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For Michele



We know much more securely than we know almost any other 

social or economic factor relating to the future that, in the place of 

the steady and indeed steeply rising level of population which we 

have experienced for a great number of decades, we shall be faced 

in a very short time with a stationary or a declining level. The rate 

of decline is doubtful, but it is virtually certain that the changeover, 

compared with what we have been used to, will be substantial. . . . 

Nevertheless the idea of the future being different from the present 

is so repugnant to our conventional modes of thought and behavior 

that we, most of us, offer a great resistance to acting on it in 

practice.

— john maynard keynes, “some economic consequences of 

a declining population,” 1937
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1

Introduction:
The Threat of Declining Birth Rates

The demographic transition, which has been reordering 
the global population for two hundred years, consists of two 

phases. In the fi rst—thanks to better nutrition, public health, and 
medicine—mortality rates decline and populations expand; in the 
second, birth rates adjust down. The fi rst phase usually produces 
overpopulation. Overpopulation is something we know a lot about 
and fear. The “population bomb” revived the dark prophecies of 
Thomas Malthus. The population of the globe is still rising, threaten-
ing to strain resources and undermine the stability of many states.1 
But while overpopulation continues to plague the poorest continent, 
Africa, and much of the world’s most troubled region, the Middle 
East, it has abated in most developed countries. Instead of overpopu-
lation, we face a new demographic threat to national security: de-
clining birth rates, and even declining populations. This threat is a 
direct result of the second phase of the demographic transition.

The implications of declining birth rates have just begun to fi x our 
attention. The population of many European and Asian states is in 
absolute decline, or very soon will be. Nowhere in Europe do birth 
rates attain replacement levels, although a few countries come very 
close. The same is true for much of Asia, including Japan and South 
Korea. This population decline is new. In the past, populations declined 
temporarily as a result of natural causes, such as plagues (e.g., the Black 
Death) or wars and confl icts (wars and disease have often gone to-
gether). But until the nineteenth century, there was no precedent for a 
decline in birth rates on a national scale based on choice.
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Sex and childbearing have become separate. Sex does not have to 
lead to procreation; having children is a matter of conscious decision-
making. Increasing gender equality has challenged “traditional” 
forms of marriage and the family. With the advent of the welfare 
state, children are less necessary to support aging parents and are 
often perceived as an expense (economic and emotional) that many 
adults are hesitant to assume.

The question of low birth rates lies at the intersection of many of 
the great themes of human existence on both the personal and na-
tional levels: the meaning of life, at a time when sexuality has been 
separated from procreation; the reinterpretation of the role of chil-
dren in a society when they are no longer an economic necessity; the 
tension between individual preferences for small families and the 
social need for replacement-level fertility; the impact on children of 
being brought up in nontraditional families or of spending less time 
with their parents and more in child care; the blessings and curses 
of longevity; and the relationship between population and power. 
This study would be incomplete if it ignored these themes, but it 
would also become unmanageable if it did not focus. Like Odysseus, 
we need to lash ourselves to the mast so that we can listen to the 
songs of the sirens without foundering on the reefs.

In this introduction, I fi rst outline why there is a trend toward 
falling birth rates in the developed world, and why declining birth 
rates constitute a national security threat. Next, I discuss why the 
problem of low birth rates is often discounted and why the idea of 
state action meets with resistance. Then I present the low-fertility- 
trap hypothesis, which is followed by an explanation of why action 
needs to be taken sooner rather than later. Finally, the rationale is 
presented for the choice of case studies in this book.

The Decline of Birth Rates

The demographic transition began in the nineteenth century. Mor-
tality rates fell, thanks to improvements in public health, medicine, 
and diet. Birth rates declined based on the decision of families to 
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restrict pregnancy, but typically this did not take place immediately. 
France, the fi rst country to experience the decline in birth rates, was 
also the fi rst to achieve zero population growth: Because birth rates 
closely mirrored mortality, the population remained roughly stable. 
In Britain, there was a lag resulting in a “demographic dividend”—
the large working-age population made rapid economic growth pos-
sible. Excess population (presumably those who could not expect to 
fi nd land, jobs, or dowries) emigrated, much of it to the expanding 
empire, increasing national power. In Germany, increased popula-
tion also contributed to the Industrial Revolution. Other countries, 
including Sweden and Italy, produced similar waves of emigration. 
In unhappy Ireland, Malthusian prophecies played out, as emigra-
tion or starvation were the stark alternatives for many of the poor. 
For most societies, the fi rst phase of the demographic transition 
was characterized by large families; this was not the case before the 
demographic transition nor the case after birth rates had adjusted 
down in the second phase of the demographic transition.2

The changing role of the family also led to a decline in the birth 
rate. In a seminal article published in 1937, the demographer Kingsley 
Davis explained that in premodern Europe, the family was the basic 
economic unit. Moreover, life was organized around kinship: “In so 
far as people need a ‘cause’ to live for, they can fi nd it in the family, 
its extension back in time through ancestors and forward through 
progeny constituting the abstract principle around which concrete 
sentiments are clustered.”3 Davis pointed out that as Europe moved 
from a primarily agricultural society to a largely urban, industrial 
society, the family was no longer the unit of production and thus its 
economic role diminished. On the land, where the family retained 
more of its economic importance, having too many children became 
as much a problem as having too few. When the French Revolution 
gave peasants the land, these small plots could not be subdivided 
further. 

For the urban middle and lower middle classes, which still thought 
in terms of family identity and sought social mobility, children be-
came the vehicle of upward social mobility, a social ascent that was 
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now possible in a more fl uid society. In the nineteenth century, every 
bourgeois or middle-class family was like a general headquarters 
engaged in planning and executing a campaign of social promotion 
for their progeny (think of Jane Austen’s novels). The instruments 
were education, work, and marriage. Sons required money for edu-
cation, and daughters for dowries. Only sons could advance the 
family, however, because they carried on the family name. Resources 
needed to be concentrated on sons; therefore, social mobility re-
quired limiting the number of progeny. Family logic was supposed 
to trump (and often trampled on) individual desires; one of the great 
themes of modern literature was the confl ict between the two—love 
marriage versus mariage de raison. In order to limit the number of 
progeny, contraception replaced delaying the age of marriage and 
celibacy, which had typifi ed early periods. Contraception came to be 
used not just by a small elite, but increasingly by the middle classes 
and even the peasantry. The most common form was coitus inter-
ruptus, later to be supplemented by condoms and barrier methods 
of female contraception (and of course, if these failed, there was the 
possibility of recourse to abortion and abandonment).

Even with these less-than-infallible means of contraception (which 
limited both sexual pleasure and conception), the birth rate hovered 
around replacement level in France in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries. Other countries, including Sweden, also began 
to experience low birth rates, especially in the 1930s. Fears of declin-
ing birth rates emerged, and pronatalism arose as a movement, usu-
ally tied to the political right. The right tended to focus on the inter-
ests of the nation (as it saw them) as opposed to the interests of 
the individual; it attributed population decline to a growing empha-
sis on individual freedom and modernism. Pronatalism’s rival, neo-
Malthusianism, argued that social progress could only be made by 
reducing the population, especially that of the working class, in or-
der to raise wages. Both presupposed the model of the limited state 
that would not provide social benefi ts to the disadvantaged.

The fi rst states to engage in active pronatalist programs were the 
fascist states, motivated by fear of low birth rates (if not always the 
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reality). For fascism, a growing population was tied to national 
power and vitality. Because German population policy was based 
on extreme racialism, Nazi goals included increasing the birth rate 
of Aryans while eliminating undesirables, with genocide an accept-
able method. The experience of fascism or militarism made postwar 
Italy and Germany very reluctant to engage in population policy. 
Democratic states such as France and Sweden also initiated pro-
natalist programs before World War II; but because they were not 
affl icted by a bad conscience, they continued them after the war.

For a brief period after World War II, the problem of low birth 
rates seemed to have disappeared as the developed world experi-
enced an unexpected baby boom, on a scale and duration far greater 
than that after World War I. But subsequently, and just as unexpect-
edly, birth rates fell, often to unprecedentedly low levels. At the root 
of this decline were several important factors, described as the “sec-
ond demographic transition” by some (Lesthaege) but considered 
by others as merely a “more advanced state” of the demographic 
transition (Reher).4 This period is characterized by several changes:

 •  The development of the birth control pill, which for the fi rst 
time in history made it possible to fully experience sexual 
pleasure without the risk of pregnancy. The pill reduced birth 
rates because there were fewer “unplanned” pregnancies.

 •  The rise of the welfare state provided a social safety net for 
old age, reducing or eliminating the need for children as an 
economic support for parents. The cost of raising children 
rose, especially because education occurred over an extended 
time. Children, in short, became an economic liability to 
their parents.

 •  A declining role for children, as human fulfi llment was in-
creasingly seen in terms of individual self-realization rather 
than family mobility. The family unit, which had lost much 
of its economic role, also lost some of its affective signifi -
cance. It was no longer true that one’s station in life depended 
on whether one had children.
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 •  A fundamental change in the life of women, who devoted 
only 14 percent of their adult life to childbearing and child 
rearing, as opposed to 70 percent in 1800, because of lower 
fertility and a longer life span.5

 •  The weakening of the “traditional family” by a vast increase 
in female participation in the labor force, the women’s 
revolution, the rise of divorce, and the increases of non-
traditional family arrangements like cohabitation. Already 
in 1937, Kingsley Davis raised the question of whether 
there was a fundamental incompatibility between the 
family and present-day society, as the family lost its eco-
nomic and social purpose. It may still be too early to say. 
The family seems to survive as a fundamental social unit 
only by transforming itself. But by embracing many non-
traditional arrangements, it sometimes comes to embody 
the very antithesis of the family that social conservatives 
are struggling to preserve.

An unrelated political development also had signifi cant demo-
graphic consequences. As a result of the collapse of the Soviet Union 
and the Soviet Bloc, fairly successful pronatalist programs in Eastern 
Europe were eliminated as legacies of communist rule. This was 
probably a factor in the veritable collapse of birth rates.6 In Russia 
and Ukraine, alcoholism, drugs, and HIV also resulted in dramati-
cally higher mortality rates.7

The result of these profound demographic changes is a birth rate 
so low that it calls into question the very survival of many nations. 
The preference of individuals for few or no children is at odds with 
the national requirement to maintain a stable population.

Low Birth Rates as a National Security Problem

Why, it may be asked, are declining birth rates a problem? Declin-
ing birth rates constitute a problem for the survival and security of 
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nations (in the broadest existential sense of national security) on at 
least four levels.

First, there is a change in the composition of the population in 
advanced societies from many young and working-age people and 
few seniors to one with few children, fewer people of working age, 
and many old people. Declining birth rates correspond with another 
important demographic trend, the great increase in life expectancy in 
developed nations. Increased life expectancy resulted from progress 
in sanitation, nutrition, and medicine. But longevity has an unfavor-
able impact on what is called the dependency ratio, or the percentage 
of working-age adults compared with nonactive citizens. The decline 
of this ratio has put great stress on the social welfare system. Fewer 
young people enter the workforce; longer education and training 
means that they enter later. Replacement-level birth rates mitigate 
the dependency ratio; lower birth rates exacerbate it. The American 
Social Security and Medicare programs are already at risk, despite 
replacement-level birth rates and signifi cant immigration fl ows. The 
situation is obviously worse where neither replacement birth rates 
nor immigration cushions the impact of aging populations. The wel-
fare state, as we shall see, has helped to stabilize birth rates in some 
countries. But low birth rates threaten the survival of the welfare 
state in others. A smaller number of working-age people will need to 
care for a mushrooming population of seniors.

Low birth rates are a national security threat in a second way, 
one that is harder to assess. For several hundred years, economic 
growth has been tied to prosperity. Growth in population has in-
creased the size of the domestic market and labor force. The demo-
graphic “bonus” has often been a key factor in economic take-off. 
What would be the implications, on the contrary, of an absolute 
decline in population? That problem has not really been adequately 
studied, yet the populations of some countries, including Japan, 
are actually declining in absolute terms. Young people tend to be in 
the vanguard of technological innovation and new ideas. It would 
seem that a society with fewer young people would pay a huge price 
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economically. Conceivably, the change in age distribution could 
lead to a form of gerontocracy, in which aging voters vote down 
policies favorable to children and families.8 This would be no coun-
try for young men and women, that is, no place for change, new 
ideas, and innovation. We are moving into uncharted waters.

The third challenge to national security lies in changes in global 
population composition. In the eighteenth century, 20 percent of the 
world population lived in Europe. In 1913, 33 percent of the world 
population lived in Europe, the United States, and Canada. This 
proportion is estimated to shrink to 12 percent by 2050!9 Although 
rapidly expanding populations in less developed societies are hardly 
a source of strength (the demographic dividend is not much of a 
dividend if there is little or no economic development to absorb the 
growing population), the rise of great powers has tended to corre-
late with population increase. What are the consequences of popu-
lation decline? Do Russian leaders suffer from insomnia as they 
ponder the empty borderlands along the border with China? Can 
rich but aging societies survive in a world in which they constitute 
a small and declining percentage of total world population, resem-
bling gated communities for the rich and aging? How will popula-
tion change affect the balance of power in the world?

The fourth national security challenge is immigration. Can popu-
lation decline be remedied by immigration? In practice, immigration 
has served and is serving that purpose. But immigration never occurs 
without problems. No country has ever wholeheartedly extended a 
welcoming hand to immigrants. At worst, immigration provokes na-
tivism, xenophobia, and racism (especially in times of economic cri-
sis), even in countries that have greatly benefi ted from it, like the 
United States and France. How many immigrants can a society ab-
sorb? The threat of terrorism in the subcultures of alienated immi-
grants has become an obsessive concern. Multiculturalism is now 
under attack all over Europe. In the United States, ethnic ghettos tend 
to disappear as a result of social mobility. Elsewhere, large ghettos 
develop with several generations of immigrants and their children, 
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either as a result of newcomers’ reluctance to integrate into the host 
society or more often the reluctance of that society to integrate them.

Today, the global population is not shrinking, but a certain num-
ber of nation-states are. How will they respond? Some will argue 
that this is a false problem, that the nation-state is a phenomenon 
of modern times, the source of more harm than good, while the 
disappearance of the nation-state and its social/cultural identity 
would be a positive development. Not everyone would agree. Would 
Italians and Germans cheerfully welcome the end of Italy and Ger-
many? And if the nation-state were to disappear, would not its suc-
cessor still face the problem of declining population?

Even if the nation-states of Europe gave way to a strengthened 
European Union—which is increasingly doubtful—and European 
identity supplants national identity, the problem is not solved. The 
European Union as a whole suffers from the same problem of be-
low-replacement birth rates as its component member states. Some 
would then argue that there is no need to increase European birth 
rates, because there are large numbers of potential immigrants 
from the developing world, many of them literally knocking at the 
doors of Europe today. A new global demographic balance could 
presumably be achieved by large-scale population migrations. But 
identities are shaped by culture and place. Human beings are not 
fungible. Not everyone will want to leave home for economic rea-
sons, nor will large-scale migrations necessarily be welcomed. In 
the past, large-scale migrations were often tied to war and con-
quest. Will that be the case in the future?

There are many who claim that because of their high birth rates, 
Muslims will take over Europe, and that their birth rate is really a 
political tool (presumably the work of unidentifi ed Elders of Islam). 
As often happens, the facts get in the way of this grandiose con-
spiracy theory. Immigrant birth rates rapidly fall to the national 
average. Thus, immigration may be neither an awful geostrategic 
menace, nor a solution to the problem of low birth rates (unless one 
posits indefi nite immigration on a large scale).
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Why the Problem of Low Birth Rates 
Tends to Be Ignored

Before proceeding, we need to confront an apparent paradox. Al-
though there is a clear trend toward low birth rates throughout the 
developed world and this trend constitutes an important threat to 
national security, it has received relatively little attention. There are 
many reasons why its signifi cance has been discounted and why the 
idea of state action to counter or mitigate declining birth rates meets 
with resistance. No policy to raise birth rates will succeed without 
taking into account the reasons for such resistance.

The overwhelming demographic concern for almost a century has 
been fear of overpopulation. That fear has been engrained in popular 
consciousness. There is no longer a generalized trend toward over-
population in the developing world; birth rates have declined in many 
countries through the rise of contraception. Nevertheless, birth rates 
are exceedingly high in the Middle East, contributing to scarcity and 
political instability. Sub-Saharan Africa also manifests dangerously 
high birth rates. For many people, the real issue remains the “popula-
tion bomb.” It is therefore hard for much of the general public—
who, after all, are also voters—to understand how low birth rates 
can be a problem for some countries, especially their own, while talk 
of overpopulation still dominates the news.

At the same time, the abuses, crimes, and depredations commit-
ted in the name of population control; the mass sterilizations, vol-
untary and otherwise; the belief that population control was an in-
strument of colonial or neocolonial control directed against the 
people of color of the developing world; and the dark history of 
eugenic thought and practice all contribute to suspicion or outright 
opposition to any form of “population policy.” This legacy has also 
created skepticism concerning demographic “science,” that is, doubt 
as to whether there is a genuine problem of low birth rates that 
needs to be “solved.”

Of course, crimes have also been committed in the name of pro-
natalism. National leaders in Europe were raising the hue and cry 
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over the dangers of depopulation in the 1930s. Fascists and Nazis 
pioneered pronatalist programs to counter perceived threats of pop-
ulation decline; Nazi pronatalist goals were linked with eugenic 
policies aimed at “purifying the race,” which justifi ed persecution of 
Jews, gays, Roma, and indeed everyone who was not an “Aryan.” In 
countries where fascism never gained traction, like Sweden, there 
were eugenics policies that encouraged sterilization of “undesir-
ables.” Even the stalwart liberal Supreme Court justice Oliver 
Wendell Holmes Jr. declared that “three generations of idiots is 
enough” in voting to validate Virginia’s compulsory sterilization 
law for the mentally retarded in Buck v. Bell in 1927. It is under-
standable that some will draw the conclusion to never again allow 
the state to interfere in the private life of the family. In any case, in 
Germany, Italy, and Japan, where fascist/militarist regimes practiced 
population policies, there has been strong resistance to pronatalist 
policies by the state.

The Catholic Church is an exogenous factor with much infl u-
ence. It has raised its voice on this issue as well, but from a different 
point of view. In general, the Church opposes state involvement in 
the realm of the family, but not because it wants to defend the right 
to privacy. During the last two centuries, the Church has struggled 
against secularizing forces (and secularizing states) to retain power 
over the family and education. The Catholic Church did not oppose 
fascism per se, but fought its claims to authority in traditional areas 
of Church control. (Mussolini’s Lateran Treaty of 1929 traded rec-
ognition of the fascist state for guarantees of Church autonomy.) 
After the collapse of fascism, the Church pushed back to regain as 
much control as possible over the family.

The Church never considered sexuality as a good per se, nor did 
it advocate pronatalism. Celibacy was the highest calling. But be-
cause this was considered to be beyond the capacity of the many, 
they were instructed to restrict sexual activity to marriage and to 
limit the sexual act to procreation. This became an increasingly cen-
tral theme in the twentieth century, as contraception, abortion, 
and divorce became generalized. The Church is less and less able to 
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infl uence the sexual behavior of its members but remains a powerful 
political force. Surprisingly, the way that the Church has chosen to 
defend the “traditional” family—for example, by opposing public 
child care—leads to lower birth rates, as we shall see.

Another factor undermining the prospect for pronatalist policies 
is that today’s low–birth rate nations were often yesterday’s coun-
tries with high birth rates. It is diffi cult to convince political leaders 
or the public to increase the birth rate in a country that,  within 
recorded memory, needed to export its citizens to foreign climes 
(and in a time of recession and crisis may be doing so again), such 
as Ireland, Spain, and Italy. The feeling that a country has a high 
birth rate seems to persist long after it no longer has one—and con-
tinues to affect behavior.

Attempting to implement pronatalist policies is harder than en-
gaging in population control. The Singapore government only a few 
decades ago, for example, decided to embark on population control. 
It probably did so at just the time that birth rates would have de-
clined anyway. Birth rates did go down. Unfortunately, they contin-
ued to fall well below replacement levels. As we shall see, even a 
vigorous pronatalist policy was unable to reverse the trend. You can 
sterilize people so that they cannot procreate, but even the Nazis 
could not force people to breed.

There is a widespread belief that there exists some kind of natu-
ral law that regulates population, a little bit like the self-regulating 
Newtonian universe—or perhaps more like the economic world 
envisioned by free market theorists. The economic universe is not 
like a perfect clock; prosperity, after all, is punctuated by economic 
slumps, periods of infl ation, and so on. But at least some neoliberal 
economists argue that if left alone, invisible hands will regulate it, 
and that government meddling interferes with its innate harmony. 
Similarly, it could be argued that declines in birth rates to extremely 
low levels would eventually right themselves and an equilibrium 
would be achieved at around replacement level. Many demogra-
phers expected that this would occur, but it has not happened. As-
suming that the lowest low birth rates (total fertility rates below 1.5) 
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continue in advanced societies for a generation or two, it would 
take extremely high birth rates to return to the previous population 
level, because the total population would have already greatly de-
clined. Population does not seem to be self-regulating.

A somewhat different version of the self-regulating demographic 
universe is an incomprehensible universe. Demographic changes 
could occur in a way that is beyond our understanding. A good 
example was the baby boom. It would have been easy to predict a 
limited baby boom after World War II with soldiers coming home 
and families reunited. There was a small baby boom after World 
War I, for example. But that the baby boom would last for two de-
cades was a complete surprise. And then, once everyone was accus-
tomed to high birth rates and expected them to continue, they un-
expectedly declined. For demographers, perhaps, as for historians, 
the owl of Minerva only sets sail after the sunset. It can be argued 
that if we cannot predict demographic trends, we should not engage 
in demographic policies. It is also possible that there will be yet 
another phase to the demographic transition of which we are not 
yet aware.

Another argument, very commonly encountered, is that prona-
talist policies are ineffective. Many authors fl atly state that prona-
talist policies do not work.10 If true, it would be the most powerful 
rationale for not engaging in what must necessarily be an expensive 
and futile endeavor. But the assertion is often made by fi at. Clearly, 
there are many cases where specifi c policies do not work. But that 
does not mean that no policies work. Some argue that birth rates 
can only be raised a small amount, about 0.2 percent. Even that may 
not be as inconsequential as it seems at fi rst blush. And the case 
studies presented in this work demonstrate that, at a minimum, some 
policies do work in specifi c situations. It is also clear that an abrupt 
termination of pronatalist policies led to a rapid decline in birth rates 
in Eastern Europe.

An increasingly common argument against pronatalism is envi-
ronmental. Why should we decry the prospects of a declining popu-
lation in advanced societies? Overpopulation has damaged the 
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ecosystem, undermined biodiversity, and brought on climate change. 
The agricultural advances used to feed the human population have 
terrible side effects. A lower population would be in the interest of 
the planet. There is real validity to this argument. The problem is 
that it fails to take into account the imbalance of population trends. 
Lower birth rates in the developing world would be to its advan-
tage; lower birth rates in the developed world would be to its detri-
ment. The goal of a sustainable global population may require con-
vergence of the developed and developing world to a common level 
that presumably would be a global replacement-level population. 
Of course, this presupposes that climate change does not make it 
impossible to sustain the current level of the global population or 
the increased total populations predicted by 2050, which may not 
be a safe assumption.

One reason that nations may fail to respond to the birth rate 
problem, even though they are conscious of it, is that as society ages, 
more and more political power accrues to the old. It might seem that 
no one should be more conscious of the need to ensure a broad tax 
base than the old. But that assumes a sense of enlightened self-
interest in which the elderly envision effects beyond their own gen-
eration. At a time of strained public budgets, expenditures may 
seem to be part of a zero-sum game. Money spent for mothers and 
children would constitute money not spent on seniors, and therefore 
seniors will not hear of it. In that sense, there is a dynamic that could 
lead aging societies to age further. In some places there seems to be 
an active dislike of children on the part of seniors who hole them-
selves up in communities where children are unwelcome.

Perhaps the most important reason why the problem of low birth 
rates may not be readily susceptible to policy solutions is that be-
cause of the incremental nature of population decline, there is never 
a “population crisis.” Wars break out on a specifi c date in a specifi c 
place, and nations must react promptly and fully. An earthquake, a 
pandemic, or a tsunami strikes and immediate action is called for. 
The global fi nancial and economic crisis of 2008–9 manifested itself 
in a matter of weeks and demanded a rapid policy response. But 
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even if birth rates are intolerably low, there is never a crisis. Every 
day, every month, every year the population declines in some coun-
tries, but the decline is always incremental. Politicians rarely re-
spond well to long-term, incremental problems no matter how im-
portant, because they rarely think in a long-term way. Most of the 
time, such issues will be put off indefi nitely, unless there are power-
ful interest groups that demand action. This is especially true if deal-
ing with such an issue requires a large commitment of resources, 
fi nancial and otherwise. Low birth rates considered alone are there-
fore unlikely to arouse the passion and commitment required for 
important public policy initiatives. But important policy initiatives 
may be possible when demographical concerns are seen as an in-
dispensable part of the solution to a larger national crisis.

And fi nally, there is the incredible human capacity for denial. 
Consider climate change. The scientifi c evidence in favor of climate 
change is more or less clear: The consequences are dire. The impact 
of climate change is already being felt. Yet the willingness of states 
and the international community to face up to this problem and act 
effectively is lacking. Worse still, many deny the reality of climate 
change, and the issue has become politicized.

The obstacles to recognition of the dangers posed by declining 
birth rates are thus considerable. The low-fertility-trap hypothesis 
to which we now turn explains the dangers of inaction.

The Low Fertility Hypothesis

The fact that there are no invisible hands that stabilize fertility at 
something near the replacement level—contrary to earlier expecta-
tions—but that, on the contrary, nothing prevents continued de-
cline, is the basis for serious concern about the demographic future 
in developed societies. But the situation may be even worse. What if 
once fertility decline continues for an extended period, there are 
mechanisms that create a self-reinforcing downward spiral? In sev-
eral important papers, demographer Wolfgang Lutz develops the 
concept of a “low fertility trap.”



16          introduction

This trap consists of three independent but mutually reinforcing 
components, which he calls demographic, sociological, and eco-
nomic. The demographic element is based on the fact that under 
conditions of declining birth rates, the age distribution of a popula-
tion changes. “If there are fewer births today, there will be fewer 
potential mothers down the road, which in turn will bring the num-
ber of births further down.”11 The sociological component presup-
poses that the decline in birth rates will affect the number of chil-
dren desired by parents. Living in a world of small families and only 
children will eventually make future parents likely to have fewer 
children. All pronatalist policy is founded on the effort to reduce 
the gap between desired number of children and actual number of 
births. If the desired number of births falls below replacement level, 
it is hard to imagine how any policy can work. And that has already 
occurred in Germany and Austria.

The third component is based on the idea that people will marry 
and have children if they have an optimistic outlook toward the fu-
ture—that is, the relationship of their aspirations vis-à-vis their ex-
pectations (the standard of life they were accustomed to versus their 
expected standard of living). This can be represented by the ratio of 
their income divided by their father’s income. In the case of four 
countries that belong to the Organization for Economic Cooperation 
and Development (Italy, the United Kingdom, Sweden, and Japan), 
since the 1970s this ratio has shown continuous decline. What we 
are facing, in other words, is the decline of the kind of social mobility 
that instilled optimism in developed societies after World War II, 
which in turn will lower the propensity to have children.

Lutz draws the following conclusion from his analysis:

But there is an even more immediate political dimension which 

may add some urgency to the question of whether governments 

should get actively involved in trying to raise the level of period 

fertility. Should the dynamic and self-reinforcing mechanisms 

assumed to be at work under this hypothesis indeed become a 

dominating force in determining the future level of fertility, then 
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possible action to counteract this trend will have a far greater 

chance of succeeding if it is implemented soon. Once the 

assumed demographic regime change is far enough advanced, 

it may be very diffi cult, if not impossible, to reverse. Once the 

ideal family size of the young generation has begun to decline 

and fall well below replacement, as seems to be happening 

currently in the German-speaking countries, then it may be too 

late for a reversal of this trend. In this respect, particularly the 

Central and Eastern European countries that used to have 

fertility not so far from replacement level until the transition 

around 1990, and still have high family size ideals today despite 

a precipitous decline in period fertility, seem to be in a critical 

stage that might still be infl uenced by policies. If period fertility 

in these countries should increase in the near future—possibly 

through policies affecting the tempo of fertility rather than 

cohort fertility—this may still help to stop the “tanker” of 

changing family size norms from making a full turn. Through 

such immediate action, an irreversible demographic regime 

change might still be stopped by making children a part of a 

normal life again. This will enhance the chance that in the 

future, young people will have their norms shaped in such a 

way that they still see children as part of the life they wish to 

live, as seems to be the case in France and the Nordic countries. 

A similar chance may still exist in the Mediterranean countries, 

where fertility declined long ago, but the ideals still seem to be 

rather high on average, at least up to 2001.12

Whether or not government policy enables nations to escape the 
low fertility trap may be the decisive factor in determining their 
demographic future.

The Structure of This Book

This book is based on the assumption that attempting to achieve a 
replacement-level birth rate is a valid goal of government policy. It 
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examines fi ve national case studies in Europe and Asia to ascertain 
what factors encourage or discourage maintaining a birth rate that 
is close to replacement, whether state policies can make a difference, 
and, if so, under what circumstances. The case studies represent 
countries from different geographical regions and varying policy 
approaches. Two have been successful in stemming population de-
cline, and three have been unsuccessful. The cases are Sweden, 
France, Italy, Japan, and Singapore.

As delineated in chapter 1, Sweden faced low birth rates in the 
1930s. Gunnar Myrdal and Alva Myrdal, who helped develop eco-
nomic policies to free Sweden from the Great Depression, developed 
a new approach to demography and transformed pronatalism from 
a conservative policy to a left-wing program based on gender equal-
ity. Their ideas were then incorporated into the Swedish model of 
the welfare state. Swedish Social Democracy became the fi rst party 
of the left to make pronatalism a key element of its program. The 
chapter describes the infl uence of Myrdal on Swedish policy, the 
evolution of that policy and the reasons for its relative success. 
Swedish policy has been distinguished by its clarity, simplicity, and 
commitment to gender equality, making it possible for women to 
reconcile work and children.

