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Technology, demography, and the future of the world

It is now almost two hundred years ago
since Dr. Thomas Malthus, one of Al-
exander von Humboldt's distinguished
contemporaries, sat down to compose
the most famous work on demography
that has ever been written. That study,
which was published in London in

1798 and is usually known as
Malthus's first Essay on Population, fo-
cussed upon the swift-growing in-
creases in the numbers of people liv-
ing in Britain, France, and the neigh-
boring states of northwest Europe at
that time. For a number of reasons the
infant mortality rates — which are usu-
ally high in pre-industrial societies —
had been tumbling throughout the lat-
ter half of the eighteenth century, lead-

ing to a rapid increase in the numbers

of young people.

To Malthus, who regarded it as incon-
ceivable that food supplies could keep
pace with a population, doubling every

25 years, a gloomy future beckoned '

for European societies; increasing
malnutrition, “giant inevitable famine,”

| social turbulence, wars, and wide-

spread deaths caused by future dis-
eases sweeping through a weakened
populace, were just some of the con-
sequences of peoples outstripping
their surrounding resources.

In fact, although famine and death did
afflict many societies (such as Ireland
and Bengal) in the following century,
Malihus's gloomy forecasts concern-
ing his native Britain turned out to be
wrong. Coristant emigration to the
“new” worlds of America, Australia and
elsewhere proved to be a vent for pop-
ulation pressures, and British agricul-

1943

son why Malthus's predictions were
wrong is that he failed to see the power
of new technologies to alter human
conditions. In fact, the steam-driven In-
dustrial Revolution was to create such
increases in productivity and trade and
overall national wealth as to raise liv-
ing-standards for decade after decade,
alter social expectations, and steadily

| reduce the size of families. As Britons

moved from the countryside to the
towns, and gradually became richer,
they went through the so-called “de-

| mographic transition” and population

ture, steadily increasing its efficiency, |

kept pace with food demand — at least

| until the mid-nineteenth century, when

transoceanic food supplies became

size stabilized. In short, technology
had provided a solution to the chal-
lenge of over-population.

Why is it important to remind today’s
scientists, economists and other schol-
ars of this historical case-study? It is
because that, two hundred years after
the appearance of Malthus's Essay,

available. But the most important rea- | the world is once again witnessing a
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populalion explosion, not in the richer,
developed sociefies of Eurcpe, Japan
and North America, but in the poorer,
resource-depleled lands of Ceniral
America, inland China, Africa, the Mid-
dle East, and South Asia. Once again
the chiel reason is a dramatic de-
crease in infanl and child morality
rales In those countries, ironically as a
consequence of introducing Westermn
vaccination lechniques.

The numbers invoived in loday’s de-
mographic explosion are, however,
much larger than those of Malthus's
time, when the world's population had
not yet reached the 1 billion mark.
Now, with around 5.4 billion human be-
ings inhabiling our planet and that
number increasing by 90 o 95 million
people every year, we are heading for
a global population of 8.5 billion in
2025 and as many as 12 billion by the -
middle of the next century. China's Thomas Rober! Malthus (1766~1834)
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population, which already (at 1.1 bil-
lion} outskips its land and water re-
sources, is projected ta rise lo 1.5 bil-
lion in 2025, exceeded only by India as
the latler heads lowards an eventual
{otal of 2 billlon. Africa, buckling under
ils existing 600 million inhabitants, has
only lhe growing pandemic of AlDs to
curb its forecasl rise 1o 1.6 billion by
2025; and large rises are also expect-
ed in the populations ol Indonesia,
Bangladesh, Pakistan, Brazil, Mexico
and Iran.

Within these counlries, a giant intemal
migration will fake place as peasanis
seeking jobs siream into shanly-cilies
of 20-25 million inhabitanis with totally
inadequale infrastruciures and ulili-
ties. Finally, these will be demographi-
cally adolescent socielies, with per-
haps half of their populations under the
age of 20 (or even, as in Kenya's case,
under 16) — an ideal prescription for
social and political turbulance should
those masses of frusirated, energetic
young people fail to gain education
and employmenl. When Mallhus's
Engtand confronled the challenge of
ils demographic explosion two hun-
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Over the next 35 years the number of
young people will increase dramatically in
soma ragions, fall in others
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dred years age, that society at least
possessed certain advantages: strong
state struclures, a fast-growing econo-
my, large amounts of investment capi-
tal, numerous entrepreneurs, engi-
neers and inventors, and a reasonably
advanced infrastructure. Few if any of
those strengths are evident in Bangla-
desh, Yemen or Mali today. On the
conlrary, there nowadays exisis a dra-
matic global mismatch, since the capi-
tal and technology resources are chief-
ly located on one side of our planet,
whereas the population explosion
takes place on the other side.

