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8 BILLION AND COUNTING






Introduction


At the dawn of the Current Era, in Year 1 of the Western calendar, there were about 300 million people on the planet, a tiny fraction of the 47 billion who had ever been born. For our early human ancestors, life was poor, nasty, brutish, and short. In their brief lives, women in these primitive societies probably had well over four children on average, but many of these women starved before they could complete their reproductive years; up to half of babies died in infancy, and life expectancy at birth was a measly 10 years. In this nascent stage of human history, our population growth was similar to that of other species, where nature—abysmal living conditions and rampant disease—checked population growth. But humans are unique among species, and as our societies evolved, we began to accumulate knowledge about how to conquer nature. Those alive in 1750 were less than 1 percent of humans ever born. The almost 8 billion of us alive today represent around 7 percent of the 108 billion who have ever taken a breath. Clearly, tremendous forces have been at work to reshape global population from cradle to grave. And these forces will be no less powerful in the future.

If this were a story about demographic change in the twentieth century, it would be a story about exponential population growth. It took from the beginning of our species until around 1804 for Earth to have its first 1 billion people, and in the nineteenth century we didn’t add too many more. But in the span of just 100 years during the twentieth century, world population exploded from 1.6 billion to 6.1 billion people.

The story of the twenty-first century is less a story about exponential population growth than it is a story about differential growth—marked by a stark divide between the world’s richest and poorest countries. We’ve come remarkably far, but in the twenty-first century the world’s population is still changing in ways never before seen. Today, there are more people on the planet than ever, the most aged societies in human history, and the widest gulf in life expectancy between rich and poor countries.

These population trends aren’t just interesting in their own right; they also provide insight into some of the world’s most pressing problems. When we understand population trends, we better grasp how dynamics of violence and peace, of repression and democracy, and of poverty and prosperity are likely to play out on a global scale. As the pages of this book will show, how many people are on the planet is far less important for issues of development and conflict than where and who these people are. Meaning, where population growth and decline are concentrated—either at the country level or within countries—and the characteristics of those populations are the real links between demographics and political, social, or economic outcomes.

How wide are the gulfs in fertility and mortality between countries? On average, there are about 240 babies born per minute in the world’s least developed countries but only 25 born per minute in developed countries.* If we were to go to the heart of the Japanese countryside, we would likely see a lot of gray hair—50 percent of Japan’s population is over the age of 48, the world’s oldest. Japan is aging so rapidly that if current trends continue, the nation could eventually disappear altogether. Officially, the Japanese government projects that Japan’s population will shrink from 128 million in 2010 to 87 million by 2060. At that time, an astonishing 40 percent of Japanese will be 65 years or older. This is unprecedented in human history.

If we were to go to the crowded urban areas of Lagos, Nigeria, though, we would likely be inundated with the sounds of children playing. With a median age of 18 years, Nigeria is on the other end of the spectrum. Fully half of Nigeria’s population is children and adolescents. These huge cohorts will soon be mothers and fathers themselves—the eldest of them already are. With its young population and high fertility, Nigeria, simultaneously an engine of African economic growth and operating grounds for the violent jihadist group Boko Haram, is set to eclipse US population by 2050, when it will reach more than 400 million people—double what it is today—even with one of the highest infant mortality rates in the world.

World population will keep growing in the twenty-first century, but an astounding 98 percent of that growth will be in less developed countries like Nigeria. Figure 1 shows the 10 most populous countries in the years 2000, 2020, and 2050. One obvious shift during this 50-year span is that the most developed countries fall off the list, with the exception of the United States, which had near-replacement fertility and robust immigration until recently. By 2020, Japan had already dropped to the 11th spot, while the Democratic Republic of the Congo and Ethiopia were set to take places vacated by Russia and Mexico—a clear geographic shift in global population centers. Tremendous population growth in less developed countries during this half century is also clear. Between now and 2050, India will add the near equivalent of the US population, even as fertility declines there.

Figure 1. Ten Most Populous Countries: 2000, 2020, and 2050
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	2020

	2050




	Rank

	Country

	Population (millions)

	Country

	Population (millions)

	Country

	Population (millions)




	1

	China

	1,283

	China

	1,439

	India

	1,659




	2

	India

	1,053

	India

	1,380

	China

	1,364




	3

	United States

	282

	United States

	331

	Nigeria

	411




	4

	Indonesia

	212

	Indonesia

	274

	United States

	390




	5

	Brazil

	175

	Pakistan

	220

	Indonesia

	322




	6

	Russia

	146

	Brazil

	213

	Pakistan

	307




	7

	Pakistan

	139

	Nigeria

	206

	Brazil

	233




	8

	Bangladesh

	132

	Bangladesh

	165

	Bangladesh

	202




	9

	Japan

	128

	Russia

	146

	Democratic Republic of the Congo

	198




	10

	Nigeria

	122

	Mexico

	129

	Ethiopia

	191





• • •

The diversity of global population trends means there’s a lot to wrap our heads around. In some regions, population pressures are blowing the top off of a pot already boiling with poor governance, civil war, and environmental devastation. At best, there’s only dim hope for a peaceful future. When the pot boils over, countries across the globe feel the effects in the form of refugees and terrorist extremism.

The Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), whose population is growing at more than 3 percent a year, has a gross domestic product (GDP) per capita of only $580.† Corruption and human rights abuses are rampant, and rebel groups foment violence, especially in the eastern and southern provinces. Such conditions enable the use of child soldiers and displace people both within the country and across borders. With a population of almost 90 million, the DRC saw 1.67 million of its people displaced in 2019 alone. With a similarly high population growth rate, Somalia’s youth rarely find meaningful jobs. Terrorist groups in the country, such as al-Shabaab, are likely to see their ranks grow as desperate young people search for belonging.

Sub-Saharan Africa isn’t the only region struggling in the midst of rapid population growth. In Central Asia, Afghanistan’s population has grown from 21 million at the start of the 2001 US invasion to 38.9 million in 2020—an increase of 85 percent. Is it possible for Afghanistan to find peace among the strains of such rapid population growth? Population growth isn’t inherently bad, but when institutions, even the education system, or the economy can’t absorb more people, the whole society feels the strains. The Afghans suffer, and those countries with an interest in Afghanistan’s peace and prosperity are set for disappointment. As hard as it is to believe, Afghan women born under US occupation are now having children of their own. These young mothers have known nothing other than war and foreign soldiers in uniform and would almost certainly associate that trauma with the West, something that will take generations to overcome. Western militaries celebrate drone strikes that kill handfuls of al-Qaida fighters in Yemen, while 3,000 children are born into poverty there every day. Yemenis must not only defend against guns but also germs, as cholera infects 5,000 of them a day. With such turmoil—both armed conflict and health crises—it is no wonder that Yemen, and dozens of high-fertility countries like it, seems doomed to succumb to a dark demographic destiny.

And yet, as we will see, as much as population trends can tell us about upheaval in our world, they also have much to show about prosperity and peace.

In East Asia, rapid fertility declines from the 1960s to the 1990s led to a bonus of workers relative to numbers of youth and raised incomes per person, as both families and governments could invest greater resources in fewer child dependents. Economists have estimated that Asia’s demographic transition was responsible for somewhere between 33 and 44 percent of the East Asian economic miracle that catapulted the region to the powerhouse it is today.

Demographic change can also bring about democratic change. In the lead-up to the 2011 Arab Spring, Tunisia’s age structure began to look similar to those of South Korea and Taiwan during the mid-1990s. The high proportion of young adults in Tunisia in 2010 relative to all adults was exactly the same as South Korea’s in 1993, and their median ages were nearly identical, too. The revolution and democratization that transpired in Tunisia echoed the political changes in several Asian states when their age structures were similar. Today, South Korea is an anchor of democracy and prosperity. Likewise, Tunisia is considered a “free” society, but just barely. Political demographers are hopeful, though, that as Tunisia’s age structure continues to mature because of low fertility, the country will move past the fits and starts that characterize new democracies and turn into a peaceful, flourishing, and democratic country in a region where those markers are largely absent.

While there are similarities between Tunisia and South Korea, Egypt and South Korea provide a stark, but apt, contrast in demographic fortune, as noted by Egypt’s former president Hosni Mubarak. In a speech to Egypt’s Second National Population Conference on June 9, 2008, Mubarak backed up his call for more attention to family planning by citing how much the fates of Egypt and South Korea had diverged since they both had populations of about 26 million in 1960. When he spoke in 2008, South Korea’s population had grown to 48 million, but Egypt’s had more than tripled to 80 million. While South Korea had developed and prospered, Mubarak said Egypt suffered an imbalance between population and resources and blamed population growth for preventing economic gains and causing social instability.

What explains the great divide in population trends between richer and poorer countries? One factor is that in the world’s poorest countries, fertility is still high. These countries are in the early stages of what demographers call the demographic transition—the shift from high fertility and mortality to low fertility and mortality.

In the first stage of the demographic transition, both birth and death rates are high. Because they effectively cancel each other out, the overall population doesn’t grow much. That’s why there were only 1 billion people on the planet just two centuries ago. But in the second stage of the demographic transition, as health measures improve and death rates fall, population growth tends to be high. It slows a bit in the third stage as fertility falls, and by the fourth stage, overall population growth slows a lot as fertility and mortality rates settle at low levels. The most notable recent fertility decline has been in the Middle East, which saw its total fertility rate, or TFR (the average number of children a woman is likely to have in her lifetime given current trends), drop from 4.12 children per woman in 1995 to 2.93 by 2020. Replacement-level TFR is generally considered to be about 2.1 children per woman—one to replace each parent, with a margin for those who don’t live to reproductive age—and in 2020, 87 countries were below that mark and had aging populations. TFR was below replacement level for Latin America and the Caribbean by the period 2015–2020, nearly half what it was 40 years ago. TFR is an estimate we’ll use a lot in this book because it is a useful way to capture differences in childbearing patterns across countries that otherwise can be difficult to compare because they have little in common.‡

For most of the twentieth century, it seemed that although different countries and regions took different amounts of time making the transition to lower fertility and mortality, all countries in the world were moving along the same path to eventual population aging.

Until they weren’t.

Today, the demographic transition seems to be stalled for some of the world’s poorest countries. While most of Europe and Asia have completed the transition, as we can see from Figure 2, there are still a significant number of countries with very high total fertility rates. In particular, some countries in sub-Saharan Africa don’t even seem to have begun the transition or at best are in the second stage, where death rates start to fall. In sub-Saharan Africa, the TFR dropped from 5.88 to 4.72 during the past 20 years, but that was much slower than many demographers had anticipated. That means when we look out over the next several decades, we still need to expect tremendous population growth and very youthful populations in most of that region. Even if fertility declines somewhat, sub-Saharan Africa’s population is on track to increase sixfold this century, driven primarily by very high fertility in Central and West Africa. But fertility rates as high as Nigeria’s, for example, aren’t necessary for a population to rapidly grow. Actually, a total fertility rate of just three children per woman means that each generation will be 50 percent larger than the preceding one. If fertility falls somewhat, median ages in these countries will still be incredibly young, and if fertility stays at today’s rates, median ages will be even lower. So, again, demographic change in the twenty-first century involves population aging and shrinking in some countries but still young and growing populations in others.



Figure 2. Total Fertility Rate for Sustainable Development Goal Regions, 2020
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Here’s why interpreting population trends correctly matters: A few years ago I was in Washington, DC, to give a talk on demographics and strategy and was performing my normal morning routine of scrolling through Twitter. I landed on a piece by someone in the US Army about China’s demographics that argued population trends will constrain China’s ability to challenge the United States as the world’s number-one power. I sat straight up. That was a bold and risky leap. If policy makers are writing strategy on the basis of demographic assessments (and that’s good, please do more of that), they should be thoughtful, nuanced assessments, not knee-jerk ones. The same goes for investors calculating risks or for advocates trying to make the most of limited resources as they work to help the world’s forgotten. The links between demographics and economics or politics or culture deserve more than just cursory thought. As we’ll walk through in Part II of the book, demographic trends don’t occur in isolation, and as much as we can learn from studying them independently, as we do in Part I, we can gain new insights by studying their confluence and context.

• • •

Fertility is about the beginning of life, and another powerful force shaping the great divide in population is at the other end of the spectrum: death.

In 2010, a massive earthquake rocked Haiti. Poor to begin with, Haiti had little domestic capacity to deal with the property losses and population displacement, as somewhere between 1 million and 2 million Haitians lost their homes. United Nations forces were dispatched to help, bringing much-needed supplies and logistical know-how. And cholera. They brought cholera.

Owing to widespread poverty and poor sanitation, the cholera spread quickly. Now facing double the disaster, Haiti’s infant mortality rate shot up from 81.5 per 1,000 in 2009 to 208.6 per 1,000, a commentary on just how poor a situation a new baby would have been born into. Infant mortality rate is a useful indicator of a society’s quality of life, as is life expectancy at birth, defined as the average number of years a person born at that time could expect to live. It’s important to interpret life expectancy as reflecting a range of mortality outcomes: If a society has a very low life expectancy, say age 55, it’s not that no one in the society lives past age 55, but it’s likely that the society has high infant and child mortality. Life expectancy at birth is best used as an estimation or an indicator, not as a prediction, and is a useful measure of societal well-being. That a child born in Haiti during this troubled time had an infant mortality rate as bad as that of sub-Saharan Africa in the 1960s reflected how fragile life was on that side of Hispaniola. Haiti is still dealing with the long-term consequences of that disaster, and the health problems of that time will reverberate in unknown ways as that cohort ages. And the hits keep coming, as they did with a magnitude 7.2 earthquake in August 2021.



Figure 3. Total Fertility Rate and Life Expectancy at Birth for Sustainable Development Goal Regions, 2020
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Worldwide, disparities in life expectancy say a lot about overall conditions: Sub-Saharan Africa’s life expectancy is the world’s lowest, a full 18 years less than that of Europe and North America, as Figure 3 shows, and is nearly the inverse of fertility trends.

Haiti’s life expectancy at birth remains low—64 years—but not out of the ordinary for a less developed country. More remarkably, life expectancy declined around the year 2015 for several wealthy countries. Researchers attribute the shift to a spike in deaths from the influenza epidemic, particularly among older people. This was the first decline in longevity since the combination of World War I and the Spanish flu killed 675,000 in the United States. Then, because of excessive deaths from COVID-19, life expectancy declined in numerous wealthy countries between 2019 and 2020, according to preliminary research by José Manuel Aburto and colleagues. Of the 29 countries they studied (mostly in Europe, plus the United States and Chile), life expectancy at birth declined in 27, with the largest losses in life expectancy among males in the United States and in Bulgaria. COVID-19 aside, the life expectancy declines in the United States before the pandemic were an exception. On the whole, life expectancy only gets better with time.

That positive trend is what stood out to demographers Jim Oeppen and James Vaupel when they were crunching numbers about human life expectancy. They noticed that life expectancy for Japanese women—who are famous for their longevity—was increasing in a predictable upward pattern. And in fact, they noticed that record societal life expectancy for the past 160 years had risen steadily by 3 months a year, or 2.5 years per decade. Could this linear trend continue or is there a limit to societal life expectancy? A female born in Japan in 2020 is expected to live to age 87, the world’s highest; is it reasonable to expect that Japanese women born mid-century will have a life expectancy of 94.5 years?

It’s difficult to comprehend how the linear trend in record life expectancy could continue, but it was equally difficult for scholars less than a century ago to understand how societal life expectancy could ever reach the heights of any age over 65 years, which is what Louis Dublin in 1928 forecasted as the upper limit. As Japan’s female life expectancy trend shows, today’s developed countries have left that limit in the dust. Most notably, as Oeppen and Vaupel emphasize, the linear trend is not slowing. Global life expectancy was under 47 years in 1950; today, it’s 70.81 for males and 75.59 for females.

Selfishly, we all care about how long we live, but forecasting life expectancy also helps governments and businesses plan long-term for large budgetary expenditures, such as pensions and health care. So far, maximum societal life expectancy has stayed well below 100 years; still, because fertility in most advanced industrial democracies has been dramatically declining for decades, these populations are growing older, shifting the proportions of young and old. What developments are responsible for such a revolution in life expectancy? When countries are in the early stages of the demographic transition, which tends to be when they are relatively less developed, improvements in infant and child health drive initial increases in estimated life expectancy. For example, China’s increase in life expectancy during the second half of the twentieth century was among the fastest in human history, as infant mortality sharply declined due in large part to the rise in school enrollments (meaning more educated parents). As China developed, Chinese lived longer, from a life expectancy at birth of about 35 years in the 1940s, to 56 by 1957, 68 by 1981, and 77 by 2020.

Even pedestrian improvements such as hand-washing are incredibly important for increasing life expectancy and quality of life. Better sanitation, education, infrastructure, nutrition, and health services—markers of modernity—make a huge difference in initial gains. Improvements in medicine and public health are also helping people extend their lives in ways not captured by life expectancy at birth. If an infant makes it past her first birthday, her estimated life expectancy increases; the same for age 5, and so on. Life expectancy at age 5 is usually higher than at birth; likewise estimated life expectancy at age 65 is usually higher than estimated life expectancy at age 5 because if you make it to 65, it shows you have something good going for you. In theory, we are rewarded for making it another year (up to a point, of course). According to the US Social Security Administration life tables, at age 40, I’m estimated to live 45.8 more years, to age 85.3. If I make it to age 70, I’m estimated to live to age 89. Here’s hoping.

Life expectancy reveals a lot about the conditions of a society—it’s not the same as life span, which is more of a biological measure of the limits of the human body. The record was set in 1997 when Frenchwoman Jeanne Calment died at the unbeaten age of 122 years and 164 days.§ Note the year again: 1997. We don’t know for sure if there’s a ceiling on life span, but some researchers believe that Calment hit it because she set the record more than two decades ago. Unlike societal life expectancy, there’s no continuing linear trend upward. It seems there really are biological limits—the human body eventually breaks down. While it is possible that medicine and technology could extend human life span beyond today’s limits, right now that’s more science fiction than reality.

Figure 4. Life Expectancy at Birth, Ten Key States (in Years), Medium Variant









	Country

	2015–2020

	2030–2035






	Japan

	84

	86




	Germany

	81

	83




	United States

	79

	81




	China

	76

	79




	Iran

	76

	79




	Brazil

	75

	78




	Russia

	72

	74




	India

	69

	72




	South Africa

	63

	67




	Nigeria

	54

	58






As Figure 4 shows, there’s just as much of a divide between poor and rich countries in life expectancy as in fertility. At the global level, life expectancy is still trending upward, though, even with the divide. During the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, world life expectancy more than doubled, from roughly 25 years to about 65 for men and 70 for women—that’s a gain in life expectancy of about 2.5 years per decade for the past century and a half. Figure 4 shows how that trend is projected to continue, with a more accelerated pace expected for places where life expectancy is lower today. But such gains are not automatic, and it’s important to constantly ask: What does it take to keep those gains on track?

• • •

Here’s another way to visualize the population divide between rich and poor countries. Figure 5 is what demographers call a population pyramid (because they all used to be shaped like pyramids) or population tree (now that there’s more diversity). Females are represented by bars on the right-hand side, and the bars on the left represent males. The vertical border in the middle, by 5-year increments, marks ages 0 to 100. As we see from Figure 5, Japan in 2021 was already top-heavy; 28 percent of the population was age 65 or older.



Figure 5. Japan’s Population in 2021
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When I first started studying population aging in the early 2000s, it was on relatively few scholars’ radars because it was basically a new phenomenon. Positive population growth and relatively robust birthrates were the norm—humanity had never before seen a population age structure like Japan’s. But now it’s not so new, and not so unique. Aging has intensified and diversified: No longer confined to Western Europe and Japan, the list of aged countries is varied in terms of geography, political systems and traditions, and economic strength and culture, as Figure 6 shows. And that’s something for us to pay attention to over the next decades. How does this diversity in aging states challenge what we know about aging so far? Can we really use Japan and Western Europe as our models for understanding population aging in the twenty-first century? All of our modern economic theories were formed and debated and tried during a time when population growth seemed limitless, or at least when it was impossible to foresee a time when the workforce would permanently shrink because of population aging. New demographic realities mean we need a reassessment and recasting of how we think about what makes an economy strong.

Extreme aging is one side of the coin; extremely youthful populations is the other. Figure 7 is a snapshot of Nigeria’s population in 2021. We can see why demographers used to call these population pyramids—it’s obviously narrow at the top and wider at the bottom, like a pyramid, and pretty much inverse from Japan’s. Birth patterns in each country show why their age structures are opposites. Women in Nigeria had, on average in their lifetimes, more than five children, whereas women in Japan had fewer than one and a half.

Figure 6. Ten Oldest Countries by Median Age of Population in 2035











	Country

	Median Age (years)

	
	Country

	Median Age (years)




	Japan

	52.4

	
	Slovenia

	49.6




	Italy

	51.5

	
	Germany

	49.6




	Spain

	51.5

	
	South Korea

	49.4




	Portugal

	50.6

	
	Bosnia & Herzegovina

	49.2




	Greece

	50.6

	
	Singapore

	48.8








Figure 7. Nigeria’s Population in 2021
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Because of this high fertility, more than two-thirds of Nigeria’s population—69 percent—was under the age of 30 in 2021. Just glancing at this snapshot, it’s probably no surprise that political demographers have observed that establishing effective political authority in such young societies is often difficult. And Nigeria is not even the world’s youngest country. That title goes to Niger, where the median age in 2020 was only 15 years.

Japan and Nigeria are two extremes, but they don’t tell the whole story of population trends in the twenty-first century. What about the countries in between?

A classic country to start with is China. As we can see from the left half of Figure 8, China’s age structure in 2021 doesn’t look like either Japan’s or Nigeria’s; the bulk of the population is somewhere in the middle. Indeed, 64.5 percent of China’s population in that year is considered to be of “working ages.” Lots of workers and few dependents sounds positive, but doesn’t that contradict what we commonly hear about China? In real time as I write this, I just Googled “China population” to take the temperature of the Web. The first results on the page? “China’s Population Policy Now a Problem, Not a Solution” (HuffPost), “China’s Newest Challenge Is Adapting to Its Aging Population” (The Atlantic), and “The Most Surprising Demographic Crisis” (The Economist, also about China’s aging). It seems that you can’t pick up a publication on national defense or economics without hearing how China will be the first country in the world to grow old before it grows rich. Is it that simple? Is population aging dooming China to fall from global prominence when it was just assuming the throne?

To answer these questions, let’s think more about how we read snapshots in time. Any snapshot of a population tells not only the story of the present but also of the past and of the future. Today’s 30-year-olds were children a couple of decades ago, and they will be 50 two decades from now. Demography sheds light on the past because, as we’ll see throughout this book, when we understand how to interpret population trends, we unlock insight into political, economic, and social dynamics around the world. Demography gives us a long view on cycles of peace and conflict, economic boom and bust, and even cultural revolution.



Figure 8. China’s Population in 2021 and in 2050
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But, again, there are a lot of things a snapshot of age structure doesn’t show. Yes, China is aging. We can feel relatively confident that more than one-third of its population will be over age 60 by 2050, as Figure 8 shows. But what does that really mean? What if China’s average age of exit from the workforce in 2050 is more like Japan’s today (71) than France’s (61)? If the box highlighting China’s older population is meant to represent old-age dependents, we’d need to change the boundaries to show that only 21 percent (those age 70 and older)—not 37 percent (those age 60 and older)—of China’s population would have aged out of the workforce, on average. We also can’t tell from a snapshot of age structure that China only spends about 4.1 percent of its GDP on pensions for people of older ages, less than half the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) average of 8.8 percent. Even the snapshot of aging Japan doesn’t tell us anything about cultures of care for the elderly, laws governing older workers, or what level of support Japanese voters have for retirement reforms.

Russia is another country where it’s well known that the population has a negative growth rate (that is, it’s shrinking). Remember, this is in contrast to a country such as the Democratic Republic of the Congo that’s growing at 3 percent a year. There’s a similar trope among policy makers that Russia’s aging is the death knell for its national security. When I worked in the Pentagon in the mid-2000s, people were eager to write off Russia because of its “dire demographics.” Similar to China today, there were lots of publications with titles like “Russia’s Depopulation Bomb” and “The Incredible Shrinking People.” Of course, this was in the heyday of Russia’s “major shrinkage,” if you will. In the first 5 years of the new millennium, Russia’s population shrank by 0.4 percent; that translated to a net loss of almost half a million people a year. And in fact, in 2009 then-secretary of defense Robert Gates even wrote that the United States didn’t need to worry about Russia anymore because its demographics were going to be its destiny, reminiscent of the tweet about China’s demographics that made me worry we were jumping to conclusions.

But if we fast-forward to today, we can see that Russia’s leaders have decided to modernize the military and increase the money they’re spending on defense, even as the country shrinks and ages. They’re also unafraid to project power beyond Russia’s borders, both in the region (Ukraine) and outside it (Syria, Yemen), which is something we wouldn’t have predicted from an aging and shrinking population. Their moves into the cyber realm are an apt adaptation to population aging. Russia has even seen a modest turnaround in terms of its total fertility rate, which is slowing population contraction. Assessments of population trends need to account for that, too, as Chapter 2 will describe.

• • •

Pop quiz: What would you say is the proportion of the world’s people that currently live outside the countries in which they were born? Is it: (a) 20 to 22 percent, (b) 11 to 12 percent, or (c) 2 to 4 percent?

If you answered (c), 2 to 4 percent, you are correct. If you chose one of the other two answers, though, it’s not surprising. Each day, newspapers across the world announce another refugee crisis, publish vitriolic debates about immigrants taking jobs, and relate cultural clashes, making us think the real number is much higher. But that 2 to 4 percent has actually been pretty steady for the past 50 years. Outside of a handful of states, international migration contributes much less to national population change than does either births or deaths.

However, in certain regions and countries, migration changes the landscape dramatically. Certainly, no demographic trend can alter the fabric of a society faster than migration—fertility and mortality are sluggish in comparison. The exodus of Syrians after the start of the 2011 civil war is one striking example: In December 2011, 8,000 Syrian refugees were registered with the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR); 4 years later, 4.5 million out of a population of 18.5 million were.

Syria does not stand alone. Globally, there are more displaced people than ever before, nearly 80 million of them as of 2020. Sadly, prior experience hasn’t forced a solution, and today’s challenges have been intractable. The increase in civil conflict in the post–Cold War period has caused displaced people to remain so longer, from about 8 years on average in the 1980s to 20 years today. An additional challenge is that, globally, more than 50 percent of the world’s refugees are children under age 18. Altogether, 1 in every 97 persons in the world is either a refugee, internally displaced, or seeking asylum—that’s 1 percent of humanity.

War, persecution, disaster, and oppressive governments plague certain regions more than others, but any of these horrors can force people to abandon their homes. As of March 2017, 20 million people faced famine across Yemen, Somalia, South Sudan, and Nigeria—all countries with areas racked by conflict. The United Nations estimates that an astounding 80 percent of Yemenis (more than 24 million people) need aid. In just two months of 2017, 48,000 people there fled the devastation caused by Saudi Arabia and Iran’s proxy war. In Nigeria, the fight against Boko Haram has killed 37,500 and driven 2.9 million from home. Venezuela’s economic and political crisis, which unraveled over years but intensified after 2014, prompted the largest mass exodus in the region’s history, an 8,000 percent increase in the number of Venezuelans seeking refugee status from 2014 to 2020.

A displaced global population of the size we face today is tremendous, but refugees are only a small proportion of the world’s migrants. The majority of migrants move to be closer to family, to find better jobs or educational opportunities, to seek freedom, or even to shift to a warmer climate. Because global population is higher by the year, the absolute number of global migrants is higher than ever, about 272 million worldwide. Remember, in the majority of countries, international migration contributes far less to national population change than do either births or deaths, but in certain regions and countries, migration changes the landscape dramatically. That 272 million is concentrated in just a few places. In 2019, two-thirds of all migrants lived in just 20 countries, and more than half were in just 10 countries. The United States hosts the most, almost 45 million, followed by Germany, Saudi Arabia, and Russia, each with about 12 million to 13 million. Where things get interesting is with the Persian Gulf states, which have the world’s highest share of foreign-born. Eighty-eight percent of the United Arab Emirates’ population is foreign-born, 78 percent of Qatar’s, 72 percent of Kuwait’s, and 45 percent of Bahrain’s. Most of these are temporary labor migrants from places such as the Indian subcontinent, not permanent settlers, and thus mostly affect the countries’ economic dynamics, rather than broader political or social ones. Political ramifications are more obvious in Turkey, Jordan, Palestine, Lebanon, and Pakistan, who host some of the world’s largest refugee populations and have been dealing with the economic and social strains of meeting the native population’s needs along with those of their guests.

Europe has also struggled learning to deal with massive immigration after a long history as a continent of emigration. Just behind Asia at 83 million, Europe hosts the second largest number of migrants, 82 million, of any region in the world. On average during 2015, more than 2,300 migrants a day landed on Greece’s shores, fleeing conflict and poverty in countries such as Syria. The population of the 27 countries that make up the European Union (excluding Great Britain) increased by 0.9 million overall in 2019. What’s astounding is that net growth came from migration, and there were half a million more deaths than births—natural change in the European Union has been negative since 2012.

These demographic shifts are yielding dramatic political changes, including the resurgence of far-right parties in many European countries. British voters in 2016 overwhelmingly sent the message that Britain’s sovereignty—particularly the ability to control its own borders against migrants—was paramount and withdrew from the European Union despite nearly universal arguments that leaving the European Union would hurt Britain’s economy.

Another shift is happening internally: exodus from the countryside in the form of massive urbanization. In the year 1800, only 3 percent of the world’s population lived in cities, and in the nineteenth century, only 14 percent did. Even in 1950, just 30 percent of the world’s population lived in urban areas, but now the world’s population is 55 percent urban, having crossed the halfway mark in 2007, when just three countries accounted for 35 percent of the world’s urban population: China, India, and the United States. Today, the most urbanized region is North America, with 82 percent of its population living in urban areas, followed by Latin America and the Caribbean with 81 percent, Europe with 74 percent, and Oceania with 68 percent. The majority of urban growth is natural (fertility over mortality), but in the least urbanized regions, rural-to-urban migration is significant. While Asia and Africa hold almost 90 percent of the world’s total urbanites, that’s because their total populations are large. Within those regions a significant proportion of the population is still rural: 50 percent in Asia and 57 percent in Africa.

But what it means to be “urban” differs greatly across the world, even within countries. There’s no standard international definition of urban; in Botswana, an area qualifies if it has at least 5,000 inhabitants and 75 percent of the economic activity is nonagricultural. Canada counts urban areas as those with at least 1,000 inhabitants and a density of 400 or more people per square kilometer; Japan labels as urban those areas having at least 50,000 inhabitants. These differences are why assessments using urbanization data need some context and detail. Despite the imagery that surrounds urbanization, huge cities are not the norm. Almost half of the world’s urban dwellers live in areas with a population of less than 500,000. One in eight live in megacities, urban areas with more than 10 million inhabitants. The absolute number of these cities is growing, though. In just over a decade, the world will have about 43 megacities, mostly in developing regions, 12 more than today. The number of metacities, those with a population of 20 million or more, is also growing. Tokyo is the world’s largest city, with a population of 38 million, followed by New Delhi at 28 million—a major spread between the two.

The great divide in population between developed and less developed regions is clear with urbanization, too. Some cities in low-fertility countries are actually facing population decline. Tokyo is projected to lose about 1 million residents over the next decade or so. In contrast, Dhaka, Bangladesh, is one of the fastest growing megacities in the world and one of the most densely populated. In contrast to Tokyo’s gleaming skyscrapers, a stark public-radio story on Dhaka in 2010 opened with the line, “The future is here, and it smells like burning trash.” Between 1990 and 2005, almost half a million people a year flooded into Dhaka looking for economic opportunity, but if they didn’t find it, they stayed anyway, leading to a “broken labyrinth of shacks,” pollution, and disease. Although cities and their national economies grew in parallel for a long time, some researchers are arguing that there’s been a shift and that since the 1960s we actually have urbanization without economic growth for the first time. Urbanization today is leading to a “planet of slums,” according to some.

• • •

As complex as demographics can seem, there are really only three forces that drive change: sex, death, and migration. More formally and accurately, FMM: fertility,¶ mortality, and migration.

I often think of fertility, mortality, and migration as dials that turn up or down in different combinations to produce infinite population dynamics. Throughout this book, we’ll see what happens to overall population when these three factors are combined in different ways. As the fertility, mortality, and migration dials turn to different intensities, they produce changes in three main ways: population size, distribution, and composition. We’ve already talked about distribution, particularly where populations are concentrated within countries, with rural versus urban areas. How “important” a country is on the world stage generally correlates with population size. Big populations mean big potential labor forces and big consumer markets—with their near-universal literacy, it would be lovely if all 1.4 billion people in China bought this book. Size can boost military strength as well, as bigger populations have more potential soldiers to mobilize for conflict. There are plenty of exceptions, of course. Cuba, with a population of only 11 million, has occupied a disproportionate share of global political attention worldwide since World War II; the same goes for North Korea, with a population of only 26 million. Population is certainly not the only source of power a country has—Persian Gulf states have leveraged their oil-fueled economic power quite effectively to gain global influence—but the attitude of most leaders toward population has been “the bigger the better.”

It’s plausible that it’s not the size of a population that matters, but how the leaders use it. Although there’s an important psychological element to size, as we will see in Part II, Cuba and North Korea show population size isn’t the only variable that shapes influence.

Whether, in what direction, and at what rate population size is changing are important aspects of this dynamic. Some countries’ populations are growing, some are stagnant, and, increasingly, some are shrinking. A combination of fertility, mortality, and migration contributes to these changes. Canadian fertility has been below replacement level for decades, but the death rate is low and more people have been immigrating than leaving, so Canada’s population is growing. Bosnia and Herzegovina, in contrast, is shrinking because deaths are outpacing births and because more people are leaving than coming in. In a lot of aging countries, the only reason there’s even modest population growth is immigration.

Size is important, but the more interesting population dynamic coming from different levels of fertility, mortality, and migration is composition. Different societies have different proportions of young and old, male and female, ethnic groups, and so on, and these differences in composition are much of what make population trends matter for politics, economics, and social relations.

Identity is one type of composition: ethnic, racial, and religious. Fellow political demographer Monica Duffy Toft has pointed out that the world has fewer than 200 sovereign states but thousands of nations and ethnic groups. Some countries peacefully navigate their domestic differences; others suffer genocide or collapse into civil war.

A second type of composition is sex. In most societies, women outlive men, so at the oldest ages there are typically far more women than men. In the Persian Gulf states, men migrate in droves from the Indian subcontinent to work the oil fields, leading to tremendous imbalances in sex ratio at working ages. And in some societies, most famously China and India, preference for males has led to high abortion rates of female fetuses and skewed sex ratios at birth.

A third area of composition is age. The demographic transition described earlier happens as the fertility and mortality dials turn down. While countries start out with very youthful populations, as they go through and eventually complete the demographic transition they also go through what’s called the age-structural transition. The age-structural transition is the shift from a youthful age structure to an older one, the difference described between Nigeria and Japan. Quite far along the age-structural transition, populations of prime working age (those 20 to 64 years of age) have already peaked in China, Germany, Japan, Italy, Russia, South Korea, and the United States.

In contrast, the age-structural transition in Afghanistan has only begun. The median age in Afghanistan is only 18.4 years, and each woman on average has about 4.5 children in her lifetime. While fertility has dropped rapidly over the last two decades, these numbers mean that almost 50 percent of Afghanistan’s population is under the age of 17. As the United States considers how to address the destabilization of Afghanistan, it must also consider the role of population growth there and the strains that growth will continue to place on infrastructure, education, health care, and even governance for decades to come. Countries with a young age structure such as Afghanistan’s are on average about two and a half times more likely to experience the onset of civil conflict than are older countries. And even if fertility in Afghanistan falls in the future, the large group of ages 0 to 5 will require a lot of jobs one day. Experiences in Tunisia, Egypt, and other countries since 2011 show us what happens when expectations about employment, political voice, or even marriage go unmet.

Age structure isn’t the only issue with composition and age. Societies are also shaped by generations. A generation, or cohort, is a group of people sharing a common demographic experience. Generations are “made-up” designations, often based on historical circumstances that affect those living during that time, especially when big historical events happen at key life stages. Youth in Japan, for example, are shaped by pervasive technology throughout their lives; US baby boomers are influenced by the upheaval of the civil rights movement and the Vietnam War during their adolescence and young adulthood—a key time for forming opinions and beliefs. A focus on generations lets us look at how different age groups may have different experiences or opinions on the basis of their unique traits. But a generation is just one way to group age cohorts—populations can also be shaped by certain periods in time. Some historical events or broad social forces have lasting effects on the entire population, such as 9/11, the end of Apartheid in South Africa, or the breakup of the Soviet Union. Finally, we have to consider the influence of particular life stages, independent of generation or period. These are called life-cycle effects. As a mother of young children, I have a lot in common with other mothers of young children, regardless of our educational or socioeconomic backgrounds. A deficit of sleep and a surfeit of diapers are great unifiers.

We see these life-cycle effects in political behavior. Across democracies, young people are almost always far less likely to vote than are older people. In the United States today, millennials are less politically engaged than are baby boomers, but when baby boomers were young, many were uninvolved in politics as well.

• • •

If we want to talk about military strategy, economic growth, foreign policy, public health, and a host of other key issues, we need to start with population. People are the foundation of every polity, economy, and society, and so understanding demographic trends and their political, economic, and social implications is important to get a full picture of our world. What is the effect of demographics on social cohesion, value systems, or social contracts? In so many ways, world population today looks nothing like it did 50 or even 20 years ago. Despite all of our technological progress, so much of what shapes our world comes down to one fundamental element: population. As this book will show, revolutions in fertility and mortality have profoundly altered the course of humanity. Migration and urbanization continue to remake how humans organize themselves in relation to others and to their environments. A variety of changes are on the horizon, and policy makers, businesses, and advocates can use the lessons of this book to prepare for the future.