France, as described in chapter 2, was the fi rst country to undergo 
the demographic transition. Birth rates in the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries were very low, and in many years deaths 
exceeded births. French concerns about birth rates were founded on 
national security concerns; France experienced fears of national de-
cline after defeat by Prussia in 1871, which some attributed to a low 
French birth rate. But France was unable to achieve successful pro-
natalist policies until the development of an activist state with high 
social welfare spending. The chapter shows how after the 1960s, 
French policy, initially familialist, came to focus on gender equality 
and reconciliation of work and family. Unlike Sweden, France today 
has a nearly replacement-level birth rate. France is a big country; it 
cannot be argued that its policy success is due to the homogeneity 
of its population or its small size.
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If Sweden and France represent two successful models for im-
proving and maintaining moderately high birth rates, Italy, con-
versely, as examined in chapter 3, is a study in failure: It has ex-
tremely low birth rates, an aging and absolutely declining native 
population, and a signal inability to develop policy. The reasons for 
this failure lie in the symbiosis of familialism and ineffective govern-
ment, both of which are analyzed in the chapter. Italy’s problems are 
similar to those of much of Mediterranean Europe.

Japan is an important case study in and of itself, as shown in 
chapter 4. It was one of the great postwar success stories, rising to 
become the world’s second-largest economy. Yet in the last two de-
cades, Japan has become mired in economic and demographic stag-
nation. It is now demographically the world’s oldest nation, and its 
birth rate one of the lowest. Japanese population policy has been 
ineffective. At the same time, Japan refuses to consider opening it-
self to immigration. Its inability to counteract declining birth rates 
is tied to its failure to restore economic growth. Why has Japan been 
unable to fi nd a way out of this crisis?

Since Singapore gained its independence, its government has 
never hesitated to intervene in demographic policy. As described in 
chapter 5, in the 1960s it acted vigorously and successfully to en-
courage birth control to make itself into a modern and advanced 
nation. It then initiated a eugenics policy. Finally, as birth rates fell 
to levels well below replacement, it tried unsuccessfully to stimu-
late higher birth rates. On the other side of the policy equation, 
encouragement of large-scale immigration has backfi red politically, 
leading to unprecedented losses by the ruling party in the 2011 
parliamentary elections. Although Singapore has been willing to 
employ social engineering to deal with its demographic policies, it 
has not succeeded.

In the conclusion, I argue that demographic forces are leading to 
a decline of birth rates in almost all developed and many develop-
ing societies. Without government intervention, birth rates tend to 
fall below replacement level. The examples of France and Sweden 
show that properly conceived family policies can counteract or at 
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least mitigate this trend. France and Sweden succeeded by devot-
ing signifi cant fi nancial resources to family policy and supporting 
women’s need to reconcile work and children. The success of a 
similar approach in other countries depends on two main factors: 
fi rst, whether adequate national resources can be allocated, despite 
the decline of the welfare state; and second, whether the implica-
tions of gender equality will be accepted by political leaders and the 
population.
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chapter one

Swedish Population Policy: 
The Pronatalism of the Left

In a 2002 article,  “Gender Equality: A Key to Our Future?” Lena 
Sommestad, a women’s historian and then Social Democratic min-

ister of the environment, explained why Sweden’s “gender equality 
policies built on a strong tradition of pronatalist and supportive 
social policies” were relevant to a Europe faced with declining birth 
rates and aging populations. According to her, Sweden’s combina-
tion of pronatalism and feminism accounted for the success of 
Swedish pronatalist policies. She urged feminists elsewhere to over-
come suspicion of pronatalism. By enabling women to both work 
and have children, Sweden maintained high birth rates, unlike coun-
tries that supported traditional views of women’s roles. Exten-
sive state intervention was needed to support families with children. 
Noting that “women’s access to the labor market appears to be a 
prerequisite for higher birth rates,” she observed that Sweden gives 
no benefi ts to women as wives, but only as workers. She argued that 
“countries that do not stigmatize non-marital cohabitation have a 
better chance of maintaining higher fertility rates. Since there is a 
decline in the marriage rate all over the industrialized world with 
later and fewer marriages and more divorces, non-marital births are 
needed to compensate.” Sommestad attributed the origins of Sweden’s 
population policies to Gunnar and Alva Myrdal’s work in the 1930s.1

Sweden constitutes the paradigm of a society based on egalitarian, 
social democratic, and pronatalist policies, and a radical view of the 
family. Sweden made a series of clear and logically consistent choices. 
It led the way to the creation and development of the modern welfare 
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state with unequaled determination, consistency, and coherence. In 
this chapter, the origins and characteristics of Sweden’s approach to 
population policy are examined, successes and failures evaluated, 
and prospects for the future explored.

Origins of Swedish Population Policy

Sweden has frequently been recognized as exemplifying a distinct 
societal model. Marques Childs’s seminal work of the 1930s, Sweden: 
The Third Way, argued that Sweden had achieved a happy alterna-
tive between communism and capitalism.2 In Sweden, Prototype of 
Modern Society, sociologist Richard Tomasson stated that “Sweden 
has come to approximate the ideal type of the modern industrial 
society to a greater extent than any other nation in the world.”3

This distinct model has been shaped by Swedish Social Democracy. 
Unlike most other socialist and social democratic parties in Europe, 
the Swedish Social Democrats successfully resolved the economic 
and social problems of the Great Depression, marginalized extrem-
ism, and then built their own model of a welfare state.

The greatest test of Swedish Social Democracy was fi nding an 
answer to the Great Depression. Other socialist parties rarely suc-
ceeded. Some socialist parties were reluctant to participate in coali-
tions with the “bourgeois parties,” either for tactical reasons or 
because of a lingering commitment to “revolutionary” change. A 
second and more important reason for failure was the widespread 
and deeply held belief that under capitalism the rules of the capital-
ist economy (i.e., classical liberal economics) had to be applied. 
Keynesian economics had not yet been developed. So socialists in 
government tried to balance the budget and maintain the stability 
of the currency, which was tied to the gold standard. These policies 
exacerbated the crisis. Yet, as parties representing the working class, 
which suffered from massive unemployment, they wanted to protect 
their constituents through continued fi nancing of unemployment 
insurance. Theory and practice were at odds. That double bind forced 
the German Social Democratic Party out of the government in 1931, 
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crippling the Weimar Republic. In Britain, the Labour Party split 
over fi nancial and economic policy. The socialist-led French Popular 
Front’s economic and fi nancial policies also failed. In Belgium, the 
socialists developed a proactive strategy, based on economic plan-
ning, but some top leaders, like Hendrik de Man, who became a col-
laborator in 1940, were infected by the very extremism they fought.

It took great political courage and a deep understanding of eco-
nomic issues to follow another course. In only a handful of Scan-
dinavian nations did socialists develop and successfully implement 
alternative policies. The most notable example was Sweden, whose 
Social Democratic Workers’ Party had “developed a long line of 
brilliant and creative leaders.”4 Together with their Agrarian Party 
partners, the Social Democratic government of 1932 was the fi rst to 
initiate massive public works based on defi cit spending that led to a 
sharp decline of unemployment and pulled Sweden out of depres-
sion. The pragmatic Swedes were closer to the supporters of the 
New Deal than to their European socialist brethren. Among the 
major contributors to the theoretical foundation of the Social Demo-
crats’ economic policies was Gunnar Myrdal.5

The Social Democrats became a hegemonic party in Sweden. 
They transformed Sweden and co-opted the bourgeois parties in the 
process so that even when they were out of government, their politi-
cal rivals did not fundamentally alter their policies. Early on the 
Social Democrats abandoned the idea of socializing the means of 
production and, in the words of the noted sociologist Walter Korpi, 
established a historic compromise with capital:

It was based on a formula of cooperation between the labour 

movement and the representatives of capital to increase eco-

nomic growth. Decision-making in the sphere of production was 

largely left to capital. The labour movement undertook respon-

sibilities for affecting distribution of the increasing product by 

political means . . . according to the criteria of social justice.6

The originality demonstrated in the Social Democrats’ economic 
policies was paralleled by their demographic policies, which were 
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far more radical than those of contemporaries. One reason is that 
Gunnar Myrdal, who provided much of the intellectual basis for the 
socialist government’s radical economic policies, also designed (to-
gether with his wife, Alva Myrdal) the framework for a new prona-
talist population policy in Sweden.

The Swedish total-fertility-rate (TFR) birth rate had been gener-
ally declining from around 4 at the beginning of the century to be-
low 2.0 in the 1930s, hitting a low of 1.7 in 1935.7 Before Myrdal, 
pronatalism was largely the province of conservatives, who opposed 
contraception and attributed lower birth rates to the contamina-
tion of modern social ideas and the erosion of women’s traditional 
homemaker role. Reformers and leftists supported neo-Malthusian-
ism; they believed that limiting population would advance social 
equality. The Myrdals were the fi rst to create a new synthesis that 
was not only consistent but synergistic with the Social Democrats’ 
economic and social policies. In the words of Allan Carlson, a stu-
dent, but by no means an admirer, of the Myrdals: “The Myrdals 
successfully wrestled the population issue away from Swedish con-
servatives and nationalists and turned it towards the service of so-
cialist goals. In a remarkable 4-year period, they implemented a 
large share of their ideological program and helped transform the 
nature of the Swedish domestic state.”8 Carlson adds that “their 
socialist pronatalist program grew out of their independent work, 
without signifi cant infl uence from other European sources.”9 This 
was a uniquely Swedish experiment; the Myrdals were its intellec-
tual architects as well as key political players in its development.

In her book Nation and Family, Alva Myrdal wrote that dealing 
with the population question required “nothing less than a com-
plete social redirection. . . . A population program must work itself 
into the whole fabric of social life and must interpenetrate and be 
interpenetrated by all other measures of social change.”10 Gunnar 
and Alva Myrdal’s 1934 book Kris i befolkningsfragan (Crisis in the 
Population Question) launched the debate over the Swedish popu-
lation question and made it a national issue. The book became a 
best seller. Its nine major arguments are summarized, as follows, in 
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Population: A Problem for Democracy, based on lectures Gunnar 
Myrdal delivered at Harvard in 1938 but somewhat revised in 1939 
for publication.11

First, contraception has changed the relevance of Malthus. Mal-
thus’s ideas that population growth would outrun resources seemed 
to have rendered all social reform futile. Manchester liberalism, 
which incorporated Malthus’s ideas, was inherently conservative 
and pessimistic. Social reform only became possible as a result of 
the development of contraception. Neo-Malthusianism was thus 
implicit in all liberal reformism; that is, social progress required 
keeping population down. The situation is now reversed; national 
interest and economic prosperity depend on increasing birth rates. 
The goal—even if not fully attainable—is a stable population.

Second, the need for a pronatalist policy makes possible a synthe-
sis of leftist and conservative ideals. With declining birth rates, a 
population policy to increase birth rates becomes what one unnamed 
critic described as “the crowbar for social reform.” The problem 
was how to get people to abstain from not reproducing. But this 
new situation also provided a basis for reconciling conservatives’ 
commitment to the family and radicals’ desire for social reform. The 
survival of the nation required conservatives to accept radical 
change “but also brings an explicit acceptance of some values dear 
to the conservative mind” by reformers.

Third, contraception is a precondition for a modern pronatalist 
policy. In a democratic society, an increase in birth rates can only 
take place if it corresponds to the interest of individuals and not out 
of “duty” to the nation. Parenthood should be voluntary and chil-
dren must be brought up under good conditions.

Fourth, success of any pronatalist policy requires acceptance that 
ways must be found “to allow married women both to work and 
have a career and at the same time to have children.”12

Fifth, children are an economic burden for their family. The in-
terests of the individual and society are in contradiction. “The prob-
lem is that today children constitute an increased economic burden 
rather than a source of income or a means of support in old age.” 
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Thus, argued Myrdal, the precondition to higher birth rates was 
that “a large part of the economic burden of bringing up children 
must be passed from the individual family to society as a whole.”13 
Redistribution of wealth must take place not only between rich and 
poor but also between those with few or no children and those with 
many (horizontal redistribution).

Sixth, a successful population policy involves eliminating the ob-
stacles that prevent ordinary people from following their wishes to 
marry and have children. This is exactly what demographers now 
stress: the need to create conditions to narrow the gap between de-
sired number of children and actual number of children.

Seventh, the quality of population is just as important or even 
more important than the quantity. This involves providing children 
with better housing, nutrition, health care, and education. Thus 
“equalizing of the economic level” goes hand in hand with increased 
birth rates. Pronatalist aims therefore come together with social pol-
icy. Development of social policy “arises quite independently of the 
population crisis, but the population crisis comes at a very timely 
stage and constitutes a strong stimulus for reforms of a sort which 
have social and economic purposes within themselves.”14 In short, 
efforts at population policy are at one with the creation of a welfare 
state. The Myrdals also supported improving the quality of popula-
tion through sterilization of those unfi t to be parents, not for racial 
reasons, but because of mental retardation. (The Social Democrats 
believed that sterilization was consistent with their views on social 
engineering. The sterilization law was not abrogated until 1975.)15

Eighth, programs must be universal rather than means tested, 
providing services rather than cash grants. This became a fundamen-
tal principle of Swedish policy on support for families.

Ninth, reforms would take place over an extended time frame 
and go far beyond the relatively limited reforms achieved in the 
1930s. “General opinion is certainly not ready for more far-reach-
ing reforms. . . . There is . . . reason to expect that for some time 
there will be a certain diminution in interest in the population prob-
lem. The problem, however, will again come to the fore, and then in 
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a more defi nite way. In this later period distribution reform of quite 
another magnitude will probably become possible. But even these 
reforms, which in fact would comprise a radical alteration in the 
whole social structure, probably cannot completely eliminate the 
differential cost of having children.”16 Functions from the “quasi-
paternalistic family” must be transferred to the “wider national 
household.”17 Myrdal was right that many of Sweden’s family pol-
icy reforms did not occur until the 1960s and 1970s. By 1938, the 
threat of war resulted in the need for increased defense spending 
and the temporary end of the reforms.

As a result of Kris, population policy became an important issue 
in Sweden and a central issue for the Social Democrats. In 1935, 
Prime Minister Per Albin Hansson stated that it was the most serious 
issue facing Sweden.18 He appointed a Royal Population Commission 
of which Gunnar Myrdal was the leading member. The commission 
produced an impressive series of detailed reports that were followed 
up by legislation in 1937–38. This legislation included fi nancial sup-
port for housing large families, prenatal care and subsidized delivery, 
a maternity bonus, and marriage loans. It lifted the ban on contra-
ception and prohibited dismissing women from employment for rea-
sons of marriage, pregnancy, or childbearing.19 In addition, women 
were given the right to a twelve-week maternity leave. The commis-
sion reports were very much in the spirit of Myrdal’s thinking. Of 
course, a shortage of money limited what could be done quickly.

There was a creative tension between the ideas of Gunnar Myrdal 
and Alva Myrdal. Gunnar Myrdal’s preoccupation was maintaining 
the Swedish birth rate. This justifi ed radical changes in Swedish so-
ciety that in any case Gunnar, as a socialist, favored. Alva’s major 
interest was not population policy but feminism. Her goal was the 
creation of full equality for women and the transformation of the 
family structure with greater emphasis on collective child rearing.20 
In the course of time, the stated goal of population policy in Sweden 
was largely superseded by the quest for full gender equality. Policies 
favoring gender equality helped sustain a relatively high birth rate. 
The rhetorical emphasis shifted from population policy to gender 
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equality, but the two goals were really one, as Sommestad’s previous 
comments demonstrate.

After World War II, Sweden, like most of the West, experienced a 
population boom. There was a brief resurgence of the male bread-
winner model. But by the 1970s, the boom was over and birth 
rates declined precipitously. Women were needed in the workforce. 
Together with their coalition partners, the Social Democrats re-
turned to the ideas of the Myrdals and implemented a program to 
increase birth rates and promote gender equality that constitutes the 
basis of today’s policies.

Swedish Population Policy Today

The Swedish birth rate is close to—but not fully at—replacement 
level. For women born in the twentieth century the cohort fertility 
has remained about two children. Most women have two children, 
some have more, and relatively few—by comparative standards—
have none. Nonetheless, without immigration, by 2030 deaths 
would exceed births.21

What is unusual about Sweden is the contrast between the stabil-
ity of cohort fertility and the “rollercoaster fl uctuations” of yearly 
birth rates measured by the TFR.22 These fl uctuations are not due to 
forces of nature but, ironically, constitute testimony to the fact that 
public policy does indeed affect women’s behavior: “The great un-
dulations in Swedish fertility are largely self-induced by the tight 
links between parenthood benefi ts and preceding income from a 
woman’s own labor-force participation.”23 Changes in policies and 
benefi ts have been followed by changes in behavior.

What is indeed remarkable is that cohort fertility has remained 
stable despite signifi cant changes in the age of childbearing and in 
the nature of the family structure. The mean age of childbearing has 
continually increased—it is now about thirty. Women are having the 
same number of children but having them later. This is signifi cant 
because it challenges the common idea that one reason for the de-
cline in birth rates is that women have children later. That is not the 
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case in Sweden. At the same time, divorce has increased, marriage 
has declined, and cohabitation has become normal.

support for parents and children

Nations seeking to promote pronatalism have, in the words of 
Peter McDonald, a choice of “tools” from their “toolbox.”24 The 
choice of tools corresponds to the nation’s political, social, eco-
nomic, and cultural orientation. Sweden has a basically single-track 
system that is clear and simple. Sweden does not provide cash pay-
ments, tax benefi ts, lump-sum payments, or loans. This kind of 
support is more typical of societies that emphasize market capital-
ism approaches. Instead, Sweden’s approach is consistent with its 
welfare state orientation.

It would seem that the reason for Sweden’s relatively high birth 
rate is that Swedish women continue to desire an average of more 
than two children and the Swedish welfare state has removed much 
of the stress, fi nancial and otherwise, that normally accompanies 
child rearing and might discourage potential parents. The goal is to 
decrease the gap between desired and actual fertility.

But the Swedish system does more than encourage and support 
fertility. It also determines the way in which fertility expresses itself. 
It constitutes a form of social engineering that shapes how child-
bearing occurs, the role of parents, gender relations, and the nature 
of the family. At the heart of the Swedish approach is a commitment 
to gender equality. The system is based on an earner-carer model in 
which both parents normally work and in which the father takes an 
active part in parenting.25 In 2006, 76.3 percent of Swedish women 
of working age actually were employed, making Sweden the Euro-
pean Union country with the highest female labor participation ex-
cept for Denmark. Many mothers in Sweden work only part time, 
however.

Sweden provides generous parental leave for working parents, 
whether married or not. Parental benefi t in Sweden consists of 
480 days—240 for the mother and 240 for the father. Days can be 
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transferred between parents, but 60 days each cannot be trans-
ferred. A parent with joint custody of a child has a right to half of 
the days of parental benefi t. Parental benefi t consists of two differ-
ent kinds of days, 390 of which are income related and 90 of which 
are given out at a fl at rate of SEK 180 a day ($26).26 Parental leave 
offers 80 percent of income up to SEK 424,000 ($62,096). Those 
with higher incomes may benefi t from supplementary insurance 
plans. But the system was not especially generous to those who do 
not work: until recently, “parents with low income or no income at 
all receive parental benefi ts at a basic level of SEK 180 per day.”

Parental leave encourages fathers to share in parenting through 
nontransferable paid leave of two months (the “daddy month”)—
an offer that is hard to refuse and clearly is meant to implicate 
fathers in a child-caring role early on. It is often concentrated in the 
summer, however, “an outcome that undercuts the ideological com-
ponent in the policy to enhance men’s role as caretakers of chil-
dren.” Division of parental leave also refl ects the fact that the higher 
earner of a couple usually takes less leave.27 Fathers also receive ten 
days of benefi ts annually for each child (so-called “daddy days”). 
There are also housing allowances for parents with children living 
at home, but they apply only to people with very low incomes. 
A second major benefi t provided by the state is substantial family 
sick leave, up to 120 days a year, which is available to mothers or 
fathers.

A 2009 study by the Center for Economic and Policy Research 
in Washington shows that among twenty-one advanced nations, 
Sweden provides the longest paid leave for parents (tied with Ger-
many) and also the greatest amount of nontransferable paid leave 
specifi cally targeting fathers. Sweden was fi rst on their gender equal-
ity index.28 Some have argued that Scandinavian gender equality is 
really “gender equality lite” insofar as women take far more paren-
tal leave than husbands and are more likely to work part time after 
giving birth. The Swedish system thus pretty much guarantees that 
children will be cared for by their own parents during the fi rst year, 
and that the father will play an important role in child rearing from 
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the outset. Most children then go on to preschool, open to children 
who are one year old.

The preschool system is another important reason why Swedish 
parents feel secure about having children. The Swedish preschool 
model is universalist. There is no shortage of facilities—they are 
intended for everyone—and they are of high quality and easily ac-
cessible. Hours are long and fl exible. The personnel are skilled; each 
facility has teachers with tertiary degrees in early childhood educa-
tion. There is a national curriculum for the schools. The Swedes 
insist that theirs is not child care, but preschool, and that it offers 
an indispensable educational base for development and promotes 
social equality and social integration. The ideal is to socialize chil-
dren of all income levels and backgrounds. Unlike many American 
parents, who feel guilty if they do not stay home with their children, 
Swedish parents would more likely feel irresponsible if they failed 
to send their children to preschool. The largest part of the cost of 
preschool is borne by the state; the parents pay a small percentage, 
around 20 percent. Most preschools are run by municipalities, but 
there are also subsidized schools run as cooperatives. High schools 
and universities are free. In short, Swedish policy has incorporated 
the Myrdals’ argument that the national community must become 
the extended family and that the nation must assume the cost of 
raising and educating children.

Parental leave policy is one of the factors that results in the in-
creasing age of childbearing and the volatility of the TFR. Because 
parental leave is a percentage of salary, it is in the fi nancial interest 
of young people to establish themselves, complete education, and 
advance in the workplace before having children. Because the right 
of parents to return to their job is guaranteed, as well as the right to 
part-time work, prospective parents may be encouraged to attain 
the job they want before having children. If an economic crisis oc-
curs, parenting may be delayed, resulting in a decline in the TFR 
that is usually recuperated later on.

A parental leave system strictly tied to income could have de-
layed the timing of second or subsequent children. It was likely that 
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after a fi rst child, a woman might work part time and would delay 
a second pregnancy until she returned to full-time work. The result 
might be a very late pregnancy or no second child at all. The govern-
ment therefore initiated a “speed premium” in 1980. A woman hav-
ing another child within thirty months of the fi rst is automatically 
eligible to receive the same maternity leave payment as the previous 
time and so on for subsequent births. Women have adapted their 
childbirth tempo to the policy.

As Paul Demeny argues, the earner-carer model is self-reinforcing:

The declared aim of the most closely fertility-relevant social 

policies in Sweden, and in varying degrees also elsewhere in 

Western Europe, is to make participation of women in the 

formal labor force compatible with raising children. Few social 

policies enjoy greater unqualifi ed support from demographers 

and sociologists than those seeking to achieve that objective. 

Indeed, fertility differences between Western European countries 

are routinely explained by differential success of government 

policies supporting compatibility. Economists also tend to con-

cur in supporting the policy, if for somewhat different, macro-

economic reasons: greater mobilization of the female labor force 

provides a degree of correction for the increasingly disadvanta-

geous ratio between those in the labor force and those retired. 

On the micro-level there are also good reasons for the policy. 

Once the proportion of families with two wage earners—such 

as husband and wife—becomes fairly large in an economy, the 

relative economic status of families with only one earner becomes 

more and more disadvantageous or even untenable, especially 

when dependent children are also present. Gradual collectiviza-

tion of the costs of child raising (for example, through publicly 

fi nanced family allocations and through provision of benefi ts in 

kind, such as free child care for preschool children through 

crèches [i.e., day care centers], kindergartens, and the like) 

represents a major approach to easing the confl ict between 

working outside the home and having children. Financing such 
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services, however, requires imposition of heavier tax burdens, 

which, in turn, put further pressure on families to seek partici-

pation of more than one adult member of the household in the 

formal labor force. Thus the system is self reinforcing and the 

option that one of the parents stays at home with children until 

the children are grown (in practical terms for 20 to 25 years) 

can be plausibly exercised only by the exceptionally well-to-do, 

or those willing to deny to themselves and to their children 

material comforts that are customary in their social reference 

group.29

In the last few decades, however, the tide of an expanding welfare 
state has ebbed. From its inception, the Swedish welfare state recog-
nized the importance of providing affordable housing to the popu-
lation. (As we have seen, Gunnar Myrdal recognized the importance 
of adequate housing as a factor in population policy.) The fi nancial 
crisis of the 1990s led Sweden, however, like many other European 
welfare states, to drastically cut housing subsidies to reduce public 
expenditures. Housing subsidies, therefore, no longer are part of the 
“toolbox” of public policy except on a limited basis for those with 
very low incomes. The consequences may be less access to afford-
able housing for those with lower or middle incomes and greater 
housing segregation.30 It does not take much imagination to realize 
that this could have an impact not only on birth rates but also on 
the quality of children’s development. Residential segregation by 
income and ethnicity could imperil the process of social integration 
as well.

Swedish family policies refl ected the values of the dominant Social 
Democratic Workers’ Party, values that were ultimately shared by 
some of the nonsocialist parties as well. The Social Democrats have 
ceased being hegemonic since the 1990s. Since 2006, Sweden has 
been governed by a nonsocialist coalition whose parties have diver-
gent views on family policy. The Liberal Party follows the earner-
carer consensus; the Christian Democrats represent a constituency of 
Pentecostal churches (the vast majority of Swedes are nonpracticing 
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Lutherans) and favor more traditional views supporting stay-at-
home mothers. The coalition enacted two bills appealing to contra-
dictory philosophies with the result that the laws themselves seem 
inconsistent.

The fi rst bill refl ects Liberal views. It established a gender equality 
bonus of SEK 13,500 ($1,977) for couples who share parental leave 
relatively equally. The second law, the Municipal Child Raising Al-
lowance, constitutes a wedge driven into the last seventy years of fam-
ily policy. It provides support for stay-at-home parents (presumably 
mostly mothers) for children between one and three years. They could 
receive up to 3,000 SEK ($439) a month per child not attending pre-
school. The support is channeled through municipalities who are “free 
to choose whether to introduce the allowances.”31 By autumn 2010 
about 100 out of 290 municipalities had done so. Some scholars assert 
that this legislation poses a particular risk to the integration of “im-
migrant children with lowly educated parents.”32 It will be interesting 
to note whether the nonsocialist coalition, which was reelected in 
2010, will further open up the breach within the existing family policy 
model. Given their lack of a clear majority, that may be unlikely.

the family

The “traditional family” has ceased to exist as a recognized and 
favored intermediary institution between the state and individual. 
Swedish population and gender policies have played an important 
role in redefi ning the family, fi rst by insisting on gender equality and 
creating conditions that encourage both men and women to work, 
and second by assuming strict neutrality concerning the form of 
family relations. Men and women, even if married, are taxed sepa-
rately. Under such a system, “only the most economically irrational 
men would seek to keep their wives out of the labour market.”33 
Lena Sommestad argues that the male breadwinner model was al-
ways weak in Sweden. Because of large-scale male emigration, women 
were an important part of the labor force. Marriage rates were very 
low (among women born in 1885–89 more than 50 percent never 
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married).34 And unlike in many other countries, men and women 
were protected by the same labor legislation.35 In 1938, single 
mothers were afforded the same maternity benefi ts as married 
women. In 1971, income tax was no longer assessed jointly for a 
married couple but on a purely individual basis. Widow’s pensions 
were phased out in 1989. The Cohabitation Act of 1987 established 
legal conditions concerning the joint property of cohabitants. 
Parents, whether married or unmarried, have responsibility for their 
children, and generally when their relationship dissolves, maintain 
joint custody. The role—and responsibility—of the biological father 
has always been fundamental in Swedish law.36

It is diffi cult to measure the signifi cance of the state’s neutrality 
toward the form of relationships. One reason, perhaps, is that 
Statistics Sweden does not differentiate between married and co-
habiting couples. Most children are born to a couple, whether mar-
ried or cohabitating. Many cohabiting couples who have children 
subsequently marry after the fi rst or second birth. The proportion 
of extramarital births in Sweden has been among the highest in 
Europe for decades, yet the share of births to single mothers has re-
mained at around 10 percent except for in the mid-1990s. “Today, 
nearly 60 percent of all children and two-thirds of all fi rst children 
are born in non-marital cohabiting relationships in Sweden.”37

Childbirth tends to occur in the late twenties or early thirties; 
teenage pregnancy is very rare. Cohabitants may well be less com-
mitted to or certain about relationships than married couples. Some 
studies indicate that their economic situation is less secure: cohabi-
tation is less enduring than marriage. But perhaps it is a matter of 
degree. If the trend in many countries is toward serial monogamy, 
that monogamy in Sweden may take the form of either marriage or 
cohabitation. The problem of reconstituted families among cohabit-
ing couples in Sweden may not be fundamentally different from 
reconstituted families among divorced and remarried partners else-
where. It remains to be seen whether cohabitation is an alternative 
to marriage, or, as Peter McDonald argues, a “pathway that pro-
motes the institution of marriage in a riskier social environment.38 
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In Sweden, cohabitation with children, like marriage, is governed by 
public law. Rather than an alternative to marriage, perhaps it would 
be better qualifi ed as “marriage lite.”

Thus, whereas at fi rst glance Swedish neutrality toward the form 
of the family may appear highly signifi cant, it is not clear whether 
it is so signifi cant in practice. As noted previously, former Social 
Democratic minister of the environment Lena Sommestad wrote: 
“It has furthermore been shown that countries that do not stigma-
tize non-marital cohabitation or extra-marital births have a better 
chance of maintaining higher fertility rates. Since there is a decline 
in the marriage rate all over the industrialized world with later and 
fewer marriages and more divorces, non-marital births are needed 
to compensate.” It is not clear whether Swedish policy is merely a 
recognition of this social reality or a means of justifying or even 
encouraging it. One important difference between Sweden and the 
United States is that in Sweden, unlike the United States, there are 
few single mothers and very few teenage pregnancies. In Sweden, 
out-of-wedlock births are generally conscious choices of women in 
their late twenties or thirties.

finances

Sweden spends a lot of money on children. Studies indicate that 
Sweden spends 22.9 percent of per capita gross domestic product 
(GDP) on children under 15, the highest percentage among countries 
that belong to the Organization for Economic Cooperation and De-
velopment. Spending on children’s education from birth to twenty 
years constitutes 31.2 percent of per capita GDP, exceeded only by 
Denmark. Finally, Sweden balances its spending between children 
and the elderly in a child-friendly way. The elderly-child ratio (ratio 
of spending on old people versus children) is 1.2.39

In fi nancial terms, keeping the Swedish model viable requires ad-
equate economic growth, continued solvency of the pension system, 
an acceptable dependency ratio between the working and nonwork-
ing population, a relatively high birth rate, and immigration that can 
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compensate for less than replacement-level birth rates. Because of 
the fi nancial crisis of the 1990s, the Swedish government rethought 
the scope and nature of its programs. The pension system was re-
formed from a defi ned benefi t system to a notional system based on 
paying as you go and a privately managed fi nancial account scheme. 
Housing subsidies were drastically cut. The core roles of the welfare 
state were redefi ned and limited in order to allow for its survival.

