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 LBJ AND WORLD POPULATION 

 Planning the Greater Society One Family at a Time    

     MATTHEW   CONNELLY     

    Historians who excavate beneath the ruins of the Cold War to uncover the 
foundations of the contemporary era will hear the sound of digging beneath 
the surface. Eventually, if they go deep enough, they may break through 
and see the sweaty visage of Lyndon Johnson, determined to embrace the 
future. His administration continually invoked the future to orient its pro-
grams and rally public support, whether for education funding, urban plan-
ning, or environmental conservation. As president, LBJ publicly speculated 
about the year 2000 on at least forty occasions, typically in terms of the 
growing need for jobs, housing, resources, and power. He also offered pro-
jections for population size, gross national product, average family income, 
urbanization, and farm output. For LBJ, conservation was not just a way to 
keep America beautiful, it was a duty owed to “America of the future.” The 
University of Michigan students who listened to his fi rst pronouncement 
on the Great Society heard that they would not merely have to completely 
rebuild the urban United States, but must “lead America toward a new age.” 
LBJ constantly appealed to “future generations” in asserting the importance 
of his work, focusing particularly on what historians would write about him. 
“Men will look back and say: It was then, after a long and weary way, that 
man turned the exploits of his genius to the full enrichment of his life.”   1    

 Historians might dismiss this as standard political rhetoric, but it was 
Johnson, more than any other president, who set the standard. He also 
pointed to the far-off future in crucial private moments, such as his 1965 
post-Selma summit with George Wallace. He told the Alabama governor to 
stop “looking back to 1865 and start planning for 2065.”   2    For LBJ it was 
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142 Internationalizing the Great Society

not enough to forecast the future, invoke posterity in justifying his policies, 
and appeal to the judgment of history. This future had to be planned, pro-
grammed, and budgeted, complete with cost-benefi t analyses. After Robert 
McNamara and his “whiz kids” used systems analysis and long-range plan-
ning to tame the armed services, LBJ turned them loose on his domestic 
programs, from health care to the “war on poverty.” The attempt to plan 
a Great Society was LBJ’s most lasting legacy, including vastly increased 
expenditures on entitlements and social welfare programs and a shift in 
power from the individual states to Washington. By overcoming the chal-
lenges of racial prejudice, urban decay, and environmental pollution, the 
Great Society would allow the United States to retain its global leadership 
and provide lessons for the world. 

 Alas, these were sometimes hard lessons. The forecasters and systems 
analysts of the era could be rather cold in their calculations, beginning with 
their assessment of Americans’ capacity to participate in or even understand 
their work. Emerging from think tanks like the RAND Corporation, they 
came to believe that, just as the imperatives of national security in a nuclear 
age required deference to experts, long-range social and economic planning 
presented technical problems that required technical solutions. With the 
growth of crime and urban rebellions in the late 1960s, the state of American 
cities became a matter of national security, and the ideas and techniques 
developed for military problems began to be applied to the “war on poverty.” 
In their models of cities and of the world, with people, housing, industry, and 
pollution arranged in intricate feedback loops, systems analysts began to see 
long-range survival and democratic politics as a zero-sum equation. 

 This chapter focuses on a particular case: how the United States assumed 
leadership of a global campaign to control world population, and especially 
the reproduction of poor people and poor countries. Johnson was initially 
reluctant even to meet population control proponents, fearing the wrath of 
Catholic voters. But he was fi nally persuaded in part because of cost-benefi t 
analyses of American foreign aid, which claimed that paying poor people 
to be sterilized would be more effi cient over the long-run than building 
schools for their children or nurturing industries to employ them. Reacting 
to long-range projections of ruinous population growth and food scarcity, 
the United States spearheaded a rapid increase in international aid for popu-
lation control. At the same time, the Johnson administration began to fund 
birth control clinics domestically, especially in the inner cities, which used 
techniques that had been tested on poor populations abroad. All along, offi -
cials based their plans on projections of a worldwide Malthusian crisis and, 
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LBJ AND WORLD POPULATION 143

within the United States, predictions of social breakdown due to the high 
fertility of poorer segments of the population. 

 By the end of his administration, Johnson had become preoccupied with 
population trends at home and abroad, which he saw as interconnected parts 
of a global problem more important than anything except the risk of nuclear 
war. While LBJ worried about Malthusian crises, a nascent environmental-
ist movement began to see population growth as a threat to the planet. They 
could agree that the main problem, and threat, came from the high fertility 
of poor people and poor countries, not the ever increasing consumption 
essential to the Great Society. Johnson left it to his successors to deal with 
a worldwide backlash against this vision of population control—beginning 
with Pope Paul VI’s 1968 encyclical  Humanae Vitae —and growing accusa-
tions that population control was a neocolonial plot. 

 The Johnson years are remembered not for rational management and 
long-range planning, but acute confl ict at home and abroad, culminat-
ing in an unprecedented crisis of legitimacy for American institutions. 
Nonetheless, the planning and the crisis were interrelated, as Johnson tried 
not merely to appeal to young people but to devise programs to plan future 
generations. Whereas historians usually focus on how LBJ misread the les-
sons of history, this chapter suggests that an even deeper problem was how 
he misunderstood predictions about the future.    