Why should this be of concern to the
inhabitants of richer countries, beset
by problems of their own? One might
hope that the obvious first reply would
be a humanitarian one, that these are
our fellow global citizens who deserve
help in their plight. Alas, idealism and
social concern have rarely moved rich
countries lo rescue poorer peoples in
the past, and the present plight of mil-
lions in Kashmir, Ethiopia, Haiti and
elsewhere suggests that such neglect
continues today.

But there are in fact three powerful
secular reasons why we should take
seriously these disturbing demograph-
ic trends and seek to lessen their im-
pact. The first is the possibility that the
collective economic activities of 510 8
billion people may indeed be creating
a “greenhouse effect” of global warm-
ing as ever more trace gases pour into
our atmosphere. It is no longer an is-
sue of local environmental damage,
serious though it is to wilness the
gross pollution of the Mediterranean
and the disappearance of the Aral sea;
the destruction of plant life species and
wildlife habitats in Brazil; and the
steady denuding of India (where the
forest cover has shrunk from one-haif
to one-seventh in this century alone.)
The eco-system itself could he at
stake.

While the developed countries proba-
bly possess the capital and scientific
resources 10 become environmentally
“clean” by early next cenlury, the at-
mospheric effects of such virtue are
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Everywhere on the Indian subcontinent, the population planners are on the move, distribu-
ting coniraceptives. But people cannot be forced to use them.
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likely 10 be eclipsed by the conlinued
increase in pollutants from China, In-
dia, Mexico, and other fast-industrializ-
ing countries now unable to aflord so-
phisticated emission conlrols. [ we are
concemed about the varied conse-
quences of global warming, rises In
sea levels, increased heat stress and
grealer weather instabillities, we need
{o devise technologies to assist poorer
nalions lo reduce emmissions in the
first place. Equally serious could be
the prospect of furiher surges in large-
scale illegal migration from siress-rid-
den, over-populated societies to rich-
er, demographically-stagnant regions
in the north. Even now millions and mil-
lions are being held in ramps or are en
route from central America, Africa,
south Asia and the Middle East lo the
United Siates, Germany, Australia and
other lavored destinations ~ this move-
ments being stimulaled (ironlcally) by
a communicalions revolution which
displays, globally, lelevision programs
like Dallas and Brideshead Ravisited.
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More people are producing more waste. )
How much can the environment (ake? Already, the Spanish and ltalian na-
vies are on daily patrol {o check lhe

flow of illegal immigrants; but as Airi-
ca's population lhrealens to (reble
while Europe's stagnates, ought we
not 1o expect much more of this in the
luture? And how far will the robolics
revolution coming out of Japan -
where aulomated faclories are assem-
bling products more efficiently and
cheaply than planis employing low-
cost labor in south-east Asia - steadily
undermine the task of creating 40-50
million new jobs world-wide each yeaar
to ensure employment for fasl-growing
youth?

If the latier cannat get jobs in the de-
veloping world, or if the rich countries’
slide lowards proleclionism undarculs
poorer nalions’ chances of paying their
way in the world through expors,
should we really be surprised if mass-
es ol people head north to lind employ-
meni? Are European nalions, already
showing signs of xenophobia al lhe
relatively small percentage of immi-
granls in their midsl, capable of be-
coming real mulli-cullural socielies? If

More peopls are prodicing more lrace gases. { .
How much can the ozone layer lake? not, will ihe racial tensions worsen?



