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The parts of the Western hemisphere lying south of the United 
States demonstrate that economic development does not necessarily 
occur when vast new lands are opened up for exploitation. The Carib­
bean and Central and South American region as a whole comprises an 
area some 12 times the size of Southern Europe. At the time o f colon­
ization, this area, relatively free from densely settled native populations, 
was fabulously rich in untapped resources. Here could have been 
created a society with a level of living as high as any known. Here, on 
a grand scale, the New World could have proved itself really new in 
terms of human welfare. But now, some four centuries after the start 
of colonization, the peoples in these areas are distinguished by their 
poverty rather than by their wealth. This circumstance is all the more 
tragic since the opportunity to exploit relatively vacant lands of such 
size, richness, and convenience will not come again.

The lesson of Latin America is worth emphasizing, because there are 
still those— especially in the region itself—who view the settlement of 
empty lands as the solution to economic and demographic problems. 
There are still those who attribute the prosperity of the United States 
and Canada, o f Australia and New Zealand, to their “ abundant na­
tural resources.”
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The inaccuracy of such “ new-lands”  reasoning can be shown by 
comparing Latin America with the rest of the world. In 1958, among 
the world’s nations for which data were obtainable,1 28 Latin American 
countries and territories had together approximately 20.9 per cent of 
the territory, 10.3 per cent of the population, and only 6.5 per cent of 
the gross domestic product of the grand total.2 When the United States 
is omitted from the world total, on the ground that it dominates the 
world scene, the share of Latin America in territory rises to 23.6 per 
cent, its share of population to 11.4 per cent, and its share of gross 
domestic product to 11.9 per cent. It seems, therefore, that Latin Amer­
ica’s richness in land does not make it rich economically.

Similar conclusions can be reached by comparing the situation in 
Latin American countries with those of the old countries from which 
colonists predominantly came. Despite their new and abundant lan^ 
the Latin American countries are generally inferior to the latter na­
tions in economic level. In 1958, for instance, the per capita gross do­
mestic product o f Portugal (U.S. $212) was exceeded by 19 of the 28 
Latin American countries and territories on our list, but the figure for 
Spain (U.S. $324) was exceeded by only 11, and that of Italy (U.S. 
$493) by only two. In terms o f averages the comparison runs as 
follow s: 3

Per Capita 
Product in 1958

28 Latin American countries and territories $295
3 Old countries (Italy, Portugal, Spain) 407

Except for Venezuela, even the more promising Latin American coun­
tries have generally failed to outdistance the homelands. Brazil’s per 
capita income ($252 in 1958) is not impressively better than Portugal’s 
($212); Argentina’s figure of $476 and Chile’s figure of $352 are both 
better than that o f Spain ($324) but worse than that o f Italy ($493). 
On the average the “new lands”  o f M iddle and South America have 
brought less wealth to their peoples than have the “ old lands” of the 
mother countries.

Comparison with other newly settled lands is even more instructive. 
Australia, for instance, is similar to Argentina in geography, lateness of 
settlement, economic base; yet its per capita income is two and one 
half times as high. New Zealand can be compared with Chile in its na­
tural endowment, but its per capita income is more than three and one
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half times greater. It looks as though the decisive factor has not been 
the abundance of natural resources or the ratio of resources to people. 
Rather, it has been the institutional system by which the people were 
organized and the resources were utilized.

ECONOMIC BACKWARDNESS AND REGIONAL POPULATION GROWTH

Whatever the factors are that have prevented economic development 
in Latin America to an extent commensurate with the region’s abun­
dant natural resources, they must bear some relation— as cause or as 
effect—to the demographic history of the region. At the grossest level, 
the failure to achieve a satisfactory rate of economic development 
was probably responsible for the predominantly slow population growth 
in Latin America until around 1900. However, population growth up 
to that date differed profoundly in various periods.

During the first 175 years of colonization, for example, the popula­
tion of the Latin American region as a whole declined. The immigra­
tion of Europeans and Africans was hardly strong enough to compensate 
for the decimation of the native Indians, who were originally numerous 
in Central M exico and the Andean plateaus. The population of 64 
towns in Central Mexico fell at an average rate o f -3 .8  per cent per 
year between 1550 and 1570.* The estimated population o f the whole 
Central Mexican area apparently fell continually from about 1500 
until well into the 17th century, after which a slow increase began.6 
The history seems to have been roughly similar in the Andean regions.6

Even in regions where the native Indian population was small to 
begin with, as in much of the Caribbean, the early growth o f popula­
tion was slow. After 300 years of colonization, for example, the British 
Caribbean still had (in 1841-44) only some 864,000 people7— a figure 
achieved more by the importation of slaves than by natural increase. 
The white population of Jamaica was estimated at 4,500 in 1658 and 
at 25,000 in 1787.® Although the estimated slave population rose 
from 1,400 at the earlier of these dates to 211,000 at the later one, 
the rise, slow enough in itself, was entirely due to importation, because 
the average annual excess of deaths over births among slaves was 
normally between 2 and 4 per cent during this long period.® Puerto 
Rico, with only 45,000 inhabitants in 1765, some two centuries after 
settlement began, also had a very slow early growth that was similarly
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due to slave importation rather than to white immigration or natur 
increase.10 The loss o f population for Latin America as a whole was 
extremely severe in the early stages of colonization. It was greatest 
where the Indian population was most numerous, and it was overcome 
m ain ly  in areas where native Indians were few and where sugar or 
other plantation crops permitted the wholesale importation of slaves. 
The early loss was due largely to factors over which the colonizing 
countries had little control. When aboriginal populations are engulfed 
and disorganized by invading Europeans, they invariably suffer ex­
tremely high death rates from  new diseases, alcohol, warfare, violence, 
displacement, and exposure. The same fate met the African slaves 
who, though more accustomed to the diseases and vices of the Old 
W orld, were transported from their old surroundings into completely 
new ones. The European colonists themselves had great difficulty 
adjusting to the rigors o f new and often hostile environments. The 
holocaust was extreme in the Latin American region, both because 
colonization came early and because it derived from southern Europe 
where health conditions were probably slightly worse, the level of 
living being somewhat lower than in northwest Europe.

Although population loss for the region as a whole appears to have 
been stemmed around 1675, the rate of growth rose only very slowly 
after that. It is doubtful that, from 1700 to 1750, the region’s rate of 
increase was as great as that of the whole world outside of the Western 
Hemisphere. After 1750 it picked up; but if the estimates for 1750 to 
1900 are roughly true, then, as Table 1 shows, the population of 
Central and South America always grew more slowly than that of 
the U.S.A.-Canada. Indeed, according to the estimates, the population 
of Northern America increased about 14 times from 1800 to 1900, 
whereas that of Latin America rose about three times. The only ex­
planation of this slower growth is to be found in the economic stagna­
tion o f the region, for by this time the pecularities of early coloniza­
tion were over.11

Clearly, Latin America’s reputation as having close to the world’s 
fastest growing population has been earned recently. Only since 1920 
has the region’s human multiplication exceeded that o f U.S.A.-Canada. 
It was the fact o f faster growth through the 19th century that enabled 
Northern America, though starting (owing to later colonization and 
fewer aborigines) with probably less than a third the number in Latin 
America in 1800, to have about 30 per cent more people in 1920.

