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The edited volume by Hartmann and Unger
is an important step in writing global or
transnational histories of demographic ideas
and discourses. In addition to the recent vol-
ume by Bashford1, published also in 2014,
„A World of Populations“ presents a whole
range of population policies and discourses
focusing on transnational exchanges between
the 1940s and 1970s. The volume offers in-
sights into global and local interactions, cov-
ers major aspects of global family planning
programmes and „overpopulation“ debates,
as well as contains case studies on the United
States, Poland, Chile, South Korea, Turkey,
Kenya, and Melanesia.

Nowadays, histories of population, popu-
lation discourses, and demography as science
are being rewritten from a global point of
view and with renewed methodologies. For
the field of global population change and fam-
ily formation, we see the end of a period when
Malthusian interpretations governed the de-
bates. Since fertility behaviour in the last 60
years, according to research appears to have
converged and fertility appears to have de-
clined, today there is less focus, for example,
on fertility and fertility differentials, which
characterized the Malthusian era.2 It is likely
that demographers and population scientists
will not return to investigating and elabo-
rating the East-West dividing lines in fam-
ily and household formation (including the
famous Hajnal line), the control of Malthu-
sian positive checks on a macro level, and
a uniform behavioural adaptation to periods
of crisis.3 Explanations based on suppos-
edly unique and superior European family
patterns and the disregard for social differ-
ences in demographic behaviour and adap-
tation have been proven wrong. In turn, the
need has been clearly acknowledged for new,
globally valid, less simplistic, and less hierar-

chical interpretative frameworks.
This turn is important as Heinrich Hart-

mann and Corinna Unger’s book includes the
heyday of neo-Malthusianism in the 1950s
and 1960s. As of yet, little has been studied
on this period concerning the transnational
mechanisms that maintained population con-
trol regimes although they often went along
with brutal interventions into the lives and
reproductive organs of people, such as the
surgical sterilization of „uneducated masses“.
Also, inhumane campaigns in the name of
Malthusian ideals, like the one analysed by
Olszynko-Gryn in the volume, are less known
or discussed.

After the very intense biopolitical fights of
the 1920s and 1930s as well as World War
II, there was a new type of global Malthu-
sian interventionist turn that moved away
from the modernization ideas appearing be-
fore and during the war. Notestein (one of the
fathers of demographic transition theories)
made this very clear when he claimed that as
a rule social forces change demographic be-
haviour, and that „in the East“ the advanced
„West“ could not wait until social moderniza-
tion would reduce fertility.4 Corinna Unger
describes this Malthusian consensus in the
following way: „Hence, one had to find ways
of changing individual and collective repro-
ductive behaviour prior to and during the
transition.“ (p. 59) This was realized in irra-
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tional ways, such as in Kenya where, follow-
ing independence from Britain and the excep-
tionally brutal repression of people during the
Mau Mau rebellion5, the Population Coun-
cil and government officials, regardless of not
having any reliable data, pushed for a „vigor-
ous“ intervention „to reduce the rate of pop-
ulation growth“, resulting in population poli-
cies that only changed somewhat in the early
1980s (see the article by Maria Dörnemann).

These histories of population control can-
not be seen as „international“ versus „in-
ternal“ developments in thinking but as the
outcome of the interplay of various factors.
First, as Bashford put it very clearly with her
analysis of global population control, there
were „multiple strands of political and sci-
entific thought that produced an apparently
singular phenomenon, the ‘world population
problem’“.6 This not only meant that vari-
ous disciplines were involved in these policies
and discourses but also that certain scientific
methods and perspectives gained momentum
like system analysis, rational choice, and be-
haviourism (see the contribution by Corinna
Unger). This did not mean, as argued by
Unger, that these were exclusively biopoliti-
cal discourses because certain scientific ide-
als had a clear influence on the „specific tech-
niques“ of intervention. Nevertheless, we
need more than just a complex analysis of dis-
courses and its knowledge background.

In addition to avoiding physical national
and ideological comparisons, we also need to
write a transnational history of demographic
thinking that utilizes adequate methods and
interpretative frameworks. Hartmann and
Unger’s volume promotes such an approach.
As they put it, they want to put together
the history of „transnational demographics“
and they argue that we need to take into
account the constant politicization of demo-
graphic discourses because they were used
„to define and enact new forms of population
policies“. In these constantly transnational
processes, we need to link local, national, and
the global dimensions of demographic dis-
courses and to see how often global demo-
graphic knowledge came into contact with lo-
cal practices in analysing and regulating lo-
cal populations. Such perspective invites us
to systematically and comparatively analyse