As the world nears 8 billion, demography is having a moment. All across the world, headlines are dominated by debates about disease, immigration, race, gender, and retirement. A global pandemic has upended the lives of billions. Britain has voted to leave the European Union, partly over immigration. The world’s first demographic billionaire—China—is now one of the fastest aging countries on the planet. Japan’s population is shrinking, even as the country faces existential threats from North Korea. Now, more than ever, we need to understand how population trends shape our world. The countries that have led the global order since World War II are facing unprecedented population changes and challenges at the same time that the world’s poorest and least powerful countries are suffocating under the imbalance of population and resources—too many people and not enough money. Ninety-eight percent of the world’s future population growth will take place in developing countries, yet these are the countries least equipped to handle such growth.

These population dynamics shape our world. Whether a society has far more children than elderly, whether it has an abundance of healthy workers or an influx of immigrants, even whether it has more men than women all factor into that society’s political, economic, and social relations—the way people vote, work, and play. People are consumers, producers, polluters. They are soldiers, smugglers, saviors. To understand the physical environment, the economy, the security environment, or cultural shifts, we need to understand who these consumers, producers, polluters, soldiers, smugglers, and saviors are. Demography is not destiny. But, it’s a big part of destiny.

How can we use demographics to gain insight into questions about climate change, economic growth, and pandemic preparedness? How can we rethink metrics such as global power? How does demographic analysis help us prepare for the next military threat or anticipate social strains from future migration? As we will see, with the right tools you can train yourself to think like a political demographer and be ready for whatever the future brings.


• • •


* Unless otherwise indicated, all of the population data presented in this book are taken directly from or calculated from the United Nations’ World Population Prospects: The 2019 Revision.


† Unless otherwise specified, all dollar amounts in this book are US dollars.


‡ We use 2.1 as shorthand, but the “margin”—what comes after the decimal point—actually varies depending on how developed the country is. More females live to complete their reproductive years in developed countries, and so true replacement is likely less than 2.1; it can be more than 2.1 in less developed countries.


§ There’s some controversy about whether or not Jeanne Calment actually holds the record, but if she was a fraud, my point here is underscored. See https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2020/02/17/was-jeanne-calment-the-oldest-person-who-ever-lived-or-a-fraud.


¶ Because population trends are in large part about reproduction, the focus is on male and female couples, and for the most part about conception through intercourse. In vitro fertilization and other assisted reproductive technologies make up such a small percentage of successful pregnancies that I rarely mention them. Where such technologies are relevant is in somewhat extending the childbearing years for women wealthy enough to afford them. There are still biological limits, however. Abortion is relevant and significant, but you will not find any normative discussion in this book.




PART 1
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COITUS, QUIETUS, EXODUS






CHAPTER 1 From the Cradle


When Romania’s last Communist ruler, Nicolae Ceaușescu, took power in 1965, the wolves were at the door. Romania was falling behind the demands of the communist economic model and was in dire need of more workers. With a population that was 86 percent Romanian, Ceaușescu was hesitant to import labor and potentially upset the ethnic balance. What was needed, he thought, were more Romanian babies, but Romanians weren’t having them—the fertility rate of 1.8 was below replacement, which meant that labor shortages would only intensify. And so, Ceaușescu decreed abortion illegal, stationed police at obstetric and gynecology offices, and subjected women under 45 years to monthly gynecological exams in their workplaces. His harsh measures worked—at least in the short term. Romania’s fertility spiked 100 percent in just one year, to 3.66 children per woman on average. While labor shortages might persist in the short term, before long these children would ideally be able-bodied enough to staff Romania’s fields and factories.

Romania’s invasive policies are far from the only example of public involvement in family lives. Even well before modern methods gave us greater control over reproduction, leaders tried to influence—or more accurately, engineer—fertility to suit national goals. More babies for soldiers or workers. Fewer babies for faster economic growth and stability. Studying fertility and responses to it can seem a lot like reading the children’s fairy tale Goldilocks: States generally think their fertility is “too high” or “too low”—it’s rarely “just right” in their eyes. With such divergent patterns and responses, many of us in the business of foresight for economic growth or national security can have a hard time drawing conclusions about the role of high fertility or youthful populations.

Case in point: On the opposite end of the natalist policy spectrum from Romania are the world’s demographic giants, India and China. At different points in time, British colonizers, American Cold Warriors, and various Indian elites were concerned about high population growth in India. A national family-planning program was put in place in 1952, but the state didn’t launch serious action until after Indira Gandhi was elected to lead in 1966. Gandhi, who faced foreign pressure from America, was intent upon limiting Indians’ family size and set family-planning targets at 6 million intrauterine device (IUD) insertions and 1.23 million sterilizations for her first year. Between 1974 and 1977, there were some 12 million sterilizations in India, the majority for men because vasectomy was quick and cheap. As in Romania, measures in India were coercive: Teachers who declined sterilization could lose pay, and villages receiving irrigation risked having their water supply cut if they failed to meet local sterilization targets. Although democratically elected, Prime Minister Gandhi was able to use forcible methods even with popular resistance—in June 1975, she proclaimed a state of emergency and ruled with a heavy hand until she was ousted along with her Congress Party in 1977.

Arguably, the real problem in India was poverty, not overpopulation. Although Indira Gandhi and the leaders from international agencies who offered loans to her administration assumed that population control was a prerequisite to economic development, as we’ve seen elsewhere around the world, with rising incomes it’s likely Indians would have started to prefer smaller families on their own, and access to education and voluntary family planning would have helped them realize those preferences. Coercive policies were unnecessary at best, immoral at worst. One leader skeptical of the role of population control in economic development was China’s Mao Tse-tung.

Mao, following Communist philosophers Marx and Engels, interpreted the rhetoric around overpopulation as the bourgeoisie shifting blame onto the poor for their own woes, when really capitalist exploitation made countries and people poor—not overpopulation. In fact, Mao initially saw tremendous benefit to a large population. One advantage was that he could mobilize citizens in massive, labor-intensive campaigns, such as widespread irrigation, dam construction, and even ridding China of the “four pests”: rats, flies, mosquitoes, and sparrows.

Mao’s opinion was a minority one among his fellow Chinese elites, however, and most readers know that as new leadership emerged, China would embark on the world’s most famous family-planning campaign: the One-Child Policy.

The One-Child Policy, which took effect in 1979, 3 years after Mao’s death, was actually the latter in a series of campaigns to lower fertility. Once other Chinese elites convinced Mao that at least some family planning would be beneficial, the state focused its early campaigns on urban areas in the 1960s, but the real commitment came in the early 1970s when Premier Chou En-lai tried to make population planning part of the overall national economic plans. The government moved from a slogan of “One child will do, two are good enough, and three are one too many” to “Later, Longer, Fewer.” These campaigns and changing norms about ideal family size halved the birthrate. The One-Child Policy, which followed, had significant implications, including compulsory abortion, and likely accelerated China’s already declining fertility rate.

Why are there such disparate and dramatic responses to what are sometimes similar fertility levels? No demographic trend is inherently good or bad, but it is true that population creates pressures on housing, job markets, schools, health care, and even family structures, and states often see fertility as a means to a more positive end. Research shows that empowering women to have the number of births they desire benefits the entire population by making a country stronger and more secure in the long run. The demographic divide of the twenty-first century is clear: In the 1990s, Europe and Africa had about the same size population; by the end of the twenty-first century, one-third of the people on Earth are expected to live in Africa. Much of that growth will be driven by sub-Saharan Africa, and even if fertility in that region falls from its current rate of 4.7 children per woman, the region’s population will continue to grow rapidly because of the large cohorts entering childbearing ages over the next two decades. Population growth isn’t automatically a recipe for disaster, but in many cases it’s one of the long-term trends that undermines peace and stability. However, it takes longer than an election cycle to see results from policies that empower women to determine their own reproduction, and, unfortunately, such policies are almost always highly politicized. Coercive measures such as Romania’s or India’s or China’s aren’t necessary to achieve ideal fertility, but before we even get to the nitty-gritty of politics, it’s worth questioning whether there’s objectively such a thing as “ideal fertility” anyway.

• • •

Women’s reproductive ages are generally considered to be ages 15 to 45 or 49 years—that’s a long span within which to have children, and it’s becoming less common for women to continually bear children throughout that time. As intended by China’s “Later, Longer, Fewer” campaign to lower fertility, postponing the age at which a woman starts her childbearing, increasing the time between births, and helping women limit their fertile periods, if they desire to do so, are all effective ways of lowering fertility rates. A woman’s average age at first birth differs widely around the world. In many developed countries, women don’t start their childbearing until well into their thirties, meaning that the time in which they might conceivably have children is truncated to between 10 and 15 years. By contrast, in many developing states, childbearing starts early. On average, women in Chad have their first birth at age 18 (let me underscore: that means many women have their first birth before that age); in Sri Lanka, the average is over 25 years. Having children at such young ages can limit individual opportunities outside the home and strain household resources. One way to postpone the age at first birth is to discourage (or legally restrict) early marriage. Another is to keep girls in school longer so they wait to start their families. One of the more common strategies for lowering fertility, particularly targeted at lower-income groups, is birth spacing. Encouraging women to breast-feed their infants until age 2 is supposed to delay the onset of menses after giving birth and thus help with birth spacing (it sometimes works). Other methods of family planning, including contraception, can lengthen the interval between births as well.

Of course, “later” and “longer” contribute to “fewer,” but there’s much more to lowering fertility, and from a policy perspective “fewer” is perhaps the most challenging of the three. After all, even if a woman waits until age 24 to start having children and then spaces her pregnancies by 2 years, she could still feasibly have at least seven children well before she reaches the end of her reproductive years. In Somalia, women aged 40 to 44 have an average of 82.4 births per 1,000 women, whereas in Argentina they have 18.8 and in South Korea only 4.7. Later starts don’t universally translate to earlier “stops.”

In some regions, the transition to “fewer” was relatively smooth. Fertility declines were earliest in Europe, but the second half of the twentieth century saw tremendous declines in East Asia and Latin America, too, from 5.69 to 1.82 children on average per woman for the former and from 5.83 to 2.49 for the latter. Since that time, fertility has continued to decline in Latin America and the Caribbean to just below replacement level. The shift to preferring fewer children and then actually having fewer children has proven tough in many countries in sub-Saharan Africa, though, where fertility has dropped only modestly, from 6.57 children per woman on average in 1950 to 5.08 by 2000 and 4.16 by 2020. Why the difference? The most basic factor is that in the aggregate, people living in some sub-Saharan African countries simply prefer larger families than do people living in Latin America or Asia. We know this from a series of Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS) and similar surveys, which ask about ideal family size, how many children were wanted, how wanted recent births were, and desire for more children. These are imperfect surveys, as respondents sometimes tailor their answers to what they think the surveyor wants to hear, but the data are widely used.

What underlying factors shape such preferences, and how do they change? How do you enable people to have the number of children they prefer? In general, a higher standard of living and improving mortality, along with rising education, lead people to prefer fewer children. The more education, the fewer desired children. In Zimbabwe, for example, women with some secondary education or more report the ideal number of children as 3.6 on average, whereas those women with no secondary education report the ideal as 4.8. Zimbabwean men with no secondary education prefer even larger numbers of children—5.3. Although we know that secondary education, in particular, helps delay marriage and childbearing and is equitable in most areas of the world, in some states of the Middle East–North African region and sub-Saharan Africa, girls’ enrollment rates are lower than those of boys. Gender is also a factor: As is the case in Zimbabwe, surveys show that men generally want more children than women do (although once the overall number of desired children is low, the differences narrow or disappear).

Sub-Saharan Africa lags far behind other regions in progress on standard of living, mortality decline, and education, and desired family size there is a full child higher than anywhere else in the developing world. As discussed in the introductory chapter, we know that nearly all of the world’s future population growth will take place in less developed countries; much of that is in sub-Saharan Africa. Regional-level data obscure important national differences, however. South Africa, Botswana, Djibouti, and Eswatini have fertility at or below three children per woman. In these countries, fertility actually fell faster than what we might expect given current levels of economic development and child mortality. At the same time, the 10 fastest growing countries in the world from excess births over deaths (meaning natural increase, without immigration) are all in sub-Saharan Africa: Niger, Angola, Mali, Uganda, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Burundi, Somalia, Gambia, Tanzania, and Chad. Not even on that list is Nigeria, whose population is on track to more than double by mid-century, knocking the United States from its long-held position as the world’s third-largest country. The Democratic Republic of the Congo had the world’s third-highest fertility rate in 2020, at 5.96 children per woman. Its population will increase by 74 percent, about 65 million people, between 2020 and 2040. Uganda’s population will increase from 45.7 million in 2020 to 59.4 million in 2030, and to 74.5 million by 2040. And even once high-fertility countries achieve replacement-level fertility, they still face two to three decades of crowded youth cohorts, which have lower opportunity costs for expressing their discontent, whether through peaceful protest or armed rebellion. Such youthful populations have slim chance of becoming democratic.

Most demographers expected Africa to follow in the footsteps of other major world regions; that is, as it urbanized and developed, fertility there would fall. In 2004, the United Nations projected that world population would reach only 9.1 billion by 2050—by 2019 it had revised its estimate to 9.7 billion and foresaw a world of nearly 11 billion by the end of the twenty-first century, much of that driven by continued high fertility in sub-Saharan Africa. The 2019 version of the United Nations’ population data (medium variant) projects that Africa’s population will reach 2.5 billion by mid-century and 4.3 billion by century’s end.

Because the third stage of the demographic transition has been slow in coming to several countries in sub-Saharan Africa, some demographers label their demographic transition as “stalled.” How did earlier projections miss the mark?

First, projections were overly optimistic about the ability of some sub-Saharan African countries to overcome underlying socioeconomic and governance issues that would have driven greater economic development, and then lower fertility. Legacies of colonialism have led to poor governance and exploitative economic relationships. Despotic leaders have clung to power in many countries; the shift away from economies dependent upon natural resource extraction to diversified ones with manufacturing or service sectors has been rare. Second, even if Africa’s economic development had been stronger, research has found that Africa still would have had relatively higher fertility. Demographer John Bongaarts found that “At a given level of development Africa’s fertility is higher, contraceptive use is lower, and desired family size is higher than in non-African LDCs [less developed countries].” Pro-natalist tendencies among the general population and many elites make up the difference. Uganda’s long-time leader, Yoweri Kaguta Museveni, regularly shifts between pro-natalism and anti-natalism and in 2018 said, “The problem of Africa has been, actually, under-population and not over population. Africa is 12 times the size of India in land area.” This, while Uganda’s TFR is 5.01. With a similarly high TFR, Tanzania’s then-president John Magufuli said in 2018 that Tanzanians should stop using birth control because the country needs more people. He feared that greater use of birth control would lead the country to have a problem with population aging and insinuated that contraception campaigns by foreigners had sinister motives. While he is correct that eventually Tanzania could face population aging, they are so early in the demographic transition, with a TFR of 4.92, that any population aging is decades and decades away. Finally, some African leaders resist family planning because of pervasive polygyny and a culture of male dominance.

While not all African leaders espouse such pronatalism and many have taken active roles in promoting rights-based family planning, such attititudes among important African leaders impede progress along the demographic transition and depress quality of life for millions. Leadership is crucial to fertility transitions because preferences only change in response to structural conditions such as quality of life. Educational and job opportunities don’t appear without commitment from the top—neither do family-planning clinics.

• • •

“Later, Longer, Fewer” is a formula meant to alter societal expectations of childbearing. Changing women’s and men’s childbearing preferences is one part of the equation; empowering them to act on those preferences is another. Trying to reduce poverty, improve education, combat infant and child mortality, and create societal conditions that permit women to control their childbearing in order to change high preferred family size is daunting, to say the least, but family-planning programs can have a significant impact even without those structural changes.

One way to empower people to act on their preferences is through contraception. A bit of this is technology. Even in antiquity, people hoping to enjoy sex without adding to their families used vaginal suppositories, some of which may have acted as spermicides, and other resin-like substances, which would have blocked the entrance to the cervix. Vulcanization of rubber in 1844 led to more widespread use of condoms as birth control. Even the famous eighteenth century lover Casanova allegedly used condoms, what he called “English riding coats,” quite extensively. And of course abortions and natural family planning, such as avoiding sex during a woman’s most fertile periods in the month, have always been used.

The other bit of this is making the technology available and affordable. That’s part of the reason for such minuscule gains in the past two decades. According to the World Health Organization, people face a “limited choice of methods; limited access to services, particularly among young, poorer and unmarried people; fear or experience of side-effects; cultural or religious opposition; poor quality of available services; users’ and providers’ bias against some methods; and gender-based barriers to accessing services.” There are ways to overcome these barriers, though, even in places we might not expect, such as Iran.

Surrounded by states with high fertility, Iran stands out for early family-planning efforts that rapidly ushered the country through the demographic transition, despite the resistance of some elites. Starting in the late 1980s, Iran’s leaders began establishing an effective network of free contraceptive and counseling services that ended up inducing a drop in fertility from 5.5 children on average per woman to just 2 in only two decades. Even rural Iranian women, who had the country’s highest fertility, went from having an average of eight children to around two children in just one generation. Access to family planning was key. Richard Cincotta and Karim Sadjadpour note that “By 2000, about 90 percent of Iran’s population lived within two kilometers of a family planning service-delivery point, and mobile public-sector providers periodically serviced remote areas.” As we know, education also plays a role in preferences for smaller families—that was true in Iran, as the government encouraged education to the point where women outnumbered men in Iranian universities.

Within the Sahel, Botswana similarly stands out for its strides in lowering fertility rates. Free family-planning services began there in the 1970s and have strengthened over time. Girls’ secondary school enrollment is more than 90 percent, and more than half of women in Botswana use modern methods of contraception. Today, while Botswana’s TFR is around 2.5, one of the lowest in sub-Saharan Africa, the region’s total TFR (including Botswana’s) is nearly twice that at 4.8.

Once demographers identify preferred family size (as through the Demographic and Health Surveys), they can measure that against the actual number of children people have and see if there is a gap that policy can help fill. Demographers measure “unmet need for family planning” as when women are of reproductive age and say they want to stop having children or want to wait two or more years to have them but are not using contraception; women who are pregnant or immediately postpartum but who did not intend their last pregnancy also count in this category. Contraception use among women of reproductive ages has increased greatly during the past decades, from only 10 percent using any method in 1960, to 55 percent using modern methods—sterilization, the pill, injectables, condoms, and so on—by 2000. More recent gains have been slower, however. In 2019 there were 1.9 billion women of reproductive age worldwide, among whom 1.1 billion had a need for family planning. More than 76 percent of them were using contraceptive methods, while the remainder had an unmet need for contraception. Ten percent of women have an unmet need for family planning, and that number has been stable since 2000. As usual, global numbers are useful indicators but mask important national distinctions. Fewer than 15 percent of married women ages 15 to 49 in the world’s poorest countries use any modern method of contraception, in contrast to developed countries where more than 60 percent of women do. In Libya, only 24 percent of married women have their demand for modern methods of family planning met. Globally, the unintended pregnancy rate is trending downward but is still high overall—44 percent of all pregnancies were unintended between 2010 and 2014. More than half of those pregnancies (56 percent) ended in abortion between 2010 and 2014, slightly more in developed regions (59 percent) than in developing regions (55 percent). Policies to address disparities in family-planning access should be a key part of broader policy packages meant to improve economic development.

• • •

Certainly, technology can be empowering, but it also has a dark side. The issue of Asia’s “missing girls” shows what happens when preferences and technology collide. When nature has total control, there are slightly more male babies than female babies: about 103 to 106 boys ages 0 to 4 for every 100 girls. But when humans interfere, that sex ratio can get out of whack. Historically, when societies preferred males over females and acted on that preference, they committed infanticide or neglected girl babies to the point of death. Today, abnormal sex ratio at birth (SRB) comes from a combination of fertility decline and norms of son preference and daughter aversion—if families are going to have only one or two children and prefer males (as in cultures where sons have primary responsibility for caring for elderly parents), then they will do their best to ensure that their children are male. Technology makes that easier. The advent of ultrasound technology has allowed us to see a baby’s sex in utero, and improvements in genetic testing can reveal a baby’s sex through the mother’s blood at just a few weeks’ gestation. In both of these cases, girl fetuses can be aborted while boy fetuses are carried to term.

China’s skewed SRB is the most well-known, in large part because it is discussed in the context of the One-Child Policy, which made son preference more transparent. And it is a real problem: China’s SRB was 107.2 in the 1982 census, 116.9 in the 2000 census, and 117.9 in the 2010 census. But China is far from the only country with a skewed sex ratio at birth. Rather than being isolated in Asia, the problem also exists in southeastern Europe, the Middle East, and Africa. In 2020, the list of states with SRBs of 107 or higher included Serbia, Estonia, Suriname, Papua New Guinea, Cyprus, Samoa, and Kazakhstan. On the national level, SRBs appear to be improving toward the norm: While at the start of this century Armenia and Azerbaijan had the world’s highest SRB at 117 boys born for every 100 girls, by 2020 the highest SRB was in China, down to 113.

Still, let me emphasize that most of the numbers we see are aggregated and national-level data; ratios disaggregated by birth order and by sub-national geography can be even more extreme. In South Korea, for example, in 1990 the SRB for first births was skewed at 113.44, but for third births and above it was an astounding 192.22. In China, 2010 data on total SRB showed a notable difference between cities and villages—a total SRB of 118.33 for the former and 122.76 for the latter. Birth order was relevant there, too: In urban areas of China, first births had an SRB of 113.44, second births an SRB of 132.18, and third births or higher (which were rare) an SRB of 175.35.



Figure 9. Numbers of Male and Female Children Aged 0 to 4 in China and India
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These imbalances at birth translate to significant differences in the population size of men and women: As Figure 9 shows, there have been far more male children aged 0 to 4 than female children aged 0 to 4 in China and in India since the 1990s. In total, males outnumber females by 70 million (both countries combined). But as of now the effects remain confined to mostly younger ages; of those 70 million excess males, 50 million are under the age of 20.

To see why a skewed sex ratio matters, we can approach the issue from several angles. Some scholars frame the issue as “too many men.” Eventually, those currently 0 to 4 years of age will be of marriageable age, and the gap between young men and women hasn’t yet peaked. In the most sanguine of interpretations, an excess supply of males leads to “an epidemic of loneliness” as heterosexual men are unable to find partners with whom to share their lives. There is much handwringing in the media about the social consequences of skewed sex ratios once they affect those of marriageable age, particularly in contexts where marriage is a nearly universal marker of adulthood, as in China. Relationships aside, there are even gloomier interpretations of the consequences of skewed sex ratios, as scholars surmise they could affect violent crime, human trafficking, or prostitution, or even lead to civil conflict.

But it’s important to turn a critical eye to any interpretation of demographic trends, this one included. One critique is grounded in feminism. Concern about how men will possibly cope without wives validates the view of women as sexual objects whose purpose is to provide pacifying services for males. This critique, articulated by scholar Nancy Riley, offers that “even if a sizeable proportion of Chinese men are unable to find wives, that does not necessarily spell social disaster, but is likely to force a reconstruction of norms and institutions to accommodate such a change; perhaps being single will lose some of its stigma in Chinese society.”

In answer to a feminist critique, we could focus instead on the missing girls. In this interpretation, skewed sex ratios are the embodiment of systematically devaluing women. Experts on the issue, Valerie Hudson and Andrea den Boer, go even further, arguing that sex-selective abortion is akin to violence against women, and the increase in the practice of sex-selective abortion is evidence that violence against women is acceptable. Certainly, some societies are organized patrilineally, with an emphasis on transferring property and power through the male line. Through their study of South Korea, Hudson and den Boer find that restrictive, anti-natalist policies (like a one- or two-child policy) make sex ratios worse, often taking what was just a cultural preference and turning it into action. They say, “In South Korea, although its two-child and later one-child policies were not enforced, these norms were quickly accepted in urban and then rural areas within this homogenous nation.” Neither a strong state nor gender-equitable laws are enough to trump the cultural preference for sons. While Vietnam has tried to legally shed its patrilineality, in practice women still own little land, spousal rape goes unprosecuted, and women are still expected to assimilate into their husbands’ families upon marriage, with few rights of their own. India also remains a highly patriarchal society with high rates of violence against women. In both, the 2020 SRB was 110 to 112.

Certainly, there are significant pressures on both genders: Men in such societies aren’t considered fully adult until they have married; women are often seen as objects of exchange between men, sometimes used to create alliances with kin groups. Marriage markets can be obstructed through an alteration in the sex ratio, polygyny, and brideprice unaffordability. When marriage is that highly valued in society, men may go to extremes to get married. There is evidence that ISIS and the Syrian government have provided brideprice for soldiers, as has Boko Haram in Nigeria. Brideprice—money transfer from the groom’s family to the bride’s family—is customary law in many societies. Dowry, in contrast, is an exchange of funds from the bride to the groom, an important distinction.

The argument that skewed sex ratios have significant political and social consequences has grown in sophistication during the past two decades, from one that was accused of being reliant on “crude evolutionary theories and animal studies” to one that examines the character of male–female relations and how the underlying structure of those relations affects birth and death rates, as Hudson’s latest work does. But some are still highly critical of the entire line of research, in particular for elevating the issue of skewed sex ratio and gender relations to a national security issue for the West. One scholar claims that “the re-surfacing of fear about China’s male population continues a tradition of Orientalist stereotypes.” The narrative is also caught up in larger fears about China’s population as an economic and military threat to the West. As with any population trend, I urge caution in interpretation and encourage further study. We have competing theories about why and in what ways skewed SRB matters. Now, we need more empirical evidence and analysis.

• • •

With a better understanding of the conditions that create high fertility and measures known to lower it, we can explore the societal-level consequences of high fertility. As we saw briefly in the introductory chapter, high-fertility societies have what’s called youthful age structures and often very high proportions of the population under age 20. There are many benefits to a youthful society, but often those countries with large youth cohorts struggle to achieve economic growth, and they’re prone to civil unrest.

There’s no direct link between youthful age structures and instability, and mediating factors, such as government capacity, make a difference. In particular, governments that focus on providing education, jobs, and avenues for political participation benefit from helping youth achieve their potential and establish the conditions for greater economic dividends as the population transitions to an older age structure.

I always try to refrain from alarmism when interpreting population trends, but it’s hard to ignore the track records of the world’s youngest or fastest growing populations. Just look at the annual Fragile States Index produced by the Fund for Peace, as shown in Figure 10. This list shows countries most at risk for collapsing into violence or disarray, unable to provide even basic services to their citizens. Most of the countries we’ve named so far make the top 10. The world’s most fragile countries—those in danger of collapse, or already there—all have youthful age structures. This set includes Afghanistan, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Sudan, and Yemen. In fact, the average median age of the 20 most fragile countries in 2019 was 18.95 years, and that’s including outlier Syria, with a median age of 25.6.

Figure 10. Most Fragile States in 2020, According to the Fragile States Index









	Rank

	Country

	Proportion of population ages 0–19 years




	1

	Yemen

	49.6




	2

	Somalia

	57.6




	3

	South Sudan

	52.1




	4

	Syria

	39.8




	5

	Democratic Republic of the Congo

	56.4




	6

	Central African Republic

	55.9




	7

	Chad

	57.8




	8

	Sudan

	50.7




	9

	Afghanistan

	53.7




	10

	Zimbabwe

	52.9





How do you govern a country where half of the population is children and adolescents? How do you grow the economy to put food in the mouths of these millions of young children? Turns out, in many cases you don’t. Let’s look at the relationship between age structure and civil unrest in more detail.

• • •

On December 17, 2010, 26-year-old Mohamed Bouazizi marched to a gas station in the city of Sidi Bouzid, in central Tunisia. He filled a can and lugged it to the street in front of a government building. There, he crossed to the middle of traffic and doused himself with the gasoline. As he lit a match and set his body on fire he shouted, “How do you expect me to make a living!?”

Presumably, his question was directed at the municipal officials inside the building, who, earlier that day, had confiscated the scales Bouazizi used to peddle fruits and vegetables from his cart. He complained and in return was slapped across the face by a female officer, adding insult to injury. But that day’s troubles were merely the latest in a string of similar affronts. He figured he’d have to bribe the officials to get his scales back, yet again, and he didn’t have the money. As the eldest son, Bouazizi needed to help support his large family, and because there were no steady jobs, the produce cart was his only option. Now, he was out of business.

With burns that covered 90 percent of his body, Bouazizi lingered in the hospital until he died on January 4, 2011. His act of self-immolation inspired an uprising that just 10 days later forced Tunisian president Zine el-Abedine Ben Ali to step down and flee the country, ending his 23-year authoritarian reign. Some argue that Bouazizi’s death was the spark that ignited the wave of revolution that swept across the Middle East and became known as the Arab Spring. But if his death was the spark, the region’s population trends were fodder for the flame.

Bouazizi was part of one of the largest age cohorts in Tunisia—those aged 26 to 30 years (as shown in Figure 11). While his dramatic suicide has become historic, his situation was not unique. Because of Tunisia’s youth bulge, competition for scarce jobs among that age group was fiercer than for any other recent generation. In sharp contrast to their fathers, it’s unlikely that many of Bouazizi’s friends had steady jobs, were married, or had been able to start families of their own. They were tired of being harassed daily by the police and other officials and resentful that corrupt politicians didn’t listen to their concerns.

At the time, there were about 64 million other young men just like Bouazizi in the region, and it was no surprise to political demographers that protests and violence spread across borders and engulfed their homelands. In one study, Henrik Urdal found that in countries where youth are 35 percent or more of the total population, the risk of armed conflict was 150 percent higher than in countries with age structures more like those of developed states. Alone, population trends don’t start a revolution, but in the case of the Arab Spring, the region’s population dynamics multiplied underlying social, economic, and political issues and set the stage for conflict.



Figure 11. Tunisia’s Population in 2011
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Youthful age structures—those with classic “pyramid” shapes and large cohorts of children and adolescents—bring their own set of challenges, as we have seen, but children rarely take to the streets in protest. It’s those who are emerging into adulthood and find their prospects for success limited or expectations unmet who speak out. That’s why youth bulge age structures draw so much attention from researchers. In a country with a true youth bulge, such as Tunisia in 2011, the cohorts younger and older than the youth are smaller, as we see in Figure 11. The bars to focus on are those young adults aged 15 to 29, who are becoming politically, economically, and socially active. That age group remains interesting for our analysis even when there’s no actual youth bulge, as in a youthful age structure. When the cohort of youth is large, especially when it is larger than the preceding cohort, we are more likely to find both motive and opportunity for civil unrest. Think about it this way: If every year the number of new entrants to the workforce grows, creation of new jobs will have to keep pace or unemployment will skyrocket. And if youth cannot find jobs and aren’t in education, what is there to occupy their time?

Two concepts emerge as important from Tunisia’s experience: relative deprivation and opportunity cost. Tunisia’s youth were doing relatively worse than the generation prior, meaning their expectations for how life should go were unmet—they had motive to rebel. But we know from television crime dramas that motive is only half the story, opportunity is the other. In Tunisia, labor was abundant, but jobs were scarce, so the opportunity cost of taking up arms in revolution was low. We can see how the combination of motive and opportunity interacts with demographic age structure across time and place. In fact, three-quarters of a century earlier, similar dynamics played out in dramatic fashion, albeit in a very different setting.

• • •

After World War I, young adults were the largest proportion of Germany’s population, with increasing numbers looking to enter the labor force each year, as the bulge in Figure 12 clearly shows. Without jobs or hope for the future, those young adults searched for any radical promise to deliver them. The demographic age structure for political violence was in place, and they had both motive and opportunity. In 1930, in the midst of this depression, more than 18 percent of voters cast a ballot for the Nazi Party, which celebrated victory with 107 seats in the German Reichstag, making it the second largest party in the country. Hitler had promised to restore the glory of Germany, a message that resonated across the population but was particularly appealing to youth with few prospects for the future. It was a perfect demographic storm: peak workers and a depressed economy. In this case, youth didn’t need to work against the state to achieve change like they did in Tunisia—the state itself promised change. There was low opportunity cost of working against the status quo, so they cast their lot with Hitler and his promises to bring about a better future.



Figure 12. German Reich Population in 1925
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There are other historical examples where youth played a pivotal role in regime change. We’ll return to the case of Iran one last time in this chapter, as we can even view the famous 1979 Iranian Revolution through a demographic lens. You see, in 1975, just 4 years before the revolution, youth aged 15 to 24 numbered 6.6 million and were 37.7 percent of the adult population aged 15 to 64 (for comparison, that same age group was 16 percent of Taiwan’s adult population in 2020). Although there were massive numbers of new entrants to the labor force every year, Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi was failing to invest in labor-intensive industries that would employ all of those young people and was focusing instead on capital-intensive industries, leaving millions unemployed. The shah redistributed land to peasants, but the plots were too small to be useful, and as rural fertility was high, individuals had less and less of an opportunity to make a living. It was simple math and a classic problem: The size of the land was staying the same, but the number of people who wanted a piece of it was growing. Researcher Eric Hooglund’s 1977 fieldwork showed 65 to 90 percent of rural young men left for urban areas, except those resident in villages close enough to commute to the city. Most migrated by the age of 15 or 16. With new entrants to the labor market increasing annually, by 1979 those aged 15 to 19 were growing by 3 percent a year. At the same time, under the shah, 25 percent of Iran’s income was being spent on arms, rather than on building the economy. The demographic pressures of a large, urban youth population, combined with an inability to employ them, led to mounting grievances. By 1979, protests had turned to violence, and violence had turned to revolution. The shah was out, and Grand Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini officially became supreme leader that December. Again, demographic structure, plus motive, plus opportunity equaled political violence.

Economic motivations aren’t always the driver behind youth protest or rebellion. Quite often, feelings of political exclusion, of being ignored by older generations in power and wanting to change the status quo, prompt massive youth movements. Indeed, World War I was started by an assassin who had just finished high school. Gavrilo Princip, part of the revolutionary Young Bosnians, wanted to force a distant Serbian bourgeoisie to take action against the Austrians and win independence.

These are all examples involving violence, but violent revolt isn’t the only possible outcome when youth feel excluded. Sometimes they’re able to work through existing structures and push for change without taking up arms. For example, many times and places in history, youth have successfully pressured the government to lower the voting age. In the 1960s United States, young men ages 18 to 21 were being drafted into the Vietnam War and dying by the thousands—old enough to fight, but not old enough to vote, they argued. That, plus general feelings of alienation and rage against the status quo with regard to gender, race, and ideology, led activists to demand Congress lower the voting age from 21 to 18, which they did in 1971. In May 2018, Nigerian youth succeeded in getting their president to lower the minimum age for the presidency from 40 to 35 years and the age to serve in the Nigerian House of Representatives from 30 to 25. Given that the country’s median age is a mere 18 years old, these changes enfranchised a significant proportion of the Nigerian population. The campaign’s slogan was “Not Too Young to Run!” Youth also played an important role in the peaceful revolutions of Ukraine, Georgia, and Serbia in the early 2000s.

We’re already thinking like social scientists here with the idea of motive and opportunity. In none of these cases did demographic age structure alone lead to protest or revolution. To deepen our understanding of the role of context, we can add in another social science concept: political institutions, or those organizations and structures that mediate and articulate the interests of a population. These include voting rules or access to decision makers. The same demographic structure can have very different effects depending on a setting’s political institutions. As political scientist Graeme B. Robertson describes, even if a population is aggrieved, if its members have access to institutions there’s little incentive to protest. If you can get your concerns heard by decision makers, you don’t have to take to the streets. In authoritarian states, where leaders have less direct accountability, protest tends to be isolated, direct action; in democracies, it takes on a more symbolic form. As Robertson argues, “In the middle, however, where there is some access, there are substantial incentives to invest in protest both to influence specific decisions and to expand access. Hence middle levels of openness are associated with the highest levels of protest. The analogy to regime types goes as follows: We might expect low levels of protest in authoritarian regimes and higher levels in democracies, but we should see the highest levels in hybrids, where there is some access to political institutions but much remaining frustration with institutionalized politics.” To add in the demographic element, we should see the highest level of protest in middle-open regimes with youth-bulge populations. If you’re looking for a signpost for coming conflicts, that’s a great place to start.


• • •

Although some youth grow up in a context of privilege and others in poverty, some experiences of youth are universal, and it’s useful to take a moment and consider youth issues from a life-cycle perspective. Markers of adulthood are relatively similar across countries: people look to find meaningful jobs, establish their own households and families independent of their parents, and have some say in how they are governed. When youth find their opportunities in any of these three areas narrowed or even closed off, it comes to light in political, economic, or social changes. Singapore, for example, although one of the wealthiest countries on the planet, has tight restrictions on housing, and youth I spoke to there during fieldwork several years ago lamented time and again how they were unable to afford to move out of their parents’ homes. Dating, they said, was awkward in such a context. No wonder Singapore’s median age at first marriage for males is 30.2 and for females is 28.5. And no wonder its fertility rate is just 1.21.

A generational view is useful, too. That change in voting age in the United States grew out of the anti-war and civil rights demonstrations of youth throughout the 1960s, but America was far from the only country that experienced such change at the same time. In 1968, French university students famously protested and demonstrated for changes to the university system, which they felt was rigid and inadequate and unable to meet the increased demand from successively larger university-aged cohorts. In the 10 years prior, France’s university student population grew from 170,000 to more than half a million; Paris alone contained 130,000 students. Young workers, unemployed workers, workers from coal mines, public transport systems, gas and electrical plants, shipyards, the postal service, and even civil servants from several ministries, such as the ministry of finance, joined the cause. More than 2 million workers were on strike during the weekend of May 18 and 19; within 4 days, this number increased to 9 million. That same year, Soviet tanks rolled into Prague and crushed the student resistance, which started as protest against poor heat and lighting in the dormitories but turned into an indictment against the political status quo. The year 1968 shows the importance of both stage of life and time in history for producing massive political effects. There were a lot of youth from those post-war baby booms, but there was a lot more happening, too. As author Mark Kurlansky describes, “What was unique about 1968 was that people were rebelling over disparate issues and had in common only that desire to rebel, ideas about how to do it, a sense of alienation from the established order, and a profound distaste for authoritarianism in any form.” He goes on to name four factors that worked together to create a perfect storm for the global unrest of 1968: the diffusion of the civil rights movement, the universally despised Vietnam War, and the advent of television. The fourth factor was more demographic: “a generation that felt so different and so alienated that it rejected all forms of authority.” In some countries it was also larger. As Figure 13 shows, the US baby boomers were entering adulthood in greater numbers every year.

