On resear ch into human fertility and governmental action in post-moder n societies

Introductory remarks at the EEC FFS-Flagship Conference, Brussels, 29-31 May 2000
Digtinguished Guedts, Ladies and Gentlemen,

The creetion of the Euro zone and the dedline of the euro againg the dallar which followed, has had the
beneficid effect of reveding some of Europe=s structura economic weaknesses. Two issues of Time
magazine of this month spdl them out without mercy. The issue of May 29, deds with >Europe=s
penson criss= and argues that the fiscal hedth of European countries is >... threathened by a
demographic time bomb,...=. That of May 8, discusses the problems of Europe=s |abour force which
is described as being >out of date...And out of work=. We may shrug such contributions off as rather
trangparant attempts to weaken the euro further. And indeed the Viewpoint in the latter issue discusses
the future of the euro under the tdling title >Warning: Thin Ice=. But that is too easy. For one, that
particular Viewpoint was written by the director of economic research of a Paris-based bank, and any
European demographer will admit that the demographic differences between the euro and dollar zones
which underlie part of the arguments - Europe=s very low birth rate being one of these -, are very

genuine.

Discusson a this medting, the firsd FFS FHagship Conference | will ever atend, will focus on
partnership and fertility. We will, no doubt, learn a greet ded about recent developments and the needs
for further research, and we will, possibly, hear pleas for action to sem thetide. | should like to begin
the discussion by posing a slly question. As follows Do fertility regimes of human populations have
some sort of haf-life just as we observe in the decay of radioactive particles? It is nonsense, of course,
but that question occurred to me when | looked at the long term demographic processes observable
in Europe since the beginning of serious populaion sudies. It is very griking that for mogt of their
histories the populations of Europe used at most haf of their biological capacity to reproduce. While
women would, on average, have given birth to 14 or 15 children if they had used their reproductive
capacity to the full, average family sze in pre-indudtria Europe usudly did not exceed 7. The
demographic transition, which began in France and Hungary in the second quarter of the 18" century,
brought that figure down to 3 or 4. Since the mid-sixties afurther halving appears to have occurred. A
standard European populaion now has atotd fertility rate - an expected average family size, one might
say - of about 1.5 children. Without much exaggeration we may conclude that, currently, Europesn
popul ations seldom use more, and frequently a great dedl ess, than 10% of their capacity to reproduce
themselves.

It iswdl-known that this congtdlation, if sustained for a sufficiently long period, will inevitably lead to
rapid ageing and a marked decline in population numbers. As Time magazine dready noted, such
prospects give rise to various speculations and concerns. It dso poses difficult research questions. The
most important of these gopear to be: Why isfertility so low? How long will it remain so low? Have we
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now reached rock bottom or could another halving occur? And, findly, what are the courses of action
open to governments? Do research results indicate what action governments could take? | should like
to reflect briefly on al of these questions.

Frg, then, the question whether afurther having of the fertility level could occur. Funnily enough, Itaian
demographer Antonio Galini has argued convincingly thet the lowest leve of fertility likely to be reeched
in any larger nationd population for any length of time, would, in fact, imply precisdy thet further having.
If 20 to 30 percent of al women were to remain childiess and the remainder would stop after having
had one child, the resulting totd fertility rate would be haf the current levd, that is, it would result in
about 0.75 children per woman. The statistical record to dete supports the idea of the existence of such
alowest floor or threshold. Golini fedsthat it is, in particular, the innate desire to be a parent, to have
afamily, to play the role of mother and father, that will prevent fertility from faling below it. After dl,
30 he reminds us, children and only children, can satisfy that desire. Golini dso makes the point thet if
fertility were to drop lower than that very low threshold, reactions in society would probably be so
strong that a recovery of fertility would result. He does not enlighten us as to the precise mechanisms
that would create that miracle, but &t this stage of play | will not hold that against him.

If one does not have a clue asto why fertility in Western countries has falen to well below replacement
leve, discussing the probability of afurther dedine quickly turnsinto an effort to cycde on ar. So let me,
secondly, reflect on why currently fertility is o low. It is a truism to sy that it is a manifestation of
profound societid changes. But what, precisdy, are those changes. Are they mainly economic in nature,
arethey culturd, or isit a consequence of changed contraceptive technology? Any attempt to answer
questions of this type, involves crossing the borders of disciplines. We have to leave demography and
should look at what economists, sociologists, and political scientists have to say about devel opments
in our societies since the mid-sixties. | regret having to admit that, as yet, | am not sufficiently well
versed in the rlevant literature to spesk with great authority on it. But, Snce professors are paid to have
a least an opinion (idedly a different opinion), let me give you my assessment of the Situation.