The Swedish government considers that under current conditions, 
an acceptable dependency ratio can be maintained far into the future. 
Increasing longevity will slowly raise the number of older people, but 
this trend can be compensated for by a slow and incremental in-
crease of the retirement age. This in turn rests on another assump-
tion: that in the Swedish political system, decisions like raising the 
retirement age are not politicized and public opinion will continue 
to support generous policies executed by technocratic means and 
will not be tempted by the siren songs of neoliberalism that have 
resonated throughout much of the world. Of course, external eco-
nomic and fi nancial crises can impact and undermine the Swedish 
equilibrium, requiring adjustments that would be unfavorable.

Sweden can afford its generous and costly parental policies be-
cause it is a highly competitive economy. Sweden comes in second 
on the World Economic Forum’s Global Competitiveness Report 
for 2010–2011, just behind Switzerland and ahead of Singapore 
and the United States. It is among the top fi ve nations in such areas 
as institutions, higher education and training, goods marketing ef-
fi ciency, technological readiness, business sophistication, and inno-
vation. Sweden more than compensates for the “most problematic 
factors for doing business,” which, not surprisingly, are restrictive 
labor regulations, tax rates, and tax regulations.40

immigration

Some countries that are threatened by lowest-low birth rates, like 
Singapore, pursue a self-conscious policy of seeking immigrants 
in order to increase the workforce and achieve the goals of their 
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population policy. Sweden needs immigration to maintain a stable 
population in the long term, but immigration policy today is not 
defi ned around such a perceived need. Until 1975, Sweden fostered 
immigration based on the requirements of its labor market. And 
since EU expansion in 2004, there has been renewed labor force 
immigration due to free movement of labor within the EU. But to-
day most immigration to Sweden consists of those seeking asylum 
(as well as family reunifi cation). The explicit rationale for accepting 
these immigrants is humanitarian. It is not clear to what extent 
there may also be an unstated desire to bring in low-paid workers 
or increase the size of the workforce. The trade unions successfully 
stopped labor force immigration, but admission of asylum seekers 
circumvents that opposition by appealing to broad-based humani-
tarian values. Nonetheless, the result is striking: the proportion of 
those residents born in another country in 2008 was 13.8 percent, 
one of the highest fi gures in the EU. Because of their cultural back-
ground, lower levels of education, and reluctance for women to 
work, and also because of discrimination, many asylum seekers suf-
fer from greater unemployment and require a disproportionate 
amount of welfare benefi ts. They are not easily integrated into the 
labor market and often end up in lower-paying jobs or in small-scale 
enterprises. Despite efforts to disperse asylum seekers throughout 
the country, many are concentrated in suburbs of large cities. Many 
are Moslem. The entry into Parliament of the xenophobic far-right 
Swedish Democrats in 2010 indicates that immigration has become 
an important political problem.

What is the impact of immigration on population? Clearly, im-
migration increases the population, but period trends “over time 
have been quite similar for Swedish- and foreign-born women.”41 
But if that is the case, immigration will not produce signifi cantly 
higher birth rates. Thus, in order to maintain a stable work force, 
immigration would have to continue. This, in turn, means further 
changes in the composition of Swedish society and may incite ongo-
ing social and political tensions.
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Sweden as a Model?

In his many excellent articles on the decline in fertility and policies to 
remedy it, Peter McDonald stresses that low levels of fertility in ad-
vanced countries today can be explained by incoherence arising from 
differences in levels of gender equality among social institutions:

Very low fertility is the product of the combination of high 

gender equity in individual-oriented institutions with the 

persistence of only moderate gender equity in family-oriented 

institutions. . . . If women are provided with opportunities near 

to equivalent to those of men in education and market employ-

ment, but these opportunities are severely curtailed by having 

children, then, on average, women will restrict the number of 

children that they have to an extent which leaves fertility at a 

very low, long-term level.42

He also argues that market deregulation in neocapitalism has 
increased risks for workers, which undermines their willingness to 
engage in family formation. Young people must therefore be assured 
that “if they marry and have children they will be supported by the 
society. . . . Effectively this implies large public transfers from those 
who do not have the care of young children to those who do.”43

This was precisely the insight in the 1930s of Gunnar Myrdal and 
Alva Myrdal, who fashioned foundations of Swedish population 
policy at a time when Sweden was reeling from the Great Depression. 
Swedish policy involves a redistribution of resources from those with-
out children to those with and is based on the notion that society as 
a whole must take responsibility for raising children.

How successful then are Swedish population policies? Compared 
to the rest of Europe, they are very successful. Sweden’s birth rate is 
one of the highest in Europe. Sweden is not facing a demographic 
crisis. Yet, despite outstanding programs of support to children, 
Sweden does not achieve replacement-level fertility. What more 
could Sweden possibly do?



40          swedish population policy

The problem is, as Paul Demeny suggests, that raising actual 
birth rates to what women say they desire is not possible:

But do not fertility surveys confi rm a preference expressed by a 

large majority of women, men, and families for having at least 

two children? Would it not follow, then, that regardless of 

whether a family policy is meant to be pronatalist or simply 

family- and people-friendly, its task is plain: to provide moral 

and material support so that families (or just women) can have 

the children that they wish to have? The answer to this question 

is also simple: expressed preferences concerning the number 

of children desired may well be genuine, but they are also in 

competition with other preferences the satisfaction of which is, 

at least in principle, attainable in modern societies. The outcome 

of such competition is not necessarily in favor of children. The 

children actually born may turn out to be what in the title of 

one of his novels Günter Grass called Kopfgeburten, births that 

occur in the minds of their would-be parents.44

Yet even with replacement-level fertility, Sweden would face an 
aging population and a growing dependency ratio. This could only 
be mitigated by a rising birth rate, but the idea of a long-term TFR 
above 2.1 is almost unimaginable.

The vulnerabilities to this system are the continued success of the 
Swedish economy, fi nancial stability, and the willingness of govern-
ments and the population to pay high taxes. Will Swedes continue 
to support their welfare state against the temptations of neoliberal 
solutions? This is important because, as McDonald points out, the 
market in general penalizes rather than rewards having children. Do 
the modest changes introduced by the conservative government in 
the direction of freedom of choice mark the beginning of the end of 
the Swedish system or do they constitute a bump in the road, in the 
sense that the earner-carer model is so strongly established that be-
havior will not be changed? Another vulnerability is rising opposi-
tion to Sweden’s immigration policies, because Sweden is dependent 
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on immigration to maintain a stable population, but its immigration 
policies are not work related.

Groups from low–birth rate countries frequently visit Sweden to 
study the Swedish approach to pronatalism. To what extent is the 
Swedish model applicable to other nations? The Swedish model is 
certainly similar to that of other Nordic societies. All of them have 
similar policies and relatively high birth rates. All are wealthy, ad-
vanced postindustrial nations and share a common history, simi-
lar social structure and values, and Protestant heritage. They all 
are committed to social equality and social solidarity. They are 
characterized by weak families as defi ned by Reher; that is, the in-
dividual and individual values tend to have priority over the family 
group.45 With the exception of Finland, their languages are mutu-
ally comprehensible and they have infl uenced each other from the 
beginning of their history. Until recent immigration, they were quite 
homogenous societies, not greatly divided by religion, language, or 
ethnicity.

It is not likely that Swedish policy will be a good model for most 
countries with low birth rates. It is based on the acceptance of mod-
ern, secularist values, including gender equality and nontraditional 
family structures. It presupposes faith in a decisionmaking process 
based on a technocratic, social engineering approach to policy. The 
fi rst characteristic limits the applicability of the Swedish model be-
cause many societies are far from accepting family policy dissociated 
from marriage. Certainly Italy, Japan, and Singapore have value sys-
tems that are incompatible with Sweden’s. Nor do many nations live 
up to the second characteristic, the reputation for state incorrupt-
ibility and competence, which justifi es public faith in Sweden’s ap-
proach to social engineering.
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chapter two

Demography in France: 
From National Security to 

Family-Work Reconciliation

In losing the demographic hegemony of Europe, France inexora-

bly regressed from the status of great power to that of a middle 

power. Despite the severity of the two fi rst shocks against Germany 

[Franco-Prussian War and World War I], French opinion had for 

a long time cradled itself in an illusion concerning the compara-

tive power of its country. It nourished itself on clichés of past 

glory; maintained in the cult of a bypassed grandeur, it rested on 

the conviction of a pretended moral superiority, when it didn’t 

abandon itself to the sweet comfort that could be procured from 

the Maginot line. Between the state of mind and the facts, the 

gap was enormous.

— jean-claude chesnais, “la politique de la population 

française depuis 1914”1

Modern France has been shaped by its response to de-
feat. France suffered two existential defeats in seventy years, 

the Franco-Prussian War of 1870–71 and the Battle of France of 
1940. The former raised the question of whether France would re-
main a great power, and the latter whether it would even survive as 
a sovereign state in control of its traditional frontiers.

Each of these defeats was perceived as having roots in demogra-
phy. France was the fi rst country to undergo the demographic tran-
sition; it went from being the most populous nation in Western Europe 
in the eighteenth century to having fewer people than Germany, 
Britain, or Austria-Hungary in 1914.
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French concerns about demography arose specifi cally in terms 
of national security. French defeat in the Franco-Prussian War of 
1870–71 transformed France’s low birth rate into a political issue 
because France’s archenemy, Germany, was experiencing rapid pop-
ulation growth. The combined German population was about the 
same as that of France in 1870; by 1914 it was half again as large. 
This put France at a disadvantage in mobilizing an army as large as 
Germany’s. Demography could easily become a monocausal expla-
nation for French defeat, as shown in the above Chesnais quotation. 
Yet despite the urgings of “depopulationists,” the Third Republic 
did not take meaningful steps toward a pronatalist policy until the 
very eve of World War II. Surprisingly, just before hostilities began, 
the otherwise hapless Daladier government enacted a decree law 
that constituted the basis for a new family policy. To be sure, the 
law was larded with the kind of punitive measures against contra-
ception and abortion that pronatalists had long been demanding 
(and was repealed several decades later). But there was something 
new in the law—fi nancial support for large families. The collabora-
tionist Vichy regime continued family allowances and supported the 
family as a pillar of the authoritarian state.

At the Liberation from the Nazis, France’s stagnant or even de-
clining birth rate was now seen as causally related to the lack of 
dynamism of the French economy and French society as a whole. 
France, it seemed, was the victim of Malthusianism. How to escape 
from the grips of a stalemate society? That question was on the 
minds of Resistance and postwar political leaders. The solution was 
the creation of a new paradigm—a dirigiste welfare state, with sig-
nifi cant pronatalist dimensions. The trente glorieuses followed (thirty 
years of economic growth after World War II), which modernized 
the French economy, along with the baby boom.

In recent years, French birth rates have achieved near-replacement 
levels. France would seem to be a model for advanced societies suf-
fering from low birth rates. The total French population before 
World War II stagnated at about 40 million; today it is about 63 mil-
lion. According to recent projections by the Institut nationale de la 
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statistique et des études économiques, it should reach about 74 mil-
lion in 2060.2

Population policy was shaped in the atmosphere of the Liberation. 
The international situation has changed since then; no longer an ex-
istential enemy, Germany became France’s key partner in the European 
Union. Pronatalism still undergirds French policy, but that policy 
now focuses on supporting gender equality, reconciling the role of 
women as workers and mothers, and protecting French children 
and families against poverty.

From Grande Nation to Insecure Power: 
The Price of the Demographic Transition

France’s power in the preindustrial age was a result of its abundant 
natural resources, centralized government, and large population. 
During the reign of Louis XIV, France sought, and on several occa-
sions nearly achieved, hegemony in Europe. Benefi ting from the rise 
of nationalism and the invention of the mass citizen army, Napoleon 
almost achieved the dominance that had eluded the kings.

French national power declined in the nineteenth century because 
of political instability and frequent regime change. Unlike Britain, 
France did not undergo early and rapid industrialization. The French 
population was stable while that of the rest of Europe rapidly ex-
panded. There was, however, little consciousness of decline. France 
remained a nation of small holdings owned by peasant proprietors 
who had every interest in restricting the number of offspring to avoid 
division of the land. Lack of signifi cant industrialization limited the 
pull of the cities for the rural lower class. There was little improve-
ment of agricultural productivity in the fi rst half of the century.

Unlike Britain, social mobility for the urban population was not 
based on a new, rapidly expanding industrial economy created by 
the entrepreneurial spirit, but rather on social climbing. The ambi-
tious young men of Balzac’s novels who fl ocked to Paris from the 
provinces sought riches and power, but Rastignac was certainly not 
looking for a managerial position in a textile mill. Industrialization 
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did accelerate during the French Second Empire, but there was no 
take-off similar to Britain’s. Social mobility required investment of a 
family’s limited resources in a single son. 

It was almost as if there were two economic and demographic 
models in the early nineteenth century, exemplifi ed by Britain and 
France. In the former, industrialization was early and the demo-
graphic transition late; the inverse was true in the latter.3 But France 
was the exception in Europe. The French peasants and lower middle 
class practiced neo-Malthusianism without having read Malthus. In 
the words of demographer Jean-Pierre Bardet, “The relative decline 
of French population had only one cause: the individual wish of the 
French, in a decision reconfi rmed from one generation to another 
throughout the nineteenth century to limit the number of their de-
scendants.”4 This was accomplished fi rst by late marriage and then 
through contraception. Contraception fi rst became popular in urban 
areas, but soon permeated the countryside as well. The dominant 
form of contraception seems to have been coitus interruptus. “The 
collapse of natality observed from 1790 to 1850 did not therefore 
constitute a true and modern demographic transition, but the pur-
suit, by other means, of the old agrarian Malthusianism.”5

The practice of controlling population through contraception was 
condoned by the Church. Bardet cites the reply of a Roman tribunal 
in 1816 to a French cleric: “A woman can have relations even if she 
knows from experience that her husband will ejaculate outside the 
vagina, if in refusing she would be badly seen by her husband.”6

Neo-Malthusianism was advocated by leading economists like 
Jean-Baptiste Say: “Men should be encouraged to produce savings 
rather than babies. . . . Savings permit families to consume, beyond 
the income of their industry, of their work, of their talents, still an-
other income, that of their capital.”7 During the Second Empire, some 
thinkers stressed the relationship of lower birth rates and improved 
standards of living. The argument was that increased consumption 
led to a decline in birth rates. As the standard of living of workers 
rose they would have fewer children and rise up to the middle classes, 
thereby assuring social stability.8 In short, French thinking in the 
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mid–nineteenth century tended to see the decline of birth rates 
through contraception as desirable. There was congruence between 
the individual’s pursuit of his perceived self-interest and the good of 
the nation. These values parallel much of today’s thinking.

Not until 1866—Austria’s defeat in the Austro-Prussian War—was 
there an intimation that relative population decline could have a del-
eterious effect on national power. Before 1866, Germany was hope-
lessly divided. Italy began unifi cation in 1859–60, but it was weak. 
Because the Austrian Empire was a ramshackle affair, the French had 
little diffi culty in defeating Austria in 1859. Russia was still back-
ward, as shown by its defeat in the Crimean War. Despite occasional 
tensions, French governments avoided confl ict with the most modern 
European state, Britain, which, in any case, was focused on imperial 
expansion and whose vital interest on the continent was maintaining 
a balance of power to prevent the emergence of a hegemon. Only 
after Prussia’s victory at Sadowa in 1866 did the geopolitical situa-
tion change rapidly. Indeed, were it not for the fact that France was 
part of a highly competitive European state system, it could be ar-
gued that there was nothing inherently wrong in France’s choice of a 
neo-Malthusian economic and demographic model. But France’s de-
feat of 1870–71 in the Franco-Prussian War demonstrated that there 
was a confl ict between the interests of the individual and the interests 
of the nation. How could it be reconciled?

From One Defeat to Another (1870–1940): 
The Rise of Pronatalism

This general ascension, this phenomenon of capillarity [social 

mobility], is only possible in a country with political equality and 

economic inequality, because everyone has the same rights to fortune; 

one only has to conquer it in a struggle of atrocious egotism. 

—émile zola9 

The seventy years that followed defeat in the Franco-Prussian War 
saw the rise of a pronatalist movement with remarkably little effect 
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on birth rates. This experience is relevant today in explaining why 
awareness of a population problem does not necessarily lead to an 
effective policy response. The explanation lies in strong social forces 
that make smaller families desirable—and the failure of pronatalists 
to devise an effective strategy that takes such concerns into account.

There is no mystery as to why birth rates remained low.10 They 
were an integral part of what Stanley Hoffmann called France’s “stale-
mate society,” a society based on stability, not growth. Protectionism 
was a perfect refl ection of the defensive nature of society. Having few 
children was a logical response to socioeconomic realities but was 
not compatible with the interests of the nation as a whole. The need 
for a population policy was obviated to some extent by immigration 
and the empire. Just like the United States (albeit on a smaller scale), 
France attracted and assimilated large numbers of foreigners. The 
republican creed made it possible to absorb immigrants who were 
willing to become French on an individual level by accepting French 
language, culture, and values. Some of the needs of industry were 
also fi lled by workers from the colonies. The colonies also provided 
large numbers of soldiers in World War I and World War II. One of 
the reasons for the expansion of the French empire after 1871 was 
to compensate for defeat and to create the belief that there were a 
hundred million Frenchmen (all of whom could be drafted even 
though less than half of them could vote).

In 1896, the Alliance nationale pour l’accroisement de la popula-
tion française was founded. This organization was infl uential but 
not very successful at the time. It was republican, not clericalist, and 
distinct from familialist groups tied to the Church. For example, 
Arsène Dumont, whose book Dépopulation et civilisation was es-
pecially infl uential, suggested that one way to increase population 
was to end the celibacy of the clergy! The Alliance was concerned 
above all by the German threat. Before World War I, its approach 
was primarily moralist, but its argument could easily be interpreted 
by skeptics as calling for more children to serve as cannon fodder.

Let us fi rst look briefl y at the arguments made by pronatalists 
and examine why their passionate concerns were not translated into 
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legislation. We can take as an example Paul Leroy-Beaulieu (not an 
Alliance leader), a noted liberal economist who taught at the École 
libre des sciences politiques and was named to a chair at the Collège 
de France. His brother was Anatole Leroy-Beaulieu, a Catholic lib-
eral who had published on Russia, defended Dreyfus, and written 
one of the most important philo-Semitic works of the nineteenth 
century, Israël chez les nations.

Leroy-Beaulieu’s somewhat long-winded book, La question de la 
population (1913), provides a good analysis of the causes of declin-
ing fertility that he attributed to two major causes: children were no 
longer profi table; and the “development of education, personal and 
familial ambition, democratic ideas, [and] harsher competition in 
diverse careers.”11

For Leroy-Beaulieu, the goal was a norm of three children per 
family. His policy prescriptions, however, explain why pronatalist 
advocates did not get far in France. They include restoration of re-
ligious belief and an end to the government’s antireligious cam-
paigns; repression of “immoral propaganda,” that is, advocacy of 
contraception; severe punishment of abortions (and removing trials 
from too-lenient juries); ending education for the lower classes by 
age thirteen or fourteen so that children could go to work sooner; 
government subsidies and benefi ts, such as housing subsidies, re-
stricted to families with at least three children; plural votes for 
fathers of at least three children; public-sector jobs only for fathers 
of three or more children; and 1 year rather than 3 of military ser-
vice for fathers of three or more children. Leroy-Beaulieu after all, 
had tipped his hand by referring to arrivisme, which is the way the 
socially established deprecated social mobility aspirations of the 
lower classes. Many of these recommendations would have been 
politically toxic under the Republic but found favor (briefl y) under 
the Vichy regime.

The Third Republic was a democratic regime with universal male 
suffrage. There was little likelihood that voters with fewer than 
three children would countenance legislation that went against their 
interests and values. With the exception of bonuses for third children, 
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the approach was purely punitive. Leroy-Beaulieu, as a (nineteenth-
century) liberal economist, could not imagine a welfare state that 
would redistribute large amounts of money to provide benefi ts to 
parents—nor could the political class.12 The only signifi cant pieces of 
legislation enacted before World War I (1913) provided maternity 
aid and some limited fi nancial aid to families with three or more 
children.13

But pronatalism was not restricted to the (republican) right. 
France’s leading public intellectual and liberal iconoclast Émile 
Zola wrote his mammoth novel La fécondité between August 1898 
and May 1899 in England (where he had taken refuge to escape 
arrest after publishing “J’Accuse,” his famous open letter charg-
ing a cover-up in the Dreyfus Affair). La fécondité is a nineteenth-
century version of a docudrama. As a novel, it is certainly lacking; 
the plot is episodic and the characters wooden. But what stands out 
is Zola’s depiction of the determination of nineteenth-century 
French society to restrict conception in order to achieve social mo-
bility (capillarité, the term he borrows from Arsène Dumont) and 
the ways that it was done. There is no comparable account of how 
sexual “fraud” was practiced, the underground world of abortion, 
how unwanted children were disposed of, the deleterious impact of 
wet nursing, and the use of hysterectomies to make sex possible with-
out risk. In the novel, these practices lead to disaster—characters die 
from abortions, lose their vitality from hysterectomies, and un-
wanted children given away become murderers. All those whose 
lives are based on “defrauding” nature fi nish badly. On the other 
hand, the hero and heroine, Mathieu and Marianne Froment, who 
give themselves up to a life based on fertility, who return to the soil 
and refuse to practice contraception, create a huge, triumphant, un-
stoppable family. They become a force of nature (literally) that sym-
bolizes a new and vital France, cultivating supposedly uncultivable 
lands and sending children on to the colonies.

Throughout history, there has not been a single step forward, 

without [the force of] numbers having pushed humanity on its 
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march. Tomorrow, like today, will be conquered by the swarm-

ing of crowds in search of happiness. And those will be the 

benefi ts awaited by our age—economic equality fi nally obtained 

as was political equality, a fair division of wealth rendered 

henceforth easy, obligatory work reestablished in its glorious 

necessity.14

Whatever the limits of Zola’s argument, he seems to have recog-
nized the need to escape from the straitjacket of Malthusianism, 
that economic and demographic growth and social justice could act 
synergistically.

After World War I, there was greater realization that effective 
pronatalist policies required government funding. The war, which 
required raising vast sums of money and creating big government 
on a temporary basis, may have convinced elites that a larger state 
role could be justifi ed in matters of national security. Pronatalists 
also recognized that although having children was a duty, society 
needed to provide a “just distribution of expenses.”15 The problem 
was that they advocated punitive policies against bachelors and 
small families as well as benefi ts restricted to large families, which 
offended the notion of “republican equality.” They also strongly 
supported repressive policies against contraception and abortion 
and restrictions on divorce. The pronatalist camp suffered from 
oversimplifi cation, hypocrisy, hysteria, and demographic determin-
ism, traits that proved rather enduring.

Perhaps the most thoughtful advocate of pronatalism was Al-
phonse Landry, a senator who served several times as a minister in 
the interwar period. In his classic work of theory, La Révolution 
démographique, Landry attributed the decline of birth rates to “the 
rationalization of life.”16 He did not believe that this decline would 
necessarily end in a new equilibrium, however.17 To remedy the de-
cline of birth rates, he supported legislation, including what would 
later be called horizontal redistribution.18

The propaganda of the pronatalists was at loggerheads with the 
spirit of Third Republic France, which in many ways was very mod-
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ern. At least for those with some degree of economic means (and 
even for those without), pleasure, especially sexual pleasure, was an 
inherent part of life. The state was not expected to interfere in pri-
vate life nor to interfere with sexual freedom. Pronatalism did not 
monopolize public debate. Neo-Malthusianism also had its public 
advocates. But one suspects that the esprit railleur was even more 
effective; it was too easy to point out the contrast between the bom-
bastic proclamations of the pronatalists and how few children they 
had! And once the Great Depression set in with mass unemploy-
ment, the argument that France needed more children—to produce 
more unemployed workers—would not have gone uncontested.

The French political system during the Third Republic was based 
on the concept of limited government. A political system that strove 
to keep taxes low was not likely to have the means to encourage 
people to have more children. Nor was a limited but democratic 
government able to compel people to have more children. (One is 
reminded of Jack Benny’s story of being accosted by a robber who 
told him he had to choose between his money and his life. Like 
Benny, Third Republic leaders needed more time to think about it.)

By 1939, the pronatalist moment had arrived. As the interna-
tional situation darkened, so did the political mood. A crescendo of 
public opinion developed that refl ected a political consensus.19 This 
was in part a change in the approach of the Alliance, which, in the 
course of the interwar period, had little by little minimized national-
ist and militarist propaganda and focused more on social justice, 
specifi cally criticizing the de facto penalization of large families.20

The government was committed to act, doubtless inspired by the 
international context—Italy and Germany were already promoting 
pronatalism. When the Daladier government, infl uenced especially 
by minister of fi nance Paul Reynaud, decided to create the Haut 
comité de la population, its fi ve members included top Alliance ac-
tivists who were also infl uential parliamentarians or high civil ser-
vants. Georges Pernot and Alphonse Landry were senators and for-
mer ministers, Philippe Serre was a deputy, Frédéric Roujou was 
on the Conseil d’État, and Fernand Boverat was president of the 
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Alliance.21 The committee was administratively attached to the 
Secretariat-General of the prime minister. It provided a report to 
Daladier that constituted the basis for his decree law of July 29 that 
became known as the Family Code.22

The code established the doctrinal content of France’s fi rst wave 
of state intervention; it created the institutional base and recruited 
the administrators who directed policy in the fi nal months of the 
Third Republic. Many of them remained under Vichy and contin-
ued during de Gaulle’s Provisional Government and the Fourth 
Republic. In the words of one scholar, “It was the crisis of 1939, 
followed by a catastrophic defeat, a four-year foreign occupation, 
and a hopeful liberation, that laid the foundations of modern French 
demographic policy,” which involved “the beginning of a direct and 
permanent involvement of the state in these areas.”23

The July 29, 1939, decree-law, titled Relative to the Family and 
French Natality, included provisions against pornography, alcohol-
ism, contraceptive devices, and public advocacy of contraception.24 
To circumvent lenient juries, it eliminated jury trials for abortion. 
None of this was exactly groundbreaking (much of it recalls Leroy-
Beaulieu), but it did refl ect the moralistic tone of much of the pro-
natalist movement. The minister of the interior, Albert Sarraut, had 
to intervene to block efforts to make abortion a crime against na-
tional security!25

This legislation established some of the basic principles of French 
population policy: support for natality and compensation for the 
burden on the family, that is, horizontal redistribution. It refl ected a 
national consensus—even the Communist Party supported it. The 
Family Code created universal incentives to provide support for 
children. These included bonuses for the fi rst child, which totaled 
about two months’ worth of the average salary. Family allowances 
were made universal from the second child on. For every second 
child, the parents received at least 10 percent of the average salary 
in the geographic department on a regular basis, and 20 percent for 
the third child and all children thereafter. This was a signifi cant 
amount of money. The legislation placed great stock in keeping 
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families on the land, perhaps hoping that this would encourage 
population growth. It provided for loans to young farmers of 5,000 
to 20,000 francs. Obviously infl uenced by the nineteenth-century 
conservative theorist Pierre-Frédéric Guillaume le Play’s argument 
that equal division of a parent’s land among children had lowered 
birth rates, it increased the share of agricultural land inherited by a 
son who worked the land. In addition, the law provided assistance 
to fathers who lacked the means to support their children, facili-
tated the adoption process, and mandated teaching demography in 
school. Financing would come from a tax surcharge on the childless. 
In addition, inheritance taxes would be reduced for people with 
three or more children.

The Family Code of 1939 was a long-term policy created as part 
of a war-preparedness effort. It was a response to the old argument 
that low birth rates had jeopardized French national defense. A 
month after the promulgation of the Family Code, France was at 
war. In May 1940, Germany invaded France; in a matter of weeks 
France was defeated. The Third Republic collapsed and an authori-
tarian regime was set up under Marshal Philippe Pétain in July 
1940, the so-called Vichy regime (which received this name because 
it was established in Vichy, located in a part of France that was not 
occupied by the Germans in 1940). This regime pursued collabora-
tion, believing that Germany’s triumph was fi nal. The Vichy govern-
ment proclaimed a National Revolution aimed at undoing the leg-
acy of the French Revolution and the Republic, restoring a France 
based on traditional values. Its slogan—“Work, Family, Fatherland” 
(Travail, Famille, Patrie)—contrasted markedly with Liberty,  Equality, 
Fraternity. Although in many ways Vichy constituted the antith-
esis of the Third Republic, it continued the policies outlined in the 
Family Code.

Pétain’s comment in a speech of June 20, 1940, that France’s 
defeat was the result of “too few allies, too few weapons, too few 
babies” was a self-serving testimony to the strength of demographic 
determinism as an explanation for French defeat.26 The credibility 
of the statement was based on decades of pronatalist propaganda. 
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Of course, it is true that low birth rates comprised one cause of 
France’s weakness, but the defeat of 1940 was not the direct result 
of low birth rates. Had the French army not fought a war based on 
static defense, had it used its tanks and planes in a different way and 
made better use of modern communication, the Battle of France 
could have turned out differently. In short, if France’s military had 
not followed the military strategy enforced by Pétain and his gen-
eration, France might not have fallen.

The Vichy regime continued to implement the Family Code and 
provide family allowances. But the motivations for this policy had 
changed. As we have seen, pronatalists before the war had wanted 
to strengthen France’s military power. But the Vichy government 
accepted defeat as defi nitive. “The ideologues of the National Revo-
lution presented dénatalité as a kind of retribution on industrial 
society, a blight brought on by secularization, urbanization and pro-
letarianization. Their solution to the demographic problem formed 
a part of their larger vision of a return to a rural, preindustrial, 
Christian society.”27 The family would not function as a means of 
restoring French greatness, but as a part of a natural hierarchy on 
which the authoritarian État Française state was based. These advo-
cates of the family came from a different political subculture than 
the pronatalists; the latter were basically secularist and conserva-
tive, whereas the former were Catholics who had never been happy 
with the Third Republic’s secularist agenda.28 For Vichy offi cials, 
the family headed by the paterfamilias represented the natural basis 
of a hierarchical, authoritarian society.