As we consider the role of youth and youthful age structures today, we can employ some of our political science theories about political institutions. Although protest and political involvement are part of the democratic process, countries with high proportions of youth relative to other age groups have a slim chance of being democratic. Measuring youth risk factor (YRF) as the proportion of 17- to 26-year-olds in the total labor force, Noah Bricker and Mark Foley found that Syria, Egypt, and Tunisia all had a high YRF at the time of the Arab Spring, with Syria’s the highest. Tunisia’s risk of conflict has declined, as the cohorts entering working ages since the Arab Spring are actually smaller than the preceding ones; Syria’s risk of conflict, on the other hand, increases because each successive cohort to enter working ages is larger than the preceding one.



Figure 13. US Population in 1968
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As states age out of youthful age structures, their chances of being democratic grows. According to research by Richard Cincotta, a country with a young age structure has half a chance (literally, 50 percent) of being rated a liberal democracy after its young-adult proportion drops to about 0.40—that’s roughly equivalent to a median age of 29.5 years. According to Cincotta’s research, at or below a median age of 25 years, few of the states that are rated as free by Freedom House retain that status for more than a decade. At a median age of 15 years, only about 8 percent of states have a chance of being rated free; those with a median age of more than 25 years have just over a 30 percent chance; by a median age of 35 years, the chance rises to 75 percent; and those few countries that have achieved a median age of 45 years have a 90 percent chance.

As you may have realized, there are exceptions—a rising median age doesn’t mean a natural transition to democracy. Some exceptions are to very young countries that have maintained a rating of free even beyond a decade: these include Mali (12 years), Benin (27), and Ghana—which is still going after 20 years. Exceptions also include those states that retain elements of autocracy even as their populations age. Cincotta and his colleague John Doces have found that “a dissipating youth bulge appears to strengthen the hand of democrats only in states ruled by military ‘caretaker’ regimes, weak personal dictatorships, or partial democracies. The most noncompetitive autocracies—single-party autocracies (for example, China and North Korea) and strong personal dictatorships (Russia, Singapore, Cuba)—seem, so far, to be virtually impervious to the effect.” Although more research on the relationship between age structure and regime type is necessary, we can conclude with moderate confidence that we will see a greater variety of regime types in states with middle-aged and older age structures over the next several decades.

Yet, the number of countries with median ages of 25 years or younger in this category is shrinking, from 78 in 2015 to 50 by 2035. Notably, Pakistan, Egypt, Jordan, Syria, Haiti, and South Africa will age out of this category in the next 15 years, if the fertility of their populations continues to decline. Despite these declines, Pakistan’s population will increase 39 percent by 2035, Egypt’s by 37 percent, and Haiti’s by 27 percent—these states are experiencing something called population momentum, or growth that continues because childbearing cohorts are large, even if overall fertility is declining. Although some of these states could begin to secure peace and achieve governance gains as Tunisia has (which has an intermediate age structure), democratic transitions, even in states with declining youth ratios, are rarely peaceful or rapid.

• • •

Viewed through one lens, youth are troublemakers, instigators of conflict who push for radical change that obliterates the status quo. Viewed through another, youth are liberators, the driving force behind civil rights and democratization. Where you stand depends on where you sit. If you’re part of the establishment that sets the status quo, the youth are like an army of ants that need to be squashed. But, if you are part of the oppressed or disenfranchised of society, youth are more like saviors, sent to lead society to a better future. Reading the literature, one could conclude that youth, especially young men, are a danger to society. But framing one entire demographic segment as problematic seems misguided because it closes out conversation on the positive contribution a plethora of young men can make in a society. The logical policy goal, then, would be to focus on opportunities for young men—jobs, mainly. Sometimes, demography can be used as an excuse when inaction is really to blame. Leaders such as France’s Emmanuel Macron and former Microsoft CEO Bill Gates have noted the link between Africa’s high population growth and the continent’s poverty and emigration rates. Yet critiques of this view offer that “the youth bulge theory is a convenient explanation for high unemployment or social conflict for Western actors and their authoritarian partner regimes as it puts the blame for these problems on demographics rather than decades of failing economic policies.” Instead of blaming youth, the focus should be on factors such as corruption, inefficient institutions, and weak rule of law. Those issues, hallmarks of poor governance, mean that many countries in Africa have an unfavorable climate for business investment and are not moving forward in that regard. Reframing the youth bulge in overly rosy terms is also problematic. In Africa, there has been a continent-wide effort to reframe the youth bulge as the demographic dividend, as we will see in Chapter 6, and focus on the positive contributions youth can make to building Africa’s economy. The impetus has been: Work with what you’ve got. Some scholars have argued that this reframing can lead to an unrealistic view of the youth bulge, distracting from a focus on much-needed family-planning efforts, as we will discuss later.

The transition to adulthood can be rough no matter the context because youth, even in states with older age structures, are generally seeking independence but don’t have the opportunity to achieve it, and therefore experience and express more discontent than other age groups in society. Thus, even the lives of youth in wealthy countries are shaped by economic and political opportunities—or lack thereof. What happens after countries pass through the demographic transition and youth are far outnumbered by older persons? How different are the political, economic, and social dynamics? To see the future youthful countries are headed toward as their fertility declines, we now turn to the other end of the spectrum: low fertility, older populations, and older persons.





CHAPTER 2 Gray Dawn


In his sci-fi short story “Tomorrow and Tomorrow and Tomorrow,” Kurt Vonnegut describes a world in which life expectancy has been extended to the point that six generations of a family live together under one roof. At a youthful 93 years, Em constantly complains that her 172-year-old father-in-law still rules the roost. He takes the only private room in the house, the best chair and food, and—the foulest injustice—he even controls the television remote.

Published in 1953, Vonnegut’s story articulates his generation’s fears of the political power that might accompany increased life expectancy alongside a post-war baby boom. It’s the ultimate tale of generational warfare, with the young resentful that older generations are hoarding all the money, jobs, and votes. In the decades since Vonnegut wrote, such angst about demographic change translating into political power has only intensified, as we always fear what we do not understand. And humanity’s newest and least understood population trend is most definitely population aging.

But from the perspective of a political demographer, population aging is cause for celebration. Japan’s record-setting median age today—48.4 years—is higher than life expectancy was in much of the world just a century ago. According to the United Nations, in 2020 13.5 percent of the world’s population, more than 1 billion people, was aged 60 and over—that group is growing at about 3 percent a year. Advances in medicine have all but guaranteed those in the post-industrial world will reach an age marked by silver hair and wrinkles (and likely hip replacements and adult diapers). Low fertility—although it follows from progress in combating infant mortality—has reshaped social structures and shifted the center of gravity of populations across the developed world to older ages. This “center of gravity” phrasing is important. When we talk about population aging, we mean just that: the aging of the population as a whole. Of course, individual aging is relevant in a discussion of why population aging matters, but throughout history at least some individuals have always made it to old age. And technically, as soon as a society starts going through the demographic transition, the population is “aging.” That type of aging is common, but the truly new dynamic is the sharp increase in the median age of the entire population such that now there are fewer kids and many more seniors.

The phenomenon has spread rapidly. In 1950 the median age of developed countries was 29 years, and only three countries with populations over 1 million had median ages that reached 35. Across the world, populations were young and growing, and it wasn’t until the 1990s that median ages over 35 became more common, but even then, aging states were geographically limited to Europe and Japan. By the turn of the twenty-first century, North America had joined this first wave, bringing the total number of maturing countries to 32, and Germany, Italy, and Japan became the first countries ever to achieve a median age of 40 years. That’s right around the time I started studying population aging, and it was tough to draw reliable conclusions from such a small sample size, as any social scientist will know. Yet, many did. According to most researchers and journalists tracking the developing trend, population aging was going to halt economic growth, make innovation impossible, and lead to a political takeover by old people—exactly what Vonnegut had imagined.

Those early predictions still form the basis of reporting on population aging today, but mature age structures are no longer new and no longer confined to the first wave. During the past several years, such age structures have become the norm for post-industrial countries. In 2020, the median age of developed countries was 42 years, and by 2035 it will have reached 45. In 2020, 38 countries had a median age of at least 40 years. Aging has intensified across Europe, North America, and Asia. Japan is no longer the only Asian country in this set; China, South Korea, and Singapore have all followed suit in a second wave. Not only is the club growing older and growing in number, it is also growing more diverse. More regions will soon join the ranks of the second wave. By 2035, the countries that will cross the threshold to median ages above 35 years include Iran, Tunisia, and North Korea. Brazil has just recently joined the club. By 2035, most states in Eastern and Western Europe and East Asia will have median ages above 45 years, a group that includes China, Thailand, and even Cuba. This new wave introduces a host of new variables and will likely throw into question anything we think we know so far about the implications of population aging.

States in the first wave had a slow demographic transition, with gradual declines in both fertility and mortality. The pace of aging is much faster among the second wave, partly because the mortality transition has been much faster. In some cases that’s because the West exported public-health knowledge and funding that accelerated aging. Others in the second wave had effective homegrown public-health campaigns, such as China and Iran, that led to rapid aging. In the period 1965–1970, China’s TFR was 6.3; China reached replacement-level fertility in the period 1990–1995, and by 2015 its working-age population had already peaked.

In South Korea, aging has been fast and intense, with noticeable strains on social systems. South Korean pensions are just 6 percent of the average wage, one of the weakest pension systems in Asia. The population is demanding that the state support seniors, but thus far this movement hasn’t garnered enough political clout to change things. And seniors are suffering for it. According to the OECD, the poverty rate of South Koreans over age 65 in 2015 was 45.7 percent—the highest in the OECD and far higher than Japan’s, which was only 19.6 percent. The oldest South Koreans have suicide rates more than three times as high as the national average. As an article in the Nikkei Asian Review reports, “The generation of South Koreans now between the ages of 60 and 80 is the last one that supported parents financially and, broadly speaking, it is the first to go without such support.”

Remember, population aging is driven by a combination of low fertility and long life expectancy. Before we go further, it’s useful to dig into what we really mean when we say “low fertility.”

Demographers coined the term second demographic transition to describe super-low fertility (below replacement level) and the postponement of marriage that seems to go along with it in an increasing number of countries around the world. What the theory is trying to describe is what happens when women decide to wait to have kids? Decide to have only one or two? Or maybe decide against having children altogether? Postponing having kids can have huge consequences, not only for individuals but also on a grander scale, which is why many governments around the world offer incentives such as tax breaks for parents or paid maternity leave.

This is not the same as the “later” part of the later, longer, fewer campaign discussed in Chapter 1. That was about postponing a woman’s first birth until she’s past her teenage years. With the second demographic transition, we’re talking first births way later than that. The celebrity news (which I admittedly read during frequent periods of procrastination) is filled with stories of celebrities who give birth for the first time after age 40, such as Mariah Carey, Janet Jackson, and Nicole Kidman. A much greater number give birth for the first time after age 35, including Jennifer Lopez and Gwen Stefani. Are these celebrities outliers or are other women really waiting that long to start having kids?

Turns out that yes, they’re waiting. Let’s take the United Kingdom as an example. In the late 1960s, the average British woman had her first baby at about 23 years old, but her contemporary waits until 29. That increase is typical. Women in all wealthy countries are having their first babies later and later, with South Korea highest at over 31 years. Among the developed countries of the OECD, the youngest average-age women have their first babies at 26 years—that’s in the United States, Romania, Latvia, and Bulgaria.

Why does this matter? Remember, most demographers would argue that the older women are when they start having kids, the fewer they’re likely to have during their lifetimes. It’s an issue of opportunity—biologically, the longer a woman waits to get started, the shorter her childbearing years are, so she literally can’t have as many as she could if she started very young. As we saw in Chapter 1, that’s why some family-planning programs in poor countries, where women have five or six kids on average, will focus on keeping women in school and encouraging them to get married later, hoping to delay when women start having kids and reduce those “active” reproductive years.

The situation is different in wealthy countries. These women are starting later and having fewer kids overall, but they don’t really want many to begin with, and there are actually national-level effects.

As we’ve seen, couples in wealthy countries are not having enough babies to even replace generations that are dying off. We don’t actually know how many children women my age—40—will end up having in their lifetimes, because technically we’re not done with our reproductive years; anything for my cohort is just a projection. But we can get actual numbers for women slightly older. So, how many babies did women born in 1974 have, on average? In Italy, Spain, and Japan they had just 1.4 children each. In Germany and Russia they had only 1.6, but in Australia, France, the United Kingdom, and the United States they had close to replacement level. Recently, though, even the United States seems to have joined the sub-replacement fertility club. Births in the United States are now at their lowest since 1979, and with a TFR of 1.63, the United States has its lowest fertility rate ever.

Looking only at TFR can mask differences among generations because it includes women of a 30-year age span who are likely to have different reproductive patterns, shaped by their time in history. That’s what demographers have found in many Western European countries. TFR can also mask differences when fertility is low because a few women are having many children while others remain childless, bringing the average to somewhere in the middle. But an average doesn’t tell us much about the range of choices women are making. In Italy, England, and the Netherlands, childlessness is fairly common, but in Russia, only 6 percent of women in the 2010 census who had completed their childbearing years had no biological children.

Postponement and childlessness are not the cause of low fertility across the board. In Russia, the average age at first birth is lower than in much of Europe, but fewer women are having second, third, or higher-order births—a one-child family is the norm, with almost 68 percent of families falling into this category in 2010. What’s interesting is that when surveyed, most Russians claim that a two-child family is ideal. The Russian government has taken this claim as a call to action and has tried policies such as financial incentives to narrow the gap between the number of children Russian women say is ideal and the number they actually have.

That women in wealthier countries have been going to college in ever greater numbers and finding success in careers outside the home is one reason we see a societal-level shift to postponing childbearing. I’ve seen this (and resemble this) firsthand. At my 15th college reunion there were pregnant women, nursing women, and women who were just starting to consider having babies (I went to a women’s college). After graduation, these women were busy finishing graduate degrees, starting careers, traveling, and just living their lives. Not many had children right away.

But education and career aren’t the only reasons women wait to start having kids. There’ve been changes in other rites of passage as well; namely, marriage. My college classmates and I waited to have kids, but we didn’t necessarily wait to get married. I was just one month past my 23rd birthday when I tied the knot, and I was the last of our roommate foursome to get married. We are outliers: The average age of first marriage in the United States is 28 for women and 30.5 for men—that’s 8 and 7 years higher, respectively, than it was in 1960. As author Rebecca Traister reports in her book All the Single Ladies, in 2009 there were more single women than married women in the United States for the first time.

These things are related, of course. Some women—and men—are more focused on education and early career building than on marrying. Some women don’t want to wait to have kids until they find a partner, and finding one is not always easy. And some women are shunning marriage altogether.

• • •

One of my prized possessions is a 1967 Teen Guide to Homemaking textbook, found years ago in a successful dig through the thrift store shelves. On the cover is the side profile of a sweet strawberry blonde with a pink bow in her bobbed hair. Inside, girls and boys learn the basics of ironing and good nutrition—including plenty of then-in-vogue canned food. In the section on career advice, the authors explain that boys and girls might have different goals when it comes to a career. They say that a girl “can be pretty sure that she will have to know how to be a homemaker and mother,” and so her career outside the home likely won’t be as important as it would be to a boy.

The world teens live in today is radically different from the world in 1967 when the Susans and Tommys of America were reading the Teen Guide to Homemaking, but has the gender revolution completely freed women from those societal constraints? Is the struggle over?

Sociologist Arlie Hochschild tried to answer those very questions. She studied married women working full-time, with husbands who were also working full-time and who had kids ages 6 and under; in other words, me when I was writing the first draft of this book.* She watched them come home from work, fold laundry while on the phone, give the kids baths, and so on. She chronicled her observations in her book The Second Shift, in which she argued that although there had been a lot of changes in gender roles across the decades, there were still larger societal issues making some women question whether getting married and having kids was worth it. Working both a first shift outside the home and a second shift inside it was exhausting.

Multiple pressures on women is a global issue. Researchers Mary Brinton and Dong-Ju Lee find that post-industrial societies that encourage women to work outside the home while also painting them as natural caregivers have lower fertility because they impose conflicting narratives on women. We can see this difficult dynamic in East Asia. In much of East Asia, it’s the norm that men are breadwinners and women are responsible for household and child-rearing duties, but women are also welcome to work. With this gender-role ideology, women struggle to reconcile work outside the home and family responsibilities. As a result, they often have only one or two children or forgo childbearing altogether. In low-fertility Japan, a 2009 survey by the East-West Center showed that Japanese wives of reproductive age did 27 hours a week of household duties while their husbands only did 3—and most of those wives worked a paid job, too. Having a family continues to be incompatible with work for Japanese women. An OECD study of 18 member countries ranked Japan second from last “in terms of coverage and strength of policies for work-family reconciliation and family-friendly work arrangements, pointing out that Japan’s childcare coverage and parental leave offered by employers are both especially weak.” Similarly, many South Koreans cannot afford to get married, and reticence about having children is in large part driven by high educational costs.

In contrast, when women are discouraged from working, their role as homemakers and mothers is clearer, and fertility is higher. But there are still insecurities that affect fertility: In traditional societies where men are expected to be the breadwinners and have secure employment before starting a family, fertility is lower when jobs are scarce. We’ve observed this in recent decades in Italy, Poland, and Slovakia. As we see, it’s the interaction between gender norms and labor-market conditions that affects fertility, not just one or the other. Fertility is actually lower in countries where men and women have equal roles, because these norms lock women into a particular lifestyle rather than give them a range of socially acceptable choices about how to combine work and family. Countries that have more flexible arrangements, rather than strict equality, have higher fertility, as we see in Finland, the Netherlands, New Zealand, the United Kingdom, and the United States. The conclusion should not be that we need to restrict women from working in order to raise fertility. Rather, that finding ways to reduce the pressures on women and share household tasks can be an effective way to support women who do want children. In contrast to Finland and other states with flexible arrangements, we see astoundingly low fertility, below 1 child per woman on average, in South Korea, which has the highest gender pay gap among its OECD peers. Another reason for postponing may be worries about financial stability. Economic fortunes for today’s reproductive-age women aren’t always great. In South Korea, the unemployment rate for 15- to 29-year-olds was 9.5 percent in 2018, the same year that TFR hit a record low of 0.98.

This pattern could happen elsewhere. In the United States, women held more payroll jobs than men in early 2020 for the first time ever, but the quality and wages of those jobs were low, too low to support a family, particularly for the working class. And the record employment didn’t last long. COVID-19 lockdowns, beginning in February 2020 and intensifying in March, had a dramatic impact on women in the US workforce. With children home from school and childcare centers closed, some women felt they had little choice but to step away from the workforce. Women disproportionately held jobs in the leisure and hospitality sectors before COVID-19 started, and those industries were hit hardest during quarantine. As a result, from February 2020 to January 2021, almost 2.1 million US women left the labor force, defined as no longer looking for employment and thus outside of official unemployment statistics. Women of color were hit particularly hard. The National Women’s Law Center reports that 9.1 percent of Latinas aged 20 and older were unemployed in December 2020, almost 1 percent higher than the previous month and 1.7 times higher than their unemployment rate before quarantine, 4.9 percent in February 2020. This gap could end up further depressing fertility in the United States.

If gender roles at home are part of the problem, why don’t women just bypass marriage and have babies anyway? In some countries, they do. Among OECD countries, the percentage of births that take place outside of marriage increased from 7.2 percent in 1970 to just under 40 percent by 2016.† That average conceals that in some wealthy countries there’s a huge stigma against out-of-wedlock births, so women aren’t having them—in Japan and Korea, only 2 to 3 percent of births happen outside of marriage. This stigma also explains why fertility is so low in predominantly Catholic or Orthodox countries, such as Italy, Poland, and Greece. In places where there is a stigma, if women don’t want to get married, they’re also not going to have kids.

Of course, this stigma isn’t present everywhere. In many countries, couples live together without formally marrying, particularly in Central and South America. In Chile and Iceland, around two-thirds of children are born outside marriage. In many other countries, such as Belgium, Denmark, France, Mexico, and Sweden, more than half of all births are to mothers not legally married. Births out of wedlock are on the rise globally. In the United States, only 10 percent of births were outside of wedlock in 1970, but today 40 percent of all births are. In Europe the proportion is even higher—60 percent in France alone.

Postponement of marriage, stigmas against births out of wedlock, and postponing getting pregnant in general clearly affect individual lives. And when we aggregate these individual decisions, they add up to changes at the societal level in the form of decreasing fertility rates.

There’s an elephant in the room with all this talk of having babies at older ages: infertility. Is it that women in wealthy countries don’t want to have at least two kids or is that they can’t? According to Elizabeth Katkin, author of the book Conceivability: What I Learned Exploring the Frontiers of Fertility, the “plan” part of family planning can fall apart when women postpone their childbearing. In her book she describes going through seven miscarriages, eight fresh in vitro cycles, two frozen IVF attempts, five natural pregnancies, and four IVF pregnancies across 9 years and to the tune of $200,000. Her personal journey led her to become an expert on infertility causes in general. As Katkin found through her research and experience, age isn’t the end-all-be-all, but it does affect women’s chances of having the number of children they desire, if for no other reason than that those who are destined to struggle conceiving run out of time to figure out what the problem is.

Demographers think we’ve seen a permanent shift in marriage and fertility patterns. Intense events such as the economic recession of 2008–2013 and the COVID-19 pandemic starting in 2020 strongly affect fertility patterns. The effect is not unidirectional. As with other times of crisis, COVID-19 is most likely to affect the timing of births for most women rather than the total number they have in their lifetimes—that’s the postponement of fertility part. But while some women who delay childbearing because of COVID-19 but still end up having the same number of babies overall, other women will end up with fewer children overall.

One immediate consequence of the shift to super-low fertility: In some countries, the population is not only growing older, it’s shrinking. Germany’s population began to decline in 2005 and Japan’s in 2010—these countries are trendsetters. According to United Nations data, between 2015 and 2020, Japan’s overall population shrank by 1.5 million people—by 2035 it will have shrunk by a further 9.3 million. Japan’s National Institute of Population and Social Security Research projects the country will shrink to 88 million by 2065—a drop of 39 million from 2015—that’s the equivalent of the populations of Chile and Mali combined. At that time, elders aged 65 years and over will compose a record-breaking 40 percent of the overall population. It’s a small world after all.

While globally, total population is still on the rise because so many countries still have young and rapidly growing populations, the United Nations projects that by the end of this century, 70 percent of developed countries and 65 percent of less developed countries will have shrinking populations. If we take a long look at history, we can see that populations have declined before. For example, from the 1840s to the 1950s, Ireland’s population declined as a result of the Great Famine, which killed 1 million and forced many more to move abroad in search of a better life. But Ireland’s case, and those like it from infectious diseases or emigration, tells us little about what we’re seeing today, which are the first population declines resulting from a fundamental shift in age structure driven by low fertility and mortality. And they seem irreversible. Past population declines caused by diseases, wars, and famines were remedied by improved public health and technology (war being the exception), but today’s decline is caused in part by improved public health, thanks to longer lives and smaller families. Because women are better able to control their childbearing, both men and women are choosing to have fewer children.

While a shrinking population is not inherently bad, none of our economic theories were developed under such conditions, and we are intellectually unprepared to understand this shift. For example, two key markers of economic health are high consumption and positive GDP growth, but do we need GDP growth rates of 2 to 3 percent when the overall population is declining by that percentage? This population shift should be forcing economists and policy makers into that conversation, but on the whole such fundamental questions are absent from public and academic discourse.

We saw in Chapter 1 how societies with very young populations often face tremendous instability and significant challenges creating jobs, governing, and fostering social harmony. But aged populations aren’t problem-free. Kurt Vonnegut’s predictions were extreme, but we can’t deny that political power is in the grasp of the oldest generations, who vote and serve in political office around the world at rates that far outpace youth. The average age of French senators is a hoary 64 years old, and only 7 percent of them are under the age of 50; the 2020 US presidential election was a contest between a 74-year old and a 77-year old. Even if they aren’t shrinking yet, wealthy countries are worrying about how to preserve economic growth in the face of declining workforces. And aging isn’t the only demographic shift for most developed countries: The arrival of immigrants has changed the ethnic (and religious and political) composition, particularly of younger generations, as historically majority groups decline. Societies across the West, in particular, are struggling to adjust to these relatively rapid demographic changes, and identity politics has seized the agenda.

But for all the challenges population aging brings, remember the positive side of this human evolution. Unsustainable consumption and population growth are choking the seas with plastic, clogging our rivers with chemicals, and filling the planet’s atmosphere with greenhouse gases. In the long run, fewer wealthy consumers will likely be a net positive for Earth. Our reproductive patterns are evolving to reflect valuing quality of life over quantity of family members. If aging and shrinking populations are the inevitable result of humans finally feeling secure and satisfied with smaller families, then it seems imprudent to label that a tragedy, especially if we’re simultaneously buying into a doomsday read on high population growth in poorer countries. It will take our world’s best thinkers to grasp what this new reality means, but starting with the assumption that aging is fundamentally bad is misguided.

• • •

Before we dig into the implications of aging, we first need a note on measurements. Technically, any country where fertility is falling and median age is rising is aging, but our focus in this chapter is on populations where those dynamics have been rolling for at least a few decades and which have already achieved higher median ages and shifting proportions of old and young.

The indicator often used for these shifting proportions is dependency ratio, particularly old-age dependency ratio, which measures the proportion of those age 65 and over to those of working ages, typically 15 to 64. These ratios are meant to capture the effect of population aging, implying that the proportions of those who “put in” to the economy (prime-age workers) are shrinking at the same time that the proportions of those who “take out” (seniors) are growing. For example, Europe reached a record-high old-age dependency ratio in 2018—now, 1 in 5 people are over age 65. In most interpretations, that means there are only 3 people working for every 1 person over 65. The ratio has been shrinking rapidly, as dozens upon dozens of stories in The Economist or Financial Times report. Twenty years ago there were 5 workers for every person over 65, and 10 years ago there were 4. As we often read, in most countries the ratios are moving toward only two workers per old-age dependent. But are they really?

Conceptually, dependency ratios are fraught with unsubstantiated assumptions. One problem is with the label “dependent”—in reality, not all persons over 65 are economically dependent, nor do they require care for their daily living, such as meal preparation, toileting, or even driving. In fact, some seniors actually provide services for younger generations, such as caring for grandchildren. What we call “dependency” ratio tells us about the various age proportions of a society, but not about their dependent status. For that, we have to look at the economic and cultural practices of individual societies.

A second issue is with the label “old.” At what age is someone “old” anyway? It’s impossible to pick an age and apply it around the world to meaningfully compare dependency ratios. In some societies, life expectancy is only 40 years old—an age I would enthusiastically argue is quite young. Like youth, old age is a cultural construction, and like all cultural constructions, its meaning can be and often is rebuilt.

There’s probably no better example of reframing old age than the evolution of the powerful political lobbying group AARP, based in the United States. In 1998, the group made a radical shift, going from the full name American Association of Retired Persons to acronym only. As AARP realized more than 20 years ago, working lives are getting longer and more complicated in general, and the group would be better served by switching to a familiar acronym that now is divorced from any specific meaning. The group’s influence partly comes from including anyone aged 50 and over as its constituents, and because so many of its members were still working, it needed to drop the word “retired” from its name.

As we see, we need more nuance to get an accurate picture of population aging, maybe even a new vocabulary to understand the revolutionary trend.


• • •

There’s no clearer example of how unprecedented and unanticipated population aging has been than the mismatch between retirement age, often set decades ago, and life expectancy today.



Figure 14. Average Effective Retirement Age Versus Normal Retirement Age, 2013–2018
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According to the actuarial tables used by the US Social Security Administration to calculate the probability that individuals at a certain age will die before their next birthday, I can expect to live 47 more years. If I make it to age 62, when I’m currently able to take partial social security benefits, I can expect to live an additional 26 years, and if I make it to age 67, when I’m eligible for full benefits, I’m expected to have more than 21 years of life left. That’s quite a long gap between retirement and death, which is personally fine with me but in the aggregate spells trouble for the solvency of the US Social Security Administration.

The United States is far from the only country with this issue. German men today spend about 18 years in retirement.‡ In France, Belgium, Spain, and a host of other countries, the effective retirement age—the age the average person actually retires—is several years lower than the normal age for receiving a full old-age pension, as Figure 14 shows.

But in South Korea, Mexico, Japan, Chile, and Israel, especially, men and women (although this chart shows only the men because they participate in the labor force in greater numbers) work well beyond pensionable age. That work culture encourages longer working lives (or that circumstances necessitate longer working lives) means these countries are better positioned to deal with the economic challenges of aging than are countries where pensionable age and effective retirement age are low, such as Germany. Timing of retirement is incredibly important, because in some countries people can claim partial retirement benefits at younger ages than they can full retirement benefits, and there are alternative ways to exit the labor force, such as through taking disability or unemployment. In Germany, about 56 percent of those retiring in 2014 did so early. Italian men can receive a full pension (what the OECD calls “normal” retirement age) at 67 years, but the average Italian man retires 5 years earlier. And in general, women retire 1 or 2 years earlier than men, even though women typically live longer. Across the OECD, effective retirement age was higher in the 1960s and 1970s when life expectancy was shorter than it is today, with the exception of only two countries: Japan and South Korea.

When Germany adopted a compulsory, work-related contributory scheme for old age in 1889, there’s no way Germany’s chancellor at the time, Otto von Bismarck, could have foreseen that in just 100 years his country’s demographics would have flipped and the state’s burden would be almost too heavy a load to bear. On the whole, these systems have done what they were intended to do: raise the living standards of the poorest elderly. In the United States, in the year prior to the passage of the Social Security Act, more than half of elderly Americans were unable to support themselves. Even the fiscally conservative Peter G. Peterson Foundation in the United States acknowledges that two-thirds of elderly Americans would be poor today without social security benefits. This point is important to remember when we discuss the global spread of population aging—seniors in regions without dedicated benefits may not be so fortunate.

• • •

The tectonic shift in proportion of older versus younger caused by population aging means that the cohorts exiting the labor force are larger than the cohorts beginning their working lives—that’s the case for about half of the OECD countries. To soften the economic blow of aging, then, what options do countries have?

Currently, there are just four options on the menu: increase immigration, raise retirement ages, cut benefits, or get more people already in the country to work. To boost its workforce, some have estimated that the European Union would need to either add 100 million immigrants (which is not going to happen) or raise retirement ages 10 years by mid-century and increase labor-force participation. Raising retirement ages has been slow-going. In many cases, retirement ages were set low at their inception, so efforts to increase them have been politically tough and only incremental. If set into law for the first time today, they might be much higher, just like life expectancy is. Now, though, it’s considered a victory when the retirement age is raised by a measly 1 or 2 years. And there’s always a fight. In France, where the official retirement age is 62 years, a 2019 proposal by President Emmanuel Macron to make 64 the age for full pension eligibility led to protests throughout December that shut down transportation during the busy holiday season. Out of the 34 OECD countries, between September 2015 and September 2017, only six countries changed their statutory retirement ages, a third changed contribution levels, and a third changed benefits for some or all retirees. On average, these reforms will bring retirement to an OECD average of just under 66 years by 2060. It’s a step, but the economic problem remains: On average across the OECD, if someone makes it to age 65 today, they’re expected to live another 21 years. Cutting benefits, a proposal often packaged with raising retirement age, is just as politically unpalatable. In 2017, 6,000 Brazilians took to the streets of Rio to protest then-president Michel Temer’s proposal to overhaul pensions, including both a raise in retirement age and a cut to pension amounts.

The final option on the menu is getting people to work longer, or (re)incorporating people who are out of the workforce for various reasons: women, those underemployed due to mismatch between their skill sets and market needs, older persons. Different societies have different cultures of work, as the gap between when people are eligible to retire and when they actually retire shows. There’s no one model for retirement in aging countries. Although in some countries people try to leave the workforce even before official retirement ages, the opposite has been true in Japan. For example, Japanese have fought for the right to continue working in old age, asking for—and receiving—removal of mandatory retirement and age discrimination. Japanese women and older Japanese have historically had low rates of labor-force participation, but Japanese women and men hold the world record for longest healthy lives: 75 and 72 years, respectively. As in many European states, Japan has worked to reduce barriers to older persons’ participation in the workforce—and it has worked. This prime-age—a more accurate term—population (those aged 20 to 65) will shrink by 15 percent by 2035, but work practices are shifting, too. From 2000 to 2016, the employment rate of 55- to 64-year-olds increased by almost 10 percent, and almost 43 percent of those aged 65 to 69 were employed in 2016. “Flexible retirement,” which might allow combining work with partial benefits or retiring early with reduced benefits, has thus far been unpopular among aging OECD states but holds promise for lessening entitlement payouts and boosting the economy through the workforce.

I’ll underscore a previous point: The marker of success in our modern, global, capitalist economic system is growth. Is this still the right measure of success for a country with a shrinking population? All of our theories and calculations and indicators have been shaped around the goal of perpetual economic growth. As that’s how we measure a country’s economic health, no wonder we’re collectively so scared of population aging. As someone who teaches environmental politics and has to daily tell young adults they’re inheriting a world falling apart at the seams, I know it’s worth considering alternative views of economic health and not simply unending growth.

And if you want to cling to the growth-at-all-costs framework, there may even be economic opportunities from population aging. Economists expect that consumption in these aged societies will increasingly shift toward services, especially health care, and away from consumer goods or capital-intensive goods such as homes. This shift means that economic growth in an aging state is still possible—pharmaceutical companies and others in the health industry will reap the benefits of increased spending. It also means that certain sectors of the economy may grow, while others will stagnate. The director of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology’s Age Lab, Dr. Joseph Coughlin, argues that in developed countries, societies have come to see older people as seeking only leisure and needing only products that help them survive the decrepitude of old age, such as hearing and mobility aids. This homogeneous view has led to a vastly untapped segment of consumers, he argues, and is completely misguided, he says. Some industries, such as health care, can thrive from higher proportions of elderly in society. Where there are large numbers of children, there are opportunities to make cash from products aimed at children. The year Theodor Seuss Geisel—Dr. Seuss—published both The Cat in the Hat and How the Grinch Stole Christmas happened to be the peak of America’s baby boom—amazing timing. Now that those boomers are older, there are opportunities to sell products and services to that large market. Given that the elderly tend to have some of the highest savings of any generation, products and services aimed at that group are potential areas for growth, too. Older people spend a lot of money: In the United States in 2015, people age 50 and above spent $5.6 trillion while those under age 50 spent $4.9 trillion.

As older people and their governments navigate how to meet the financial needs of both individuals and the state, something is bound to get caught in the crossfire. There’s good reason to believe it will be the family. We know that politics is about who gets what, when, and where, and it’s always about trade-offs. But what are the trade-offs in an aging society? Is education sacrificed for entitlements? Is military spending sacrificed for Medicare? In the face of fewer young workers to support growing numbers of elderly, who will bear the brunt of the sacrifice?

In part, the answer depends on the ways political systems amplify or dilute voices. If a society’s “old” band together with one voice, leaders of democracies and authoritarian regimes alike may listen. But, are they really singing from the same sheet of music? While it’s true that in democracies such as the United States and Japan, older voters show at the polls in far greater numbers than do younger voters, voter turnout gives an incomplete picture of the gray power. So far, age hasn’t been a salient identity. I have yet to see a Gray Pride T-shirt (calling dibs on trademark), and there are at least three good reasons.

First, age is transitional, not permanent, meaning that each person passes through different ages; other divisions, such as social class or cultural identity, cut across age divisions. In one of my first political demography studies, I found that in the world’s three oldest countries, Japan, Germany, and Italy, age had not emerged as a cohesive political identity as of 2008—it had been unable to supplant regional identity, for instance. A 16-year-old Bavarian had more in common, politically, with a 60-year-old Bavarian than with someone her own age living in northeastern Germany. We see plenty of diversity in political party preferences within age groups: Race, class, and even gender often matter much more than age. Second, issues of old age are important to all, as everyone anticipates being aged one day. Third, older people are not purely self-interested but also care about the support of other age groups, as the $179 billion that American grandparents spend annually on their grandchildren attests.

While the evidence that a politics of aging is arising at the polls is mixed, this is a rich area for future researchers to explore and one to keep an eye on.

• • •

Younger generations in developed countries worry that they will share less in the prosperity of their countries as increasing numbers of elderly demand more of the state’s resources—and more from younger workers to pay for those entitlements. But on the flip side, many elderly worry that as family size shrinks, there will be too few young to care for them and society will cast them aside. Japan’s elderly have made headlines for increasingly committing petty crimes, often to garner a spot in jail, where they will be taken care of, as many can no longer rely on the care of their children. According to a story in BusinessInsider, one out of every five Japanese prison inmates is a senior citizen, which by itself doesn’t mean much because they could have aged in place. But, 90 percent of elderly women in prison got there by shoplifting—a great way to land in the slammer without hurting anyone. Japan’s elderly inmates not only get their three square meals a day and room to rest their heads, they also get care for their special medical needs. Effectively, the jail becomes the nursing home.