      From War Plans to Family Planning   

 The Johnson administration’s penchant for long-range planning and 
cost-benefi t analyses grew out of its struggle to reorient defense policy. 
Veterans of Robert McNamara’s struggle to take control of the Pentagon 
would go on to lead the War on Poverty, and they applied their experience 
to this new arena. In essence it was a fi ght over how to plan for the future, 
with the answer hinging on whether projections, simulations, and scenarios 
trumped historical experience. Until then, the armed services had been able 
to undertake long-term commitments without having to offer long-term 
budgets. The small initial outlay for a weapons system was the “thin edge of 
the wedge,” and once started it was diffi cult to stop. The Joint Chiefs were 
also committed to a nuclear war plan that called for an all-out attack on 
the Soviet Union and its allies. This led to an endless quest for new targets 
and new technologies to guarantee total destruction. McNamara and his 
staff found that preparation and training of US strategic forces had become 
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144 Internationalizing the Great Society

so routinized as to leave the president with little alternative but an all-out 
attack, since deviating from the plan would risk chaos.   3    

 By the time Johnson assumed the presidency, McNamara appears to 
have all but given up on efforts to build more fl exibility into US nuclear 
war plans.   4    But together with his advisors—many of them systems ana-
lysts from the RAND Corporation—he did beat back the Air Force’s 
demand that the United States procure forces capable of destroying the 
Soviet capacity to retaliate. Instead, force planning—and the budgets to 
match—was based on the likely Soviet threat fi ve years hence and the min-
imum forces necessary to deliver “assured destruction” even if Moscow 
struck fi rst. Projected Soviet capabilities, not preserving supremacy or 
state-of-the-art performance, was to be the driver in Pentagon research 
and development. The Program Planning and Budgeting System required 
the services to project the life-cycle costs of each new weapons system 
and show that, over the long run, it was the most effi cient way to satisfy a 
specifi ed requirement.   5    

 In winning the fi ght over how to plan American forces McNamara and 
his advisors from RAND argued that they had to consider alternative futures 
that were so different from the past that history had become irrelevant. 
When one general seemed to belittle the “whiz kids,” McNamara’s deputy 
assistant secretary for systems analysis, Alain Enthoven, replied that “I have 
fought just as many nuclear wars as you have.” Instead, they ran computer 
simulations to calculate the point at which nuclear attacks would achieve 
diminishing returns and designed elaborate war games set in the future. 
They deemed this “ersatz experience” of World Wars III and IV, as RAND 
analyst Herman Kahn described it, more valuable than the experience of 
World Wars I and II. Moving directly into the E ring of the Pentagon from 
RAND’s campus in Santa Monica, celebrated by an admiring press as the 
avant-garde of things to come, this new generation of “defense intellectu-
als” had reason to feel confi dent.   6    

 Back in Santa Monica, however, RAND was in crisis. The reasons were 
varied and complex, but the increasing animus of the Air Force caused the 
most anxiety. Until 1961, it provided more than 90 percent of RAND fund-
ing. That year Chief of Staff Curtis LeMay charged it with “strengthening 
the hand of the civilians” and demanded that it cease policy research. He 
also wanted RAND to stop accepting work from other sponsors, such as 
the Offi ce of the Secretary of Defense. This made RAND’s leadership even 
more determined to fi nd alternative sources of funding. It also emboldened 
those who had already been calling for new kinds of research. With deepen-
ing involvement in Vietnam and the prospect of more postcolonial confl icts, 
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LBJ AND WORLD POPULATION 145

this included analyses of the social and economic causes of insurgency. Ford 
Foundation funding also encouraged RAND researchers to begin to use sys-
tems analysis for nonmilitary applications, especially urban problems. As 
RAND historian David Jardini observes, with the beginning of Johnson’s 
Great Society programs they realized that vastly increased domestic social 
welfare spending might also “contribute handsomely to social welfare in 
Santa Monica.”   7    

 In Washington too, senior fi gures were moving from the Pentagon to 
domestic policy. Among McNamara’s top aides, Joseph Califano went to 
the White House to become LBJ’s special assistant for domestic affairs, and 
Adam Yarmolinsky became deputy director of the Task Force on Poverty. 
Deputy assistant secretary of defense William Gorham went to Health, 
Education, and Welfare to head up a new planning and evaluation offi ce. 
Another “Whiz Kid,” Henry Rowen, became assistant director at the Bureau 
of the Budget, where he would develop DOD-style planning and program-
ming for the rest of the government. These Pentagon veterans came to see 
national security and social welfare as “part of a continuum,” as Rowen 
would say in 1968. This was especially the case once the CIA began to put 
black militants under surveillance and paratroopers were deployed to the 
cities to quell urban uprisings.   8    

 Like McNamara’s bureaucratic battle with the Pentagon, the great strug-
gle within LBJ’s Great Society would turn on the question of planning—
who would do the planning, and for whom? In this case, it would pit those 
who believed that poor people had to participate in planning solutions to 
their problems against those—like Yarmolinsky and Rowen—who held that 
only professionals trained in systems analysis could design cost-effective 
programs. This was a struggle over time and position, with community 
activists and organizers insisting that they understood the local roots of pov-
erty and could better respond to changing conditions, whereas their oppo-
nents asserted that they had a broader view and better understood the need 
for long-range planning.   9    

 No issue would pose such questions in more acute and dramatic form 
than family planning. The stakes in these struggles were quite personal, 
even intimate: Should individuals be empowered to plan their own fami-
lies, regardless of what those plans might be, or should offi cials instead 
devise programs to achieve specifi c population targets? Some of the 
fi rst government-sponsored birth control clinics were organized in black 
communities at local initiative under the auspices of Community Action 
Programs. But the perception that the government set up clinics to reduce 
the fertility of black people would provoke a backlash. 
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146 Internationalizing the Great Society