French Policy after the War

The Vichy regime’s claim to represent France was contested by na-
tionalist general Charles de Gaulle, who established Free France in 
London and worked together with the internal French Resistance. 
By 1944, the Vichy government was discredited. At the Liberation, 
de Gaulle’s Provisional Government returned to France and assumed 
power.
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De Gaulle was president of the Provisional Government until 
January 20, 1946, when he resigned because of his frustration with 
political parties. De Gaulle wanted a political system with strong 
executive authority; instead, a parliamentary system in many ways 
akin to the Third Republic was established. When this Fourth 
Republic collapsed in 1958, de Gaulle returned and created a Fifth 
Republic modeled on his own ideas.

Despite his short time in offi ce after the war, de Gaulle was suc-
cessful in laying the foundations for a different kind of France. De 
Gaulle’s goal was to restore France’s greatness. De Gaulle realized 
that this could only be done by radical transformation of the econ-
omy and society. In this respect, he shared many of the goals of the 
French Resistance, which also rejected the immobilism of Third 
Republic France. After World War II, the new France broke with the 
pessimism and brittleness of the Third Republic mindset in almost 
all areas, including culture.

Population policy would play its role together with economic 
planning, government intervention in the economy, and the creation 
of a social welfare state. Together, these efforts would lead to a new 
and energetic France. And such a France would be capable of pursu-
ing an activist foreign policy and regaining its rank as a great power. 
French industry before the war had lagged behind Britain and 
Germany; protectionism rather than dynamism had been the order 
of the day. In the postwar era, banking, insurance, and several key 
industries were nationalized. A system of economic planning, known 
as the Monnet Plan after its author, would encourage long-term 
economic planning backed by government resources. Just as France 
would escape from economic stagnation, so too would it escape 
from population immobility. In short, population and family policy 
were congruent with social and economic policy in general. The 
state was to play a leading role in organizing production and redis-
tributing wealth—and in promoting population growth. The rela-
tionship of all these would be synergistic. If, as Marie-Thérèse 
Letablier states, “the level of fertility in France is related to state sup-
port for families,” the early days of Liberation, when the Provisional 
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Government under Charles de Gaulle defi ned population policy as 
a priority for France and created an enduring institutional structure, 
were of critical importance.29

De Gaulle created the institutions that would defi ne France’s 
population policy: a new social security system, the Institut national 
de la démographie (INED), and, very briefl y, a Ministry of Popu-
lation. The structure and institutions of postwar population policy 
were established before de Gaulle’s departure from government on 
January 20, 1946, and many key appointments were already made. 
For example, the INED was established on October 24, 1945, under 
Alfred Sauvy; the social security system was created in 1945 as well. 
The Haut comité consultatif de la population remained, but with 
a more limited role. French population policy was provided with a 
solid institutional basis.

The development of these institutions fostered long-term population 
planning. This was possible because of policy consensus, institutional 
stability, a core of qualifi ed high offi cials, and adequate resources. As in 
Sweden, a pronatalist population policy became an essential element of 
the nascent welfare state and was thoroughly integrated with it. The 
result was continuity and predictability. Families could make impor-
tant life choices based on the stability of policies. Family policy was a 
rare area of political consensus in France and responded to a felt need 
of the population. Tangible benefi ts provided to families deepened pub-
lic support. Family programs gained virtually iconic status.

Because of the pragmatic nature of state policy, French policy has 
evolved to meet changing needs. French policy moved from a fi rst 
consensus immediately following World War II based on public sup-
port for the “traditional” family—state familialism—to a second 
consensus, formulated in the 1960s, based on a broader conception 
of the family, increased focus on sexual equality, and reconciliation 
of women’s role in the workplace and the family. Claude Martin 
argues that French family policy has been defi ned around two poles 
of tension: familialism versus individualism and universality versus 
selectivity.30 He defi nes four main periods in postwar French family 
policy. The 1945–65 period was the “Golden Age,” corresponding 



demography in france          57

with the baby boom, with “strong incentives to promote fertility 
and compensate for the cost of children via universal and extensive 
family benefi ts. Spending for these benefi ts amounted to half of so-
cial security expenditures in the mid-1950s.” From 1965 to 1975, 
the focus shifted to women’s rights and emancipation; the period 
1975–85 focused on equality and poverty, with the development of 
means-tested benefi ts and priority given to disadvantaged families. 
Since 1985, the focus has been on reconciling work and family: 
“Confronted with high unemployment levels and pressures to con-
tain spending, family policies became progressively streamlined as 
an adjunct to employment policy.”31

The end of the baby boom in the 1960s, growing numbers of 
women in the labor force, and the rise of feminism required moving 
away from reliance on the “traditional” family as the means of 
maintaining replacement-level birth rates. At the same time, fi nan-
cial constraints made it impossible to increase expenditures. This 
raised the question of relying more on “vertical” redistribution, that 
is, means testing and targeting.32

Why did French family policy evolve from familialism to recon-
ciliation of work and family, such as in Sweden and Scandinavia, 
rather than continued support for the “traditional” family, as in 
Italy? Why did France became a leader “in the availability of pub-
licly run or publicly fi nanced child care services—programs that 
play a crucial role in promoting women’s participation in the labor 
force”?33 Kimberly Morgan argues effectively that the reason was 
the triumph of Gaullist statism over Catholic subsidiarity, of mod-
ernization over traditionalism.34 She attributes this to the weakness 
and ultimate failure of Christian Democracy in France. “The estab-
lishment of the French system in the absence of strong Christian 
Democratic parties reaffi rms the fi nding that such parties have been 
the driving force behind traditionalist parties in other countries.”35 
For a variety of reasons the balance of forces in France favored the 
development of statist policies.

The histories of the pronatalist movement and the family move-
ment in France were distinct, as they belonged to different political 
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subcultures. Pronatalists, as discussed previously, were concerned 
with increasing the French population for reasons of national secu-
rity. In terms of nineteenth-century politics, that movement was re-
publican rather than Catholic, and some of its most conspicuous 
representatives were anticlerical. The family movement came from 
the Catholic world, which during the Third Republic had been mar-
ginalized and was often antisystem. The Mouvement Républicain 
Populaire (MRP), the new postwar Christian Democrat party, led 
by members of the Resistance, played a positive role in incorporat-
ing political Catholicism into the democratic political system. To 
some extent, it achieved the goals of some of its founders in pursu-
ing left-of-center policies with the votes of the right. The MRP 
helped make family policy a legitimate subject for the Republic. But 
its infl uence was constrained. Unlike the Italian Christian Democrats, 
the MRP was never hegemonic. At its height, it received about one 
quarter of the vote.

After World War II, there was widespread support for strengthen-
ing the traditional family. But familialism in France was predomi-
nantly state familialism—as opposed to Church familialism.36 The 
traditional family was the means, not the goal. Afterward, when it 
became evident that the traditional family was eroding, women were 
joining the workforce in increasing numbers, and French economic 
development required female participation, pronatalists were willing 
to transfer their support to reconciliation of work and family.

De Gaulle supported pronatalism in order to accomplish his goal 
of restoring French power. His interest in family issues was second-
ary. He did not have great sympathy for the MRP, which claimed to 
be his supporter, the so-called party of fi delity, but which he felt sold 
him out in 1946. The pro-Gaullist Rassemblement pour la France 
movement created in 1947 returned the favor; it dealt a severe blow 
to MRP support, and the Union pour la nouvelle République, which 
had been created to support de Gaulle after his return to power in 
1958, provided a coup de grâce to the MRP. Nor did de Gaulle have 
warm feelings toward the Church, whose hierarchy largely backed 
the Vichy regime and whose role was compromised (and perma-
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nently weakened) by its policies of collaboration. French popula-
tion policy was set at the time of the Liberation when de Gaulle was 
president of the Provisional Government; after 1958, de Gaulle and 
his successor presidents of the Fifth Republic followed statist or 
socially liberal policies.

One reason that statism triumphed over subsidiarity after World 
War II was the legacy of previous struggles. As Morgan points out, 
the battle over who should educate the young was in fact the key 
policy debate of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 
pitting the secular left against the Catholic right. Republicans feared 
the forces of the antirepublican Catholic right. They believed that 
control over education would determine whether the democratic 
republic would consolidate its power. Through the Ferry Laws of 
the 1880s, the republicans created a secularist public school system 
in the 1880s and removed the clergy from any role in the public 
schools. The same process occurred in the realm of child care and 
early childhood education. Church-run institutions were abolished 
and the écoles maternelles were established under the Ministry of 
Education to care for a largely working class clientele: “Although 
the provision was not meant to help women combine child care and 
waged work, it certainly had that effect.”37

Thus, the French state was involved in child care early on. After 
World War II, the école maternelle went from being a program for 
the working class to a universalist program like the Swedish pre-
school and remains structured in such a way as to facilitate women’s 
employment. It did not provide for most children under three years 
of age, however. But by extension, there was no reason why the state 
should not develop programs for younger children.

Public child care expanded from the 1960s on to facilitate female 
employment. In the early 1970s, Prime Minister Jacques Chaban-
Delmas, who supported women’s employment as part of his New 
Society plans, increased funding for public child care, “changing the 
resolutions governing the crèches [i.e., day care centers] to extend 
these services to less impoverished families, thereby shedding their 
image as programs for the poor and fostering a constituency of 
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parents who began to regard the provision of public day care as an 
entitlement.”38 Much of the funding came from the family branch of 
Social Security. In the 1980s, however, policy changed as the govern-
ment began to support diversifi ed solutions to child care, including 
registered child minders and nannies. There were also programs to 
enable women to take care of children at home.

One reason for fi nding alternatives to public day care is that they 
were less expensive than day care centers. The other was the rise of 
unemployment. Unskilled women could become registered child 
minders, thereby eliminating a black market in child minders and 
reducing unemployment. The Allocation parentale d’éducation, in-
stituted in 1985, provided a low-paid leave for women to take care 
of their own children. It was intended to take low-skilled women 
out of the workforce to drive down unemployment. The irony of the 
situation has been pointed out. Working became a phenomenon of 
middle-class women while poor and less-qualifi ed women were en-
couraged to stay home.39 One specifi city of the French system is that 
French mothers with young children tend to work full time, whereas 
mothers in Sweden are more likely to work part time.40

In the 1980s, there was also a new focus on childhood poverty. 
New means-tested programs were initiated to address issues of pov-
erty and the needs of single parents. French family, demographic, 
labor force, and social policies are no longer separate, and the num-
ber of benefi t programs and allowances has multiplied.

French Family Policy Today

French population and family policies are adequately fi nanced, and 
based on a well-organized and well-funded infrastructure, and they 
rely on a small cadre of experienced civil servants. According to 
2009 statistics from the Organization for Economic Cooperation 
and Development, France spent about 4 percent of its gross domes-
tic product on family benefi ts in cash, services, and tax measures. 
The way spending is counted determines the result, of course, but 
French spending is certainly on the high end within the EU.41 But 
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this does not include programs like the école maternelle, which is 
under the Ministry of Education but provides free early childhood 
education to almost all French children over the age of three years 
and to some children under three.

The most important institutional base is the so-called family 
branch of the social security system, the Caisse nationale des allo-
cations familiales (CNAF). Following the creation of the Social 
Security system in 1945, there was a debate over whether funds for 
family programs should be included in a unifi ed social welfare sys-
tem or comprise a separate branch—a debate that was eventually 
won by the autonomists. This is a very powerful organization be-
cause it provides vast amounts of benefi ts: €68.5 billion in 2008. 
The family branch is audited and evaluated by the highly profes-
sional Inspection générale des affaires sociales (IGAS). As noted 
above, France boasts a major research institute, the INED. In 2009, 
the Haut conseil de la population et de la famille was merged with 
the Conférence de la famille to create the Haut conseil de la famille, 
the highest-level advisory body, under a distinguished longtime civil 
servant, Bertrand Fragonard.

There is also a role for the input of family associations. The 
Union national des associations familiales (UNAF) operated as an 
advisory association within the CNAF. According to Claude Martin, 
it exercises little infl uence on policy.42 Michel Chauvière goes fur-
ther: “In welcoming many ideas and representatives into legitimate 
institutions of the second rank (like the Economic and Social Council), 
the political power cuts out any risk of opposition on this front. 
This is a neocorporatist system, since it’s the State that has accorded 
the monopoly of representation of family interests to a single fed-
eral organization.”43 But there are limits to the low profi le of family 
associations. In 1998 Prime Minister Lionel Jospin decided to sub-
ject allocations familiales to means testing, but the decision was 
reversed a year later. This was one occasion when the UNAF went 
public, waging a vigorous and successful lobbying effort based on 
the argument that family policy is not social policy but “a policy of 
solidarity intended to compensate for the cost of the child.”44 
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Similarly, in 2013, attempts to means test family allowances in or-
der to reduce France’s budget defi cit were defeated by strong popu-
lar opposition.

Because of the strong institutional support for family policy and 
its important role, there has been, in the words of Claude Martin, a 
small “welfare elite” composed of a few high-level civil servants 
who also served on ministerial staffs. These offi cials have been in-
strumental in shielding family policy from ideas for radical change 
emanating from the political sphere. For example, on two occa-
sions, the ministers of social affairs, Michèle Barzach and Simone 
Weil, worked with senior advisers to prevent policy changes based 
on ideological considerations.45

In addition, there is a community of experts who share in the 
basic consensus about goals, but differ on means. The result is a seri-
ous, dense, and often technical dialogue manifested in publications 
internal and external to the government. The high quality of the 
discussion means that policy decisions are likely to be made care-
fully and based on a thorough understanding. The result is stability 
and coherence:

Long-lasting policies are necessary in order to maintain people’s 

trust and convince them that no profound changes will occur in 

the future. Continuous and diversifi ed policies are also needed 

to guarantee long-term support and create “systemic” coherence. 

The existence of coherent support, balancing benefi ts in cash 

and kind, and providing continuous support to parents as their 

children grow up is certainly a precondition for effective policies. 

This is a key aspect in explaining France’s performance, and 

goes beyond direct fi nancial incentives.46

A 2011 publication of the Haut conseil de la population, Archi-
tecture de la politique familiale, provides an invaluable summary of 
the goals of French family policy, the means utilized to achieve 
them, and the state of the debate. What makes this document espe-
cially important is that it is semioffi cial. According to this report, the 
two historic goals of French policy on which there is relative con-
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sensus are to support natality and to compensate the expenses of the 
family with children. Supporting natality is “historically one of the 
explicit objectives of family policy in France,” but “family policy 
today no longer explicitly pursues a natalist objective but aims to 
support parents in the realization of their desire for children. It is 
expected that this policy will produce the maintenance of or in-
crease in the birth rate that is as much an end in itself as an indicator 
of the satisfaction of the wishes of parents, and in so doing, success 
of the policy followed.”47

Reconciliation of family and professional life has become the cen-
ter of governmental policy, which likewise is expected to lead to 
population increase.48 This goal contributes to equality between men 
and women and “consolidates growth and improves the fi nancing of 
social systems.”49 But there is still some debate between those who 
support freedom of choice to facilitate the traditional family and 
those who promote greater equality between the sexes.50 However, 
what is a central (and crippling) debate in some countries, such as 
Italy, is usually a limited conversation among experts in France.

Two other goals involving but not restricted to family policy are 
contributing to care for young adults and the struggle against pov-
erty. In the former case, the issue is whether the task is incumbent 
on family policy or other kinds of policy instruments. In the latter 
case, the main policy tool, the revenu minimum d’insertion, al-
though paid through the family branch is not paid by it, and there 
are still debates over approaches and tools. 

French policy is familialist in that it recognizes the existence of the 
family as an institution that lies between the state and the individual. 
Familialism “makes of the family—and not just the individual— . . . 
the reference point of public policies in matters of population, protec-
tion, redistribution, employment, citizenship. . . . [It is] the principal 
mediation between the State and citizens, even constituting a ‘demo-
cratic’ society concurrent to citizen individualism.”51 

But the French version of familialism is very different from the 
familialism found in Southern Europe, because it is not predicated 
on the traditional family and does not have a religious dimension. 
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And because the family is defi ned in secular, not religious, terms, 
familialism does not imply reverence for and loyalty to traditional 
family structures. France thus provides a via media between 
Northern and Southern societies in Europe (with Germany closer to 
Southern societies because of its constitutional commitment to pro-
tection of the family). In Sweden, the family has ceased to have legal 
recognition; all benefi ts and taxes are individualized. In Italy, only 
the traditional family is recognized and receives benefi ts. In France, 
the defi nition of family has expanded to include all kinds of non-
traditional arrangements, including single parents, gay couples with 
children, and, in many but not all respects, couples joined in civil 
unions. Thus, France, like Italy, and unlike Sweden, recognizes the 
legal status of the family, but the spirit and content of French policy 
is much closer to that of Sweden. And just as in Sweden, about half 
of the births in France take place out of wedlock. “All differences 
between the rights of children born inside or outside of marriage 
have been removed from the law.”52 Broad defi nition of the family 
means broad eligibility for benefi ts and services.

French family policy constitutes a dense web of policies. This is 
not the place to describe each, but it is important to provide an idea 
of the range of programs.53 The oldest program is the allocations 
familiales, which date back to 1939. They provide support for fami-
lies with at least two children (originally three). Their real value 
declined from a high point after World War II when the family re-
ceived 30 percent of the father’s salary for the third child. At that 
time, a “single salary allowance” (allocation de salaire unique) was 
also paid to families in which only the father worked and was higher 
than the allocation familiale.54 The purpose of this allowance was to 
keep women out of the workplace and in the home. It was later re-
duced, then means-tested, and fi nally abolished in 1978.55 Today, 
families with two children receive €125.78 a month; families with 
three children receive €286.94, with €161.17 for each additional 
child. Unlike many other countries, France does not provide equal 
support for each child; larger families continue to get greater sup-
port, revealing the pronatalist origins of the policy.
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Also dating from 1945 is the quotient fi scal (family ratio). This 
provides tax deductions for parents with children and is separate 
from the family branch of Social Security. Income tax is reduced 
based on the size of the family, with increased benefi ts for families 
with three or more children. The quotient does not benefi t those 
with low incomes, who pay little in the way of taxes; it mostly ben-
efi ts those who pay high taxes, but there is a ceiling for deductions. 
There are also tax deductions for external child care and for a 
home care assistant; in the latter case, 50 percent of expenses of up 
to €10,000 can be deducted. The poverty rate fell from 21 percent 
to 7.2 percent as a result of transfers to families with children.56 
Another non-means-tested benefi t is maternity leave. Maternity leave 
begins six weeks before the due date and extends for ten weeks after 
birth. The stipend is paid through national health insurance. There 
is also a two-week paternity leave.

According to Olivier Thévenon, low-income and well-off house-
holds benefi t most from family policies; the “average amount of 
child-related transfers is U-shaped.”57 He also provides a break-
down on spending (non-income-tax-related): parental leave benefi t, 
9 percent; maternity/paternity leave, 8 percent; social assistance, 
11 percent; state investment in child care and preschool, 3 percent; 
support for employed home care, 10 percent; family benefi ts, 
53 percent; tax credit for employers, 0.1 percent; and city spending 
on child care structures, 6 percent. In 2013, it was decided to limit 
quotient fi scal benefi ts for the well-off in order to maintain family 
allowances.

There are three competing logics inherent in the family benefi t 
system, all of which have their roots in different concepts of the 
French republican tradition of equality. Some forms of assistance 
are based on an “egalitarian logic,” which supposes that all families 
should receive an equal level of aid; this is true of allocations famili-
ales. They are fi xed grants depending on the number of children. 
Some benefi ts are based on “familialist logic”; that is, a family at a 
given income level with children should live at the same level as 
a family with the same income without children. That is the logic 
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behind horizontal redistribution. The third logic focuses on reduc-
ing social inequality; it involves vertical redistribution from rich to 
poor.

There are certainly critics of current policies and proponents of 
change. Supporters of pronatalism can take issue with the declining 
real value of allocations familiales and the increase in aid for the 
elderly versus aid for children. Those who stress the problem of 
childhood poverty advocate eliminating or restricting benefi ts that 
are not means tested. They argue, for example, that the quotient 
fi scal gives far greater benefi ts to the rich than the poor. Those who 
focus on gender equality and reconciliation of women’s work and 
family look askance at generous support for stay-at-home moms. 
More traditional families feel the opposite.

Mireille Elbaum makes reference to some key tensions within the 
French system. They include the important role of the quotient fi s-
cal, which benefi ts mostly the rich and poor; the absence of support 
for the fi rst child; and the fact that the privileged place accorded to 
the family leads to a neglect of young adults.58 Jérôme Vignon agrees 
on the latter point; he predicts great future challenges arising from 
the impoverishment of young people and the failure of the educa-
tional system to orient and otherwise prepare young people for the 
labor market.59 Access to jobs has declined; companies don’t re-
cruit because of excessive supply. He stated that the next president 
of France will need to focus on education reform, which in turn will 
spawn reforms in other areas, such as housing and labor market 
entry.  The same point is made quite emphatically in Timothy 
Smith’s book France in Crisis. Smith argues that whereas older 
workers benefi t from full employment, job protection, and generous 
pensions at a relatively young age, young people, women, and mi-
norities face chronic unemployment, temporary jobs, and endless 
internships. If the latter succeed in getting a job, it comes fairly late, 
delaying their entry into a settled family life and, presumably, hav-
ing children. Those born in the 1970s are twice as likely to experi-
ence downward social mobility than those born from 1920 to 
1950.60 The gap between insiders and outsiders has parallels in Italy 



demography in france          67

and therefore should set off alarm bells. On the other hand, children 
leave home at an age near the European average, and the housing 
market does not prevent them from doing so.61

There has been a long debate about whether family benefi ts 
should be means tested and whether the system should be more 
targeted. In a frequently cited article, Julien Damon traces the de-
bate and argues against such an approach, which in his opinion goes 
against the original objectives of Social Security. It also can be a 
pretext for cutting government spending: “In a period of tension, 
indeed, of budgetary crisis, some may suggest the selectivity of al-
lowances, in order, certainly, to help the most disadvantaged, but 
above all, to reduce social spending.”62 Targeting can be intended 
either to “complete the insurance mechanisms and universal allow-
ances, or to replace them, partially or totally.”63 The poor, however, 
benefi t most from a system of universal allowances. Damon argues 
that targeting results in perverse consequences, including stigmatiz-
ing the very population whose particularities the policies are meant 
to eliminate, and the creation of a split between those who benefi t 
and those who do not that results in reduced support for the pro-
grams. Making family and population policy part of social policy 
means that the criteria for defi ning funding programs will no longer 
be based on criteria specifi c to family and population.

There is strong philosophical grounding for each of the above 
approaches as well as practical arguments against any given pro-
gram. But the coexistence of diverse approaches to family support 
necessarily leads to continual debate about a possible modifi cation 
of the system, especially as economic, social, and fi nancial condi-
tions evolve. It is impossible to establish a hierarchy of these three 
concepts of equality. Strong constituencies and interest groups resist 
change. In addition, policymakers realize the importance of con-
tinuity and predictability of policy. The long-term trend has been 
toward increasing means-tested programs (from 13.5 percent in 
1970 to 60 percent in the 1990s). Nevertheless, the very existence 
of a reasoned debate between competing logics can be seen as a 
strength of the French system.
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A French Success Story

France today experiences “high and stable fertility.”64 The average 
woman has about two children. This represents a fundamental 
change in French demography since the nineteenth century. “Still a 
minority on the eve of the Revolution, Malthusian couples became 
the majority before the middle of the 19th century, and progres-
sively, voluntary limitation tended to become a general phenomena. 
. . . Numerous families became more and more rare and it is prob-
able that they were more and more perceived as marginal. However, 
they were the ones who assured the greatest part of the descendents 
of a generation. . . . As late as 1906, 30 percent of couples were re-
sponsible for almost 57 percent of babies.”65

Today, the average age of mothers at the fi rst birth has increased 
but so has fertility of those in their thirties. Laurent Toulemon points 
out that “the case of France invalidates the two most commonly 
held explanations of low fertility: . . . Delay in entry into parenthood 
. . . [and] the breakdown of traditional family forms.” He attributes 
“France’s relatively high fertility” to its “particularly active family 
policy.”66 

The baby boom and immigration resulted in a signifi cant in-
crease in the French population in the decades following World War 
II. In fact, the relative population growth between 1950 and 1988 
was twice that of the 1850–1950 period.67 Even though birth rates 
fell somewhat afterward, they remain fairly high. The French popu-
lation today is therefore about 50 percent greater than in the late 
nineteenth century and interwar period and continues to increase. 
Although immigration has contributed to French population growth, 
contrary to what many people believe, “immigrants’ daughters born 
in France have exactly the same total fertility as women born in 
France to mothers themselves born in France.”68

Péguy once said, after the conclusion of the Dreyfus Affair, that 
“tout commence en mystique et fi nit en politique” (everything be-
gins with mystique and ends up in politics). Pronatalism began as 
mystique in France but was then successfully incorporated into the 
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welfare state. The development of a consensus to support the family 
as it evolved from traditional to nontraditional forms and the rec-
onciliation of work and children has largely resolved the dilemma 
of France’s low birth rate and made French people happier, more 
secure, and more egalitarian. The current birth rate also means a 
reasonable dependency ratio in the future, which will make it easier 
for France to maintain the very welfare state whose existence per-
petuates its relatively high birth rate. Because the French system 
provides a wide variety of support to many forms of families and is 
less ideological than the Swedish, it may be a better model for low-
birth-rate countries.
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chapter three

Italy: The Absence of Policy

Fascist social policies would long remain (and still remain) the 

only systematic family policy that Italy has ever known.

—manuela naldini1

It is not radical revolution, . . . which is a Utopian dream for 

Germany, but rather a partial, merely political revolution, which 

leaves the pillars of the building standing.

—karl marx2

Italy’s lowest low birth rate has put the future of the na-
tion at risk; thanks to a huge proportion of old people and a de-

clining number of children, the Italian population pyramid is top 
heavy. Italy is one of the oldest countries in the world, and the native 
Italian population is already in decline. Yet little has been done to 
resolve or even mitigate the problem. Unlike Sweden and France, 
whose governments responded effectively to sagging birth rates and 
helped reverse the trend, Italy’s weak and divisive political system is 
part of the problem, rather than part of the solution. Explaining 
why the Italian state has failed may help explain why other states 
(especially those in Southern Europe) have also been ineffective.

In this chapter, I fi rst examine Italy’s demographic situation, then 
summarize current family policies, go on to inquire why the Italian 
birth rate is so low, and, fi nally, analyze state policy.

Italy’s Demography

The Italian population is aging and declining. The demographic his-
tory of Italy in the last thirty years is one of continued decline of the 
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birth rate followed by stabilization at a lowest-low level: “The pe-
riod total fertility rate (PTFR) fell below 2 children in 1977, below 
1.5 in 1984, and below 1.3 in 1993. In the following decade, the 
PTFR was relatively stable around 1.25.”3 These birth rates are not 
radically different from those of other countries in Southern or Ger-
manic Europe but are far lower than those of Northern Europe and 
France. Regional differences within Italy (the South used to have a 
higher birth rate than the North) have become less marked.

Ten years ago, the demographer Peter McDonald addressed what 
it would take to stabilize Italy’s population. McDonald argued that 
the Italian population would remain roughly stable under the fol-
lowing scenarios: a TFR constant at 1.2, with an immigration rate 
rising to 400,000 per year; a TFR rising to 1.6, with immigration 
at 200,000 per year; and a TFR rising to 1.8, with immigration at 
100,000.4 At present, Italy’s demography approximates McDonald’s 
extreme case of a low birth rate along with high immigration.

The eminent demographer Massimo Livi-Bacci states that “un-
der the current biodemographic profi le, the current fertility rate im-
plies the halving of the Italian population every forty years. Thirty 
years from now, women over eighty would be more numerous than 
girls under puberty, and those over seventy would exceed those be-
low thirty.”5 The dependency ratio would become extremely prob-
lematic, as a decreasing number of working adults would be called 
on to support a growing number of senior citizens.

Current Policies

Italian policies in support of the family are extremely limited and 
fragmented. Italy spends a small percentage of what France and 
Sweden devote to family policy. According to the Organization for 
Economic Cooperation and Development, France spends 3.7 per-
cent of its gross domestic product (GDP) on family benefi ts in cash, 
services, and tax measures; Sweden, 3.1; and Italy, 1.4. As for spend-
ing on maternity and parental leave payments per child, Sweden 
spends 59 percent of its per capita GDP; France, 28 percent; and 
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Italy, 18 percent. Italy provides robust support for families in only 
two areas: maternity leave and early childhood education.

There is compulsory maternity leave for fi ve months at 80 per-
cent of salary. The program was considered advanced when it was 
established in 1971. It was extended to a wider category of women 
(originally it included only the employed), but its duration has not 
been increased. Paid paternity leave does not exist, except for single 
fathers and fathers with ill spouses. In addition, there is parental 
leave for up to six months per parent until the child is eight years of 
age, paid at 30 percent.

The problem of maternity leave is that its benefi ts do not extend 
to those employed under fl exible contracts, which include a large 
percentage of the young and female population—in short, those 
likely to be mothers. Many workers under fl exible contracts (con-
tratto a tempo determinato, or precario) are expected to sign a di-
missioni in bianco, an undated letter of resignation that means they 
can be dismissed at will by the employer—for example, in the event 
of pregnancy. This practice was banned by the Prodi government of 
2006–8, but was reinstated by the Berlusconi government in 2008.

The other major service provided by the Italian state is the scuola 
maternal, early childhood education for children beginning at the 
age of three years, which, like the école maternelle in France, most 
children attend. Strictly speaking, this program is not considered a 
social service but rather education. It is under the Ministry of 
Education and employs regular qualifi ed teachers.

Other benefi ts, like family allowances, have ceased to be very 
signifi cant. The family allowance was instituted under fascism to 
create a “family wage.” It provided a signifi cant supplement to a 
worker’s wages for each dependent child. Under the Republic, the 
cash value of the allowance was held steady, so that its real value 
decreased. It is now a means-tested program that applies only to the 
poor. There is a great deal of talk about initiating a quotient fi scal 
like that of France, but as of this writing, nothing had been accom-
plished. The Prodi government initiated a baby bonus that would 
have provided tax benefi ts for two years (probably too short a period 
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to make much of a difference), but the subsequent Berlusconi gov-
ernment cut the benefi ts to one year and then eliminated them com-
pletely. The entire program survived only eighteen months. Yet the 
effects of such programs require continuity and predictability.