With stories like this and other popular images of the elderly, one might think that all elderly are desperate for social security supplements and handouts from family. In truth, many older people are just as likely to share their resources with family members of other generations as they are to receive from them, as anyone who has benefited from grandparent babysitting services knows. Transfers between generations are not unidirectional, nor are they single-faceted. They may take the form of time (service), co-residence, or financial transfers, which could mean monetary or material support. Older people also provide important intangible exchanges, such as emotional support, to younger generations. In many ways, the young and old in society are set up for a symbiotic relationship. In the Netherlands, there’s housing that mixes college students and seniors—two groups with relatively less money than those in the middle ages. This system works because the younger Dutch have more time for volunteering and helping out their elderly neighbors. In Italy, Milan’s “Take Home a Student” project matches elderly in the most expensive city in the most aged country in Europe (tied with Germany) with university students. It helps both groups combat loneliness and deal with economic challenges. The project, run by MeglioMilano (Better Milan), has matched 600 pairs since 2004. Social expectations about care relationships between young and old differ radically around the world and within societies, often depending on whether someone is rich or poor, male or female. The burden—or benefit—is not equally spread. Yet, when we discuss aging, we often leave out these distinctions.

The elderly may be choosing to go to jail in Japan, but in Singapore it’s the adult children who face penalty if they neglect their elders. The Maintenance of Parents Act of 1995 (and 2010 amendment) mandated that adult children have a legal responsibility to take care of their aging parents. In an academic study of Singapore and Taiwan, my colleague and I found that Singapore’s policy was an attempt to institutionalize a system that encourages individuals, rather than the state, to shoulder the expenses of population aging. This “Confucian welfare state” model emphasizes society’s responsibility, while Taiwan has gone from a similar system to a social welfare state more reminiscent of European countries as it has become increasingly democratic.

Certainly, there is no one model of family support among the countries around the world or even among those with similar cultures. Among Asian states, for example, care patterns vary greatly. In China, sons are still expected to care for their elderly parents; this expectation has made sons more valuable than daughters and was one driver of the high abortion rates of female fetuses during the tenure of the One-Child Policy. If a couple could only have one child, they’d need to ensure it was a son who could take care of them in old age. Likewise, in Singapore the elderly rely much more on their sons than on their daughters, but in the Philippines and Thailand there’s no clear pattern of elderly relying on sons or daughters more than the other. In some countries the elderly may be more likely to receive transfers from daughters and in others from sons. Thus, when we study population aging, we need to be aware that adaptations can’t be one-size-fits-all.

I commonly hear two bold assertions about the implications of population aging. One concerns China: When I give talks in policy circles, the audience typically argues that China’s government will have to start giving more generous support to older people because their numbers are growing. But as of now, the government, children, and parents in both China’s rural and urban areas see the responsibility for elder care lying with the family—not with the state—and because political power is centralized there, public opinion has limited influence on policy making. China is not alone. Social security or pension coverage for the elderly is meager in several other countries facing population aging. While that’s good news for the state, in the sense that the financial burden is relatively lower as the population ages, it’s bad news for the elderly, who may suffer higher rates of poverty or neglect.

The second assertion is that aging and shrinking countries will have to start opening to immigration. Is there more truth to that assertion? When a country’s population ages and its workforce shrinks, the immediate worry is that there won’t be enough workers to support all the older people who benefit from generous entitlements such as social security and health care. Those worries are justified (although the calculus is not that simple, as we have seen), and many countries have chosen to supplement their workforces by bringing in outsiders: immigrants. But not every country. Although it lets in small numbers with specialized skills, Japan has chosen to shrink rather than to risk the upheaval of bringing in a mass of culturally different outsiders to supplement its labor force. In Japan, just 1.7 percent of the population (or roughly 2.2 million people) is foreign or foreign-born. Japan is on pace to have three workers for every two retirees by 2060, but Japan doesn’t have to open its doors to immigrants even though it has a shrinking workforce. The country has choices, and one of them is to preserve ethnic homogeneity instead of accepting foreign workers—right now, that appears to be the top choice. In 2010, an Asahi Shimbun newspaper poll asked Japanese about accepting immigrants to “maintain economic vitality”: 26 percent of respondents favored the idea, and 65 percent opposed it. But choices have consequences. Even with issuing visas for unskilled guest workers, there were 163 vacancies for every 100 job seekers as of November 2018. In Shinzo Abe’s words, “We are not considering adopting a so-called immigration policy . . . [but] [t]o cope with the labor shortage, we will expand the current system to accept foreign workers in special fields. We will accept foreign human resources that are skilled and work-ready, but only for a limited time.” Despite Japan’s ethnic homogeneity, the population has mostly been supportive of the guestworker program, perhaps because leaders have insisted on the temporary nature of the program, but if temporary changes to permanent, there will be many political and social consequences.

Immigration can offset population aging, but it won’t reverse it. And influxes of large numbers of immigrants bring their own social challenges (as Chapter 4 will discuss in more detail). Given the diverse models of the relationship between the family and the state worldwide, the social implications of population aging are varied. In every country and culture, the eldest in society need care in their last years, and someone has to provide it or the elderly will suffer neglect. Innovative solutions such as multigenerational housing or immigration of elder-care workers can fill in, but comprehensive and innovative policy solutions are needed, not stop-gap measures.

Case Study: A Geriatric Peace?

We close with trying to understand what aging means for national security and how it might affect potential global power shifts. Many prominent thinkers have identified a large, healthy population as a resource for state power, from Thucydides to Henry Kissinger. A large population of military-aged males, who are the majority of soldiers, can contribute to state power because they can be conscripted to provide boots on the ground. Because these young adults are also of prime working ages, they help fuel the economy so that more money can be spent on defense, and, through national economic success, the country gains global influence. Yet for those very reasons, many question whether states with aged populations can continue to staff or fund a military or compete on a global stage. For example, in part because of Russia’s actions with Crimea in 2014 and in part because of US pressure to increase military spending as part of NATO, Germany since 2017 has desired to increase its ranks of active soldiers by about 20,000 by 2024. That’s not easy with its aging population, so Germany has turned to recruiting underaged soldiers (age 17, with some restrictions on service) and immigrants from other European Union countries to fill its ranks.

Aging can affect a state’s readiness to counter threats to national security, as we see with South Korea and North Korea, on the brink of conflict for decades. North Korea has been unpredictable, and South Korea is vulnerable: Its capital area, Seoul, holds about half of the country’s total population, just 35 miles from the Demilitarized Zone and only 121 miles from North Korea’s capital, Pyongyang. South Korea’s government projects that the country is set to have its first population decline any day now, having revised a previous estimate that shrinking would begin after 2020. In the most pessimistic scenario, which is honestly likely, South Korea’s population would shrink from the current 51 million to about 34 million in 2067. The rapidity with which South Korea is aging is staggering—its median age will be over 62 years by 2062. That means nearly half the population would be approaching retirement or already retired, even under a medium-growth scenario, making South Korea the oldest developed country in the world. North Korea has severe population issues of its own, but the United Nations estimates its TFR at 1.9, below replacement but nearly one child higher than South Korea’s. South Korea has about 625,000 troops, compared with 1.2 million in North Korea.

An aging society forms the backdrop against which policy makers base their decisions by influencing both the willingness and ability of the state and people that compose its society to strengthen or maintain national defense. But aging is far from the only influence on defense decisions, as the tense Asia Pacific region shows. Japan is the vanguard of aging states but is investing more in its national defense than at any time since the end of World War II. It has changed laws to loosen restrictions on the country’s military, increased the defense budget, built a network of alliances, and invested in adapting the economy to population aging. Likewise, China’s defense spending has been rising steadily and consistently over the past two decades, at an inflation-adjusted average of 9.1 percent from 2011 to 2021. Despite aging, China is seeking greater autonomy in the Asia Pacific region, including in contested areas such as the South China Sea.

Russia, too, is flouting expectations. In the first decade of the twenty-first century, the country seemed on the brink of disaster. Oil prices were devastatingly low for a country that had put its eggs in the basket of fossil fuels. America was again asserting itself in the Middle East and had a presence in the former Soviet battlefield known as Afghanistan. NATO was enlarging uncomfortably close to Russia’s borders, and Western media sources were regularly reporting on the country’s demographic disaster—births and life expectancy were both in the tank, setting Russia on course for a population implosion.

Although it was only recently that Russia was one of the two major Cold War global powers, the country’s overall population shrank after 1996 through 2009 (it has since climbed but was beginning a downward slope again in 2020). In 2006, President Vladimir Putin called population decline the biggest crisis facing Russia. But rather than slipping quietly into senescence, Putin’s speech was preceded by a decision to cut gas supplies to Ukraine and Georgia. Russia repeated this move with Ukraine and parts of Europe in 2009 and has employed the threat of further cuts multiple times. Infamously, Russia invaded Georgia in August 2008 in retaliation for Georgia’s actions against South Ossetia and announced that it recognized South Ossetia and Abkhazia as independent states. Russia rolled tanks into Crimea in 2014, began military intervention in Syria in 2015, and attempted to influence the US 2016 election. An aging and shrinking country was not supposed to act like this. So, I argue, if none of this behavior was expected by early theorists of population aging, perhaps we should recalibrate our expectation of the relationship between aging and national security. One relevant theory does come to mind: Power transition theory, which argues that a state with declining power will act aggressively while it still can, would explain Russia’s actions as a last gasp and shed light on why rapidly aging China is doubling down on its military.

We should consider alternative interpretations of demographic changes on Russia’s military strategy and capabilities. Shifting to a cyber strategy, as Russia did in using social media to spread disinformation during the 2016 US presidential election, is a brilliant strategy for an aging country because technology compensates for the limited manpower. Also, whereas youthful populations need labor-intensive industries to employ a growing number of entrants to the labor market, the importance of natural resources to Russia’s economy is an asset for the shrinking population because such industries are not labor-intensive.

What we see from Japan, China, and Russia is that policy makers will choose guns over butter if the threat level is sufficiently high. A country with an aging population can still be a strong military power. Militaries are increasing their reliance on technologies that do not require soldiers to put themselves in harm’s way or do not require soldiers period. Aging states can also find strength in numbers, as through alliances. In Europe, European Union member states have been working to increase the efficiency of their militaries. Each state uses its comparative advantage in different sectors such as air, naval, or ground, so that the militaries of member states complement one another to produce an effective European force, rather than be redundant or compete.

It’s true that aging will somewhat decrease the ability of states to project political, economic, and military power, and thus will have implications for global security. Some states will be worse off than others. But we should not expect that aged states will be unable to have militaries. There are military-aged men and women in each of these states, even if their numbers are dwindling. In other words, there’s little reason to believe a geriatric peace is on the horizon and enough reason to consider that these countries could go down fighting.

• • •

What are we to conclude about the effects of population aging? First, multiple factors can change the trajectory of aging states headed down an economically unsustainable path. For a country with a shrinking labor force, increasing automation can create useful substitutes for labor. The problem, though, is that while the net societal or economic benefit may be positive, somebody always loses. Those who staff manual-labor jobs risk being displaced if the whole industry shifts. Besides automation, labor-force participation rates can change as older groups extend their working lives and family-friendly policies make it easier for women to reconcile work and child-rearing.

Second, the increasing diversity of aging states means that countries with nondemocratic institutions, such as Cuba, China, and others in the second wave, are newly facing aging and are likely to respond to aging in different ways than did the first wave of aging states. In particular, countries where decision making is concentrated in the hands of a few powerful figures are freer to put policies in place that require tough choices, such as higher retirement ages or more austere social benefits for the elderly. In these cases, the state passes along the strains of aging to the family or the individual. Meaningful increases in pensionable age have been nearly politically impossible in aging democracies—in non-democracies, can we assume that governments will yield to pressures to expand entitlement coverage for growing numbers of seniors? From what we see so far, it’s misguided to assume governments in this next wave of aging states will be expected to provide health benefits for seniors the way they have been in aging OECD states. In truth, population aging may not bankrupt newly aging, second-wave states, but it will increase pressures on women and other family members with aging parents. There were many states in the first wave that were old before they were rich, but for the most part they had capitalist, democratic institutions. The tie between regime type and economic system is close, and I argue that we should be paying less attention to “old before rich” as a general problem and more attention to how a poor country is likely to allocate economic resources when it is not democratic. Entitlements and retirement policies in the first wave of aging countries were institutionalized before aging was a problem, now they’re hard to change. At least in the second wave, some of those institutions don’t exist prior to aging. By 2035, at least 20 additional states are likely to join the existing 54 that have median ages over 35 years, depending on how fertility changes in the interim. The states on deck to join the club will bring even more political, geographic, and cultural diversity, including Iran, Tunisia, Vietnam, Turkey, Saudi Arabia, and Mexico. Soon, aging will have truly touched every continent, although the majority of sub-Saharan Africa is still in early stages of the demographic transition, if they’re on the path at all.

Third, citizens around the world have different expectations of their governments, and vice versa. This so-called social contract between young and old or state and individual can lead to vastly different policy outcomes in aging countries. One policy choice is immigration. As we saw with Japan, it is not a given that an aging country will open to immigration to fill spots in the labor force vacated by those aging out. But some countries, such as Germany, are choosing that path, and their ethnic composition is shifting as a result. There can also be social shifts that affect the impact of aging. Age groups, such as “the young” or “the old,” aren’t static. As countries redefine what it means to be old, particularly if that redefinition includes longer working lives (even part-time) and time transfers to younger generations, such as community volunteering or babysitting grandchildren, the impact of aging can be diluted. Finally, reduced environmental pressures could be an upside as populations shrink and there are fewer consumers putting pressure on resources. We’ve seen in this chapter and the preceding one how low fertility, in particular, is shaping age composition across societies, but that’s only part of the picture. To deepen our understanding, we need to explore that second fundamental force behind population change: mortality.


• • •


* The second draft was during the pandemic quarantine with said kids home. Fun!


† Among the 30 OECD countries for which data were available.


‡ The effective retirement age for German men is 64 years, and the life expectancy at age 65 is just over 18 years.




CHAPTER 3 A Billion Ways to Die

One of the world’s most prestigious medical journals, the Lancet, published its first issue in 1823. Today, it prints articles on uses of artificial intelligence and bioengineering in medicine, but the journal is named for the instrument physicians used to bleed their patients in a primitive effort to rid them of illness. Bleeding through cuts or leeches and planting fragrant bushes as a defense against miasma (bad air thought to cause diseases) are examples of the misguided medical practices of the past that did little to heal the ailing human body. As bizarre as such medical treatments sound to our modern ears, in the nineteenth century, “The idea of microscopic germs spreading disease would have been about as plausible as the existence of fairies to most practicing doctors,” as Steven Johnson, author of The Ghost Map, has said. For a minority of scientists and physicians, though, such ideas didn’t sound so crazy, and a great many of us owe our lives to them. One was Jacob Henle. In his 1840 essay, “On Miasmata and Contagia,” he pitted the popular theory about toxic smells against his early formulation of modern germ theory. Two decades later, French scientist Louis Pasteur proved the role of two deadly microorganisms in causing France’s silkworm blight, which had devastated the lucrative industry. In 1882, German doctor Robert Koch built on Pasteur’s early anthrax vaccines and proved that bacteria could be transmitted when a mouse he injected with cultured anthrax from a sheep died of the disease. Koch’s assistant was Julius Richard Petri, known to us as the inventor of the petri dish, which he used to help culture Koch’s bacteria.

Scientists such as Pasteur and Koch were the first to scientifically prove the merit of inoculation, but they weren’t the first to discover its power. In Europe, the practice was documented as early as the 1500s, but it looked little like the sterile vaccinations of today. Until vaccines became widely available in the twentieth century, inoculators would generally take scrapings from a pustule and scratch them into the skin of an uninfected person to create a mild reaction with resulting immunity. This practice, called variolation, was global, present in China, India, Persia, Europe, and the American colonies, among other places. In the latter, Cotton Mather, the scientist, minister, and author who wrote about the Salem witch trials, prevented what could have become a lethal smallpox epidemic when he tried variolation on the advice of an African slave. Today, pharmaceutical giant Merck’s measles vaccine alone saves about 1.5 million lives a year. But before it was widely used, 90 percent of American children contracted the measles virus by the time they were aged 15; the disease killed or impaired thousands every year. And vaccines have come a long way since variolation. The COVID-19 vaccines didn’t involve injecting the virus—even a dead or weakened version—at all. Instead, scientists used a tiny bit of the protein from the virus in the form of mRNA (messenger RNA; a relative of DNA), to get an immune response in patients.

Despite their merit, vaccines remain controversial in multiple respects. Early on, many people were hesitant to receive the COVID-19 vaccines, citing mistrust of the approval process, and preferring to wait until they could observe longer-term effects on those vaccinated. A study of 428 parents whose children were patients in the Children’s Hospital of Ankara City Hospital, Turkey, showed significant hesitation toward foreign COVID-19 vaccines, as opposed to domestically produced ones, with 66 percent of parents reluctant to receive the former while only 37.4 percent felt the same about the latter. While polio has been almost completely eradicated, the global health community can’t quite cross the finish line because pockets of people in Afghanistan and Pakistan, primarily, remain less than fully vaccinated. One reason is vaccine refusals “due to misinformation, mistrust, cultural beliefs, fatigue or other priorities,” according to the Global Polio Eradication Initiative.

The unusually rushed circumstances of COVID-19 vaccines aside, some are refusing well-established, routine vaccines on the basis of unscientific fears that they cause autism or mistrust about their safety in general, while many who would be glad to use them can’t get them. The world learned the term “vaccine nationalism” when the richest nations came under fire in 2020 and early 2021 during the COVID-19 pandemic. UN secretary-general António Guterres pointed out in February 2021 that although vaccination rollout was proceeding, at that time only 10 nations had administered 75 percent of the world’s vaccines. According to Guterres, 130 countries had not yet received a single dose of COVID-19 vaccine. Then, as vaccination rates in countries such as the United States improved, so did sharing of doses. While vaccine “hoarding” deepens the health inequality between rich and poor countries, it is far from the only problem poor countries face in inoculating their populations, and providing doses wouldn’t have been enough to halt the global spread of the pandemic. The poorest countries with the most vulnerable populations couldn’t easily distribute the vaccine even if they got it, for reasons including conflict, weak health systems, and inaccessible geography, among others.

The divide in health access between rich and poor countries is truly astounding. When I traveled to Rwanda for the first time, I was able to park at a strip mall 5 minutes from my house, walk into the Memphis Pizza Company and order dinner, go next door to a private business called The Shot Nurse, get my typhoid and hepatitis A vaccines and a malaria pill prescription, then pick up my pizza, all in under 30 minutes and with no appointment. In Yemen, cholera vaccines sat on United Nations–chartered planes for 16 months because of the country’s violent civil war. That ongoing cholera epidemic is the largest in world history, with more than 2.5 million cases between October 2016 and December 2020.

• • •

A great part of human history is the story of humankind’s battle with nature. For most of human history, nature won—remember that we didn’t reach a global population of 1 billion until after 1800. But over the past several centuries the battle became more evenly matched, and in most parts of the world humans have the edge over nature, as evidenced by an excess of births over deaths, which has resulted in a rapidly growing global population.

Our control—or lack thereof—over sickness and death is one of the strongest forces that has remade global population. Today, most of the people in high-income countries who die are old; in the world’s poorest countries, almost one in three deaths are of children younger than 5 years, and more than a third of children have stunted growth because of poor nutrition. In many of those countries, diseases such as malaria, absent in rich countries, are still rampant—it alone kills one child every 2 minutes, almost exclusively in low-income countries. In 2016, the gap in life expectancy between low- and high-income countries was 18.1 years. In low-income countries, less than 60 percent of newborns will reach age 70, but more than 80 percent of newborns in high-income countries are expected to live beyond that age. Differences in political capacity, political will, infrastructure, institutions, and funding are some of the factors responsible for health disparities both between and within countries. These factors are important whether we are talking about pandemics or pregnancy.

Although humans have made tremendous strides against mortality, there are always new challenges, such as new strains of COVID-19 appearing just as vaccines for the original strain were finally being distributed in early 2021. Many of these challenges we can’t control, but some are of our own making. Climate change, for example, has the potential to unleash novel diseases; our “evolution” toward processed foods and sedentary lifestyles has increased rates of cancer, heart disease, and stroke. Good health is key to prosperity, but we aren’t investing in it enough. Health is too often politicized, whether health-care systems and the government’s role in those services or the politicization of scientific knowledge in general.

While the world was rocked by the spread of COVID-19 in 2020, new diseases that infect humans actually emerge all the time—we’ve seen more than 30 in the past 30 years. Zoonoses, or diseases that originate in animals, were about 75 percent of those 30 new diseases. Most readers are familiar with plague, a disease carried by rodents, and rabies, which is carried by animals such as dogs and raccoons. Ebola, too, emerged from rain-forest animals (likely bats and chimpanzees) and made its way to humans with horrific consequences. Knowledge of the origins of COVID-19 is evolving, but that disease also appears to have zoonotic origins, possibly from bats. Demographic factors, namely expansion of urban areas, population growth, and mobility, play a major role in the creation and spread of these new diseases. Agricultural practices, too, facilitate new diseases, particularly as they disturb habitats, such as rain forests, or bring humans into close contact with animals.

Social and political factors are also relevant. For example, disease outbreaks are more likely in conflict-ridden countries. In August of 2018, the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) faced its 10th outbreak of the deadly Ebola virus, this time in North Kivu, a region close to Uganda where rebel groups fight over strategic minerals such as gold, diamonds, and coltan. DRC is poor, which compounds public-health issues because the country lacks sanitation systems and infrastructure to treat diseases. Armed conflict adds additional challenges. For one, large swaths of the population have been uprooted and displaced, leading to poor nutrition and broken social ties. Conflict often makes a bad situation worse: During the recent war, Yemen’s already poor infrastructure was wiped out by bombings and blocked by rebels, making health access even more of a problem.

At least a modicum of infrastructure, such as waste management, and of governance can improve health outcomes. Yet, infrastructure and institutions are nearly absent in poor countries. Much of the world still lacks access to health-care services, and when they are available, the costs are often staggering. In 2017, only one-third to one-half of the world’s population had coverage for essential health services. Shortages of personnel—doctors, nurses, and dentists—is a significant issue, too. At the start of Liberia’s 2014 Ebola outbreak, the World Health Organization (WHO) reported that the country had only one doctor available to treat every 100,000 people.

Access to advanced medical care isn’t a prerequisite for significant health gains in countries with high mortality. Even simple measures such as hand-washing make a tremendous difference in curbing disease spread. It’s unfathomable in rich countries, but in poor countries the equivalent of 32 school buses of children die from diarrhea every day. Between 2000 and 2017, yearly deaths from diarrhea among children under 5 decreased by 60 percent, but it’s clearly still a significant, and preventable, issue. Oral rehydration solution, which is just a simple combination of salt, sugar, and water, not too different from the Pedialyte I give my feverish sons, has saved 50 million people worldwide, the majority of them children in less developed countries. Up to 80 percent of cholera cases could be effectively treated by such solutions—if they were available.

Even when health challenges aren’t as easily preventable, better planning can help lessen their impact. Health infrastructure, such as availability of hospital beds, transportation networks that make medical facilities accessible to all, and well-trained medical professionals, can be the difference between life and death.

• • •

Gains in addressing communicable diseases have extended life around the globe, but the longer you live, the more likely you are to die from a noncommunicable disease (NCD), such as heart disease or cancer. Scholars have developed the epidemiologic transition model to describe this societal-level shift from high infant and child mortality and mortality due to famine and epidemics to one where death occurs primarily from NCDs—in other words, a shift in the leading causes of death from infectious to chronic disease. According to the Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation (IMHE) of the University of Washington, in 2017 the top causes of death in Japan, one of the world’s healthiest countries, were Alzheimer’s disease (up 57.7 percent since 2007), ischemic (meaning constricting the blood vessels) heart disease (up 16.4 percent), stroke (up 13.17 percent), lower respiratory infection (up 30 percent), and various cancers of the lung, colon, stomach, pancreas, and liver. Among the peer group of countries IMHE identifies for Japan, those diseases are typical. That percentages are rising isn’t itself cause for alarm, as countries that have completed the demographic and epidemiologic transitions will by definition see rises in NCDs compared to levels of infectious diseases—their populations have to die of something. When we see rises in NCDs outside of this situation or at earlier ages, there’s more cause for alarm.

In general, these so-called lifestyle diseases are responsible for mortality in wealthier countries, but the more surprising—and arguably more challenging—issue is when such diseases become more prevalent in countries that haven’t yet reached high levels of development.

Thomas Bollyky, of the US-based Council on Foreign Relations, points out that, for the first time ever, viruses, bacteria, and other infectious diseases are no longer the top cause of death and disability anywhere in the world. According to the WHO, 71 percent of all global deaths in 2016 were from NCDs. In fact, in only two regions of the world do infectious diseases account for more than 8 percent of death and disability: South Asia (one-fifth) and sub-Saharan Africa (just less than 44 percent)—that’s down from the majority of death and disability in both in 2011. This is great news on the surface, but Bollyky sees a deeper problem: Poorer states have made these strides through outside intervention, without developing the capacity and institutions to deal with them internally. As NCDs, such as heart disease, diabetes, and cancer, become the main health problems even in poorer countries, these countries don’t have the infrastructure to treat them, and the population suffers in ways—or at ages—that people in developed countries don’t. Dying of NCDs is common, but what’s problematic is premature deaths, generally defined as before age 70. Of the 15 million deaths between ages 30 and 70 in 2016, 85 percent were in low- and middle-income countries. In essence, poor countries have leapfrogged diseases, and that jump is affecting people in their prime of life.

This lack of infrastructure isn’t just a problem for NCDs—the 2014 Ebola outbreak was quickly curtailed, but it exposed severe issues with infrastructure in less developed countries and an overreliance on foreign aid coming from developed states. Liberia, plagued by corruption and government distrust, saw between 300 and 400 new Ebola cases a week during the peak of the 2014 outbreak there. At the same time, Nigeria saw only 19 people infected, and only 7 died thanks to a widely praised government response to identify and track exposure. The same has happened with other diseases. Because of a lack of health infrastructure and scarcity of care, Kenyan member of Parliament Justus Murunga died prematurely from COVID-19 in November 2020. In Kenya’s rural areas, as where Murunga was, emergency services are scarce—three-quarters of the country’s intensive care units are concentrated between Nairobi and Mombasa, and the country of 51 million has only 527 ICU beds. When Murunga was taken to the nearest hospital, the public facility had no oxygen with which to treat him. Once transported to a private hospital 20 minutes away, it was too late to save him. Even Western countries with sophisticated systems saw their capacity overwhelmed during COVID-19, so it is easy to imagine how dire the situation is when few hospital resources exist in the first place.

The issue of leapfrogging spills over into other demographic areas as well. In eighteenth and nineteenth century Europe, mortality declined through accumulation of knowledge about infectious disease and the development of public-health laws, medical and sanitation infrastructure, and responsive government. Fertility declines followed as families grew more confident that children would live to adulthood. Europe’s demographic transition was gradual, taking place over about 150 years. In today’s less developed countries, mortality is declining, but quickly—in mere decades—and without those internal developments. As a result, fertility is not necessarily declining in the same way—the “stalled” fertility transition in parts of Africa mentioned in Chapter 1 is one consequence. And, declining mortality no longer goes hand-in-hand with other markers of development, such as economic growth and governance. As one example, Niger has seen significant health improvements: Life expectancy is up, the infant mortality rate is down, the HIV/AIDS death rate dropped almost two-thirds in a decade, and so on for malaria, malnutrition, and diarrheal disease. But we know that without underlying domestic reasons for mortality drop, such as educational gains, fertility isn’t likely to drop apace—Niger is a case in point, with the world’s highest fertility and a population that has been growing at 3.8 percent.

It’s also hard to rally global attention and funding for NCDs in less developed countries. Chronic diseases, such as cancer, heart disease, diabetes, and respiratory diseases such as asthma, kill more people worldwide than all other causes combined. But which international donors want to mobilize to deal with these diseases in poor countries when risks are increased with tobacco use, physical inactivity, alcohol abuse, and poor diet; in other words, poor choices?

Case Study: Maternal Mortality

Globally, 808 women die every day from pregnancy and childbirth complications. The main measure of this is the maternal mortality ratio, which indicates the number of maternal deaths for every 100,000 births, and is generally measured out to a year after birth (counted if the death is as a result of the childbirth itself). In 2017, the global average was 211 deaths per 100,000 births, a number that masks tremendous differences across countries depending on their level of economic development. Sub-Saharan Africa has the highest maternal mortality ratio at 542, and low-income countries in general clock in at 462. A 15-year-old girl in Chad has a 1 in 15 lifetime risk of dying from childbirth. High-income countries, however, have only 11 maternal deaths on average per 100,000 births, 9 in Europe and 16 in North America. Altogether, maternal mortality ratios in low-income countries are 42 times higher than in high-income countries.

That some countries are doing so much better than others shows that the majority of maternal deaths today could be prevented if women could visit a health-care provider or have an assisted delivery. According to Sarah Barnes, program director of the Maternal Health Initiative at the Wilson Center in Washington, DC, women often die when there are no skilled birth attendants available, which could be midwives or doctors. Women also die for lack of family planning; a woman’s risk of dying in childbirth rises when her births are close together or when she gives birth at too young an age. Some scholars have calculated that greater access to family planning could reduce maternal mortality by up to a third. HIV-positive women are also at greater risk from secondary infection, sepsis, or the more rapid progression of AIDS in the period after birth. Three-fourths of all maternal deaths are caused by either postpartum hemorrhage, hypertensive disorder such as preeclampsia or eclampsia, infections that tend to happen during delivery or shortly after, unsafe abortion, or other delivery-related complications. According to Barnes, we’re also starting to see noncommunicable diseases—such as heart disease or cancer—play a growing role in underlying causes of maternal deaths.

Of those 808 women who die from childbirth every day, almost all of them are in poor countries, and two-thirds of those are in sub-Saharan Africa alone, but maternal mortality remains a global issue. In fact, tennis superstar Serena Williams’s harrowing birth story in the January 2018 issue of Vogue magazine described how she nearly died from post–cesarean section complications after giving birth to daughter Olympia. Williams’s story was amazing in its own right, but it also brought to light significant racial disparities in maternal and child health in the United States. A Black woman in the United States is 243 percent more likely to die from pregnancy- or childbirth-related complications than is a White woman. The data show that it’s race, not class, that drives higher maternal and infant mortality rates for Black people in the United States. As Linda Villarosa put it, writing for the New York Times Magazine, “a black woman with an advanced degree is more likely to lose her baby than a white woman with less than an eighth-grade education.” The politics of race, class, and gender run throughout discussions of maternal mortality in developed countries.

The same is true in less developed countries. Although we might attribute high maternal mortality to poverty, broadly, health is a reflection of societal values. As described by Jeremy Youde, a colleague of mine who is an expert on global health, major political actors give and take funding and attention for the issue of women’s health depending on the political weather. To understand why women are still dying, he directed my attention to the role of women within a society—he argues that maternal mortality numbers can indicate how much the government and society value women. The political dynamics in a country also matter for success or failure of efforts to make motherhood safer. While there have been global strides in reducing maternal mortality, Youde says it’s not as easy as getting everyone behind the idea that we don’t want mothers dying in childbirth. Maternal mortality initiatives become political because they intersect with so many social, economic, and cultural issues within societies. There may be discrimination among various groups within society that exacerbate maternal mortality for some—the same dynamic we see in the United States—or cultural norms around early marriage, so policies to remedy this need to take the larger context into account.

Ethiopia, one of the countries that gets the most attention by international donors for its success in improving maternal mortality, set a goal of ending child marriage by 2025, and while it still has one of the highest rates of child marriage in the world, it has accelerated declines in child marriage rates over the past 10 years. According to UNICEF, of the 15 million Ethiopian women married before age 18, 6 million were child brides, married before age 15. The majority of those gave birth as adolescents and were less likely to have receive skilled care during their last pregnancy and delivery. Rwanda was one of the few countries to meet the Millennium Development Goal around maternal mortality by 2015, which was to decrease the maternal mortality ratio by 75 percent. Rwanda decreased its maternal mortality by 78 percent between 1990 and 2015, lowering its maternal mortality ratio to 290 deaths per 100,000 live births. That number is still above the Sustainable Development Goal of no more than 140 maternal deaths per 100,000 live births, but it is a huge improvement.

We’re still behind in terms of valuing women at the global level. To tackle all of these challenges, we need attention and funding, but we also need data: One of the major hindrances to progress in the health sector is lack of useful data, which can help to measure problems and evaluate the success of programs to target health outcomes. Although we’ve seen that sex and gender are highly relevant to health issues, the WHO has reported that in 2019, fewer than half of the Sustainable Development Goal indicators had sex-disaggregated data. If we can’t statistically show the problem exists, it’s especially hard to fix it.


• • •

Socioeconomic conditions are important for health outcomes everywhere. Although Russia and the United States were the two most powerful countries in the world during the decades of the Cold War, both have serious health challenges that put a ceiling on their potential success and power.

Russia suffered serious setbacks during times of economic and political crisis over the past several decades, and its improvements haven’t been at a pace rapid enough to catch up to its peers. In Russia, after the fall of the Soviet Union and the turmoil and uncertainty that resulted, life expectancy decreased rapidly, by more than 6 years for men between 1990 and 1994 and reaching as low as 57 years. Although life expectancy estimates increased between 2006 and 2016 as socioeconomic conditions improved and new policies were implemented, a divide remains: A 1-year-old Russian boy today has about the same life expectancy as a Russian girl celebrating her first birthday under Nikita Khrushchev in the late 1950s. Russia actually has the third widest disparity in life expectancy between men and women of any country in the world, behind Syria and Bulgaria. The gap has narrowed to 10.6 years in 2016 from 11.6 years in 1980, but in 2016 life expectancy at birth was only 65.4 years for men, while it was a historic high of 76 years for women.

While we’ve discussed life expectancy quite a bit, it’s important to add some differentiation and introduce a new term: HALE, or health-adjusted life expectancy, the number of years someone can expect to live in full health. Long life expectancy represents better mortality outcomes across the life course, which is great, but if a significant number of years are lived in debilitation, people will require expensive care and have little chance of contributing to the economy. Strains at the family and individual levels are terrible, too. When the gap between the number of years someone is expected to live and the number of years they’re expected to be healthy is large—in other words, when there’s the expectation that people will live a significant number of years in poor health—that’s a problem. In 2016, the global gap was 9.5 years for women and 7.8 years for men. Because women generally have lower labor-force participation throughout their lives than men yet outlive men by so many years makes women especially vulnerable to poverty and its ills in old age. In Russia, poor HALE is an especially significant problem with severe economic and social consequences: it’s 67.5 years for women, and only 60.7 years for men. This begs the question: Why are Russians so unhealthy?

Part of the reason is that Russian men are literally drinking themselves to death. The role of alcohol in Russia is a trope, but it’s spot on. Russians over age 15 consume about 11 to 13 liters of pure ethanol on average per person, per year—that’s like 30 bottles of Tito’s vodka per year, on average, one of the highest rates of alcohol consumption in the world. Until 2013, Russia didn’t even classify beer as an alcoholic beverage, according to the WHO. Although men have struggled, alcohol is an issue for both sexes. In a study of Russian disease and mortality that covered the period 1980–2016 and was published in the Lancet, researchers found that about half of mortality of those in the prime of life could be traced to behavioral choices, such as alcohol and drug use and smoking. Specifically, for those aged 15 to 49 years, such choices explained mortality for 59.2 percent of men and 46.8 percent of women. Ischemic heart disease and cerebrovascular disease—basically, stroke and heart disease—are the top two causes of years of life lost prematurely. Self-harm is the third, and that order has been pretty steady for decades. Even Russia’s issues with HIV/AIDS can be traced to alcohol, the cultural environment of which contributes to unsafe sex.

But context matters: Social stress is a significant cause of high mortality in Russia. Some of that stress was caused by the abrupt political and economic transition as the Soviet Union collapsed. Researchers have linked this stress to “an increased risk of circulatory diseases, which are exacerbated by increased alcohol consumption as a behavioral response to stress.” Evidence supporting this theory is clear when comparing Russia to the Baltic states, which had similar stresses at first but recovered life expectancy losses during the late 1990s even as Russia faced further political and social issues, including its 1998 economic crisis. Social stress shows in another way, too. Scholars have referred to Russia’s “abortion culture,” which treats abortion as a “ ‘normal way’ of dealing with the medical and socioeconomic hardships in personal and family life.” The Soviet Union was the first country in the world to legalize abortion, which it did in 1920, and at times abortion rates have met or exceeded birthrates—in 1965, abortions were three times the number of births. In 2009, Russia registered 1.7 million births and 1.2 million abortions, according to health minister Tatyana Golikova. Arguably, this is a public-health crisis, too, as unwanted pregnancies are preventable through contraception, and abortion carries risks to the mother generally greater than contraception would. Alcohol abuse can also contribute to unwanted pregnancy. Compared with the United States and Germany, Russia’s abortion rate is far higher, around 480 abortions per 1,000 live births, compared with 200 for the United States and 135 for Germany.

Mortality, social stress, and alcohol are tightly interwoven in Russia, meaning that changes in these will work in tandem. Making sure alcohol isn’t too cheap or easily available have been two of the most effective measures. Because of such policies, consumption of hard liquor and unregulated alcohol are way down, and, as a result, total per capita consumption dropped by 43 percent between 2003 and 2016. Highly dangerous binge drinking is way down as well, although it is still higher in Russia than anywhere else in Europe. These consumption changes have already translated into huge improvements in mortality for both men and women, including those causes of death directly related to alcohol and those secondarily related, such as violent deaths. High mortality and disability rates among Russia’s working-age population are clearly a problem for the economy and military, moving health issues up the priority list for Russia’s leaders.