 Washington began to consider measures to reduce fertility after fi rst 
confronting the challenges that came with rapid population growth, espe-
cially swelling numbers of young people. Much of the academic research 
and experimental projects that inspired Great Society programs originally 
focused on juvenile delinquency, a problem that came to be seen as global 
in scope. It was already a sensation during the Eisenhower years, when 
Hollywood portrayed gangs of youth seizing control of towns and terroriz-
ing seniors. By 1963, when JFK delivered a special message to Congress on 
the subject, he noted that people under 20 already accounted for 40 percent 
of the US population. “This on-rushing tide of young persons has over-
crowded our education system,” he noted, “from the grade schools to the 
high schools, and is now beginning to overfl ow our colleges, our graduate 
schools and the labor market.” Echoing the fi ndings of Ford Foundation 
research and his own Committee on Juvenile Delinquency, JFK argued that 
young people were turning to crime because of a lack of opportunities. He 
called for improving schools and job training and the elimination of racial 
barriers and slum housing.   10    

 Under LBJ, the United States would continue to grow rapidly and grow 
more youthful. By 1968, more than half the population was under 28 years 
of age. After the fertility rate peaked in 1957 at nearly four children per 
woman, one could at least begin to anticipate slower growth, though even 
lower fertility could mean a much larger population given the number of 
“baby boomers” entering their reproductive years. In poor countries of 
Asia, Africa, and Latin America, there was little indication that fertility 
rates were declining in the 1960s, and population growth was continuing 
to accelerate. The censuses held around the world in 1960 had exceeded 
projections, and it was feared that the next round in 1970 would once again 
show that experts had underestimated the challenge. What disconcerted 
demographers, one of them later recalled, “was not so much how high the 
projections were but how rapidly population growth was outstripping our 
ability to project it.”   11    

 In poor countries even more than at home, the increasing number of job-
less young people was thought to pose not merely an economic challenge, 
but a threat to social stability, especially in fast-growing cities. An infl uential 
World Bank-supported study—backed by Bank President Eugene Black in 
testimony before the UN Economic and Social Council—warned that coun-
tries with too-rapid population growth would be caught in a “low-level equi-
librium trap.” According to this theory, supporting mere subsistence would 
leave nothing to invest for long-range development.   12    In 1960, thirty-nine 
Nobel Laureates declared that “unless a favorable balance of population 
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LBJ AND WORLD POPULATION 147

and resources is achieved with a minimum of delay, there is in prospect 
a Dark Age of human misery, famine, under-education and unrest which 
could generate growing panic, exploding into wars fought to appropriate the 
dwindling means of survival.”   13    

 Over the course of the 1960s, the cause of population control began to 
garner support from more senior fi gures in the foreign policy establishment, 
such as Ellsworth Bunker, David Lilienthal, John J. McCloy, and Arthur 
Radford.   14    The main political challenge was to show that global population 
growth was a problem for the United States, not just poor countries, and 
that taxpayer support for “family planning” was an investment in the future. 
“The human family continues to grow at an unprecedented rate,” birth con-
trol pioneer Margaret Sanger warned in 1961, “multiplying and intensify-
ing the tensions under which the world lives today.” “Hungry people affect 
our conscience. Hungry nations affect our future. Thus, the population 
explosion presents a global threat which transcends national boundaries, 
endangering the freedom of all mankind.”   15    In 1964, Harry Truman and 
Dwight Eisenhower agreed to become honorary co-chairmen of a Planned 
Parenthood fundraising campaign. Although it was focused on world popu-
lation growth, most of the money actually went to support clinics in the 
United States. Even so, American donors still contributed the preponderant 
part of international family planning assistance. The American share would 
grow to more than 80 percent by 1968.   16    

 Lyndon Johnson—like Kennedy before him—was initially reluctant 
even to discuss family planning, much less support public funding. JFK 
had warned during his campaign that “it would be the greatest psychologi-
cal mistake for us to appear to advocate limitation of the black or brown 
or yellow people whose population is growing no faster than in the United 
States.”   17    The Catholic Church vigorously lobbied against any backsliding. 
As president, Kennedy made cautious references to the challenge of popula-
tion growth, but thought it would be far better for private foundations and 
the United Nations to take the lead. After Johnson succeeded Kennedy, John 
D. Rockefeller 3rd, founder of the Population Council, repeatedly requested 
a meeting. In March 1965, he wrote that reducing population growth was 
“almost the controlling factor in the attainment of the Great Society for our 
own country and for the world.” But senior aide Jack Valenti advised that 
it was “still in my judgment not a matter that the President wants to visibly 
touch at this time.”   18    

 That same month White House analyses of opinion polls showed that 
opposition was weakening. Four-fi fths of respondents believed that birth 
control information should be available to anyone who wanted it, and 
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148 Internationalizing the Great Society

little difference remained between Catholics and Protestants.   19    Douglass 
Cater, special assistant to the president for health, education, and welfare, 
told him that “there is every evidence that even the Pope realizes that the 
times are changing,” alluding to the fact that a papal commission had con-
vened to reconsider Church teaching.   20    The Director of the UN’s Food and 
Agriculture Organization, B. R. Sen, warned that if the world did not boost 
output and limit population growth it would face a “disaster of an unprec-
edented magnitude” by the year 2000.   21    And at the end of the month the 
Supreme Court heard arguments in  Griswold v. Connecticut , leading to the 
landmark ruling that overturned bans on birth control and established a con-
stitutional right to privacy. 