22



TABLE 1. POPULATION GROWTH IN NORTHERN AMERICA, LATIN 
AMERICA, AND THE REST OP THE WORLD, 1750-1960 PROJECTED 
TO 2000

Average Annual Per 
Cent Growth In

Population (millions) Prior Period
Northern Latin Rest of Northern Latin Rest of

Dates
1750

America
1.3

America
11.1

World
648

America America World

1800 5.7 18.9 811 3.0 1.1 0.5
1850 26 33 1,039 3.0 1.1 0.5
1900 81 63 1,407 2.3 1.3 0.6
1920 117 91 1,603 1.9 1.9 0.7
1930 135 109 1,771

1,972
1.4 1.8 1.0

1940 146 131 .8 1.9 1.1
1950 167 162 2,181 1.4 2.1 1.0
1960 199 206 2,590 1.8 2.4 1.7

Projected:
1970 225 265 2,990 1.2 2.6 1.5
1980 254 349 3,617 1.2 2.8 1.9
1990 283 455 4,402

5,376
1.1 2.7 2.0

2000 312 592 1.0 2.7 2.0

Sources: Estimates through 1900 from A. M. Carr-Saunders, W orld Population, Oxford, 
Clarendon Press, 1936, p. 42. Estimates for 1920 through 1960 from United Nations, D emo­
graphic Y earbook 1961, Table 2. Projections are the medium ones from United Nations, 
The Future Growth of W orld Population, New York, 1958, pp. 69-71.

If Latin American population growth, relative to industrializing 
New World countries, was retarded prior to W orld War I because of 
economic and political problems, how are we to explain the region’s 
much faster increase since then? Is it due to an economic performance 
superior to that of the highly industrial countries— or, for that matter, 
superior to that of virtually the rest of the world? The answer appears 
to be negative, and it underlines the fact that there is no known “ law”  
by which economic change and population change are compelled to 
move in a fixed relationship. It appears that the two opposite long-run 
population trends— the slower growth prior to W orld War I in relation 
to New W orld industrial countries, and the faster growth since then—  
are intimately connected with the same relative economic backward-



This thesis receives confirmation when we realize that it applies n°t 
only to Latin America but to other nonindustrial areas as well. Since 
W orld War I, for example, virtually all of the world’s backward regions 
have experienced an accelerating population growth, whereas the in­
dustrial countries have experienced a fluctuating but generally slower 
increase. The essential data are shown in Table 2. I f we summarize that 
table, showing the change over the whole period, we see that being a 
“ new”  region and being “ nonindustrialized”  have both contributed to 
rapidity of population growth since 1920:

Population (Millions) Per Cent
1920 1960 Change

Industrialized regions 564 800 41.8
Nonindustrialized 1,247 2,196 76.1
Old regions 1,253 2,066 64.9
New regions 558 957 71.5

Latin America’s pre-eminence in population growth since 1920 has 
been due to its having both of the growth-producing characteristics. 
It is unquestionably a “new”  region in the sense of having been opened 
up to European exploitation only in modern times without much com­
petition from indigenous peoples or cultures. It is also a predominantly 
agrarian area. It thus stands at the opposite extreme from northwest 
and central Europe, having grown in population more than five times 
as fast as that region:

Population (Millions) Per Cent
1920 1960 Change

Latin America 91 206 126.4
Central and Northwestern 227 281 23.8

Europe

One can see in Table 2 an augury of the future. Among the non­
industrial areas, it is the more crowded and less European that formerly 
showed the slower growth. Now, however, these same areas are be­
ginning to exhibit a rapid population increase rivaling that of Latin 
America. There was less difference between growth in Latin America 
and either Africa or Asia in 1950-60 than there was in 1920-30. In 
other words, acknowledging that Latin American countries are gen-
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TABLE 2. POPULATION GROWTH IN INDUSTRIAL AND NONINDUS­
TRIAL, OLD AND NEW, REGIONS, 1920-1980

Industrialized Regions 
Old1

Population
% increase per decade 

New2
Population (millions) 
%  increase

Nonindustrialized Regions 
Old8

Population 
% increase 

New4
Population 
% increase 

Latin America 
Population 
% increase 

Rest
Population 
% increase

1920 1930 m o 1950 I960 19805

227 242
6.6

255
5.4

261
2.4

281
7.7

321
6.8

337 383
13.6

418
9.1

441
5.6

519
17.7

692
15.6

1,026 1,137
10.8

1,283
12.9

1,447
12.8

1,785
23.4

2,563
19.8

221 253
14.5

293
15.8

351
19.8

438
24.8

645
21.4

(91) (109)
19.8

(131)
20.2

(162)
23.7

(206)
27.2

(349)
30.2

(130) (144)
10.8

(162)
12.5

(189)
16.7

(232)
22.8

(296)
12.9

Sources: D emographic Y earbook, United Nations, 1961, Table 2; ibid., 1960, Table 4;
Population and Vital Statistics Report, July 1, 1963; Future Growth of W orld Popula­
tion, United Nations, 1958, pp. 71-75.

1 Northwest and Central Europe.
2 U.S.A.-Canada, Australia-New Zealand, Japan, U.S.S.R.
8 Asia (except Japan), Egypt, Southern Europe.
4 Africa (except Egypt); Central, South, and Caribbean America, Oceania (except Aus­

tralia-New Zealand).
6 The projections used are those designated as “ medium.”  Percentage increase between 

1960 and 1980 is given on a per decade basis, for comparability with previous percentages.

erally in the upper levels o f development among the nonindustrial 
countries generally, we see that the association between population 
growth and economic backwardness is getting stronger. In the next 
few decades it is conceivable that Latin America will yield the leader­
ship in human multiplication to Africa and Asia. She apparently has 
already done this in the case of the Muslim parts of those two con­
tinents.
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Our conclusions, based on broad regions, gain greater precision when 
tested with nations as units. For instance, the contention o f the British 
economist, Colin Clark, that rapid population growth induces national 
progress,12 can be investigated, at least with reference to recent years. 
The Clark thesis acquires some plausibility from the association between 
human increase and industrialization in the past, when the European 
peoples outstripped the rest of the world demographically as well as 
economically, expanding over half the globe. It gains further plausibil­
ity from the tendency of population growth, in industrialized countries 
today, to fluctuate with business conditions. But in 34 underdeveloped 
countries, for which we can get data on both population growth and 
economic gain during the 1950’s, the correlation between the two vari­
ables is -.2 .

As for the Latin American nations themselves, they gained in per 
capita gross domestic product at an average rate of 2.0 per cent per 
year from 1945 to 1959. Since their population grew by 2.5 per cent 
per year, the two trends appear to be closely related. However, prosper­
ity was concentrated in the first part of the period, when the world 
demand for primary products from this region was brisk. In 1954-59

NATIONAL DEVELOPMENT AND POPULATION GROWTH

TABLE 3. POPULATION GROWTH AND GAIN IN PER CAPITA GROSS 
DOMESTIC PRODUCT, LATIN AMERICAN COUNTRIES, 1945-1959

Class 
Limits in
% Annual

1945—
Average
Annual

----- 1959
Average
Annual

1954—
Average
Annual

— 1959 
Average 
Annual

Increase in Number % Gain % Growth Number % Gain % Growth
GDP per of in GDP in Popu­ of in GDP in Popu­

Capita Countries per Capita lation Countries per Capita lation
3 .0 + 7 3.6 3.0 3 4.7 2.8
2.5 -  2.9 1 2.9 2.9 2 2.6 3.0
2.0 -  2.4 3 2.0 2.1 1 2.1 3.3
1.5 -  1.9 — — — 1 1.7 3.5
1.0 -  1.4 3 1.2 2.6 2 1.0 2.4
under 1.0 6 0.3 2.2 11 -1 .1 2.6

Source* United Nations, Economic Commission for Latin America, Economic Bulletin for
Latin America, VII, 221, October, 1962.
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the gain in GDP per person dropped to 1.3 per cent annually, but pop­
ulation growth rose to 2.7 per cent.13 One gets the impression that the
region’s population now goes on growing independently of economic 
loss or gain. This conclusion is buttressed by looking at a cross-tabula­
tion of the two variables. In Table 3, the countries with the highest 
economic gain tended to have a somewhat higher rate of population 
growth over the whole 1945-59 period, but for the years from 1954 to 
1959 there was no discernible relationship.