The various authors | have consulted see economic and technologica changes give rise to the
devdopment of the modern wefare date A podt-indudrid service economy with flexible
specidisations, continuous restructurization, and concentration without centrdization based on the
extengve use of communication and information technology, becomes the sandard. Socid and culturd
changes, result in individuaisation and de-traditiondisation; socid classes dissolve, primary groups (the
family) lose part of their Sgnificance. To sum it up in one sentence: Smple moder nisation gives way
to reflexive modernisation. Different authors come to different conclusions as to the precise
consequences of this shift and regarding the most appropriate way of deding with them. But, what the
analyses gppear to have in common, is that they stress the changed nature of risks in present day
society. German sociologist Ullrich Beck stresses the dominance of sde-effects over the origina
intention of governmenta measures; it is no longer the lack of knowledge which creetes risks, risks
follow from increased knowledge. The possihilities to keep societa devel opments under centra control
are much reduced, the boundaries between science and politics, between public and private, and
between what is part and not part of politics become blurred. Knowledge leads to reflexivity, to sdf-
confrontation. Anthony Giddens, the Director of the London School of Economics and a respected
advisor to the present UK Government, Smilarly points out that in our societies risks are mainly
manufactured, they are internd in nature and result from choices made. He likewise sees the possibilities
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to keep developments under societal control decline, and highlights the enormous increase in options
and choices citizens face. Equipping individuas better for that complicated task and ensuring their
inclusion in the development process are perceived asimportant tasks of modern governments. From
this perspective the welfare state should be remodelled to become a socid investment state. American
sociologist Rondd Inglehart, has followed a much more empirica gpproach. On the basis of a series
of vaue surveys conducted in alarge group of countries, he concludes to ashift from materidist to post-
materidist values. He sees concerns about economic and physical security being replaced incressingly
by concerns about the qudity of life and opportunities for individua sdf-expresson. Now that therisks
of becoming destitute, without income, food, and shelter have been effectively dedlt with, thereisroom
for more concerns about what people want out of life. In his most recent book Inglehart characterizes
that shift as one from modernization to postmodernizetion. In his view the process of economic
development leads to these two successive trgectories. They imply atransformation of the basic norms
governing palitics, work, religion, family, and sexud behaviour.

Independent whether authors use the term post-moder n, late modern, or reflexive modern, they
sress the fact that the great tories - the meta-narratives - of societd progress, of the role of the
sovereign nation state, and of the inherent value of observing certain behavioura standards, appear to
have logt their gopedl. Our societies have become newly unordered; individuas do their own thing and
et thelr own priorities. The risks people face have shifted; from ademographic perspective it implies
that they have become free to choose whether to have a child and when, whether in or outsde marriage,
and whether to marry, to cohabit or to remain sngle.

If this, as| believe, isthe background of the new demographic behaviour documented since the mid-
sixties, we may draw important conclusions regarding its degree of permanence. And, in my view the
present congtellation of trends is unlikely to be a mere temporary disturbance. It further alows us to
draw a series of conclusions regarding the possible courses of action open to governments wishing to
reverse or modify those trends.This because the broad societal changes described dso affect the
politica process and the system of governance. Dutch politica scientist Herman van Gungteren, has
pointed out that they have rendered the traditiond political and adminigrative operating system obsolete,
The time that adminigtrators and politicians could use an advantage in knowledge and power to find a
compromise between the desirable and possible course of action, and subsequently enforce their
solution, has passed. Our newly unordered societies are extremdly difficult to govern; they play tricks
on wel meaning adminigraiors. The later see their initiatives fal, frequently with condderable
transaction cogts. People appear to have logt faith in their own representative  government; the gap
between dected officials and the population at large has widened. Attempts to bridge that gap through
referenda, hearings, and the like, have not been very successful. A better way forward, so van
Gunderen sipulates, isto move from the traditiond operating system based on Andyss and Indtruction,
to asystem based on Diversity and Sdection. That isto say, ingtead of coming up with a>onefitsdl=
solution based on atraditiona analysis of problems and options, governments will have to leave room
for diversity while sdecting which devel opments should be supported and which should be discouraged.
It is easy to see, that making choices presupposes having aclear set of vaues. Governments will have
to learn again how to make timely choices and, by that means, how to fulfill their proper politica
function.
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Asfar as| can judge, van Gunsteren=s assessment in well rooted in current thinking among political
scientigts of repute even though they may differ in their remedy. | refer to it because of itsimplications
for demographic research and population policies. As | see it, demographic research such as that
undertaken by the FFS network will become increasingly important and policy relevant. It will show
participating countries the behavioura diversty encountered in their population and, if the results are
comparable and become available in a timdy fashion, it will give them a picture of the most recent
trends. If the country maintains a demographic ingtitute of sorts with well trained anaysts, these will be
able to give vaduable advise on the position of the country in relation to others and on the complexity of
the issues involved. That will help governments in making the necessary choices with the least possible
delay. Concelvably such organisations could aso provide assstance in the sdection process itsdf by
andysing the likely repercussons of choices made. If they are not, or are no longer involved in data
gathering and andyss, such indtitutes will soon lose that ability and their edge in knowledge.
Consequently, they are bound to lose their usefulness for politicians and policy makers dike.

Ministers who receive policy advice suggesting aSsmple mesasure to stimulate people to marry early or
to have more children, should sack that advisor or close the inditute it comes from. By the same token,
any politician or policy maker thinking that there isasingle best solution to the present day population
problems of European countries, deserves our degpest sympathy. Intervention in the population fied
may become increasngly necessary. Trying to influence fertility trends may become as inevitable as
deering internationd migration flows. But, the only way forward | can see is to develop suitable
indruments through trid and error. Demographers who want to contribute to that do well to follow what
goeson in other disciplines. Exiting times await us; | wish | were il young!

Dirk J. van deKaa

The Hague, 25 May 2000