There is also a lack of adequate preschool for children under 
three. But it is not clear whether the problem is one of supply or de-
mand. “The lack of public services offering child care is partly due 
to low demand for these services owing to a strong cultural bias 
against the practice to send the smallest children outside the home.”6 
Conversely, lack of quality public child care in some regions must 
also reduce demand.

What is striking is the huge gap between spending for the elderly 
versus spending for children in Italy. The elderly-child ratio is 5.3:1 
(compared with 1:2 in Sweden).7 An index compiled by Julia Lynch 
shows Sweden spending 22.9 percent of its per capita GDP on chil-
dren under fi fteen; France, 12.9; and Italy, 5.46. Spending on the 
elderly is, respectively, 62.3, 84.1, and 90.4 percent of per capita 
GDP.8

Familialism

Italy suffers from a negative synergy between family and state. The 
paradox is that the decline in the Italian birth rate arises not from the 
weakness of the traditional family but from its continued strength. 
The family continues to perform a wide range of social welfare roles 
that elsewhere are performed by the state (although increasingly care 
of the elderly is performed in the home by immigrants). The result is 
that public institutions remain weak, underdeveloped, and often in-
effectual. The fecklessness of the state in turn becomes a rationaliza-
tion for continued minimization of its role. As some Italians have 
asserted in conversations with the author, Italian voters have elected 
and sustained a government that epitomizes—and justifi es—their 
own lack of faith in state institutions.

Edward Banfi eld’s 1958 book The Moral Basis of a Backward 
Society, which is focused on a small town in the South, popularized 
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the concept of “amoral familism.” The author believed that this phe-
nomenon underlay the community’s social behavior (he did not 
claim that it applied to Italy as a whole): “Maximize the material, 
short-term advantage of the nuclear family; assume that all others 
will do likewise.”9 Although Banfi eld has been roundly attacked by 
social scientists for some of his later work, “amoral familism” seems 
to retain some cachet in Italy as a metaphor for the lack of respect 
for civic institutions and civic culture. The Italian would be like 
Rigoletto, deeply devoted to his family whom he tries to protect 
against a hostile outside world but feeling no loyalty to others; in 
fact, he makes his living by mocking others, in this way contributing 
to the world’s corruption.

Italians have little trust in those outside of kin relations. “Another 
important consequence of Italian familism—and the low esteem of 
civic values—is the gap between private wealth and the quality of 
public services.”10 Most welfare expenditures are directly trans-
ferred from the state to families, rather than to public services.11 
Social scientists frequently refer to David Reher’s seminal article to 
help explain the historical origins and role of familialism in Italy.12

The existence of such strong familialism undermines social re-
form. The family constitutes a welfare system that protects young 
people from unemployment and enables them to refuse substandard 
jobs, reducing social pressure on the government to address chronic 
unemployment. By providing free housing for thirty-year-olds in the 
family home, it weakens the impetus to create an affordable rental 
sector. It cushions the impact of a dual-track employment system in 
which young people (as well as women and minorities) suffer pre-
carious employment with few benefi ts. (Who has not been astounded 
by the extremely high unemployment fi gures for young people in 
Southern Europe even before the Great Recession?) At the same 
time, the burden of caring for the elderly falls mostly on middle-aged 
and not-so-middle-aged children. The result is a family strategy of 
husbanding resources for one or two children. Note that this com-
mon strategy was employed in nineteenth-century France and con-
temporary China to achieve upward social mobility. But here one 
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suspects it is being used to prevent downward mobility. By the time 
these children emerge into the adult world, they are often in their 
thirties and have little experience in living on their own or with con-
temporaries. Young men expect to be taken care of rather than to 
contribute to housework. This makes the idea of marriage and chil-
dren less attractive to women who have a successful career. Marriage 
comes late, and there is little time to have more than a few children.

As Massimo Livi-Bacci writes, “Reproductive decisions appear 
as the fi nal result of a series of steps that have to be taken in se-
quence.” He cites “the gradual postponement, among recent genera-
tions, of the age at which education is completed, the labor market 
is entered, a stable job is found, a home is selected, the family is left, 
a partnership is initiated. Each step is a condition for the successive 
one.”13

Gianpiero Dalla Zuanna states that “the strategy of reducing fer-
tility has been a good familistic tool in Italy over the last 30 years, 
helping the social climb of few children or the only child.”14 He con-
cludes: “But the persistence of a familistic society could be a pyrrhic 
victory, because—if fertility does not substantially increase—the na-
tive population risks rapid aging and decline.”15 Presumably, the bur-
den on the family could become too great. Can a single wage earner 
support wife, children, and aging parents? What if he does not have 
a standard labor contract? Especially at a time of economic crisis, the 
family could buckle under its economic burden. If workers get old 
without benefi ts, the Italian family can implode.

Familialism is at least as much a consequence of state failure as 
the cause of economic and social crisis. The greatest problem facing 
Italians is decent employment—permanent, well-paying jobs with 
access to benefi ts. It was frequently argued that high unemploy-
ment in Italy was the result of rigid regulation. The center-left 
government (not the Berlusconi government), with the coopera-
tion of the trade unions, “reformed” the system in such a way that 
older workers retained benefi ts and security whereas younger 
workers and those just entering the job market were forced into 
“nonstandard” jobs, such as part-time and fi xed-term employment. 
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“The majority of these workers are enjoying fewer welfare entitle-
ments than people employed on a standard full-time contract, in-
cluding little—if any—income protection in case of dismissal, and 
no employment protection.”16 Nor have these reforms proven ef-
fective against unemployment.

The tragic fate of highly educated young Italians—suffering from 
unemployment, years in poorly paid temporary jobs, or unpaid in-
ternships—is no secret:

Francesca Esposito, 29 and exquisitely educated, helped win 

millions of euros in false disability and other lawsuits for her 

employer, a major Italian state agency. But one day last fall she 

quit, fed up with how surreal and ultimately sad it is to be 

young in Italy today. It galled her that even with her competence 

and fl uency in fi ve languages, it was nearly impossible to land a 

paying job. Working as an unpaid trainee lawyer was bad enough, 

she thought, but doing it at Italy’s social security administration 

seemed too much. She not only worked for free on behalf of the 

nation’s elderly, who have generally crowded out the young for 

jobs, but her efforts there did not even apply to her own pension. 

“It was absurd,” said Ms. Esposito, a strong-willed woman with 

a healthy sense of outrage.17

In most advanced societies today, there is a correlation between 
the percentage of women working and higher birth rates. In Italy, 
the percentage of working women is one of the lowest. Society and 
the state do little to facilitate the reconciliation of work and family. 
Social mores still tend to condemn women for not staying home 
with young children. Mothers do not feel comfortable with child 
care, whose quality and nature varies throughout the country be-
cause it is a regional and local responsibility rather than a federal 
one. Because school hours do not correspond with work hours, it is 
diffi cult to combine part-time work with family. Nor is part-time 
work common: “There is strong evidence that women’s birth strike 
is caused by employer unwillingness to introduce fl exible working 
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hours, and to employ or re-employ pregnant women or those who 
are mothers.”18 So women must basically choose between children 
or career. Not surprisingly, the number of childless women has risen 
for decades, especially in the North. For the cohort of 1960, “women 
with two children (37.2 percent) are outnumbered by the sum of 
mothers of an only child (20.5 percent) and of childless women 
(24.2 percent).”19

De Rose points out that Italy’s extraordinarily low birth rates are 
not the result of the revolution in contraceptives. In 1996, for in-
stance, 34 percent of married women and 12 percent of nonmarried 
women relied on coitus interruptus, and condoms and withdrawal 
were still more popular than the pill!20

The survival of the “traditional family” has another consequence. 
Nontraditional relationships, like cohabitation, are less common in 
Italy (and less accepted) than in France and Sweden. Few children 
are born out of wedlock. Yet it seems that in Europe higher birth 
rates are tied to a higher percentage of out-of-wedlock births.

In Italy, there is a huge gap between the interest of the individual 
and the interests of society. But it is not the task of the individual or 
the family to sacrifi ce immediate interests to a hypothetical national 
interest. As we have seen, pronatalists in late-nineteenth-century 
and early-twentieth-century France utterly failed to increase birth 
rates by exhortation (not that there is much of that in Italy today). 
It is the task of the political system to develop alternate long-term 
policies to reconcile individual and family interests with social in-
terests. That is what governments did in Sweden and France. That 
is precisely what is lacking in Italy.

An Ineffective State

The causes for the failure to develop an effective Italian state policy 
response to low birth rates are overdetermined. It is as if all the stars 
are aligned against Italy. In this section, I examine the factors that 
have negated development of effective policy.
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the impact of fascism

One important reason for the failure of the postwar Italian state to 
develop an effective policy response to declining birth rates was the 
reaction against fascist pronatalism. The pronatalist goals of fascist 
policy were gratuitous and even absurd; Italian birth rates had long 
been too high, and Italy was a major source of emigration. Some of 
the means employed, however, especially family allowances and 
health care, were benefi cial. The postwar Republic marked a discon-
tinuity with fascism’s pronatalist goals but also weakened policies 
that actually helped women. This is not because the Republic sys-
tematically reversed all of fascism’s policies—far from it—but be-
cause of opposition to state familialism.

In the period following the unifi cation of Italy, there was no de-
mographic policy and little family policy. Italy was a liberal state 
based on the concept of limited government (although the role of 
the state did expand under Giolitti in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries), and the family was not conceived as a subject 
for state policy. Italy was a relatively poor country and could not 
afford expensive social programs. It was also a Catholic country 
where the Church “defended” the family as its privileged domain 
and opposed state intrusion.

The demographic transition took place in Italy in the late nine-
teenth century. Mortality rates declined but birth rates remained 
relatively high. Industrialization was not intense and rapid, so that 
Italy produced more people than its economy could absorb. There 
was migration from the South to the industrial North, but also mas-
sive emigration, much of it to North and South America. Emigration 
was the great safety valve to avoid overpopulation; in this respect, 
Italy was similar to Sweden and unlike France. Emigration could 
resolve Italy’s problem of surplus population because of rapid eco-
nomic expansion in North and South America.

World War I produced high casualties, and the Italian birth rate 
declined in the postwar period. Nonetheless, it would have been 
hard to argue that Italy needed more people rather than fewer. For 
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reasons that were ideological and perhaps psychological (the Duce’s 
overblown sense of his own virility), Mussolini concluded that Italy 
should pursue a pronatalist policy.21 This policy was the only coher-
ent population policy Italy ever pursued, but it was wrongheaded 
and its ends irrational. The context of this policy was the series of 
fascist “battles” aimed at modernizing Italy, or at least giving the 
impression of modernizing Italy.

One element of Mussolini’s policy was to prevent emigration of 
Italians abroad, based on the belief that emigration weakened the 
nation. Perhaps this was an alibi for the humiliatingly low quota 
placed on the entry of Italian immigrants by the United States. 
Migration would be regulated by the state, and migrants would be 
directed to the empire (such as it was) and to what were deemed 
underpopulated rural areas of Italy; otherwise, the migration would 
probably have continued from rural areas of the South to urban 
areas of the North. The second element of fascist policy was to en-
courage an even higher birth rate. Fascism instituted policies such 
as prohibitions of contraception and disincentives such as higher 
taxes for adult unmarried men and, after 1938, the requirement that 
men be married or widowers for eligibility to enter high-level posi-
tions like mayor and university professor. Incentives included re-
duced income and inheritance taxes for large families and prefer-
ence in public employment to married men with children.

Some of the means that the fascist government employed in its 
quixotic quest to raise birth rates were benefi cial. Most important 
was the introduction of family allowances and bonuses at the birth 
of children. Family allowances were inspired by the notion of the 
family wage to enable the male head of a family to support his entire 
family without the need for women to work. This, however, was not 
an economic possibility. The family allowance provided benefi ts for 
all dependents with a low income—including wives, children, par-
ents, and in-laws. There were also low-interest loans for couples 
that were progressively reduced at the birth of each child and ex-
punged at the birth of the fourth child.22 The creation of the Opera 
Nazionale Maternità e Infanzia provided prenatal and postnatal 



80          italy

care but also “could supervise and control how women approached 
their motherhood duties.”23 There is no doubt that these economic 
and medical benefi ts were helpful to the average Italian.

In this area, as in many others, the content of fascist policies was 
close to those advocated by the Church, which also wanted to sup-
port the “traditional family.” Meanwhile, there was a turf battle be-
tween Church and state over who would control the institutions that 
applied the policies. After all, both the fascist regime and the Church 
had a totalitarian vision and both wanted to control the family. The 
Church was the one rival institution that fascism could not throttle. 
The Lateran Accords of 1929 were in some ways more a truce than 
a peace settlement; the two institutions would coexist but also com-
pete. It is no surprise that after the fall of fascism, the Church seized 
the opportunity to push back state intrusion into family policy. 
Pronatalist policy was now equated to fascism. Republican Italy dis-
mantled some of fascism’s pronatalism policies or allowed them to 
atrophy. The experience of fascism became a justifi cation (or an al-
ibi) for the failure of the Republic to support families with children 
even when the birth rate fell below replacement level.

absence of a postwar paradigm shift

According to Chiara Saraceno, “the social policies for the family in 
our country are reluctant and ambivalent above all because they are 
the result of an absence.”24 An account of family policy in postwar 
Italy is more a history of debates and grandstanding than of legisla-
tive accomplishments.

Unlike Sweden and France, postfascist Italy never experienced a 
great period of paradigm shift. Since the fall of fascism, there have 
been several moments of Italian renewal, but even when added to-
gether they do not constitute a change as substantial as that experi-
enced by Sweden in the 1930s or France just after World War II. The 
fi rst occurred after World War II, when the Republic and democratic 
political institutions were created. But the internalization of the 
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Cold War into Italian politics limited change. The second was the 
short-lived “opening to the left” in the early 1960s with the entry of 
the Socialist Party into government, which focused on political is-
sues. The third was the spate of socioeconomic reforms of the 1970s 
around the time of the debate over the “historic compromise.” And 
the fourth was the birth of the “Second Republic” after the implo-
sion of Christian Democracy at the end of the Cold War. Each of 
these periods of renewal proved disappointing, and the fourth per-
haps the most disappointing of all. Only the third produced signifi -
cant reforms of family policy and social services for women, but 
because Italy still had a high birth rate, they were unrelated to de-
mographic concerns.

The third period of reform was tied to the increased militancy of 
the women’s movement. The main fruits of this period included 
legalization of divorce and abortion enacted by Parliament and 
approved by referenda. In addition, limited but highly signifi cant 
social and educational programs were introduced, such as the scuola 
maternal, compulsory and paid maternity leave, and some provi-
sions for child care aimed at the very young (birth to three years).

the persistence of high birth rates 
into the postwar period

For at least three decades after World War II, Italy had no popula-
tion policy because it did not have a population problem. The 
founders of Italy’s postwar paradigm did not need to factor into 
their thinking concerns about population. Nor did demographers 
foresee the problem of an excessively low birth rate.

In the early 1970s, Massimo Livi-Bacci contributed a chapter to 
Bernard Berelson’s Population Policy in Developed Countries. His 
chapter constitutes an invaluable snapshot of how Italy’s demo-
graphic situation appeared to trained eyes at that time. Livi-Bacci’s 
abstract at the beginning of his chapter summarizes Italy’s principal 
demographic problems:
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(1) a decreasing but still considerable emigration; (2) a moder-

ate level of fertility, which is the result of very different regional 

fertility levels, too high in the south and too low in the north; 

(3) differentials in mortality; [and] (4) a very intense process of 

internal migration under the pressures of rapid economic and 

social change and of regional differentials—especially in the 

recent past—of the rates of population growth.25

Livi-Bacci states that there was no sense in public debate that 
policy could infl uence population:

Whether as a reaction to the negative experience of the Fascist 

policy or as a result of the heavy infl uence of the Catholic 

morality (unfavorable to family planning), the fact is that never, 

or at least never signifi cantly since the end of war, has the pop-

ulation growth issue been contemplated.26

When, suddenly and unexpectedly, Italy’s birth rate fell below re-
placement level in the late 1970s, and the issue became one of in-
creasing the rate rather than reducing it, the reluctance of the state 
to become involved in population policy and the Church’s opposi-
tion to state intrusion hindered the development of family policy. It 
also took time to recognize that subreplacement or even lowest-low 
birth rates were not just temporary, but long-term phenomena. In 
fact, it has been argued that the idea that Italy is by nature a country 
of high birth rates continues to infl uence opinion and constitutes an 
impediment to a pronatalist policy.27 Some believed that Italy was 
overpopulated and a lower population was not a bad thing. According 
to Livi-Bacci, the reality of population decline and its implications 
did not become clear until the Dini government embarked on pen-
sion reform in the 1990s.28 Thus, the realization that the Italian birth 
rate had fallen to lowest-low levels for what appeared to be an in-
defi nite period—and that such a decline could have signifi cant impli-
cations for the health of the nation—did not occur until late in the 
postwar period.
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the lack of a political consensus

With effective family policies—and a greater focus on the needs of 
women, especially female workers—the decline of Italian birth rates 
might not have been so precipitous. But such policies were not de-
veloped because of a lack of political consensus. In this regard, the 
situation in Italy differed greatly from that of Sweden and France.

In Sweden, the ideological point of view of the Social Democratic 
Workers’ Party, based on the earner-carer model, became hegemonic. 
The other political parties basically accepted the Social Democrats’ 
programs. The dominant church, which was Lutheran, neither op-
posed these programs nor sought to retain an area of privileged insti-
tutional control over the family. In France, population policies were 
focused on pronatalism. But the means to achieve this end were eclec-
tic. French policymakers initially tried to create conditions whereby 
mothers could remain at home and later instituted social services 
making it possible to reconcile work with family. As discussed above, 
although familialism played an important role in family policy after 
World War II, the role of the Church was marginalized and the politi-
cal career of Christian Democracy was ephemeral.

The situation was quite different in Italy, where Christian De-
mocracy was the dominant party in Italy from 1946 until the early 
1990s. Italian politics was divided into Catholic and secular worlds. 
Until the end of the Cold War, the Catholic world was represented 
by the Christian Democratic Party, which was closely tied to the 
Vatican and headed every Italian government until 1981. The secu-
lar world was divided into Marxist and non-Marxist political 
groupings. The Italian Communist Party (Partito Comunista Italiana, 
PCI) gained dominance in the Marxist subculture, whereas the non-
communist secular parties were relatively small and weak. The 
Socialist Party was initially allied with the PCI and then split with 
the party in the late 1950s. In practice, the Christian Democrats and 
the PCI dominated the political landscape. Their worldviews were 
largely antithetical.
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For the thirty years following World War II, the PCI sought to 
expand its political base and gain a majority in Parliament in alli-
ance with some of the secularist parties. After 1973, infl uenced by 
the coup against Salvador Allende in Chile, the PCI sought a “his-
toric compromise” with the Christian Democrats. Of course, the 
Cold War and internal Italian politics were intertwined. The United 
States and its allies feared Communist dominance in Italy and had 
attempted to prevent the party’s electoral victory in 1946 and after; 
the PCI championed the idea of Eurocommunism to assert the 
party’s democratic bona fi des and differentiate it from Soviet-style 
communism.

Fundamental differences divided the left and right, or secularists 
and Catholics, on women and the family. The Church wanted to 
preserve and strengthen the “traditional family” under the domi-
nance of the paterfamilias. Women were supposed to fulfi ll their 
historic role as mothers and housewives. Where women had to work 
out of economic necessity, specifi c measures could be tailored to 
help them. The Church strove to maintain its infl uence over the fam-
ily and to provide its own services rather than to permit the develop-
ment of public services in order to maintain a political space for it-
self. “In Italy, protecting the family meant essentially resisting 
transformations taking place in the way in which men and women 
chose to manage their sexual, reproductive and emotional lives.”29

The left’s views were close to those of the Swedish Social Demo-
crats. The left focused on women’s individual rights and autonomy. 
Women should be able to combine work and family; the state should 
provide social services that enable women to do so. The secularist 
camp, however, was weakened by the PCI’s reluctance to support 
measures on family issues that might antagonize potential support 
from traditional Catholic voters—voters they hoped to win over.

The result was much debate over family issues and few legislative 
accomplishments. On occasions when convergence among parties 
was achieved, the result was likely to be a watered-down bill that 
tilted in the direction of familialism. For example, public day care 
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(nidi) for the children of working mothers was defi ned as temporary 
and custodial rather than an educational service:30

The very complex division of responsibility between the state, 

the regions, and the local authorities in fi nancing, organizing 

and running public day care centers limited successful imple-

mentation of the law. The initial expectations and purpose of 

the nidi law—to cover 5 percent of children in fi ve years—was 

not achieved until twenty years after its introduction.31

Hot-button issues like divorce, abortion, and assisted reproduc-
tion fanned the fl ames of Italy’s culture wars, to the detriment of 
concrete legislation.32 As Chiara Sarceno points out, in the 1980s 
“family questions continued in fact to have low priority in the process 
of political negotiations, despite their high symbolic character.”33

In the 1970s, there was a brief moment in which some coopera-
tion between left and right occurred, between the PCI’s call for a 
“historic compromise” in 1974 and Aldo Moro’s kidnapping and 
assassination in 1978. Grassroots demands for change, the rise of 
the feminist movement, and greater independence of the labor 
unions helped force the hands of the parties. The assassination of 
Moro brought this period of limited cooperation to a close. It is 
important to note that none of this legislation took into account the 
problem of low birth rates, because Italy was still above replace-
ment level at this time.

It might be imagined that the end of the postwar Italian political 
system—the collapse of the Christian Democratic Party and Socialist 
parties and the transformation of the PCI—might have improved 
the chances for family policy, especially following the end of the 
Cold War when the problem of demographic decline became mani-
fest. But the confl ict between Catholic and secular worldviews then 
took place within each of the two heterogeneous party coalitions 
that have governed Italy under the “Second Republic.” Some think 
that the Vatican’s infl uence has actually increased because it can 
work on both sides of the aisle and its wishes are no longer fi ltered 
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through the Christian Democrats. As Saraceno pointed out in 1998, 
the very nature of these party coalitions demonstrated the low pri-
ority of family issues. As of this writing, signifi cant policy responses 
to declining population are still lacking.34

the problem of federalism

Most services relevant to the family, especially health care services, 
are provided by regional governments. But the role and fi nancial 
base of the regions have been caught up in the maelstrom of debate, 
constitutional revisions, and legislation pertaining to federalism and 
fi scal federalism.35 The development of the European Union as a 
supranational entity has been accompanied by an increasing role for 
subnational units in much of Europe on both levels. The issue of 
constitutional reform has been particularly problematic in Italy, 
however, because of its politicization.

The rise of the Northern League, a party that has oscillated be-
tween advocacy of decentralization and separatism, has radicalized 
the debate. Because of the party’s control over much of Northern 
Italy and its indispensable place in the Berlusconi coalition, its views 
could not be ignored. Yet many of these views were not shared by 
coalition partners, let alone the opposition. The governing coalition 
included representation from Sicily, for example, which benefi ts the 
most from a unitary state because of large transfers of money from 
North to South via Rome. That is precisely what the Northern 
League claimed that it wanted to end. The left, with its focus on 
equity and solidarity, was also reluctant to accept signifi cant federal 
reforms, especially where they might result in unequal services. Con-
versely, because the left wanted to hold on to electoral support in 
the North, where federalism is popular, it had to at least pay lip 
service to the concept. Two constitutional reforms passed through a 
divided Parliament. In 2000 and 2001, one of these survived a ref-
erendum, while the other in 2006 did not. Of course, once passed, 
constitutional measures have to be complemented by enabling leg-
islation, which became another complex and never-ending battle-
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ground. Finally, decisions have to be made about fi nancing regional 
government. Although it is popular to talk about fi scal federalism, 
there is little agreement about what it should mean in practice. How 
much of regional funding should derive from sharing of national 
revenues? How much authority should be granted to regions to cre-
ate their own tax base? In practice, the federal government always 
has to bail out the regions.

The point is that the development of programs to support fami-
lies and children, much of which takes place on the regional level, is 
necessarily a victim of the incoherence and political infi ghting that 
has dominated Italian regional reform for over a decade and seems 
unlikely to end in the foreseeable future. It is another example of too 
much politics and too little policymaking.

economic and financial problems

In the words of the Economist’s Country Report Italy, long-term eco-
nomic problems stem from the following factors:

low productivity; high unit labour costs relative to the country’s 

main trading partners; specialisation in low- and medium-

technology manufacturing sectors competing directly with 

products from countries with lower labour costs; weak competi-

tion in non-tradable services; and the predominance of small- 

and medium-sized enterprises, . . . which need to expand and 

invest in innovation and research and development.36

Italy’s long-term, chronic problems would be hard to resolve un-
der the best of conditions, but slow recovery throughout the West 
from the global recession and Italy’s dysfunctional political system 
make improvements in the foreseeable future hard to imagine. Greater 
spending by the Italian government is precluded by the extremely 
high level of national debt (about 120 percent of GDP).

Italy faces a truly dreary economic and fi nancial situation, domi-
nated by the euro crisis, a result of slow growth, weak competitive-
ness, high debt, and high defi cits. Italy’s membership in the euro zone 
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prevented it from engaging in its traditional remedy: competitive 
devaluation. Instead, the threat of being caught up in the euro crisis 
resulted in very tight control over expenditures toward the end of 
the Berlusconi period, to the detriment of the country’s economic 
recovery. The Monti government placed Italy in survival mode. Its 
goal was to prevent the country from being forced into a bailout 
and to keep it in the euro zone—and to prevent a collapse of the 
euro zone itself.

The consequences for dealing with Italy’s demographic problems 
are huge. First, dire fi nancial straits make it diffi cult to imagine the 
creation of any major new social service programs that could help 
women reconcile work and family. There is no way that Italy could 
contemplate raising expenditures to support children to the level of 
France or Sweden, which would involve more than doubling Italy’s 
spending to at least 3 percent of GDP. Second, Italy’s competitive-
ness problem will perpetuate precarious forms of employment that 
exclude social benefi ts to keep labor costs down. That, in turn, will 
depress birth rates. The emphasis will remain on short-term solu-
tions rather than long-term change. Birth rates cannot improve as 
long as young Italians lack access to long-term job security and a 
dynamic labor market.

One way that Italy has dealt with labor shortages, especially low-
skilled labor, is through immigration. In 2011, net migration into 
Italy was 4.86 per 1,000 population, three times that of France and 
Sweden and about the same as Singapore.37 As of January 1, 2002, 
the foreign population in Italy was 1,3546,590. Nine years later, it 
was 4,570,317.38 According to the Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development, the proportion of foreign-born resi-
dents in Italy grew from 2.5 percent in 2001 to 5.8 percent in 
2007.39 That is to say that the foreign-born population grew about 
2 million in six years, close to what Peter McDonald estimated was 
needed to maintain a stable population with a TFR of 1.2. Not sur-
prisingly, this high level of immigration has been grist for the mill of 
the Northern League, a right-wing, xenophobic, demagogic party 
that is the governing party but behaves like an opposition party.
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Illegal female immigrants have played an especially important 
role in caring for Italy’s burgeoning elderly population. They have 
helped to replace family members as caretakers of elders but have 
enabled the elderly to remain at home. They have also reduced the 
need for professional care and social services. Periodic regulariza-
tion of their status has encouraged continued immigration.40

Short of an unanticipated tectonic change in the Italian birth rate, 
the nation is set for one of two tragic fates: either a long-term decline 
in population, which will threaten Italy’s survival as a prosperous, 
advanced economy; or a solution to the demographic problem 
through tolerance of large-scale but barely controlled immigration, 
which could threaten public order, polarize the nation politically, 
and exceed Italy’s capacity to integrate newcomers. In either case, 
Italy’s vital interests would be threatened.
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chapter four

Japan: The Politics 
of Position Taking

No amount of well-meaning policy statements on gender can off-

set the impact of dwindling income and mounting job insecurity 

on people’s willingness to have bigger families.

—osawa mari1

The Japanese birth rate fell below replacement levels in 
1974 and has continued to sink. In concrete terms, the fi gures 

are startling. The number of births fell from 2,670,000 in 1974 to 
1,760,000 in 2002; the number of households with children went 
from 53 percent in 1975 to 28.2 percent in 2003.2 Since 2005, the 
nation’s total population has been in decline. Japan’s National 
Institute of Population and Social Security Research shows continu-
ing population decline to 100.6 million in 2050 (Japan’s population 
in 2000 was about 127 million); long-range projections indicate 
that population will drop even faster afterward.3 

At the same time, Japan’s population has been aging rapidly and 
is now the oldest in the world. In 2000, 17.4 percent of the popula-
tion was over sixty-fi ve years of age; in 2014, 25 percent will be over 
sixty-fi ve; in 2050 it is estimated that 35.7 percent will be over 
sixty-fi ve, that is, 1 in 2.8 persons.4 The noted demographer Nicholas 
Eberstadt describes Japan’s postwar decline in fertility as a “virtual 
collapse” and writes that “gradually but relentlessly, Japan is evolv-
ing into a type of society whose contours and workings have only 
been contemplated in science fi ction.”5 Immigration, which might 
help mitigate the birth rate decline, is politically unacceptable. The 
contrast between the magnitude of the threat to Japan’s national 
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survival posed by low birth rates and declining population and the 
inadequacy of the policy response is striking.

The decline in the birth rate is not the only crisis facing Japan. 
After defeat in World War II, which marked the end of a period of 
imperialism in Asia, Japan reinvented itself as one of the world’s 
great industrial nations. It seemed to have developed a unique 
formula for economic expansion. Japan appeared to be winning in 
economic competition what it had failed to win in war. In the 1980s, 
Japan’s growth challenged American economic supremacy. A school 
of “declinist” literature emerged in the United States, purporting to 
explain Japanese success and American failure. In the 1990s, how-
ever, the Japanese economic model sputtered and stalled. Economic 
growth has never recovered, nor have public fi nances. The national 
debt is now the largest of any developed nation, over 220 percent of 
gross national product. In 2010, Japan lost its place as the world’s 
second-largest economy to China. The Fukushima nuclear disaster 
of 2011 raised doubts about the security of Japan’s nuclear energy 
programs, the credibility of Japan’s private sector, and the integrity 
of government oversight. Political gridlock has accompanied eco-
nomic failure: when the voters fi nally ousted the long-ruling Liberal 
Democrats in 2009, the winning Democratic Party of Japan turned 
out to be equally factionalized and ineffective. How did a nation 
that was so successful in the fi rst three decades of the postwar era 
become incapable of reforming itself?

