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The international campaign to control human fertility has inspired a vast inter-
disciplinary literature, but only in recent years has it become a subject for his-
torical study and debate. New archives have opened, especially among the
largest donors during its early, heroic phase. And scientists and activists are in-
creasingly willing to be reflexive about their lives’ work. Most importantly,
with rates of fertility declining in every region of the world, it is now possible
to begin to see the end of the story. As the period of unprecedented growth in
world population draws to a close, international efforts directed at limiting that
growth—as opposed to safeguarding reproductive rights and health—will in-
exorably pass from the domain of policy to history.1

Yet even with new sources and the perspective that time’s passage can pro-
vide, “population control” poses daunting challenges to historians. It touches
on the history of technology and medicine, of demography and diplomacy, of
political economy and cultural formation. Dozens of governments along with
non-governmental and international organizations funded programs to limit
population growth, and their impact can only be determined by studying how
they played out in communities all over the world. Scholars must therefore con-
sider an array of methods, frames, and levels of analysis. “A political economy
of fertility is a multi-leveled field of inquiry,” as Susan Greenhalgh has ob-
served: “It combines societal structure and individual agency, both of which
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generally escape the demographer’s attention, and draws on both quantitative
and qualitative research methods and materials .. . The objective .. . is to un-
derstand how a particular set of reproductive institutions and behaviors evolved
and how its constitutive elements relate to each other.”2

This article surveys this new and expanding area of inquiry by analyzing
some of the most impressive studies emerging from different disciplines. Yet it
also draws attention to how they are diverging, making Greenhalgh’s objective
appear increasingly distant. Historically minded population specialists as well
as historians of population policy draw on their own experiences or elite
archives, almost always in the United States. They rarely connect with schol-
ars writing on the microhistory of reproduction, work that greatly complicates
and enriches our understanding of agency in population policy. Yet these schol-
ars, for their part, seldom ask how participants’choices might have had conse-
quences beyond their own lives and communities. And whether written at 
the level of “world systems” or the individual clinic, studies all too often por-
tray population control as a Cold War strategy the West foisted on the rest of 
the world, ignoring evidence that constituencies for interventionist policies
emerged across Asia and Latin America decades earlier. 

This essay will endeavor to show what might be gained if these different ap-
proaches were brought into dialogue and set in an international and compara-
tive perspective. It will describe population control as a precociously interna-
tional movement that served as a platform for an array of ideological projects.
Episodes from its long history will help to illustrate how it can and should be
seen as a key site of political contestation and cross-cultural learning, in which
revolutionary leaders used international conferences to articulate new visions
of North-South relations while “clients” treated birth control clinics as sites of
negotiation and exchange. Examples such as these will demonstrate how one
can use the politics of population to probe the tensions within and between fem-
inism, eugenics, environmentalism, and “development” as they interacted in a
global arena, and thus illuminate the full dimensions of a subject that scholars
have scarcely begun to explore.3

population control from the top down

Some of the earliest attempts to put the politics of world population growth in
historical perspective emerged from the field of population studies, though
sometimes at its margins. These are disciplinary histories, both in the sense that
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2 Susan Greenhalgh, “Anthropology Theorizes Reproduction: Integrating Practice, Political Eco-
nomic, and Feminist Perspectives,” in Situating Fertility: Anthropology and Demographic Inquiry,
ed. Susan Greenhalgh (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 13.
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ternational agencies, non-governmental organizations, foreign aid programs and the like that are
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ered to the extent that they influenced or interacted with that broader campaign. 



they narrate the professionalization and institutionalization of theoretical and
applied research in controlling fertility, but also in that they are concerned to
uncover its hidden costs and encourage a self-questioning spirit. In one of the
first such efforts, Dennis Hodgson set out to explain the oscillation between “or-
thodoxy” and “revisionism” in American demography, terms denoting scien-
tists’greater or lesser confidence in their ability to predict and control fertility.
He used the classic rubric of internal and external factors, giving equal weight
to the demonstrated inadequacy of theory and the demands of the political en-
vironment.4 By the time Hodgson wrote even a recent president of the Popula-
tion Association of America (PAA), Paul Demeny, could be counted among the
ranks of the “revisionists” in decrying how the power of the purse had driven
researchers toward the politically determined goal of limiting fertility.5 Yet in
a later article Hodgson went even further, pointing out that the PAA itself had
been founded by activists as well as scientists who together were concerned
about population’s racial and class composition no less than its quantitative
growth or decline.6 Its founding president, Henry Pratt Fairchild, declared in
1930 that its purpose was to “present a united front” in preventing any narrow-
er definition of population studies. The PAA’s first research project investigat-
ed the effects of contraceptive use on “the fecundity of the socially inadequate
classes .. .”7

Chronicling the quarrels and marriages of convenience among anti-immi-
gration activists, scientists, eugenists, and feminists results in “a rich, but chaot-
ic, history of population thought,” as Hodgson admitted.8 Other studies have
focused on how specific developments in demography reflected both this ide-
ological inheritance and a continually evolving political environment—and in
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some cases responded to particular conjunctures in international history. For in-
stance, John and Pat Caldwell suggest that birth control’s controversial origins
and continuing sensitivity made the Ford Foundation reluctant to assume a lead-
ing role in establishing clinics abroad. Instead, it first concentrated on devel-
oping an international constituency for population studies and planning by
funding new research centers and scholarships. Like Hodgson, the Caldwells
emphasize both internal and external factors in the relationships that developed
between Ford and demographers, including early failures to foresee rapid pop-
ulation growth as well as the beginning of large-scale development aid. Hint-
ing at the very practical considerations that often go unmentioned in accounts
of the field, they observe that this aid “had demonstrated that demographers
could begin to commute to developing countries, to live there, and to command
substantial funds.” Indeed, in the three decades following the first grant in 1952,
the Ford Foundation spent $270 million in the population field.9

Similarly, Simon Szreter suggests that it was America’s newly developed ex-
perience in social engineering and eagerness to apply it around the world that
explains why “demographic transition theory” came to dominate demography
beginning in the 1940s—even though some had drawn similar causal links be-
tween economic and population change decades before. Yet demographers dis-
carded the original assumption that fertility was completely dependent on slow-
ly changing socio-economic determinants after the “loss” of China. As limiting
population growth in poor countries became a matter of national security, they
quickly endorsed the dissemination of contraceptives.10