Now, we turn to the other great Cold War power, which has its own unique health troubles. The United States was relatively better off than its peers but has slipped over time as socioeconomic and racial disparities persist. In 1960, the United States had the highest life expectancy among its peers, 2.4 years higher than the OECD average. But in the 1980s, the United States started losing ground, and by the 1990s, the US average was below the OECD’s. The United States recovered slightly as death rates declined overall in the country between 1990 and 2016, while between 2006 and 2016, life expectancy at birth increased by 0.8 years for the population as a whole. This is a modest increase but far off the pace of the typical gain of 2 years of life expectancy per decade for most developed countries. More notably, toward the end of that time period, life expectancy at birth actually decreased by 0.2 years between 2014 and 2015 and by 0.1 years between 2015 and 2016. Developed countries aren’t supposed to see losses in this area—life expectancy should only get better, and if it doesn’t, something is horribly wrong. In the case of the United States, increases in drug overdose and suicide drove that life-expectancy reversal. Increases in childhood and adolescent obesity and the related health complications, such as diabetes and heart disease, contributed, too. Improvements in some factors, such as neonatal preterm complications and smoking—which was down by almost 43 percent from 1990 to 2016—have been offset by worsening outcomes in others, such as hypertensive heart disease and self-harm. High fasting plasma glucose, which indicates diabetes, and drug use are up in all but three US states. And the problems don’t end there: Because of the severity of the COVID-19 pandemic in the United States, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) estimated that life expectancy dropped by a full year in the first half of 2020.

As bleak as the national picture is, the greatest disparities are at the state level. There is a 6.6 year gap in life expectancy at birth by US state, highest in Hawaii at 81.3 years and lowest in Mississippi at 74.7 years. The difference between highest and lowest health-adjusted life expectancy was similar, with Minnesota at 70.3 years and West Virginia—a state hit hard by the opioid epidemic—at 63.8 years. We can’t remove these patterns from the socioeconomic and racial contexts. For example, in poor communities, which are sometimes majority non-White but not always, there are too few healthy food options or opportunities for outdoor recreation.

Other structural factors have been (perhaps less noticeably) contributing to worsening US health. While the 2016 Affordable Care Act increased insurance coverage for many Americans, there are still some without any coverage. Diabetes care is expensive, and its prevalence is projected to continue increasing. Access to and quality of health care is low in many areas, and costs are high. Although the United States spends more on health care than any other country in the OECD—nearly 17 percent of GDP, twice the average—a 2013 study found that in the United States, expensive medical technology and higher health care prices were the main drivers of that high spending, rather than more frequent doctor visits or hospital admissions. That health problems are rampant among younger Americans bodes poorly for the future because the ramifications will unfold in the coming decades, particularly with regard to rates of noncommunicable diseases such as cancer. Physical activity was up over the period 1990–2016, but not enough to compensate for poor dietary choices, and rates of overweight and obesity are high, even among children. The United States will need significant reforms in a wide variety of areas, from gun reform to reduce homicide and suicide deaths, to interventions to curb increasing alcohol consumption and binge drinking (up especially among women), to structural changes such as better educational outcomes and alleviating poverty. All this besides needed reforms in the health-care system, including better insurance coverage.

• • •

Needless to say, the negative effects of poor health are felt most acutely at the individual and family levels. But at a more macro level, we can see significant political, economic, and social implications, too.

Epidemics cause tremendous economic devastation. In under a decade, one-third of Europeans died from the fourteenth century Plague—that translated to 25 million out of 75 million. Children and poor working-age cohorts in society were struck hardest. The devastated working-age population meant the Black Death led to serious problems for European economies, as there were too few workers to provide labor for agriculture or to provide services that people were demanding, such as priests, physicians, and even gravediggers. As economists would predict, this labor shortage drove wages up dramatically, both immediately and as the labor shortage reverberated over the next several generations (as the young cohorts were unnaturally small because of fewer parents).

Some financial losses are at the household level, whether from out-of-pocket costs or missed days of work. During 2006, the average household in Burkina Faso spent more than one-third of its annual economic output on meningitis. In the short term, at least, the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated income and wealth disparities. In the early months of the pandemic, 39 percent of US workers in households with annual incomes below $40,000 reported having been laid off or furloughed. Aggregate losses are severe, too. In the midst of the West African Ebola outbreak in 2015, Guinea, Liberia, and Sierra Leone lost an estimated $2.2 billion in GDP. That breaks down to a 50 percent loss in tourism in Sierra Leone, an estimated 4.9 to 9.4 percent loss in government revenue across all three countries, and more than half of Liberian wage earners out of their previous jobs 9 months into the epidemic. The epidemic effectively wiped out 5 years of development in Sierra Leone, 20 percent of GDP. The 2003 severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) epidemic brought losses of more than $40 billion in productivity. The 2009 H1N1 influenza pandemic cost the global economy $45 billion to $55 billion, the 2014–2016 West African Ebola outbreak $53 billion. You get the picture. COVID-19 estimates are still being calculated as of this writing but range from the World Bank’s estimate of $10 trillion to the $28 trillion estimate of the International Monetary Fund (IMF). Developed countries feel these shocks, but unequally—the most vulnerable in those societies (typically ethnic minorities and women) are always hit the hardest. The same is true at the global level. While developed countries feel the shocks, they can absorb them; less developed countries can lose years of growth, something they absolutely cannot afford.

Some economic challenges are unique to our time. Although disparate parts of the world were connected through trade in the time of the Plague, today’s world is far more globalized—and vulnerable. The 2020 COVID-19 pandemic highlighted how business closures in response to the pandemic could disrupt global supply chains. Overreliance on China, in particular, became clear to many companies. According to consulting group Deloitte Canada, “more than 200 of the Fortune Global 500 firms have a presence in Wuhan, the highly industrialized province where the outbreak originated, and which has been hardest hit.” Because of this vulnerability, Deloitte calls for global manufacturing practices to change in a way that will make us more resilient to global shocks.

Epidemics can also depress fertility, as people refrain from or postpone having children in response to economic and social strains. Decisions to abstain from having children for economic reasons and general pessimism about the future are reminiscent of fertility patterns in Eastern Europe after the collapse of communism.

Epidemics can also bring social divisions to light. The rise of right-wing nationalism in Europe, for example, is in part a response to social changes brought about by population aging and immigration. Across the globe, discrimination and violence against those from an Asian background increased after COVID-19 spread from Wuhan, China.

It’s useful to consider what’s universal and what’s different about the political, social, and economic backdrops of high-mortality events over time so we can better condition our collective responses in ways that make humanity more resilient. After all, the hits will keep on coming. We need to be ready.

• • •

There’s nothing disease loves more than chaos. Political instability, natural disaster, and civil conflict prevent the effective distribution of health supplies and wipe out infrastructure. Bombings erase roads and health clinics overnight. Armed rebels can make leaving home so threatening that sick people are unable to seek care. Absent a strong, central government, aid agencies face few reliable partners on the ground to distribute health supplies. To adequately address today’s health challenges we need global cooperation, public trust, and political will—the opposite of chaos. Here, we examine how shortcomings in each of these areas inhibit our ability to effectively respond to or proactively address health issues.

At the World Health Assembly in 1966, the body decided to double down on efforts to remove the scourge of smallpox and eradicate it once and for all. The following year there were more than 10 million cases of smallpox globally and 2 million deaths. But intense focus on vaccination, surveillance, and containment brought triumph in only one decade—one of the greatest health victories the world has ever seen. On May 17, 2010, a statue commemorating the 30th anniversary of the eradication of smallpox was unveiled outside the World Health Organization headquarters in Geneva. The bronze and stone statue depicts a young girl about to receive vaccination in her arm, and in the words of the WHO, “pays homage to all those who were involved in the eradication drive, including governments, health care workers, donor agencies, non-governmental organizations, commercial firms, and village leaders who supported the vaccination of their residents and provided food and shelter on many occasions to vaccination teams.”

Global problems, such as communicable diseases, require global solutions. The volume of trade and travel mean that infected animal, insect, or human hosts are just one flight away from anywhere in the world. Diseases can spread in a matter of hours. The WHO’s description of how the SARS pandemic unfolded sums it nicely:

On 21 February 2003, a 64-year-old medical doctor from China’s Guangdong Province, flew to the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region (Hong Kong SAR) of China, and booked into a hotel room in the city. That night would change the world as he unwittingly transmitted a new, mysterious respiratory disease to at least 16 other guests. Those people travelled on to Canada and Viet Nam. . . . By July 2003, when the outbreak had been contained, there had been 8422 cases of people with SARS in more than 30 countries and areas, of which 916 had died.

Global connectivity also means a deeper well of resources to draw from in addressing diseases. Russia—as the Soviet Union—played a key role in the development of effective vaccines from the 1950s through the 1970s, first with polio and then with smallpox. In fact, Russia donated more smallpox vaccine to the WHO than any other country and pioneered a freeze-drying technique to make the vaccine more stable and usable in tropical climates. As with smallpox eradication, there are some global efforts to address today’s diseases. For example, the Coalition for Epidemic Preparedness was founded in 2017 by Germany, India, Japan, Norway, the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, the Wellcome Trust, and the World Economic Forum. But there are as many examples of uncooperative behavior as of cooperation. On May 29, 2020, US president Donald Trump announced his intention to pull the United States out of the WHO, what would have been a devastating loss, as WHO’s biggest funder. The United Kingdom has been the largest funder of the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA), which is the UN’s sexual and reproductive health agency, but, because of COVID-related budget crunches, decided in 2021 to cut 85 percent of its funds to the UNFPA flagship program for family planning.

Cooperation isn’t always easy. While Russia tried to emerge as an early leader in a COVID-19 vaccine, some argued its “Sputnik V” vaccine was rushed to market, and it failed to meet quality standards to gain approval in Western markets. Part of the issue is lack of public trust in Russia’s vaccines. Grandiose claims by Putin in the past about developing an AIDS vaccine, which failed to materialize, and global distrust of Russia generally meant that all but the most desperate countries were initially hesitant to accept Russia’s COVID-19 vaccine. International acceptance isn’t Russia’s only problem; polls showed that even Russians had lower trust in government in mid-2020 than at any other time during Putin’s administration, and that only 16 percent of Russians had plans to be vaccinated immediately, while 4 percent were awaiting a foreign vaccine and 38 percent said they would never get vaccinated against COVID-19.

Yet, public trust is necessary to effectively tackle health challenges. For centuries, fears that ships might be quarantined and money lost if disease was present aboard have discouraged honest reporting. Later, as the WHO says, “what was true of ships was true of ‘ships of state’. Over-strict quarantine, the closing of borders—all such actions had the potential to discourage the disclosure of outbreaks, thereby encouraging the spread of disease.” Given the widespread business and border closures during the COVID-19 pandemic, it is justifiable to worry that economic actors will feel incentivized to delay reporting outbreaks out of fear of financial losses. At the same time, it was a delay in reporting, then delayed trust in what was reported, that made the COVID-19 pandemic so severe. China’s argued suppression of early disease reports and the US president’s dismissal of warnings may have exacerbated the disease spread. Transparency is key when managing public health—the Spanish flu is so named, not because it originated in Spain (it likely originated in the United States), but because Spain was the first country not to censor reports of the virus.

Conflict further breaks down public trust. In Afghanistan and Pakistan, for example, conflict hindered polio-eradication efforts, and national and international health-care workers suffered attacks. Lack of trust in authorities is also made worse in the chaos of conflict, as we saw with failed efforts to stem the spread of Ebola in the DRC’s 10th outbreak and in Liberia’s 2014 outbreak as well. Some Liberians were skeptical of outbreak reports, believing it was a “scam crafted by the government to attract funds from international donors,” and many failed to heed warnings and precautions.

Public trust is an issue even in contexts absent conflict, as we see with vaccine campaigns. Vaccinations are important to preserve herd immunity, an indirect way of protecting against disease spread once a significant portion of the population is immune. Herd immunity gives a measure of protection to babies not old enough to be vaccinated and to those members of the population medically or religiously unable to be vaccinated. But, there are trends in the West to refuse routine vaccinations, and diseases briefly thought conquered, such as measles, are reappearing. Although measles had basically disappeared from the United States for a decade, there were 1,282 cases in 2020, while in the first year of that decade, there were only 63 cases. To prevent measles from spreading, 90 to 95 percent of the population must be vaccinated; for polio, herd immunity is achieved somewhere between 60 to 97 percent. Thus, as proportions of the population unwilling to trust vaccines grows, herd immunity is compromised, and public health takes a step backwards. Many people I know are unwilling to get the seasonal flu vaccine, which in most years isn’t a huge problem. But a 2010 study in the New England Journal of Medicine of the novel H1N1 flu outbreak in the United States in 2009 showed that more than half of parents polled by the Harvard School of Public Health who said they were not getting or might not get the H1N1 vaccine cited concerns over its safety. Thirty-one percent of parents “indicated that they did not trust public health officials to provide correct information about the vaccine’s safety”—that’s versus 19 percent of all adults. Similar findings with regard to historic influenza outbreaks underscore the importance of public trust. Those cities that encouraged people to stay home and avoid public gatherings during the 1918 Spanish flu had far fewer deaths, but as Michael Osterholm and Mark Olshaker point out, “for this approach to work, they had to have reliable information from central authorities in public health and government, which requires honesty, responsiveness, and credibility from the beginning.”

Even some public leaders, who are supposed to command trust, particularly in democracies, have at times been responsible for exacerbating disease trends. Thabo Mbeki, president of South Africa from 1999 to 2008, restricted nevirapine, a drug used to prevent mother-to-child transmission of HIV. He wrongly spread the message that HIV didn’t cause AIDS, and so anti-retroviral therapy (ART) would not help. Even at the peak of South Africa’s epidemic, Mbeki refused donations of nevirapine and grants from The Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria. Through modeling, Pride Chigwedere and colleagues found that failure to implement an effective anti-retroviral program cost more than 330,000 lives in South Africa. Because South Africa did not use the nevirapine to prevent mother-to-child transmission, they estimate that 35,000 babies were born with HIV.

The final piece is political will. While those trying to eradicate smallpox faced nonexistent national health services, almost no funding, rampant conflict, and impassible roads, they were successful through “a triumph of management, not of medicine,” in the worlds of Dr. Halfdan Mahler, WHO director-general at that time. In sharp contrast, COVID-19 showed a failure to lead in the short term and a failure to plan for the long term—officials knew the risks of a pandemic were high but failed to make significant changes after outbreaks of SARS and Middle East respiratory syndrome (MERS). Funding is a key part of political will. Of those paying large sums out-of-pocket for health, 87 percent are in middle-income countries. States aren’t ponying up enough money to meet today’s public health challenges, much less future ones. The World Bank and the WHO estimate that countries would need to spend $1 to $2 per person per year on average to “reach an acceptable level of pandemic preparedness,” but they don’t. Investments like that can pay big benefits, though. Eradicating smallpox meant savings of more than $1 billion a year, while the cost of eradicating the disease was less than a third of that, about $300 million from 1967 to 1980, and two-thirds of that paid by the endemic countries themselves, not wealthy developed ones.

While political capacity and political will are often lacking, there are some promising trends. One, we know how to defeat most of the diseases killing us today. Two, some health trends are on the upswing. Globally, the number of males using tobacco has declined for the first time, and the WHO projects that by 2025 there will be 5 million fewer tobacco users. Technology is promising, too. When I was in Rwanda, we saw how drones are being used to deliver blood in emergency situations, compensating for inadequate roads and mountainous terrain. This blood-delivery system, which can cut delivery times from 4 hours to 15 minutes, has helped Rwanda achieve its recent gains in child and maternal mortality.

• • •

We have seen how powerful a force mortality is for reshaping populations. The population divide is just as much of a divide in mortality as it is in fertility. This divide really started to solidify in the nineteenth century, when in the industrialized parts of the world knowledge about disease and infrastructure for sanitation grew and spread, drastically reducing death rates. As those societies adapted to the new reality, people could invest family resources in fewer children rather than spread time, attention, and money thin. While a rural, agrarian family whose children had a high chance of dying in infancy might have wanted six or seven children to help at home and to improve the odds that some would survive to adulthood, an urbanizing, industrial-oriented family needed far fewer children. But population growth in those settings didn’t abruptly stop. One reason is population momentum, which is the tendency of a population to keep growing even after fertility falls because the women of childbearing age are part of larger cohorts from when fertility was higher—there are more women around to have kids, so the number of children is higher even if the average per woman is dropping. Another reason growth continued is that even though fertility fell, it was generally still above replacement rate.

Age structure and mortality trends are intertwined. Although some diseases are more deadly for younger people than older ones, with COVID-19 those in the youngest age groups were least likely to die. Death rates in 2020 for those 1 to 14 years were just 0.2 per 100,000, but the death rate among those over 85 years was 1,797.8. The 2009 H1N1 strain was novel in that it was more deadly for those of younger ages, unlike the seasonal flu, in which mortality is highest among older adults. The CDC estimates that 80 percent of H1N1 deaths were of those younger than 65 years—the most economically productive or potentially productive segments of the population.

Health and mortality also intersect with migration issues. Displaced populations—refugees, asylum seekers, and internally displaced persons—are especially vulnerable to disease outbreaks. One example is refugees from the fight for liberation in East Pakistan (now Bangladesh) in 1971. By that May, 9 million refugees had fled into India, and when the rains came in June, the population streaming into refugee camps swelled, as did cholera, which thrived in the wet, unsanitary environment. In fact, this is the first public-health situation in which the miraculous oral rehydration solution mentioned earlier in this chapter was first used. Social distancing—a catch phrase from COVID-19 but a common prevention strategy—and other preventative measures are difficult in crowded camps. When vulnerable populations already have a hard time getting basic needs such as clean water, it is unrealistic to expect delivery of personal protective equipment. Even migrants and refugees living in developed states are especially vulnerable, as they are overrepresented among the homeless population. We also see how public-health crises affect refugee operations. As COVID-19 became widespread in March 2020, the International Organization for Migration and the UNHCR announced a temporary suspension of resettlement travel for refugees. Seach and rescue operations were suspended in the dangerous transit corridor of the central Mediterranean.

Finally, health and mortality intersect with environmental issues. In our discussion of zoonoses, we saw how diseases jump from animals to humans. Ebola only spills over from animals to humans when tropical rain forests are clear-cut and roosting bats displaced or when people consume infected chimpanzees. Climate change also exacerbates disease, in ways we have just begun to understand. The geographic distribution of diseases carried by the Aedes aegypti mosquito, such as Zika, dengue, and chikungunya, are increasing because of climate instability. When winters are not cold enough to kill mosquitoes and when mosquito season grows longer because of shorter winters, then mosquitoes end up in new climates where the population may not have immunity to diseases they commonly carry. The same goes for ticks and other creatures that carry vector-borne diseases, such as Lyme disease. Changing rainfall patterns, high temperatures, and humidity are three factors that influence the distribution of vector-borne, disease-producing pathogens, and all of these are affected by climate change.

When we’re using mortality and disease trends to inform forecasts about political, economic, and social trends, one of the flags should be cases that deviate from expected patterns. On the whole, life expectancy gets longer, rates of communicable diseases decrease with development, and technological progress gives us greater understanding into tackling early death from NCDs. So, when life expectancy declines, as it did in the United States over recent years, or when rates of diseases such as cholera spike, we have the opportunity to review how well we’ve invested in our health foundation and should heed the warning to do better now so we can be healthier in the future.





CHAPTER 4 People on the Move

If you could make it past her platinum hair, arched brows, dark lashes, and pouty lips, you might notice actress Tippi Hedren’s perfect manicure. In the style of the time, Hedren and her glossy, elegantly rounded nails graced the big screen in Alfred Hitchcock’s 1963 film The Birds and in dozens of other films.

It was those nails that drew the eyes of a group of refugee women Hedren was working with through her outreach as an international relief coordinator with Food for the Hungry. After the United States wound down its involvement in Vietnam and Saigon fell to the communist North Vietnamese, South Vietnamese refugees fled for the United States and elsewhere. As Hedren aided the so-called boat people from her station on a rented Australian battleship in the South China Sea, the actress and the refugees developed a deep connection. Once back in California, she continued working with the refugee camps there. When the women she encountered in Camp Hope complimented Hedren’s nails, she had the idea to fly in her personal manicurist, Dusty Coots, every weekend to teach nail technology to 20 promising young women. One of those original 20, Thuan Le, recalls that Hedren encouraged them to learn the novel technique of silk nail wrapping because they could earn more money than traditional manicures paid. And earn they did. From its humble start in a Sacramento refugee camp in 1975, the Vietnamese-dominated nail industry today is worth $7.5 billion. As those first 20 women worked and grew their businesses, word spread to friends and family back in Vietnam and among those already in the United States. Today, about 80 percent of California’s licensed manicurists are Vietnamese, as are 45 percent of all manicurists in the United States.

Like Chinese investors in Sydney, Pakistani construction workers in Abu Dhabi, or Korean greengrocers in New York, people who move to find opportunities play an important role in driving the train of migration worldwide. The remarkable story of Vietnamese nail salons in America not only illustrates the importance of networks in facilitating migration from one country to another but also shows how the line between political and economic migrants can blur. This situation is not unique and is often problematic.

Vietnamese migrants in the United States are a small fraction of the 272 million people today living outside their country of birth. Altogether, these migrants would be the fifth most populous country in the world. Of course, they’re not all together, and it’s their dispersal across the globe and their diversity that makes issues of migration so politically, economically, and socially interesting.

What drives people to leave home? Who moves? How does migration change both sending and receiving societies? Why do some countries have more open borders than others? And how should we expect migration—and reactions to it—to change in the future? Throughout this chapter, we’ll explore each of these questions in depth and consider how issues of identity, law, and capitalism play a role in the movement of people across borders. While migration is the least predictable of the three population drivers (fertility, mortality, and migration), we can observe patterns that help us better project the impact of migration in a world of 8 billion people—and what it might mean for our understanding of the world more generally.

One way to think about why people move is to zoom out and consider the structures within which people live and work. One structure is the global economy, which operates as a series of transactions between countries and corporations of various sizes, places, and power. Industrialization drove the first era of mass global migration between 1850 and 1914, but between World War I and the end of World War II, global migration declined because of conflict, xenophobia, economic stagnation, and tighter national borders. After 1949 migration again picked up, due in large part to the new opportunities created by global economic growth.

As we know, such opportunities aren’t evenly distributed around the globe—the great divide between wealthier and poorer countries is clearly reflected in migration patterns. Naturally, migrants are generally more attracted to places with higher earning potential.

Place matters in other ways as well. Geography, particularly proximity, is always a factor in shaping flows of people: It’s the simple reason why more Mexicans go to the United States than to Europe and why sub-Saharan Africa hosts more than a quarter of the world’s refugees.

Relative power is its own structure. As an example, many European countries have relationships with their former colonies and often receive migrants from them in a unidirectional flow, such as South Asians to the United Kingdom. Proximity aside, economic structure and the distribution of power help us understand why migration follows a clear pattern—individual choices about whether or not to move are constrained by place in society, access to means and information, and even the confines and expectations of cultures.

At this macro level are other theories about why people move. Some of these theories treat societies much like biological organisms, which they assume to have a natural tendency toward equilibrium. One such example is the classic push–pull model of migration, the theory that likely first comes to mind for most readers who try to understand why people move. This model assumes that lack of economic or political opportunity “pushes” people to emigrate, while at the same time a chance to work or gain freedom “pulls” migrants to particular destinations. Migration theoretically continues until there’s no longer a strong push or a strong pull, when the system reaches equilibrium. For decades, lack of job opportunities in Mexico “pushed” emigrants while the promise of jobs “pulled” them to the United States. After the 2008 recession, there were fewer jobs in the United States, and because of population aging, Mexico’s youngest working-age cohorts began to peak, meaning wages there started to rise. Fewer migrants left Mexico, and high numbers left the United States to return home. The system began to equalize.

What’s nice about the push–pull framework is its simplicity; that’s also what’s problematic. If lack of opportunity or repression were alone enough to push people to leave, we would see far greater numbers of migrants around the world. With this framework, it’s hard to see why anyone would stay in a poor, conflict-ridden country when they could move to a richer, stable one. We know there’s more to migration than these macro-level theories illuminate, because although stories of migration pervade the media, global migration rates have stayed stable during the past 50 years, with only 2 to 4 percent of the world’s people living outside of their countries of origin. Obviously, there’s something missing from a purely structural account of migration flows.

We might buy that the global capitalist structure or the historical relationships between countries such as India and the United Kingdom drive the direction of migration flows, particularly from poor to rich settings, but it can be hard to see how those large-scale factors end up directly affecting the decisions of a particular person or family to move. Micro-level theories complement the macro by considering the influence of family ties, individual beliefs, or practices in shaping migration flows. Migration to reunify families is one example; a mother or father may leave their home country to find work elsewhere, save money, and then try to bring their family to the new country a few years later.

Between these broad and narrow theories is another set of theories that attribute migration patterns to factors such as the “migration industry,” immigrant communities, or businesses that cater to migrants, all of which help facilitate and shape flows. The growth of the Vietnamese nail industry in America from the initial 20 women trained in the refugee camp is a perfect example of the importance of those network ties and helps explain how the robust Vietnamese American community of today came to be. The presence of some Vietnamese in the US nail industry and their ties back to Vietnam makes that line of work more accessible to those in Vietnam wishing to emigrate to the United States to work; thus, the pattern continues and deepens.

As we consider various historical, contemporary, and even future migration throughout this chapter, we can keep these macro-level, micro-level, and intermediate-level (also known as meso-level) theories in mind. No one theory is “right”—all have value in shedding light on particular cases and situations, which is the very purpose of theory. As we continue to deepen our understanding of global migration, our next big question is: Who moves?

• • •

It’s a common myth that migrants are the world’s poorest and least skilled, but it takes money and know-how to leave the country in which you were born and find a new home—think of the knowledge it takes just to get a passport in an industrialized country or a visa to visit a country that requires one, plus the need for a second language, time to fill out bureaucratic paperwork, and so on. The same is true of internal migration, even though the barriers are fewer. The poorest citizens in the world’s poorest countries aren’t able to afford to emigrate, and many wouldn’t have a clue how to navigate the process. In 2013, less than 3 percent of impoverished Niger’s population, for example, lived outside its borders. But India, Bangladesh, China, Pakistan, and Mexico—all rapidly developing countries—are major sources of international migrants, dispersed across the globe. According to the United Nations, the Indian diaspora counted 18 million Indians abroad in 2019—the top spot. Given that India has 1.3 billion people and an increasingly educated and skilled population, that’s unsurprising. What’s a bit more surprising is that Mexico, with one-tenth of India’s population, had the second highest diaspora population in 2019, at 12 million. Geography clearly plays a role, as Mexico shares a long and somewhat porous border with one of the richest countries in the world. Other major diaspora countries in 2019 were China with 11 million, Russia with 10 million, and Syria with 8 million.

It’s obvious from the makeup of that list that both conflict and economic factors play a role in which countries are the world’s top senders; those same factors determine where they go as well; namely, places that are conflict-free and with economic opportunities. High-income countries are home to almost two-thirds of all international migrants; the lowest income countries have only 4 percent, and the rest reside in middle-income countries.* Between 2000 and 2010, the migration “corridor” from China to the United States was the third largest in the world, partly due to the large number of Chinese students at US universities. While migration to the Global North—advanced, industrialized countries—is still robust, migration within the Global South—less developed countries—has been increasing, particularly within Asia. In fact, by 2019 the China–US “corridor” had dropped to seventh largest in volume of migrants, below the 12 million who traversed from Mexico to the United States, the 3.7 million from Syria to Turkey, the 3.4 million from India to UAE, the 3.35 million from Russia to Ukraine and another 3.3 million in the reverse flow, and finally the 3.1 million from Bangladesh to India.

In some countries, emigration is a pillar of the economy—it would collapse without the “export” of human capital. The Philippines is one example. The Philippines has been one of the world’s most reliable providers of foreign labor during the past couple of decades, with 2.2 million overseas foreign workers (OFWs) in 2019 out of a population of just over 100 million. Some portray migration as a last resort, as a haphazard by-product of domestic and global dynamics. We can also see it as a deliberate strategy, as it is in the Philippines, where the government takes an active role in helping its citizens find jobs outside the country. With an underdeveloped economy at home, OFWs have become an integral part of the Filipino economy, sending back billions upon billions of dollars to support their families. In just 6 months of 2019, Filipino OFWs sent back 211.9 billion pesos, or $4.7 billion. In fact, many economists have criticized the country’s leaders for depending on migration instead of developing.

But, not everyone moves by choice. That’s true historically and today. The United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime defines human trafficking as “the acquisition of people by improper means such as force, fraud or deception, with the aim of exploiting them.” Africa experienced negative population growth between 1600 and 1900 in the largest scale of human trafficking imaginable, with at least 12 million Africans loaded as human cargo onto ships bound for the Americas and other parts of the world. The exploitation of African slaves was a complex system perpetrated by the highest levels of government and the most powerful countries in the world, making complicit a host of actors along the way. Today’s slavery is most often perpetrated by transnational networks of organized crime. Those African slaves were trafficked to toil in fields; today, about half of trafficked people are trafficked for sexual exploitation, sometimes forced into marriage. Among adult women, who compose just under half of trafficked persons, 77 percent are trafficked for sexual exploitation, 14 percent for forced labor, and 9 percent for other exploitation, such as forced involvement in criminal activity or begging. Two out of every 10 trafficked persons is an adult male, and the reasons for their trafficking are nearly reversed: 17 percent for sexual exploitation, 67 percent for forced labor in industries such as mining and fishing, 1 percent for organ removal, and 15 percent for other forms of exploitation. Scale is another difference between historical trafficking and today’s. In 2018, the number of recorded human trafficking cases reached 49,000 (although that number is a fraction of the cases the United Nations estimates actually exist), whereas during slavery, flows out of Africa remade the demographics of entire countries. The slave trade was a massive transatlantic flow; today’s trafficking victims are generally sent to the same subregion or region or frequently trafficked within their own national borders.

I mention trafficking because it is a form of migration, but historical slavery and contemporary trafficking introduce a host of complex factors that deserve extended treatment and are not the focus of this chapter nor of this book. Trafficking, by definition, lacks consent of the person being moved, and such persons are trafficked to labor in the world’s most dangerous jobs, such as mining, deep-sea fishing, pornography, or child soldiering. Smuggling, however, is an important part of the migration story in this chapter. In contrast to trafficking, would-be migrants generally consent to being smuggled. Although the United Nations and many others conflate the two as equally negative, for many living in conflict-ridden countries, smugglers are the only way out, the only hope for a better future. Yet, there’s some truth to this conflation: The displaced and desperate make ideal victims, especially when smugglers promise them deliverance to safety, only to trick them along the way and traffic them into a situation as dangerous as the one they fled. Human trafficking networks thrive on conflicts such as Syria’s: as the UN Office of Drugs and Crime found in its 2016 report, Syria experienced a “rapid increase” in victims after the start of the civil war.

This brings us to our last major category of migrants, those forcibly displaced, including refugees, asylum seekers, and those internally displaced, which we examine in greater detail later in the chapter.

Legally, refugees are migrants who have crossed an international border and are seeking resettlement in a third country through legal pathways. Asylum seekers are migrants who do not have legal migration status and who have already crossed an international border or borders in order to apply for asylum; according to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), they “have crossed an international border in search of protection but . . . have not yet had their claims decided.” To illustrate, a Syrian refugee might cross into Turkey, register with the United Nations there, and eventually be resettled in Germany. A Syrian asylum-seeker might cross through Turkey, make his way across Eastern Europe, and apply for asylum after arriving in Germany. Refugees and asylum seekers are just a fraction of the world’s forcibly displaced people, a category that includes those internally displaced, meaning forced to leave their homes but still within their home country’s borders, and stateless persons, meaning those who can’t get citizenship anywhere. The area of the world where statelessness has become an endemic problem is also an area of the world where population growth is the highest, and conflict is as well. It may be surprising to learn that the majority of those displaced today aren’t refugees at all, they’re internally displaced, more than 55 million at the end of 2020, 48 million of which were displaced by conflict and violence. An additional 26 million people are refugees, and another 4.2 million are asylum seekers. There also 4.2 million stateless people on record, but likely millions more uncounted. Altogether, the UNHCR estimates that conflict and persecution have forced 1 percent of the world’s people to flee their homes.

As it did for nonemergency migration, the great divide in population trends of the twenty-first century shows up in refugee situations in both expected and unexpected ways. As we would expect, the 79.5 million forcibly displaced people (as of end-2019) across the globe hail from the poorest, least democratic, or most unstable countries in the world. In fact, 68 percent of the world’s refugees come from only five countries: Syria, Venezuela, Afghanistan, South Sudan, and Myanmar. It may be more surprising to learn that the burden of displacement today doesn’t fall on high-income countries, such as the United States or Australia. Instead, 79.5 percent of the people forcibly displaced today are being hosted by developing countries such as Lebanon, Jordan, Turkey, Pakistan, Iran, Ethiopia, and Kenya. Turkey, gateway to Europe from the conflict-ridden Middle East, had 3.6 million refugees at the end of 2019. Colombia and Pakistan hosted 1.8 million and 1.4 million, respectively, and Uganda had 1.4 million. The only high-income country in the top five refugee-hosting countries was Germany, with 1.1 million. The issue is even more complex when we consider that refugee crises almost exclusively occur in the poorest areas of the world, and, contrary to media images, most refugees are not in camps. Instead, they are dispersed among the local population, which creates its own set of issues as these displaced persons compete with locals for housing and jobs.

Although they shoulder far less of the burden, richer countries go to great lengths to keep refugees and asylum seekers out. “Fortress Europe”—with tight controls on who gets in—arose during the 1990s as asylum became increasingly politicized. In 1992, the European Union established the principle of “safe third-country” states as a buffer zone around Europe. This meant it could reject someone seeking asylum in Europe if that person transited to Europe via a “safe country” on the principal that the person could be safely returned to the safe country and avoid persecution. There are other laws and practices along these lines. According to the Dublin Regulation, asylum seekers arriving in Europe are not able to choose which country processes, and potentially grants or denies, their asylum application. In practice, that means a migrant transiting to Europe via the Mediterranean may land in Italy or Greece but try to make his or her way to Germany undetected before applying for asylum. Italy and Greece may turn a blind eye so that they do not have to deal with applications in an already overloaded asylum system. The designation of “refugee” was political from the start—Palestinians don’t fall under the mandate of the United Nations refugee agency, but have their own agency, the United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestinian Refugees in the Middle East (UNRWA). The UNRWA manages refugee camps and provides aid for the original Palestinians who fled home as a result of the 1947–1948 war in Palestine and their descendants. Those who lived in Mandatory Palestine between June 1946 and May 1948 and who lost their homes and means of livelihood as a result of the 1948 Arab–Israeli conflict are considered refugees, as are their patrilineal descendants, no matter where those descendants have citizenship. In 1950, the number of Palestinians eligible for UNRWA services numbered 750,000. Four generations later the number has grown to 5.6 million.

From the poor Somali trafficked for forcible organ removal to the wealthy Singaporean businesswoman moving to a posh corner of London, there’s no “typical” migrant today. All sorts of people move, and for all sorts of reasons, but it’s how their arrival affects their new communities and how it affects the dynamics of the communities that they leave behind that we now turn to.

• • •

The United States is known as a “country of immigration,” but its neighbor to the north models how immigration can change a country’s composition and the very definition of nationhood more acutely. More than one in five Canadians is a first-generation migrant,† and Canada was one of the first countries in the world to adopt an explicit policy valuing multiculturalism, where citizens are encouraged to keep their identities and take pride in their ancestry. At the same time, even a diverse, liberal country such as Canada is not immune to debates over immigration. Pockets of Canadians have vocally and vehemently resisted the changes immigration can bring, including French Canadians, who “were not interested in being demoted to one of many ‘cultures’ ” and are concentrated in the province of Quebec, which uses an integration policy instead of multiculturalism to preserve its distinctiveness. Resistance to immigration happens across cultures, times, and polities because when people move, they move their skills, beliefs, values, and problems along with them—the good and the bad, the similar and the unique. Immigration can change receiving societies by giving them a huge economic boost. It can also cause tremendous backlash among the native-born population. The identity politics within Western democracies these days is clear evidence of the latter, and the combination of low fertility and high immigration in this set of countries means there’s more to come.

Just as trends in fertility and mortality fundamentally alter a population’s size and composition, so does migration. Demographer David Coleman has labeled the change in ethnic composition within societies as a result of long-term migration the third demographic transition to show how fundamental and permanent the shift is.‡ When studying immigration, there’s a tendency to focus on new immigrants, but the big changes often come with subsequent generations. Although there’s no set definition, in migration research we typically define people born outside the country in which they reside as first-generation immigrants, and second-generation immigrants are defined as native-born persons with both parents foreign-born. Adding those two categories together we get “persons with a migration background,” which in Australia was already 45 percent of those ages 20 to 29 in 2005. Australia’s 2016 census showed nearly half of Australians had at least one parent born abroad. Persons with a migration background numbered 37.5 percent in Switzerland in 2018, 32.5 percent in Canada, and 20 to 30 percent in Sweden, the United States, the Netherlands, France, and the United Kingdom. In Germany, only one parent without German citizenship by birth qualifies someone as having a migration background in the state’s eyes. In 2017, approximately 19.3 million people in Germany were in this category, 23.5 percent of Germany’s population and 4.4 percent higher than in 2016. These percentages are only increasing over time with new immigration.

Looking more closely at Europe illustrates the significant changes in size and composition immigration brings. Cross-border movement within Europe has been going on for centuries, and the continent has seen periods of mass exodus, too—between 1850 and 1914, about 55 million people left Europe to settle elsewhere. But Europe is relatively new to the receiving end, a change fostered by decolonization, growth in non-European populations around the world, rapid economic growth, and the creation of the European Union as a free trade and migration zone. Given the newness of this status, it’s not really surprising that immigration is hotly debated in the European political arena. Immigration changes the racial, cultural, and religious composition of a community, and such changes are not always welcome. Many of the immigrants to European states come from other European states; migration from east to west is still popular, even decades after the end of the Cold War shook up Soviet bloc countries and freed its people to move elsewhere. These changes matter, but it’s the non-European immigrants that are making some of the most obvious changes in composition and fueling right-leaning political movements. In particular, religious changes are becoming an important part of the political narrative around migration.

