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The international campaign to control human fertility has inspired a vast inter-
disciplinary literature, but only in recent years has it become a subject for his-
torical study and debate. New archives have opened, especially among the
largest donors during its early, heroic phase. And scientists and activists are in-
creasingly willing to be reflexive about their lives’ work. Most importantly,
with rates of fertility declining in every region of the world, it is now possible

to begin to see the end of the story. As the period of unprecedented growth in
world population draws to a close, international efforts directed at limiting that
growth—as opposed to safeguarding reproductive rights and health—will in-
exorably pass from the domain of policy to histbry.

Yet even with new sources and the perspective that time’s passage can pro-
vide, “population control” poses daunting challenges to historians. It touches
on the history of technology and medicine, of demography and diplomacy, of
political economy and cultural formation. Dozens of governments along with
non-governmental and international organizations funded programs to limit
population growth, and their impact can only be determined by studying how
they played out in communities all over the world. Scholars must therefore con-
sider an array of methods, frames, and levels of analysis. “A political economy
of fertility is a multi-leveled field of inquiry,” as Susan Greenhalgh has ob-
served: “It combines societal structure and individual agency, both of which

| am grateful to my colleagues at the University of Michigan’s Institute for the Humanities and Ger-
ald R. Ford School of Public Policy for their advice and encouragement in the preparation of this
article. | also benefited from presentations at Harvard and Princeton Universities and the Woodrow
Wilson International Center for Scholars, along with the suggestions of the anonymous reviewers
of CSSH

1 This distinction suggests the nature and limits of the term “population control,” which is itself
fast becoming a historical artifact. As will be discussed anon, while it now denotes a shrinking
subset of the “family planning” agenda, population control can be seen as encompassing the once
wide-ranging efforts to shape the quality as well as the quantity of population. On this point see
also Dennis Hodgson and Susan Cotts Watkins, “Feminists and Neo-Malthusians: Past and Pres-
ent Alliances,Population and Development Revi2@/(1997):471. The latest U.N. projections are
presented in “World Population Prospects: The 2000 Revision;//mitw.un.org/esa/population/
wpp2000.html.
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generally escape the demograpsettention, and draws on both quantitative
and qualitative research methods and material¥he objective .. is to un
derstand how a particular set of reproductive institutions and behaviors evolved
and how its constitutive elements relate to each &ther

This article surveys this new and expanding area of inquiry by analyzing
some of the most impressive studies agyimgy from diferent disciplinesyet it
also draws attention to how they are diieg, making Greenhalghbbjective
appear increasingly distant. Historically minded population specialists as well
as historians of population policy draw on their own experiences or elite
archives, almost always in the United Staldwey rarely connect with schol
ars writing on the microhistory of reproduction, work that greatly complicates
and enriches our understanding of agency in population pgétyhese schel
ars, for their part, seldom ask how participactsiices might have had conse
gquences beyond their own lives and communittesl whether written at
the level of “world systems” or the individual clinic, studies all too often por
tray population control as a Collar strategy th&Vest foisted on the rest of
the world, ignoring evidence that constituencies for interventionist policies
emepged acrosésia and Latilmerica decades earlier

This essay will endeavor to show what might be gained if thefeeadif ap
proaches were brought into dialogue and set in an international and compara
tive perspective. It will describe population control as a precociously irterna
tional movement that served as a platform for an array of ideological projects.
Episodes from its long history will help to illustrate how it can and should be
seen as a key site of political contestation and cross-cultural learning, in which
revolutionary leaders used international conferences to articulate new visions
of North-South relations while “clients” treated birth control clinics as sites of
negotiation and exchange. Examples such as these will demonstrate how one
can use the politics of population to probe the tensions within and between fem
inism, eugenics, environmentalism, and “development” as they interacted in a
global arena, and thus illuminate the full dimensions of a subject that scholars
have scarcely begun to explcre.

POPULATION CONTROL FROM THE TOP DOWN

Some of the earliest attempts to put the politics of world population growth in
historical perspective engad from the field of population studies, though
sometimes at its mgins.These are disciplinary histories, both in the sense that

2 Susan Greenhalgh, “Anthropolog@ieorizes Reproduction: Integrating Practice, Politicat Eco
nomic, and Feminist Perspectives,'Situating Fetility: Anthropology and Demographic Inqyir
ed. Susan Greenhalgh (N&erk: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 13.

3 While the literature on some countries is quite rich, especially the United States, United King
dom, and India, the focus here is on the cross-border networking and cooperative activities of in
ternational agencies, non-governmentglanizations, foreign aid programs and the like that are
often neglected in single-country accounts. Statésr'ts within their own borders will be consid
ered to the extent that they influenced or interacted with that broader campaign.
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they narrate the professionalization and institutionalization of theoretical and
applied research in controlling fertiljtiput also in that they are concerned to
uncover its hidden costs and encourage a self-questioning spirit. In one of the
first such efiorts, Dennis Hodgson set out to explain the oscillation between “or
thodoxy” and “revisionism” ilAmerican demographyerms denoting scien
tists’greater or lesser confidence in their ability to predict and control fertility
He used the classic rubric of internal and external factors, giving equal weight
to the demonstrated inadequacy of theory and the demands of the political en
vironment? By the time Hodgson wrote even a recent president of the Popula
tion Association oAmerica (RA), Paul Demenycould be counted among the
ranks of the “revisionists” in decrying how the power of the purse had driven
researchers toward the politically determined goal of limiting ferfilitet in

a later article Hodgson went even furth@wsinting out that theAA itself had

been founded by activists as well as scientists who together were concerned
about populatiors racial and class composition no less than its quantitative
growth or decliné. Its founding president, Henry Pratt Fairchild, declared in
1930 that its purpose was to “present a united front” in preventing any Rarrow
er definition of population studieShe RAA’s first research project investigat

ed the dkcts of contraceptive use on “the fecundity of the socially inadequate
classes..””

Chronicling the quarrels and marriages of convenience among ant-immi
gration activists, scientists, eugenists, and feminists results in “a rich, but chaot
ic, history of population thought,” as Hodgson admittédther studies have
focused on how specific developments in demography reflected both this ide
ological inheritance and a continually evolving political environmeaihd in

4 Dennis Hodgson, “Orthodoxy and RevisionismAimerican Demography Population and
Development Reviet,4 (1988):54169.

5 Paul Demeny‘Social Science and Population Polfcipopulation and Development Review
14,3 (1988):45279. Other retrospective accounts by influential figures include Robert C. Cook,
“Forty Years of PRB” (Population Reference Bureau), Library of Congwéashington, D.C.,
Manuscript Division, Robert C. Cook Papers, container 16, folder 3; Oscar HaCkaking Pop
ulation Growth: An Insidefs Perspective on the Population Moven{®&gw York: Plenum Press,
1995); Frank Notestein, “Reminiscenc&he Role of Foundations, of the Populatkssociation
of America, Princeton University and of the United Nations in Fosténmerican Interest in Pep
ulation Problems,Milbank Memorial Fund Quaerly 49,4 (1971):6%84; Notestein, “Demogra
phy in the United StateA: PartialAccount of the Development of the Fiel@®bpulation and De
velopment Revie®,4 (1982):65%87.

& Dennis Hodgson, “The Ideological Origins of the Populatissociation ofAmerica,” Popu
lation and Development Review,1 (1991):+34.

7 “Preliminary Conference on a Populatidasociation for the United States,” 12 Dec. 1930,
RockefellerArchive CenterSleepy HollowN.Y. (hereafter RAC), Bureau of Social Hygiene Pa
pers, series 3, box 9; “Populatidasociation oAmerica, Minutes of Seconshnual Meeting,” 12
May 1933, idem. On this point see akdele E. ClarkeDisciplining Repoduction: Modernity
American Life Sciences, and “ThedBtems of Sex(Berkeley: University of California Press,
1998), 184-85.

8 Hodgson, “The Ideological Origins,” 1. Hodgssarticle with Susawatkins, “Feminists and
Neo-Malthusians,” is a particularly rich account of the alliance politics within the population con
trol movement.
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some cases responded to particular conjunctures in international.listary
stance, John and Pat Caldwell suggest that birth cantatitroversial origins

and continuing sensitivity made the Ford Foundation reluctant to assume a lead
ing role in establishing clinics abroad. Instead, it first concentrated on devel
oping an international constituency for population studies and planning by
funding new research centers and scholarships. Like Hodgson, the Caldwells
emphasize both internal and external factors in the relationships that developed
between Ford and demographers, including early failures to foresee rapid pop
ulation growth as well as the beginning ofgkesscale development aid. Hint

ing at the very practical considerations that often go unmentioned in accounts
of the field, they observe that this aid “had demonstrated that demographers
could begin to commute to developing countries, to live there, and to command
substantial funds.” Indeed, in the three decades following the first grantin 1952,
the Ford Foundation spent $270 million in the population fleld.

Similarly, Simon Szreter suggests that it iaserica’s newly developed ex
perience in social engineering and eagerness to apply it around the world that
explains why “demographic transition theory” came to dominate demography
beginning in the 1940s-even though some had drawn similar causal links be
tween economic and population change decades b¥&irdemographers dis
carded the original assumption that fertility was completely dependent on slow
ly changing socio-economic determinants after the “loss” of CAmbamiting
population growth in poor countries became a matter of national setueiy
quickly endorsed the dissemination of contraceptifes.