The figures just discussed concern the rate of change in both popu­
lation and economic level, regardless o f the nation’s stage of develop­
ment. If now we continue to look at the rate of population change but 
take as our economic reference the stage reached rather than the trend, 
we find scarcely any more connection. For instance, grouping 25 Latin 
American countries and territories according to their per capita income 
in 1958 and their population growth from 1940 to 1960, we find the 
following:

Class Boundaries Number Average Per Cent
According to 1958 of Growth in Population
Per Capita GDPU Countries 1940 to I9601*

350 or over 8 54.1
200-349 10 63.7
Under 200 7 58.2

It appears that the wealthiest and poorest countries tend to have 
slightly less population growth than the others within the region, but 
the differences are small. Since the wealthier countries get more immi­
gration, the differences would doubtless be greater if natural increase 
alone were used instead of total population growth. The wealthy group 
is composed of some nouveau-riche nations which have, so to speak, 
more human proliferation than befits their unaccustomed economic 
status. Thus Venezuela, with the highest per capita income in Latin 
America, gained 80.8 per cent in population between 1940 and 1960, 
and Trinidad-Tobago, the second highest in income, gained 73.5 per 
cent. The three nations traditionally standing high in degree of eco­
nomic level reached— Argentina, Chile, and Uruguay—have together 
an average of 42.8 per cent gain in population during the 20 years 
mentioned. The remainder of the eight nations deemed wealthiest 
according to 1958 GDP, show an average population gain of 60.9 per
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cent, which is still below that of the middle-income countries. ere 
is a suggestion in these data that the most economically advanced coun­
tries in Latin America have begun to restrain their population increase 
to a slight extent, and that some of the poorest ones, probably because 
of high mortality, have not yet reached their most rapid phase of 
growth.

The preceding consideration of population growth and economic 
phenomena thus indicates that Latin America is not peculiar in its 
demographic behavior but conforms to principles that fit the rest of 
the world. Prior to W orld War I it was the industrialized countries that 
grew most rapidly in population, while the nonindustrial ones, includ­
ing Latin America, lagged. Since W orld War I the relation between 
industrial and nonindustrial countries with respect to population 
growth has reversed itself throughout the world. So, Latin America’s 
population has grown more rapidly, as have other nonindustrial regions. 
Further, New World countries generally have shown more rapid popu­
lation growth than old countries, and Latin America has exhibited 
this tendency pre-eminently. Finally, among nonindustrial countries 
throughout the world today, it is impossible to find much relationship 
between economic improvement and population growth, and this is 
what we find in Latin America, although here, as elsewhere, the very 
poorest countries still seem to lag in population growth slightly behind 
the middle rank of underdeveloped nations.

POPULATION DYNAMICS IN LATIN AMERICA

An understanding of the relation between economic change and 
population growth requires, o f course, a knowledge of the specific 
mechanisms by which the two are connected. T o get such knowledge 
for Latin America, let us turn now to the comparative history of 
fertility, mortality, and natural increase in the region.

With respect to fertility, it appears that extremely high rates char­
acterized the countries o f the region in the late 19th century and prob­
ably before; that high rates still characterize all but the most developed 
of the nations; and that there is nevertheless evidence of responsiveness 
of fertility to both long-run and short-run economic changes. These 
features have seldom been fully appreciated, not only because of the 
tendency of analysts and commentators to evade historical study of
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Latin American demography, but also because of the reliance either 
on recorded births or on child-woman ratios for evidence. Birth regis­
tration varies in completeness from country to country and from time 
to time, and child-woman ratios are influenced both by undemumera- 
tion of children and by variations in childhood mortality.

Our approach to the determination of birth rates is more compre­
hensive. It is to recognize explicitly that there are, at bottom, only three 
independent sources of information on fertility— the census enumera­
tions, the official registration system, and special sample surveys; to 
utilize each of these sources as fully as possible as a check on the other 
two; and to exploit the corrected data from all three sources for the 
purpose of understanding the actual reproduction rates in the countries 
of the region. Our methods necessarily differ from one country to an­
other, depending on the availability of data. In general, however, we 
start with census data. One approach is to run the various age groups 
at a census back to the number of births that must have occurred to 
give rise to these groups. This can be done by applying reverse survival 
rates or by adding the registered deaths by age. The procedure is su­
perior to taking child-woman ratios as indices of fertility, because all 
age groups (not just the 0-5 or the 0-9 groups) are utilized; thus we 
obtain estimates of births for several decades from one census, and get 
several estimates for a single decade from different censuses. The chil­
dren 0-9 in a census taken in 1890, for instance, will yield an estimate 
of births from 1880 to 1890, but so will the persons aged 10-19 in a 
census taken in 1900. However, this technique must often be abandoned 
or independently checked, because it assumes that accurate life tables 
or registered deaths-by-age are available. When, as usually happens, 
such accuracy cannot be guaranteed, we use the reported deaths only 
to get a first approximation. If they are reported by age, we add the 
deaths under age 5 to the population age 5 at the census to arrive at a 
first estimate of births. If deaths are not reported by age, we assume that 
the proportion of all deaths which occur under age 5 is similar to that 
known under roughly comparable situations. With this ratio and with 
the natural increase derived from intercensal growth corrected for net 
migration, we can calculate births independently of the accuracy of 
death registration.16 The first estimates thus obtained can be checked 
for consistency with the registered births, with cohort history in sub­
sequent censuses, and with the registered natural increase. Once a final 
estimate of the number of births is obtained, various indices of fertility
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can be computed for the period o f time covered. Since our work o f esti­
mating vital rates for Latin America is complex and is still in its early 
stages, we must emphasize that the results given here are tentative and 
are subject to revision as further progress is made.

In a description of our findings Argentina is a good place to begin, 
because that country became urbanized and semi-industrialized ahead 
of others in the region. As could be expected from this development, 
Argentina showed a dramatic drop in its birth rate (Table 4 ). The

TABLE 4. ESTIMATED AND REGISTERED BIRTHS AND BIRTH 
RATES, ARGENTINA, 1860-1959

Births per 1,000 Births per 1,000 
Mean Annual Births Population Women aged 15~U

% Regis­ Regis­ Esti­ Regis­ Esti­
Period Registered1 Estimated tered tered mated tered mated

1860-64 n.a. 69,000 46.8 215
1865-69 n.a. 77,400 46.7 215
1870-74 n.a. 87,800 46.2 212
1875-79 n.a. 99,200 45.6 209
1880-84 n.a. 112,000 45.0 2062
1885-89 n.a. 130,200 44.6 2042
1890-94 n.a. 159,400 42.9 1962
1895-99 n.a. 179,400 42.4 1932
1900-04 172,199 201,200 86 35.1 41.0 161 188
1905-09 209,655 237,000 88 35.4 40.0 163 184
1910-14 272,193 294,200 93 37.3 40.3 172 186
1915-19 280,201 302,800 93 33.5 36.1 153 165
1920-24 300,910 325,000 93 31.8 34.3 143 154
1925-29 328,381 354,400 93 30.0 32.4 133 144
1930-34 332,426 355,400 94 27.0 28.9 118 126
1935-39 322,896 345,000 94 24.1 25.7 104 110
1940-44 351,499 374,800 94 24.1 25.7 102 109
1945-49 401,209 401,209 100 25.2 25.2 105 105
1950-54 449,308 449,308 100 25.4 25.4 107 107
1955-59 469,634 469,634 100 24.1 24.1 103 103

1 Argentina, Informe Demogrdfico de la R&publica Argentina, 1944-54, (Direcci6n Nacional 
de Estadistica y Censos: 1956), p. 12; United Nations, D emographic Y earbook, 1961, 
Table 6; 1959, Table 9; 1961, Table 6.