Remember, when people move their identities come with them—differences in ethnicity or religion are thrown into stark relief. While still a small fraction, Muslims are increasing as a proportion of Europe’s population, and that growth is creating angst among some non-Muslim Europeans, particularly those who adhere to a strong ideal of secularism, as in France, or Christianity, as in Poland. Muslims composed almost 5 percent of Europe’s population in 2016, and even if there were no new immigration, with natural increase that proportion would grow to 7.4 percent by 2050, according to projections by the Pew Research Center. With regular migration (assuming the record-high refugee flows of the latter 2010s stops), the proportion of Muslims could reach 11.2 percent. This composition shift is magnified by the aging and shrinking of Europe’s non-Muslim population. Excess of deaths over births meant the non-Muslim population decreased by 1.67 million between 2010 and 2016 while the Muslim population increased by 2.92 million from excess births over deaths. Net migration added even more to the latter. But a Muslim majority is not in Europe’s near future: Even if the refugee flows of 2014–2016 continued, along with regular immigration, Muslims would only make up 14 percent of Europe’s population by mid-century. In fact, almost half of the recent migrants to Europe were non-Muslim, and significant portions were Christian. The most likely scenario, a doubling of the proportion of Muslims, is notable, but not nearly as high as much of the political rhetoric in Europe leads us to believe. Still, change is hard on a society, particularly demographic change. More important from a political perspective, the demographic impact of immigration to Europe is uneven. Germany was one of the most desired destinations for asylum seekers who entered the European Union via the Mediterranean or Turkey during the 2015 refugee crisis. As of 2016 (which was before the influx of asylum seekers), Germany has a large number of Muslims—4.9 million—but they’re only 6 percent of the population. Other countries have higher proportions: Bulgaria (11.1 percent), France (8.8 percent), and Sweden (8.1 percent).

In the Pew Research Center’s projections to 2050, with high immigration of refugees and economic migrants, Germany’s population would reach 20 percent Muslim, 11 percent in the medium scenario with consistent levels of immigration, and 9 percent in the zero-migration scenario. Whichever happens, when it comes to politics, the actual numbers of migrants rarely matters as much as does the perception of those numbers.

Although the sources of migrants and the numbers are different, the politics of immigration is just as heated in the United States, home to the world’s highest number of international migrants—defined as the number of people living in a country in which they were not born—at 45 million. That’s about one-fifth of the world’s migrants just in the United States. Immigrants have been an increasing proportion of the US population since the passage of major immigration reform in 1965. That reform, known as the Hart–Celler Act, rolled back the nativist 1924 Johnson–Reed Act that established a national origins quota system to prevent immigration of Southern Europeans and Asians. The 1965 reform was passed smack in the middle of the US civil rights movement, just 1 year after Congress passed the Civil Rights Act that banned discrimination on the basis of race, religion, color, sex, or national origin. The removal of those national origins quotas quickly remade the US immigrant population, first increasing the proportion of Southern Europeans, and then non-Europeans in general. As of 2018, more than 13 percent of the US population was foreign-born. Three-quarters of US immigrants are legal, leaving 11 million unauthorized immigrants in the country, down from a record 12.3 million in 2007. The US migrant population is diverse, as the top global destination for migrants since 1970, even despite slower flows since the 2008 financial crisis. If trends in new arrivals and births to immigrant parents continue, immigrants and their descendants could account for 88 percent of US population growth through 2065.

• • •

Given all of the domestic changes immigration brings, how do governments and their people calculate the pros and cons? Why do some countries decide the benefits of allowing immigrants are worth the challenges?

Although the rhetoric is often magnanimous, only rarely do humanitarian considerations drive immigration policies. Even multicultural Canada’s immigration policy is skills-based, not based on reunifying families—economic considerations predominate. The Persian Gulf states have the world’s highest share of foreign-born people, mostly temporary labor migrants from the Indian subcontinent, and they are prohibited from permanently settling. Those countries that are currently the world’s top immigrant receivers, the United States, Canada, the United Kingdom, Australia, Germany, the Russian Federation, and Italy, have all benefited from an influx of high- and low-skilled workers to fill domestic labor shortages. As we know, population aging means shrinking workforces in all of these countries—should we expect more liberal immigration policies to compensate for rising median ages? To answer, let’s first look at the economics. Without future immigration, Europe’s population would shrink from about 521 million to about 482 million by mid-century, but with steady levels of regular immigration, the population size will remain fairly stable, according to Pew projections. Immigrants have a relatively younger age profile: More than 75 percent of the people who applied for asylum in EU-27 countries in 2019 and 2020 were younger than 35 years, and just under half (47 percent) were between ages 18 and 34. But European economies have to be structurally equipped to receive extra labor, and with unemployment rates already high, particularly for youth, it’s clear those structures are not in place. And not all “migrants” are the same; for example, accepting more refugees and asylees won’t necessarily solve the labor shortages from population aging. The influx of refugees to Europe from Syria and other war-torn areas only offsets economic losses from population aging if migrants are allowed to obtain employment, if they are quickly economically integrated, and if their skill sets match Europe’s labor market needs. Syrians of all skill sets have emigrated, but we know from research in other settings that for various reasons, including lack of established networks and a mismatch between skills and labor demands in the destination country, refugees often have lower employment rates than those of economic migrants. Even with immigration, Europe’s age structure will grow older (not all immigrants are children who could bring the median age way down, and any immigrants who stay will age).

We also have to consider the political consequences of more liberal immigration. Immigration partly offsets population aging, but to replace retiring workers, European states would have to virtually swing their doors open to migrants—an untenable policy in an atmosphere of increasing resentment against Muslim immigrants and public concerns about native youth unemployment. In projections by the Pew Research Center, with regular immigration patterns, Sweden’s Muslim population could rise to 21 percent by 2050 and because of past immigration would reach 11 percent even absent any future immigration. If the record-high immigration of 2014–2016 continued, almost one-third of Sweden’s population would be Muslim. That’s not likely to fly with some voters.

When countries open to immigration, it’s often for economic reasons; when they close their doors, more often than not it’s for nativist ones. There are many countries in the world with very low levels of immigration by design. Japan is a global innovator in figuring out ways to avoid increasing immigration by trying to bring more women and older persons into the workforce and using technology in place of eldercare workers. The same is true for South Korea, although it has been more open in the past few years. What we have to remember is that openness to immigration is a choice, not a necessity, even for the most aged countries on the planet. Much of that choice is driven by fear of change, a fear that is pervasive globally, historically, and culturally.

• • •

In the sixth book of L. Frank Baum’s fictional Land of Oz series, The Emerald City of Oz (published in 1910), Princess Ozma, the rightful ruler of Oz, fights off invading gnomes while simultaneously welcoming Dorothy, Aunt Em, and Uncle Henry as permanent new residents of Oz. Toward the end of the book, Ozma says:

It seems to me there are entirely too many ways for people to get to the Land of Oz. We used to think the deadly desert that surrounds us was enough protection; but that is no longer the case. . . . So I believe something must be done to cut us off from the rest of the world entirely, so that no one in the future will ever be able to intrude on us.

As author Bruce Handy notes, the New York–born Baum was finishing his Oz series during the peak of immigration from Europe to the United States and the growing anti-immigration sentiment. That sentiment manifested in the Immigration Act of 1907, one of several restrictive laws debated around that time in the wake of increasing angst about immigration to the United States. As a result of the 1907 law, a commission, named the Dillingham Commission, investigated immigration patterns and found that “new immigrants,” those from Southern and Eastern Europe, were a threat to American society and culture. The Dillingham Commission report would eventually result in America’s extremely exclusionary laws of the 1920s, including the aforementioned Johnson–Reed Act. Princess Ozma, then, captures well the pervasive sentiment toward immigrants in the United States at the time.

Other “countries of immigration” have similar histories. Australia’s illustrates the tension between humanitarian, economic, and nativist concerns. Home first to native aboriginal peoples, then famously a settler colony for English prisoners, Australia has been responding to its popularity as a destination for those seeking a better life throughout its history as a nation-state. Despite the importance of migration for shaping Australia’s population profile today, the country has one of the world’s toughest border policies. It turns back boats filled with those seeking asylum, detains migrants in overcrowded centers, and refuses resettlement—it has even excised several outlying islands from its jurisdiction in order to evade the laws requiring due process for asylum seekers if they reach the state via one of these excised territories.

The first modern wave of boats arriving to Australia for sanctuary was in 1976, transporting Vietnamese fleeing the war. More recently, boats carrying those fleeing conflicts in the Middle East and South Asia have found an unsympathetic reception. In August 2001, when a Norwegian freighter, the MV Tampa, rescued and then transported 438 Afghan asylum seekers to Christmas Island, an Australian territory, Australia’s Howard government refused the ship’s entry. The event was intensely publicized, and increasingly hostile public sentiment toward the illegal arrivals characterized this period, giving the Howard government the mandate to act accordingly. Introduced a few weeks later in September 2001, the “Pacific Solution,” which allows Australia to house asylum seekers in detention centers throughout Pacific Island nations, rather than on the Australian mainland, enjoyed the bipartisan backing of Howard’s Liberal Party and the Labour opposition. One of these is the poor island of Nauru, which agreed to house asylum seekers for Australia in exchange for millions of dollars in aid and processing fees. In 2013 Australia went even further, excising even the mainland from the migration zone, meaning that someone arriving illegally, such as by boat, and hoping to obtain a visa or apply for asylum may not do so. If it sounds like fancy legal maneuvering to simply say that no one may show up in Australia and apply for asylum, that’s because it is.

Australia’s harsh policies are out of sync with its relatively open economic immigration policies and are partly driven by public disdain for the perceived “queue jumping” of those trying to arrive illegally. Despite social strains, because Australia has important relationships with sending countries in the region, politicians will walk a fine line between appeasing nativist interests and migrant communities. These opposing pressures in democracies with immigration backgrounds are ever present.

Case Study: Refugees, Asylum Seekers, and the Limits of International Law

In May of 2015, thousands of ethnic Rohingya from Myanmar crowded into rickety boats, their bodies so tightly packed they threatened to spill into the water at the slightest tip from a wave. And many did, swallowed by the ocean, succumbing to the very fate they had fled from in the first place: death. The people who filled these boats were part of the rare but sizeable number of around 4 million stateless persons across the globe.§ They weren’t citizens of any country, and no one would take them in. Country after country denied them landfall, shirking any obligation to help. So they drifted, stranded in the Andaman Sea, west of Thailand, in what the media termed “floating coffins.” Many starved to death; others died of dehydration. Like an apocalyptic nightmare, the living were forced to toss the dead, including babies and children, overboard. This is the exact situation international refugee law was designed to prevent, but as with so many international laws, there are ways around it.

According to the 1951 United Nations Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees, a refugee is someone who, “owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion, is outside the country of his nationality, and is unable to, or owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country.” That treaty, and the 1967 Protocol that affirms it, is supposed to protect groups such as the Rohingya, but leaders from Thailand, Malaysia, Indonesia, and Australia claimed they couldn’t be sure that the people on the boats were actually fleeing persecution; some of them were surely just economic migrants looking for a better life, and if so, there was no legal obligation to take them in. These people needed to go through the usual channels, not crash-land. Or, as Australian prime minister Tony Abbott said of the Rohingya boat people: “I’m sorry. If you want to start a new life, you come through the front door, not through the back door.” Similarly, the 2015 European migrant crisis demonstrated both the difficulty in disentangling economic and conflict migrants and the limits of international law. Sovereign states such as Hungary could and did close their borders to migrants, citing as justification the intermixing of economic migrants with asylum seekers who might qualify to receive refuge under international law.

Since inception, there have been significant problems with the governance—or lack thereof—of refugees and asylum seekers. Here are five reasons why.

First, refugees were not always an international political concern, nor were they always framed as a “problem.” Caroline Moorehead, in her book Human Cargo, relates how political refugees Voltaire and Jean-Jacques Rousseau were considered assets, not liabilities. The international community became more concerned about refugees after the breakup of the Austro-Hungarian and Ottoman empires after World War I. Then, in the show of goodwill and cooperation that abounded in the aftermath of World War II, the international community formed an international refugee regime, or set of laws, to govern such displacement. Part of the impetus was the feeling that what happened to refugees who were turned away by countries like America as they fled Hitler¶ should never happen again. But another part was political. Western states designed the international refugee system at the beginning of the Cold War to send a message that people wanted to flee communism for the West, a victory in this burgeoning ideological war. Once the Cold War ended, though, and that sharp divide disappeared, the ideological message sent by refugees no longer resonated. Refugees had been fleeing “the enemy,” but the end of the Cold War threw into disarray who the enemy was.

The second is a design flaw: The global community saw refugees from World War II and those at the beginning of the Cold War as a short-term problem, and in the euphoria of triumph over evil, they did not foresee the waves of ethnic conflict that would erupt across Africa during the 1990s or the turmoil across the Middle East and many parts of the world today. Compared to today’s intractable civil wars, World War II was brief. The global refugee regime is the strongest international law governing international migration, but it’s myopic.

The third problem is that states can easily circumvent obligations to help those being persecuted. When people flee countries mired in conflict and plagued with broken economies and political repression, they are doing so for good reason. But, to qualify for resettlement, the specific reason for fleeing must be covered by the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees and the 1967 Protocol. When those seeking a better economic future are mixed with those fleeing political persecution, as happened with the Rohingya from Myanmar, even liberal democracies claim grounds to deny them entry. There are other gaps, too. Although the media warns of impending waves of “climate refugees,” climate change is not a qualifying reason for resettlement, and thus the term is inaccurate. Those facing natural disasters from climate change are more likely to be treated as economic migrants in search of a better life than as refugees. An arsenal of national and international laws address various aspects of immigration, but children often slip through the cracks. In 2014, the US Border Patrol apprehended more than 68,000 children trying to reach the United States without an adult—a 77 percent increase from the year before. Many of these children were fleeing gang violence in countries with the world’s highest homicide rates. These children have generally sought asylum on those grounds, but they face a tough sell. Others are fleeing general poverty or abusive situations at home and are far outside the scope of asylum policy. Illegal migrants are technically law-breakers, so countries see them as perpetrators, but the many who have fled horrors and suffer exploitation are also victims. Advocates have argued for better safeguards for the maintenance of these child asylum seekers’ well-being and rights, such as government-sponsored legal aid and child advocates. The large number of children fleeing Syria has demonstrated the continued importance of attention to this issue. And those gaps extend to adults as well. Throughout the autumn of 2018, the thousands of Central American emigrants who traveled northward in large groups trying to reach the southern US border, cross, and claim asylum faced significant issues justifying their claims under the 1951 and 1967 agreements.

Fourth, numbers used to be smaller. The USSR limited emigration, so absolute numbers of refugees and asylum seekers from the Soviet Union to Europe and other places was far smaller than the rush that happened after the Cold War, when conflicts erupted across Europe, Africa, and the Middle East. With 80 million forcibly displaced persons today, the numbers are overwhelming.

Fifth, terrorist attacks in Europe and 9/11 in the United States have securitized migration in general, but especially migration from conflict areas. (Securitization here means linking migration to existential threats to society.) Highly publicized terrorist events committed by people of immigrant backgrounds living in the West has fueled anti-immigrant sentiment, which in turn feeds the resentment of some migrants and their radicalization, perpetuating the cycle. Immigrants to liberal states increasingly come from states rife with conflict and that are hotbeds of extremism, giving rise to the perception that immigrants themselves are terrorists. This perception is reflected in policies. Although the United States has resettled more refugees than any other country since the creation of its federal Refugee Resettlement Program in 1980, under the Trump administration the number was drastically cut, to 18,000 in FY 2020 and 15,000 in FY 2021, and it was proclaimed that the United States would no longer take refugees from Syria. The Biden administration pledged to reraise the ceiling to 125,000 for FY 2022.

Given the variety of challenges—from legal wording, to political changes, to scale—we should expect a dismal fate for refugees, asylum seekers, and stateless persons. Since at least 1994, annual resettlement rates have never exceeded 1 percent of the global refugee population. The need for help is increasing, but no solution is coming.

• • •

We’ve seen significant resistance to migration. Policy makers wrongly see migration as a problem that can be dealt with by decreasing aspirations to migrate, rather than as an inevitable process driven by conflict, economic structures, and social networks. They promote development aid to sending countries as a panacea, but it takes generations of improved economic conditions for a country to become a net immigration rather than emigration country. After increased immigration in 2015, developed countries refocused efforts on deterring migration from less developed states by using development assistance. As scholars Michael Clemens and Hannah Postel argue, “Such policies seem intuitive: if there are more jobs and there is less violence at home, people may feel less compelled to move. However, these directives rarely rest on evidence that aid does, in fact, substantially deter migration.” By way of increasing people’s capabilities to migrate, aid (and the resulting development) tends to precipitate emigration—the opposite of what’s intended. It’s incredibly hard to figure out why people migrate, just as it is hard to identify one particular reason a couple might decide to have their first child, and so instituting policies to stop emigration is difficult. With the exception of closing borders—which is often effective—restrictive domestic policy does little to stop migration and makes it more dangerous. Such policies increase “irregular” (illegal) migration, encouraging the use of smugglers and closer ties to crime networks and creating incentives for permanent settlement among immigrants who might otherwise migrate seasonally for various economic opportunities, such as agricultural growing seasons. In addition, people with little reason to stay in their home countries aren’t generally deterred from trying to migrate.

The Global Compact for Safe, Orderly, and Regular Migration, negotiated and signed in 2018 by all 193 UN Member States except for the United States, which pulled out in 2017, recognizes that while most of the world’s approximately 250 million migrants emigrated deliberately and in an orderly way, there is a lack of regular—meaning legal—and safe pathways for all who want to migrate to do so. Yet, they do so anyway, and history repeats itself as the global community again faces a problem, a surprise, a crisis. To be sure, Europe’s 2015 migrant crisis was a major impetus for the compact, both because it overwhelmed Europe and because it put the lives of so many migrants at risk, but that spike wasn’t the first around the globe and it won’t be the last.

There are significant pressures for greater migration governance, but there are several significant barriers to an effective global migration regime. While the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly, and Regular Migration is the first global agreement on all facets of migration, not just refugees, it is nonbinding. And therein lies the rub.

State sovereignty is still the highest principle in international relations. As crises over multiple policy areas lately have shown, even the European Union itself is tenuous, and migration policy further divides EU members. The original EU agreement left issues of migration in the hands of states. It was less than 20 years ago, through the Treaty of Amsterdam, that states of the Schengen Area in the European Union gave up their right to control immigration visas and asylum; those decisions are now made at the EU level. As Brexit and the rise of anti-immigrant parties in Europe have shown, states do not want to lose control over who passes across their borders, particularly in this age of high alert over terrorism. Binding international agreements over any issue are hard to come by, let alone issues such as migration that have such divergent interests among states.

Those conflicting interests prevent consensus on migration. Rich countries need labor from poorer countries but face domestic pressures to restrict immigration, while poorer countries need richer ones to remain open so their emigrants can send home remittances and to relieve pressure on their own labor markets. There is a general lack of global leadership on immigration issues, and international agreements are impossible without effective leadership, particularly of powerful states. The world’s most powerful states benefit from the cheap labor and variety of skills that immigrants bring, and thus have no interest in regulating migration at an international level—they want to preserve the autonomy to decide who comes in and don’t want standards of care imposed on migrants already in their country. That global power is mostly concentrated in the world’s wealthiest states also constrains the ability of less developed states to represent their interests through global governance, as the paucity of signatures on the international conventions on migrant labor and migrant rights demonstrate (only 39 signatories in 2020, although adopted in 1990).

Scholar James Hampshire has also pointed out that few states openly embrace or codify a multicultural model (Canada is one of the few) and instead have significant nationalist pressures, something we’ll see in greater detail in Chapter 6.

There is no reason to expect debates over immigrant integration to become more sanguine, because liberal states have inherent contradictions that prohibit effective immigration policies. On the one hand, capitalism and liberal values encourage openness, and on the other, national identity and public opinion press for closure.

In closing, states are highly unlikely to form global solutions to migration because they see their sovereignty as paramount, the issue lacks global leadership, and the interests of more and less developed countries conflict. Yet people will keep moving. The future of migration will look a lot like the past, dooming many to poverty, exclusion, or death, and forcing tough—but ultimately unproductive—conversations about moral responsibility within liberal states.


• • •


* Using the World Bank income classifications, high-income countries are those with an average per capita income of $12,616 or higher. Middle-income countries have an average per capita income between $1,036 and $12,615.


† First-generation means foreign-born people that came through the Canadian immigration system.


‡ For reference, remember that the first transition was from high to low fertility and mortality, and the second transition was to super-low fertility.


§ As of the end of 2019. The United Nations estimates the actual number is higher but is unable to obtain a more accurate figure.


¶ Such as those aboard the ill-fated SS St. Louis in 1939.




PART 2
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HOW POPULATION TRENDS SHAPE OUR WORLD






CHAPTER 5 Warfare and Wombfare

In its simplest definition, politics is about who gets what, when, where, and how. But how are such political decisions made? Historically, one of the most important tools has been demographic data, often in the form of a national census. Around the world and throughout time, the census is controversial because it makes official who is the majority and who is the minority, and when policy makers have access to such demographic data, they use it to distribute resources, such as schools and infrastructure, and even to apportion political offices and seats in the legislature. Different-sized groups get access to different amounts of political power, no matter where in the world we’re talking about, so demography is universally at the heart of politics.

We see this vividly in Lebanon, home of one of the world’s most controversial censuses. In fact, the only official census to take place in Lebanon occurred in 1932 while Lebanon was under the French-administered Mandate for Syria and Lebanon. That census revealed three major religious divisions—Maronite Christians, Shiite Muslims, and Sunni Muslims—and counted Christians as having the slightest numerical edge, with 28.8 percent of the population. Since that time, seats in Lebanon’s parliament and appointed government positions, including president of the republic, the highest position of power, have been allocated using the outdated 1932 census. There is little doubt among demographers that Lebanon’s demographics have shifted since the 1932 census, with a shrinking proportion of Christians because of emigration and low fertility. But despite their increasing numbers, Muslims remain a permanent minority because the Christian-based political parties have no incentive to undertake a new census that would more accurately reflect Lebanon’s demographic reality. That’s a problem for the “minority” sects, who argue that they aren’t getting the resources or representation they deserve. Their exclusion has exacerbated resentment among this deeply divided country, which, although it has had some periods of sectarian harmony, has also experienced political crises, a violent civil war between religious sects, and 20 years without elections.

If there were a new census today, the resulting shift in political order could erupt into violence—arguably, the lack of a census preserves Lebanon’s tenuous peace. As political demographer Håvard Strand and colleagues have found, the very act of publishing census data is dangerous in states with unstable regimes. The Rohingya Muslims of Myanmar, described in Chapter 4, are a prime example. After the 1983 census in Myanmar, the government reported the Muslim percentage of the population as 4 percent, even though most scholars estimate that it was more than twice that. It has only grown since then. Strand and colleagues argue, “This now creates a thorny situation for the current government, as accurately reporting the current number of Rohingyas would provide evidence for a three-fold increase in the Muslim population over the last 30 years and support the widespread belief among the Buddhist majority population that the country is being overrun by Muslims.”

But demographics are no less controversial in stable regimes. That’s because these demographic changes are at heart about identity politics. Varying rates of fertility, mortality, and migration among different ethnicities, races, or religions connect to competition for resources and influence. Groups with high fertility will grow faster than others; migration of one ethnic group into an area predominated by a different ethnic group changes the composition of that region. Identities are fluid and subjective, but they are also measured and observed and assigned and claimed—in short, they matter. Identity politics is here to stay, and if we track demographic trends, we gain a greater understanding of both violent identity conflicts, such as genocide, and nonviolent identity conflicts, such as right-wing populism. These conflicts are about more than just demographics, of course, but they can’t be understood without appreciating the demographic dynamics that accompany them.

In Part I, we saw how policy interventions can shape fertility, mortality, and migration patterns. Here, we dig deeper to understand purposeful manipulation of population in order to gain political strength—a concept called demographic engineering. Two of the core scholars of demographic engineering, Myron Weiner and Michael Teitelbaum, define it as “the full range of government policies intended to affect the size, composition, distribution, and growth rate of a population.” Others, such as Paul Morland of the University of London, define it more narrowly as the manipulation of demography by groups in conflict, often along ethnic lines. Either way, the purpose of demographic engineering is to gain advantage over an opposing group. Many attempts at demographic engineering are fairly benign, taking the form of carrots, such as tax breaks or monthly subsidies for those with children, while other attempts are more coercive—particularly when policies take the form of sticks instead of carrots. The most insidious form of demographic engineering is genocide, exterminating a rival group to achieve political ends.

Genocide is often interpreted as a conflict over identity. But identity itself is complicated. Although most of us probably think of identity—race or ethnicity in particular—as fixed, in reality it is fluid; identity groups are “imagined communities” that shift over time. A prime example is Rwanda, a country infamous for its genocide and also one where social identities were worked and reworked throughout the twentieth century.

The Rwandan Genocide Memorial in Kigali vividly displays the creation and shifts of Rwanda’s identity categories and the atrocities that resulted along ethnic lines along a winding timeline that covers history before, during, and after colonization. Before colonization, Rwandan society was structured into 19 clans to which both Tutsi and Hutu belonged. For most of the twentieth century, the categories Hutu, Tutsi, and Twa denoted socioeconomic classes within clans and were fluid. Ethnic identity was traced through the paternal line, but mixed marriages among the three main groups had been common for centuries. The groups all spoke the same language, Kinyarwanda, practiced the same Imana religion, and shared a culture. Those practical similarities met an official end at the hands of Belgian colonial administrators, and Rwandans are still dealing with the violent social upheaval nearly a century later.

These Belgian outsiders designated anyone with at least 10 cows as Tutsi and anyone with fewer than 10 as Hutu or Twa, depending on their profession, and decreed that such identity passed to their descendants. This new categorization removed the socioeconomic aspect and, by adding the designation to identity cards, made it racial and fixed. Even before the horrific genocide of 1994, Rwandan society grew more divided around these identities, both under the rule of the Belgians and after they left in 1962. Although they, and the German colonists before them, had favored the Tutsi minority, in the process of decolonization the Belgians shifted their support to the majority Hutu and thus abetted the 1959 Hutu revolution that toppled the Tutsi regime. Around 700,000 Tutsis were exiled between 1959 and 1973, including a very young Paul Kagame—who would become president in 2000—and his family. Subsequent killings were conducted under an independent government led by the architect of Hutu nationalism and first president of Rwanda, Grégoire Kayibanda.

Scholars have shown that it’s a recipe for disaster when power is concentrated in the hands of a dominant minority; this was exactly the situation in Rwanda when the Belgians placed political dominance in the hands of the Tutsi minority, a common colonial tactic to avoid further empowering a demographic majority. As scholar Helen Hintjens explains, “By introducing Christianity and ‘tidying up’ Rwandan social groups, Belgian colonial administration cut across mechanisms of social cohesion, including the religious belief system and clan structures. This created a monolithic division between Hutu and Tutsi identities, and started to dissolve the ideological glue of Rwandan monarchical society.” There were divisions not only among groups but also within them. In 1973 Juvénal Habyarimana, a Hutu from the north around the city of Gisenyi, executed a coup against his fellow Hutu, Kayibanda, whose government was dominated by Hutus from central Rwanda and excluded northern Hutu. Habyarimana then became president.

Starting in the late 1980s, economic crisis and a mounting trade deficit fed Hutu resentment of relative Tutsi success—the boundaries between identity groups further hardened. When the Habyarimana government refused to consider the return of exiled Tutsis, they invoked a different demographic excuse: Rwanda was too densely populated to allow anyone back. With this decision, the Rwandan Patriotic Front, a guerrilla army of about 5,000 to 10,000 of those previously exiled Tutsis, invaded in 1990, demanding political party representation and the right of exiles to return home, and plunged the country into a short-lived civil war. In the years that followed, corruption intensified as the price of coffee—Rwanda’s chief export—plummeted in the international market, and public revenues dwindled. Society became more militarized, and the situation came to a head when the plane carrying President Habyarimana was shot down on the evening of April 6, 1994.

In mere weeks, between April 7 and July 15, 1994, the mass slaughter of up to a million Tutsis, Twa, and moderate Hutus ravaged the country—somewhere between 5 to 10 percent of the population was murdered. A national trauma survey by UNICEF estimated that 80 percent of Rwandan children experienced a death in their family in 1994, 70 percent witnessed someone being killed or injured, and 90 percent thought they would die. Two-thirds of the population was displaced. It was neither demographics nor the identity politics around those demographic groups that alone caused the genocide. Identities were a mask for political ends, which we know in part because of their relative fluidity during most of Rwanda’s modern history leading up to the genocide. As with many such conflicts, the Rwandan genocide was more about power than about identity—the regime tried to hold onto power, and genocide was a means to that end. Conflicts preceding the genocide had a demographic veneer—ethnic divisions, arguments about population density—but they, too, were at heart about desire for political power. Yet, we cannot fully understand such events without understanding demographics.

As horrific as it is, this type of genocide is all too frequent and includes the atrocities of the Khmer Rouge in Cambodia between 1975 and 1979, of Croats and Serbs in Yugoslavia, of General Suharto in Indonesia in 1965, and other less well-known instances. Because of the mass nature of such killings, genocides often receive public, or at least scholarly, attention. It’s the smaller-scale and more hidden forms of demographic engineering that attract less notice to which we now turn.

• • •

Polish Jewish jurist Raphael Lemkin coined the term genocide from the Greek prefix genos-, meaning “race,” and the Latin suffix -cide, meaning “killing.” The 1948 United Nations Genocide Convention includes as genocide trying to prevent births within a group—a clear case of demographic engineering. Since then, various groups have argued for an expanded definition and applied the term to a different set of cases. One such case is Canada, which has a sordid legacy of identity politics and demographic engineering that the government has acknowledged as cultural genocide.

For more than a hundred years, Canada took children from Indigenous families and sent them to Residential Schools to indoctrinate them into the dominant Euro-Christian society. The government estimates that at least 150,000 Indigenous children attended these schools, but the violence and abuse of the system has reverberated for generations in the form of higher levels of mental illness, alcohol abuse, suicide, poverty, and even removal of Indigenous children into foster care, which some have argued is a continuation of the Residential School system in a new form. Canada’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission, which investigated the Residential School system, states the impact bluntly, and it’s worth quoting at length:

Cultural genocide is the destruction of those structures and practices that allow the group to continue as a group. States that engage in cultural genocide set out to destroy the political and social institutions of the targeted group. Land is seized, and populations are forcibly transferred and their movement is restricted. Languages are banned. Spiritual leaders are persecuted, spiritual practices are forbidden, and objects of spiritual value are confiscated and destroyed. And, most significantly to the issue at hand, families are disrupted to prevent the transmission of cultural values and identity from one generation to the next. In its dealing with Aboriginal people, Canada did all these things.

And Canada is not alone. Until its abolition in 1973, the White Australia policy endeavored to secure social cohesion through an assimilationist strategy of accepting only White, Anglophone populations, sourced largely from the United Kingdom, Ireland, and Europe, as we saw in Chapter 4 on migration. A policy of “assimilation” sounds benign, but Australia’s was intended to rid the country of Black people, who were seen as inferior, either by natural elimination—meaning hopes that they would die out—or by assimilating them into White culture. Racial homogeneity thereby dominated the early conception of Australian-ness. Colonial settlers kidnapped Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children—Indigenous children—and used them as cheap labor. In the early twentieth century, the government took charge as “protector” of the Indigenous people, who were seen as unable to care for their own best interests. According to the Australian government: “In the name of protection Indigenous people were subject to near-total control. Their entry to and exit from reserves was regulated as was their everyday life on the reserves, their right to marry and their employment.” “Protection” also meant that government officials began to forcibly remove Indigenous children and place them with adoptive families or in institutions to indoctrinate them into the majority White culture, similar to the “assimilation” of Indigenous populations in Canada. The goal was for those of mixed descent—Indigenous and European—to eventually merge with the European-origin population, which they felt was possible if given the right schooling and indoctrination. Sometimes children’s names were changed, and they were forbidden to speak Indigenous languages. This social Darwinism favored those of lighter skin, who would theoretically stand a better chance of eventually joining the non-Indigenous society. Between 1910 and 1970, an estimated 10 to 33 percent of Indigenous children were removed from their families. They and their descendants have been termed Australia’s Stolen Generations.

Examples of cultural genocide like these are too numerous to list, and historically they often overlapped with eugenics initiatives. “Improving the human race”—the goal of eugenics—was not always racial, but often was. Mexico’s eugenic history, for example, includes efforts to “whiten” Indigenous children. From mass extermination to cultural elimination, we see how demographics are inseparable from politics as in-group and out-group dynamics shape the fortunes of people across the globe.

Physical territory is part of the story as well, as it can become a symbol of power and serve as a tool for extending political–demographic influence. The concept of lebensraum helps us understand how leaders justify such expansion through a demographic lens.

The term lebensraum, “living space” in German, was coined by the German geographer Friedrich Ratzel in the late nineteenth century. Before Hitler and the Nazi Party adopted the concept for their own nefarious purposes, lebensraum referred to Ratzel’s Darwinistic theory that the development of any species is influenced by its ability to adapt to geographic circumstances. The most influential aspect of lebensraum was Ratzel’s argument that in order to remain healthy (that is, survive and grow stronger), a species needs to continually expand its territory and, in the case of humans, establish agricultural hubs in the new territory.

The loose ideology of lebensraum supported campaigns for German settler colonialism in the 1880s and 1890s, then undergirded campaigns to conquer territory to Germany’s east during World War I. It resonated even more in the aftermath of World War I and the devastating effects of the Treaty of Versailles, which disconnected millions of ethnic Germans from their German homeland. In addition, the precarious economic situation and hyperinflation in the early 1920s created “feelings of powerlessness” and “painful perceptions of social disintegration.” Founded in the late nineteenth century, the Pan German League, a far-right nationalist political organization, set the stage for Hitler’s own interpretation of lebensraum, demanding cultural homogenization, imperialist expansion, and “war as an historical necessity” to place Germany in a strong international position.

Adolf Hitler began his political career emphasizing the need for lebensraum and a revitalization of the German people and nation. Hitler, like many Germans at the time, viewed Germany as a victim of an unjust global order and viewed eastern expansion as Germany’s “foundation of global power,” “the defense against the ‘economic death,’ ” and “the source of racial revitalization.” The emphasis on lebensraum created a new conflict within Germany’s borders: the ethnic, native Germans versus the “others” who lived in Germany “without entitlement to any land, or eventually, living space.” Thus the Nazi Party turned its attention to expelling, whether by forcible removal or other violent means, anyone who did not fit its racial definition of German identity. With the outbreak of World War II in Eastern Europe, expulsions turned into mass extermination.

In the course of less than a century, Friedrich Ratzel’s (mostly) harmless concept of lebensraum was transformed into a motive for some of the most violent actions the world has ever seen. Myron Weiner and Michael Teitelbaum urge us to differentiate between demography as explanation and demography as justification. Nazi lebensraum was clearly the latter.

The principle of sovereignty, which undergirds post–World War II international relations, means lebensraum is less of an issue today. But there are exceptions. Although we most often associate the Palestinian–Israeli conflict as territorial, it is demographic as well. Particularly within Israel, insecurities over territory and population together create the perception by each group that it faces an existential threat and drives the intractable fighting. The very founding of Israel as a permanent Jewish homeland reflects demographic insecurity, which was fresh on the heels of the Holocaust. Israel has seen tremendous population growth in its short official existence, growing more than 10 times its original population of 806,000 to 8.7 million by 2020, but composition changes are the heart of the political story. In 1948 at its founding, Israel was 82 percent Jewish and nearly all of the remainder Arab. By the beginning of 2021, the Jewish proportion had fallen to just under 74 percent, the Arab population had grown to 21 percent, and nearly 5 percent identified as an ethnic “other.” Those changes stem from fertility and migration trends. For decades, immigration shaped Israel’s demographics, as the possibility of a Jewish homeland attracted waves of Jews from around the world, particularly those liberated at the close of World War II, and later, those who were reshuffled at the end of the Cold War and the dissolution of the Soviet Union. For a long time, immigration played a prominent role in Israel’s demographic composition. In 1950, only 35 percent of the Jews in Israel were born there, but by 2019, 78 percent were. Now, fertility is responsible for the majority (78 percent) of Israel’s population growth. We’ve seen multiple times that immigration is political, but fertility is no less political, particularly in Israel, where Jews and Arabs have accused each other of a practice my colleague Monica Duffy Toft has termed “wombfare.”

As Toft explains it, wombfare is a strategy to gain political edge, the intentional practice of using fertility to defeat an enemy under the assumption that more babies will give greater strength to an ethnic or religious group. Both the Jews and Arabs have accused the other of wombfare over the decades. Here’s the short version of the story: At the turn of the twenty-first century, Muslim fertility was nearly two children higher than Jewish fertility—according to Israel’s Central Bureau of Statistics, a total fertility rate (TFR) of 4.57 for Muslims and 2.67 for Jews. A solution to the Israeli–Palestinian conflict was nowhere in sight, and much of the media at the time noted that if Arabs bided their time, they would become the majority in Israel, the West Bank, and Gaza. Demographics were at the forefront of the conflict: Many media sources reported that Palestinian Liberation Organization leader Yasser Arafat had referred to Palestinian women as “biological bombs.” But by 2019, the numbers had nearly equalized, to 3.16 for Muslims and 3.09 for Jews. Talk of wombfare has subsided, but new demographic issues have arisen. The drop in Muslim fertility is notable, but the increase in Jewish fertility is exceptional and driven by extremely high fertility among Israel’s ultra-Orthodox Jewish population, the Haredi, which is 7.1 children per woman on average.