Greenhalgh agrees that for too long demography shared the agenda of Cold
War-era modernization theory and served U.S. foreign policy intekedtshe
points out that this was hardly unusual among the social sciences, even though
demographys late development presented practitioners with particulafiy dif
cult choices. Because of their early association with political activism, lack of
an independent departmental home in the univeesitycontinued dependence
on funding from policymakers, they had to struggle to establish their legitima
cy as a scientific disciplind.he answer was “to practice science making with
a vengeance,” Greenhalgh notes,.“developing [demograpls] identity as a
highly quantitative and mathematical fief”

Indeed, the reminiscences of leading practitioners suggest that they took the

® John and Pat Caldwelljmiting Population Gowth and the Fat Foundation Contribution
(London: Frances Pintet986), 1, 2534.

10 Simon SzreterThe Idea of Demographitransition and the Study of Fertility Chande:
Critical Intellectual History Population and Development Revig®;4 (1993):659701. Bonnie
Mass points out that the State Department blamed the Communist victory on Chiang K&i Shek’
inability to cope with population growth, “An Historical Sketch of &reerican Population Cen
trol Movement,” inimperialism, Health and Medicined.Vicente Navarro (Farmingdale, N:Y
Baywood Publishing Compan$981), 185-86.

1 Susan Greenhalgh, “The Social Construction of Population Sciéndatellectual, Institu
tional, and Political History ofwentieth-Century DemograpfiyComparative Studies in Society
and Histoy 38,1 (1996):26tf
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most pride not in their influence among policymakers but in their mathemati
cal virtuosity For instance, the long-time director of Princesddfice of Pop

ulation Research, Frank Notestein, once recalled that the Manhattan project had
independently developed the same mathematics to track the birth, death, mi
gration, age, and distribution of neutrons that demographers had long employed
to analyze human populations. John von Neumann suggested to him that they
should instead study the problems of equilibrium at the sub-atomic level “be
cause the generations come so much faaterbesides, the mathematics is un
complicated by sex'®

Even researchers working directly on reproduction developed strategies to
safeguard their reputations as scientists from any association with the political
agendas of those who funded their work, notably the Rockefédledescribed
by Adele E. Clarke, they resisted working on contraceptives while promising
that basic research in such fields as endocrinology would yield applications,
much to the frustration of their backehs. early as 1928 Rockefeller Fourda
tion trustee Raymond Fosdick called one request for $790,000 “sheer”idiocy
suspecting it was “the work of a lot of college professors who have assumed
that millions are at their disposal.” Eventually researchers achieved a “contra
ceptive quid pro quo” in which they developed more “scientific” methods such
as the pill and the IUD as part of a social control agenda that sacrificed the lib
erating spirit of early birth control advocafés.

“Mathematics complicated by sex” and applied to international politics has
also created a rich history for students of public poliarawing on newly-
accessible foundation and U.S. federal government archives, historians such as
Donald Critchlow and John Sharpless have revealed the strategies-and re
sources required to overcoMéashingtors reluctance to sponsor research and
intervene abroad to shape reproductive behavia joint eforts of demogra
phers, State Departmenfiofals, foundation leaders like John D. Rockefeller
[ll, and gadfly Senator Ernest Gruening provide fascinating examples of pub
lic-private cooperation in advancing a politically controversial ageretahe
internal divisions that Hodgson highlighted continued into the Glldera, as
advocates quarreled over the direction of public relations campaigns, the ethics
of more coercive measures, and the new demands posed by feminists and en
vironmentalists:#

12 Notestein, “Demography in the United States,” 686.

13 Fosdick memo to Lawrence Dunham, 28 M&28, RAC, Bureau of Social Hygiene Papers,
series 3, box 8; Clark®jsciplining Repoduction ch. six.Though it is limited to thAmerican pe
litical context, the transformation of birth control from a radical to a conservative cause was also a
key theme in Linda Gordaspioneering study\omans Body Womans Right:A Social Histoy of
Birth Contol in America(New York: Grossman, 1976).

14 DonaldT. Critchlow “Birth Control, Population Control, and Family Plannidgn Over
view,” Journal of Policy Histoy 7,1 (1995):321, andintended Consequences: BirContol,
Abortion, and the Federal Government in Modémmerica(New York: Oxford University Press,
1999); John Sharpless, “Population Science, Private Foundations, and Develgjinérite
Transformation of Demographic Knowledge in the United States,-1%85,” in International
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Together the accounts of historically minded population researchers and his
torians of science and public policy constitute a coherent body of work that has
contributed a number of key insights. It has “followed the money” to focus on
academic, corporate, and foreign policy elites, with research in both their pub
lished writings and private pape/long with interviews, these reveal how
some key decisions were made and what kind of people made them in the de
velopment of contraceptive technologies arghaizational tacticslhey help
show how scientists, activists, and philanthropists shaped demography and
population studies as policy sciences with bases of support in foundations, ad
vocacy groups, population studies centers, and internatiogahiaations.
Initially concerned as much about the “quality” as the quantity of population
growth, over time their focus shifted from the poor and ethnic minorities with
in the industrializedVest to worries about the relative growth of poor coun
tries. This was especially the case once the USSR began to exert influence in
these areas, which finally brought massive U.S. government support for a
worldwide campaign to control fertilitfeven so, fears of population growth
were in many cases still cast in terms of race and class cdhflict.

Yet this work has the vices of its virtues, above all in its tight focéster-
ican elitesThere can be no doubt that by the 1980w rican foundations and
corporations as well as government agencies were vital in developing and mar
keting new forms of birth control in poor countriés.its peak between 1968
and 1972, the U.S. government provided ffiftins of all international assis
tance for population programs, and even a decade later public andAmeate
ican sources accounted for 85 percent of funding for contraceptive re¥&arch.
Yet by locating the origins of the international population control movement
amongAmerican elites and their anxieties, this work does not help us-under
stand the origins of the demographic growth to which they were responding.
These are instead to be found in both thgdainternational history of public
health programs that dramatically reduced mortali#ysia, Africa, and Latin
America, as well as the microhistory of reproductive choice among the people
living in these areas.

Development and the Social Scienasb Frederick Cooper and Randall Packard (Berkeley: Uni
versity of California Press, 1997), 17800, and “Wrld Population Growth, Family Planning, and
American Foreign Policy Journal of Policy Histoy 7,1 (1995):72102. For histories of interna
tional population policy centered on the United States see also Peter J. DoridddsmrAgainst
Us: The United States and theNd Population Crisis, 19651980 (Chapel Hill: University of
North Carolina, 1990); and James Rédtk Bith Contol Movement andmerican Society: rm
Private \ice to Public Wtue (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1984).

15 On this last point see Matthew Connelifx Power Beyond Measure: How Fear of Popula
tion Growth has Changed thgay PeopleThink About theWorld,” Population, Environmental
Change, and Securityorking Paper No. 1, Population-Environment Fellows Program, Universi
ty of Michigan.

16 DonaldsonNature Against Us48-49; Linda EAtkinson, Richard Lincoln, and Jacqueline
D. Forrest, “Vérldwide Trends in Funding for Contraceptive Research and Evaluafi@amiily
Planning Perspectivek?,5 (1985):204.
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Instead, these studies often imply tAatericans monopolized agency and
influence flowed only one wayritchlow for instance, asserts that “a small
group of men and women, numbering only a few hundred, set the context of the
policy debate .. " Indeed, “the dbrts of one man—Rockefeller—actually
“gave shape to the population movement as it gatkin the 1950s'” But oth-
er countries had vigorous debates about population diwthlty sponsored
programs before eithé&merican foundations or the U.S. government felt able
to intervene. President Eisenhower famously insisted that he could not “imag
ine anything more emphatically a subject that is not a proper political er gov
ernmental activity or function or responsibili§f In 1957 Rockefellés sue
cessor as president of the Population Council, Frederick Osborn, tajendiar
Sanger that “it is the United States which is a backward country in respect to
the control of population growth, and not #hs&ian countries ... ” since the
governments of India, China, Egypt, and Japan were already working to limit
fertility.1® She was still sometimes barred from mentioning family planning in
public appearances in the United States, such as one in which she had guided
her fellow chairwoman of the International Planned Parenthood Federation
(IPPF) into darkest Santa Barbara. Sanger stalkd¢den$tage, and Lady Rama
Rao went home to India “with a better knowledgéwierica, the country and
the people, their problems and their deep-seated prejudices and e sve
shall see, the earlier history of population debates in more “enlightened” coun
tries like India can help explain why they were receptive once the United States
took the initiative and why they continued to consider population limitation a
priority even wherWashington became hostile or irfdifent during the Rea
gan yearg?!

Critchlow’s own account also shows quite clearly taerican elites often
felt compelled to act with caution, even within the United States, for fear-of pro
voking a backlashlThe response or lack of response ofdé&mpopulations” as
measured by low levels of participation in family planning programs and high

17 Critchlow, Intended Consequencédg-15. Similarly Sharpless focuses on “a small but pow
erful group of scholars” which shared the same “methodolgglysis, and language..” Ac-
cording to Paul Demenghey “spawned programmatic action, soon embraced by scores ef coun
tries, assisted by international development agencies[providing] an exceptionally clear
demonstration of the potential power of academic scribblindetaig policy” Sharpless, “Wrld
Population Growth,” 8881, and DemenySocial Science and Population Polfc§57.