Greenhalgh agrees that for too long demography shared the agenda of Cold
War-era modernization theory and served U.S. foreign policy interests. Yet she
points out that this was hardly unusual among the social sciences, even though
demography’s late development presented practitioners with particularly diffi -
cult choices. Because of their early association with political activism, lack of
an independent departmental home in the university, and continued dependence
on funding from policymakers, they had to struggle to establish their legitima-
cy as a scientific discipline. The answer was “to practice science making with
a vengeance,” Greenhalgh notes, “.. . developing [demography’s] identity as a
highly quantitative and mathematical field.”11

Indeed, the reminiscences of leading practitioners suggest that they took the
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most pride not in their influence among policymakers but in their mathemati-
cal virtuosity. For instance, the long-time director of Princeton’s Office of Pop-
ulation Research, Frank Notestein, once recalled that the Manhattan project had
independently developed the same mathematics to track the birth, death, mi-
gration, age, and distribution of neutrons that demographers had long employed
to analyze human populations. John von Neumann suggested to him that they
should instead study the problems of equilibrium at the sub-atomic level “be-
cause the generations come so much faster, and besides, the mathematics is un-
complicated by sex.”12

Even researchers working directly on reproduction developed strategies to
safeguard their reputations as scientists from any association with the political
agendas of those who funded their work, notably the Rockefellers. As described
by Adele E. Clarke, they resisted working on contraceptives while promising
that basic research in such fields as endocrinology would yield applications,
much to the frustration of their backers. As early as 1928 Rockefeller Founda-
tion trustee Raymond Fosdick called one request for $790,000 “sheer idiocy,”
suspecting it was “the work of a lot of college professors who have assumed
that millions are at their disposal.” Eventually researchers achieved a “contra-
ceptive quid pro quo” in which they developed more “scientific” methods such
as the pill and the IUD as part of a social control agenda that sacrificed the lib-
erating spirit of early birth control advocates.13

“Mathematics complicated by sex” and applied to international politics has
also created a rich history for students of public policy. Drawing on newly-
accessible foundation and U.S. federal government archives, historians such as
Donald Critchlow and John Sharpless have revealed the strategies and re-
sources required to overcome Washington’s reluctance to sponsor research and
intervene abroad to shape reproductive behavior. The joint efforts of demogra-
phers, State Department officials, foundation leaders like John D. Rockefeller
III, and gadfly Senator Ernest Gruening provide fascinating examples of pub-
lic-private cooperation in advancing a politically controversial agenda. Yet the
internal divisions that Hodgson highlighted continued into the Cold War era, as
advocates quarreled over the direction of public relations campaigns, the ethics
of more coercive measures, and the new demands posed by feminists and en-
vironmentalists.14
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Transformation of Demographic Knowledge in the United States, 1945–1965,” in International



Together the accounts of historically minded population researchers and his-
torians of science and public policy constitute a coherent body of work that has
contributed a number of key insights. It has “followed the money” to focus on
academic, corporate, and foreign policy elites, with research in both their pub-
lished writings and private papers. Along with interviews, these reveal how
some key decisions were made and what kind of people made them in the de-
velopment of contraceptive technologies and organizational tactics. They help
show how scientists, activists, and philanthropists shaped demography and
population studies as policy sciences with bases of support in foundations, ad-
vocacy groups, population studies centers, and international organizations.
Initially concerned as much about the “quality” as the quantity of population
growth, over time their focus shifted from the poor and ethnic minorities with-
in the industrialized West to worries about the relative growth of poor coun-
tries. This was especially the case once the USSR began to exert influence in
these areas, which finally brought massive U.S. government support for a
worldwide campaign to control fertility. Even so, fears of population growth
were in many cases still cast in terms of race and class conflict.15

Yet this work has the vices of its virtues, above all in its tight focus on Amer-
ican elites. There can be no doubt that by the 1960s American foundations and
corporations as well as government agencies were vital in developing and mar-
keting new forms of birth control in poor countries. At its peak between 1968
and 1972, the U.S. government provided four-fifths of all international assis-
tance for population programs, and even a decade later public and private Amer-
ican sources accounted for 85 percent of funding for contraceptive research.16

Yet by locating the origins of the international population control movement
among American elites and their anxieties, this work does not help us under-
stand the origins of the demographic growth to which they were responding.
These are instead to be found in both the larger, international history of public
health programs that dramatically reduced mortality in Asia, Africa, and Latin
America, as well as the microhistory of reproductive choice among the people
living in these areas.

population control is history 127

Development and the Social Sciences, ed. Frederick Cooper and Randall Packard (Berkeley: Uni-
versity of California Press, 1997), 176–200, and “World Population Growth, Family Planning, and
American Foreign Policy,” Journal of Policy History 7,1 (1995):72–102. For histories of interna-
tional population policy centered on the United States see also Peter J. Donaldson, Nature Against
Us: The United States and the World Population Crisis, 1965–1980(Chapel Hill: University of
North Carolina, 1990); and James Reed, The Birth Control Movement and American Society: From
Private Vice to Public Vir tue(Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1984).

15 On this last point see Matthew Connelly, “A Power Beyond Measure: How Fear of Popula-
tion Growth has Changed the Way People Think About the World,” Population, Environmental
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Instead, these studies often imply that Americans monopolized agency and
influence flowed only one way. Critchlow, for instance, asserts that “a small
group of men and women, numbering only a few hundred, set the context of the
policy debate .. . ” Indeed, “the efforts of one man”—Rockefeller—actually
“gave shape to the population movement as it emerged in the 1950s.”17But oth-
er countries had vigorous debates about population and officially sponsored
programs before either American foundations or the U.S. government felt able
to intervene. President Eisenhower famously insisted that he could not “imag-
ine anything more emphatically a subject that is not a proper political or gov-
ernmental activity or function or responsibility.”18 In 1957 Rockefeller’s suc-
cessor as president of the Population Council, Frederick Osborn, told Margaret
Sanger that “it is the United States which is a backward country in respect to
the control of population growth, and not the Asian countries .. . ” since the
governments of India, China, Egypt, and Japan were already working to limit
fertility.19 She was still sometimes barred from mentioning family planning in
public appearances in the United States, such as one in which she had guided
her fellow chairwoman of the International Planned Parenthood Federation
(IPPF) into darkest Santa Barbara. Sanger stalked off the stage, and Lady Rama
Rao went home to India “with a better knowledge of America, the country and
the people, their problems and their deep-seated prejudices and fears.”20As we
shall see, the earlier history of population debates in more “enlightened” coun-
tries like India can help explain why they were receptive once the United States
took the initiative and why they continued to consider population limitation a
priority even when Washington became hostile or indifferent during the Rea-
gan years.21