The Fertility Crisis

Japanese women say they want to marry and have children, but in 
practice they are increasingly reluctant. There is a huge gap between 
the desired number of children and the number who are actually 
born. The root of Japan’s problem of low fertility is nicely encapsu-
lated in the quotation by Peter McDonald cited in earlier chapters:

Very low fertility is the product of the combination of high gen-

der equity in individual-oriented institutions with the persistence 
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of only moderate gender equity in family-oriented institutions. 

. . . If women are provided with opportunities near to equivalent 

to those of men in education and market employment, but these 

opportunities are severely curtailed by having children, then, on 

average, women will restrict the number of children that they 

have to an extent which leaves fertility at a very low, long-term 

level.6

Perhaps in Japan we are talking about the gap between medium 
gender equity in some individual-oriented institutions, such as big 
business, and high in others, such as education, and low gender 
equity in family-oriented institutions.

According to Leonard Schoppa’s Race for the Exits, postwar 
Japan developed a highly successful model of “convoy capitalism.” 
In socioeconomic terms, it involved lifetime employment, managed 
competition, and fi nancial regulation that provided to Japanese 
business a “predictable business environment in which they could 
make long-term relational commitments to workers, suppliers, and 
distributors.”7 These policies were matched by family policies that 
encouraged women to stay at home. The incentives included pen-
sions (to which wives did not contribute) and tax credits so long as 
their earnings were very low. At the same time, lack of child care, 
elder care, and family leave made it very diffi cult for women to 
reconcile work and family responsibilities. Women might work be-
fore marriage and even after, but once they had children they left 
their jobs. The rising prosperity of this period made it possible for 
families to survive on only one income. Given the huge cost of in-
vestment in lifetime workers, business did not want to invest in 
women who might leave the workforce early in their lives; female 
employees were placed on non-career tracks and served as buffers 
who could be let go in times of economic downturn.8 “The Japanese 
system of convoy capitalism . . . was able to provide most citizens 
with unprecedented economic security: care for those who needed 
it, job security for workers, and a safety net that bought time for 
fi rms to restructure their operations.”9 The fact that the private sec-
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tor and women assumed many social welfare roles enabled the state 
to minimize social services and keep expenses low. In 1998, Patricia 
Boling wrote that clearly defi ned gender roles were thus the key to 
maintaining limited government involvement in welfare. “Indeed, 
enlisting and reinforcing informal values and practices, particularly 
gender roles and the behaviours they reinforce, is a pervasive strat-
egy in Japan with regard to family policy—one which is easily over-
looked because it looks like the absence of policy.”10 That remains 
largely true today, even though government policy has often ap-
peared to favor modifi cations of gender roles.

This system, however, came under great stress as a result of glo-
balization. There were strong pressures on Japan to open up its closed 
economic system, especially from the United States, which consid-
ered Japanese trade practices unfair. Japanese businesses chafed un-
der the high costs infl icted by convoy capitalism, which made it 
harder to compete with the rising low-cost competitors like China. 
Women grew discontented with the demands of family life, pursued 
higher education, and sought careers, although employment oppor-
tunities were limited. The old system has dissolved but a new syn-
thesis has not taken its place.

In a series of lucid articles, Retherford, Ogawa, and Matsukura 
explain the demographic causes of Japan’s fertility decline. They 
attribute half of this decline in fertility to the rise in the mean age of 
marriage and to the increasing proportion of women who never 
marry.11 The other half relates to low fertility of married couples. 
Japanese policy has proven ineffective at countering declining fertil-
ity. In the following pages, I fi rst consider the causes for “late and 
less marriage,” as Retherford, Ogawa, and Matsukura phrase it; 
then discuss low fertility within marriage; and fi nally, examine the 
failure of policy.

At the outset, it is important to point out something that is fairly 
obvious but rarely discussed: the impact of rapid social change on 
Japan. Rarely has any society—let alone a society usually described 
as “traditional” or “conservative”—changed so fast. On the na-
tional level, Japan went from feudalism to the fi rst Asian industrial 
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nation in a few generations, and from inward-looking to an ardent 
imperialist great power whose grand schemes of expansion ended in 
total defeat in World War II. Japan then repudiated militarism and 
transformed itself into the second largest economy in the world, a 
seemingly unstoppable juggernaut, only to get caught up in an ex-
tended period of stagnation, which was then compounded by global 
recession. The samurai as role model was replaced by the imperial 
warrior, who was in turn supplanted by the salary man. On the fam-
ily level, the ie system was imposed as the legal model in the Meiji 
period only to be replaced relatively soon thereafter by the “mod-
ern” nuclear family whose survival itself was then called into ques-
tion. The norm for marriage went from arranged to love matches in 
a generation or two after World War II. The Japanese were told dur-
ing the war to have big families, after the war to have small families, 
and now Japan risks depopulation. The consequences of such rapid 
change are enormous yet hard to assess.

“Late Marriage and Less Marriage”?

Why is there an increasing number of Japanese women who never 
marry? An important reason for fewer marriages is the decline of ar-
ranged marriage without an adequate marriage market to replace it:

The decline in arranged marriage appears to be closely linked to 

the end of universal marriage in Japan. . . . As late as 1960 the 

lifetime celibacy rate was only 2 percent for women and 1 percent 

for men. . . . The steep post–World War II decline in arranged 

marriage appears to be an important part of the explanation of 

why the lifetime celibacy rate started to rise gradually after 

1960, and why it is expected to rise much more rapidly to very 

high levels in coming years.12

The change from arranged marriage to love marriage constitutes a 
fundamental shift in the nature of male-female relations. Arranged 
marriage meant the union of two houses in the interest of those houses. 
It also involved producing children as a matter of course to supply 
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heirs and to perform religious duties to ancestors. Marriage and chil-
dren were matters of duty, not choice. In a highly conformist society, 
98 percent of women married and most had children. Japan went 
from arranged marriage to love marriage in record time, but that did 
not mean that social obligations thereby ceased. Far from it. Women 
still had obligations to their husband’s aging parents (and often to 
their own as well). Moreover, the change to love marriage occurred 
without the development of the kinds of social skills that facilitate 
relations between the sexes. Western societies made the same transi-
tion, but over an extended time frame. Western literature indicates that 
at least since the seventeenth century, men and women sought to elude 
their parents’ wishes and make love marriages. The problem in Japan 
may be more than the absence of a marriage market. For example, 
among young adults age eighteen to thirty-four years, “about 40 per-
cent of females and about 50 percent of males said they had no friends 
of the opposite sex, let alone lovers or fi ancé(e)s,” a truly stunning 
fi gure.13 In general, there seems to be a lack of easy friendships be-
tween the two sexes. Men and women tend to move in separate worlds, 
which makes it harder to fi nd mates and engage in nongendered social 
relations. Coulmas argues that “if mutual love is a precondition of 
marriage, the possibility that no suitable partner will be found is im-
plied.” And the result is that unmarried life is becoming more com-
mon, and the stigma attached to it is declining.14

The problem of low birth rates is clearly a problem for the 
Japanese family. But that problem itself derives from the crisis faced 
by young men and women in Japan. Each sex is placed in an increas-
ingly diffi cult position, which in turn makes their interrelationship 
problematic. It would seem that Japanese men and women do not 
reject the idea of marriage. They do not seek to live without mar-
riage partners. Polls show that an overwhelming proportion of both 
sexes want to get married. Remaining single is not the result of 
conscious choice. Despite the wish to marry, increasing numbers of 
Japanese do not. The main problem seems to be discontent with the 
realities of marriage. “Given the highly inegalitarian nature of most 
Japanese marriages, the fi ndings suggest that Japanese women are 
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becoming increasingly dissatisfi ed with traditional marriage arrange-
ments.”15 Men work long hours and either cannot or choose not to 
play much of a role in performing household chores or taking care 
of children. In addition, women do not want to live with or perhaps 
near a mother-in-law.

The expectations of Japanese women are high and often contra-
dictory. Japanese women seem to want all the benefi ts of tradi-
tional marriage and fulfi llment of the “three high desires”—“high 
educational background, high income, and high standing height.”16 
At the same time, they want a husband willing to accept modern 
concepts of gender roles, which include playing a larger role in 
household chores. That is not astonishing, considering that the 
amount of time the average husband devotes to such chores each 
day is measured in minutes, not hours. Apparently, “between 1981 
and 2001, the time that working married men spent on childcare 
and household chores has increased only modestly from 6 min[utes] 
to 34 min[utes] on weekdays and from 34 min[utes] to 1 h[our] and 
4 min[utes] on Sundays.”17 

Well-educated, successful men in career tracks will probably lack 
the time (and perhaps the inclination) to share household responsi-
bilities; men who out of choice (or more likely necessity) work part 
time or in temporary jobs may or may not be willing to accept mod-
ern gender roles but will lack the income necessary to support their 
wives. Perhaps at one time accepting “part-time” work was a way 
for a minority of nonconformist men to opt out of a rigid conform-
ist culture, but now it is what many men are forced to do against 
their will. Women want to marry up in terms of education, but as 
the number of women with higher education rises, that prospect 
decreases, especially because men tend to prefer women with less 
education. Thus, highly educated women and poorly educated men 
have trouble fi nding spouses. There is a mismatch between the goals 
of the sexes. “The war of the sexes” seems to be a kind of cold war; 
it is frequently said that women are on a birth strike. If Chizuko 
Ueno is right, the reason for less marriage is the “unbridgeable gap 
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between women’s expectations for a ‘partnership marriage’ and 
men’s desire for marriage with ‘gender role assignments.’”18

Because marriage is no longer seen as a duty, women are willing 
to wait until they fi nd the right man and remain single if they don’t. 
The notion that a woman is like a Christmas cake that gets stale and 
can’t be sold seems to be obsolete. Women seem willing to have no 
husband at all rather than the wrong husband. But because living 
on their own would lead to a decline of their standard of living, 
women tend to live with their parents. These young women have been 
given the pejorative epithet of “parasite singles.” In 1998, 94 percent 
of nonstudent single women over 22 lived with their parents.19 
Some writers say that they contribute none of their salary to their 
parents and use their money for consumer goods. Others suggest 
that half of them do contribute money to the household. This dis-
crepancy leads one to question how well the phenomenon is docu-
mented. Living with parents would presumably not facilitate enter-
ing into a love relationships and would tend to postpone marriage 
or make it less likely. It would decrease the likelihood of adjusting 
young people’s standards of what constitutes an acceptable male. 
On the other hand, it is unlikely that most young working women 
could afford to live on their own, especially in places with high 
housing costs like Tokyo.

In some ways, young women living with their parents constitute 
a variant of the old stem family. In the stem family, the oldest son 
lives with his parents. The daughter-in-law serves the mother. Now 
it may be the actual daughter who remains and is served by the 
mother and supported by the father—but what happens later on, if 
the daughter never marries and the parents age? It can also be ar-
gued that in situations with only one female child in a family, that 
child may have to choose between a marriage in which she is ex-
pected to take care of her husband’s family or not getting married 
so that she can take care of her own parents.

The labor market plays an important role in delaying marriage 
in two different ways. Women who manage to enter a career-track 
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job may postpone marriage, knowing that marriage (and childbirth) 
will probably end any serious career. On the other hand, given the 
“diversifi cation of the employment system,” that is, the increase in 
part-time and temporary jobs, men may not feel that they can be-
come heads of household. Thus, “the increasing trend of remaining 
single in Japan is due to the postponement of marriage both by 
those who still believe in the traditional gender norms as well as 
those who no longer believe in those norms.”20

One factor that facilitates late or less marriage is that the sexual 
needs of both young men and women can be satisfi ed outside of 
wedlock. In the past men could frequent prostitutes, but women 
were more restricted. That is no longer the case. “The easy avail-
ability of pre-marital sex is another factor that has reduced the ur-
gency of getting married and contributed to increases in the mean 
age of marriage.”21 Love hotels provide a safe and anonymous lo-
cale for sexual relations.

Inexplicably, however, young people’s sexual needs seem to have 
declined as well, which may constitute an even more important rea-
son for late or less marriage. There have been many previous studies 
concerning this subject, which might have been taken cum granis 
salis. Durex’s Global Sexual Welfare Survey, conducted by Harris 
Interactive in 2006, found that only 34 percent of Japanese adults 
interviewed had sex weekly, and only 15 percent were satisfi ed. The 
respective percentages for the United States were 53 and 48; Singapore, 
62 and 35; France, 70 and 25; and Italy, 76 and 36. Another writer 
declared in 2007 that Japanese people “in their 30s have sex only 
one-fi fth as many times as, for example, the French.”22 It is harder 
to dismiss a recent study by the Japan Family Planning Association, 
an arm of the government, which indicated that 36 percent of males 
age sixteen to nineteen years had no interest in sex or even despised 
it, that 59 percent of female respondents said they were uninterested 
or averse to sex, and that 40.8 percent of married people said they 
had not had sex in the past month.23

Men’s quandary is not much simpler than women’s. Young men 
today are likely to have internalized the expectations of their fathers 
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concerning normal standards of living and jobs. The stereotypical 
salary man gave himself up fully to his company but in exchange 
received lifetime job security, a good salary that enabled him to sup-
port his family, and access to generous retirement benefi ts. In this 
conformist society, status derived from a solid job. What then is 
the situation of young men who carry with them the expectations 
of a decent income and job security and end up in temporary or 
part-time jobs that often equate to full-time employment at part-
time salaries with no security and few benefi ts? How can they marry 
and establish a family? How can they meet the expectations of 
young women who want husbands with higher or at least equal 
social status and income as their fathers? And how will they have 
learned the skills needed to share parenting responsibilities when 
their parents did no such thing? How do they maintain self-respect? 
Some attribute the low birth rate in Japan at least in part to the 
“enfeeblement of men” as a result of the destabilization of their 
social status.24

In her book Lost in Transition, Mary Brinton describes how the 
postwar social contract that guaranteed full-time jobs to both univer-
sity and high school graduates in the 1980s broke down for high 
school graduates. Schools were no longer able to fulfi ll their old func-
tion of placing young people in jobs. Young people tended to blame 
themselves and lose self-confi dence. One result (not the focus of her 
book) was later marriage and fewer children.25 It has also been sug-
gested that rather than risk rejection or summon the energy to main-
tain a modern relationship, many Japanese men simply “pay for af-
fection in the country’s ubiquitous hostess bars and brothels.”26

One consideration not found in the literature on demography is 
the impact of gay rights. With the rise of gay rights, and even more 
of gay marriage in some countries, homosexuals are establishing 
their own separate communities. In the past, many gay men married 
and had families and either suppressed their sexual inclinations or 
practiced them in secret. That is less and less the case in the West 
today. Although Japanese gays do not have the same legal equality 
enjoyed in Northern Europe and some of the states in the United 
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States, such as the right to same-sex marriage, they may be less 
apt to marry and have children, thereby contributing to the falling 
birth rate. Nor can they adopt children, as is the case in some other 
countries.

One last factor making marriage more problematic for women is 
the rising tide of divorce. What happens to a woman who gives up 
her job and then fi nds herself divorced and without income (but 
suffering from the social stigma still attached to divorce)? Her hus-
band may have a career-track job, but if she has abandoned a career 
to marry and have children, she will not be able to get it back. 
Prudence might dictate not getting married unless one is absolutely 
sure of the fi ancé, and continuing to work and delaying children for 
at least a signifi cant period of time. Both of these responses will 
drive down birth rates.

Decline of Fertility within Marriage

It is signifi cant that in organizing a chapter on population issues in 
Japan, one can talk about “little and later marriage” and “fertility 
within marriage” without a discussion of fertility outside marriage. 
That would not be the case in the United States, where a signifi cant 
number of births occur among young single women, often in their 
teens, or France and Sweden, where about half of all births occur to 
cohabiting couples, mostly in their late twenties and thirties. In 
Japan, few children are born out of wedlock, and cohabitation re-
mains a rarity.

Cohabitation is not common in the developed states of Asia and 
Southern Europe. The case can be made that cohabitation could 
have benefi cial results in Japan, helping to provide an alternative 
model of male-female relations with a greater place for spontaneity 
and shared roles. Perhaps in time this could help transform mar-
riage as well. There is now widespread knowledge of nontraditional 
family behavior like child care, cohabitation, and nonmarital child-
birth. It has been argued that the unattractiveness of the existing 
“marriage package” and greater awareness of nontraditional behav-
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ior may lead to changes in behavior as well.27 Because “changes in 
values often occur in spurts in Japan,” this change may occur quickly:

Social disapproval of premarital sex was strong in Japan until 

the 1980s. When social disapproval is strong, latent receptivity 

to value change may grow for a while as a consequence of rising 

educational levels and other modernizing infl uences. At some 

point a new majority viewpoint emerges, and value change and 

behavioral change then diffuse rapidly through the population 

as the new values take hold and social disapproval of the pre-

viously proscribed behavior recedes. The time delay associated 

with the buildup of latent receptivity can be viewed as an aspect 

of cultural lag. This kind of rapid diffusion tends to be more 

visible in Japan than in many other countries because Japan is 

more highly integrated in the sense of shared values and good 

internal communication. This integration stems in large part 

from the high degree of homogeneity of Japan’s population in 

such characteristics as language, ethnicity, and religion.28

One of the main reasons for low fertility in marriage is the diffi -
culty of combining female employment and family. Even in the hey-
day of the male head of household system, employment of married 
women was common. But as we have seen, this employment was 
circumscribed. Women were not on a career track, but were tempo-
rary workers paid much less than men; in fact, they were paid less 
than in any other industrialized country.29 They served as “shock 
absorbers” for the labor market, taken on in times of growth and 
laid off in times of recession.30 There were strong incentives not to 
earn more than a limited amount:

In 1998, the wife of a salaried employee who kept her earnings 

below ¥1.03 million ($8,583) avoided having to pay income 

tax, earned credit towards a basic pension without making her 

own contribution, qualifi ed her husband for a dependent-spouse 

income tax break, and earned her family spousal bonuses and 

benefi ts such as subsidized housing.31
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These benefi ts were lost once her salary crossed the maximum-amount 
threshold.

This helps explain why female employment followed an M-
shaped curve. Women worked until they married (or had children), 
left employment to take care of their children, and then returned 
later on. Thereafter, they may have left the labor market to take 
care of aging parents or in-laws. Many Japanese women still oper-
ate within these norms, but a growing number of well-educated 
women who enter the labor force on a career track are reluctant to 
abandon it. The opportunity costs of having children are high for 
these women. The situation is complicated by the fact that many 
couples need two incomes. Now that male employment is more 
precarious, there is greater security if the woman also works. The 
decline in pensions and health-care benefi ts works in the same di-
rection. Toro Suzuki suggests that the uncertainty created by 
Japan’s poor economic performance—a problem that has persisted 
for decades—is “one of the major sources of lowest-low fertility in 
Japan.”32 Even for women who decide not to marry or not to have 
children, it is hard to achieve professional success in a labor market 
that discriminates against them. Although women make up almost 
half of Japan’s workforce, they hold only 10.1 percent of manage-
rial positions.33

Another reason for low fertility in marriage is the cost of children, 
especially the cost of formal education and cramming schools, or 
juku. Estimated cost of education through university ranges from 
$286,000 for the less expensive option to $630,100 for a more ex-
pensive option. In addition, one must add the costs of jukus, which 
may begin as early as elementary school.34 These costs are no longer 
compensated by economic benefi ts. In an industrial or postindustrial 
world, not only will children not bring in family income, but they can 
no longer be counted on in the same way as a support in old age. At 
the same time, there is greater focus on self-realization and on con-
sumer goods. Consequently, there is less interest in having children, 
especially on the part of those who themselves were only children.35
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Patricia Boling talks about a “pervasive sense of crisis in Japan” 
over falling birth rates and an aging society:36

There is also evidence that child rearing has become a more 

onerous prospect. Many view contemporary urban Japan as a 

diffi cult environment in which to raise children. The poor 

infrastructure of public parks and green spaces means places to 

play freely and meet other children easily are limited, and many 

object to raising children while living in small, crowded apart-

ments. . . . Secondly, as more women attempt to work through-

out their adult lives, women increasingly experience stress over 

raising children single-handed. Because of the demands of their 

jobs, fathers are absent fi gures who do not help raise their 

children, which makes it especially diffi cult for women who 

continue to work while raising children, a trend which will 

worsen if the economy becomes more reliant on women’s labour 

in the decades ahead. Thirdly, many dislike the burdens of raising 

children in a hyper-competitive environment, in which school 

entrance exams determine one’s chances of success in life.37

Conversely, Toshihiko Hara writes that Japan has not yet devel-
oped a distinct “culture of childlessness” like Germany.38 Women 
still claim that they want more than two children, whereas in Germany 
they want fewer than the replacement level of 2.1.39

The Failure of Policy

Although Japanese birth rates had been falling since World War II, 
the problem did not become widely known until the so-called 1.57 
shock (the fact that the TFR fell to 1.57 in 1989). The birth rate had 
been very low in 1966, but that was taken as an anomaly because 
1966 was considered to be an unlucky year to have children in the 
Chinese calendar. But there was nothing inauspicious about 1989, 
and since then birth rates have continued to fall. The problem has 
thus been clear to the government and general public for over two 
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decades. Unlike Italy, Japan does not suffer from a lack of policy. On 
the contrary, there has been a series of policies, largely incremental 
in nature. Clearly, government action has not stemmed the tide of 
decline. The key question is why policy has been so ineffective.

At the outset, we must take note of an important factor that 
limits the role of government. Like Germany and Italy, the other 
members of the Axis, Japan’s fascist-militarist wartime regime ac-
tively promoted pronatalism. The idea was to have enough Japanese 
to populate the new Japan. In the name of umeyo fuyaseyo (Have 
children! Boost the population!), the government pursued an ag-
gressive pronatalist policy and attempted to restrict contraception. 
Then, after World War II, with the empire gone and millions of refu-
gees repatriated to Japan, the birth rate seemed all too high. The 
government facilitated access to contraception and introduced the 
functional equivalent of abortion on demand. Japan became known 
as an “abortion paradise.” When, after 1990, the government wanted 
to encourage fertility, the legacy of wartime policy meant that they 
could not explicitly advocate pronatalism. “The government’s chal-
lenge . . . has therefore been to fi nd ways of reversing the downward 
trend in fertility rates without using any of the aggressive tactics that 
worked (to some degree) in the 1940s and without even openly dis-
cussing the goal of infl uencing fertility rates.”40 The goal had to be 
making it possible for women to have the number of children they 
wanted, which is not very different from the policies followed suc-
cessfully in Sweden and France, where emphasis today is rarely 
placed on the pronatalist dimension.

Japan has developed various programs to promote fertility, gen-
der equality, and reconciliation of work and family. There is the 
equivalent of the French family allowance, but it is paltry and 
means, tested. Its value is about $42 for a child, rising to $84 for 
third children and beyond. Only about 20 percent of those eligible 
with children under three apply for it, possibly because the low 
benefi ts do not justify the administrative hassle involved in apply-
ing for it.41 Japan provides no child allowance deductions for social 
security, no tax credits for income tax like the quotient fi scal in 
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France, and only some tax allowances, putting it near the bottom of 
these categories among countries that belong to the Organization 
for Economic Cooperation and Development.

Japanese women have long been entitled to eight weeks of paid 
maternity leave. In 1991, unpaid child care leave of up to ten months 
was authorized. As of 1995, 25 percent of salary would be paid for 
ten months. This was later raised to 40 percent in 2001. But because 
women faced discrimination on their return to work, only 64 per-
cent of eligible females took maternity leave in 2002, and almost no 
men took paternity leave, which would have made them look ri-
diculous in the eyes of their bosses or fellow workers. Just as impor-
tant, the legislation only covered full-time workers. But because the 
great majority of Japanese women workers are classifi ed as part 
time (which, of course, does not mean they actually work part time), 
it is estimated that less than one-fi fth of new mothers actually re-
quest and receive paid maternity leave.42

The government attempted to increase child care availability 
through successive Angel Plans and the Plus One program, but they 
have not eliminated waiting lists, especially in Tokyo. The govern-
ment does not guarantee access. The big problem is providing long 
enough hours to meet the needs of couples who both work late. The 
problem with these programs remains the gap between the high 
declared goals and actual implementation. Although there has been 
progress in expanding child care, “eligibility for a childcare place is 
still fairly limited and usually based on the three-fold criteria of resi-
dence, both parents’ full-time employment and the absence of rela-
tives capable of delivering care.”43 It would seem that much child 
care is still provided by the family: the employment rate of mothers 
in three-generational households with the youngest child aged be-
tween birth and three is 41.4 percent, twice the proportion of women 
in two-generation households.44

Labor standards and employment practices comprise additional 
challenges. For example, the Equal Opportunities Employment Law 
of 1985, in the name of “equal treatment,” ended prohibitions on 
night work for women and limits on overtime, which made it harder, 
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not easier, to balance family and work.45 Despite two decades of 
revisions in equal-opportunity legislation, the percentage of women 
in full-time regular jobs in the fi rst decade of the twenty-fi rst century 
has actually declined.46

At the root of this policy failure has been a high level of ambiva-
lence between the desire to alleviate women’s situation so that they 
can participate in the workforce and have more children and the 
obvious value of their continuing to shoulder the major responsibili-
ties for child and elder care. These goals are largely contradictory, and 
so is government policy. As Boling points out, there is a contradiction 
between easing and exacerbating family burdens, the fi rst refl ected in 
formal policies and the second in informal practice. Formal policies 
represent position taking, but either because of lack of funding or 
their purely voluntary nature, businesses are “urged to” rather than 
“required to” comply, with results that are fairly predictable. In this 
realm at least, the government does not want to interfere with busi-
ness because government policy is above all premised on economic 
success. But short-term economic interests are not the same as long-
term interests, and support for business has not been translated into 
economic growth. At the same time, Japan has been reluctant to solve 
its problem of reconciling work and family through the kind of wel-
fare state solutions practiced by Sweden. “Japan’s political leaders are 
not interested in developing an interventionist, expensive welfare 
state along the lines of Sweden, which is often mentioned with a ver-
bal crossing of the fi ngers as if to ward off evil.”47 Nor has there been 
much of an effort to reduce the long working hours that make family 
life nearly impossible. Yet today Sweden runs a low defi cit, has a 
much lower national debt than Japan, and has recorded excellent 
economic growth. Rather than investing in imaginative programs to 
assist women (and ultimately, the entire society into the future), Japan 
has been bailing out failing banks, spending money on pork-barrel 
public works programs, and running huge annual defi cits.48

Makoto Atoh and Mayuko Akachi have examined public spend-
ing in advanced industrial societies for programs supporting com-
patibility of work and family. Japan is at the bottom of the list for 



japan          107

these kinds of program.49 The enormous growth of an aging popula-
tion also has an impact on family policy. To the extent that the 
government must choose between funding programs for seniors and 
children, it tends to opt for seniors. Pensions must be paid and the 
problem of incapacitated elderly people must be dealt with. 
Moreover, as we have noted earlier, there is nothing dramatic about 
declining birth rates and population decline. It is incremental; there 
is never an acute “crisis.” It is the kind of problem that can be put 
off to another day. Children do not vote; seniors do, and parents 
of children are also children of aging parents. The ratio of support 
for the elderly versus for children is staggering in Japan. After the 
Fukushima disaster, the supposedly reformist Democratic Party of 
Japan government cut back plans to boost child care subsidies to 
support reconstruction, a decision that was backed by 83 percent of 
the population, according to a poll by Japan’s largest newspaper.50

Decisionmaking in Japan on family and women’s issues is a top-
down process carried out by high-level bureaucrats. They are likely 
to have a broad policy perspective, but their perspective will tend to 
refl ect their milieu and education. They are almost entirely male and 
unlikely to understand women’s perspectives. The bureaucracy must 
take into account major interest groups in their policymaking; these 
interest groups are predominantly business related. Labor plays a 
relatively weak role overall, and even the unions represent the 
“haves” of the working class, which certainly do not include women. 
Women have little representation in Parliament, or among business 
elites or labor union leaders. Bureaucrats do not have to take into 
account women’s interest groups militating for gender equality and 
work and family reconciliation because such groups barely exist. 
If government enacts gender equality policies, it is not as an end in 
itself but as a means to economic ends. The absence of women’s 
voices is thus a major reason for the lack of a fi rm policy favoring 
social programs that would make possible family and work recon-
ciliation based on women’s perceived needs. Finnish scholar Tuukka 
Toivonen summarized the situation very well: “At this stage, it is pos-
sible to view the recent expansionary reforms as a largely utilitarian 
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project by a predominantly male state machinery to rejuvenate 
Japan’s birth rate and increase labour market participation, and to 
thereby sustain the social security system and economic growth.”51

Leonard Schoppa attributes great signifi cance to the fact that 
women have followed an exit strategy rather than a voice strategy. 
The effects of globalization and women’s growing participation in 
higher education and the labor market might have led to a funda-
mental reshaping of the Japanese model. The point of Schoppa’s 
book, however, is that fundamental change did not take place be-
cause the pressures for change were undercut by both business and 
women using limited exit strategies rather than working within the 
political system for change. Businesses chose to maintain the full-
employment model for existing plants but increasingly selected 
locations abroad for new plants, leading to a hollowing out of 
the economy. Women chose between family and career. The result 
was a precipitous fall in the birth rate. Neither business leaders nor 
women battled for change in the political arena, leaving bureaucrats 
as the only advocates for change but rendering them ineffective. The 
result is that the Japanese model became less and less viable.

It would seem, however, that these two forms of exit are not 
parallel. Businesspeople achieve profi tability through offshoring, al-
though as Japan’s big businesses become more multinational than 
Japanese, Japan as a nation is the loser. Women, however, do not 
achieve their goals by choosing between family and career. None-
theless, Schoppa is right that women’s passivity or political weak-
ness is at the root of their failure to get what they want. In a society 
based on interest group politics, not having an interest group con-
demns you to defeat.

The failure to develop a national strategy is in the last analysis a 
refl ection of the failure of the political system. After all, the bureau-
cracy is supposed to work for the government, not the other way 
around. But the Japanese political system has become increasingly 
dysfunctional. Plagued by factionalization, the long-serving Liberal 
Democratic Party proved unable to provide strong leadership. Al-
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though the Democratic Party of Japan seemed to be a fervent sup-
porter of family-friendly policies when acting as the opposition 
party, it accomplished little in government.52 Through fi ve short-lived 
governments, its record in this area was nonexistent. Japan has be-
come like the bateau ivre of Rimbaud. Even the Fukushima disaster, 
which some observers thought might provide the kind of challenge 
that would force the nation to rally around a new paradigm, has 
only divided and weakened government even further.