18 Critchlow, Intended Consequencesl. Privately he admitted that population trends were “a
constant worry to him and from time to time reduced him to de5ga8th meeting of the Na
tional Security Council, 28 May 1959, Dwight D. Eisenhower Libidbjlene, Kansasinn Whit-
man File, NSC Series.

19 Reed,The Bith Contiol Movement304.

20 Dhanvanthi Rama Raén Inheritance: The Memoirs of Dhanvanthi Rama Réaw York:
Harper & Row 1977), 27275.

21 Gayl Ness and HirofunAAndo suggest that one could more easifyuarthat “international
population assistance is a set of values and demandssihas have foisted upon the rest of the
world than the other way around;he Land Is Shrinking: Population PlanningAsia(Baltimore:
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1984), 182.
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drop-out rates were a constant source of frustration and eventually drove Rock
efeller to entirely rethink his approaéhWhile in elite circles “birth control

was discussed in abstract terms, remote from the lives of the women who would
be recipients of such programmatitoefs,” as Sharpless asserts, any study that
does not go beyond a reading of elite archives runs the same risk. Indeed, Sharp
less identifies with those who set U.S. policy to the point that he uses the first
person plural in explaining “our motives” as “we” contemplated intervention

in areas formerly ruled by “our European alliéd.”

The concern here is not one of identity politics, and it should be emphasized
that all these scholars are critical of aspects of U.S. policy and approach it with
an array of diierent political commitments. Rathet is that their vision of
agency is too often limited by a lack of more international perspeétividse
very title of Critchlows book,Intended Consequenceés,based on the asser
tion that population control programs “contributed significantly to a reduction
in the rate of population growth in many parts of the world,” skirting an-enor
mously complex debate over how significant that contribution really?dés.
there is any consensus among demographers about the declines in fertility now
occurring in every region it is that they resulted from not one but mafey-dif
ent transitions that defy any global explanaidm short, works limited to the
history of science and elite decision-making will not reveal the consequences,
intended or not, of ideas and policies in the population field, because their im
pact depended on how they were received and acted upon by program workers
and participants.

POPULATION CONTROL FROM THE BOTTOM UP

The failure of classic transition theory to explain fertility declines in diverse
communities with or without access to contraceptives has encouraged more in
terdisciplinary approaches that historians cannot ignore. David Kertzer and
Tom Fricke explain that demographers reached out to anthropeltigg pre
sumed repository of wisdom on the nature of culturecause “culture” had
been the repository for all that they could not easily quartiflow appeared

to hold the key to explaining fertility transitioAéYet for cultural anthropolo

22 Critchlow, Intended Consequencéf-61, 83, 14145, 178.

23 Sharpless, “Wrld Population Growth,” 76, 83, 88, 100.

24 perhaps because they are Aterican, the Caldwells are a notable exception, emphasizing
the local origins of population concerns in India, for instanckinmiting Population Gowth,37—
41.

25 Critchlow, Intended Consequencds), 226-27, 238.

26 The literature on demographic transition theory is enormous, but Prirc&ompean Fer
tility Project is most often cited for discrediting the search for a single model comprised of so
cioeconomic variables; séasley Coale and Susakatkins’summaryin The Decline of Feili-
ty in Euope (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1986). On the contribution of family
planning programs specifically see, for instance, the exchange between Lant H. Pritchett on the one
hand, and John Bongaarts, James C. Knowles, JdkkirSand David K. Guilkey on the othén
“The Impact of Population PoliciesPopulation and Development Revié®,3 (1994):61-30.

27 David I. Kertzer andom Fricke, “Toward anAnthropological Demograpkyin Anthropo-
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gists and those they have influenced, beliefs and practices are not so easily con
tained. Culture cannot be viewed as merely helping or hindering people in
recognizing and achieving the “optimal” number of children. Indeed, anthro
pologists had not viewed fertility per se as a central concern. Now that it has
attracted their attention, they insist on situating it in particular societies with all
their idiosyncrasies intact. Culture, agenand interests are seen as mutually
constitutive and can only be approached on their own terms and ‘grotirel,”
case-by-case, through close observation.

Thus, whereas demographic theory had long been based on a one-mother
one-child paradigm, anthropologists emphasized the diversity of both family
systems and the means of controlling fertilRyactices of fosterage, adoption,
infanticide, and neglect are all part of a process of family formation that can
not be reduced to a onefabst-benefit analysis of whether to bear a cfiltke
value and status of children varies over time according to a netieation
ship with their father and other men, for instance, and not just their projected
expense and wage-earning poterittimilarly, while demographers have for
decades understood that motivated populations can practice withdrawal, absti
nence, and prolonged breastfeeding to limit their numbers, anthropologists
showed that greater ease and freedom in exercising choice did not necessarily
lead people to reduce their fertility

For instance, women sometimes use contraceptives at higher rates than sur
vey data indicate, but for the purpose of spacing births or protecting their health
rather than because they want smaller fam#te®thers begin contracepting
only after they have had children and attain greater financial independence. But
it is too simple to equate family limitation with empowerment. It is not clear
for example, that education in itself is causally related to lower ferdlity ed
ucated women can be disempowered in other ways, such as domestic violence.

logical Demography: dward a New Synthesied. Kertzer and Fricke (Chicago, Ill.: University of
Chicago Press, 1997);-25.

28 Reyna Rapp, Foreword, hildbirth andAuthoritative Knowledgegd. Robbie E. Davis-
Floyd and Carolyn FSagent (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997)xii; Kertzer and
Fricke, “Toward anAnthropological Demograpkiy16; Susan Greenhalgh, Wards a Political
Economy of Fertility Anthropological Contributions,Population and Development Revig;1
(1990):85-106; Susan Greenhalgh, “AnthropoloBiyeorizes Reproduction,”-28; andAnthony
T. Carter “Agency and FertilityToward an Ethnography of Practice,”- 885, both inSituating
Fertility: Anthropology and Demographic Ingyired. S. Greenhalgh (Nevork: Cambridge Uni
versity Press, 1995).

29 Caroline Bledsoe, “Majinal Members: Children of Previous Unions in Mende Households
in Sierra Leone,” irSituating Fetility, 130-53.

30 Norman E. HimesMedical Histoy of ContraceptiorfNew York: Gamut Press, 1963An-
thony T. Carter “Agency and Fertility 59-60; Peter and Jane Schnejdétigh Fertility and
Poverty in Sicily: Beyond the Culture vs. Rationality Debate Sitnating Fetility, 179-201.

31 Allan G. Hill, Caroline Bledsoe, Umberto D’Alessandro, and Patricia Langerock,-“Con
structing Natural FertilityThe Use ofVestern Contraceptiviechnologies in Rural Gambia&op-
ulation and Development Revig0,1 (1994):84113; Caroline Bledsoe, Fatoumatta Banja, and
Allan G. Hill, “Reproductive Mishaps antfestern ContraceptioAn African Challenge to Fertil
ity Theory” Population and Development Revigd;1 (1998):1557.

https://doi.org/10.1017/50010417503000069 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0010417503000069

POPULATION CONTROL IS HISTORY 1I3I

As Candice Bradley suggests, “women ofatént ages may be coming to fam
ily planning for diferent reasons and throughfdient routes™—and in ways
that cannot be quantified and teased out by regression arfélysis.

Culture as understood by anthropologists has thus proven to be a Pandora’
box for demographer3he academic culture clash that resulted is reflected in
Kertzer and Fricka scathing critique of those who would “study a society
without (at least from an anthropologsspoint of view) knowing much of any
thing about it.” “[N]o need to speak the language, or even to meet a non-Ph.D.-
holding nativeVisits to the countryif required at all, could be confined to short
stays inWestern luxury hotels. Data came in categories provided by the de
mographer rather than by the local people so there was no problem under
standing them... ” They insisted that “Knowledg@ititudes, and Practice” re
garding fertility limitation—or KAP, as demographers designated the most
common type of survey-instead had to be understood in categories relevant
to the societies studied, even if that required long residence and ruled out “com
puter manipulation and cross-national comparissn.”

Of course, these methods are not mutually exclusive. Quantitative data and
analysis are also used at the “micro” level and, in conjunction with archival and
ethnographic research, can contribute to more powerful and compelling expla
nations of such phenomena as infant abandonment in nineteenth-century Italy
and Chinas “missing” girls34 There is also considerable variety amonggdif
ent qualitative approaches, which rarely replicate anthropological research in
the classic mold@® Thus, in his introduction to one of the most important col
lections of micro-studies John Caldwell favored “long, probing interviews with
individuals and groups.. . in order to build up files of information and obser
vations about each household and the whole commuHityever they difer,
all these methods reflect dissatisfaction with learning “the same kinds of things
about more and more societies,” as GegfMcNicoll described the multina
tional sample survey juggernaut in the same colleéon.

Ironically, the efort to instead learn more and more abouttmaesocieties
opened demographers up to a verfedént but no less harsh critigide same
year Caldwell dered his approach as a model a sociologist n@#gads Ried
mann examined his data andj@ed that it constituted an exercise in surveil

32 Candice Bradley‘Womens Empowerment and Fertility Decline\iestern Kenya,” irSit
uating Fetility, 174-75. See also Greenhalgh, “Anthropolofyeorizes Reproduction,” 225.