 Johnson remained reluctant to assert leadership, even to settle disputes 
within his own administration. Several agencies were providing small grants 
for research in demography and reproductive health as well as supporting a 
few state programs that provided family planning. The Offi ce of Economic 
Opportunity (OEO) under Sargent Shriver was meant to be the headquarters 
of anti-poverty programs across the federal government. But Shriver was 
a Catholic and married to the late president’s sister. He insisted on issu-
ing strict guidelines for OEO-funded programs. Henceforth, they could not 
assist unmarried women, pay more than twelve dollars a month for con-
traception, carry out sterilization, or even announce their services to the 
media. The Secretary for Health, Education, and Welfare (HEW), Anthony 
Celebrezze, sharply protested, urging that the state welfare agencies be 
allowed to establish their own guidelines. Johnson declined to interfere.   22    
OEO-supported Community Action Programs had already proven contro-
versial, suspected of being run by “kooks and sociologists” (as Johnson 
put it). He may therefore have agreed that they should not be permitted to 
publicize support for family planning.   23    

 Several of LBJ’s senior cabinet offi cers and close aides continued try-
ing to convince him to take a more forthright stance, including Dean Rusk, 
McGeorge Bundy, Bill Moyers, and Robert Komer. But they made little 
headway. The US Agency for International Development (USAID) was 
even more reluctant to commit resources to support family planning abroad, 
allocating less than three million dollars in FY 1965.   24     

    Dollars and Cents Arguments   

 In April 1965, LBJ’s advisors fi nally discovered a way to overcome his cau-
tion. It was a study by a senior RAND economist named Stephen Enke 
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LBJ AND WORLD POPULATION 149

who was then consulting for USAID. Komer told Bundy that it was “a little 
fl ank attack that I think might just penetrate LBJ’s defenses. It’s a hard 
dollar and cents argument for taking a more serious view of birth control 
in the LDCs.” He wrote a memo for the president that began with “a fas-
cinating statistic.” Money allocated to reducing population growth rather 
than accelerating production in developing countries was “ 100 times more 
effective in raising output per capita !” The fi gures were “just one good 
economist’s,” Komer conceded. “However, even if they’re off somewhat, 
there’s no doubt of the rapidly declining cost of population control because 
of new devices” (i.e., the plastic intra-uterine device (IUD) developed by 
Rockefeller’s Population Council). This could have “immense signifi cance” 
for India, Pakistan, and other recipients of US aid, Komer concluded. “The 
process of getting these countries to the stage of self-sustaining growth,  and 
thus reducing the longer term foreign aid burden on us —could be greatly 
foreshortened.”   25    

 Enke’s study was like a lot of other RAND cost-benefi t analyses, the 
kind that had shown missiles to be more cost-effective than bombers in 
attacking Soviet targets. It was, however, among the fi rst to be applied to 
the “life-cycle” of human beings and the rather more complicated question 
of how to increase welfare. This required Enke to make several debatable 
assumptions. He equated welfare with per-capita GNP, even though parents 
who elect to have children may think it increases welfare in other ways. He 
also stipulated that new workers in an “overpopulated” country produced 
diminishing returns. While he conceded that investing in health and educa-
tion might yield high returns in productivity, he assumed poor countries 
would not make good investments in human capital.   26    

 The most critical assumption in Enke’s analysis was that one could apply 
the economic concept of discounting to public policy and discount the pres-
ent value of future citizens. For an individual or a fi rm, discounting future 
gains or losses makes sense: a gain is worth more if it comes sooner rather 
than later, and a loss seems less as long as it is deferred. But Enke urged 
governments of poor countries to engage in a cost-benefi t analysis in decid-
ing whether to discourage couples from having children. He argued that the 
present value of goods a child in a poor country would consume—including 
subsistence, education, and healthcare—was worth far more than what they 
would produce as adults. If society prevented their birth, it would realize a 
gain of $279. At the same time, it would reduce by one the number of people 
who would have to share the wealth.   27    

 The concept of the “prevented birth” would prove crucial in cost-benefi t 
analyses of population control. “It has all the abstract purity of a mathematical 

Gavin_Book.indd   149Gavin_Book.indd   149 11/6/2013   7:51:39 PM11/6/2013   7:51:39 PM

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/24/2023 4:40 PM via COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY - MAIN. All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



150 Internationalizing the Great Society

symbol,” one Ford Foundation offi cial enthused. World Bank economists 
were initially intrigued, but then realized that “calculations of the benefi ts 
of a prevented birth lead logically to the extermination of the human race.” 
Komer seems not to have noticed this problem. He was instead enthusi-
astic about Enke’s idea that a four-dollar vasectomy could have the same 
impact on per capita GNP as one thousand dollars invested in the economy. 
If people did not see that reducing their fertility was in their own best inter-
est, Enke also advised that governments should pay them incentives: $325 
for sterilization, or $30 a year for using an IUD ($2,500 and $231 in today’s 
dollars).   28    