There seems to be a sense of defeatism in Japan today, which can 
be masked as stoicism. In 2010, after China had overtaken Japan as 
the world’s second-largest economy, Norihiro Kato, an iconoclastic 
intellectual, published an op ed in the New York Times titled “Japan 
and the Ancient Art of Shrugging.” He wrote,

The rest of the world’s population is still exploding, and we are 

coming to see the limits of our resources. The age of “right 

shoulder up” is over. Japan doesn’t need to be No. 2 in the world, 

or No. 5 or 15. It’s time to look to more important things, to 

think more about the environment and about people less lucky 

than ourselves. To learn about organic farming. Or not. Maybe 

you’re busy enough just living your life. That, the new maturity 

says, is still cooler than right shoulder up.

 The new maturity may be the province of the young Japanese, 

but in a sense, it is a return to something much older than Mr. 

Ishihara and his cohort. Starting in the 19th century, with the 

reign of the Meiji Emperor, Japan expanded, territorially and 

economically. But before that, the country went through a 

250-year period of comparative isolation and very limited 

economic growth. The experience of rapid growth was a new 

phenomenon. Japan remembers what it is like to be old, to be 

quiet, to turn inward.

 Freshly overtaken by China, Japan now seems to stand at the 

vanguard of a new downsizing movement, leading the way for 

countries bound sooner or later to follow in its wake. In a world 
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whose limits are increasingly apparent, Japan and its youths, old 

beyond their years, may well reveal what it is like to outgrow 

growth.53

Kato’s article tries its best to make a virtue out of necessity. 
Willingness to accept economic decline and demographic decline is 
rebranded as evidence of maturity and wisdom. The problem is that 
if Japan’s population continues to follow the downward trends of 
the past few decades, its unique way of life will not be reaffi rmed. 
There will be no return to social stability. The demographic precon-
ditions necessary for Japan’s survival will be put at risk. Japan is on 
the threshold of entering into the low fertility trap. If policy tergi-
versations continue and if defeatism and denial prevail, Japanese 
society will become so fi rmly enmeshed in the trap that it may not 
be able to escape.
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chapter five

Singapore: The Failure of Activism

The government has this thing called “Eat with Your Family Day,” 

which I personally feel is ridiculous because you promote one 

day in the entire year, out of 365 days, to eat with your family; 

. . . then what happens to the rest of the time?

 —shirley hsiao-li sun, Population Policy

and Reproduction in Singapore

In many respects, Singapore is a remarkable success. This small 
city-state has become a transportation and fi nancial hub for 

Southeast Asia and one of the world’s most prosperous nations. It 
is also an extremely clean, safe, and orderly society with twenty-
fi rst-century technology, which contrasts with its immediate neigh-
bors and compares favorably with the rest of the fi rst world. Singa-
pore’s government has the ambitious goal of reaching a population 
of 6.5 million. But fertility rates are very low, below a total fertility 
rate (TFR) of 1.3; unless they rise, achieving growth or even pre-
venting decline will require levels of immigration that may be politi-
cally unsustainable. And population policy is a sensitive political 
issue. Unhappiness about population policy led to two (relative) 
electoral defeats for the ruling party, fi rst in 1984 over the graduate 
mothers’ program and then again in 2011 over immigration policy. 
So the government must tread carefully.1

The Productivist State

Since Singapore gained its independence in 1963, and since its sepa-
ration from federation with Malaysia in 1965, its independent devel-
opment has been shaped by the hegemonic People’s Action Party (PAP). 
Singapore today, with all its virtues and limitations, is essentially 
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the creation of the PAP, although it was not created ex nihilo. Singa-
pore under British rule was certainly a thriving colony. The regime 
has pursued a highly successful development strategy focused on eco-
nomic growth, thereby reinforcing its legitimacy. Economics is the 
centerpiece of national strategy; consequently, the motivating force 
of population policy has been primarily economic.2 As Shirley Sun 
argues, Singapore’s goal is to create a productivist economy in which 
the hard-working are rewarded, as opposed to a social welfare state: 
“The central concern that has shaped the Singaporean government’s 
policies in social provisions and population policies is molding 
“productive” citizens; the ideal citizen in the eyes of the state is an 
‘economically’ productive one.”3

Singapore is frequently referred to as a city-state. Although that 
is true, it is in many ways the opposite of the ancient Greek polis. Un-
like the polis, Singapore is not self-suffi cient—it does not have an 
agricultural hinterland surrounding an urban core. Its population 
does not trace itself to a common ancestor and worship common 
gods; religion and national identity are not fused. The ancient Greek 
polis did not extend citizenship to outsiders; Singapore actively seeks 
immigrants. Singapore has some of the characteristics of a nonstate 
actor, a vast corporation. But it would be wrong to deny the exis-
tence of Singapore nationalism.

Singapore today has state-of-the-art infrastructure, an advanced 
economy, sound fi nances, a good educational system, and a high 
standard of living. In principle, Singapore is a parliamentary repub-
lic with regularly scheduled elections. In practice, it is an authoritar-
ian, one-party state. Singapore’s government is technocratic and 
interventionist, but largely exempt from corruption. Since indepen-
dence, it has been dominated by one exceptional leader, Lee Kuan 
Yew, who served as prime minister and then remained in the cabinet 
to mentor his successors. He is only now retiring from politics, at 
least in the sense of relinquishing any formal public position. Elec-
tions take place regularly, but the playing fi eld is not level. Although 
alternation of power is almost unimaginable, opposition success in 
even a few districts is taken seriously and provokes serious reexami-
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nation of policy. In that sense, Singapore is a plebiscitary democracy, 
in which a party, rather than an individual, is the subject of periodic 
plebiscites.

The PAP can claim to have steered Singapore through extremely 
diffi cult times—overcoming the opposition of Communists in the 
trade unions, bringing Singapore out of a failed union with Malaysia, 
and ending communal violence. But, as Geraldine Heng and Janadas 
Devan point out, “by repeatedly focusing anxiety on the fragility of 
the new nation, its ostensible vulnerability to every kind of exigency, 
the state’s originating agency is periodically reinforced and ratifi ed, 
its access to wide-ranging instruments of power in the service of 
national protection continually consolidated.”4

The key claim to the regime’s legitimacy has been material suc-
cess; under its leadership, Singapore has become a modern and very 
rich society. The PAP has demonstrated a high level of strategic 
thinking. Unlike many countries that opposed multinational invest-
ment, Singapore welcomed it. It succeeded through “fi rm central 
planning and strategic exploitation of global capitalism.”5 An ex-
port economy was built around heavy industry. The leadership rec-
ognized before the recession of the late 1970s that Singapore needed 
to go beyond manufacturing to a postindustrial economy based on 
services and successfully pursued that course. A two-track educa-
tional system was created with “hand and brain” streams.6

Building on the legacy of the British Singapore Improvement Trust 
efforts of the 1930s, massive public housing projects were erected, 
providing apartments for 80 percent of the population. This was not 
only to improve living conditions. Urban renewal eliminated the 
communist residential base in Chinatown as well as ethnic neigh-
borhoods whose existence contributed to communal violence in the 
early 1960s. This communal violence deeply marked the PAP’s lead-
ership, who recognized these tensions as the country’s Achilles heel. 
“The Singapore government has sought to create a synthetic amal-
gam in which the more traditional ethnic cultures are subordinated 
to a national ethos based on economic rationality and meritocracy. 
. . . The Singapore government has ‘strictly enforced racial harmony,’ 
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which seems to be a contradiction in itself.”7 Today, for example, 
residents in every public housing building must refl ect the national 
ethnic ratio.

The population is defi ned by group rather than by individual 
identity. All citizens must be registered as belonging to an ethnic 
group—Chinese, Indian, Malay, or other. This means that their chil-
dren study a second language defi ned by the government. For ex-
ample, all Chinese must study Mandarin, even if their families spoke 
Cantonese or another dialect or were monolingual in English. The 
ethnic cultures that result are not so much the real cultural legacy 
of the family as an ersatz culture compatible with the interest of the 
State, which seeks above all to create racial harmony on its own 
terms.

Language played an important role in Singapore’s self defi nition. 
The fact that English became one of the offi cial languages—and the 
language of administration and instruction—facilitated Singapore’s 
role in the global economy. It also eliminated the need to select a 
single offi cial language from among the languages of the three eth-
nic groups, a choice that could only be divisive. Conversely, it alleg-
edly opened the way to decadent Western values that the govern-
ment tries to combat with “Asian values.”8 It has also been argued, 
however, that these “Asian values” are nothing more than Victorian 
values.9

The PAP combines laissez-faire and paternalist perspectives. Its 
ideology “comprises pragmatism, meritocracy, multiracialism, and, 
more recently and tentatively, Asian values or communitarianism.”10 
Singapore is a combination of free market capitalism and a nanny 
state. It is not a welfare state. The state provides infrastructure, pub-
lic order, and primary and secondary education (but there are fees 
for secondary education). The state does not offer the kind of basic 
services that most postindustrial societies (other than the United 
States) routinely provide, such as national health care, free college 
education, or retirement benefi ts. Singapore’s mandatory savings 
fund, the Central Provident Fund, receives mandatory contributions 
from workers and employers (with some contributions from the 
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government). It provides support for retirement, unemployment in-
surance, and medical care, as well as loans for down payments for 
housing, under terms set by the government. In turn, it is a major 
source of funding for public investment. Regarding retirement and 
elder care, the Confucian ideal that children are responsible for their 
parents’ livelihood is enshrined in law. At the same time, the govern-
ment feels that it has a right to tell people how to behave and to 
sanction misbehavior even on a micro level. A good example is the 
famous campaign against and ban of chewing gum in 1992. The 
publicity campaigns fi rst to reduce birth rates and later to increase 
birth rates are not incongruous in Singapore, nor is the use of fi nan-
cial incentives and disincentives to affect behavior.

The Population Problem

Population policy today has two major goals: to increase birth rates, 
which are currently very low, and to encourage the right kind of 
immigration. Singapore’s resident TFR sunk to 1.22 in 2009. There 
is, however, one fundamental policy precondition: it must preserve 
the existing ratio among Chinese, Indian, and Malay ethnic groups 
(approximately 75 percent Chinese, 14 percent Malay, and 9 per-
cent Indian). That task is complicated by the differing birth rates of 
these groups. The Chinese (1.08) continued to have the lowest TFR, 
followed by the Indians (1.14) and Malays (1.82).11

Low birth rates in Singapore are the result of many of the same 
factors as in Japan, including less marriage, late marriage, and low 
fertility in marriage. As in Japan, fertility is almost entirely confi ned 
to marriage. In terms of less marriage, the number of people who 
remain single is relatively high, especially among Chinese women, 
and tends to increase with education. In 2010, 19 percent of all 
university-educated women were unmarried.12 The causes for low 
marriage rates are similar to those in Japan. Gavin Jones enumerates 
several major reasons: “work pressures, housing affordability, and 
reluctance to live with (and later care for) parents-in-law.”13 Mar-
riage is not required for sexual fulfi llment; sex is available outside 
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of marriage, as is contraception. Work culture gets in the way of 
social life. Avoiding marriage may even be a socially acceptable way 
of avoiding having children. Regarding declining marital fertility, 
the cost of education and housing, the problems of dual careers, and 
the fact that the burden of child raising falls mostly on women are 
adduced by Jones as relevant causal factors.

It was not always thus. Like Japan, in Singapore the demographic 
transition occurred later but faster than in Europe. In 1963, the TFR 
was 5.17; in 1972, it was 3.07; and in 1977, it was 1.82.14 The result 
must have appeared paradoxical; within only a few years, a govern-
ment that had vigorously advocated birth control was pursuing 
pronatalism with equal zeal. Surely this must have created some 
confusion on the part of the population. As Saw Swee Hock wrote: 
“Arguably, . . . Singapore could not have joined the ranks of new 
industrializing economies without limiting the growth of its popula-
tion.”15 After World War II, Singapore’s birth rate was extremely 
high. The TFR in 1947 was 6.55. The Family Planning Association, 
a private voluntary organization, received public funding from the 
new government of independent Singapore to provide assistance to 
individuals wanting to practice contraception. Indeed, the birth rate 
had declined to 4.95 in 1964. But the Singapore government clearly 
did not put its faith in the continuation of this trend. Just six weeks 
after Singapore’s August 9, 1965, withdrawal from federation with 
Malaysia, the government issued a white paper on family planning. 
On January 7, 1966, an Act of Parliament was passed without de-
bate creating the Singapore Family Planning and Population Board. 
Subsequently, the government initiated a series of programs, includ-
ing postpartum distribution of contraceptives and legalization of 
abortion in 1969 with some restrictions, followed by abortion on 
demand in 1974. Abortion became a common practice. In 1975, 
there were 321 abortions per 1,000 live births, going up to 477.3 in 
1977.16 In 1969, during the debate on the abortion bill, Lee Kuan 
Yew declared: “The quality of the population would deteriorate . . . 
if the present trend of less educated parents . . . producing larger 



singapore          117

families than better educated . . . parents continued. We will regret 
the time lost if we do not take the fi rst tentative step toward correct-
ing a trend which can leave our society with a large number of the 
physically, intellectually, and culturally anemic.”17 Eugenics was 
thus a declared goal of government policy from early on. Voluntary 
sterilization enacted in 1969 liberalized sterilization to virtually 
sterilization on demand in 1974. As of 1977, 60,689 women were 
sterilized in a population of 2,325,300. In support of these pro-
grams, the government instituted a series of incentives and disincen-
tives, some of which involved reversing existing policies that fa-
vored large families.

By the 1980s, Singapore was pursuing its new orientation toward 
the creation of an economy based on services and knowledge. The 
decline of birth rates in the 1970s and 1980s was exceeded by the 
decline in the birth rates of well-educated women. This troubled Lee 
Kuan Yew, who, as his previous statement made clear, was a believer 
in eugenics, even though elsewhere it was widely discredited as a 
“science” after the experiences of World War II. He concluded that 
intelligence was 80 percent determined by genes; therefore, the un-
favorable ratio between the birth rate of educated and uneducated 
women posed a threat to the future of the nation. Lee Kuan Yew’s 
personal convictions quickly became state policy. The result was a 
period of population policy based explicitly on eugenic concepts, as 
interpreted by the prime minister—and the famous (or notorious) 
graduate mother program. The problem is that if genes determine 
success, then the existing class structure approximates biological 
reality. If intelligence is transmissible, the social structure will be rep-
licated in the next generation. The goal then would be to maximize 
each individual’s full development within an essentially caste sys-
tem. As Vivienne Wee argued, there are important consequences for 
education: a “rigid hierarchization of children, with their different 
‘inherent characteristics.’”18 Wee cited Lee Kuan Yew as stating that 
there is approximately one natural leader in a thousand. She argues 
that “the entire educational system in Singapore may be understood 
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as a nationwide searching and testing device for innate leadership.”19 
An educational system based on tracking at an early age is likely to 
replicate and perpetuate class differences.

The eugenics program was previewed in the prime minister’s 
National Day speech of August 14, 1983. The speech began by prais-
ing Singapore’s economic performance during the previous year and 
raising the rhetorical question of how this success was achieved. Lee 
summarized Singapore’s struggles to achieve “stability, discipline, 
effi ciency, and security.” The effort to achieve maximum potential 
requires development of “inherent capabilities.” The prime minister 
then introduced the idea that 80 percent of intelligence derives from 
genes; unfortunately, however, better-educated women in Singapore 
then and now have fewer children:

Our economy will falter, the administration will suffer, and the 

society will decline. For how can we avoid lowering performance 

when for every two graduates [with some exaggeration to make 

the point], in 25 years time there will be one graduate, and for 

every two uneducated workers there will be three? Worse, the 

coming society of computers and robotics needs more, not less, 

well-educated workers.

Lee seems to have believed that because the entire population 
received compulsory education and there were no remaining rural 
pockets of able but uneducated persons, higher education and eco-
nomic success refl ected inherent and transmittable genetic superior-
ity. It has been argued that there was also a racial element in the 
equation: graduate mothers were mostly Chinese, and less-educated 
women with higher birth rates were Malay and Indian.20

Lee’s speech was followed by measures to increase the birth rate 
among graduate women, including state-sponsored matchmaking 
by a newly formed Social Development Unit, income tax benefi ts, 
and, most controversially, priority for primary school registration 
(which was soon repealed). At the same time, a $10,000 bonus was 
instituted to encourage low-income women to undergo sterilization. 
Hospital fees for childbirth were also raised for lower-class women 
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to discourage pregnancy. This policy was extremely unpopular and 
led to some unaccustomed opposition success in parliamentary elec-
tions. The result was that eugenics became an implicit rather than 
an explicit element of policy. But it has never disappeared as a sig-
nifi cant element of policy and, as discussed here, is one reason that 
pronatalism has not succeeded in Singapore.

With the continued plunge in the birth rate to well below replace-
ment levels, government concern grew. This concern was conveyed 
in an August 4, 1986, speech by Goh Chok Tong, fi rst deputy prime 
minister and later prime minister, titled “Singapore’s Long March.” 
Singapore’s struggle for survival and development was as diffi cult as 
Mao’s Long March, and by extension Singapore’s future remained 
precarious. In escaping from the recession, Singapore faced the 
physical constraints of being a small country with few resources, as 
well as demographic constraints. At a time of aging populations, 
Singapore was not producing enough babies to maintain a stable 
population, threatening the nation’s prosperity and even its security. 
Goh also spoke about the importance of national harmony and re-
ferred to Sri Lanka, which was just beginning a civil war that was 
to last twenty-fi ve years, as an example of how ethnic tension can 
threaten a nation’s future. This may have been an oblique reference 
to differential birth rates among ethnic groups in Singapore, requir-
ing Chinese immigration in order to maintain the traditional ratio 
(to be discussed later).

Shortly thereafter, the government adopted a new slogan of 
“Have Three or More If You Can Afford It” and began to modify 
antinatalist policies and develop pronatalist policies. But there was 
great reluctance to eliminate all antinatalist policies for fear that 
this “might lead to excessive births among certain segments of the 
population, such as the poor and lesser-educated groups.”21 These 
restrictions were further modifi ed in the second round of reforms in 
2004. Mirroring the gravity of the situation, policies became more 
generous and less restrictive.

The importance of this subject to the Singapore government was 
made clear by the fact that Prime Minister Lee Hsien devoted part 
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of his 2004 National Day speech to the joys of babies and children 
before outlining a series of measures designed to help reconcile 
work and family life. (The speech was followed by a propaganda 
campaign along the same lines.) These measures included priority 
for families with children in access to public housing and to down 
payments on housing; extension of paid maternity leave to twelve 
weeks; income tax deductions and special tax rebates for children; 
institution of a fi ve-day work week and of marriage and paternity 
leave (three days); two-day child care leave; fl ex time for female civil 
servants; a baby bonus; outright yearly grants during a child’s fi rst 
six years, as well as matching grants; child care subsidies; and tax 
breaks for maids and grandparents engaged in child care.

The nature of these policies says a great deal about the ruling 
party’s philosophy and the instruments it chose to wield. First, the 
PAP perceives the citizen as a homo economicus. The idea is that 
fi nancial benefi ts will modify behavior: “The government’s new 
policies are targeted at reducing the narrow economic costs of child-
bearing. Such costs are only one among many factors infl uencing 
rational fertility decisions and other infl uences are working in the 
opposite directions to increase perceived costs.”22

Second, the benefi ts are monetary because, in general, the govern-
ment provides few services. For example, the government gives tax 
breaks and subsidies for child care and participates in building child 
care facilities but does not provide child care itself.23

Third, the benefi ts are generally universal rather than means 
tested, but with an important qualifi cation. In the social welfare 
policies of many countries, there is a trade-off between universal 
policies and policies that are means tested. The reason is that with 
limited funds, governments may want to focus on the most disad-
vantaged. In Singapore, however, for eugenic purposes, the govern-
ment has wanted to encourage educated women to have children 
and discourage poorer and less-educated women from having many 
children. Policies have thus aimed at favoring the well-off rather 
than the poor. Because some benefi ts only apply to those with higher 



singapore          121

incomes, in some ways there is a kind of reverse means testing that 
excludes the poor.

Fourth, the government appeals to nationalist feelings and con-
cerns about the future of the country. Nationalism, however, may 
not be intense in a country that is often portrayed as Singapore Inc.; 
moreover, this kind of exhortation has never had much appeal 
anywhere.

The most signifi cant policy was the institution of fl ex time for 
mothers in the civil service, but it was not extended to the private 
sector.

These policies failed to increase birth rates. According to offi cial 
statistics, total births and resident births continued to decline in 
2008 and 2009.24 In 2008, the TFR was 1.28, but it fell to 1.22 in 
2009. The TFR for all ethnic groups in 2009 was below replace-
ment. The TFR gap between university-educated women and those 
with less than a secondary-level education narrowed, only because 
the number of children born to the latter fell even faster than that 
of children born to the former. The number of unmarried women, 
age of marriage, and mother’s age at the birth of the fi rst child have 
continued to increase.

Why have these policies failed? The Singapore government treats 
its citizens as homini economici, and they respond as such. The 
benefi ts provided do not come near the cost of providing for a child. 
Subsidies for child care or tax breaks for parents who hire nannies 
will be welcome—but they will not convince the reluctant to be-
come parents and may not suffi ce to persuade the undecided. The 
amount of child care leave, for example, is paltry. As Gunnar Myrdal 
pointed out, having children induces poverty. Unless the society as-
sumes a large part of the cost, average people will not be able to 
afford them. Using a basic economic calculus, most Singaporeans 
conclude that government benefi ts are not suffi cient to make chil-
dren affordable.

The government has helped to create a consumerist mentality, 
but there probably is no mentality less compatible with having 
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children. The Singapore government has based its raison d’être on 
prosperity and has helped make Singapore a consumer society par 
excellence. Most public places in Singapore are shopping malls. 
Having children does not fi t comfortably into a consumerist men-
tality or, for that matter, with Singapore’s typically long working 
days. Nor are children compatible with the rhythms of life of many 
young people who commute from the periphery of the island to 
work downtown. The normal day for a couple involves commuting, 
meeting friends afterward at a food court, and maybe returning 
home late at night. This pattern would have to be completely re-
thought if and when a couple decides to raise children.

There are many photos in Singapore of the old, squalid housing 
lacking running water and basic sanitary conditions. Eliminating 
the kampung and creating modern high-rise apartments is one of 
the PAP government’s claims to legitimacy. The older public housing 
resembles low-income public housing projects in the United States; 
the newer ones are much nicer, but they are much higher (i.e., very-
high-rise apartment buildings). Public housing has disrupted the old 
extended families, although there are now policies facilitating a re-
grouping of parents and children in the same neighborhood, in part 
so that grandparents can care for the children of working women. 
Each public housing complex boasts a small children’s playground, 
but it does not really look like a place where children would like to 
play. Finally, there is something anomalous about a severe, paternal-
ist state instructing young people that they should date, have fun, 
marry, and procreate. In a society where open dissent is dangerous, 
a birth strike may be a particularly effective form of revolt.

In a series of articles based on interviews and focus groups, 
Shirley Hsiao-Li Sun documents the response of Singapore citizens 
to the government’s pronatalist policies. These responses help ex-
plain why government policies do not bring about desired results.

Women complain that policies providing for maternity and child 
care leave are incompatible with the realities of how business really 
works. With the exception of civil servants, women who wish to 
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combine career and family are hindered by the fact that both mater-
nity leave and paid child care leave are partially paid for by employ-
ers who are reluctant for employees to take leave. Employees fear 
being fi red if they request leave, despite the law. Job insecurity is 
thus a major barrier to reconciliation of work and family. The solu-
tion offered by some of the women interviewed was that these pro-
grams should be paid for by the government. They also suggested 
creation of a fl ex-time system in the private sector; currently fl exible 
hours exist only for civil servants. One woman ridiculed a favorite 
piece of government propaganda:

The government has this thing called “Eat with your Family 

Day,” which I personally feel is so ridiculous because you pro-

mote that one day in the entire year, out of 365 days, to eat with 

your family. . . . Then what happens to the rest of the time?25 

Men interviewed indicated that they did not believe paid pater-
nity leave was an important factor in deciding whether to have chil-
dren. In any case, they were unlikely to request it. The work culture 
of Singapore is incompatible with making use of paternity leave. 
Only if paternity leave were mandated and fi nanced by the govern-
ment, like the National Service, would they be likely to take it. 
(Reservists are paid by the government when called to duty.) What 
concerned men most of all was their ability to serve as breadwin-
ners, still considered a male role, but not easy to fulfi ll. Men feel 
insecure about their jobs, especially lower-level workers, who are 
threatened by competition from the large number of immigrants in 
the country. “The state needs to reconsider the economic production-
at-all-cost approach and become more proactive in supporting 
workers’ right to paid employment and family life.”26 Then again, 
Singapore is dominated by a work culture. Fathers are use to utilize 
parental leave. As one male informant said: “You’re in Singapore. In 
Singapore, you need to work, you don’t work you die. . . . Even if 
the government gives support, cool. What about the private sector? 
How are they going to react to it?”27
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Because Singaporeans are part of a globalized economy, they 
are globally aware and compare Singapore’s population policies un-
favorably to those of other countries:

In sum, fi rst, while the Singaporean government has legitimized 

the implementation of “work/family balance” policies by 

pointing to the existence of such policies in European countries, 

the citizens interviewed for this study questioned the effective-

ness of such policies by invoking their knowledge of practices 

such as fl exible workplace provisions in England and Germany 

and shorter work hours in Australia. They also emphasized the 

comparatively unsympathetic nature of Singaporean employers. 

Second, while the government resists the idea of more generous 

and universal state-provided subsidies, the citizens elaborated 

on their perceptions of such benefi ts in Australia, Brunei, Canada, 

France, and the U.K. Respondents suggested that more direct 

state fi nancial subsidies, especially subsidies for education and 

young children’s daily needs, would encourage and further 

strengthen a sense of national belonging. Third, the citizens 

invoked the notion of migration to signal their discontent with 

current state policy provisions.28

Sun concludes that “when the perspectives of citizens are con-
stantly ignored by the state, migration, a form of moral protest, 
becomes an option to be taken seriously.”29

Singaporeans complain that government policies do not benefi t 
the average citizen, that government programs such as the baby 
bonus are insuffi cient.30 Many people cannot afford to take advan-
tage of the matching funds provided by the Children Development 
Co-Savings account. In addition, most citizens are unaware of the 
details of government programs. Most important, the major form of 
support for families with children is tax rebates, but “70 per cent of 
the resident population has an average monthly per capita house-
hold income of only $1,580, which means no tax and therefore no 
tax rebates.”31 As one interviewee said, “Honestly speaking, they 
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have not deducted a cent of tax for my employment of more than 
ten years, because there is nothing for them to deduct.”32 Thus, in-
come tax deductions only benefi t the upper middle class and the 
wealthy. Sun concludes that Singapore practices a de facto “differ-
ential class-specifi c pronatalism.”33

Another criticism of government policy is the contradiction be-
tween the government’s emphasis on “Asian values”—which pre-
sumably imply the male-dominated “traditional family” with the 
husband as breadwinner—and its support for equality in higher 
education and female participation in the workforce. These “Asian 
values” include fi lial piety—care for parents comes fi rst and then 
for children. Many women opt out of having children, knowing 
that they must care for parents later in life. The fact that the gov-
ernment provides monetary support to families with children, as 
opposed to social services to help women reconcile work and fam-
ily, reinforces the traditional family. As Peter McDonald writes: 
“Thus, expenditure on tax transfers is consistent with the male 
breadwinner model of the family while expenditures on services is 
consistent with a gender equity model.”34 The problem is that in 
advanced industrial societies, the traditional family equates to 
lower rather than higher birth rates. Women are objects of policy-
making, not subjects, in part because of the absence of a women’s 
movement in Singapore.35 Consequently, women are placed in an 
impossible situation:

While the state’s intent was to lure mothers back into the 

workforce to ensure that its manpower needs were met, the 

message sent to both men and women was very clear: childcare 

is the sole responsibility of the mother. . . . When women weigh 

the pros and cons of family formation, many often end up 

overwhelmed by the perceived costs of retreating from their 

careers and the direct costs of child-rearing.36

Without greater gender equality, it will be impossible to raise the birth 
rate.
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The Immigration Alternative

The government of Singapore must certainly be aware that its pro-
natalist policies have failed. As Professor Saw Swee-Hock wrote in 
2007, “The recent recognition that despite the introduction of a 
comprehensive postnatalist programme, fertility will never return to 
replacement level to sustain . . . the population size in the future, has 
resulted in a big shift in the national population programme to-
wards immigration as the key answer to replenish the population in 
the years ahead.”37 As Lee Kuan Yew declared in 2012, “Like it or 
not, unless we have more babies, we need to accept immigrants.”38 
The Singapore government is on record stating that it wishes to in-
crease population to 6.5 million. Given Singapore’s lowest-low 
birth rates, the only solution is massive immigration.39 Presumably, 
immigration is also consistent with eugenics considerations: attract-
ing educated, successful immigrants will bring in the right kind of 
people into Singapore. But such a policy is not without perils.

Increasing immigration has been a hallmark of Singapore policy 
for the last decade. Under British colonial rule, much of Singapore’s 
population was born elsewhere. In 1947, 39.3 percent of the popu-
lation was not born in Singapore or Malaysia; in 1957, 27 percent. 
In 1970, as Singapore began to forge its own national identity, only 
2.9 percent of the population was from abroad. But the proportion 
has risen rapidly: 10.3 percent in 1990, 18.7 percent in 2000, and 
25.7 percent in 2010.40

The growth rate of permanent residents in Singapore over the 
last two decades has risen dramatically; the annual growth of per-
manent residents since 2004 was never lower than 6.5 percent and 
attained 11.5 percent in 2009. The growth of nonresidents was also 
very high, including a peak of 19 percent in 2008. In 1990, the citi-
zen population of Singapore constituted 2,623,700 out of a total 
population of 3,047,100; in 2010, only 3,230,700 out of 5,076,000 
were citizens.41 Liu Hong points out that high school students from 
China receive full scholarships to junior colleges and colleges in 
Singapore if they agree to work at least six years upon graduation.
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Singapore draws on two kinds of immigrants: professionals who 
can become permanent residents and citizens, and others who come 
for short-term contracts and are segregated from the rest of the 
population. But there are also high-skilled workers, many of them 
from China, who obtain employment passes, not work permits, and 
who may have access to permanent residency status.42 That means 
that immigrants introduce a perceived threat to the economic well-
being of Singapore citizens on many levels of the economy—and 
this threat leads to resentment.