With fertility this high, Israel’s composition is shifting to become not only more Jewish, but more Orthodox, as Figure 15 shows, which brings unique consequences. Orthodox men are excused from otherwise mandatory military service, receive special government subsidies, and are employed at far lower rates than are non-Orthodox men—51 percent to 87 percent in 2018. As their numbers grow, the economic and military strength of Israel could be at risk, some observers warn. As always, however, we need to take demographic projections with a grain of salt: Extrapolating future proportions from current fertility could inflate the numbers because not all children with Orthodox parents end up becoming Orthodox themselves—if they did, proportions of the Orthodox population would be much higher today. The social services and privileges offered to the ultra-Orthodox subgroup in some ways parallel those offered to older age groups in other developed states, as does fear that Israel will be unable to pay for an increasing proportion of dependents. As with aging states, though, such promises are political, not permanent, and can be taken away as the political winds shift.



Figure 15. Israel’s Projected Demographic Shift
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Arabs also accuse the Israeli state of other forms of demographic engineering, including physically relocating population to build the Israeli nation. They say the Israeli state is using demography as a weapon by pushing Jewish Israelis further from population centers and into Arab regions of the territory. According to this view, Israeli settlement policy has intentionally tried to create “a physical Jewish presence in regions of conflict, enhancing territorial control, and contributing to demographic parity, and even majority.” We can’t understand the politics of Israel without understanding the confluence between population and territory. Those Palestinians living under Israeli control in the West Bank number somewhere between 1.5 million to 2.5 million, none of whom have voting rights in Israel, and their numbers are starting to dwindle. After decades of discussing high Arab Israeli fertility, the tide seems to have turned. Israeli Arabs and Palestinians number at most a third of Israel’s current population. And fertility is not the only difference driving demographic divergence between Israel’s Arabs and Jews: Between 2000 and 2010, life expectancy for Israeli Jews increased by 3.2 years but only 2 years for Israeli Arabs. According to Uri Sadot in Foreign Policy magazine, “This divergence was equivalent to a 2 percent increase to the Jewish population of Israel over that decade, equivalent to the arrival of 128,000 new immigrants.” Sadot notes that Israel’s leaders can use policy to influence political numbers as well: “If Israel simply matched its expatriate voting policies to those of the United States or Canada, it would add hundreds of thousands of additional voters to its electoral register.” Given that Israel is a democracy, with proportional representation and a low threshold for seats (requiring a party to get only 3.25 percent of the votes to enter the Knesset), any of these demographic shifts will have major implications for Israel’s domestic and foreign policy.

Like Israel, population, religion, and territory are also at the core of India’s modern history. After 200 years of exercising dominion over the subcontinent, the British turned over governance of India at the stroke of midnight on August 15, 1947. Economically and physically devastated by World War II, Britain was eager to shed what had once been the jewel of its empire. When he arrived in Delhi in March 1947, Lord Louis Mountbatten, the new viceroy, acted quickly on his charge to hand over India with all haste and enlisted British lawyer Cyril Radcliffe to form a plan. In a mere 5 months, from the comfort of his office, Radcliffe drew the lines of what were to be two newly independent states. The result shaped the course of history.

By Radcliffe’s design, the Indian territory would be divided into the state of India, which would be majority Hindu, and the state of Pakistan, which would be majority Muslim and spread into an east and west territory, separated by 1,000 miles of Indian territory in between (East Pakistan would become the independent country of Bangladesh in 1971). But of course not all Muslims already lived in the territory that would become Pakistan; likewise, there were Hindus in Pakistan’s new territory. Half of India’s Sikhs ended up on the Muslim side of partition. While theoretically there was no requirement for groups to move, many were terrified of staying put and being a demographic minority. Prior to partition, British India was three-quarters Hindu, and for many Muslims the idea that partition would allow them to escape Hindu domination was positive. And so about 14 million to 15 million people reshuffled across the new borders. The multi-religious population had long lived in relative peace, but partition ignited some of the worst violence the world had ever seen. Up to 1 million died in this traumatic and violent uprooting. As described by author Nisid Hajari, “Gangs of killers set whole villages aflame, hacking to death men and children and the aged while carrying off young women to be raped. British soldiers and journalists who had witnessed the Nazi death camps claimed Partition’s brutalities were worse: pregnant women had their breasts cut off and babies hacked out of their bellies; infants were found roasted on spits.”

Although the worst of the violence took place over only a short 6 weeks, it left a nasty legacy of fear, suspicion, and conflict among the populations. Demographic strains have continued to plague the Indian subcontinent. More recent releases of India’s population figures have spurred a right-wing Hindu nationalist campaign indicting Indian Muslims for what is essentially wombfare. The “Love Jihad” campaign accuses Muslim men in India—referred to as “Love Romeos”—of waging jihad through romantic relationships with Hindu women, “swelling their numbers in an ongoing demographic war.” There is little evidence Love Jihad is actually happening; rather, what we should notice about the story is the campaign of fear by right-wing Indian nationalists who perpetuate the myth. More often than not, it’s fear of demographic change rather than actual change that motivates reactions. At the same time that Hindus are slightly shrinking in proportion to Muslims—falling from 80.5 percent in the 2001 census to 79.7 percent in the 2011 census, while Muslims increased from 13.4 percent to 14.2 percent of India’s population—Hindu nationalism is enjoying a resurgence.

Those demographic fears pervade India’s politics. On December 11, 2019, India passed the Citizenship Amendment Act, offering citizenship to immigrants from Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Bangladesh—as long as they weren’t Muslim. The 2019 citizenship law effectively ascribes religious identity to bloodlines, seeing faith as patrilineal rather than individual. While advocates for Indian independence from Britain, including Mahatma Gandhi and Jawaharlal Nehru, had been adamant that India be a secular state where those from all religious backgrounds could flourish, the administration of Prime Minister Narendra Modi, who came to power in 2014, has insisted on Hindu dominance. How this will play out in coming years depends a lot on leadership, which has both the power to stoke demographic fears and the power to curtail them.

• • •

When groups within countries grow at different rates through natural increase or migration, conflicts over access to economic resources, political power, or cultural influence often arise. Ethnicity, race, and religion are used as in-group and out-group markers—ways of differentiating one’s group from others—which creates a sense of community. Boundaries between these categories shift constantly, as we saw with Rwanda, but they remain, and remain important. These boundaries are tangible, but most scholars conceptualize ethnic communities as imagined communities that form around shared ancestry and history and where members differentiate themselves from other ethnic communities by markers such as language, custom, religion, or physical appearance. Ethnic communities are imagined, in that they are constructed, but are “often the very foundations on which embracing social systems are built” and the foundation of radical political changes.

Perhaps the most radical form of ethnic politics is civil war. In political science, we label the category of conflicts that stem from one group moving into another’s territory “sons of the soil” conflicts. In these, members of the local or indigenous group are the “sons of the soil,” meaning they claim some tie to the territory, and they are contrasted with recent migrants. Côte d’Ivoire is one of the most studied cases of sons of the soil conflicts and illustrates how ethnic differences became “imagined,” but with deadly consequences.

The root of the problem in this West African country is money: The economy of Côte d’Ivoire has been shaped around cocoa production—it’s still the world’s largest single cocoa producer—and decades ago the government deliberately encouraged labor migration to the plantations in the western regions of the country. Hundreds of thousands of workers from neighboring countries such as Burkina Faso moved in and displaced native, autochthonous people, growing their ranks to somewhere between 50 and 60 percent of those local populations by the late 1980s. Local populations’ economic fortunes slipped relative to the newcomers, and resentment started to show in the form of identity politics—an “us” versus “them.” By the mid-1990s, an exclusionary identity, the Ivoirité, had bubbled up to divide the locals from the migrants, and in 1994 that identity found political expression in a law that said presidential candidates must not only be Ivoirians but also have parents who were born in Côte d’Ivoire. Policies stemming from this identity conflict threatened citizenship and land rights of both international and internal migrants, according to research by Isabelle Côté and Matthew Mitchell, and came to a physical head in violence, eventually a civil war outbreak in 2002.

Even with stable political institutions, big changes can knock at the door when ethnic politics is on the ballot. Whether we’re talking about the community level or the national level, fear of being outnumbered is powerful. The 1927 Aliens Act was Sweden’s first immigration law, timed as the exodus of Swedes—1 million to the United States and hundreds of thousands to other European countries between 1850 and 1930—came to a close. According to expert Admir Skodo, the law was originally meant to protect Swedish workers from foreign competition and ensure that people of undesirable races did not mix with Swedes. The influence of race and eugenic theories popular at the time was clear, as it was in other countries’ immigration laws at the time, such as the United States’ 1924 Johnson–Reed Act that excluded Asians.

Identity politics remains significant in stable democracies. A prime example is the near-secession of Quebec from the rest of Canada. Many outside of Canada forget that in 1995, the country nearly fractured along its Francophone and Anglophone fault lines. Quebec separatism is grounded in centuries-old differential demographic changes from both fertility and migration. In the eighteenth century, Quebec fertility rates were nearly the highest of recorded human history, second only to the religious Hutterites, but then during the 1960s and 1970s plummeted to one of the lowest in the world. During the late 1980s and early 1990s, the low fertility of Francophones in Quebec was coupled with the growth of English-speaking immigrants settling there and juxtaposed with relatively high fertility in the rest of Canada. Leaders of the Quebec separatist movement, including Parti Québecois founder René Lévesque, were alarmed at the prospect that Francophone Quebec could essentially disappear. Immigration helped boost the province’s overall population numbers, and the fertility gap between Quebec and the rest of Canada narrowed in the 1980s and 1990s, as overall Canadian fertility fell. Strong nationalist movements fought what they perceived as creeping Anglophone influence, and tensions culminated in a 1995 referendum on secession where Quebec stayed by only the barest of margins: 50.58 percent voting to stay and 49.42 voting to leave. That Brexit occurred by a similar margin makes real that Canada was only a few tenths of a point away from a similarly dramatic exit.

As we’ve seen time and again throughout this book, rapid changes in population composition sometimes have the most drastic social and political consequences. For Britain, this drastic change happened after the European Union expanded in 2004, and Britain’s prime minister Tony Blair allowed citizens of the eight newest Eastern European EU countries the right to work in the United Kingdom—the only major economy to do so. Prior to his decision, there were about 167,000 people from those eight countries in the United Kingdom; by 2011 there were nearly a million, and by 2014—just 10 years after the policy—there were 1.24 million. Other changes happened, too. The non-White share of Britain’s population more than doubled in the 20 years between 1991 and 2011, from 7 to 14 percent. Then, in 2015 waves of asylum seekers arriving to the southern and eastern borders of the European Union boosted fears of the demographic changes accompanying open EU borders. In that year alone, there were almost 1.3 million asylum claims in the European Union.

These changes came to a head in a referendum on June 23, 2016, when Brits voted to leave the European Union by a majority of 1.3 million with a high 83 percent turnout. In the postmortem analysis, it seems clear that those who voted to leave were aware that there was little economic benefit to Brexit—it would clearly be onerous to negotiate trade and work agreements if Britain seceded. Yet, the Remain campaign mistakenly focused on the economic angle, hoping that appeals to economic rationality would win out. They did not. In a poll just 1 month prior to the vote, 95 percent of voters who favored Brexit thought the government should control borders at the cost of leaving the European Union, as did 60 percent of those who were undecided. The desire for greater border control wasn’t about job competition from immigrants, even though the poor regions of Cornwall, Wales, and the northern Rust Belt had the highest Brexit vote; as scholar Sarah Harper argues, for many voters Brexit was about competition over culture and values. Although the United Kingdom’s relationship with the European Union has always been complicated, and sovereignty was top of mind for some voters, Eric Kaufmann’s research supports this claim. He finds that just mentioning how immigration will change the United Kingdom’s ethnic composition by 2060 increases support for immigration restriction by 25 percentage points when compared with not mentioning such shifts. We saw this in the Brexit vote, too, as 84 percent of the voting districts in England’s largest cities (London, Manchester, Birmingham, and Leeds)—which are diverse—voted to remain in the European Union, while 87 percent of those in rural areas voted to leave.

At the beginning of this chapter, we saw how dangerous the census can be in the context of sharp identity divisions, but absence of knowledge is often no better and can sometimes make the fear even worse. For example, the lack of religious census data in the United States and France has given fearmongers free rein to invent wild statistics about the growth of local Muslim communities. A 2016 survey of French citizens showed that they estimated France’s Muslim population at about a third—31 percent—when in actuality it was more likely 7.5 percent, according to the Pew Research Center.

Reminiscent of the Canadian and Australian policies toward Indigenous people, in the French model of integration (also called the Republican model), immigrants are expected to contribute to the cohesion of society by “actively shedding former identities in favor of a single, exclusively French identity.” We see the politics of this model vividly in the series of riots that broke out in 2005 in France’s banlieues, districts predominated by those of immigrant background. The rioters were mostly young people from second and third generations of immigrants, many born in France with French citizenship, but who struggled with endemic unemployment and discrimination. This discrimination is clearly seen in the ways certain government officials, particularly then-president Nicolas Sarkozy, framed the situation. Scholar Marie des Neiges Léonard argues that Sarkozy was able to deny any forms of legitimacy or meaning to the riots through a racial frame that separated “the good white citizens, the victims of the riots” from the “immigrants, Muslims, ‘scum’ of the suburbs, delinquents” who were participating in the riots. In Sarkozy’s mind, the banlieues are “prone to be violent and anti-institutions” and overrun with “a network of drug dealers, gang leaders or Islamists,” thus contributing to the framing that associates ethnicity and immigrants with a culture of delinquency and urban violence.

When it comes to population data, you’re damned if you do collect it, and you’re damned if you don’t. Contrast Lebanon, which has forestalled a census, and Israel, which regularly publishes official population estimates. In Lebanon, not knowing how proportions of the major ethnoreligious groups have shifted has fed resentment of outdated political apportionment. In Israel, shifts in composition are clear and cause tremendous political anxiety among subgroups who feel their fortunes slipping as others’ grow. And we saw that in France, which does not collect and report data on religious composition, the average French person vastly overestimates the proportion of Muslims in the country—in the absence of official data, perception takes on even greater weight.

In this era of big data, we have the ability to collect and collate more population information than ever, stoking fears about Big Brother watching our every move. But knowing the composition of a state’s population has always been powerful and is one reason why we have such good records on births and deaths historically. Still, decisions about what demographic information to collect and what to leave a mystery rise to the highest level of politics. The 2020 US census, for example, became embroiled in political controversy when the Trump administration pushed to add a question on citizenship to the form, ostensibly seeking to get a count of the number of illegal immigrants in the United States. The question was added in March 2018, but immigration advocates and others successfully argued for its removal, citing concerns that the government would be able to identify and deport those whom they identified as having illegal status, and that such data would be less accurate than current estimates because respondents would have little incentive to answer such a question honestly or might refuse to do so altogether. What data to collect and how much to trust the results is complicated.

• • •

Globalization, coupled with trends in fertility and migration, means we can be certain that ethnic composition will continue to shift in nation-states around the world in the decades to come. These changes will have political consequences, whether by empowering anti-immigrant political parties in democracies or fomenting violence in countries where conflicts are more often dealt with in the streets than at the polls. There are a few lessons we can take away from this review of composition change.

First, to promote social harmony, states need policies to deal with education, employment, and poverty, not just immigration and integration policies for new immigrants. In regions such as Europe and North America and countries such as Australia, those of migrant backgrounds need to be given a quality education, and they need access to and information about job networks. Without a chance to succeed, these marginalized populations grow increasingly resentful, as we saw with the 2005 French riots, and society further fractures as inequality grows. Those with an immigration background could also help shape policies in their favor if they could gain greater political representation.

Yet, even with representation, the relationship between demographics and democratization is not straightforward—our second lesson is that democracy is not one-size-fits-all. Political scientists have an ever-growing list of conditions under which ethnic composition matters, sometimes finding that greater fractionalization means higher chances of conflict, and at other times finding it means less chance. For example, federal structures, where national power is devolved away from the center (think the United States of America or Germany), are unstable in ethnically diverse countries, except when the majority group is without a home region or when the federal structure has been negotiated through consensus rather than either imposed externally or from above. Guaranteed representation can also help promote peace. As cases such as Northern Ireland (which suffered violent clashes between Protestants and Catholics) show, governance models that allow voices from various groups the equal chance of being heard often result from peace negotiations. These “consociational” models sometimes allocate seats in parliament to ethnic groups to ensure their representation in government, and the emphasis is on governance by consensus. So, just because a country is ethnically fragmented or diverse does not mean the country is unstable or more prone to violence. It also matters how salient, or meaningful, those ethnic identities are. For example, Argentina is considered an immigrant society, but cleavages run along ideological, not demographic, lines.

Third, we need to recognize that democratization in countries with delicate ethnoreligious balances can be fraught with conflict. Egypt’s post–Arab Spring clashes between liberals and leftists on the one side and Islamists on the other is one example. Trying to democratize in the midst of ethnic conflict can be a disaster if authoritarian rulers try to hold on to power by manipulating ethnicity, as happened in Yugoslavia in the late twentieth century. Democracy is at heart about numbers, and democratization can displace dominant ethnic minorities who will fight to preserve their position.

Fourth, we shouldn’t treat identity groups as monolithic. We saw with the example of Israel that just following the “Jewish” population would obscure that the most interesting and politically important dynamics are within the Jewish population, primarily secular versus Orthodox. The same can be said for analyzing the political preferences of less observant versus more observant Muslims in other political settings. Religious conflict can motivate believers across national borders, whereas ethnic conflict rarely does.

Finally, perception matters. Actual numbers aren’t necessary for demographics to affect politics—we know that perception matters because just publishing identity data, such as censuses, increases risk of conflict onset. “Us” versus “them” dynamics are pervasive.

As the pace of demographic change accelerates—particularly ethnic, racial, and religious composition—we should expect identity conflicts to intensify. Whether they explode into violence or remain confined to the polls depends on the strength and functioning of the institutions in place.

The divide between the Global North and Global South is relevant here, too, as countries in the Global South have more fragile systems that fracture under demographic pressure. The Global North is more likely to see demographic pressures shift the relative power of political parties, strain communities, and flare up in isolated violence. In both, population matters.





CHAPTER 6 Malthus versus Marx

We’ve encountered numerous examples of governments trying to achieve what they see as an ideal population through pro-natalist or anti-natalist initiatives, health improvements, and migration policies. Some of this is in the name of identity politics, as we just saw in Chapter 5, but many times there’s an economic motivation behind such measures. States are often chasing a demographic sweet spot known as the “window of opportunity.” If high fertility leads to a youth population that is “too big” and low fertility leads to a working-age population that is “too small,” how can states achieve population dynamics that are “just right” for conditions of economic growth and improvements in quality of life? In other words, how do demographics accelerate or hinder economic development? Age structure is one of the major factors that creates conditions for improvements in quality of life and economic growth. Population distribution between urban and rural areas is another. And these two demographic dynamics are tied, as those global regions with the youngest populations are for the most part the least urbanized.

Generally, we say that the demographic window of opportunity opens after a period of declining fertility when children under age 15 are less than 30 percent of the total population, and seniors age 65 and above are under 15 percent. During this time, median age is around 26 to 40 years. While the window is open states see a dividend in health, education, economic growth, and political stability. Commonly, scholars refer to the benefit that can result from this shift in age structure as the “demographic dividend,” defined as when the productive population grows at a faster rate than the total population and the income per capita growth rate increases. Think about it as growth in the proportion of the population that is economically productive, pays taxes, participates in politics, and serves in the military, compared to the proportion that has aged out of (or is not yet in) the workforce and is possibly dependent. But as anyone who has a bank savings account knows, you only reap a dividend if you invest. The demographic dividend is no different.

Ireland had the right policies in place to take advantage of its window of opportunity, starting with a more open economy in the 1950s, when the government encouraged foreign direct investment (FDI) and promoted exports, and free secondary education starting in the mid-1960s. During its demographic bonus years, the “Irish Tiger” had relatively high per capita increases compared to other European economies—3.5 percent a year growth from 1960 to 1990 and 5.8 percent during the 1990s. Child mortality (under age 5) plummeted from 49 per 1,000 in 1950 to 7 by the end of the century.

The so-called Asian Tigers—Hong Kong, South Korea, Taiwan, and Singapore—are also classic cases of taking advantage of the window of opportunity. During the 1960s and 1970s, they instituted family-planning programs and invested in educating their shrinking number of children. Governments in China, Taiwan, South Korea, Thailand, and Indonesia promoted literacy and health care even before their population growth began to decline, and those states were well positioned to make the most of their window of opportunity. And taking advantage of the demographic transition hastened Asia’s economic growth. One of the most well-known studies on the subject found that East Asia’s demographic bonus between 1965 and 1990 (when the working-age population grew almost 10 times faster than the dependent population), along with changes in population density, explain one-third to one-half of East Asia’s economic miracle. The mechanism seems straightforward: When the proportion of youth relative to workers declines, it “relieves pressure on child health and educational services, stimulates savings, contributes to productivity, and facilitates increased human capital investment and, ultimately, wage growth.”

But what if the right policies aren’t in place when the window opens? States can squander their dividend and let the chance for accelerated economic growth pass them by. While some East Asian states recorded per capita annual growth rates of 6.8 percent during the period 1975–1995, their demographic bonus years, Latin America’s rate was only 0.7 percent during this period, even though its demographic structure was similar. Demographers have estimated that Latin America could have enjoyed a 1.7 percent a year boost to economic growth from its demographic dividend, but states in the region underinvested in their populations and failed to take full advantage of their favorable age structure.

A new crop of states is entering or is in their window, and investment now will make all the difference for how their economies emerge when the window closes. In fact, policy differences over the past few decades have already set some countries on the path toward greater quality of life. A comparison of East Pakistan (now Bangladesh) and West Pakistan (now just Pakistan), which officially split in 1971, shows how policy investments can make a difference in both the demographic transition itself and in reaping the demographic dividend that could follow. In the period 1975–1980, Bangladesh and Pakistan had nearly identical total fertility rates of 6.6, but soon after its independence, Bangladesh initiated community-based contraceptive distribution; the government worked in conjunction with the International Centre for Diarrheal Disease Research, Bangladesh (ICDDR/B), and the initiative was partially funded and supported by the United States Agency for International Development (USAID). Bangladesh’s TFR declined sharply from 6.9 at independence to less than three children per woman on average just three decades later. Its TFR is projected to be 1.93 from 2020 to 2025, while Pakistan’s TFR is projected to be 3.2. Likewise, Bangladesh’s median age is nearly 5 years higher than Pakistan’s, as is life expectancy at birth.

All of this bodes well for Bangladesh’s economic prospects. Statistical models developed by Richard Cincotta and Elizabeth Leahy Madsen show that “by 2030 Bangladesh appears to have an even chance of reaching the [World] Bank’s upper middle-income class (roughly US$4,000 to $12,000 per capita annually).” As they say, “For a country that Henry Kissinger famously dubbed ‘a basket case’ at independence in 1971, that prospect is impressive.” Bangladesh’s economy has been growing strongly, with rising exports and record remittances, which helped increase domestic demand and also helped with a decline in imports. Bangladesh has continued to shift from relying on agriculture to manufacturing and services. Exports grew, particularly orders of garments from China, agricultural products, and pharmaceuticals. Although foreign direct investment was incredibly low at the beginning of this century, it reached as high as $2.8 billion in 2015 and was $1.9 billion in 2019.

There are still needed reforms: The World Bank recommends adjustments to the financial sector and improvements in infrastructure to make doing business easier. With about 2 million people entering the workforce every year, Bangladesh needs even more investments in human capital. Bangladesh has been heavy in the textiles sectors and reliant on remittances, but will need to invest in developing a skills basis rich with workers who have managerial and technical expertise, according to the World Bank. College graduates, particularly female graduates, have a hard time finding jobs, yet employers are unable to fill high-skilled positions—there is an obvious mismatch of skills and needs.

Pakistan, like Bangladesh, is improving in terms of the markers of state fragility, such as economic inequality and human rights, but has a weaker foundation than Bangladesh when it comes to potential for reaping a demographic dividend. Not only is fertility much higher in Pakistan, only 67.5 percent of females aged 15 to 24 were literate in 2017, the last year for which data were available, compared with 94 percent of young women in Bangladesh that same year and 96 percent in 2019. Bangladesh’s window of opportunity opened only recently and won’t close until close to mid-century (depending on the pace of further fertility declines), so it’s a country to watch during the next few decades. Pakistan’s window of opportunity is not on track to open until around 2035, so the next few decades are key to getting the country on the right track.

Although not as far along the demographic transition as either Bangladesh or Pakistan, Ethiopia has been positioning to reap its potential demographic dividend. Life expectancy there is up, fertility is down, and the economy is growing. One pillar of Ethiopia’s investment has been education: Ethiopia has built more schools and has increased enrollment. The country nearly erased its gender gap in literacy, which itself contributes to fertility decline, prepares women to work outside the home, and increases women’s chances of obtaining small-business loans. In 2017, nearly 72 percent of women aged 15 to 24 were literate. While Ethiopia still struggles on rates of completing education, it has been headed in the right direction. A second pillar of Ethiopia’s investment has been health. Ethiopia reduced infant and child mortality to speed up the first step of demographic transition—under-five mortality is less than half of what it was in 2000. Adult mortality is better in general, but the country still has a long way to go to improve maternal mortality—given the important role of mothers in the household, Ethiopia would be wise to dedicate efforts toward reversing that trend. Although it has fallen, Ethiopia’s fertility is still close to four children per woman, and the country is not on pace to enter its window of opportunity until close to mid-century, but what it does now not only will accelerate fertility declines in the short and medium terms but also can prepare it to reap a demographic dividend in the long term.

• • •

The kinds of broad policies undertaken in Bangladesh and Ethiopia illustrate how to create conditions to reap a demographic dividend. States reap a dividend when their demographic structures work in harmony with their macroeconomic policies, education initiatives, and so on. But what happens when demographic and economic factors collide, when there’s a mismatch between the labor market and the available labor?

Too few resources in a country with high population growth is clearly a recipe for disaster, but an abundance of natural resources coupled with high population growth is also problematic. Natural resource extraction can be profitable and can encourage an economic structure built entirely around that resource, failing to utilize another of the country’s prime resources: labor. Natural resource extraction is often cheap, particularly in countries where the economy is underdeveloped and everything is “cheap” in comparison with rich countries. Oil-rich states surrounding the Persian Gulf are known for this model. Resource extraction can create something called rents—excess of revenue above costs—and lead societies to become rentier states, in essence living off of unearned wealth. That excess wealth can be used in lieu of taxing the population; it can also be used to pay the salaries of people employed by the state.

Saudi Arabia once promised a government job to every young man who wanted one. That worked for a while, until there were a whole lot more young men: Such a model is only sustainable when revenue growth exceeds population growth. In Saudi Arabia, that time is up. Saudi Arabia had fewer than 10 million people in 1980 but more than 20 million by 2000 and 34.8 million people in 2020. There’s another demographic issue: A significant proportion of the working-age population was composed of foreigners, including oil workers from countries such as India and the Philippines, a situation similar to the other Persian Gulf states, where the government is able to use oil revenues to finance expenditures without taxing the population. For years, the Saudi government invited migrant workers to make up for skills missing in the native workforce, such as those of engineers or doctors, and to work jobs that Saudis were reluctant to perform, such as construction, while Saudis ended up in the public sector, a wealth of jobs funded by oil revenues that stemmed unemployment. In fact, 90 percent of workers in the private sector are foreign, and most of them are male as we see from the left side of Figure 16.

This economic structure, reliant as it is on oil revenues and foreign labor, is increasingly mismatched to Saudi Arabia’s demographic realities and vulnerable to economic shocks, as when oil prices plummeted after 2014. There were more 20- to 29-year-old Saudis during the previous decade than ever before, and although their numbers peaked and started to decline between 2015 and 2020 (catching up to prior fertility declines), they still numbered 5.35 million in 2020. Saudi Arabia’s population is set to have nearly doubled between 2000 and 2030, from 20.6 million to 39.3 million. The CEO of Saudi ARAMCO said in 2010 that in order for the country to produce enough well-paying jobs for the large youth cohorts, the economy would have to grow at about 8 percent a year over the next 10 years, as opposed to the 3 to 5 percent rate at which it had been growing. Only rarely in the past two decades has Saudi Arabia’s annual GDP per capita growth rate exceeded the overall population growth rate, and the economic indicator has often been negative.



Figure 16. Saudi Arabia’s Population in 2021
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Saudi Arabia’s government seems to have finally recognized the unsustainability of its strategy. Since 2011, it has embarked on a “Saudization” of the labor force, particularly in the private sector, but the original reasons for bringing in foreign labor—unwillingness of Saudis to do certain menial jobs, skills shortages—haven’t gone away. While youth unemployment is still estimated at 28.6 percent of those ages 15 to 24 years, those not in employment, education, or training is down from 20.6 percent in 2011 to an estimated 16.1 percent in 2020. The Saudi government sees youth unemployment, according to Omar Al-Ubaydli, the director of research at the Bahrain Center for Strategic, International and Energy Studies, “as a source of social instability, as well as a breeding ground for extremism.”

Like Saudi Arabia, many other of today’s youthful states face pressures to employ increasingly large youth cohorts, but their economic structures fail to create an adequate number of jobs. Natural resource–based economies are less labor-intensive than economies that are based on manufacturing and industry. Natural resource economies are also dependent on high global prices to create money for investment. In oil-based economies, revenues must go toward paying public salaries, leaving little left over for investment. Like Saudi Arabia, Nigeria, Sudan, South Sudan, and Iraq will remain youthful states vulnerable to oil-price fluctuations for the next several decades.

With leadership and vision, these youthful states can diversify their economies and can ensure that resource profits benefit the larger society. Botswana, rich in diamonds, is often lauded for successfully funneling its natural resource profits into education, infrastructure, and health care, helping the country transition to middle-income, although the population is still ravaged by HIV/AIDS. Botswana is on the cusp of its window of opportunity; its median age will be over 26 years by 2030. Because of their foresight during Botswana’s youthful stage, Botswana’s leaders have positioned the country to reap more of its potential demographic dividend.

The importance of age structure for economic growth was clear in the preceding examples, although the benefit is certainly not automatic. The relationships to population distribution, particularly the proportion of urban and rural populations, is more complicated. In theory, urban areas provide greater access to basic services such as education and health care and even to those elements that go beyond basic necessities to create a rich and full life, such as arts and entertainment. Urbanization reduces transaction costs, makes public investments in infrastructure and services worthwhile, and even promotes exchange of ideas. Cities can have outsized economic influence relative to their population. In Europe, secondary cities generate 40 percent of the European Union’s GDP and have only 15 percent of the population.

In practice, urbanization sometimes fails to deliver those benefits.

According to the United Nations, “Today, an estimated 1.6 billion people live in inadequate housing globally, of which 1 billion live in slums and informal settlements. This means that about one in four people in cities live in conditions that harm their health, safety, prosperity and opportunities.” Most of these 1.6 billion are in developing countries, but disaggregating this statistic paints an even bleaker picture of the global divide. More than 60 percent of Africa’s urban population lacks clean water or sanitation and has unstable living conditions, both literally—as in falling-down houses—and with regard to insecure tenure.

One reason urbanization takes the form of growing slums is the high cost of housing. Relative to per capita GDP, the cost of food, housing, and transportation in Africa is 55 percent higher than in other regions. African cities are not alone. The rent-to-income ratio in Mumbai, India, is 6.8 percent, higher even than New York City, at 4.1 percent. Consulting firm McKinsey & Company has assessed that if current trends continue to 2025, an additional 110 million urban dwellers could be living in substandard housing or spend so much on putting a roof over their heads that it crowds out spending on other important things, such as health care.

It’s hard to draw definitive conclusions about urbanization and quality of life. Infant mortality rates in Dhaka are lower than national rates, but the rural poor in Kenya are healthier than the urban poor there. Economist Edward Glaeser argues that urban slums are bad but rural poverty is worse, but Thomas Bollyky counters, “Congestion in Dhaka consumes 3.2 m working hours each day. That reduces the utility of that infrastructure, which deters investment and depresses wages.” If we’re thinking about quality of life, it’s not immediately obvious that life in a poor but urban area is wildly better than life back on the family farm.

If it turns out that urbanization is a net positive, then it’s problematic that some areas are failing to urbanize or failing to urbanize in the way earlier regions did. The pace of urbanization differs widely across the world, and with differing effects on economic growth and quality of life. In just 65 years, the proportion of Eastern Asia’s urban population more than tripled, from 18 to 60 percent by 2015. In more developed regions, which urbanized first, the same growth took 80 years, from 1875 to 1955. Yet some areas have been urbanizing more slowly. The least urbanized are so because of low industrialization, overdependence on subsistence agriculture, poor land policies, lack of urban development strategies, legacies of colonial policies that discouraged rural-to-urban migration, lack of political will to urbanize, and dependence on natural resources.

Ethiopia, India, and Brazil are useful to compare. Pace-wise, as Figure 17 shows, India has urbanized far slower than Brazil. But there are data issues that keep us from getting a complete picture of India’s urbanization—India has been slow to reclassify some of its rural areas as urban. This is yet more reason we always need to consider contextual factors behind population numbers. Brazil’s urbanization is basically saturated at 87 percent in 2020, while India’s reported urbanization in 2020 is lower than Brazil’s in 1955. Ethiopia’s overall urbanization is still low, but four times higher than it was in 1955, and its average annual rate of change for urban areas has been above 3.5 percent for the past 70 years. While India’s GDP per capita was only $2,099 in 2019, Brazil’s was $8,717. As we would expect from its low level of urbanization, Ethiopia’s was only $855, but that’s up from $124 in 2000.



Figure 17. Average Annual Rate of Change of the Urban Population and Percentage Urban: Ethiopia, India, and Brazil
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Africa is the least urbanized global region, with only 43 percent urban. Sub-Saharan Africa’s experience with urbanization has thus far been faster than the historical experience of developed countries, just as it has been in Latin America and the Caribbean, East Asia, and West Asia. North Africa and South-Central Asia have urbanized slower than have developed countries, however. On the one hand, to point out Africa’s lack of urbanization is to continue the centuries-long narrative of the continent’s “backwardness,” which motivated imperialists and capitalists to pillage the land and its people in the name of development. In another view, though, to see Africa’s low levels of urbanization is to see an opportunity to shape growth with intention.

We tend to think of cities growing up as a country industrializes and people moving from rural areas where agriculture is the main business to cities where there are jobs such as in manufacturing. But many scholars have noted that urbanization today does not look the same as it once did, as cities develop in countries that don’t have significant industry. Historically, Europe was the first major world region to urbanize. Increasing production and mechanization initially drove Europe’s urban wave, which was coterminous with industrialization. High fertility meant that rural areas had an excess supply of labor, even as demand declined. Cities, with their new opportunities for manufacturing employment, were a draw, even if once new residents arrived life wasn’t all sunshine and rainbows (more like smallpox and rats). The more recent cities, however, have experienced urbanization before jobs or infrastructure. Cities in the West attracted people because of jobs. But many in low-income countries are moving to cities and finding none there. For example, African economies have a much smaller manufacturing sector. As Rémi Jedwab notes from a 2012 World Bank Study, “In 2007, employment shares in industry and services were 10% and 26% for Africa, but 24% and 35% for Asia, and African labor productivity was 1.7 and 3.5 times lower in industry and services, respectively.”

Studying urbanization patterns from 1960 to 2010, Douglas Gollin, Rémi Jedwab, and Dietrich Vollrath find that urbanization in those countries with heavy dependence on natural resource exports tends to take the form of what they term “consumption cities,” which have economies primarily based on non-tradable services, such as those in Ghana and Côte d’Ivoire. In countries that don’t have significant natural resource exports, however, urbanization takes the form of “production cities,” which have more workers in tradable services, like finance, or in manufacturing and other industrial sectors. The issue is that the former, consumption cities, have more people living in slums and much higher poverty—the cities aren’t wealthy areas of commerce. Their findings help explain the process of urbanization in Africa, where non-tradable manufacturing has increased urbanization but has not aided in growth or development. These cities aren’t able to enter the world market because their economies are mostly localized, non-tradable manufacturing—making things for the local market—not internationally tradable goods. Urbanization and industrialization are no longer synonymous. Historically, urbanization has typically been driven by either an industrial revolution, which pulls labor to urban areas, or a green revolution in agriculture where higher output frees labor for other purposes and pushes it to cities. In Africa, when urbanization has happened, it’s without either of those structural transformations. The resource curse, then, extends to the realm of urbanization—it’s not automatic that urbanization drives economic growth and instead depends on the type of city.

Some regions are doing better than others. As World Bank researchers point out, Latin America and Asia—while still dealing with slums—have much higher capital investment and are much more open to the world. Unsurprisingly, many of the investment firms and other private-sector actors who track urbanization prescribe market-based solutions for the ills of urbanization. These include making sure land is made available for sale to developers, reducing construction costs by assembling some pieces off-location, and lowering financing costs for buyers and developers. To the extent that such policies deepen inequality, though, and inequality increases discontent, these cities may be trading one problem for another.

• • •

Demography is a structural force, and so far in this chapter we’ve talked about age composition and population distribution within countries and the connection of these to economic growth and improved quality of life. Global population distribution is also important, as it serves as both a release valve for excess labor and a source of income in the form of remittances.

Prosperous emigrants can provide a meaningful source of income for family back home and increase domestic consumption. India, Mexico, and the Philippines were the top receivers of remittances in 2019. In 2013, India received remittances that were almost three times as large as the investments of foreign firms. The vast majority of global remittances—71 percent—flow to middle-income countries, while the world’s poorest countries only received 6 percent of remittances in 2013. These monetary flows are unsurprising, because citizens of low-income countries cannot afford to emigrate. However, remittances are a far more important source of revenue for low-income countries than for middle-income countries—composing 8 percent of revenue for the former versus 2 percent for the latter. Although we frequently compare India and China, in 2019 India received more than $83 billion in remittances, while China only received $18 billion—that’s nearly 3 percent of India’s GDP but only 0.1 percent of China’s.

