern technology, and useful as a
first step in developing a national understanding of the need for modernization.
These are, of course, the least of their virtues. The attainment of better health is an
end in itself—if not the ultimate goal, at least one of the most important goals
toward which we strive.

“It is these considerations which make the writer lose all patience with those
who argue that improvements in health may come too rapidly. Fortunately there
are few supporters of this position. Its thoughtlessness is shown by the fact that
their concern about the dangers of improved health always relates to another popu-
lation—not to their own. The idea that we should fail to support rapid improve-
ment in public health in order to avoid a rate of population growth that spells
catastrophe is in the same abysmal moral category as the doctrine of preventive
war. In essence, it advocates tragedy now as a means of avoiding predicted tragedy
in the future. The position is as #mmoral as it is unsound from an economic point of
view.” (Emphasis supplied.)

While arguments such as those in the final paragraph quoted have undoubted
emotional appeal, their intellectual validity is rather dubious. The nub of the issue
is the respective magnitudes of present and future tragedy, and the desirability of
minimizing the sum of the two.

180Of course, “pure” research questions cannot be pursued without data, and
the bulk of the demographer’s data is collected by agencies other than the scholar
himself, usually agencies of government. Recognition of the unavoidable bias given
to research by dependence on such data lends great importance to the deployment
of private resources along different and balancing lines dictated by more intrinsic
theoretical concerns.
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of assumptions. Sociological analysis has revealed that many
undesirable features of society come into existence or persist
because they serve unrecognized functions. Much the same
conclusion may emerge with regard to undesired demographic
phenomena, as indeed is true already in certain areas not dealt
with in this paper.’® As Robert Merton has demonstrated in
another field of sociology,* major gains in understanding can
follow from a close examination of patterns which scarcely meet
with approval in terms of our personal values.

19 For example, the functional importance of high fertility from the point of view
of individual families in high fertility areas has been analyzed by numerous writers.

20 Merton, Robert K.: Manifest and Latent Functions. I SociaL THEORY AND
SocIaL STrRucTURE. Glencoe, Ill.: Free Press, 1949, pp. 71-81.