Finally, there is the consideration that
not all of these troubled states are like
Ethiopia: weak, and unlikely to threal-
en us in the fulure. The same explo-
sive combination of fast-growing popu-
lations, frustrated youth, depletion of
land and water resources and so on
occurs ailso in parts of the world = Al-
geria, Egypt, Jordan, the Euphrates
valley, south-west Asia — where funda-
mentalist, antiwestern movemenis or
ambitious regimes exist; where terrilo-
rial disputes are fong-standing; and to-
wards which vast numbers of sophisti-
caled, mass-desiruction weapons
continue lo be exported. If nothing else
moves us, here is an old-fashioned
“national securily” threat to cause us to
consider ameliorating conditions in
those regions.

How can technology — that is, human
ingenuity and inventiveness - be har-
nessed to help solve our global prob-
lems? As we noted earlier, nineteenth-
century England avoided the fate
Maithus had forecast for it because it
adopted the newer inventions of the In-
dustrial Revolution. Can we in our turn
harness today's emerging technolo-
gies — overwhelmingly in possession
of the rich socielies — to treat the chal-
lenge of a world adding to its numbers
by 95 million beings each year?

Technology is not, of course, a Deus
ex machina, completely independent
of the social circumstances in which it
is created and applied. Political and
cultural conditions are also of critical
importance. To improve our planel,
clearly, a great deal depends upon the
peoples and leaders of developing na-
tions themselves. European and
American assistance can hardly be ex-
pected to produce improvements in
countries where corrupt and obstruc-
live regimes prevail;, ethnic and reli-
gious rivalries dominate politics; deep-
ly-held animist or fundamentaiist reli-
gions impair any changes in the status
and education of women (and thus
also impair the prospects of reducing
average family size); and faulty eco-
nomic policies smother growth. On the
other hand, we ought to be ready to of-
fer a package of policies and technolo-

Technology, demacgraphy, and the future of the world

Some 20% of the world’s population consumes 80% of the world’s energy. This cannot go
on. Can energy production be increased without limitation?

More automobiles, more roads, more oil consumption and more exhaust gases - can new
technologies do anything to change this?
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poor nalions. Finally, medical technol-
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Population slalistics: race against the unknown

gies o relorm-minded, developing
countries which plead for our coopera-
tiors and aid.

In just the same way, changes are also
required among the leaders and peo-
ples of the developed world. We need
politicians  imaginalive and bold
enough to rise from their short-lerm
and local problems, and to articulate to
their electorales the need to pay atien-
fion 1o these larger global issues. Sim-
llarly, we need a media less focussad
upon sensalions and gossips, and will-
ing lo devole more space and time to
intemational concerns. There ought lo
be a move by the rich countries to in-
crease the amount ol development
monies to at least the inlernationally
agreed-upon targel ol 0.7 per cent of
GODP annually; and 1o ensuring that
such aid goes to environmentally-
sound and sustainable projects in co-
opesation with local communities, and
not lo lhe clumsy “giganticist” schemes
of the 1960s (steel mills, huge dams,
etc.). We should be willing to support
lhe tens of thousands of engineers and
sciantisls now relased from Cold War-
related research 1o use their talents to
produce solutions to our global prob-
lems.

The lechnologies involved in address-
ing our planet's ills need not be as dra-
matic and lranscending as the steam-
engine in Malihus's time - although it
is hard o eslimate the benelfils that
would fiow from a significanl break-

through in the field of solar anergy, that
is, achieving such a drop in the unit
cosl of sun-powered energy Ihat it
could be made avaitable cheaply lo the
peoples of Asia and Africa, weaning
them from Lheir reliance upon wood,
oil, coal and other fossil fuels. But
technology could also include the de-
velopment of small "solar ovens” lo
cook a village's daily meals, or trans-
ferring the fruils of breakihroughs in
bio-tech agricultuse (disease-resistant
and heat-resislani crops) wilhout re-
quiring large palent and user fees from

the larger point of our message about
“Technology, demography, and the fu-
lure of the world™ that, faced with
these swift-growing population and en-
vironmental pressures, and lhe possl-
bililies of consequent and political tur-
butence in various regions of the
world, we desperately need lhe talenls
of scholars and scientists of all disci-
plines to focus upon providing solu-
tions, The endless possibilities of hu-
man ingenuily, first fully proclaimed in
that era of the Enlightenment which
bolh Humboldl and Malthus inhabited,
have to be calied upon once again il
we are lo have any hope of dealing
with our global challenges.

Solar energy - endlessly availabie but still very limited in usability. Many pecple regard it

as a magic carpet lo the {uture.