Critchlow’s own account also shows quite clearly that American elites often
felt compelled to act with caution, even within the United States, for fear of pro-
voking a backlash. The response or lack of response of “target populations” as
measured by low levels of participation in family planning programs and high
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drop-out rates were a constant source of frustration and eventually drove Rock-
efeller to entirely rethink his approach.22 While in elite circles “birth control
was discussed in abstract terms, remote from the lives of the women who would
be recipients of such programmatic efforts,” as Sharpless asserts, any study that
does not go beyond a reading of elite archives runs the same risk. Indeed, Sharp-
less identifies with those who set U.S. policy to the point that he uses the first
person plural in explaining “our motives” as “we” contemplated intervention
in areas formerly ruled by “our European allies.”23

The concern here is not one of identity politics, and it should be emphasized
that all these scholars are critical of aspects of U.S. policy and approach it with
an array of different political commitments. Rather, it is that their vision of
agency is too often limited by a lack of more international perspectives.24 The
very title of Critchlow’s book, Intended Consequences,is based on the asser-
tion that population control programs “contributed significantly to a reduction
in the rate of population growth in many parts of the world,” skirting an enor-
mously complex debate over how significant that contribution really was.25 If
there is any consensus among demographers about the declines in fertility now
occurring in every region it is that they resulted from not one but many differ-
ent transitions that defy any global explanation.26 In short, works limited to the
history of science and elite decision-making will not reveal the consequences,
intended or not, of ideas and policies in the population field, because their im-
pact depended on how they were received and acted upon by program workers
and participants. 

population control from the bottom up

The failure of classic transition theory to explain fertility declines in diverse
communities with or without access to contraceptives has encouraged more in-
terdisciplinary approaches that historians cannot ignore. David Kertzer and
Tom Fricke explain that demographers reached out to anthropology—“the pre-
sumed repository of wisdom on the nature of culture”—because “culture” had
been the repository for all that they could not easily quantify. It now appeared
to hold the key to explaining fertility transitions.27Yet for cultural anthropolo-
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gists and those they have influenced, beliefs and practices are not so easily con-
tained. Culture cannot be viewed as merely helping or hindering people in 
recognizing and achieving the “optimal” number of children. Indeed, anthro-
pologists had not viewed fertility per se as a central concern. Now that it has
attracted their attention, they insist on situating it in particular societies with all
their idiosyncrasies intact. Culture, agency, and interests are seen as mutually
constitutive and can only be approached on their own terms and “on the ground,”
case-by-case, through close observation.28

Thus, whereas demographic theory had long been based on a one-mother-
one-child paradigm, anthropologists emphasized the diversity of both family
systems and the means of controlling fertility. Practices of fosterage, adoption,
infanticide, and neglect are all part of a process of family formation that can-
not be reduced to a one-off cost-benefit analysis of whether to bear a child. The
value and status of children varies over time according to a mother’s relation-
ship with their father and other men, for instance, and not just their projected
expense and wage-earning potential.29 Similarly, while demographers have for
decades understood that motivated populations can practice withdrawal, absti-
nence, and prolonged breastfeeding to limit their numbers, anthropologists
showed that greater ease and freedom in exercising choice did not necessarily
lead people to reduce their fertility.30

For instance, women sometimes use contraceptives at higher rates than sur-
vey data indicate, but for the purpose of spacing births or protecting their health
rather than because they want smaller families.31 Others begin contracepting
only after they have had children and attain greater financial independence. But
it is too simple to equate family limitation with empowerment. It is not clear,
for example, that education in itself is causally related to lower fertility, and ed-
ucated women can be disempowered in other ways, such as domestic violence.
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As Candice Bradley suggests, “women of different ages may be coming to fam-
ily planning for different reasons and through different routes”—and in ways
that cannot be quantified and teased out by regression analysis.32

Culture as understood by anthropologists has thus proven to be a Pandora’s
box for demographers. The academic culture clash that resulted is reflected in
Kertzer and Fricke’s scathing critique of those who would “study a society
without (at least from an anthropologist’s point of view) knowing much of any-
thing about it.” “[N]o need to speak the language, or even to meet a non-Ph.D.-
holding native. Visits to the country, if required at all, could be confined to short
stays in Western luxury hotels. Data came in categories provided by the de-
mographer rather than by the local people so there was no problem under-
standing them .. . ” They insisted that “Knowledge, Attitudes, and Practice” re-
garding fertility limitation—or KAP, as demographers designated the most
common type of survey—instead had to be understood in categories relevant
to the societies studied, even if that required long residence and ruled out “com-
puter manipulation and cross-national comparison.”33

Of course, these methods are not mutually exclusive. Quantitative data and
analysis are also used at the “micro” level and, in conjunction with archival and
ethnographic research, can contribute to more powerful and compelling expla-
nations of such phenomena as infant abandonment in nineteenth-century Italy
and China’s “missing” girls.34There is also considerable variety among differ-
ent qualitative approaches, which rarely replicate anthropological research in
the classic mold.35 Thus, in his introduction to one of the most important col-
lections of micro-studies John Caldwell favored “long, probing interviews with
individuals and groups.. . . in order to build up files of information and obser-
vations about each household and the whole community.” However they differ,
all these methods reflect dissatisfaction with learning “the same kinds of things
about more and more societies,” as Geoffrey McNicoll described the multina-
tional sample survey juggernaut in the same collection.36

Ironically, the effort to instead learn more and more about the samesocieties
opened demographers up to a very different but no less harsh critique. The same
year Caldwell offered his approach as a model a sociologist named Agnes Ried-
mann examined his data and argued that it constituted an exercise in surveil-
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lance and control. “[L]ong, probing interviews” about attitudes toward fertili-
ty were, for Riedmann, a kind of push-polling intended to corral respondents
into conceiving of children in terms of profit and loss. As such, Caldwell’s more
qualitative demographic research was part of a neo-colonial project that policed
core-periphery relations.37