33 Kertzer and Fricke, “‘Gward amAnthropological Demograpkiy18-19.

34 David I. Kertzer Sacrificed for Honor: Italian InfanAbandonment and the Politics of-Re
productive Coniol (Boston: Beacon Press, 1993); Susan Greenhalgh and Jiali Li, “Engendering
Reproductive Policy Signs20 (1995):60%+41.

35 See the forum on “Qualitative Methods in Population Studrsgulation and Development
Review23 (1997):81353, especially the contributions ®m Fricke and John Knodel.

36 Caldwell andAllan G. Hill, “Recent Developments Using Micro-Approaches to Demo
graphic Research,™8; and Gedfey McNicoll, “On the Local Context of Demographic Change,”
both inMicro-Appioaches to Demographic Reselared. John C. Caldweldllan G. Hill, andVa-
lerie J. Hull (London: Kegan Paul, 1988), 10.
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lance and control. “[L]ong, probing interviews” about attitudes toward fertili

ty were, for Riedmann, a kind of push-polling intended to corral respondents
into conceiving of children in terms of profit and lo&s such, Caldwel§ more
gualitative demographic research was part of a neo-colonial project that policed
core-periphery relation¥.

Riedmannms Science that Colonizés one in a long line of works that have
subjected both the methods and the motives of population research te search
ing critiques. It should be read alongside Mahmood Mamslata'ssic 1972
account of the first, failed attempt to demonstrate tleetfeness of programs
aimed at limiting fertility through both control and test populatidieg Myth
of Population Conwl. Whereas Riedmann limited her research to reading doc
uments—albeit reading them “against the grairrMamdani also interviewed
the north Indian villagers who defied the expectations of Harvard University
and the Rockefeller Foundation. Quite simphey had told researchers what
they wanted to heaFamily size was not, in any case, just a matter of their in
dividual preferences but also reflected a local political economy that, for com
plex and counteintuitive reasons, created incentives fogkrfamilies among
even the poorest and most ambitistindeed, especially them. Rather than
naiveté, the assumption that people had only to be informed about their best in
terests to see smaller families as the golden road to prosperity was “a weapon
of the political conservative’?

Another powerful critique came a decade later in Doléddwick’s Bitter
Pills, the first cross-national field study of family planning programs. ©rigi
nally sponsored by the U.N. Fund for Populatiativities to demonstrate that
it was sensitive to ethical considerations and cultural diveréigrwick
showed how resistant it was to hearing othenwigigen he finally managed to
publish his results, they showed how much family planning programs as they
were actually implemented €gfed from stated policies. Rather than *me
chanical interventions whose course is set by programmed ratignideir
success or failure depended on the degree to which they were appropriate to and
evolved with their social settint.

More recently still scholars like Greenhalgh and Nancy Rose Hunt have
shown an acute sensitivity to how their research projects inevitably become part
of the political context of fertility they are intent on studying. Greenhalgh, for
instance, found that her mere presence in Chinese villagesfarid &f deter
mine why all too few births of girls were being recorded reinforced the role of

37 Agnes Riedmanr§cience that ColonizeA:Critique of Fetility Studies inAfrica (Philadet
phia, Pa.Temple University Press, 1993).

38 Mahmood MamdaniThe Myth of Population Corttl: Family, Caste and Class in an Indian
Village (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1972).

39 Donald PWarwick, Bitter Pills: Population Policies and their Implementation in Eight De
veloping Countrie¢Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982), ix; and see also his “Fhe Pol
itics of Population Research with a U.N. SporisarThe Reseah Relationship: Practice and Rol
itics in Social Policy Reseetn, ed. G. CWenger (LondonAllen & Unwin, 1987), 16784.
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authorities in regulating fertility decisio8In Hunt's investigation of birthing
practices Zairians imagined her as “their latest colonial patron, redesamer
taskmaster ... ,” thus reproducing colonial categories even as she studied
them#®In the hands of less resolute researchers this exercise could degenerate
into naval-gazing. But it represents the logical conclusion of a crucial lesson:
fertility research and population programs reflect the culture and practices of
their practitioners and cannot themselves be understood outside their political,
social, and historical context.

By their very nature studies written against the imposition of a priord cate
gories cannot be easily summarized. But they share a set of concerns and meth
ods that could contribute much to the history of internatiorfattefto limit
population growthThey demonstrate, for instance, that population policy is not
something that is only made in foundation meetings, legislative hearings, or in
ternational conferenceAs Carole Jd& agued in her study of aAmerican
birth control clinic, “What family planning policy ‘isat any given moment
must be understood as an outcome of negotiations taking place among a num
ber of diferent actors—politicians, social activists, government bureaucrats,
and birth control recipients and providef§.The nature and impact of a poli
cy is even more contingent when these negotiations are international in nature
and are carried out in multiple languages.

Compared to the aforementioned histories of demography and population
policy, these works also make much greater use of gender as a frame of analy
sis#* Rather than entering the picture only at the point when demographers,
foundation leaders, and governmeritoidils became interested in them, ques
tions about how érts to limit fertility both reflect and &ct the status of men
and women are at the heart of these works. In fairness, studies like those of
Sharpless and Critchlow are more historical in nature and inevitably echo the
concerns of their elite subjects. But their relative inattention to such issues as
the nature of risk and controlfafded by diferent contraceptives and modes
of distribution is a missed opportunifyuture studies might also explore how
elites coded population concerns and constituenciefobinstance, catego
rizing family planning as “womes’work.™® Converselypro-natalist, Malthu

40 “Methods and Meanings: Reflections on Disciplinaryf@iénce, Population and Develep
ment Review3,4 (Dec. 1997):822.

41 Nancy Rose Hunt Colonial Lexicon: Of Bith Ritual, Medicalization, and Mobility in the
Congo(Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 1999), 22.

42 This point is continually brought home to the author whenever family planning advoeates re
mind him that his work-even his use of the term “population contreltan harm the caus€he
absence of an explicit political commitment has been interpreted as itself reflecting an ideological
position rather than a reluctance to prejudge the conclusions of an ongoing research project.

43 Carole Jde, The Regulation of Sexuality: Experiences of Family Planniogk&s(Phila-
delphia, Pa.Temple University Press, 1986), 9.

44 Hodgson andVatkins'“Feminists and Neo-Malthusians” is an obvious exception.

45 For instance, in 1961 Gege Ball wrote Secretary of State Dean Rusk “that the people who
get so excited about population control are often ‘garden tylpés whose only concern about the
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sian and eugenist discourses can construe “the biological reproduction of ‘the
nation” as something too important to be left to wontén.

Not surprisinglystudies that are motivated by such concerns assume that ear
lier research and reports are cultural artifacts that require interpretation and con
textualizationWhen, for instance, family planning workers conceive of birth-
spacing as affrican tradition in the service of modernization, Hunt can point
to innumerable earlier interventichssometimes explicitly pro-natalistthat
have repeatedly recast the categories of tradition and modefttitthere is
any constant in how those in power have vieAgitan populations, as David
Cohen acidly observes, itis that they always seem to get in the way of progress:
“there are too few people, there are too many people, they are not distributed
correctly there are too many women here, too many men them&s.if a bi
lion small acts variously rational, appropriate, meaningful, and comprehensi
ble come to constitute an aggregate pathglagyck continent?®

As we have seen, these scholars are conscious of how their own work might
affect that which they studyrhis sense of responsibility sometimes tempers
their critiques of existing population research and programs. For instance,
Greenhalgh points out that, while an eweliance on quantitative research has
constrained our understanding of the full complexity and context of ferility
has also provided a powerful tool to uncover injustice, as in the case of<China’
skewed male-female ratid8 Similarly, Rachel Snow cautions that, while reli
ability was often the overriding criterion of those who directed contraceptive
research, focus groups across cultures show it is a major concern for many poor
women as well. Privileging “user control” regardless of the social context in
which contraceptives are actually used might discourage the development of
technologies like injectables, and thus deprive some women of the only means
to limit their fertility without fear of retaliation. If, as Snowgales, contempo
rary researchers and activists are in “the awkward, but heady position of being
asked ‘what women wanwithout resources to investigate the question,” his
torians must be cautious in their claims as to what retrospective research can
reveal about their preferences in earlier periedspecially given how the po
litical implications of population research continue to weigh on our wbrk.

underdeveloped areas is that the brown and black-skinned population seems to be growing so rapid
ly,” Ball to Rusk, 30 June 1961, U.S. NatioAathives, College Park, Md., RG59, Central Deci
mal Files, 800.401.

46 NiraYuval-Davis, “Women and the Biological Reproduction of ‘the Natibibmens Stud
ies International Foum 19, nos. 12 (1996):17%24. France provides a particularly striking case of
male dominance in all issues relating to population; S. Koven and S. MichahaWy Duties:
Maternalist Politics and the Origins Wfelfare States in France, Germa@yeat Britain, and the
United States, 188a.920,” American Historical Revie®5,4 (1990):1099100.

47 Nancy Rose Hunt, ‘te bébé en brousse’: Europesomen,African Birth Spacing, and
Colonial Intervention in Breast Feeding in the Belgian Congdyiternational Development and
the Social Sciencesd. Cooper and Packard, 2&88.