 Komer did not tell the president that the study favored paying people to 
stop having children. Instead, he focused on how the United States could 
use incentives to shape the reproductive behavior of whole nations, that is, 
“using our foreign aid more as an incentive to major efforts in this fi eld by 
the less developed countries themselves.”   29    India was then requesting addi-
tional food aid to avert a threatened famine. Johnson reduced these ship-
ments to a month’s supply and then began yanking what his aides called the 
“short leash” to compel concessions.   30    The administration insisted that India 
develop a long-range plan to meet specifi ed numerical targets in numbers of 
sterilizations performed and IUDs inserted. American consultants advised 
that meeting targets would require paying incentives both to providers and 
those who agreed to the procedures. The Indian Ministry of Health resisted 
these arguments and refused to set targets or pay incentives.   31    

 To avoid protest against US pressure, these negotiations were conducted 
quietly, mainly under the auspices of the World Bank. But in June 1965, at 
the twentieth anniversary celebration of the United Nations in San Francisco, 
Johnson publicly announced the principle upon which they were based:

  Let us in all our lands—including this land—face forthrightly the multiplying 

problems of our multiplying populations and seek the answers to this most 

profound challenge to the future of all the world. Let us act on the fact that 

less than fi ve dollars invested in population control is worth a hundred dollars 

invested in economic growth.   32     

 Enke’s equation only applied to an “overpopulated” country, where there 
was supposedly no increase in innovation and additional labor only brought 
diminishing returns. LBJ was now suggesting that population control might 
be more effi cient in stimulating economic growth at home as well. 

 Family planning advocates had long insisted that the United States would 
not be able to persuade other countries to accept that they had population 
problems unless it accepted that Americans needed family planning too. 
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LBJ AND WORLD POPULATION 151

Johnson was told that if fertility rates did not decline the country was on 
course to have 400 million people by the year 2000.   33    He may well have had 
a more particular concern when he referred to “the multiplying problems 
of our multiplying populations.” This was the month he fi rst referred to the 
number of African American children born out of wedlock in a commence-
ment address at Howard University.   34    It was based on a Labor Department 
report by Daniel Patrick Moynihan, which pointed to the “extraordinary 
growth in Negro population,” then increasing at twice the rate of white 
Americans. Although Moynihan blamed the legacy of racism, he argued 
that African Americans exhibited a “tangle of pathology,” citing higher rates 
of delinquency, addiction, and below-average intelligence.   35    

 LBJ probably did not think through the implications of invoking the 
cost-benefi t rationale for population control. But what Komer called a “fl ank 
attack” had exposed a vulnerable salient in Johnson’s War on Poverty. If 
poor people were caught in a “cycle of poverty,” and the problem was liter-
ally reproducing itself and growing with every generation, how could piece-
meal attacks on health, education, job training, and so on possibly make a 
difference? Moynihan himself did not call for targeting fertility, but rather 
redoubling anti-poverty programs and making direct payments to families. 
But many others concluded that the root cause of poverty was cultural, 
and perhaps even biological, and that government handouts were breeding 
dependency.   36    

 That summer, riots in Watts and the rise of the Black Power movement 
deepened divisions among white liberals. Johnson himself was shaken and 
worried that it would undermine support for his vision of a Great Society. 
Rather than rural communities in Appalachia—the focus of his administra-
tion’s public relations effort—the new face of poverty was a young African 
American chanting “burn baby burn.” This went against the whole premise 
of Community Action Programs—that poor people needed to be empow-
ered to help themselves. Even before the events in Watts, the mayor of Los 
Angeles had sponsored a resolution before the annual conference of mayors 
accusing the OEO of “fostering class warfare.”   37    

 For three days and nights during the August rioting in Watts Johnson 
stayed at his Texas ranch and refused to return phone calls.   38    When he 
roused himself, LBJ decided to rush money to Los Angeles and rebuild 
Watts, even at the risk of appearing to reward rioters. Privately he explained 
that cities were on the verge of exploding, fi lled as they were with hopeless 
people from “broken homes and illegitimate families.”   39    

 A week after the fi res died down, Johnson announced a more far-reaching 
strategy. Charles Schultze and Henry Rowen at the Bureau of the Budget 
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were told to begin applying Pentagon-style planning and cost-benefi t 
analyses to the rest of the executive branch. It would help LBJ to central-
ize control of his domestic agenda, including controversial items like the 
Community Action Programs. At the same time, the president could claim 
that he was tracking every dollar and ensuring not a penny was wasted.   40    
Henceforth, departments would have to develop fi ve-year plans and justify 
their programs to the Bureau of the Budget with cost-benefi t analyses. 

 When he went public with the new approach, Johnson described it as 
“revolutionary,” suggesting that it would make domestic policymaking “as 
up-to-date, I think, as our space exploring program.” It would also save 
money: “Everything I have done,” he said, “in both legislation and the con-
struction of a budget has been guided by my deep concern for the American 
people—consistent with wise management of the taxpayer’s dollar.” The 
new approach would guarantee they could “control our programs and our 
budgets rather than having them control us.”   41    

 At the same time, Johnson established a task force on family planning, 
one that would immediately focus on unwed mothers. The issue was so sen-
sitive that the offi cials at HEW who worked on the issue called themselves 
the “Never-Never Committee.”   42    While Moynihan was effectively banished, 
White House staff continued to read and discuss his research. One article 
Califano circulated noted that America’s nonwhite population was mount-
ing inexorably, from 1 in 10 in 1960 to 1 in 8 by the end of the decade and 
already accounted for nearly 17 percent of newborns. For Moynihan, the 
fact that the government provided payments for children in broken homes 
was “a form of social insanity.”   43    