2 Women aged 15-19 and 40-44 estimated for 1895 and 1914 census by assuming same 
ratio to 10-19 and 40-49 age groups, respectively, as in 1947 census. Mid-period female 
population then estimated by interpolation for 1890-94 and 1895-99, and for 1880-84 and 
1885-89 by assuming same ratio to total population as in 1895 census. These ratios should 
be regarded as highly approximate and are, as other figures in the table, subject to revision 
with further information.
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crude rate was around 45 in the 1880’s, an extremely high rate for a 
population of European origin but in line with a rate of 50 to 57 esti­
mated for the United States some 50 years earlier.17 The decline in 
Argentina was gradual up to World War I, rapid after that until the 
bottom was reached in the depression, after which there was virtual 
stability. The trend is even more marked if the ratio of estimated births 
to women aged 15-44 rather than to the total population is taken as 
the index of fertility, shown in the last column of Table 4. In 50 years 
the Argentine birth performance dropped by more than half. This de­
cline is falsely minimized by reliance on the registered births, because 
registration improved over time.

Reference has already been made to the similarity between Argentina 
and Australia. Does this similarity extend to the demography of the 
two countries? The answer is “yes,”  with some differences. As Table 5 
shows, Australia’s birth rate appears always to have been somewhat 
lower than Argentina’s; the secular decline began earlier and was more 
pronounced, and the postwar recovery was greater. But the general 
pattern of change was similar. One gets the impression that the Aus­
tralian birth rate has been more subject to control but that analogous 
economic and social circumstances have had roughly comparable 
effects. If allowance is made for the difference in level but similarity of 
type of economy, the comparison of the two countries with respect to 
fertility becomes understandable. Actually, as Table 6 indicates, the 
similarity of the two countries is greater for population growth than for 
fertility. Indeed, the rate of population growth from equal population 
sizes was amazingly similar up to 1890. The lower fertility in Australia 
was accompanied in this period by a higher rate of net immigration and, 
to a lesser extent, by a lower death rate than Argentina had. From 
about 1890 to 1945 Argentina had the greater immigration and its 
population grew twice as fast as Australia’s, but Australia took the lead 
again from 1945 to today.

A question of interest is, what led the Argentines to lower their birth 
rate? Evidently the same factors that led other developing countries to 
do so, including Spain, Portugal, and Italy. For instance, Argentina 
became one of the most urbanized countries in the world. In 1947, 44 
per cent of its people lived in metropolitan areas of 100,000 or more 
population, which compares with the figures for even the most highly 
industrialized nations.18 The limitation of births apparently began in 
the cities. By taking the provinces according to their degree of urbaniza-
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TABLE 5. BIRTHS 
AUSTRALIA

Dates

1860-64
1865-69
1870-74
1875-79
1880-84
1885-89
1890-94
1895-99
1900-04
1905-09
1910-14
1915-19
1920-24
1925-29
1930-34
1935-39
1940-44
1945-49
1950-54
1955-59

PER 1000

Argentina
Rate

46.8 
46.7
46.2
45.6
45.0
44.6
42.9 
42.4
41.0
40.0
40.3
36.1
34.3
32.4
28.9
25.7
25.7
25.2
25.4 
24.1

, ARGENTINA AND

Australia1 
Rate

42.4
39.6
37.0
35.5
35.2
35.2
32.4
27.7
26.4
26.7
27.8
25.4
23.9
21.0
17.0
17.5
20.3
23.4
22.9
22.6

1 The rates for Australia are for periods one year later than for Argentina, e.g., 1861-65, 
etc.

Sources: Argentina estimates from Table 4. Australia: Commonwealth Bureau of Census 
and Statistics, Y earbooks of the Commonwealth of Australia.

TABLE 6. COMPARISON OF ARGENTINE AND AUSTRALIAN POPU­
LATION GROWTH

Dates

Argentina 
Population 

(i000’s)
1810 405
1830 575
1850 870
1869 1,769
1895 3,857
1914 7,770
1930 11,188
1947 15,801
1961 20,206

Population Growth

Annual %
Increase Dates

— 1811
1.8 1831
2.1 1851
3.7 1871
3.0 1891
3.7 1911
2.4 1933
2.1 1947
1.8 1961

Australia
Population Annual %

(000's) Increase
12 —

76 9.7
438 9.2

1,701 7.0
3,241 3.3
4,455 1.6
6,630 2.1
7,579 1.0

10,508 2.4

Sources: For Argentina, 1810-1895: Alejandro Bunge, Una Nueva Argentina, Buenos 
Aires, Guillermo Kraft, 1940, p. 96. For Australia, 1810-1895: W. D. Borrie, Population 
T rends and Policies, Sydney, Australasia Publishing Co., 1948, p. 38. For later dates, both 
countries, D emographic Y earbook, United Nations, 1960, Table 6, and Population and 
Vital Statistics Report, July 1, 1963. The Argentine data are all adjusted to January 1 of the 
year mentioned.
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tion and the size o f their child-woman ratios at censuses, we find that 
there was virtually no relationship between the two variables in 1869 
and 1895, but a strong negative relationship in 1947.19 This negative 
association between urbanization and reproduction prevails in other 
Latin American countries, as we shall see. It by no means fully explains 
the decline of fertility in Argentina. W e need to know the specific in­
fluences brought by city residence, the concrete means by which fertility 
is controlled, and the influence of other socio-economic factors, such 
as income and education. But the role of urbanization, like the general 
similarity between Argentine and Australian demographic trends, 
strongly suggests that Latin American countries respond to economic 
conditions in much the same way that other European populations do, 
including the English-speaking populations of the New World.

Turning now to another relatively advanced country— Chile—we 
find it to be demographically less evolved than Argentina but moving 
in the same direction. The trend, as in the Argentine case, is obscured 
when the registered birth rate is used as an index, because birth regis­
tration has pursued an apparently erratic course, and since 1951 the 
number has been inflated by an upward adjustment amounting in 1951 
to 8.8 per cent and 5 per cent for 1952, 1953, and 1954.20 Perhaps be­
cause of inaccuracy in registration, the Chilean government estimated 
the births for 1920 to 1950 on the basis of censuses and mortality during 
the years preceding each census.21 This appears to resemble our own 
method, and we get a similar trend after 1920, but, as Table 7 shows, 
our figures are somewhat different. Our estimates show an over-all de­
clining trend, with the result that, despite the baby boom of the 1950’s 
the Chilean fertility ratio was only 82 per cent as high in 1950-60 as 
it was in 1900-04.