48 David William Cohen, “The Politics of Reproduction and Fertility Control,” Program en In
ternational Cooperation isfrica, 1993 Institute on Health and Demograpt® Mar 1993.

49 Greenhalgh and Jiali Li, “Engendering Reproductive Pglig$6.

50 Rachel C. SnowEach to Her Own: Investigatingdomens Response to Contraception,” in
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POPULATION CONTROL FROM THE INSIDE OUT

Together these works might be described as microhistories of reproduction and
birth control, focusing as they do on particular localities, studies, and clinics
and the interaction between researchers and research subjects. Some, such as
Greenhalgh, have called for work that would relate these micro-level analyses
to macro-level processes.few have succeeded in situating fertility in a na
tional and even international political econgrdgmonstrating the profound
impact of such events as warigration, compulsory education, and land leg
islation® But researchers usually have more limited horizemdhether they
are demographers disinterested in “high politics,” anthropologists disinclined
to comb oficial archives, or historians content to probe deeply into a particu
lar case without much concern about how it might contribute to a grander nar
rative 52

Ironically, we may therefore know more about attitudes and practiees af
fecting the fertility of subnational communities, whether in Sicily or Gambia or
Kerala, than we do about the ways in which that transnational tribe, the “inter
national population communityreproduces itseff2 Some might assume we
already know all too much, and to be sure demographers in particular have
sometimes appeared to “tell all” with either embarrassment or reproach
especially after the “heady times” that marked the heyday of populatien con
trol in the 1960s and 1970s, as formAAFPresident John Kantner described
them: “something in it for everyorethe activist, the scholathe foundation
officer, the globe-circling consultant, the wait-listed governméftiaf. World
Conferences, a Populatidiear commissions, select committees, new centers
for research and training, a growing supply of experts, pronouncements by
world leaders and, most of all, moreyots of it.”>4

Yet such confessions respond to dedént impulse than that which moti
vates historians, who cannot after all grant absolution but should consider
whether and how all this made afdience. Kertzer and Fricke have suggest
ed that itinerant lifestyles, lack of languages, and dependence on survey re
search reduced demographensterstanding of culture to a set of constraints

Power and Decision: The Social Cauitof Repoduction Harvard Series on Population and-In
ternational Healthed. Gita Sen and Snow (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1994),
247, and Snowet al., “InvestigatingVomens Preferences for Contraceptiechnology: Focus
Group Data from 7 Countries,” Harvard Center for Population and Development Stadiesg
Paper Number 96.05, Nov1996.

51 See, for instance, Elisha Renne, “Houses, Fertilitg the Nigerian Land Uget,” Popula
tion and Development Revie2t,1 (1995):13-26; and David I. Kertzer and DennisHogan,
Family, Political Economyand Demographic Change: Thefisformation of Life in Casalecchio,
Italy, 18611921 (Madison: University ofWisconsin Press, 1989).

52 Susan Greenhalgh, 6Wards a Political Economy of Fertiliy85—106; and “The Power in
of Population,"CurrentAnthropology36,5 (1995):878.

53 The phrase is from Jason Finkle and Barbara Crane, “The Politics of Bucharest: Population,
Development, and the New International Economic Qrdpulation and Development Review
1,1 (1975):94.

54 Kantner “Population, Policyand Politicatavism,” Demographyl9,4 (1982):430.
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on rational acting® Greenhalgh gues that the perks, prestige, and travel made
possible by generous external funding also isolated them from the academic
mainstream and the gathering critique of modernization tt¥§diyese criti

cisms suggest the stakes in such an ingbiny they concern how demogra
phers and demography fell short of a notional ideal rather than what they ac
tually accomplished despiteor because ef-their failings. Moreoverthey do

not extend beyond demographers to encompass the whole socialawitieu
cerned with limiting population growtk“the activist, the scholathe fourda

tion officer, the globe-circling consultant, the wait-listed governmefit of
cial’—as it interacted and overlapped with other communities.

In the absence of an ethnography of the transnational communities involved
in campaigns to control fertilifysome have ééred a rigidly functionalist in
terpretationThus, Betsy Hartmans'influential critique Repoductive Rights
and Wongs,asserts that, “Between the peasanggagroupsand the popula
tion experts yawns a wide social gulf, which is rarely crosHeel family plan
ners plan, the contraceptive deliverers dejittee acceptors accepiret was
that social gulf really so empty® the very least it would have been filled by
the mutual perceptions of experts and theirgiss.”And what was the nature
of the crossings that did oc¢irowever rarely? If, as Hartmann asserts, non-
Western elites who directed these programs had far more in common with oth
er “world managers” than they did with their poorer compatriots, such-a suc
cessful process of recruitment and socialization merits further . Stindy
would be even more worthwhile if, as seems likghppulation experts” and
“target groups” cannot be so easily divided.

For instance, Riedmarmbook shows how a single family planning study
could require hiring hundreds of local workers. Consistent with her interpreta
tion of fertility research as “world-system demograplthese fieldworkers are
depicted as “socialized, loyat-indeed, as mere “emissaries of bureaucratic
surveillance.?8 While the reports they wrote to their employers may not have
contradicted this image, should they be taken at face value? Riedmann does not
consider the question, nor does she ask whether fieldwerHies the partie
ipants described by Bradleyare “coming to family planning for ddrent rea
sons and through dérent routes,” and may therefore have arrived atfardlif
ent understanding of it than what their employers had in mind. In other studies,
using diferent fieldworkers for follow-up visits without allowing them to com
pare data has proven “disastrous,” which should prompt doubts as to whether
they are really so interchangeabfeOne reason for the unreliability of their

55 See note 33.

56 Greenhalgh, “The Social Construction of Population Science;446

57 Betsy HartmannRepioductive Rights and thgs: The Global Politics of Population Gon
trol Suweillance revised ed. (Boston: South End Press, 1995), 59, 123.

58 RiedmannScience that Colonize33.

59 John Cleland, “Demographic Data Collection in Less Developed CountRegfllation
Studiess0,3 (1996):440.
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data may be that questioning people about their sex lives often arouses resis
tance and sometimes ridicule. Riedmann herself shows how dependent re
searchers were on respondeoat&peration, and how many of the latter seemed

to delight in demanding payment or even slamming the door in the faces of
these “emissaries of bureaucratic surveillarf®e.”

To the extent that fieldworkers are loyal and diligent in carrying out their
work they could indeed constitute an impressive example of centralized sur
veillance and control. But such studies can also be seen as making fieldwork
ers reliant on their respondents and providing opportunities for everyone con
cerned to subvert or reject what these exercises appeared to represent. If this is
the case with an individual studgne would expect a nationwide population
control program to be an even more multivalent phenomenon. Cqrisider
stance, the &rt mounted by Bangladesh in the 1970s. It began with “several
tens of thousands of workers,” as Paul Demeny described it. “Besides-the per
sonnel—administrators, doctors, nurses, midwives, lady welfare visitors, su
pervisors, female family welfare workers, drivers, peons, and-sdlogre will
be the bewildering paraphernaliatloings—from buildings to flip charts, from
battery operated slide projectors to four wheel drive vehicles, from motor
launches to sgical equipment and supplies of pills, IUDs, injectables, and all
the rest.®* Even if one accepted Demesylepiction of this gjanization as “a
small army” with all the discipline such an image is meant to corexsry
army has its deserters, profiteers, prostitutes, and camp followers.

While Riedmanrs portrayal of population studies aseience that Colo
nizesmay be an extreme example, few have challenged the view that local
workers and participants in international programs can only-realtieit with
creativity and determinatieato what is imposed on thervet if population
programs indeed change as they are implemented and elicit diverse responses
depending on the context, these interactions could presumably change the in
ternational politics of populatioAt the very least, we need to know how these
microhistories connect, and how they add\Wihile they have revealed cem
plex and fascinating stories that had remained invisible in cross-national sur
vey research, assessing their cumulative impact lies beyond the reach of micro-
level analysis.

POPULATION CONTROL AS QUALITY CONTROL

What is needed, then, is a history of internationfaresf to limit population
growth that would connect the micro and the macro, recognize agency-and ini

60 Greenhalgls study of “The Peasantization of the One-Child Policy in Shaanxi” shows what
can be gained from a more nuanced analysis of how intermediaries adapt population policies in the
face of popular resistance, @hinese Families in the Post-Mao Eed. Deborah Davis and Ste
van Harrell (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993),-83@

61 paul Demeny“Observations on Population Policy and the Population Program in Bangla
desh,”Population and Development Revigy2 (1975):308.
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tiative operating at each level of analysis, and not presume fibids &6 shape
population are necessarily neo-colonial projects in their origins or outéome.
model is readily at haregthough rarely graspedin the increasingly sophis
ticated historiography of ffrts to control the “quality” of population. One rea
son for this neglect may be that eugenics is most often heard as a term of abuse
in the family planning communityror a long time historians did little to dis
pel this stigma, treating eugenics as a reaction to class and race anxieties and
concentrating on its most coercive applications in the United States and Nazi
GermanyYet more recently scholars have shown that concerns about qualita
tive trends in population arose contemporaneously on several continents and
inspired quite varied responses. Eugenistgamized internationallyoften
through informal networking among leading proponents. But there was also an
institutional basis, and it did not always reflect a “core-periphery” relationship.
As Frank Dikotter has observed, though they have received less attention until
recently there were more-and more sophisticatedeugenics researchers at
work in Tokyo, Shanghai, and Bombay in the 1920s and 1930s than in Finland
or the Deep Soutf? International eugenics congresses beginning in 1932 pro
vided a natural meeting place, and by 1921 an International Federation of Eu
genic Societies was trying to coordinate the work of eugenists in more than thir
ty countriess3