Riedmann’s Science that Colonizesis one in a long line of works that have
subjected both the methods and the motives of population research to search-
ing critiques. It should be read alongside Mahmood Mamdani’s classic 1972
account of the first, failed attempt to demonstrate the effectiveness of programs
aimed at limiting fertility through both control and test populations, The Myth
of Population Control. Whereas Riedmann limited her research to reading doc-
uments—albeit reading them “against the grain”—Mamdani also interviewed
the north Indian villagers who defied the expectations of Harvard University
and the Rockefeller Foundation. Quite simply, they had told researchers what
they wanted to hear. Family size was not, in any case, just a matter of their in-
dividual preferences but also reflected a local political economy that, for com-
plex and counter-intuitive reasons, created incentives for larger families among
even the poorest and most ambitious—indeed, especially them. Rather than
naiveté, the assumption that people had only to be informed about their best in-
terests to see smaller families as the golden road to prosperity was “a weapon
of the political conservative.”38

Another powerful critique came a decade later in Donald Warwick’s Bitter
Pills, the first cross-national field study of family planning programs. Origi-
nally sponsored by the U.N. Fund for Population Activities to demonstrate that
it was sensitive to ethical considerations and cultural diversity, Warwick
showed how resistant it was to hearing otherwise. When he finally managed to
publish his results, they showed how much family planning programs as they
were actually implemented differed from stated policies. Rather than “me-
chanical interventions whose course is set by programmed rationality,” their
success or failure depended on the degree to which they were appropriate to and
evolved with their social setting.39

More recently still scholars like Greenhalgh and Nancy Rose Hunt have
shown an acute sensitivity to how their research projects inevitably become part
of the political context of fertility they are intent on studying. Greenhalgh, for
instance, found that her mere presence in Chinese villages and efforts to deter-
mine why all too few births of girls were being recorded reinforced the role of
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authorities in regulating fertility decisions.40In Hunt’s investigation of birthing
practices Zairians imagined her as “their latest colonial patron, redeemer, and
taskmaster .. . ,” thus reproducing colonial categories even as she studied
them.41 In the hands of less resolute researchers this exercise could degenerate
into naval-gazing. But it represents the logical conclusion of a crucial lesson:
fertility research and population programs reflect the culture and practices of
their practitioners and cannot themselves be understood outside their political,
social, and historical context.42

By their very nature studies written against the imposition of a priori cate-
gories cannot be easily summarized. But they share a set of concerns and meth-
ods that could contribute much to the history of international efforts to limit
population growth. They demonstrate, for instance, that population policy is not
something that is only made in foundation meetings, legislative hearings, or in-
ternational conferences. As Carole Joffe argued in her study of an American
birth control clinic, “What family planning policy ‘is’at any given moment
must be understood as an outcome of negotiations taking place among a num-
ber of different actors—politicians, social activists, government bureaucrats,
and birth control recipients and providers.”43 The nature and impact of a poli-
cy is even more contingent when these negotiations are international in nature
and are carried out in multiple languages.

Compared to the aforementioned histories of demography and population
policy, these works also make much greater use of gender as a frame of analy-
sis.44 Rather than entering the picture only at the point when demographers,
foundation leaders, and government officials became interested in them, ques-
tions about how efforts to limit fertility both reflect and affect the status of men
and women are at the heart of these works. In fairness, studies like those of
Sharpless and Critchlow are more historical in nature and inevitably echo the
concerns of their elite subjects. But their relative inattention to such issues as
the nature of risk and control afforded by different contraceptives and modes
of distribution is a missed opportunity. Future studies might also explore how
elites coded population concerns and constituencies by, for instance, catego-
rizing family planning as “women’s work.”45Conversely, pro-natalist, Malthu-
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sian and eugenist discourses can construe “the biological reproduction of ‘the
nation’” as something too important to be left to women.46

Not surprisingly, studies that are motivated by such concerns assume that ear-
lier research and reports are cultural artifacts that require interpretation and con-
textualization. When, for instance, family planning workers conceive of birth-
spacing as an African tradition in the service of modernization, Hunt can point
to innumerable earlier interventions—sometimes explicitly pro-natalist—that
have repeatedly recast the categories of tradition and modernity.47 If there is
any constant in how those in power have viewed African populations, as David
Cohen acidly observes, it is that they always seem to get in the way of progress:
“there are too few people, there are too many people, they are not distributed
correctly, there are too many women here, too many men there .. . as if a bil-
lion small acts variously rational, appropriate, meaningful, and comprehensi-
ble come to constitute an aggregate pathology, a sick continent.”48

As we have seen, these scholars are conscious of how their own work might
affect that which they study. This sense of responsibility sometimes tempers
their critiques of existing population research and programs. For instance,
Greenhalgh points out that, while an over-reliance on quantitative research has
constrained our understanding of the full complexity and context of fertility, it
has also provided a powerful tool to uncover injustice, as in the case of China’s
skewed male-female ratios.49 Similarly, Rachel Snow cautions that, while reli-
ability was often the overriding criterion of those who directed contraceptive
research, focus groups across cultures show it is a major concern for many poor
women as well. Privileging “user control” regardless of the social context in
which contraceptives are actually used might discourage the development of
technologies like injectables, and thus deprive some women of the only means
to limit their fertility without fear of retaliation. If, as Snow argues, contempo-
rary researchers and activists are in “the awkward, but heady position of being
asked ‘what women want’without resources to investigate the question,” his-
torians must be cautious in their claims as to what retrospective research can
reveal about their preferences in earlier periods—especially given how the po-
litical implications of population research continue to weigh on our work.50
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population control from the inside out 

Together these works might be described as microhistories of reproduction and
birth control, focusing as they do on particular localities, studies, and clinics
and the interaction between researchers and research subjects. Some, such as
Greenhalgh, have called for work that would relate these micro-level analyses
to macro-level processes. A few have succeeded in situating fertility in a na-
tional and even international political economy, demonstrating the profound
impact of such events as war, migration, compulsory education, and land leg-
islation.51 But researchers usually have more limited horizons—whether they
are demographers disinterested in “high politics,” anthropologists disinclined
to comb official archives, or historians content to probe deeply into a particu-
lar case without much concern about how it might contribute to a grander nar-
rative.52