Remittances are such an important source of national income that the World Bank includes them in its measure of creditworthiness, underscoring the importance of freedom of population movement for low-income nations. Tajikistan’s remittances peaked at around 44 percent of GDP in 2008 and 2013, falling after both years as economic troubles contracted labor markets. In 2019, remittances had declined as a share of GDP to just under 29 percent. While that might seem like good news, the decline was not because Tajikistan diversified and strengthened its economy, it was because of Russian economic troubles starting in 2014. For Tajikistan, a decline in remittances has contributed “to shrinking growth (from 7.4 percent in 2013 to 4.2 percent in 2015), slower poverty reduction, and a liquidity crisis within the banking sector.” To show why we need to go beyond isolated data points, we can contrast Tajikistan’s experience with that of Bangladesh. In 2019, remittances to Bangladesh were $18.3 billion, rising over time. Those remittances represented only 6 percent of GDP, though, down from more than 10.5 percent in 2012, meaning that as the actual value of remittances has increased, they’ve shrunk as a proportion of Bangladesh’s economy, a sign of strength.

Remittances can be the differences between life and death for households in poor countries. Somalis abroad send $1.3 billion annually back home, an amount higher than humanitarian and development assistance, which helps families cover food and medication costs. Globally, remittances have been steadily trending upward for decades (with a small downturn in 2009 as a result of the global financial crisis), reaching half a trillion dollars by 2013 and $653 billion in 2019. We should expect a significant downturn any time there are crises, such as the COVID-19 pandemic that began in 2020, which underscores that diverse economies will be the most resilient.

Emigration has brought measurable benefits to countries such as the Philippines, but emigration can also be a massive drain on human capital, and thus a country’s economy. In the early days of New World colonization, England was bleeding emigrants to places such as the North American colonies, forcing the English Parliament to outlaw emigration of skilled artisans in 1718. The effects of emigration can last a long time, as the massive Irish emigration in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries shows. During this wave, young Irish adults, mostly young men, started emigrating to the United States in increasing numbers throughout the early nineteenth century, from about 13,000 per year in 1821 to 93,000 per year by 1843. The 1845–1849 potato famine doubled that number. What began as a slow leak eventually drained Ireland’s population: In 1891, 39 percent of Irish-born lived outside of Ireland. The country’s population halved between 1841 and 1951, and it still hasn’t recovered: Today, Ireland’s population is still one-third less than its peak before the famine.

Naturally, because this is a book about people, a lot of our discussion of population and economics has been about labor, but the technologically minded reader may be wondering what the place of labor will be in the future workforce. Fears that automation will displace labor abound, what many call the “fourth industrial revolution.” As it turns out, such fears have been around since the original Industrial Revolution, and the relationship between technology, labor, and the economy is still up for debate.

• • •

The reverend looked around the town square: It was practically crawling with babies. Bedraggled mothers chased rogue toddlers while three or four other urchins trailed in her wake like an army of ants. If things kept going like this, it seemed impossible that the human race would survive but a few more decades. Given how fast the population was growing, surely the end of humanity was nigh. After all, he knew two things to be absolutely certain: People need food and people need sex.

The year was 1798, and the reverend was one Thomas Robert Malthus, an English cleric and political economist. To Malthus, only emigration, famine, or pestilence could check population growth—humans’ need for sex, and thus procreation, was too powerful. His central argument was simple: Population increased exponentially, but food production only increased linearly, so eventually (and sooner rather than later, he thought), population growth would outpace the ability of the land to provide. Malthus’s ideas were immediately popular among the ruling classes in England who, like Malthus, saw England’s Poor Laws as a colossal failure. Although intended to alleviate poverty, critics said the laws actually increased it by incentivizing employers to cut wages. In 1834, the Poor Laws were reformed and required those wanting relief to seek it through the “workhouse system”—the able-bodied were to leave behind their crafts and their farms and join the great machine of “Industrializing England.”

Ah, Industrializing England. For a social scientist, there was no better laboratory for observing the confluence of urbanization, industrialization, youthful age structure, and improving mortality than mid-nineteenth century Britain. So, when Karl Marx landed there after being expelled from Paris in 1849, it’s no wonder that what he saw and experienced then and there confirmed his theories about capitalism, the state, and the working class. For one, as he observed that great industrial machine, he felt even more strongly that the working class was not to blame for its lot. Malthus’s ideas—still fresh, and popular among elites—were wrong. Marx criticized the reformed Poor Laws for ignoring the displacements caused by industrial capitalism. He thought that the laws combined Malthus’s theory with a “bourgeois individualist and moralizing notion” that English families needed to curtail their fertility to match their means. In essence, the Poor Laws argued that it was reproduction that led people to be poor, not the evils of industrial capitalism.

Although it started centuries ago, the primary debate about population and the economy is at heart a debate about which one of these famous thinkers was right. The lenses of Malthus and Marx are still useful for trying to understand how urbanization, industrialization, youthful age structure (and increasingly older age structures), and improving mortality affect economic performance and individual fortunes.

Like economist Adam Smith (he of the market’s invisible hand), Marx scoffed at the simplicity of Malthus’s thesis and instead argued that other factors, such as human ingenuity and technology, would prevent the massive devastation Malthus foresaw. Today, many worry over automation displacing workers—exactly what Marx observed and discussed with respect to the industrial cotton industry displacing handweavers in the mid-nineteenth century.

Natural resource economies have challenges employing large numbers of youth; similarly, automation can close out opportunities to use a large labor force. One of the consequences Marx observed was the creation of an industrial surplus army of labor. Industrial capitalism displaced workers through productivity gains from automation, so firms could produce more goods with fewer workers. Technology can be a great leveler. Already by 2013, the World Bank and the African Development Bank reported 650 million mobile users in Africa, more than in the United States or Europe.

Mobile access allows economies to grow even without traditional infrastructure, such as reliable roads, electricity, or land-based phone lines. In fact, those same agencies reported that in some African countries, more people had “access to a mobile phone than to clean water, a bank account or electricity.”

But there’s an unknown side to technology; namely, the growing use of automation to replace labor in both developed and developing states. Already, in “middle-aged” countries it’s challenging to provide jobs for a burgeoning workforce. The East Asian economies forged their path to astronomical growth through labor-intensive manufacturing and industrialization. It will be hard for emerging economies today to duplicate that path to growth—even though they have a similar bonus of workers, manufacturing is not the same. In South Asia and Africa, in particular, manufacturing is a much smaller share of the economy than it was for economic giants such as China.

Use of robotics, poor infrastructure, and changing consumer tastes mean that economies can no longer count on building strong manufacturing sectors to bring them out of the lowest rungs of poverty. Use of robotics is exploding and reducing the need for manufacturing labor even in India and China: According to the International Federation of Robotics, “Since 2010, demand for industrial robots has risen considerably due to the ongoing trend towards automation and continued technical innovations in industrial robots. From 2014 to 2019, annual installations increased by 11% on average each year.” Asia is by far the biggest market. These economies, too, will need to chart a new course for future growth. Some argue that Africa can’t rely on manufacturing for its development path. Economist Dani Rodrik calls this conundrum “premature deindustrialization.” What this means for wage earners is that those making $10 to $20 a day, effectively the middle classes, in Southeast Asia and Africa have seen little expansion, even though these regions have abundant labor.

• • •

The start of the twenty-first century has been marked by a divide between developed aging countries and less developed youthful ones. The tremendous economic growth across Asia and in a handful of countries in other regions, such as Brazil and South Africa, was partly driven by favorable demographics and policies that took advantage of them, namely, high proportions of working-age people. Demographics aren’t enough by themselves, and we could have reason to believe the stars aligned in a unique way that’s highly unlikely for countries looking to develop today. Labor-intensive manufacturing, in particular, has a shaky future.

What’s useful about the demographic transition is that it leads to a fairly predictable path along which age structure will travel from youthful to aged. Of course, depending on the pace of the demographic transition, those age-structure changes can vary in speed and intensity worldwide. China’s median age went from 19 years to 30 years in just three decades (1970 to 2000). In India, in contrast, the pace of the demographic transition and thus the rise in median age has been much more gradual. What’s certain, though, is that a country well into the demographic transition with a rising median age will one day be “old.” That certainty means policy makers and businesses have the closest thing to an actual crystal ball where they can foresee the kinds of demographic pressures a country will face in the future.

As evidence from East Asia and Latin America shows, the demographic dividend is not automatic and requires laying groundwork early. East Asian states, in particular, invested in education and human capital and focused on shifting their economies away from agriculture, so that they were able to reap a greater dividend than did states in Latin America, which underinvested in those areas. The divergent experiences of these two regions demonstrates that states with intermediate age structures must invest in their populations in order to benefit from them, in turn. For the current group of countries in the window of opportunity, the prognosis is mixed. India has low levels of literacy, and some regions of the country are far behind others in terms of human development. States in the Middle East and North Africa will need to position themselves to take advantage of their favorable dependency ratios but thus far have underdeveloped labor markets and a mismatch between the population’s skills and the types of jobs available.

While a country has the benefit of a relatively large labor force and relatively few dependents, the time is ripe to establish sustainable pension and retirement policies. Austere reforms are more likely to be palatable to a relatively younger population than to one that is close to receiving generous benefits. A country only reaps the benefit of a demographic dividend when it deliberately takes advantage of its population resources. Policies that make the labor market flexible, invest in health and education, and work toward gender equity, including in labor-force participation, will help provide conditions to reap a demographic dividend.

For example, Iran, whose median age will be 34 years in 2025, needs to reform its unsustainable pay-as-you-go social insurance system, which has already shown cracks, before more people enter their retirement years. Only about 17 percent of women participate in the labor force, despite their high levels of education.

As with age structure, the contribution of urbanization to economic growth is not automatic. Urbanization in natural resource–rich settings is qualitatively different than in settings where the urban population grows up around a rich industrial base. Connectivity between cities seems just as important as the cities themselves. Megaregions, such as China’s Hong Kong–Shenzhen–Guangzhou megaregion and Brazil’s São Paulo–Rio de Janeiro megaregion, account for 66 percent of the world’s economic activity and are the breeding ground for 85 percent of all technological and scientific innovation. African cities, however, are “crowded, disconnected, and costly,” in the words of the World Bank. Climate change is an additional challenge. A 2018 report from McKinsey & Company categorizes almost 1,700 cities today as under high chronic resource stress with respect to food, energy, or water and a further 951 as facing high acute environmental stress, such as drought, floods, and cyclones. Cities such as Lagos and Manila are driving much of their countries’ economic growth but are projected to face intense stresses from climate change.

• • •

While the African Union named 2017 the year of the demographic dividend, some demographers and economists worry that prematurely employing rhetoric of the demographic dividend can cause us to gloss over serious institutional, structural, and population issues. Africa’s economic issues are way bigger than labor issues alone. The unemployment rates among African youth are twice that of adults; in Eswatini, 43 percent of youth are unemployed, and more than half of South African youth are. Many of Africa’s fastest growing economies are experiencing “jobless growth” and failing to employ their large youth bulges. In sub-Saharan Africa, on average, new entrants to the labor force increased by 3 percent a year between 2015 and 2020 and are projected to increase by 2.9 percent a year from 2020 to 2025. Even if fertility continues to decline, large numbers will enter the labor force in the future because they were born at a time when fertility was higher. Growth of the informal sector and lack of meaningful employment are also issues. One scholar, Christopher Cramer, has warned against policies that aim to provide jobs without considering the nature of the work. Cramer links motivations for violence among youth to rampant “demeaning and exploitative employment,” which he says is just as much motivation for grievance as unemployment is. Such research has led the World Bank to conclude that “policy approaches that focus on plundering Africa’s labor resources may well create more problems than solutions.”

Most African countries are not yet at the beginning of their window of opportunity, but we can take a moment to recognize what it means for those countries currently in the window as it begins to close. Lower fertility and mortality create an “aging” country, but not yet aged. Any “dividend” comes only after the demographic transition, but the window eventually closes. After fertility and mortality decline during the demographic transition, the population assumes an intermediate age structure, with a bulge of people in working ages. This stopover between a youthful and mature age structure can last several decades or only a few, depending on the pace of fertility decline in individual states. With fertility on the decline, states such as Ethiopia have time to establish sustainable pension systems to prepare for eventual population aging.

Right now, many of the world’s nearly 8 billion people live in countries whose populations are in the window of opportunity, with intermediate age structures, but as we know from Chapter 2, these countries are on their way to joining the club of aged states. Soon, windows in many will be closed for good. At the regional level, Central Asia, South Asia, and Central America are on the younger end of an intermediate age structure. Upper-middle income countries—a category that includes Mexico, Cuba, Costa Rica, and Turkey—are on average at the upper end of the intermediate age structure. To show how transitory this time is, by 2035, Latin America and the Caribbean will have aged beyond an intermediate structure to a mature one. What happens on the other side of the demographic dividend was made clear in the chapter on aging. The window will close.





CHAPTER 7 The Future of Global Population

Demography is a window into our past. It can help us understand political, social, and economic transitions and see patterns among them. Demography is also a window into our future—it is essential to a full picture of the world of tomorrow. Demographics are likely to come into more policy conversations as we collectively unwind from COVID-19 and climate change receives more attention across the public and private sectors. But, as we have learned, taking population numbers at face value and extrapolating from there is not the best way to use population numbers. Instead, we have to look at the forces in a society that amplify demographic trends and the forces that dilute them. Some of those include political institutions, for example, like electoral and political party systems. We also need to look closer at the demographic trends themselves. Although we have a diverse global population of nearly 8 billion, demographic trends often follow predictable patterns that can help us understand the global strategic environment. Once mortality declines, fertility generally follows. As fertility falls, a population’s median age rises, and its proportions of young, mid-age, and older populations shift. With the right investments, Somalia may one day be lucky enough to face the problem of population aging, just like China, Iran, and many other countries that only recently had high fertility. When demographic dynamics diverge from expected patterns, we have the opportunity to deepen our understanding of the causes and effects of demographic change. How, then, can we make solid predictions about the direction of demographic trends, and how should we use demography to give us a fuller picture of the future?

As we consider how to make accurate or successful forecasts using demographics, we can take a tip from superforecaster Philip Tetlock, who argues that the process should be one of outside in, instead of inside out. The example he often uses for illustration is that of predicting a couple’s likelihood of divorce. Imagine being at a wedding reception and the person next to you asks, their mouth full of cake, how likely you think the newly married couple is to divorce. The inside-out prediction would be to think of the vows the couple just made, their professions of love for each other, and the closeness of their bodies on the dance floor. Maybe you reply, “Oh, only 5 percent.” That’s the prediction that’s in good taste, but if you were betting you’d probably lose.

The outside-in prediction would first take a look at the baseline divorce rates for the couple’s socio-demographic group, which might be around 40 percent, then move to “inside” factors: how long they’ve known each other or dated, how often they fight and how they resolve disagreements, how well their life goals match, and so on. You’d move your prediction of the likelihood of divorce higher or lower from there. And, Tetlock cautions, you should frequently update your predictions because those “inside” factors often change.

How does this relate to demographics? Well, demographics are one of the best baseline, “outside” predictors we have. Knowledge of demographic trends and what they mean is a great first step in understanding how larger trends in violence and peace, democracy or repression, prosperity or poverty, are likely to play out on a global scale. Both because populations are the foundation of every society and because they are the best crystal ball we have for the future, they often play a prominent role in our assessments of the future.

But, demographic trends aren’t the end-all. Or, to phrase it in parlance commonly used in this area, demography is not destiny. Historical context, geography, social dynamics, and so forth, are those “inside” factors that move our predictions up or down from the baseline. We learn a lot by focusing on one dynamic at a time, such as fertility rates, but there’s never just one demographic trend characterizing a society at any one point in time. Even in a single country, some women, maybe of a certain ethnic or income group, are having lots of babies; others are having none. People with certain levels of education are moving from rural to urban areas; others are being uprooted and forced across borders by outbreaks of conflict.

Policies can change the trajectory of demographic trends, too. When famous doomsayer Paul R. Ehrlich published The Population Bomb in 1968, he followed in Malthus’s footsteps and argued that humans were breeding themselves into extinction. Worried that global population was set to exceed Earth’s carrying capacity, he advocated for strict family-planning measures, even flirting with coercion. Yet, here we are, with deaths from famine a fraction of what they were in Ehrlich’s time. Ehrlich has had ample time to retract his predictions, yet he, and others, see value in his warnings, even though they did not come true, because they brought attention to poverty and famine in much of the world (granted, attention that sometimes led to human rights violations). People who dismiss him for his inaccurate forecasts miss the point. Forecasts don’t predict the future—they drive investments in the present. In other words, considering a range of demographic forecasts points you toward the investments you need to make today to shape the future you want tomorrow. While we can be fairly certain that even in the absence of policy changes world population wouldn’t have reached something like 30 billion, how much higher would global population have been without those drops in fertility? And, more important, how different might the quality of life have been for so many? When Ehrlich published The Population Bomb, global total fertility was 4.93—that’s an average of nearly five children per woman. No wonder he and many others, particularly in the budding environmental movement, were worried. Twenty-five years later, global fertility had plummeted to only three children per woman and by 2020 was 2.47. How many policy investments in education, health-care infrastructure, and macroeconomics did it take to halve global fertility from Ehrlich’s time? Asking such questions is more important than setting Ehrlich up as a strawman.

There’s power in small population changes. Whenever you’ve seen population projections in this book, they’re often using the United Nations medium projection because that’s the standard used in most publications, but sometimes it’s useful to explore a different projection and get a fuller picture of how policy interventions and other changes might alter the future demographic course. For the most accurate assessment of the future, we need to think through the range of projections and the implications across that range.

Let’s apply the idea of a range of demographic forecasts to Nigeria today. The rising median age shown in Figure 18 reflects that even the highest UN projection expects total fertility rate (TFR) in Nigeria to fall from 5.42 in 2020 to 4.06 by 2050 and 2.76 by 2100, and with that path Nigeria’s median age would rise to 28.6 by the end of the century. If fertility drops faster, as in the medium scenario, Nigeria’s median age would go from 18 in 2020 to 22.4 by mid-century. If it drops even faster, as in the low scenario, median age would be nearly 2 years higher by 2050.



Figure 18. Median Age Scenarios for Nigeria: 2020–2100
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Such scenarios are handy, but they’re not the only possible paths—Nigeria may follow a totally different course. Botswana’s path was actually even more accelerated than Nigeria’s low scenario. As Figure 19 shows, Botswana’s TFR fell from 6.7 children per woman on average in the period ending 1970 to about 3.5 by the turn of this century.

While Botswana had higher fertility than Nigeria in 1950, under the UN’s high-fertility scenario Nigeria wouldn’t achieve the fertility level of Botswana today (2.89) until after 2090, under the medium scenario until after 2065, and even under the low-fertility scenario until after 2050.

One conclusion from this exercise is we should be wary of using population projections more than two decades out for some planning purposes. Fertility drove a lot of the population changes we covered, especially in countries past the first stage of the demographic transition. But excess mortality from COVID-19, as in India and the United States, created demographic “surprises” outside of the projections we were all using. Two decades is still a long time, so nothing to lament, and certainly much longer than we could use political or economic projections. But even if ultimately inaccurate, looking at long-term projections is still useful when we’re trying to understand how our decisions today drive tomorrow’s reality. Anyone using demographic projections needs to ask: How plausible is it that fertility and mortality trends stay roughly the same as they are now? How likely are they to change? Instead of the medium variant, which is the one generally cited in the media, using the constant-fertility variant demonstrates what a country’s demographic profile will look like without significant policy intervention or social shifts, and thus can help us understand the importance of short-term economic and political decisions on long-term population changes. When I’m trying to make a point to policy makers about the investments needed for high-fertility societies to move along the demographic transition, the constant fertility variant is the most powerful way to make my point. Mortality and migration projections for the constant-fertility variant are the same as for the UN’s low-, medium-, and high-fertility projections, but as we’ve seen, those can change, too. As soon as US president Joe Biden took office in January 2021, for example, the pent-up demand at the southern US border started to spill over. The number of migrants US Customs and Border Protection encountered trying to enter the United States along the southwest border jumped 71 percent from February to March 2021. That includes 18,890 unaccompanied children from Central America, twice as many in March as in February.



Figure 19. Fertility Scenarios: Botswana and Nigeria
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• • •

Understanding that any demographic numbers for the future involve assumptions about fertility, mortality, and migration is the first step in making more accurate projections about their implications. The second step is checking our own assumptions. The danger in using demographics is that we often see what we want to see. Psychologists call this “desirability bias,” and we need to avoid it. When analyzing demographics, don’t let your preferences cloud your judgment.

When I speak to companies or policy makers, I try to convey that the most important skills in demographic analysis are naming and being aware of your preferences, rethinking assumptions, and asking the right questions. This includes our own assumptions as analysts. As the world’s first “demographic billionaire,” China’s population growth and high fertility were criticized as a huge weakness, sure to undermine any of the communist government’s efforts at global domination. Now, its aging population and low fertility are criticized as a liability. Can both criticisms be valid? Certainly, these contradictions make sense when we acknowledge that too often, the seer sees what he or she wants to see. I strongly caution against letting your goals drive your interpretation of demographic trends. If you’re a competitor with China or with the United States and you let your desire to triumph in business or military power drive how you view the strengths and weaknesses of Chinese or American population trends, you’re doing it wrong.

Desirability bias has also colored interpretations of Russia’s demographic trends. Figure 20 is one of my favorite graphs because it says so much about how demographic assessments are driven by recent trends and how dangerous that practice can be. Focus on the two vertical black lines. Imagine first that the data endpoint was that left-most line, 2010. As I’ve written about elsewhere in this book, a lot of dire predictions about Russia’s demographics were made right around the years 2009 and 2010, when Russia’s depopulation was rapid and the country was on a clear downward slope. But what happened next? Russia saw a modest turnaround in fertility, and population began to rise. As we might expect, the result was a flood of news articles and policy analysis talking about Russia’s miraculous turnaround in the birthrate. Sure, if we cut off our data at the right-most vertical black line, at 2020, we might indeed project that Russia is on the upswing. But we’d have an incomplete picture then, too.

Instead of these shortsighted views, a comprehensive picture of what fertility trends are like in countries such as Russia lets us know that they will be at sub-replacement fertility in the long run, and that intensive pro-natalist interventions only give modest rise to fertility, and generally only in the immediate term. Russia will need to prepare for its permanent shift to low fertility, population aging, and depopulation, absent significant immigration.

We also need to continually update our assessments. I’m not saying this just to keep myself in a job (although regular updates would ensure future editions of this book), but trends change. After all, we’re trying to understand human behavior, not that of robots. While for decades the United States was an outlier in terms of higher fertility, the United States, China, and Russia are arguably more demographically alike than different, as Figure 21 shows. If you haven’t updated your analysis and you’re still considering the United States as an outlier, you’re behind the curve. More Americans are realizing that US population patterns are shifting, such as Matt Yglesias, who even before the results of the 2020 Census argued that America needed to dramatically expand its immigration to keep pace with China. What we should be asking is: What are the implications for global governance, global peace, and global economic growth when the world’s leading powers are all aging?



Figure 20. Population of the Russian Federation, 1990–2035


[image: image]


Figure 21. Population Statistics: United States, China, and Russia in 2020
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• • •

Given these reminders about the utility and limitation of forecasts and the need for continually updating assumptions, is there anything we can say conclusively about demographics in a world of 8 billion? I think so and have gathered a list of what I see as the six most important takeaways as you go forth and analyze.

1. Size matters.

No matter how much technology has advanced or how postmodern our societies have become, population size still matters. And the primordial principle remains: the bigger the better. Some of this is literal, as we saw in the chapter on aging, as population size and age composition determine the number of potential soldiers. But a good deal of the issue is perception.

Tribes, states, and all the other assorted political units humans have organized themselves into throughout our history have always seen strength in their numbers. Their decline, on the other hand, has been perceived as weakness. Political–economic theories supported this thinking into the modern age. The economic philosophy of mercantilism, which saw the key to state power as accumulation of wealth, also included accumulation of people as a major source of wealth. Fundamentally, human capital is still a key factor when considering a nation’s power, especially in regard to the nation’s military and economics. The population of a society and its makeup directly influence all other factors of a society and will therefore weigh heavily in how groups perceive their own strength relative to that of others.

2. People move in somewhat predictable patterns.

It’s certain that the world will continue to have migration “surprises” over the next few decades as conflicts and economic crises erupt. However, the exact situations that produce sudden displacements are impossible to predict. Migration for economic reasons (absent crisis) is more predictable. The global nature of capitalism means that capital moves to places where there’s more bang for a buck, and labor moves to places where wages are higher. The majority of migrant workers go from smaller, middle-income economies to larger, high-income economies—in 2019 two-thirds of international migrants resided in high-income countries, with 29 percent in middle-income countries. Emigration from countries where GDP per capita is about $10,000, such as Jordan or the Philippines, is 2.5 times higher than in countries where it is only $1,000, such as Niger. As states move toward lower-middle incomes, more people in the country can afford to travel and have the skills and means to do so. Emigration rates slow when states achieve high-income status, what the World Bank defines as GDP per capita of $10,000 to $12,000, because at this point, there are generally attractive employment opportunities at home. We know from public opinion surveys that there’s a high desire to emigrate among people in sub-Saharan Africa, but in many countries of that region income levels are too low for emigration en masse. As incomes rise, however, emigration is more likely.

Likewise, as levels of development increase, the population ages, and demand for labor rises, so states that cross the threshold to high income will begin to attract migrants in larger numbers. This includes both labor migration and conflict migration. As an example of the latter, as 2020 approached, the number of people applying for asylum in Mexico skyrocketed, an 11-fold increase between 2013 and 2017. Applications from Central Americans fleeing violence continued to go up in 2018, 2019, and the first three months of 2020, until COVID-19 drove border restrictions on entry into the country. While Mexico has historically been a source country of migrants to the United States, as incomes rise and the population ages Mexico is becoming a destination country in its own right.

3. The world is urban.

Given that the urban populations of the Western Hemisphere and Europe are saturated, the majority of future urban growth will come from Asia and Africa. African cities are growing at a much faster rate than cities did in the past. During the heyday of industrialization, from 1800 to 1910, London grew 2 percent a year, meaning the city’s population doubled every 25 years. In contrast, the population of Kigali, Rwanda, grew 7 percent a year between 1950 and 2010, meaning it doubled every decade, according to researcher Greg Mills. India, alone, has 495 million urban dwellers, and China has 893 million. Going forward, India, China, and Nigeria will account for 35 percent of the growth in the world’s urban population between 2018 and 2050. India will add 416 million urbanites, China 255 million, and Nigeria 189 million.

We can expect increasing urbanization of up to 70 percent of the world’s population by 2050, most of which will take place in middle- and low-income countries. While today’s developed countries saw the economic benefits of urbanization, some 800 million people worldwide are in slum areas, while “superstar” cities basically attract all the innovation, capital, talent, and investment. Urbanization is associated with tremendous economic benefits but also intersects with environmental change in ways that can undermine gains in income and quality of life. Urbanizing low-income and lower-middle-income countries are at risk of food insecurity, as their growing populations are heavily dependent on imports and subsistence agriculture still predominates. While we don’t want to oversimplify and return to a strict Malthusian analysis, it is undeniable that climate change has already exacerbated droughts and floods, making these burgeoning urban areas vulnerable to such shocks.

4. An aging world is coming.

Although we may not live more years past age 122, more people are living to be centenarians than ever. That’s been an interesting development in Japan, where the Japanese government had been in the practice of recognizing its new centenarians by gifting them with a sterling silver cup. The problem is that the number of centenarians—those at least age 100—has grown for 50 years in a row, from only 153 when the country started keeping records in 1963, to nearly 80,000 in 2020. Japanese centenarians are now so numerous that the government has switched from sterling silver to silver-plated to save money. That was a smart move, as centenarians there are expected to number 170,000 by 2027.

Of individuals, we often say that growing old is better than the alternative; to an extent the same sentiment is true for aging societies. We should continue to celebrate strides in increasing life expectancy at older ages and better child survival rates, which give people the confidence to have smaller families. But just as an individual feels the pains and strains of aging, so too do aging societies. By 2050, those ages 20 to 69 will shrink by 16.2 percent in South Korea, 14.9 percent in Taiwan, and 8.9 percent in China. If institutions don’t change in states where the government has promised entitlements and early retirement, when those states age their economies will likely contract, and the governments will face a serious challenge in meeting their obligations. In countries where there are few long-term care facilities and low entitlements, the family will be strained to care for its aging members, likely depressing fertility even further. Retirement policies in most developed economies—the first wave of aging states—were shortsighted and expensive, because pay-as-you-go entitlement systems are unsustainable in aging states with shrinking workforces. Schemes that allow older people to skirt the system and exit early, such as through unemployment, are also costly. The most developed states have some hard political work ahead to reform policies in the face of extreme and unprecedented demographic aging. Policies to bring more women of all ages into the workforce and to allow older workers to stay in the workforce longer (getting rid of mandatory retirement age, for example) can increase the size of the workforce dramatically in societies where labor-force participation rates of those two groups are low (which is most developed countries). Those countries can also focus on supporting other factors that contribute to economic growth besides labor—productivity and efficiency, for example, can be improved by technology. Automation and immigration can offset some of the labor shortages that will come with increased aging, but never perfectly. Good health will also be key to thriving in an aging world to keep quality of life high, costs down, and productivity up.

5. Policies can shape the future we want.

Population is not like a tide that washes over us, taking us to various destinations no matter what we do—we can put policies in place that direct the flow. The good news is there are options: The causal arrow runs both ways between population on the one hand and politics, social relations, and economics on the other, meaning that actions on one side of the equation affect variables on the other. That’s also the bad news. For countries to take full advantage of their demographic dividend, they have to put policies in place ahead of time to lay the groundwork for growth. That means everything from educating and training youth who will be of working age during the demographic window of opportunity, to creating macroeconomic policies conducive to foreign investment, to making sure the country is peaceful and stable enough for investors to take a risk. None of that is easy, but Merilee Grindle has discussed the aim of “good enough governance,” which urges us to place stock in the power of small changes. Jack Goldstone and Larry Diamond state the menu of options succinctly: “making sensible investments in education, health, and infrastructure; supporting voluntary family planning; enforcing basic property rights; making economic growth more inclusive; and preventing diversion of too much national wealth and income to unproductive and corrupt ends.”

If we’ve learned anything from the COVID-19 pandemic, it’s that a good health foundation makes countries far more prepared for the unexpected. Studying what has worked then implementing those practices more widely can ensure that global health stays on the right track. While malaria still kills 430,000 a year, malaria cases were down 18 percent between 2010 and 2017, and deaths were down 28 percent. In 2019, Algeria and Argentina were declared malaria-free, and the first malaria vaccine was piloted in Ghana, Kenya, and Malawi. We’ve also seen tremendous gains in the global fight against HIV/AIDS. Until just a few years ago, in some southern African countries, HIV affected more than a third of the population and reduced life expectancy by up to 15 years. But the World Health Organization reports that between 2000 and 2018, the number of new HIV infections fell by 37 percent. The number of deaths related to infection also fell by 37 percent, and use of anti-retroviral therapy (ART) saved 13.6 million lives. Scholars have expressed concern that COVID-19 would redirect funds from other health areas, so gains in traditional areas of focus could be slower in the short term. It is too early to tell whether developed countries’ efforts to prepare for pandemic readiness means they will devote fewer resources to health causes in less developed countries. Substituting pandemic preparedness for the fight against other diseases means trading one shortsighted and incomplete policy for another—instead, we need more funding for health overall so we can comprehensively address health challenges for the long term.

Policies also help determine the impact of population aging. Demographically speaking, Brazil is actually much younger than Russia or China. (China’s median age is 38.4 and Brazil’s is 33.5.) But, like China, Brazil is aging rapidly, and the most useful thing about demographics is that countries evolve along a fairly predictable path once they are well into the demographic transition. In other words, they know what’s coming. Brazil’s TFR is below replacement at 1.7 children per woman on average so Brazil’s policy makers and business leaders are aware that the country is aging.

And yet.

During her first term in office, former Brazilian president Dilma Rousseff actually increased pension spending. Brazil spends a higher proportion of its GDP on pensions than does the world’s oldest country, Japan. And whereas Japan’s average age of exit from the workforce is 71 years for males, can you guess what it is in Brazil? Fifty-six. This is a very poor foundation to deal with population aging.

We should also consider India. Some talk about India and China in the same breath because they’re big, they’re neighbors, and they’ve sometimes recently seen similar economic growth. But, other than their size—together they compose 37 percent of the world’s population—demographically, and in a lot of other respects, they couldn’t be more different. The policies a country puts in place on everything from education, to urbanization, to pensions determine how demographic dynamics play out. India and China have a wide variety of policies that shape different outcomes for their demographic trends. Whereas literacy is nearly universal in China, in India only 66 percent of females are literate. China’s massive urbanization drove much of its economic growth, while India is far behind the global average of 55.7 percent urban at only 35 percent in 2021 (possibly higher due to data issues, as mentioned in Chapter 6). China has been living up to its potential and making the most of its demography—India has not.

6. The demographic divide will shape the fortunes of countries.

Population data show that the divide between the developed and developing world continues to grow. More than 89 percent of the world’s population growth between 2020 and 2050 will take place in lower-middle or low-income countries, while only 3 percent will take place in high-income countries. Sub-Saharan Africa is one of the fastest growing regions in the world, and the United Nations projects that the population will double by 2045, even if the subcontinent is able to reduce fertility from a current average of almost five children per woman to just over three. If fertility stays at its current level, the region’s population will double a decade earlier, reaching more than 1.7 billion by 2035. On the other side of the divide, 42 percent of the world’s population, mostly the developed world, lives in low-fertility countries. Of the world’s 10 youngest countries, several stand out, including Somalia, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, and Uganda. These are not exactly countries known for being the world’s most open, peaceful democracies with the most robust economic growth. Age structure doesn’t tell us everything, but it gives pretty strong clues about political, social, and economic issues in various countries.

Given the ties between fertility and age structure, and between age structure and conflict or development, we can project that the economies of very low-fertility and high-fertility countries, which mostly have very mature or very young age structures, will face challenges meeting the needs of their dependents, while those of the middle ages—such as many rising powers—will experience high economic growth and a peace dividend. How these shifts translate to global power, peace, and prosperity will be something to watch. Globally, inequality will widen and deepen. The Middle East and North African (MENA) region illustrates this vast divide. While many states in the region, such as Iran and Tunisia, have relatively low fertility and aging populations, others, such as Yemen, still have high fertility and youthful age structures. The least developed countries continue to suffer from tremendous inequality internally, which can feed discontent and motivate political violence.

Climate change will bring additional challenges. Poor countries will be disproportionately affected, as will poor people even in developed countries; poor countries and poor communities will have less of an ability to adapt to higher temperatures and other extreme weather events. Continued population growth and rising incomes will mean continued rises in greenhouse gas emissions, barring radical change with clear leadership from the United States and China, in particular. Warming and changing climates also introduce diseases into new areas. Mosquitoes, for example, are increasing their range and bringing diseases such as yellow fever along with them.

• • •

This evening, somewhere in Upstate New York, a guy named Paul will celebrate his 50th birthday at home with his wife and two kids. He doesn’t think of himself as old, especially as he probably needs to work another two decades before he can afford to retire. He and his wife have a second mortgage, their two sons’ college to pay for, and a little bit of credit card debt from last year’s family vacation to Hawaii. He just hopes he’ll live long enough to retire. The doctor says his cholesterol is high and is worried Paul will develop diabetes from eating too much sugar.

Tonight, though, he’ll indulge in a slice of German chocolate cake, just like his grandmother from the old country used to make, kiss the kids good night, crack open a beer, and settle in to watch television. His wife will go through the day’s mail and toss an envelope on his lap before she returns to the kitchen to wash the dinner dishes. During the first commercial break, Paul will open his mail and get a punch in the gut. Inside the envelope is an unsolicited, personalized membership card to the powerful old-age lobbying group AARP. Happy birthday, Paul.

Across the world, in Somalia, on Africa’s eastern horn, Faduma gets a sinking feeling in her stomach. How many days has it been since her last menstrual cycle? Her body has that ripe feeling of early pregnancy she went through with her first three children, and she’s deathly afraid that even though her youngest is just a few months old and still nursing, she’ll be adding another mouth to feed before long. She’s only 22 and she’s exhausted.

Paul’s and Faduma’s experiences are typical of their peers and representative of the great divide in population trends between richer and poorer countries today. I began studying demographics at the start of this century and have seen this divide deepen and become more resonant over these 20-plus years. In drafting this book, I returned to my first book, published a decade ago, and was pleased to see the assessments about demographic impact hold up—that’s because the tools I’ve embraced and tried to relate in these pages really do work to help us understand how to use demographic projections and gain a deeper understanding of each other.

Our world of 8 billion will become a world of 9 billion, then 10 billion. While the pace at which global population is growing is slowing, we are still a world of 8 billion and counting. At any snapshot in time, these billions will comprise babies, children, workers, retirees, and those in the twilight of life. Just as an individual progresses through different ages and stages, societies that go through the various demographic transitions travel through ages and stages as well. The political opinions, consumer behaviors, and social abilities of generations of today have been (and will continue to be) shaped by their experiences with global recessions, pandemics, and wars, or stock market booms, flourishing peace, and technological revolutions. We are an interdependent, interconnected world, and the challenges that besiege one country easily touch us all: disease, climate change, economic crisis. But so do the good fortunes, as our interconnected economic world shows. The question we have before us is: How can we utilize the 8 billion people we have on the planet today to shape the world we want tomorrow?
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