Yet as Nancy Leys Stepargaes, the “institutional ecology” of the eugen
ics movement varied widely from place to place. In the United States it mobi
lized amateur enthusiasts as well as academics, in Brazil it was an almost ex
clusively elite concern; in Scandinavia women were prominent participants, in
France a small number of male doctors, scientists and governii@atomo
nopolized leadership. In Britain eugenics rose as a reaction against the seem
ing failure of social-welfare policies, in France and L#&tmerica concerns
about public health were more often used to justify measures to ensure the
“quality” of population. Indeed, in Sweden Gunnar @&t Myrdal viewed
sterilization of the “unfit” as a logical counterpart to making child-rearing eas
ier for the poaf*

62 “Race Culture: Recent Perspectives on the History of EugeAiggtican Historical Review
103,2 (1998):467, 472; see also MarldABams’preface tarhe Véllborn Science: Eugenics in Ger
many France, Brazil, and Russ{lew York: Oxford University Press, 1990)jilliam H. Schnei
der, Quality and Quantity: The Quest for Biological Regenerationvirerfieth-Centw France
(NewYork: Cambridge University Press, 1990).4

63 Nancy Leys Stepaithe Hour of Eugenics: Race, Genderd Nation in LatilAmerica(ltha-
ca, N.Y: Cornell University Press, 1991), 5. International coordinatifumtefare extensively dec
umented in the Eugenics Society Papers, Contemporary Médaales CenteWellcome In
stitute for the History of Medicine, London (hereafter CMAC), boxes 26, 33, 42, 44, and 48.

64 StepanThe Hour of Eugenic§5—-39, 61, and ch. six; Stepdfhe Idea of Race in Science:
Great Britain, 1800-1960(London: Macmillan, 1982),117-18; SchneideQuality and Quantity
chs. three and four; Gunnar Broemd Mattiagyden, “Eugenics in Sweden:figient Care,” in
Eugenics and the &\fare State: Sterilization Policy in Denmark, Sweden,wégr and Finland
ed. Gunnar Brobgrand Nils Roll-Hansen (East Lansing: Michigan State University Press, 1996),
104-5; Allan Carlson,The Swedish Experiment in Family Politics: The diéys and the Intevar
Population CrisiSfNew Brunswick, N.J.Transaction Publishers, 1990),-581.
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Thus, eugenics embraced quite diverse constituencies, including pro-natal
ists, social hygienists, immigration opponents, and neo-Malthusians, who shared
only the language of science and the goal of biologically reforming séeiety
The measures they proposed are often divided into “positive” and “negative”
eugenics—not in the normative sense, but rather because they either improved
the conditions for procreation or selectively preventedrégating infertility
promoting maternal and infant health, and providing parental leave would to
day fall under the rubric of holistic family planning. Converstgeting cer
tain classes or communities for population limitation can be considered a form
of negative eugenic8Vhile one might draw a distinction between the$eref
intended to raise the “quality” of a population and those acting on its quantity
motives are often mixed. For instance, how would one classify immigration re
strictions against a particular ethnic group in a society that otherwise gives every
sign of desiring population increase, or when newcomers are feared in-part be
cause of their fertility®®

The agument here is not that the history of family planning should be sub
sumed within the history of eugenics, however broadly defined. Proponents
have been motivated by concerns that have nothing inherently to do with the
“quality” or even quantity of d§pring—such as ensuring womeirights and
health.Yet when policy is intentionally pro- or anti-natalist it can be classified
along with both “positive” and “negative” eugenics as formsopfulation con
trol, since all are intended to shape population outcomes in specifichisys.
are linked not only conceptuallgut also in terms of concrete historical conti
nuities and rather striking parallefscomparison prompts research questions
that could flesh out an agenda for a new international history of population con
trol.

For example, and as noted at the outset, the same individuals and institutions
concerned with the apparent degeneration of population in the United States
and Great Britair—whether through immigration or é&frential fertility rates—
were often the first to promote birth control at home and abroad. In the 1930s
the major eugenics and birth controganizations in both countries not only
overlapped but were on the point of giag &7 In the 1950s thAmerican Eu
genics Society and BritamEugenics Society agreed that it was wiser te pur
sue a policy of “crypto-eugenics” by backing birth control among the poor
(their leadership also held top posts in the Population Council and the®fPPF).
For other areas of the world the relationship between eugenics thinking among
elite groups and their later advocacy of population limitation is only starting to

65 SchneiderQuality and Quantity40.

66 Hodgson, “The Ideological Origins of the Populatissociation ofAmerica,” 7-8.

67 Clarke, Disciplining Repoduction,180-85; Hodgson andVatkins, “Feminists and Neo-
Malthusians,” 478; Richard. Soloway Demography and Degeneration: Eugenics and the De
clining Birthrate in Twentieth-Centuy Britain (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press,
1990), 209-15.

68 Blacker to Dorothy Brush, 18pr. 1956, CMAC, C.PBlacker Papers, box 1“Eugenics Se
ciety: Memorandum by Certain Members of the Council of the Sgti8ylan. 1960, idem.
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be scrutinized. Is there any relationship between the fact that the Scandinavian
countries were the only European democracies to introduce forced sterilization
laws in the 1930s and have also taken a leading role in international population
assistancé® And is it only coincidental that eugenics was particularly influ
ential in India and China, which later witnessed the most coercive measures to
limit growth?©At the very least, and as Daniel Kevles observed in his classic
account of eugenics, “[a]n important history remains to be written of the gen
eral relationship among eugenics, demographygl population control,” and

that history should be international and comparative in nature.

In addition to continuities, there are also important parallels between-eugen
ics and population limitaticr-as might be expected of movements that shared
intellectual origins, institutional links, and leadership. Both present scholars
with a choice among levels of analysis or the challenge of trying to capture the
interaction between elite concerns and how they play out in particular policies
and programs. Studies of eugenics are sometimes limited to intellectual histo
ry, but there are also fascinating accounts of how these ideas and the measures
they inspired could have devastating consequences for particular indivitluals.
Moreover the ways in which people thought about and acted on concerns about
the quality of ofspring have often escaped the control of efitesnd here too
social welfare programs that were directed at eugenic and pro-natalist goals
have sometimes been reshaped by “client activisin.”

Like eugenics, the &frt to limit population growth was international, indeed
transnational in nature, but much less is known about its “institutional-ecolo
gy.” Initially eugenics was the more mainstream movement, so birth control ad
vocates had an even greater need for mutual support, and even blezter

69 Sweden funded the first such program in Ceylon in 1958 and over the following decade de
voted the bulk of its foreign assistance to population programs. On the other hand, the Scandina
vian countries have disproportionately funded all international aid programsiave the Nether
lands, which rejected more coercive eugenic measures; see GunnagBrabsiils Roll-Hansen,
ed.,Eugenics and the &lfare State268; Peter J. Donaldson afichy OngTsui, “The International
Family Planning MovementPopulation Bulleti®5,3 (1990):14; Hannes Hyrenius and Ulla Ahs,
The Sweden-Ceylon Family Planningfect(Gotebog: Demographic Institute, 1968).

70 On eugenics in China, see Dikottenperfect Conceptiongspecially 12425, 145; and
Yuehtsen Juliette Chung, “Struggles for National Survival: Chinese Eugenidsansnational
Context, 18961945” (Ph.D. diss., University of Chicago, 1999). For India séen&ndhi, “Re
productive Bodies and Regulated Sexuality: Birth Control Debates in Badntieth-century
Tamilnadu,” inA Question of Silence? The Sexual Economies of Modern kedlidMary E. John
and Janaki Nair (New Delhi: Kali faWomen, 1998), 13966; Mohan Rao, “An Imagined Reali
ty: Malthusianism, Neo-Malthusianism, and Population Myfgbnomic and Political @ekly
29,5 (29 Jan. 1994): PE4OPES52; Sanjamihluwalia, “Controlling Births, Policing Sexuality:
A History of Birth Control in Colonial India, 187#4946" (Ph.D. diss., University of Cincinnati,
2000).

71 In the Name of Eugenics: Genetics and the Uses of Humadlitl§Cambridge, Mass.: Har
vard University Press, 1985, 1995), 392.

72 Brobeg, “Eugenics in Sweden,”18-19; Stephen Jay Goul@he Mismeasir of Man re-
vised ed. (Newrork: Norton, 1981, 1986), 36%6.

73 Dikotter, Imperfect Conceptiond,33-34.

74 Koven and Michel, “Vémanly Duties,” 1084.
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again the international linkages were often informal, though no less influential
for that reason. For instance, when et Sanger went into exile to escape
prosecution the practical education she received in the Netherlands cemplete
ly transformed her view of the gainizational requirements of providing birth
control. She also began to create a network abroad that also included England,
Sweden, India, and Japan, a network that would continue to grow throughout
her life.”s

But early on—even earlier than was the case with eugenissch linkages
took institutional formThe year 1900 marked the first in a series of interna
tional population conferences. Proceedings of the third such conference, in
1910, were published in Esperanto. By 1925 the sixth meeting included dele
gates from India, China, Japan, and Mexico as well as most countries of Eu
rope’® After World War 1l majorAmerican foundations and the U.N. Fund for
PopulationActivities consciously worked to foster such international linkages
and build up regional centers for demographic research, but population limita
tion was a precociously international movement from its incepfion.