Ironically, we may therefore know more about attitudes and practices af-
fecting the fertility of subnational communities, whether in Sicily or Gambia or
Kerala, than we do about the ways in which that transnational tribe, the “inter-
national population community,” reproduces itself.53 Some might assume we
already know all too much, and to be sure demographers in particular have
sometimes appeared to “tell all” with either embarrassment or reproach—
especially after the “heady times” that marked the heyday of population con-
trol in the 1960s and 1970s, as former PAA President John Kantner described
them: “something in it for everyone—the activist, the scholar, the foundation
officer, the globe-circling consultant, the wait-listed government official. World
Conferences, a Population Year, commissions, select committees, new centers
for research and training, a growing supply of experts, pronouncements by
world leaders and, most of all, money—lots of it.”54

Yet such confessions respond to a different impulse than that which moti-
vates historians, who cannot after all grant absolution but should consider
whether and how all this made a difference. Kertzer and Fricke have suggest-
ed that itinerant lifestyles, lack of languages, and dependence on survey re-
search reduced demographers’understanding of culture to a set of constraints
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on rational acting.55Greenhalgh argues that the perks, prestige, and travel made
possible by generous external funding also isolated them from the academic
mainstream and the gathering critique of modernization theory.56 These criti-
cisms suggest the stakes in such an inquiry, but they concern how demogra-
phers and demography fell short of a notional ideal rather than what they ac-
tually accomplished despite—or because of—their failings. Moreover, they do
not extend beyond demographers to encompass the whole social milieu con-
cerned with limiting population growth—“the activist, the scholar, the founda-
tion officer, the globe-circling consultant, the wait-listed government offi -
cial”—as it interacted and overlapped with other communities.

In the absence of an ethnography of the transnational communities involved
in campaigns to control fertility, some have offered a rigidly functionalist in-
terpretation. Thus, Betsy Hartmann’s influential critique, Reproductive Rights
and Wrongs,asserts that, “Between the peasant ‘target groups’and the popula-
tion experts yawns a wide social gulf, which is rarely crossed. The family plan-
ners plan, the contraceptive deliverers deliver, the acceptors accept.” Yet was
that social gulf really so empty? At the very least it would have been filled by
the mutual perceptions of experts and their “targets.” And what was the nature
of the crossings that did occur, however rarely? If, as Hartmann asserts, non-
Western elites who directed these programs had far more in common with oth-
er “world managers” than they did with their poorer compatriots, such a suc-
cessful process of recruitment and socialization merits further study. This
would be even more worthwhile if, as seems likely, “population experts” and
“target groups” cannot be so easily divided.57

For instance, Riedmann’s book shows how a single family planning study
could require hiring hundreds of local workers. Consistent with her interpreta-
tion of fertility research as “world-system demography,” these fieldworkers are
depicted as “socialized, loyal”—indeed, as mere “emissaries of bureaucratic
surveillance.”58 While the reports they wrote to their employers may not have
contradicted this image, should they be taken at face value? Riedmann does not
consider the question, nor does she ask whether fieldworkers—like the partic-
ipants described by Bradley—are “coming to family planning for different rea-
sons and through different routes,” and may therefore have arrived at a differ-
ent understanding of it than what their employers had in mind. In other studies,
using different fieldworkers for follow-up visits without allowing them to com-
pare data has proven “disastrous,” which should prompt doubts as to whether
they are really so interchangeable.59 One reason for the unreliability of their
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data may be that questioning people about their sex lives often arouses resis-
tance and sometimes ridicule. Riedmann herself shows how dependent re-
searchers were on respondents’cooperation, and how many of the latter seemed
to delight in demanding payment or even slamming the door in the faces of
these “emissaries of bureaucratic surveillance.”60

To the extent that fieldworkers are loyal and diligent in carrying out their
work they could indeed constitute an impressive example of centralized sur-
veillance and control. But such studies can also be seen as making fieldwork-
ers reliant on their respondents and providing opportunities for everyone con-
cerned to subvert or reject what these exercises appeared to represent. If this is
the case with an individual study, one would expect a nationwide population
control program to be an even more multivalent phenomenon. Consider, for in-
stance, the effort mounted by Bangladesh in the 1970s. It began with “several
tens of thousands of workers,” as Paul Demeny described it. “Besides the per-
sonnel—administrators, doctors, nurses, midwives, lady welfare visitors, su-
pervisors, female family welfare workers, drivers, peons, and so on—there will
be the bewildering paraphernalia of things—from buildings to flip charts, from
battery operated slide projectors to four wheel drive vehicles, from motor
launches to surgical equipment and supplies of pills, IUDs, injectables, and all
the rest.”61 Even if one accepted Demeny’s depiction of this organization as “a
small army” with all the discipline such an image is meant to convey, every
army has its deserters, profiteers, prostitutes, and camp followers.

While Riedmann’s portrayal of population studies as aScience that Colo-
nizesmay be an extreme example, few have challenged the view that local
workers and participants in international programs can only react—albeit with
creativity and determination—to what is imposed on them. Yet if population
programs indeed change as they are implemented and elicit diverse responses
depending on the context, these interactions could presumably change the in-
ternational politics of population. At the very least, we need to know how these
microhistories connect, and how they add up. While they have revealed com-
plex and fascinating stories that had remained invisible in cross-national sur-
vey research, assessing their cumulative impact lies beyond the reach of micro-
level analysis.

population control as quality control

What is needed, then, is a history of international efforts to limit population
growth that would connect the micro and the macro, recognize agency and ini-
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tiative operating at each level of analysis, and not presume that efforts to shape
population are necessarily neo-colonial projects in their origins or outcome. A
model is readily at hand—though rarely grasped—in the increasingly sophis-
ticated historiography of efforts to control the “quality” of population. One rea-
son for this neglect may be that eugenics is most often heard as a term of abuse
in the family planning community. For a long time historians did little to dis-
pel this stigma, treating eugenics as a reaction to class and race anxieties and
concentrating on its most coercive applications in the United States and Nazi
Germany. Yet more recently scholars have shown that concerns about qualita-
tive trends in population arose contemporaneously on several continents and
inspired quite varied responses. Eugenists organized internationally, often
through informal networking among leading proponents. But there was also an
institutional basis, and it did not always reflect a “core-periphery” relationship.
As Frank Dikötter has observed, though they have received less attention until
recently, there were more—and more sophisticated—eugenics researchers at
work in Tokyo, Shanghai, and Bombay in the 1920s and 1930s than in Finland
or the Deep South.62 International eugenics congresses beginning in 1912 pro-
vided a natural meeting place, and by 1921 an International Federation of Eu-
genic Societies was trying to coordinate the work of eugenists in more than thir-
ty countries.63