 Even were it not for the special concern about unwed mothers, fam-
ily planning was bound to be a major benefi ciary of the new approach 
to planning and justifying government expenditures. As Enke’s calcula-
tions had shown, “births prevented” could be immediately quantifi ed, 
unlike many other measures of welfare, such as long-term reductions in 
crime or increases in income. The authors of one of the fi rst Planning, 
Programming, and Budgeting studies for the department of HEW compared 
the cost-effectiveness of $10 million for family planning with $10 million 
for comprehensive health care for mothers and infants. If one assumed that 
providing 500,000 poor women with contraception would prevent 49,000 
births annually—a very debatable assumption, as it turned out—that would 
also mean about 2,000 fewer infant deaths and 1,000 fewer mentally handi-
capped children. The same $10 million would cover comprehensive health 
care for just 6,880 poor mothers and 34,400 infants. This option would 
reduce the number of deaths by between 84 and 119, and also reduce the 
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number who were mentally handicapped by between 7 and 14. According to 
this comparison, preventing births would appear to be a much more effi cient 
way to reduce mortality and the incidence of intellectual disability. If one 
also included the cost of caring for and educating children and did not cal-
culate their future contributions, preventing births would indeed appear to 
be the single most effective way to fi ght poverty. But this was only because 
it promised to reduce the number of poor people, calculations that could just 
as easily extend to the entire human race, as the World Bank economists had 
noted. By itself, preventing births did not reduce extraordinarily high rates 
of infant mortality (41 in 1,000) and mental disability (21 in 1,000) in this 
vulnerable population.   44    

 In the wake of the Watts riots, offi cials concluded that they had to restore 
public confi dence by showing measurable progress in the War on Poverty. 
Results so far were mixed and, as Moynihan pointed out, they were tak-
ing on a much greater challenge: from an “original concern to improve the 
physical equipment of cities toward an effort to improve the human beings 
who live in them.” They had already tried all the high payoff measures, such 
as universal education and improved sanitation. Family planning was “the 
one great exception.” Douglas Cater assured Johnson that OEO researchers 
had concluded that family planning was “the most effective anti-poverty 
program currently available.”   45    

 Johnson continued pressing to expand federal support for family planning, 
but he had to contend with Catholic opposition. HEW insisted to the Bishops 
that it would not impose these programs where state or local authorities did 
not want them or force people to participate.   46    It was easier for Johnson to 
act abroad, especially where he had leverage and could act quietly, such as 
rationing food aid for India. In December 1965, after being told that famine 
was inevitable, he agreed to release another three-month supply of wheat. 
He told the Indian agriculture minister, Chidambaram Subramaniam, that 
Americans were “not interested in disciplining anyone, in becoming the 
masters of anyone, or in dominating anyone.” The United States had its own 
problems, he admitted. But he wanted to achieve new results in food and 
population both at home and abroad: “We would exercise whatever persua-
sion we could toward these ends. We wanted to provide incentives too.”   47     

    Backlash   

 When Indira Gandhi became prime minister in January 1966, it was 
thought that Delhi would agree to a more forceful population control 
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program. She supported paying people who agreed to have an IUD inserted, 
as did India’s Finance Ministry and Planning Commission. A joint Ford 
Foundation-Planning Commission study agreed that every “birth averted” 
was a “saving to the nation.”   48    But when Califano suggested the United 
States give more food aid as a good will gesture before Gandhi came to 
Washington “Johnson exploded all over my memo.” “No,  Hell  no.” Califano 
got a call that afternoon and, before he could even say “Yes, Mr. President,” 
Johnson yelled, “Are you out of your fucking mind?” He would not agree 
to further food shipments until Gandhi presented a comprehensive plan to 
reduce fertility: “I’m not going to piss away foreign aid in nations where 
they refuse to deal with their own population problems.”   49    

 A more effective population control program was only one of a number 
of things that Washington and the World Bank wanted from India, but it was 
an essential part of any new aid package. In calling for “a massive effort to 
 control population growth ,” Rusk noted that “ she  knows and  we  know that 
without tangible and continuing American interest in the future of the Indian 
Union, that Union does not have much of a future.”   50    After Gandhi returned 
to Delhi, the Planning Commission directed the newly designated Ministry 
of Health and Family Planning to begin paying both providers and “accep-
tors.” According to a new fi ve-year plan, 4.5 million would be sterilized 
and 19 million women would be using IUDs, with mobile vans and camps 
reaching areas that did not have health clinics. As in Johnson’s War on 
Poverty, states were directed to focus on densely populated areas. Offi cials 
likened the family planning campaign to a military operation: unplanned 
births represented “the enemy within the gate,” Minister of Planning Asoka 
Mehta argued. “It is war that we have to wage, and, as in all wars, we can 
not be choosy, some will get hurt, something will go wrong. What is needed 
is the will to wage the war so as to win it.”   51    

 Alas, paid to perform as many procedures as quickly as possible, pro-
viders cut corners and left their patients to cope with complications. Even 
with trained staff, proper screening, and sterile inserters, IUD insertions can 
cause prolonged bleeding and pelvic infl ammatory disease. They can also 
lead to ectopic pregnancies or septic abortions. In the case of India, condi-
tions were often poor, and once the mobile teams moved on there was no 
one to treat side effects or even remove the devices. After 1966 there was a 
sharp decline in the number of women willing to use an IUD. Instead, the 
family planning program began to rely on sterilization. The areas with the 
most rapid increase in tubectomies and vasectomies were also those areas 
stricken by famine. Subsequently, it was determined that many of those who 
agreed to sterilization in exchange for money or food would not have been 
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likely to have had any more children. Investigators found that in one area 
almost half were over 50 years old. Some women had IUDs inserted for 
cash and then removed them, going back for another insertion—and another 
payment—repeatedly.   52    