demographic thinking in terms of produc-
ing, transferring, and discussing knowledge
within the context of discursively constructed
global and local hierarchies.7 Unger and Hart-
mann also state the need to understand which
populations were constructed and the article
by Jadwiga E. Pieper Mooney on Chile and
Peru confirms that „demographic discourses
are shaped by global and national political
competitions, and an apolitical history of fam-
ily planning, or demographic discourses in a
political vacuum, are simply non-existent“ (p.
98). Demographic policies were framed and
organized within global hierarchies of nations
(there is no explicit mentioning of the hier-
archies in the book), which created a com-
petitive frame to make efforts to „revitalize“
the nation, making it „healthy“ and „normal“
or more similar to the greater powers and/or
„civilized“ nations. Reading the various case
studies within and outside Europe, it seems
that although there is a shared concern about
the advancement of the nation through de-
mographic revival, there is also an important
difference between those who see social sup-
port and related social changes as real aims
of helping demographic development, while
others want to use social support as a means
of improving the status of the nation and dis-
ciplining the local social groups to their be-
haviour.

Thus the shared population concerns can
be divided according to the different dynam-
ics at the interface of local and global hierar-
chies. This also means that the key issue con-
cerns Janus-faced demographic nationalisms,
which can work in different ways depending
on whether „backwardness“ is handled by so-
cial and population policies aiming at chang-
ing or reforming some social relationships,
or simply aiming at freezing social structures
or increasing the level of exclusion for disci-
plinary purposes, which can be a key charac-
teristic of very oppressive regimes.

5 See the recent revelations of concentration camps and
related political violence, for example in: Caroline
Elkin, Imperial Reckoning. The Untold Story of
Britain’s Gulag in Kenya. New York 2005.

6 Bashford op. cit p. 5.
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The example of Turkey in the volume
demonstrates the need of following the in-
terplay between „global“ knowledge as well
as local political concerns at various points
and the shifts between „social reforms“ and
the „mechanic handling of ‘population im-
balances’“. Following the seminal work of
Arland Thornton8, who described the spread
of hierarchically understood demographic de-
velopment across the globe, Serap Kavas ar-
gues that Western family values and norms
were promoted by the Turkish government in
the early years of the republic and that it at-
tempted to implement population policies as
part of an overall agenda.9

This policy continued and in the early
1960s later developed a paradoxical relation-
ship with US agents of a global family plan-
ning industry as shown by Heinrich Hart-
mann. As part of a Cold War manoeuvring
exercise, Turkey played an important role
in the family planning movement for a spe-
cific time. International expertise was uti-
lized to analyse fertility intentions and to de-
velop social policies helping to reduce fertil-
ity, which was seen in the West as a threat
that might even lead to political changes.
This straightforward interchange at the begin-
ning, however, soon turned into controversies
over national sovereignty and while US ex-
perts pushed toward family planning inter-
ventions, it was partially rejected in Turkey
where local experts and government officials
advocated national control while trying to re-
frame the incoming ideas into an idea of pro-
moting healthcare and health services. In the
end, Turkey did not become a Malthusian role
model for the all the Third World countries as
was originally planned.

According to the analysis by Maria Dörne-
mann, a similar development occurred in
Kenya. After liberation from a brutally re-
pressive colonial regime, which originally im-
ported Indian labour to cultivate some in-
ner areas of the country and to build rail-
ways, the country was considered to be going
through a demographic explosion. Owing to
the hegemony of the demographic transition
theory, population growth was believed to be
too high. However, this original post-colonial
consensus on „overpopulation“ was later dis-
solved and deconstructed after the Popula-

tion Studies and Research Institute was estab-
lished in Kenya. Furthermore, it is notewor-
thy that international organizations like the
World Bank kept on pushing toward integrat-
ing family planning into a policy of „restruc-
turing“ in the early 1980s in the country. A
similar „renationalization“ and shift from me-
chanical Malthusian family planning is pre-
sented for Chile and Peru, where the process
was applauded both by the radical left and
right, although with different motives.

A local selection process in the context of
global patterns is also demonstrated by Mor-
gane Labbé in her look at interwar Poland.
Through the continuous interaction between
local and international agencies on fertility
and interestingly migration, the Polish Insti-
tute for the Scientific Investigation of Pop-
ulation was founded. In contrast to other
East and Southeast European states, Polish
demographic thinking in this period cen-
tred on „overpopulation“ and agrarian con-
sequences, issues that were present in inter-
national debates. Even more interesting is
that this concern of a too fast growth was not
understood in terms of a Malthusian „sup-
ply side“ theory but more as opposing „de-
mand side“ theory, showing the effect of so-
cial mechanisms on demographic behaviour
and not the other way round.10

While the volume shows that global struc-
tural positions and transnational exchange of
knowledge had local rooting, future research
will have to explore material, non-discursive
factors (demographic processes and espe-
cially economic backgrounds), and how spe-
cific mechanisms of interaction locally and
globally led to a twist in trajectories of pop-
ulation policies and debates.
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