Yet as Nancy Leys Stepan argues, the “institutional ecology” of the eugen-
ics movement varied widely from place to place. In the United States it mobi-
lized amateur enthusiasts as well as academics, in Brazil it was an almost ex-
clusively elite concern; in Scandinavia women were prominent participants, in
France a small number of male doctors, scientists and government officials mo-
nopolized leadership. In Britain eugenics rose as a reaction against the seem-
ing failure of social-welfare policies, in France and Latin America concerns
about public health were more often used to justify measures to ensure the
“quality” of population. Indeed, in Sweden Gunnar and Alva Myrdal viewed
sterilization of the “unfit” as a logical counterpart to making child-rearing eas-
ier for the poor.64
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Thus, eugenics embraced quite diverse constituencies, including pro-natal-
ists, social hygienists, immigration opponents, and neo-Malthusians, who shared
only the language of science and the goal of biologically reforming society.65

The measures they proposed are often divided into “positive” and “negative”
eugenics—not in the normative sense, but rather because they either improved
the conditions for procreation or selectively prevented it. Treating infertility,
promoting maternal and infant health, and providing parental leave would to-
day fall under the rubric of holistic family planning. Conversely, targeting cer-
tain classes or communities for population limitation can be considered a form
of negative eugenics. While one might draw a distinction between these efforts
intended to raise the “quality” of a population and those acting on its quantity,
motives are often mixed. For instance, how would one classify immigration re-
strictions against a particular ethnic group in a society that otherwise gives every
sign of desiring population increase, or when newcomers are feared in part be-
cause of their fertility?66

The argument here is not that the history of family planning should be sub-
sumed within the history of eugenics, however broadly defined. Proponents
have been motivated by concerns that have nothing inherently to do with the
“quality” or even quantity of offspring—such as ensuring women’s rights and
health. Yet when policy is intentionally pro- or anti-natalist it can be classified
along with both “positive” and “negative” eugenics as forms of population con-
trol, since all are intended to shape population outcomes in specific ways. They
are linked not only conceptually, but also in terms of concrete historical conti-
nuities and rather striking parallels. A comparison prompts research questions
that could flesh out an agenda for a new international history of population con-
trol. 

For example, and as noted at the outset, the same individuals and institutions
concerned with the apparent degeneration of population in the United States
and Great Britain—whether through immigration or differential fertility rates—
were often the first to promote birth control at home and abroad. In the 1930s
the major eugenics and birth control organizations in both countries not only
overlapped but were on the point of merging.67 In the 1950s the American Eu-
genics Society and Britain’s Eugenics Society agreed that it was wiser to pur-
sue a policy of “crypto-eugenics” by backing birth control among the poor
(their leadership also held top posts in the Population Council and the IPPF).68

For other areas of the world the relationship between eugenics thinking among
elite groups and their later advocacy of population limitation is only starting to
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be scrutinized. Is there any relationship between the fact that the Scandinavian
countries were the only European democracies to introduce forced sterilization
laws in the 1930s and have also taken a leading role in international population
assistance?69 And is it only coincidental that eugenics was particularly influ-
ential in India and China, which later witnessed the most coercive measures to
limit growth?70At the very least, and as Daniel Kevles observed in his classic
account of eugenics, “[a]n important history remains to be written of the gen-
eral relationship among eugenics, demography, and population control,” and
that history should be international and comparative in nature.71

In addition to continuities, there are also important parallels between eugen-
ics and population limitation—as might be expected of movements that shared
intellectual origins, institutional links, and leadership. Both present scholars
with a choice among levels of analysis or the challenge of trying to capture the
interaction between elite concerns and how they play out in particular policies
and programs. Studies of eugenics are sometimes limited to intellectual histo-
ry, but there are also fascinating accounts of how these ideas and the measures
they inspired could have devastating consequences for particular individuals.72

Moreover, the ways in which people thought about and acted on concerns about
the quality of offspring have often escaped the control of elites.73And here too
social welfare programs that were directed at eugenic and pro-natalist goals
have sometimes been reshaped by “client activism.”74

Like eugenics, the effort to limit population growth was international, indeed
transnational in nature, but much less is known about its “institutional ecolo-
gy.” Initially eugenics was the more mainstream movement, so birth control ad-
vocates had an even greater need for mutual support, and even shelter. Here
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again the international linkages were often informal, though no less influential
for that reason. For instance, when Margaret Sanger went into exile to escape
prosecution the practical education she received in the Netherlands complete-
ly transformed her view of the organizational requirements of providing birth
control. She also began to create a network abroad that also included England,
Sweden, India, and Japan, a network that would continue to grow throughout
her life.75

But early on—even earlier than was the case with eugenics—such linkages
took institutional form. The year 1900 marked the first in a series of interna-
tional population conferences. Proceedings of the third such conference, in
1910, were published in Esperanto. By 1925 the sixth meeting included dele-
gates from India, China, Japan, and Mexico as well as most countries of Eu-
rope.76After World War II major American foundations and the U.N. Fund for
Population Activities consciously worked to foster such international linkages
and build up regional centers for demographic research, but population limita-
tion was a precociously international movement from its inception.77

All along members of this emerging population movement exchanged ideas
and money, and learned from one another’s experiences, but they also dis-
agreed. Just as concerns about the quality of population provoked proposals for
everything from in-vitro fertilization to state-sponsored day-care, concerns
about the quantity of population occasioned calls for licensing childbearing,
adding contraceptives to public water supplies, and increasing women’s access
to health care and education. And like eugenics, population limitation offered
a platform for an array of other political projects—including anti-colonialism,
sexual liberation, maternalism, and environmentalism—and inspired the most
unlikely alliances, uniting Communists and Catholics, Malthusians and femi-
nists, environmentalists and anti-immigration activists. Acting to shape popu-
lation was not in itself a conservative or progressive impulse, but it always had
potentially enormous implications for good or ill.78

getting down to cases

Rather than account for the full complexity of population control it is easier to
assert that it was “essentially” one thing or another—neo-colonial, statist, pa-
triarchal, and so on. Similarly, the networks that grew up around it, by their very
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nature, do not lend themselves to a simple narrative, which usually requires one
or a few protagonists to advance the story. Thus, what makes population con-
trol so interesting is also what makes its international history difficult to cap-
ture and convey. It calls for work that would occupy a field of scholars, but de-
scribing a few episodes might indicate the direction and potential of such an
effort. An individual, an idea, and a debate are presented here not to represent
population control in the 1920s, 1940s, and 1960s, respectively, but rather to il-
lustrate the political innovation and internationalism it has always inspired.