Because of its high wages and standard of living, Singapore can 
draw on the large Chinese diaspora and citizens of China. Presumably, 
this requires less effort at acculturation and integration than in 
many other countries that draw on ethnically and culturally differ-
ent populations. Nonetheless, it is not all that simple to transform a 
citizen of China, for example, into a typical Singaporean. In 2008, 
the number of new permanent residents in Singapore was 79,167, 
and in 2009, 59,460. The total number of citizen births in 2009 was 
31,842. That is to say that there were about twice as many new 
permanent residents as citizen births.

Immigration became a hot button issue in the May 2011 elec-
tions, in which the opposition won an unprecedented 40 percent of 
the popular vote (although only six seats out of eighty-one, because 
the electoral system is constructed to make it diffi cult for the op-
position to get into Parliament). This was an electoral tsunami. The 
Economist wrote:

The opposition tapped a vein of resentment towards the PAP. 

Despite its success in making Singapore a rich, clean, law-abiding, 

and pleasant city, the PAP has alienated many voters. A common 

perception is that it has lost touch with the concerns of the less 

well-off—about rising prices, especially of housing, and about the 

rapid infl ux of immigrants, notably from China. Of the popula-

tion of just over 5 [million], about a quarter are immigrants.43

But looking at Internet Web sites (e.g., Temasek Review Emeritus, 
which presumably evades the government’s famous libel laws muzz-
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ling the press) gives a sense of the raw anger some feel about govern-
ment policy. For example, one response:

Folks, if PAP wins a majority for another 5 years, they will 

bring in more foreigners to take away our jobs, convert PRs to 

New Citizens. New Citizens will Vote for PAP as they like PAP 

liberal foreigner policy and hope to bring their entire families 

to Singapore at the expense of Natives. It will also be out of 

gratitude that New Citizens Vote for PAP. 

 When Natives become the minority say 25 percent of 6.5 

million, PAP will say PRs/Foreigners are 75 percent of 6.5 million 

and they take up majority of our jobs, we need them and cannot 

kick them out. All Natives will have to LIVE as minority and 

being marginalized forever.44

The same is true for readers’ comments in the Online Citizen. 
The latter’s editorial of April 26, 2012, presents a reasoned argu-
ment for why Singaporeans do not have children and why immigra-
tion does not solve the problem:

For starters, what sane parent-to-be wants to bring up a child 

who is going to have to face the rigors of one of the most 

competitive and stressful education systems in the world, the 

scholastic equivalent of the Hunger Games?

 Who, stuck on the treadmill of economic survival, has time 

to take a breather to nurture the romances that form the 

building blocks of stable family units?

 And perhaps it is here that the recent debate on income 

inequality becomes relevant: If you belong to a low-income 

group in Singapore, how are you going to afford to have 

children? Would you want to run the risk of your children 

falling into the same wage rut as you? . . .

 If native Singaporeans feel increasingly disinclined to have 

babies, and the government’s only solution is to replace 

Singaporeans by evermore desperately giving out citizenship to 

foreigners, this all looks a bit like a race to the bottom.
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These comments tend to echo the focus groups cited in Shirley 
Sun’s book. The degree of bitterness at immigrants is refl ected in the 
fact that 77 percent of respondents in a poll said they were not 
proud of an immigrant from China who received the fi rst individual 
Olympic medal for Singapore in fi fty-two years!45 The question that 
arises, therefore, is whether the government will have to rethink the 
premises of its failed pronatalist program, which in turn might force 
it to reconsider its refusal to provide social services for parents 
rather than just fi nancial incentives.

There may be no choice. Recent projections show that with cur-
rent TFR and no immigration, the population of Singapore would 
peak at 3.68 million in 2020 and decline to 3.03 million in 2050. 
With immigration of 30,000 a year, population would peak at 4.89 
million in 2050; immigration of 60,000 would allow Singapore to 
reach 6.76 million in 2050. An increase in the TFR to 1.85 with no 
immigration would lead to a peak of 3.73 million, followed by 
decline.46

There was some reason to think that the political leadership was 
examining options. A recent article by Tommy Koh, former long-
time ambassador to the United States and rector of Tembusu College 
of the National University of Singapore, titled “What Singapore 
Can Learn from Europe,” indicated that the political elite was at 
least considering a new approach to population policy and social 
policy as well. Koh compared Nordic social policies favorably with 
Singapore. He stressed that the Gini index was much more favorable 
in the Nordic states than in Singapore and suggested that Singapore 
should “reduce the supply of cheap foreign workers or introduce a 
minimum wage to target specifi c industries.” He contrasted the low 
birth rate in Singapore with the relatively high birth rates in Nordic 
states, which he believed were caused by four factors: “the avail-
ability of convenient, affordable, and good childcare; good work/
life balance; an excellent and relatively stress-free education system; 
and the relative absence of male chauvinism.”47 It was easy to imag-
ine that this article could have been a trial balloon for a reorienta-
tion of Singapore policy in the direction of becoming more of a 
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welfare state, in which increased birth rates would eventually elimi-
nate the need for high levels of immigration. Another, more aca-
demic analysis, “Inequality and the Need for a New Social Compact,” 
discussed the increase of inequality in Singapore and its negative 
consequences. It critiqued “market fundamentalism” and empha-
sized the need to question long-standing assumptions, such as “the 
idea that sturdier safety nets will erode economic incentives and 
undermine competitiveness.”48 It advocated a “new social compact 
founded on the ideas of an activist, more redistributive state, one 
that aims to strike a better balance between social protection and 
individual responsibility.”49 Public spending could be increased from 
a very low 16 percent of gross domestic product to about 25 percent 
in a ten- to twenty-year time frame.50 Such a change in policy might 
also have the potential to increase the birth rate, although popula-
tion issues are not explicitly discussed in the report. The nature of 
Singapore’s political system makes it possible to imagine signifi cant 
and rapid policy changes that could have an important and benefi -
cial impact on population. It was not clear, however, whether such 
changes were compatible with the productivist state. Subsequent 
policy statements made it apparent that the government was not 
about to change course. 



131

Conclusion: Can Government
Policy Reverse Declining Birth Rates?

Birth rates are declining in almost all developed and many 
developing societies. The examples of France and Sweden show 

that well-designed family policies can mitigate this trend. France 
and Sweden succeeded by devoting signifi cant fi nancial resources to 
family policy and supporting women’s need to reconcile work and 
children. The success of a similar approach in other countries de-
pends on two main factors: fi rst, whether adequate national re-
sources can be allocated, despite the decline of the welfare state; and 
second, whether the implications of gender equality will be accepted 
by political leaders and the population.

Birth rates have fallen in almost all developed countries and in 
many developing societies as well. The role of the family as an eco-
nomic unit has declined, as children have lost their economic value 
and become an economic liability, whose cost is often prohibitive. 
Contraception, especially the pill, has made it possible to separate 
sex and procreation and drastically reduce the number of “un-
planned” pregnancies. With remarkable speed, the role of women 
has changed; women in the workforce are now the norm, and full-
time homemakers are becoming rare. The “traditional family,” that 
is, the family that emerged in the postwar era, is being transformed. 
Without government intervention, birth rates tend to fall below re-
placement level in advanced industrial societies.

This brings us back to the key question of this book. Can govern-
ments reverse or mitigate declining birth rates? The chapters on 
Sweden and France make it clear that public policy has been effec-
tive in raising birth rates in these countries. But Sweden and France 
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developed their policies half a century ago. Are the Swedish and 
French examples still relevant? Can government policy reverse fall-
ing birth rates in other countries today, under the new conditions of 
the twenty-fi rst century?

The Swedish Social Democrats came to power at the height of the 
Great Depression. They understood how the failure of government 
action in Germany to combat the Great Depression brought Hitler 
to power. By extension, resolving the economic crisis in Sweden was 
a matter of life or death for Swedish democracy. It was fortunate 
that one of the intellectual heavyweights of the Swedish left was 
Gunnar Myrdal. Myrdal, whose economic ideas were akin to those 
of Keynes, helped formulate the Social Democrats’ activist approach 
to the Depression. Together with his wife, Alva, Myrdal had also 
written a best seller on the population crisis in 1934. Their infl uence 
was instrumental in creating a new holistic social model that ad-
dressed the economic and demographic crises in an integrated way.

A similar thing happened in post–World War II France. The defeat 
of 1940 induced deep refl ection on the part of resistance leaders 
about the long-term roots of France’s decline.1 Their analysis centered 
on the stagnation of France’s demographic, economic, and social de-
velopment, which was widely described as “Malthusian.” If France 
was to regain the status to which de Gaulle and other French leaders 
aspired, a new dynamism was needed. Population growth was an 
indispensable element of that synergy, which also included economic 
growth, social justice, and national security. France would plan itself 
out of industrial underdevelopment and demographic stagnation. 
Both the Swedes and French based their policies on an activist state 
that engaged in economic planning as well as redistribution.

Before the 1930s, in the days of the liberal state when limited 
government and low taxes prevailed, the only methods available to 
encourage higher birth rates were hortatory or punitive. Hortatory 
approaches urging women to make babies for the fatherland (or 
motherland) were ineffective. And punitive approaches were incom-
patible with political democracy. The welfare state, conversely, could 
provide money or services to encourage behavior deemed to be in 
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the national interest or, even better, provide the means for people to 
do what they really wanted to do but could not otherwise afford. If 
women really wanted more children but could not afford them, the 
state could help them out. State policy could narrow the gap be-
tween the number of children that women said they wanted and the 
number of children they were actually having. Indeed, that is the 
basis of all modern pronatalist policy—the belief that appropriate 
public policy can narrow that gap.

The Depression demonstrated the inability of classical liberal 
capitalism to be self-regulating. An interventionist state was neces-
sary to engage in countercyclical policies.2 The social consequences 
of the Great Depression—the polarization of society, the emergence 
of fascism and Nazism, the spread of communism, and the resulting 
march to war—made clear the need for extraordinary action by 
government to guarantee the social security of the population. Invisible 
hands did not work or they worked too slowly, leaving unbearable 
social destruction in their wake. By analogy, one could argue that 
demography was no more self-regulating than the economy. The 
precepts of modern social science would guide government in solv-
ing demographic problems just as the principles of modern econom-
ics would guide governments in maintaining prosperity. This period 
constitutes a kind of Keynesian moment in European and American 
history.

Swedish and French demographic policies refl ected this under-
standing. What is striking is the prescience of the ideas that the Myrdals 
proposed in the 1930s (discussed in chapter 1):

 •  Pronatalist policy makes possible a synthesis of leftist and 
conservative ideals.

 •  Contraception is a precondition for a modern pronatalist 
policy.

 •  The success of any pronatalist policy requires acceptance 
that ways must be found “to allow married women both 
to work and have a career and at the same time to have 
children.”
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 •  Children are an economic burden for their family. The 
precondition of higher birth rates is such that “a large part 
of the economic burden of bringing up children must be 
passed from the individual family to society as a whole.” 
Redistribution of wealth must take place not only between 
rich and poor but also between those with few or no chil-
dren and those with many.

 •  Successful population policy involves eliminating the ob-
stacles that prevent ordinary people from following their 
wishes to marry and have children.

 •  The quality of population is just as important or even more 
important than the quantity. This involves providing children 
with better housing, nutrition, health care, and education.

 •  Programs must be universal rather than means tested, 
providing services rather than cash grants.

With the exception of the last, these principles are common to both 
Swedish and French policies and to most countries pursuing suc-
cessful population policies.

Sweden and France implemented policies that were consistent 
with Myrdal’s ideas. The result was the creation of a virtuous circle. 
Birth rates approached replacement level, as women having two 
children became the norm. The need for explicit pronatalist policy 
goals receded and the focus shifted to satisfying the needs of women, 
children, and the family. Population stability was largely achieved. 
Even though the population continued to age, an acceptable depen-
dency ratio (the percentage of working-age adults compared with 
nonactive citizens) was sustained. This in turn maintained the state’s 
fi nancial stability. The welfare state fi nanced pronatalist policies; 
reasonably high birth rates in turn stabilized the welfare state. A 
new demographic equilibrium was attained.

What remains to be seen is whether nations achieving this kind 
of sustainable demographic situation will be the exception or the 
rule. At present among advanced postindustrial nations, birth rates 
of near replacement or moderately low levels exist in the northern 
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areas of Western Europe (other than German-speaking lands), the 
British Isles, and France, but nowhere else in Europe. The birth rate 
is extremely low in all developed nations in Asia. The United States 
has maintained a replacement-level birth rate despite very limited 
support for families with children, a remarkable case of American 
exceptionalism. In short, very low birth rates are the rule, not the 
exception.

What has prevented other developed countries from pursuing the 
policies that France and Sweden have successfully followed? Our 
other case studies provide the basis for answers.

A key factor in failing to develop pronatalist programs is timing. 
The golden age of the welfare state, a period of exceptional eco-
nomic prosperity in the developed world, occurred between the end 
of World War II and the 1970s. Following that period, the welfare 
state was assailed by neoliberalism and undermined by economic 
and fi nancial crises. In countries where the modern welfare state did 
not fully emerge, no effective state policy directed at countering low 
birth rates was likely to develop. If the problem of low birth rates 
emerged after the decline of the welfare state, it was also unlikely 
that major (and costly) programs directed at population problems 
would be implemented.

Other factors that work against the development of pronatalist 
policies are values and ideology: the political infl uence of religious 
organizations, especially but not exclusively the Catholic Church, 
that defend the “traditional family” and oppose public social services 
that support working mothers; strong familialist values and opposi-
tion to gender equality in the home but also in the workplace; the 
legacy of fascism and communism, which discredited the concept of 
pronatalism in nations where they ruled; ideological commitment to 
a rigid vision of free market capitalism, rendering the idea of public 
social services unacceptable; and consumerist values that make chil-
dren a potential inconvenience.

Additional factors are politics and economics: an ineffective state 
or stalemated political system, thanks to which family policy cannot 
be enacted and implemented; acute and chronic fi scal problems that 
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preclude new and expensive social programs; and, on the part of 
individual young people, precarious employment and fear of down-
ward mobility.

Most of these factors explain the Italian dilemma. Italy is not a 
case of the failure of policy but of the failure to develop policy. The 
Italian birth rate did not fall below replacement until the 1970s; 
recognition of a serious and chronic problem only came much later, 
when the underdeveloped Italian welfare state was already shaky. 
With the exception of a rigid commitment to the free market, all the 
above factors impeding the development of modern pronatalist 
policies apply to Italy: opposition by the powerful Catholic Church; 
strong familialist values; the legacy of fascism (used more as an alibi 
than as a real cause, one suspects); consumerist values (which don’t 
prevent people from having children in Italy but limit families to 
one or two); an ineffective state and stalemated political system; 
chronic fi nancial problems, currently epitomized by Italy’s involve-
ment in the euro crisis; and the diffi culties that young people en-
counter in fi nding decent employment. As discussed above, the causes 
of Italy’s demographic problem are overdetermined; there is no mys-
tery why Italy does not have an effective policy. Nor have other 
nations in Southern Europe fared much better.

Italy’s population problem is somewhat mitigated by high levels 
of immigration. Yet opposition to immigration constitutes the ma-
jor program of one of the former governing parties, the Northern 
League. A cynic might conclude that this was not pure coincidence. 
The Berlusconi government encouraged importation of cheap labor, 
satisfying many of the prime minister’s business supporters while at 
the same time providing grist for the mill of the Northern League.

It might be argued that only an acute and systemic crisis in Italy 
will lead to the kind of thoroughgoing reform that can turn the 
country’s economy around and make possible a real population 
policy as well. That at least would be compatible with the old idea 
that history is made by challenge and response. But there is no guar-
antee that a crisis will produce needed reform. The word “crisis” has 
long been trivialized in Italy. And systemic crisis might not bring 
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about reform, but rather paralysis, breakdown, or something worse. 
After all, fascism was the “solution” to the crisis of post–World War 
I. The response of government to the euro zone crisis suggests that 
budget cutting will be seen as the answer to Italy’s “problem,” which 
does not augur well for population policy. There is a shrewd belief 
that individuals or families can fi nd a way around social problems 
by playing the system to their own advantage. Government incapac-
ity justifi es “amoral familism.” Because the effects of a pronatalist 
policy take decades to manifest themselves, pursuit of a long-term 
policy would require a vision and tenacity that Italian governments 
do not demonstrate.

Japan, unlike Italy, has pronatalist policies on the books, but they 
do not go far enough nor have they been applied in a determined 
and coherent way. Japan has a gridlocked political system and an 
ineffective state. Opposition to gender equality is strong; business 
resists reducing long working hours and eliminating other practices 
that force women to choose between family and career. And Japan’s 
gigantic national debt, over 200 percent of gross national product, 
would seem to preclude costly long-term programs. Because Japan, 
unlike Italy, does not permit immigration, there is nothing to miti-
gate low birth rates in the short term. In that respect, Japan’s situa-
tion is even worse than Italy’s.

In the cases of Italy and Japan, there is a kind of pervasive fatal-
ism about the inevitability of population decline and a lack of con-
fi dence in the ability of government to solve it. The immediacy of 
the crisis is blunted by the fact that these are still wealthy societies. 
As the Austrians used to say toward the end of their empire, the situ-
ation was “hopeless but not serious.” Inaction will render it both 
hopeless and serious.

Singapore has sought to implement pronatalist policies but has 
not been successful. Singapore is quite different from Italy and Japan. 
It has not been hampered by the legacy of religion, fascism, and 
communism. Singapore’s state apparatus is activist, and its single-
party political system decisive and authoritarian. Singapore is an 
economic success story. What impedes the development of effective 
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pronatalist policies is above all its commitment to free market capi-
talism and unwillingness to provide social services that could facili-
tate the reconciliation of the family and work. “Confucian values” 
are most likely merely a cover for minimizing social services. The 
government refuses to admit that its pronatalist policies have failed 
and has implicitly relied on immigration as a solution to its labor 
needs. Unfortunately, success in encouraging immigration has trig-
gered an unprecedented angry response by citizens that brought 
about electoral humiliation for the People’s Action Party in 2011. 
This defeat may eventually lead to a rethinking of the immigration 
option and perhaps renewed emphasis on pronatalism, but this has 
not yet happened.

The negative examples of Italy, Japan, and Singapore thus rein-
force the contention that successful population policy requires sig-
nifi cant allocation of fi nancial resources to family policy, including 
social services, and support for women’s need to reconcile work and 
children. This does not mean that all developed nations must repli-
cate the postwar European welfare state, but it certainly does mean 
that successful population policy requires an activist state that as-
sumes responsibility for the welfare of the family. Unfortunately, the 
tide is running against increased public support for families. It is 
possible that developed nations with robust welfare states and high 
birth rates will become the exceptions, like islands in a sea of de-
population. Globalization, growing inequality, and the dominance 
of the neoliberal model are all obstacles to raising fertility rates in 
developed societies.

Globalization brings down wages in developed societies to the 
level of developing societies. With globalization comes the decline 
of national economies, and consequently of the capacity of the state 
to play a planning role. Preoccupied with its very survival, the EU is 
in no condition today to play such a role either. With the rise of Asia, 
especially of China, fi erce international competition threatens to 
eliminate jobs and dismember benefi t programs in the high-wage, 
developed societies of Europe, Japan, and America.
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With the decline of national economies, the interests of economic 
elites become dissociated from the nation. Foreign direct investment 
and offshoring enable them to make profi ts in other ways. Capital 
is mobile, whereas labor is much less so. Businesses based on im-
ports and fi nancial services can profi t even when manufacturing 
declines. The result is the loss of high-skilled, semiprofessional, and 
professional employment and the proliferation of low-paying jobs, 
many of them part-time or temporary, mostly without social safety 
net protection and benefi ts. A two-tier system of employment often 
results, with insecure, underpaid jobs going to younger workers. As 
a result, they will be less likely to marry and have children. Eventually 
most jobs may become low-wage jobs.

Although globalization carries within it the potential for falling 
wages in developed societies, the trend toward income and wealth 
inequality is not a result of globalization alone. The end of the Cold 
War undermined the need for social solidarity in the West. Economic 
and political elites are now less willing to tolerate generous wage 
and benefi t packages to maintain cohesion against the communist 
enemy. We are not “all in it together” anymore. In the United States, 
for instance, there has been a sharp rise in inequality. After the 
Great Depression, the concentration of wealth declined; the share 
of the top 1 percent fell from over one quarter of total wealth to 
about 10 percent, and the middle classes progressed upward. A 
distribution of wealth approximating that of 1929 has returned. 
Political power is becoming increasingly concentrated in the hands 
of the rich.3 The return of very high levels of inequality contributes 
to low fertility.

One reason for relatively high U.S. birth rates, despite lack of 
social services for families, is the incredible optimism of most citi-
zens. The American dream that each generation can do better than 
the last, the perception that economic opportunities are open to all, 
and belief in a dynamic labor market where high levels of unem-
ployment are only temporary have fostered that optimism and with 
it a greater propensity to have children.
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In the United States and Europe, there is now a strong sense that 
the rising middle class may be a thing of the past, that the Great 
Recession is not a mere bump in the business cycle but the portent 
of things to come, and that the next generations will face downward 
mobility and growing insecurity. These factors, in turn, will likely 
further reduce birth rates. In Europe, solutions to the euro crisis 
involve the adoption of “austerity” policies. Europeans fear that 
austerity will mean the end of many welfare state provisions that 
created peace, prosperity, and social security after the upheavals of 
the 1930s and World War II.

In nineteenth-century France, a nation where there was political 
equality but economic inequality, families invested all their resources 
in one or few children in order to achieve social mobility for the 
next generation. Today, where political equality continues in devel-
oped countries alongside rising economic inequality, families may 
adopt the French nineteenth-century strategy of investing in one or 
few children because they cannot afford more, and because by con-
centrating their resources on few children they hope to prevent their 
downward mobility.

Ironically, birth rates in China, the current benefi ciary of global-
ization, are also low. The one-child policy is certainly the cause for 
the rapid decline of China’s birth rate. But even if that policy is re-
laxed or eliminated, birth rates will probably remain low. Chinese 
families appear as determined as their nineteenth-century French 
counterparts to concentrate their resources in one child, preferably 
male, to improve his prospects for social mobility. China has not yet 
faced the downsides of its low birth rate, but it will. The state has 
dismantled many of the crude social welfare networks established 
during communism. As this generation of workers grows old, who 
will take care of them? With a predominance of male children (sci-
ence has made it easy to choose the sex of one’s children) what will 
happen to the Chinese family when today’s male children seek mates? 
China will face the problem of growing old before it grows rich. 
Low birth rates may become pervasive in both the old developed 
nations facing decline and in developing nations on the rise.
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Many states’ responses to global economic recession seem to be 
infl uenced by neoliberal ideas. Cash-strapped countries facing grow-
ing entitlement costs may heed the notion that big government is the 
cause of the problem, rather than the solution. But before politicians 
begin to demolish the welfare state, they need to think twice. The 
last thing they should do is eliminate programs that encourage 
childbirth and family formation. To the extent that national leaders 
think long term, they should seek to improve the dependency ratio, 
that is, increase the percentage of the economically active versus non-
active members of the population. They can do this by increasing 
birth rates and the percentage of women employed, because higher 
female employment coincides with higher birth rates where effective 
policies reconcile work and family. The precondition is the existence 
of serious political leadership that can plan for the long term and a 
fi nancial situation that is stable enough so that investment in the 
future is still possible.

Any viable social welfare policy that promotes pronatalism must 
be founded on the basic principles developed by the Myrdals and 
cited earlier in this concluding chapter. Policies that would improve 
birth rates are high-quality public child care and generous maternity 
and paternity leave for all parents with return to employment guar-
anteed, regardless of whether parents have career-track jobs or “part-
time” and fi xed-term employment. Another priority area for action is 
higher education. Competitiveness today depends to a large extent 
on higher education, so it is in the national interest. At the same time, 
the rising cost of higher education in some countries has become the 
major expense for parents and determines whether they will have 
children, and, if so, how many. Student loan debt is another major 
factor in determining whether young, college-educated people will 
have children, and, if so, how many. Yet in many countries, the trend 
is to eliminate free higher education (the United Kingdom) or increase 
costs (the United States). Reversing this trend would improve the 
prospects for more competitive economies and higher birth rates.

The best argument against neoliberalism is that the economic 
and fi nancial crisis we are now experiencing is not just a temporary 
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economic downturn but a great secular trend, analogous to the 
1930s, and that cutting budgets and awaiting the benefi cial effects 
of the free market will not prove any more promising an approach 
now than in 1933. Prosperity is not just around the corner. Restor-
ing economic and demographic growth will require an activist state. 
Because national economies have largely been superseded by global-
ization, greater international cooperation is required as well. Ad-
mittedly, the nation-state is saddled with most of the responsibilities 
for social welfare and education, yet it has reduced power over eco-
nomic life. Even the European Union, which is much larger than a 
nation-state, has little control over the global economy.

Reversing the trend toward concentration of wealth and inequal-
ity and restoring faith in social mobility are pronatalist policies. In 
other words, just as in the 1930s, creating a sense of social security 
and optimism is necessary for economic and demographic revival. 
And as we have seen throughout this book, commitment to gender 
equality is also a sine qua non for pronatalism.

What if this does not happen? What if the developed nations 
choose to follow policies of retrenchment that lead to continued or 
accelerated fertility decline? What is the price of failure? The price 
will be paid in the exacerbation of the four national security threats 
outlined in the introduction

First, low birth rates combined with an aging population have a 
negative impact on the dependency ratio.4 The enormous problem 
that this raises for the costs of retirement and health care are the 
best documented aspects of low fertility. The burden of entitlements 
grows to the point that they can hardly be supported; high national 
debt is often a symptom of the problem. Yet as the electorate ages, 
it becomes more and more diffi cult to contain these costs and in-
creasingly likely that older voters will fi ght to preserve the benefi ts 
that accrue to the old at the expense of the young, which in the long 
term will only exacerbate the problem.5 The danger is that the 
breakdown of the social welfare system will seem like a violation of 
the basic social contract established after the Great Depression and 
will exacerbate social tensions. That is already apparent in the im-
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mediate consequences of the Great Recession and the euro crisis; 
it could get a lot worse. The 1930s offers an example of how much 
worse it could get.

A second national security threat of low birth rates concerns eco-
nomic growth and vitality. Although it is frequently asserted that 
the change in composition of societies occurring with an aging pop-
ulation and low fertility will lead to declining productivity and in-
novation, there has been remarkably little study of the full range of 
consequences. What happens to the life of society at a time of pro-
longed depopulation? What happens to the urban fabric, educa-
tional institutions, and social psychology? This is not wild specula-
tion; some countries, including Japan, are actually losing population. 
Presumably, declining population will combine with other trends 
such as rural depopulation to produce a very different kind of po-
litical geography.

The third challenge of low birth rates to national security is 
changes in composition of the global population.6 The prosperous, 
developed societies of Europe, America, and Asia are becoming a 
small minority in the world; that would be the case even if China was 
considered part of the developed world. In short, the rich “have” 
nations will constitute a diminishing percentage of the global popu-
lation, whereas the most rapidly growing populations in Sub-Saharan 
Africa and the Middle East often lack the basic infrastructure of 
public-sector institutions, education, and technology necessary to 
sustain their growing populations. Many of the “have-nots” may 
become failed states before they go through the demographic transi-
tion and their fertility rates decline. The consequences, including re-
gional and global confl ict, could be the stuff of nightmares.

The fourth national security challenge created by low birth rates 
relates to immigration. Clearly, developed societies with low birth 
rates might benefi t from immigration, and less developed societies, 
with huge excess population, would benefi t from emigration. The 
problem is that the scale of respective needs would certainly differ. 
Places with very high birth rates and faltering economies might pro-
duce vast numbers of desperate people who want to emigrate, but 
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developed societies will be unable or unwilling to accommodate 
them. In developed societies with low birth rates, immigration can 
serve as a supplement to a less-than-replacement birth rate (assum-
ing successful assimilation policies), but not as an alternative. If the 
birth rate is the lowest low, the level of immigration would have to 
be extremely high to maintain population stability. Precisely be-
cause the birth rate of the children of immigrants falls to the level 
of the new country, these high levels of immigration would have to 
continue. It is hard to believe that any nation-state would volun-
tarily accept a fl ow of immigration so high that integration would 
no longer be possible. Indeed, opposition to immigration is being 
felt even in countries where immigration levels are now low. Im-
migration can fi ll in the needs of a society with a birth rate that is 
not at full replacement level; it cannot succeed in cases of lowest-
low fertility. As stated above, population is not fungible. The danger 
of a large underclass of immigrants in a developed society who are 
defi ned as “other” is an obvious threat to social stability. The juxta-
position of lowest-low birth rates in some places and excessively 
high birth rates in others could result in great instability. The prob-
lem will only be solved if birth rates equalize all over the world at 
about replacement level, but, as we have seen, that will not happen 
without state intervention. Developed societies have a stake in pro-
viding support for birth control in potential crisis areas in the devel-
oping world (the United States has played an especially irresponsible 
role in this regard). They also need to raise their own low fertility.

It remains to be seen whether the political institutions by which 
men and women govern themselves and the return to increasingly 
unregulated free market capitalism are capable of meeting the chal-
lenges of declining birth rates. As we have seen, that challenge does 
not exist in isolation. It is intimately tied to the problem of global-
ization. Uncontrolled globalization could destroy the social welfare 
achievements of the developed world before they can be shared by 
the developing world. The population question is also closely related 
to climate change. Everything said about population in this work 
assumes the stability of a benign environment worldwide. Climate 
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change could usher in a situation in which the successes of modern 
agriculture are rolled back and the world confronts a truly Malthu-
sian crisis. It would exacerbate the twin dangers of overpopulation 
in some regions and population decline in others and lead to a world 
marked by instability, violence, crime, and interethnic tension.

Nations must promote a reasonable level of fertility before it 
becomes impossible to do so, that is, before they fall into Wolfgang 
Lutz’s low fertility trap, described in the introduction. Lutz holds 
out some hope that prompt action in Central and Eastern Europe 
and the Mediterranean might reverse declining fertility before the 
self-reinforcing mechanism he describes kicks in, as he fears may 
already be the case in German-speaking Europe.7 The need for ef-
fective pronatalist policies in developed societies is very real and 
delay may be fatal. Without action soon, a precipitous downward 
spiral may well ensue.
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