 The “targets” of population control programs understood that a “pre-
vented birth” is not necessarily a savings, either for the couple—who with-
out sons lack security in old age—or for the country. Economists had begun 
to realize that there was almost no correlation between population growth 
and per capita income. In fact, population increase could be an engine of eco-
nomic growth by leading to greater innovation and effi ciency in land use.   53    

 Nevertheless, population control proponents wanted to make the Indian 
precedent into a policy. The 1966 Food for Peace bill required that the 
president take into account whether countries were controlling their pop-
ulation growth before agreeing to concessionary grain sales.   54    There was 
also a push to match this foreign policy with a more determined domes-
tic program. In a statement circulated to all embassies as representing the 
administration position, Deputy Assistant Secretary for Far Eastern Affairs 
Robert W. Barnett said that this program could focus on “our congested 
urban complexes, in the Trust territories, in the Indian reservations.” Rowen 
testifi ed before Congress that the problem of African American family and 
culture was comparable to problems of development in poor countries. 
“Both in sections of the ‘third world’ and in the Negro community, there is a 
self-sustaining negative cycle which preserves elements which are strongly 
resistant to modernization or social developments.”   55    In both cases, many 
concluded, it was necessary to short-circuit the “cycle of poverty” (i.e., at 
the moment of conception). 

 In his public statements, Johnson took care to insist that birth control 
would have to be accepted voluntarily, both at home and abroad. He con-
sidered it a matter of right. “Why should a woman with money be able to 
control her family size,” he asked, “while a poor woman has got nowhere to 
go?”   56    But Pentagon-style planning and a focus on “prevented births” led to 
abuse in the United States as well. When the Department of Defense shifted 
from bombers to missiles, after all it was merely choosing different means 
to the same end: deterring or defeating the USSR. A “War on Poverty” 
represented a very different kind of problem. The causes of poverty were 
many and complex, local and even personal, including the poor choices that 
some people insisted on making—not just poor people but also those who 
excluded them from employment, education, and housing. Even if there 
was a Department of HEW, health, education, and welfare did not constitute 
a closed system that could be managed from Washington. 
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 Where local circumstances did approximate a closed system—or 
appeared that way to doctors and offi cials—the cost-benefi t calculus could 
have terrible consequences. In city hospitals, the rural South, and Indian 
reservations, some doctors on the government payroll began to focus on 
those they deemed irresponsible. They warned women on welfare that 
they would lose their benefi ts if they did not agree to sterilization. Some 
OEO-funded programs circumvented guidelines proscribing the procedure. 
There was a dramatic increase in “elective hysterectomies” in city hospi-
tals, and over the following decade investigators found that on reservations 
a quarter to a half of women aged 18–44 had been sterilized. The General 
Accounting Offi ce reported that doctors had consistently failed to obtain 
informed consent, and it became common to ask women in the midst of 
delivering a baby if they also wanted a tubal ligation. Studies of physician 
attitudes found that many believed they were helping society by reducing 
the welfare burden. Dwight Eisenhower himself argued in 1965 that family 
planning would have to be tied to welfare, or “history will rightly condemn 
us.” It was folly for the government to be “spending money with one hand 
to slow up population growth among responsible families and with the other 
providing fi nancial incentives for increasing production by the ignorant, 
feeble-minded or lazy.”   57    

 Here again, local practices refl ected attitudes at the top, even if senior 
offi cials did not announce it as a policy. When Rockefeller called for a pres-
idential commission on population, one that would take up the “relationship 
of mounting welfare rolls to family planning and population stabilization,” 
Budget Director Schultze thought outsiders could advocate making contra-
ception available to “all appropriate welfare recipients” without risking the 
“political booby traps” of an offi cial commission. That year, the House ver-
sion of the 1967 Social Security bill prohibited increased federal assistance 
to states in which children on welfare made up a growing proportion of the 
population. This provision was dropped in conference, but the fi nal version 
required that welfare case workers tell AFDC recipients that birth control 
was available free of charge.   58    

 HEW policy specifi ed that eligibility for benefi ts should not be made 
contingent on accepting family planning. But the message heard in many 
poor communities was that the government wanted them to stop having 
children. African American leaders in Pittsburgh forced the OEO to shut 
down its family planning program, citing tactics that had been tested abroad 
and were now being tried in US communities. “What U.S. hospital has a pol-
icy of visiting sick people who skip appointments?” asked a local NAACP 
official. “What welfare group sends volunteers to the homes of people who 
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miss getting their check or the chance to get welfare food supplies? Do they 
have ‘volunteers’ to go out and tell people about good jobs?”   59    