In the case o f Costa Rica, we find our estimates of births are close 
to those registered. Unless contrary evidence shows up, we must accept 
the registered rates as essentially accurate, which means accepting the 
reality of a very high birth rate which since 1905 has never averaged 
less than 43 per 1,000 population in any five-year period. The rate has 
shown no trend, though there was a slight lowering during the late De­
pression and the war years and a slight rise during the 1950’s. The high 
reproduction rate in Costa Rica is shown by the fact that a continuance 
of the 1961 age-specific fertility rates would yield approximately 7.29 
children per woman. This is achieved with a median age at marriage
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(consensual or legal) that appears to be about 20 years for girls (Table 
8), or about the same as in the United States. If the age at marriage rose 
to the level exhibited by Portugal in 1950, the total fertility would drop 
to something like 6.36. It would drop more than this if births to single 
women were simultaneously eliminated. In 1961, some 22 per cent of 
births were reported as being to single mothers, and it is not known how 
many of these mothers were actually living in consensual unions. If we 
assume that only 12 per cent of the births were to truly single women, 
that these are eliminated, and that the Portuguese age-at-marriage 
schedule applied to all unions in Costa Rica, the total fertility would 
be reduced to about 5.60.

The absence of an upward trend in Costa Rica is interesting, because, 
owing to the very rapid decline in mortality there, as in most other 
countries of the region,22 we might expect an increase in the birth rate 
due to better health, which would reduce sterility and spontaneous 
abortions. The fact that such a trend has not occurred (apart from 
slight fluctuations due to changing economic conditions) suggests that 
the social forces acting counter to reproduction are, in a country like 
Costa Rica, virtually sufficient to balance the influence o f improved 
health.23

Mexico has sometimes also been cited as a country showing a rise 
in fertility in recent years, but, except for obviously defective birth 
registration in the 1920’s, neither the reported birth rate nor our esti-

TABLE 8 . DISTRIBUTION OF M ARRIAGES B Y  AGE A T  M A RRIA G E , 
FEMALES, COSTA RICA

Age

Consensual or Legal
Marriage, 19Ifi-5Qx

%

First Legal
Marriage, 19572 

%

Under 20 46.0 43.9
20-24 33.7 33.3
25-29 13.2 13.3
30-34 4.7 4.9
35-49 2.4 4.6

Total under 50 100.0 100.0

1 Derived by applying survivorship rates to population married, consensually or legally, 
according to census of 1950. The difference between actual and expected number at each age 
group above the 15-19 group is taken as the number marrying at the pivotal age. The 
method represents only an approximation.

* D emographic Y earbook, United Nations, 1958, pp. 436-437.
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mated rate bears this out (Table 7 ). W hat does appear o 
that M exico is in the same position as Colombia, Costa Rica, and many 
other Latin American countries in having a persistently high birth rate 
in the face of rapidly lowered mortality. The recorded birth rate in 
M exico from 1920 to 1959 averaged 44.5 per 1,000 population, as did 
our estimated rate over the same period. The average estimated crude 
birth rate from 1900 to 1919 is 44.1.

Recalling that the richest and the poorest countries of Latin America 
tend to have the least rapid population growth, one can now visualize 
why this is so. The richest ones, despite a very low mortality and con­
siderable immigration, nevertheless tend to have a relatively low fertil­
ity. The poorest ones, on the other hand, have high birth rates but also 
still somewhat high death rates. It is the middle-range countries like 
Costa Rica and M exico that are exhibiting the highest growth rates. 
These countries have made remarkable progress in mortality control 
in comparison to their economic stage, and have not yet had time to 
generate the forces compelling a reduced fertility. They are competing 
for the world’s top honors in sheer human multiplication.

AGE AT MARRIAGE IN LATIN AMERICA

Among the various means by which birth rates can be brought down 
is postponement of marriage.24 This was certainly one of the means 
utilized in industrializing countries during the 19th century, especially 
in Japan and northwest Europe. The extreme case of Ireland seems to 
suggest that this is an adjustment that arises readily in a Roman Catho­
lic country o f European background. Comparative data show that it is 
an adjustment that arises in non-Catholic countries as well, if they are 
European.25 But in any case we can surmise that if and when Latin 
American countries begin to reduce their fertility, postponement of 
marriage will probably figure more prominently in that reduction than 
was the case in other New World regions such as the United States, 
Australia, or New Zealand. Such an expectation can best be empirically 
tested by studying those Latin American countries where notable reduc­
tion in fertility has occurred. Some additional insight can be obtained 
by comparing the Latin American countries in general with similarly 
underdeveloped countries elsewhere, with respect both to age at mar­
riage and nonmarriage.



Any effort to adduce empirical evidence, however, runs into the 
grave difficulty that the countries of Latin America have a variety of de 
facto unions in which reproduction occurs. In addition to legal mar­
riage—i.e., unions authorized and recorded by the state— there are 
transient relationships of short or ephemeral duration, “ consensual”  
unions having some durability, “ polygynous concubinal”  unions involv­
ing a married man and a concubine in a more or less durable menage, 
and “common-law”  unions presumably of legal significance in British 
or American areas with a common-law tradition but seemingly having 
no legal force and thus being much like “ consensual unions”  in Latin 
areas. Such a variety of reproductive unions would offer no particular 
difficulty if statistics on them were obtained, but, as is well known, this 
is not the case. Obviously, the whole point of a nonlegal union is that 
it is not official and is not recorded. Accordingly, only legal marriages 
enter into the dfficial vital statistics. Current marriage rates published 
in Latin American yearbooks and public health reports are thus worth­
less from a demographic point of view. In census-taking, however, it 
is possible to get information on nonlegal marriages, the couples in­
volved being called “ consensually”  married or as living in “ common- 
law” unions. The difficulty, of course, is that there is no clear line be­
tween one of these unions and a transient affair, or indeed any 
definition of what exactly constitutes a consensual union. Nor is there 
anything to prevent a person living in one of these unions from record­
ing himself or herself as single, since in law this is the civil status. There 
is also the complication that a man may have two marital statuses—  
legally married and nonlegally married.26 Not being able to judge the 
age at marriage from vital statistics (since only legal marriages are dealt 
with there), and not being able to do so with assurance from census 
returns on marital status, we are left with a minimum of information 
in Latin America on this important topic.

We can get some information on the marital age in Latin America 
by taking the persons “ ever married”  in the census, by age. This in­
cludes persons reported as married either consensually or legally, and 
those who are widowed, divorced, or separated. Unfortunately, how­
ever, it does not necessarily include those who have been in a con­
sensual union but are not in one now because of the death of the mate 
or breakup of the union. These are apt to be reported as “ single.”  The 
bias of this approach is to minimize the proportion ever married. In 
other words, the number reported as single is greater than the number
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actually single or “ never married.55 Since this distortion is presumably 
greater at advanced ages, and since the age at marriage is derived 
essentially by differencing the figures for successive ages, the tendency 
of this approach is to make the average age at marriage younger than 
it should be. For this reason, it is not worth while to compute the 
median age at marriage from such data for Latin American countries. 
But we can gain some knowledge by comparing countries and periods 
with respect to the proportion ever married early in life.

The data appear in Table 9. There the most significant finding, in 
my view, is that the Latin American countries differ more among 
themselves in the proportion ever married at young ages than they 
differ from other regions. The Spanish-speaking countries with the 
poorest economic development and with the largest Amerindian, Afri­
can, or Asian communities rival African countries in the youthfulness 
of males who have married, but not in the youthfulness of females. On 
the other hand, the most highly developed Spanish-speaking countries 
follow a pattern very close to that of Europe. Curiously, the latter re­
semble old Europe more closely than they resemble the highly indus­
trialized countries of the New World, such as the United States and 
Australia, where the age at marriage is considerably younger. The pro­
portions for the non-Spanish-speaking Caribbean give a false idea, 
because the persons forming reproductive unions early in life there are 
frequently recorded as “single.55 Worth noting is the fact that no group 
o f Latin American countries seems to approach underdeveloped Mus­
lim, African, or Asian nations in youthfulness at marriage.