All along members of this enging population movement exchanged ideas
and moneyand learned from one anotleexperiences, but they also-dis
agreed. Just as concerns about the quality of population provoked proposals for
everything from in-vitro fertilization to state-sponsored day-care, concerns
about the quantity of population occasioned calls for licensing childbearing,
adding contraceptives to public water supplies, and increasing WoBEE®SS
to health care and educatidmnd like eugenics, population limitationfefed
a platform for an array of other political projeetincluding anti-colonialism,
sexual liberation, maternalism, and environmentalisamd inspired the most
unlikely alliances, uniting Communists and Catholics, Malthusians and femi
nists, environmentalists and anti-immigration activi&tging to shape popu
lation was not in itself a conservative or progressive impulse, but it always had
potentially enormous implications for good orfl.

GETTING DOWN TO CASES

Rather than account for the full complexity of population control it is easier to
assert that it was “essentially” one thing or anetheeo-colonial, statist, pa
triarchal, and so on. Similarlthe networks that grew up around it, by their very

75 Ellen Chesletbman of ¥lor: Margaret Sanger and the Bir Contiol Movement irAmer
ica (New York: Doubleday1992), 145-46, and ch. 17.

76 Rosanna LedbetteA History of the Malthusian Leagu€olumbus: Ohio State University
Press, 1976), 19394.

77 Caldwell and Caldwell.imiting Population Gowth, 29-30, and f.; Harkavy Curbing Pop
ulation Growth, 87-89.

78 Maternalism, or the promotion of motherhood as a model for the welfare state, was-also dis
tinguished by its “protean characteas Seth Koven and Sonya Michel put it, “the ease with which
it could be harnessed to f@r improbable coalitions~perhaps because they were often pro-
natalist or eugenic in purposeiothers of a New Wld: Maternalist Politics and the Origins of
Welfare StategRoutledge: Nework, 1993), 4-5.
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nature, do not lend themselves to a simple narrative, which usually requires one
or a few protagonists to advance the stdhus, what makes population con
trol so interesting is also what makes its international histofigulifto cap
ture and conveylt calls for work that would occupy a field of scholars, but de
scribing a few episodes might indicate the direction and potential of such an
effort. An individual, an idea, and a debate are presented here not to represent
population control in the 1920s, 1940s, and 1960s, respectivelsather to #
lustrate the political innovation and internationalism it has always inspired.
While he may have been listed as representing India at the Sixth International
Neo-Malthusian Conference in Nexerk in 1925, it would be hard to imagine
a more idiosyncratic figure thararaknath Das. Born in 1884 to a lower mid
dle class family in present-day Bangladesh, he had earned a Ph.D. in political
science from Gegetown and married a wealthynerican widowYet he was
also a committed revolutionarigaving participated in 1917 in a plot to blow
up the BritishViceroy, and served twenty-two months inAamerican jail for
arms smugglingAccording to British intelligence, he was at various times in
contact with agents of Imperial Germaltye Irish RepublicaArmy, and Se
viet Russia. By the time Das arrived at the McAlpin hotel in Nevk to pre
sent a paper on “The Population Problem in India” he was in a precarious po
sition.American authorities had initiated proceedings to cancel his citizenship
papers “on the ground that he was not a white man within the meaning of the
law.” 79
Das must therefore have spoken with feeling when he began by deriding the
idea of a “yellow peril” advanced by some other conference participaliiks.
Durant, for instance, cited it as reason for the United States to promote birth
control abroad. But Das pointed out that the European peoples were then grow
ing far more rapidly than the populationAdia. Considering that since 1848
they had acquired some thirteen million square mitwee times the area of
Europe—he agued that there was instead a “white peril.” India, on the other
hand, had lower population density than most European countries and great in
dustrial potential, but only if granted independence. Instead, hunmganitary
conditions, early marriage, and lack of education for women led to infant mor
tality at a rate of well over 200 per 1,000. Das endorsed the dissemination of
birth control, but only as part of a program that aimed at the poverty and igno
rance that were the root causes of Irddipbpulation problem. Indeed, he
thought that its use would increase the size of population by reducing mortali
ty. Yet it would also “dbrd greater freedom to women and greater oppartuni
ty for real education...” thus inculcating the ideals of peate.

79 The quote is from a British surveillance reportatdak Nath Das,” 24 Maf925, British Li
brary London, India Offce Records, [P&J/12/166; and see also “Recordlafrak Nath Das,” un
dated, idem; “DasTaraknath (18841958),” Encyclopedia of the Indian Biograpled. Nagendra
Kr. Singh,Vol. 2 (New DelhiAPH Publishing, 2000), 39493.

80 Durant quoted in David M. KennedBirth Contol in America: The Cager of Magaret
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While Das’biography was unusuathe went on to have a distinguished ca
reer as a political scientist at Columbia Universilye was only one of a num
ber of Indian intellectuals guing that independence was a necessary prereq
uisite for addressing population problems. Morepkerwas not the only one
to employ the statistics generated by the British-administered cenAtides.
same conference the founder of the Indian Birth Regulation So&igtyvalia
Gopalji, pointed to Indianglbysmal life expectancy of twenty-three years as
“ ... proof, if one were needed, of the wonderful progress of sanitation and
medicine in that unfortunate land of the Hindus, under the benign British rule.”
Thus, population concerns provided a platform for anti-colonialism and gender
equality as tools of “bureaucratic surveillance” were used to subject the Raj to
unforgiving scrutiny®t

One or a few individuals do not by themselves demonstrate the internation
al and multivalent nature of population control, but the same themes come
through in the development of its most important idea: demographic transition
theory It emeged in Europe as well as the United States béfangd War 11
as a way to explain the relationship between declines in martigitfines in
fertility, and socio-economic change in industrial countries. Even so, it-is usu
ally credited to Princeton demographers Frank Notestein and Kingsley Davis.
In their original 1945 formulation such factors as urbanization, mass education,
and new means of communications were associated with a preference for small
er families, so the population growth that occurred following mortality declines
was not amenable to a quick fix. But by 1949 the theory had changed: Notestein
now agued that one might lower fertility rates in rural, non-industrialized so
cieties merely by distributing contraceptivgs.

As we have seen, Szretegaes that this shift can be located in a particular
time and place: when Notestein, Davis, and their Princeton colleague, Irene
Taueberconducted a Rockefelldunded tour ofAsia in the period in which
Communists came to power in China. He infers that Notestein felt the need to
offer policymakers a solution and changed the theory in response to political
imperatives®® This is plausible, but Szreterfefs no direct evidence. More
over, according to Notesteim'own recollection his most vivid memory during
the tour was not having any new contraceptives to meet the demand expressed

Sanger(New Haven, Conn.Yale University Press, 1970), 12lgraknath Das, “The Population
Problem in India,” in Magaret Sangerd.,Religious and Ethicalspects of Bth Contiol (New
York: American Birth Control League, 1926), 1988.

81 Gopalji, “Working for Birth Control in India,” in Sangeed.,Religious and EthicaAspects
of Birth Contiol, 184; and see also Pyare Kishattal, The Population Ryblem in India:A Cen
sus StudyBombay London: Bennet, Coleman and Co., 1934). For earlier precedents for using
health statistics to measure the failures of the colonial state, seeMBavid, Colonizing the Body:
State Medicine and Epidemic Disease in Nineteenth-Ceidia (Berkeley: University of Cali
fornia Press, 1993).

82 Szreter“The Idea of DemographiEransition,” 66175.

83 |bid., 675-80. Greenhalgh also credits this account, “The Social Construction of Population
Science,” 39-41.
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by Chinese peasants. “I've neydre later declared, “been in another situation
in my life that made me feel so helple84.”

But the teans experiences in Japan may have been even more significant.
The countrys demographic history defied the expectations of transition theo
ry. The death rate and birth rate both fell in the 1920s and 1930s, as would be
expected in a society with improving living standards, yet there had been no
such improvemenfs Deborah Oakley writes, they engaged in “vivid discus
sions” upon discovering low fertility persisting in the countryside even among
the poorest peasants. Hareuberit suggested “the possibility of obtaining re
sults in Japan which are not to be expected on the basis of precedent.™-Similar
ly, Notestein became “more and more convinced that a situation exists in Japan
which is conducive to [a] snowballing of any campaign searching for a solu
tion to population problems.” Otherwise, they feared that people might revert
to high fertility at a time in which population was already growing rapidly due
to improvements in public health and an influx of repatriates from Jafwn’
mer colonie$®

This was a concern shared by many Japanese, especially birth control advo
cates like DrOtaTenrei and Kato Shizue, who had fougHhial pro-natai
ism at home and proselytized abroad for decallesy now allied with occu
pation oficials and seized the opportunity to overturn pro-natalist policy
1949 they succeeded in implementing the most liberal abortion legislation in
the world, though it was justified as a “Eugenic Protection.Levhile the law
was permitted and perhaps made possible bjutimerican occupation, it was
a joint efort. Because of concerns about domestic political ramifications in the
United States, occupationfiafals left the bill's introduction to a private mem
ber of the Diet—the first such initiative independent of any minisity

The Japanese case thus illustrates both the cross-cultural learning and the
transnational alliances occasioned by population contbile ColdWar im-
peratives may have demanded adaptations in demographic transition theory
Notestein and his colleagues were demonstrably struck byAkiauws had dis
proven some of its core assumptiershether poor and illiterate Chinese ea
ger to obtain contraceptives, or Japanese consciously regulating their fertility
without any change in living standards. Japanesé\araeticans then worked
together behind the scenes to overcome the opposition of their compakréots.
outcome was also politically ambiguedsiot only because eugenic goals were
used to justify free access to abortion, but also because the liberality of the law
and the constituencies that it fostered hindered the introduction of contracep
tives in Japan for decades afterwéfd.