While he may have been listed as representing India at the Sixth International
Neo-Malthusian Conference in New York in 1925, it would be hard to imagine
a more idiosyncratic figure than Taraknath Das. Born in 1884 to a lower mid-
dle class family in present-day Bangladesh, he had earned a Ph.D. in political
science from Georgetown and married a wealthy American widow. Yet he was
also a committed revolutionary, having participated in 1917 in a plot to blow
up the British Viceroy, and served twenty-two months in an American jail for
arms smuggling. According to British intelligence, he was at various times in
contact with agents of Imperial Germany, the Irish Republican Army, and So-
viet Russia. By the time Das arrived at the McAlpin hotel in New York to pre-
sent a paper on “The Population Problem in India” he was in a precarious po-
sition. American authorities had initiated proceedings to cancel his citizenship
papers “on the ground that he was not a white man within the meaning of the
law.”79

Das must therefore have spoken with feeling when he began by deriding the
idea of a “yellow peril” advanced by some other conference participants. Will
Durant, for instance, cited it as reason for the United States to promote birth
control abroad. But Das pointed out that the European peoples were then grow-
ing far more rapidly than the population of Asia. Considering that since 1848
they had acquired some thirteen million square miles—three times the area of
Europe—he argued that there was instead a “white peril.” India, on the other
hand, had lower population density than most European countries and great in-
dustrial potential, but only if granted independence. Instead, hunger, unsanitary
conditions, early marriage, and lack of education for women led to infant mor-
tality at a rate of well over 200 per 1,000. Das endorsed the dissemination of
birth control, but only as part of a program that aimed at the poverty and igno-
rance that were the root causes of India’s population problem. Indeed, he
thought that its use would increase the size of population by reducing mortali-
ty. Yet it would also “afford greater freedom to women and greater opportuni-
ty for real education .. .” thus inculcating the ideals of peace.80
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While Das’biography was unusual—he went on to have a distinguished ca-
reer as a political scientist at Columbia University—he was only one of a num-
ber of Indian intellectuals arguing that independence was a necessary prereq-
uisite for addressing population problems. Moreover, he was not the only one
to employ the statistics generated by the British-administered censuses. At the
same conference the founder of the Indian Birth Regulation Society, Ahluwalia
Gopalji, pointed to Indians’abysmal life expectancy of twenty-three years as 
“ . . . proof, if one were needed, of the wonderful progress of sanitation and
medicine in that unfortunate land of the Hindus, under the benign British rule.”
Thus, population concerns provided a platform for anti-colonialism and gender
equality, as tools of “bureaucratic surveillance” were used to subject the Raj to
unforgiving scrutiny.81

One or a few individuals do not by themselves demonstrate the internation-
al and multivalent nature of population control, but the same themes come
through in the development of its most important idea: demographic transition
theory. It emerged in Europe as well as the United States before World War II
as a way to explain the relationship between declines in mortality, declines in
fertility, and socio-economic change in industrial countries. Even so, it is usu-
ally credited to Princeton demographers Frank Notestein and Kingsley Davis.
In their original 1945 formulation such factors as urbanization, mass education,
and new means of communications were associated with a preference for small-
er families, so the population growth that occurred following mortality declines
was not amenable to a quick fix. But by 1949 the theory had changed: Notestein
now argued that one might lower fertility rates in rural, non-industrialized so-
cieties merely by distributing contraceptives.82

As we have seen, Szreter argues that this shift can be located in a particular
time and place: when Notestein, Davis, and their Princeton colleague, Irene
Taueber, conducted a Rockefeller-funded tour of Asia in the period in which
Communists came to power in China. He infers that Notestein felt the need to
offer policymakers a solution and changed the theory in response to political
imperatives.83 This is plausible, but Szreter offers no direct evidence. More-
over, according to Notestein’s own recollection his most vivid memory during
the tour was not having any new contraceptives to meet the demand expressed
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by Chinese peasants. “I’ve never,” he later declared, “been in another situation
in my life that made me feel so helpless.”84

But the team’s experiences in Japan may have been even more significant.
The country’s demographic history defied the expectations of transition theo-
ry. The death rate and birth rate both fell in the 1920s and 1930s, as would be
expected in a society with improving living standards, yet there had been no
such improvement. As Deborah Oakley writes, they engaged in “vivid discus-
sions” upon discovering low fertility persisting in the countryside even among
the poorest peasants. For Taeuber, it suggested “the possibility of obtaining re-
sults in Japan which are not to be expected on the basis of precedent.” Similar-
ly, Notestein became “more and more convinced that a situation exists in Japan
which is conducive to [a] snowballing of any campaign searching for a solu-
tion to population problems.” Otherwise, they feared that people might revert
to high fertility at a time in which population was already growing rapidly due
to improvements in public health and an influx of repatriates from Japan’s for-
mer colonies.85

This was a concern shared by many Japanese, especially birth control advo-
cates like Dr. Ota Tenrei and Kato Shizue, who had fought official pro-natal-
ism at home and proselytized abroad for decades. They now allied with occu-
pation officials and seized the opportunity to overturn pro-natalist policy. In
1949 they succeeded in implementing the most liberal abortion legislation in
the world, though it was justified as a “Eugenic Protection Law.” While the law
was permitted and perhaps made possible by the American occupation, it was
a joint effort. Because of concerns about domestic political ramifications in the
United States, occupation officials left the bill’s introduction to a private mem-
ber of the Diet—the first such initiative independent of any ministry.86