From these comparisons we can see that the age at marriage is a 
demographic variable which can alter with conditions in Latin Amer­
ica. T o be sure, the statistics on “ ever married55 for this region under­
state the actuality, but the distortion, particularly at young ages, does 
not seem great enough to invalidate the conclusions. If the age at 
marriage is capable o f rising in Latin America as economic maturity 
is reached, this appears to be more because of the region’s European 
than because of its Catholic background. The last two lines of the 
table demonstrate, as already mentioned, that late marriage is a general 
European trait.27

Another approach to the age at marriage in Latin American coun­
tries uses another technique.28 It consists in getting new marriages, 
whether legal or consensual, by taking the difference between the sur-
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vivors from the married in an earlier age-interval and those at a succes­
sive age-interval. When this is done for women under age 50 in Costa 
Rica, using the 1950 census, one finds a median age at first marriage of

TABLE 9. PERCENTAGE “ EVER MARRIED,”  AGED 15-19 AND 
20-24

Number of Mean Percentages
Countries Age 16-19 Age 20-24

Group of Countries in Group Males Females Males Females
Latin America 21 2.6 17.6 25.8 51.1

Spanish mixed1 9 3.7 23.6 33.8 60.2
Spanish, medium dev.2 6 2.7 18.0 23.9 51.4
Spanish, developed3 3 1.0 9.3 17.4 39.6
Non-Spanish Caribbean4 3 0.6 6.9 14.2 34.8

Muslim6 5 7.9 39.0 35.5 81.9
African (except Muslim)6 3 4.3 29.4 29.0 76.9

; Asian7 4 3.0 26.2 27.6 74.0
Overseas N.W.
European industrialized8 5 1.3 9.7 28.1 59.7
European 9 0.3 3.7 15.0 39.4

Catholic9 5 0.4 3.9 14.3 39.5
Non-Catholic10 4 0.3 3.6 15.9 39.3

1 “ Mixed”  refers to the fact that these countries have large proportions of African, 
Amerindian, and/or East Indian people in their populations. On the whole they are either 
poorly developed or medium developed economically. The countries included: Bolivia, 
British Guiana, Cuba, Ecuador, Guatemala, Honduras, Panama, Puerto Rico, Trinidad- 
Tobago. All of these countries have more than 54.0 per cent of their women aged 20-24 “ ever 
married.”

2 British Honduras, Colombia, Costa Rica, El Salvador, Nicaragua, Venezuela. None of 
these countries has less than 50.0 per cent or more than 54.0 per cent of their women aged 
20-24 “ ever married.”  In view of Venezuela’s currently high per capita income, there may 
be some question about including Venezuela among the “ medium developed” countries. 
However, the date of the Venezuelan data is 1950, and at that time the country had 53.2 per 
cent of its females aged 20-24 “ ever married.”

3 Argentina, Chile, Paraguay. The last was included because evidently the enumeration 
included mainly the urban and more developed parts of the population. If Paraguay is ex­
cluded, the averages become 1.1, 7.4, 16.0, and 38.0—not markedly different from those for 
all three countries.

4 Haiti, Barbados, St. Lucia.
6 Algeria, Libya, Morocco, Tunisia, Turkey.
• Mozambique, Portuguese Guinea, South African Bantu.
7 Ceylon, Mauritius, South African Asiatic, South Korea.
8 Australia, Canada, New Zealand, South African whites, United States.
9 Aust ria, Belgium, France, Italy, Portugal.
10 Denmark, England-and-Wales, Norway, Switzerland.
Sources: D e m o g r a p h ic  Y e a r b o o k , United Nations, 1958, Table 6; H o n d u r a s , D a t o s

P r e l im in a r e s  d e l  C e n s o  N a c i o n a l  d e  P o b l a c i o n , A b r i l , 1961, Tegucigalpa, 1962, 
pp. 3-4.
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20.65, a low  figure by European standards. This finding, which appEes 
to the five years preceding the census, agrees rather well with the median 
age o f 21.1 for registered first marriages (legal marriages only) in Costa 
Rica for 1957. The difference between the two medians accords with 
other data, indicating that the first consensual unions are formed at a 
younger average age than legal marriages. Furthermore, the average 
age o f mothers at the birth o f the first child in Costa Rica in recent 
years has been consistently close to 21, which suggests a marital age of 
19 to 20 on the average.

Additional knowledge o f the marital age comes from special surveys. 
The 1947 fertility survey in Puerto R ico found the median age at first 
marriage was 19.1 for women and 23.8 for men on the island.29 These 
figures refer to all types o f unions. The study was designed by Paul 
K . Hatt and the writer to yield the ages at legal and consensual mar­
riages separately, but the analysis was not carried out this way. From 
Hatt’s Table 308 (p. 432) however, it is possible to compute that the 
average age at marriage for women who had never entered anything 
but a legal union was 19.9 years, and for women who had been in at 
least one nonlegal union, it was 18.7 years. Further, the analysis brought 
out that a later age at marriage was associated with a higher economic 
status; that the ideal age for women to marry (20.8 years old) was 
nearly two years later, and the ideal age for men (26.6) nearly three 
years later, than the actual age; and that the ideal age was greater 
the higher the socio-economic status of the person being interviewed.30 
These are all results which fit with the possibility that the age at mar­
riage may rise with economic development in Latin America, just as 
was the case earlier in Northwest European history.

With future development, the role o f religious dogma in the legal 
regulation of marriage in Latin America may be expected to decline 
in favor of secular values. I f so, consensual unions and concubinage, 
which are ways of escaping the rigid ban on divorce, may diminish in 
ratio to legal marriage. For instance, the proportion of unions that are 
consensual has dropped spectacularly in Puerto R ico since 1940:

Consensually Married as Percentage of
Legally Married Among Persons Aged 25-34

1940 1950 1960
Males 41.9 30.3 15.8
Females 40.7 34.6 16.5
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If the role of consensual unions diminishes, the age at marriage may be 
pushed up somewhat by virtue of this fact. However, from the stand­
point of fertility, the rise in age at marriage due to a drop in the role 
of informal unions may be compensated by another factor. As is well 
known consensual unions are highly unstable. For instance, in the 1947 
Puerto Rico survey, 14.1 per cent of the women whose unions were not 
legal were divorced or separated, whereas for those who had had legal 
unions alone, the figure was 6.7 per cent.31 Judith Blake found, among 
a small sample of lower-class Jamaican women, that the average age 
at entry into the first union wets 17; of 97 of these first unions on which 
she had information, only 12 ever became legal marriages, and 22 of the 
others lasted less than a year. About 60 per cent of the unions suffi­
ciently stable to be called “ common law”  were dissolved.32 She demon­
strates that the instability of nonmarital unions is one of the factors 
tending to limit fertility in Jamaica.33

Obviously, however, a high proportion of nonlegal and unstable 
unions does not run counter to fertility in every way. While women may 
hold off forming another liaison because they fear having still more 
children whose father will desert them, the motivation of the men—  
released from parental responsibility by the informality of sexual un­
ions—is not conducive to reproductive restraint. It may turn out on net 
balance, then, that a lessening role of consensual unions, especially in 
the Iberian parts of Latin America, will tend to reduce rather than to 
enhance fertility.

CONCLUSION

Our brief analysis indicates that the Latin American region as a 
whole shares the demographic characteristics of the less-developed 
countries generally at the present time. Its special features in compari­
son to the rest of the underdeveloped world arise mainly from the fact 
that its institutional structure is European and, secondarily, Latin 
European; from the fact that its geographical territory is new in terms 
of European settlement and hence is abundantly endowed with re­
sources in ratio to population; and from the circumstance that, despite 
a fairly wide spectrum of development among the various countries, 
the region as a whole is better off economically than most underdevel­
oped areas.