 By the end of 1967, many population control proponents worried that 
even these measures would not work. As the prominent demographer 
Kingsley Davis argued, what made family planning politically acceptable 
was what made it practically ineffective. “By stressing the right of parents 
to have the number of children they want, it evades the basic question of 
population policy, which is how to give societies the number of children 
they need.”   60    Many senior fi gures in the fi eld began to think it might be 
necessary to go “beyond family planning,” including the calculated use 
of incentives and disincentives, not just in poor countries like India, but 
at home as well. But most concluded that they should instead continue 
expanding family planning programs to determine whether more voluntary 
methods might work. Together with allies in Congress, they succeeded in 
having an increasing portion of the budget earmarked for population pro-
grams, even while USAID spending on health and OEO anti-poverty pro-
grams were cut back.   61    

 Johnson did little to defend the Offi ce of Equal Opportunity while it was 
in danger of total elimination. In his 1968 State of the Union message, he 
hardly mentioned efforts to alleviate poverty, which had been the center-
piece of his inaugural address four years earlier.   62    Increasingly, he talked 
about family planning as the solution. In July 1968 Johnson fi nally agreed 
to establish a “President’s Committee on Population and Family Planning,” 
letting it be known that he did “not think the Government is doing enough or 
doing it effectively enough.” He also demanded from his staff “ immediate ” 
answers to new questions about population and the future, such as “What 
will the Negro population be in 1976; what increase is that over today?”   63    

 A week later, Paul VI released the encyclical  Humanae Vitae.  A major-
ity of his commission had recommended accepting birth control, but the 
Pope overruled them. A Polish cardinal named Karol Józef Wojtyła, the 
future John Paul II, apparently convinced him that changing policy would 
undermine papal authority. But in the encyclical the Pope also argued that 
accepting that contraception was a legitimate solution for the problems of 
individual couples would make it an acceptable instrument of social pol-
icy: “Who will stop rulers from favoring, from even imposing upon their 
peoples, if they were to consider it necessary, the method of contraception 
which they judge to be most efficacious?”   64    

 With  Humanae Vitae,  the backlash against population control had well 
and truly begun, a backlash that continues to this day. It was usually inspired 
by religious faith or a mistrust of any effort to give women more autonomy. 
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But it was also incited by the excesses of population-control propaganda, 
which went to new extremes in 1968. That year Paul Ehrlich published  The 
Population Bomb,  which cited projections of demographic growth to predict 
that hundreds of millions of people would die in global famines during the 
1970s. He argued that the United States had no choice but to use food aid 
to compel other countries to control fertility. It was also the year when the 
Club of Rome fi rst convened under the leadership of an Italian industrialist, 
Aurelio Peccei. The report it issued on  The Limits to Growth  in 1972 would 
also become a bestseller. Building from a systems analysis model of a city, 
the authors applied this method to the entire world, predicting that popula-
tion growth and pollution would lead to “overshoot and collapse.” Unlike 
Ehrlich, they did not explicitly call for population control. Privately Peccei 
speculated that “it would be best if India were freed from people . . . so that 
other people (white?) could take over. To his mind, accumulated DDT in 
Indians would be a great solution.”   65    

 In the 1970s, there was also a backlash against systems analysis and 
other forms of expert planning in social welfare, which too often appeared 
to conceal hidden agendas.   66    But international development institutions 
continued using population projections—and the projected savings from 
“births averted”—to justify “demand creation” programs. In most countries 
this mainly consisted of marketing contraception and promoting the small 
family norm, but in many others—including Bangladesh, India, Indonesia, 
Singapore, and South Korea—population control could mean limiting 
access to schools, clinics, and public housing.   67    Systems analysis like that 
used by the Club of Rome persuaded the leaders of Communist China that 
they must limit couples to just one child to prevent the population from 
growing to more than four billion by 2080.   68    

 RAND became an important center for urban policy and population 
research, and many other think tanks imitated their methods. Senior offi -
cials continued to rotate between the Defense Department and the “War 
on Poverty.” Yarmolinsky went back to the Pentagon, joined by Stephen 
Enke as Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense for Economics. Under 
Richard Nixon, three future Defense Secretaries served in the OEO: Donald 
Rumsfeld, Dick Cheney, and Frank Carlucci. Robert McNamara became 
president of the World Bank, where he made population control a top pri-
ority. Despite the skepticism of Bank economists, countries were told that 
“births averted” would measurably reduce costs in education and that popu-
lation control was a condition for structural adjustment loans. On the other 
hand, McNamara said he was reluctant to fi nance health care “unless it was 
very strictly related to population control, because usually health facilities 
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contributed to the decline of the death rate, and thereby to the population 
explosion.”   69    

 Decades after the end of the Johnson administration, people working 
for reproductive rights and health still struggle to shake off the legacies of 
this period, when family planning became a means to plan other people’s 
families, and health, welfare, and rights were sacrifi ced for the sake of 
“population control.” Ironically, and tragically, fertility rates were already 
falling before these more coercive and manipulative measures were tried, in 
poorer parts of the United States as well as in China, in countries that subsi-
dized contraception as well as those that discouraged it. The consequences 
of these needless social engineering experiments go beyond the damage 
done to the cause of reproductive rights. They created an abiding skepti-
cism of the very idea that governments should try to plan progress. Whereas 
in 1967 an observer as astute as the sociologist Daniel Bell predicted that 
“with our increasing ‘future orientation’, government will necessarily have 
to do more and more planning,” Ronald Reagan convinced the country that 
government was the problem, not the solution. While Bell thought that “the 
entire complex of social prestige and social status” would reside in the intel-
lectual and scientifi c communities that planned the future, mistrust and even 
contempt for intellectuals has become one of the hallmarks of a society that 
is still not as great as it could be.   70       
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