The Japanese case thus illustrates both the cross-cultural learning and the
transnational alliances occasioned by population control. While Cold War im-
peratives may have demanded adaptations in demographic transition theory,
Notestein and his colleagues were demonstrably struck by how Asians had dis-
proven some of its core assumptions—whether poor and illiterate Chinese ea-
ger to obtain contraceptives, or Japanese consciously regulating their fertility
without any change in living standards. Japanese and Americans then worked
together behind the scenes to overcome the opposition of their compatriots. The
outcome was also politically ambiguous—not only because eugenic goals were
used to justify free access to abortion, but also because the liberality of the law
and the constituencies that it fostered hindered the introduction of contracep-
tives in Japan for decades afterward.87
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In other countries contraceptives were widely distributed based on the ratio-
nale provided by the new version of demographic transition theory, which posit-
ed that tapping into unmet demand for birth control might reduce fertility even
without more structural and institutional changes. But even by the late 1960s,
when population limitation programs were under way in more than thirty coun-
tries, advocates had little to show for their efforts: in most poor countries birth
rates were steady or even rising, and there was no convincing evidence that,
where fertility was declining, it was attributable to official programs.88This oc-
casioned a debate in the pages of Sciencethat provides one more example of
the complex and contradictory nature of population control.

In 1967 Kingsley Davis, one of the most influential American demographers,
blamed their failure on the fact that they had evaded the “basic question” of
population policy, which was not how to give couples the number of children
they want, but “how to give societies the number of children they need.” Cit-
ing survey data from several countries showing that poor people continued to
prefer large families, he called for the deployment of “political power” to bring
about “painful social changes.” But while he hinted broadly at “the enormity
and unconventionality of the task,” he did not explicitly endorse any particular
measure. Indeed, he admitted that a policy to change people’s preferences for
large families by, for instance, reducing housing and requiring women to work
“reads like a catalogue of horrors .. . ” The task of policy, he concluded, was
to develop attractive substitutes, though it was a task he left for others.89

The following year the biologist Garret Hardin responded with the now clas-
sic article, “The Tragedy of the Commons.” He argued that, if individuals did
not voluntarily limit their numbers, “we need to reexamine our individual free-
doms to see which ones are defensible.” Indeed, it was inevitable that people
pursuing their own interests would produce a population far surpassing what
could be sustained by available resources. The only alternative was “mutual co-
ercion mutually agreed upon by the majority of the people affected.” Appeal-
ing to conscience would not only prove futile in lowering overall fertility, the
selfish would then propagate at a relatively greater rate, thus setting up “a se-
lective system that works toward the elimination of conscience from the race.”
Hardin was therefore interested not only in the quantity of population, but also
its quality. Indeed, he spoke menacingly of those who would not go along with
the collective good. “In a welfare state,” he asked, “how shall we deal with the
family, the religion, the race, or the class (or indeed any distinguishable and co-
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hesive group) that adopts overbreeding as a policy to secure its own aggran-
dizement?”90

Yet others responded not to the coercive implications of Davis’article, but
rather to its critique of social norms. Indeed, it fell to his wife, Judith Blake, a
fellow demographer at Berkeley, to draw out the feminist argument for new
population policies in another article for Science.She too was concerned about
the failure of family planning programs to inspire popular support, in this case
marshalling survey data collected among poorer Americans. But she argued that
it was because they ran counter to coercive population policies that were al-
ready in place: “a definition of reproduction as a primary societal end and .. .
an organization of social roles that draws most of the population into repro-
ductive unions.” Rather than “a catalog of horrors,” policies to reduce popula-
tion growth could therefore involve “the lifting of penalties for antinatalist be-
havior .. . ” She called for ending sexual “indoctrination” in schools, lifting
legal and social sanctions against homosexuality, and eliminating tax breaks
and housing policies that rewarded procreation. Indeed, she urged “those who
have the power to guide our country toward completing the vital revolution.”91

Blake’s article was widely debated and helped convince Rockefeller to em-
brace the cause of empowering women and addressing economic and social
problems rather than population control per se. When he announced this shift
in 1974 at the first governmental conference on population in Bucharest he
joined a chorus of critical voices. The official U.S. delegation found itself iso-
lated as a majority led by Third World states succeeded in passing a platform
that embodied a new slogan: “development is the best contraceptive.”92 It
would be years yet before Blake’s critique of gender roles entered the main-
stream. Indeed, in 1970 Notestein provoked laughter at the National War Col-
lege when he noted with exasperation that “One even sees homosexuality de-
fended on the grounds that it helps curtail population growth!” Yet the mere fact
that flag officers had to consider this perspective was perhaps more notewor-
thy than the alacrity with which they dismissed it.93

Since these examples are illustrative rather than representative, they can only
underscore rather than explain some of the key themes suggested at the outset.
How then do we account for the international and transnational nature of efforts
to control population? And why does population control lend itself to so many
and such diverse kinds of political projects and give rise to such unlikely al-
liances? Grappling with these questions demands the attention of many schol-
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ars, but certain strategies could prove manageable for the individual researcher.
For instance, one way of exploring how population control emerged and evolved
as an international movement would be to trace the professional, social, and in-
tellectual relationships linking its leading figures—whether the French race
theorist Georges Vacher de Lapouge and his American admirer, eugenist Charles
Davenport; the anti-immigration sociologist Henry Pratt Fairchild and his for-
mer student and future minister of family planning, Sripati Chandrasekhar; or
the one-time eugenist and founder of India’s Family Planning Association,
Lady Dhanvantri Rama Rao, with her American patron and sometime rival,
Margaret Sanger. Again, rather than being presented as representative, a proso-
pography might show how and why population growth inspired so much intel-
lectual and political innovation. 

Another approach might compare how population control policies play out in
different contexts. If it is indeed the case, as critics argue, that internationally-
funded programs are products of a “machine model” and thus share the same as-
sumptions and methods, such a comparison might highlight the historical lega-
cies that help determine their outcome.94 The possible influence of eugenics
across cultures has already been mentioned. Alternatively, a comparison of India,
Tunisia, Korea, and the Philippines, all of which were foci of international efforts,
might reveal how these efforts were inflected by different colonial experiences.

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

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