41



In terms of these features one can comprehend the place of Latin 
America in contemporary world demography. The region’ s high birth 
rates, for example, are analogous to those in other underdeveloped 
areas. If they are slightly higher than those in India, it is probably 
because the South and Central American countries, like European 
society generally, exercise less restraint on remarriage of widows, have 
fewer ritualistic taboos on sex relations, and yet have more prosperity, 
less unemployment, better health and nutrition. If these countries, on 
the other hand, have slightly lower birth rates than Muslim countries, 
it is doubtless because, again in common with European society, their 
women marry later, more frequently fail to marry altogether, and enter 
the labor force more abundantly. But the difference in fertility between 
Latin America as a whole and other underdeveloped regions is neg­
ligible compared to the differences among the Latin American coun­
tries themselves. The more economically advanced countries of the 
region tend to have the lowest fertility. The Argentine birth rate, for 
example, was in 1961 less than half, and the Chilean rate only two 
thirds, of what it was in Costa Rica.

There seems to be little doubt that reproductive behavior in Latin 
America is responsive to economic development in much the same way 
as in Europe and Japan. This is borne out by the appearance in the 
region of certain familiar connections between social conditions and 
reproductive level. It will be recalled that the decline of the birth rate 
in Argentina was not uniform throughout the nation, but occurred 
first and mainly in the most urban provinces. An analysis of provincial 
data in 16 Latin American countries, including those with the highest 
birth rates, shows that, for dates around 1950, there is a negative 
association between the number of children per 1,000 women and the 
birth rate of each province. The average correlation in the 16 countries 
is -  70.34 This suggests that as the South and Central American coun­
tries experience the social changes that are connected with urbanization, 
their fertility will tend to diminish, as has been the case in Argentina. 
In other words, the currently high level of fertility of the region in 
general is not unique, astounding, or unchangeable.

At the same time, it must be recognized that high birth rates at the 
present time are not identical in demographic significance to high 
birth rates in the past. The Latin American countries share with other 
underdeveloped nations the privilege of having lower death rates than 
the now industrialized nations had at a similar stage of economic
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development; or, to put it differently, their death rates have been 
falling faster than death rates ever fell before. This circumstance, 
though common to the less-industrialized areas generally, is apparently 
especially true of Latin America. It may well be that the region has 
been particularly favored because, being European in language and 
culture, the transmission to it o f modem medical techniques and 
trained medical personnel from highly industrialized countries is easier 
than it is for Asia and Africa.

In any case, it is the modem death rates coming prematurely with 
respect to economic development, together with birth rates that still 
for the most part remain high, that have given the region a rate of 
population growth scarcely equaled in the present world and never 
equaled before by any major region. This fast growth is relatively 
new, dating primarily from 1920 when the application of modem 
medicine became largely independent of local economic development. 
In the case of Latin America it has, curiously, been helped along by 
continued immigration. There is, o f course, a tendency for free mi­
grants to move in the direction of areas with higher levels of living. 
Thus Jamaicans migrate to Britain and the United States and there 
is a generally strong movement into the United States from the whole 
Latin American area. But, in addition, there is apparently another, 
weaker pull exercised by open spaces independently of the level of 
living. For instance, as we have seen, Italy has been in recent years 
more prosperous than most Latin American countries, yet there has 
continued to be a current of migration from Italy to South America. 
Southern and eastern Europe generally has supplied immigrants to 
the latter continent, and yet its level o f living has generally been su­
perior.

As for the future, it seems as if in certain ways the Latin American 
people are trying to repeat the history of the highly industrial coun­
tries. The urban middle classes are controlling their reproduction to 
some extent. Efforts to expand the economies are meeting with con­
siderable success. Urbanization is going ahead rapidly; education is 
advancing. Yet, along with other difficulties, the special demographic 
problems confronting all underdeveloped areas are also strongly plagu­
ing Latin America. The unprecedented population growth is getting in 
the way of economic development, at a time when individual and 
national aspirations are soaring without limit. This situation is helping 
to thwart, as have other difficulties in the past, the efficient exploitation
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o f the physical resources so abundantly available to the people of the 
region.

In a way, the natural abundance has been illusory. It has led to 
the attitude that discipline and organization, skill and technique, 
were hardly required. It has given an excuse for not taking runaway 
population growth seriously. The historical record demonstrates that 
the rich resources have not been used for economic development. 
They have been used, especially in recent decades, to maintain more 
people at a lagging level o f life. Thus, as we have seen, the Old World 
countries, confined to their long-exploited national territories, have 
moved ahead just as fast economically, or faster. Japan, notoriously de­
ficient in geological wealth, has gone through an entire industrial revo­
lution, and has controlled its population to boot, while Latin America 
has dawdled. It is probably not too late for the latter region—at least a 
great part o f it— to emulate Japan and northwest Europe. Whether 
it does so or not depends on how effectively it deals with problems 
peculiar to today’s world, including rates o f human multiplication that 
have a doubling period o f 20 to 25 years. Economic progress is a 
function of the trained quality rather than the number of people. 
It is a function of the science and skill applied to resources rather 
than the abundance of those resources.
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DISCUSSION

Dr. Irene B. Taeuber: Kingsley Davis has made a notable preface
for the conference. He has demonstrated three fundamental points. 
One, there is a Latin American region. Two, there are many diversities 
within this Latin American region. Three, Latin Americans respond to 
development or its absence as do other peoples on other continents or 
in other time periods.

The uniqueness of Latin America, in so far as there is a uniqueness, 
is in the explanation of social and economic factors, not the response 
of fertility and mortality to those factors. There are two questions for 
research: First, what are the explanations and associations of the high 
level of fertility? Second, what are the factors associated with the 
generation and persistence of the economic retardation, the resistant 
social structures, and the associated political instabilities?

There are major elements of uncertainty and possibly many special 
historical factors in the high fertility in most of the Latin American 
countries. The population bases involved relatively limited migrants 
of European origin. In contrast with the northern part of the hemi­
sphere, there were major indigenous populations. Moreover, the white 
Europeans of the Latin American countries were less predominantly 
labor and lower middle class than those who settled North America. 
Gonquistadores, soldiers, and priests were relatively more numerous, 
farmers and artisans relatively less numerous. There was not the ex­
termination of the natives which characterized much of the northern 
part of the hemisphere. Instead, there was a blending and intermingling 
of peoples and groups. Color and ethnic differences persist in Latin 
America, but they tend to be gradations along a continuum, not a dicho­
tomy of white and nonwhite, of peoples of European and peoples of 
African origins.

ŷ gggsssssssss.
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I would suggest the area of cultural interrelations as one for dem­
ographic explorations. The persistently high levels of fertility may be 
associated with these relationships. In the Philippines and elsewhere 
in southeast Asia, as in the islands of the southwest Pacific, the over­
lay of the values of invading and powerful peoples led to reductions 
in the controls that were in the indigenous cultures but did not replace 
them by the controls prevalent in the superculture.

One of the most hopeful areas for research contributions to the ex­
planations of fertility levels and differences involves the study of mar­
riage, family, and legitimacy. This is a field appropriate for separate, 
co-operative, or joint research by anthropologists, sociologists, and de­
mographers. There seems to be partial adjustment of sex codes, re­
productive mores, and family institutions to the new orders, with 
marital instabilities, male irresponsibility, illegitimacy, and quasi­
legitimacy. What are the origins, dynamics, and destinations of the 
processes?