84 Reed,The Bith Contol Movement andmerican Sociefy305.

85 This section relies on Deborah Oaklé&merican-Japanese Interaction in the Development
of Population Policy in Japan, 1945952,”Population and Development Reviéw (Dec. 1978):
619-20, 630-31.

86 |bid., 620-23, 628.
87 On the eugenic aspects of the 1949 law and its legaci@saseeNogren, “Abortion Before
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In other countries contraceptives were widely distributed based on the ratio
nale provided by the new version of demographic transition thebrgh posit
ed that tapping into unmet demand for birth control might reduce fertility even
without more structural and institutional changes. But even by the late 1960s,
when population limitation programs were under way in more than thirty coun
tries, advocates had little to show for thefodk: in most poor countries birth
rates were steady or even rising, and there was no convincing evidence that,
where fertility was declining, it was attributable tdiciil programs38 This oc
casioned a debate in the page$oencehat provides one more example of
the complex and contradictory nature of population control.

In 1967 Kingsley Davis, one of the most influenfialerican demographers,
blamed their failure on the fact that they had evaded the “basic question” of
population policywhich was not how to give couples the number of children
they want, but “how to give societies the number of children they need.” Cit
ing survey data from several countries showing that poor people continued to
prefer lage families, he called for the deployment of “political power” to bring
about “painful social changes.” But while he hinted broadly at “the enormity
and unconventionality of the task,” he did not explicitly endorse any particular
measure. Indeed, he admitted that a policy to change peppééerences for
large families byfor instance, reducing housing and requiring women to work
“reads like a catalogue of horrors..” The task of policyhe concluded, was
to develop attractive substitutes, though it was a task he left for &thers.

The following year the biologist Garret Hardin responded with the now clas
sic article, “TheTragedy of the Commons.” Hegared that, if individuals did
not voluntarily limit their numbers, “we need to reexamine our individual free
doms to see which ones are defensible.” Indeed, it was inevitable that people
pursuing their own interests would produce a population far surpassing what
could be sustained by available resourtés.only alternative was “mutual-co
ercion mutually agreed upon by the majority of the peogéxiad.” Appeat
ing to conscience would not only prove futile in lowering overall fertittg
selfish would then propagate at a relatively greater rate, thus setting up “a se
lective system that works toward the elimination of conscience from the race.”
Hardin was therefore interested not only in the quantity of population, but also
its quality Indeed, he spoke menacingly of those who would not go along with
the collective good. “In a welfare state,” he asked, “how shall we deal with the
family, the religion, the race, or the class (or indeed any distinguishable-and co

Birth Control: The Interest Group Politics Behind Postwar Japanese ReproductionPidiay
nal of Japanese Studi@d,1 (1998):59-94.

88 Dudley Kirk, “Natality in the Developing Countries: Rec@nénds and Prospects,” ier-
tility and Family PlanningA World iew, ed. S. J. Behrman, Leslie Corsa, dnd Ronald Freed
man (AnnArbor: The University of Michigan Press, 1969),—@8L; MamdaniThe Myth of Popu
lation Contol, 15-17, 27-28.

89 Kingsley Davis, “Population PolicyVill Current Programs Succeed3tiencel 58, no. 3802
(10 Nov 1967):734-39.
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hesive group) that adopts overbreeding as a policy to secure its own-aggran
dizement?9°

Yet others responded not to the coercive implications of Dantisle, but
rather to its critique of social norms. Indeed, it fell to his wife, Judith Blake, a
fellow demographer at Berkeletp draw out the feminist gument for new
population policies in another article fcienceShe too was concerned about
the failure of family planning programs to inspire popular support, in this case
marshalling survey data collected among poamericans. But she gued that
it was because they ran counter to coercive population policies that were al
ready in place: “a definition of reproduction as a primary societal end.and .
an oganization of social roles that draws most of the population into-repro
ductive unions.” Rather than “a catalog of horrors,” policies to reduce popula
tion growth could therefore involve “the lifting of penalties for antinatalist be
havior ... ” She called for ending sexual “indoctrination” in schools, lifting
legal and social sanctions against homosexualitg eliminating tax breaks
and housing policies that rewarded procreation. Indeed, ghd tthose who
have the power to guide our country toward completing the vital revoliftion.”

Blake’s article was widely debated and helped convince Rockefeller-to em
brace the cause of empowering women and addressing economic and social
problems rather than population control pengaen he announced this shift
in 1974 at the first governmental conference on population in Bucharest he
joined a chorus of critical voice$he oficial U.S. delegation found itself iso
lated as a majority led bihird World states succeeded in passing a platform
that embodied a new slogan: “development is the best contraceftiite.”
would be years yet before Blaketritique of gender roles entered the main
stream. Indeed, in 1970 Notestein provoked laughter at the Natfiamalolt
lege when he noted with exasperation that “One even sees homosexuality de
fended on the grounds that it helps curtail population growit'ithe mere fact
that flag oficers had to consider this perspective was perhaps more netewor
thy than the alacrity with which they dismisse&it.

Since these examples are illustrative rather than representative, they can only
underscore rather than explain some of the key themes suggested at the outset.
How then do we account for the international and transnational natuferts ef
to control populationAnd why does population control lend itself to so many
and such diverse kinds of political projects and give rise to such unlikely al
liances? Grappling with these questions demands the attention of many schol

90 Garrett Hardin, “TheTragedy of the CommonsSciencel62, no. 3859 (13 Dec. 1968):
1243-48.

91 Judith Blake, “Population Policy férmericans: Is the Government Being Misle@®ience
164, no. 3879 (2 May 1969):5229.

92 Critchlow, Intended Consequencek;9-60, 177-83; Finkle and Crane, “The Politics of
Bucharest,” 87114.

93 Notestein, “Population as a Factor in National PgieSept. 1970, Seeley G. Mudd Man
uscript Library Princeton, N.J., Notestein Papers, box 5, Natid/fzal College file.

https://doi.org/10.1017/50010417503000069 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0010417503000069

POPULATION CONTROL IS HISTORY 147

ars, but certain strategies could prove manageable for the individual researcher
For instance, one way of exploring how population control geteand evolved

as an international movement would be to trace the professional, sociak, and in
tellectual relationships linking its leading figuresvhether the French race
theorist GeagesVacher de Lapouge and Aimerican admirereugenist Charles
Davenport; the anti-immigration sociologist Henry Pratt Fairchild and his for
mer student and future minister of family planning, Sripati Chandrasekhar; or
the one-time eugenist and founder of Insgli&amily PlanningAssociation,

Lady Dhanvantri Rama Rao, with h&merican patron and sometime rival,
Margaret SangeAgain, rather than being presented as representative, a proso
pography might show how and why population growth inspired so much intel
lectual and political innovation.

Another approach might compare how population control policies play out in
different contexts. If it is indeed the case, as critigegrthat internationally-
funded programs are products of a “machine model” and thus share the same as
sumptions and methods, such a comparison might highlight the historical lega
cies that help determine their outcofielhe possible influence of eugenics
across cultures has already been mentigkegtnatively a comparison of India,
Tunisia, Korea, and the Philippines, all of which were foci of internatiofuat&f
might reveal how thesefefts were inflected by dérent colonial experiences.

Finally, we have seen how particular population studies in such places as
western Nigeria and the rural villages of Punjab could shape policy debates and
provoke controversies about the ethics arfecéf/eness of research practices,
subjecting researchers themselves to critical scrufiogusing on these and
other studies with such ramified consequences would bring the first and third
worlds into the same analytic field and demonstrate howétgropulations”
could exercise influence through the choices of individual participants.

These approaches would lead in manyedént directions, but they would
start with the recognition that population control was an arena rather than an
agenda, one that was international and even transnational in nature. Gonsider
ing the contradictions and paradoxes it embodied, we should not be surprised.
After all, it involves bringing the most intimate area of human activity into the
public arena. It dérs people the liberating potential to control their own pro
creation while at the same time opening them up to unprecedented forms of
oversight. It leads states to count the costs and benefits of individual citizens,
or even to imagine “improving” whole populations. It has already inspired a
rich, interdisciplinary literature, but we have only begun to write its history

94 HartmannRepoductive Rights and khgs,126. Demeny describes demographic research
as also being “industrial” in nature, “quantitative, standardized, replicable, and packageable for
multi-country use,” “Social Science and Population Pgliég4. There are, of course, multi-coun
try program analyses such\&arwick’s Bitter Pills, and Ness an8indo’s The Land Is Shrinking.

While they were undertaken for the purpose of developing migetige policy they are also valu
able sources for historians.
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