In a larger research frame, research in other areas and among other 
peoples of other cultures and periods provides a base for objectivity 
and a source for hypotheses as to the analysis of the marital instabilities, 
the illegitimacy and the quasi-illegitimacy, and the specific roles and 
responsibilities of women in the moving Negro population of the United 
States.

I assume that the technical aspects of reverse survival of the age 
distributions of populations as a basis for evaluating historical trends 
in fertility will be considered in some detail later in these sessions.

Dr. Alberto Arca-Parro: I appreciate very much the opportunity
given to me to comment on this very interesting paper, and I shall try 
to do it chronologically.

We have two different situations. One group of countries was dis­
covered and founded by the Spaniards. Within this group are parts of 
the Americas where they already had important native civilizations, 
as in Mexico, Peru, Bolivia, and Ecuador, and parts of Colombia. 
On the other side of South America we have an enormous territory 
which was discovered by the Portuguese, and they faced an entirely 
different situation. In M exico and Peru the colonists found wonderful, 
developed civilizations, with social administration and with power to 
use for their own benefit, which they did. They did not have to bring
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large groups. That is why, as has been mentioned, there were few 
settlers. There was the possibility of using native foods and theii 
social organizations, too. T o my understanding, this setting of a 
feudal society at least for a very long time really has had an enormous 
impact on the growth of those countries. Until some 20 or 30 years ago, 
the classes of people who were in the ascendancy had developed their 
own social position in life and thought they had a right to enjoy the 
benefits of a high standard of living and the rest of the people would 
have to submit, as they had for years under a feudal society.

That is why we really did not mind or care so much about what was 
happening to the population in those countries until some 20 or 30 
years ago, because 10 per cent of the population was enjoying a good 
standard of living and did not care about the rest. Just within the last 
20 or 30 years, new concepts have arisen and people are awakening to 
new aspirations. Everybody wants better conditions of living. That is 
why we have the problem now and our population has grown so much 
within the last 20 years or so. References have been made so profusely 
in the newspapers that I do not need to repeat them. I should simply 
like to emphasize the existence of aspirations for new standards of 
living, for new professions, and the fact that nobody wants to stay 
just as he was years ago.

Latin America faces the enormous problem of having economic 
limitations, especially from the financial point of view, in setting 
up all the social services that are required for our enormous proportion 
of the school-age population. There is so much more to spend for 
schools, colleges and universities, hospitals, and social services than was 
the case 20 years ago.

It is really a complex of concepts and problems that we are facing 
now. Until 20 years ago, nobody in South America was really con­
cerned about how we could produce more food. We were underfed, 
maybe, but people just accepted the situation. Now nobody wants to 
accept that situation. It is only in the past 20 years or so that, in some 
of the countries, the leaders have tried to increase productivity. Until 
20 years ago, schools were producing good technicians for sugar cane 
and for cotton growing because those were the products that could be 
used for export. We claim that potatoes were discovered by the 
Spaniards in Peru, where they were highly developed during the days 
of the Incas. There are so many varieties that nobody thought we
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should have technicians at the universities try to develop new methods 
to produce more potatoes or more com .

In the past 20 years or so, things have changed and we are facing so 
many problems at once because of economic limitations and the 
enormous demand for social services. That is really the main problem 
we are trying to solve from different points of view in Latin America.

There are differences in the Latin American population, as I men­
tioned in the beginning, and we should differentiate the impact o f the 
Spanish, the Portuguese, and the British colonies according to the kind 
of civilization that was found in each case. In one case a highly de­
veloped situation gave a chance for a feudal society, with social and 
political repercussions for a long time in South America.

Afr. George W. Roberts: I should like to ask Dr. Davis if he would
comment further on the statement in his paper concerning the rising 
fertility which the 1960 census suggests. In the West Indies we have 
noted some rises in birth rates, although there has been, at the same 
time, a decline in the size of completed families. These movements 
seem closely associated with declines in the proportion of childless 
women, which have also been observed. I should like to know whether 
similar movements, especially in respect of childless women, have 
been found by Kingsley Davis in Latin America.

Dr. Forrest E. Linder: I should like to challenge one statement 
Kingsley Davis made and ask him to justify it a little better. He said 
that one of the major defects in the Latin American collection of basic 
demographic data is the unimaginative application of North American 
and European standards and concepts. It seems to me this statement 
ignores completely the tremendous amount o f Latin American co­
operation and work that has been done. Dr. Arca-Parro, our colleague, 
suggested the Census of the Americas in the early 1940s, and this has 
been followed by most intensive regional and international consulta­
tions on standards and methods, which have been continued into 
preparation for the censuses of 1960. I f the United States and European 
standards and concepts were applied in Latin America, this applica­
tion has been made, I believe, because the Latin Americans themselves 
thought that they were applicable.
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Dr. Reed: Our time is getting on, and I shall ask Dr. Davis very 
briefly to answer the questions and to summarize.

Dr. Kingsley Davis: I have been most pleased with this discussion. 
I note that both Senor Arca-Parro and Dr. Taeuber were talking about 
a similar point. In certain of the countries which had strong indigenous 
populations, careful investigation of the ethnic diversity and the in­
fluence of this on the subsequent social structure, including the family 
structure, I think is a major point worth keeping in mind.

On the matter of whether Latin American countries are generally 
alike or dissimilar, I am the first to agree that they are very dissimilar. 
In fact, I would be bored to death with the area if they were all 
alike. You could study one and would not have to study the others. 
However, in this matter I am something of a pragmatist. When I am 
told of historical differences or general social differences, as a de­
mographer I want to find out how they show up in the demography.
I am sure some of these differences will show up, but I would encourage 
everybody not to be satisfied with the mere statement that the dif­
ferences are there, but to find out how they show up in the dynamics 
o f the society. Very frequently the differences are changing. The 
countries may be growing more similar or they may be growing more 
different in their demography.

One of the differences that I think exists is that between some of the 
non-Spanish Caribbean areas and the Spanish-speaking areas with 
reference to fertility, the point that Professor Roberts brought up. One 
of the questions my group has sought to answer is whether any of the 
apparent increases in fertility in the Spanish-speaking countries have 
been realities. So far, we cannot produce evidence of any substantial 
rise in fertility.

I take it that the situation is different in Jamaica where there has 
been an increase. Consequently, I cannot answer in detail the question 
raised. My guess is that there has not been in most of these countries 
much change, but this is just a guess so far.

With reference to Forrest Linder’s point, I would like to use his very 
apt comment to state one of the great benefits demographers have 
reaped. The census program has been helped along by the United 
Nations, but also has been helped along mainly by the countries that 
have put those censuses into effect. We have a lot of valuable data as 
a result.
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My remark about unimaginative census schedules arises out o f my 
frustration in trying to get something on marital status in Latin 
America. Just deciding to ask, “Are you married consensually or 
legally?”  and letting it go at that, is not adequate. Consensual unions, 
in my estimation, are not just like legal unions except that they are 
not legal. The differences are far more fundamental than that. At 
the present time I do not think we have adequate data on marital 
status. I think more sociological knowledge behind the construction 
of the question in the first place would have yielded information that 
we could now utilize and for which we have to depend mainly on 
special surveys.

I probably have generalized too much on that one thing. Another 
subject in which relatively little imagination has been used is the whole 
business of metropolitan delimitations. There are a lot of improve­
ments possible. I did not mean to imply that people are negligent. I do 
think they should have had more demographers at work on the census 
plans—at least a higher ratio of demographers to general statisticians, 
if I may put it that way.
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