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Between the past and the future. 

Our Conference takes place a year later than it had been planned, so the 50th 
anniversary of the Finnish Population and Family Welfare Federation is celebrated with a 
certain delay. But this delay gives us a possibility to celebrate simultaneously another 
anniversary and to remember another event, Columbus' discovery of America 500 years ago. 
This event had marked the beginning of the second - after the neolithic revolution - big 
mutation of human civilization. West-European agrarian, rural societies had began to change 
into industrial and urban ones. 

This transformation centuries long has never been easy. The new civilization always 
had to face and has to face now two kinds of challenges. 

On the one hand, there are the challenges of the past. Millennia! civilization of the 
agrarian societies, does not leave the historical scene without fighting. Confrontation of 
the old and new interests, institutions, norms, values, types of personality etc. creates various 
conflicts and collisions which make the new civilization to prove again and again its higher 
efficiency. I mean of course economic, demographic or, for example, political efficiency but 
not the moral, spiritual or aesthetic superiority - no comparisons are possible in these fields. 

On the other hand, there are the challenges of the future. They are engendered by the 
development of new civilization itself, by its inherent contradictions. Social, economic or 
ecological problems are so grave than one can ask the question whether this industrial an 
urban civilization does not go into an historical impasse. 

The vision and criticism of such "internal" conflicts of industrial and urban civilization 
are never free from the influence of an "external" conflict with its great predecessor- the 
agrarian and rural one. Being by definition in a permanent opposition to everything what is 
new, the defenders of the good old time notice very well every difficulty of 
modem development and are always ready to interpret them as the new confirmations of an 
insurmountable impasse. That is why their criticism is always pessimistic. 

Is it possible to see all these difficulties and to be optimist? Such is the first question 
coming into our mind when we are thinking about the demographic challenge of the 
future which is discussed in Dr. Hohn's paper. 

The escape from demographic freedom? 

The paper is concerned with the principal demographic trends of our century in "more 
developed countries" and the societal reactions to demographic changes. 

At the origin of these changes we find one of the greatest revolutions of modem time -
demographic transition, the sharp decline of mortality and fertility. Its main result 
is unprecedented increase of individual and collective demographic freedom. The 
demographic revolution has released enormous resources of time, forces, energy of society, 
changes radically the essential coordinates of individual life cycle and deprives of their sense 
many social institutions, norms and values concerning the family life, age or gender 
division of labour, gender relations, intergenerational obligations, children's education, etc. 



The changes embracing various aspects of human life don't occur at once, continue 
during the life time of several generations and frequently are realized post factum producing a 
great impression on the contemporaries. Such is, for example, the set of numerous changes of 
the second half of our century named by certain authors the "second demographic transition". 
They include a new round of fertility decline in many Western countries, introduction of more 
efficient methods of contraception, plurality of family forms and living arrangement, increase 
in number of divorces, spreading premarital and postmarital cohabitation and LAT (living 
apart together) - relations, extramarital births, one-parent families, the earlier beginning of 
sexual life, increasing values of erotism and larger sexual liberty, etc. 

It is difficult to deny that most of these changes are predictable reactions of human 
behaviour to new demographic reality. The fundamental transition in mortality and 
fertility had broken off the traditional integrity of sexual, matrimonial and procreative 
behaviour, their indivisibility, and had made possible their various combinations. From 
this point of view the "second demographic transition" is one - and not the last I think - of 
natural stages of one and only demographic revolution or demographic transition, 
the consequence of a sharp increase in individual and collective demographic freedom. 

Unfortunately the first and the most common reaction to the new possibilities offered 
by this freedom is negative. The opponents are numerous who prefer to escape from 
demographic freedom and look for the economic, social or moral reasons to justify the 
restrictions on free individual choice, plurality of life styles, family cycles patterns etc. They 
speak about depopulation, crisis of family, deterioration of customs, degradation of nation, 
etc. Their vision of the future is pessimistic, producing the doomsday scenario, mentioned by 
Dr. Hohn. 

It is not the case of Dr. Hohn's paper. It is not a pessimistic or alarmist one. It is rather 
realistic. What can't be cured must be endured, such is its main idea. First of all, as Dr. Hohn 
remarks, we have to accept and to adapt to the apparently inevitable demographic change. The 
"ageing society" must look for and find institutional and cultural response to this change. 

If I have understood well Dr. Hohn's idea, she did not think that we must escape from 
demographic freedom and I entirely agree with her. If I can add something to Dr. 
Hohn's reflections on the future impact of demographic change, I would like to emphasize 
even more then she did the positive aspects of demographic changes. 

It concerns in particular the main subject of our Conference. There exists an old 
tradition created I think by the French demographers which accentuates negative aspects 
of changing age structure of a modem society. The disadvantages of ageing are certain. But 
the advantages exist too and I am not sure that they don't outweigh the disadvantages. 

Many efforts were made to prove that the main cause of ageing is the decline of 
fertility. I have no intention of course to contest this conclusion. But I would prefer 
the formula which seems to me more exact: ageing is a consequence of a new equilibrium 
between low mortality and low fertility which corresponds to a new, higher efficiency of 
an eternal process of population reproduction. And high efficiency is always a good thing. 

One or two hundred years ago 12-15, sometimes even 20 children had to be born for 
one of them to reach the apex of the population pyramid (survive for example till 80 years). 
Now only 3 or even 2 births ensure the same result. It was a gain, wasn't it? But there was not 
the possibility to get it without changing the shape of population pyramid, to replace the 
large-bottom pyramid by a narrow-bottom one. 

All agrarian societies got accustomed to live with a "young" age composition and all 
its social and economic institutions, norms, customs were adapted to the large­
bottom pyramid of former time. Nevertheless it is not a reason to insist that the new shape of a 
pyramid cannot be functional. 

Of course the "ageing societies" have to spend important resources to maintain 
numerous pensioners after they have finished their working period and have contributed to 
the creation of national wealth, it is true. But the classical "young" societies had to spend their 
resources to maintain the numerous children (their birth, nutrition, education, etc.) before they 
begin to work. A significant part of them died before or soon after reaching the working age 
so their contribution to the national wealth was equal or almost equal to zero. Was that better 
than now? 

What remained accessible to our forebears were predominantly extensive methods of 
increasing public wealth, in particular, by extending the working-time resources of 
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a generation, whereby the beginning and termination of labour activity were respectively as 
early and as late as possible. To spend year after year to gain an education on a massive scale, 
when the life potential was low, was a luxury that could not be afforded. 

Now with a much greater life potential, each generation without any detriment to its 
aggregate working time, can use considerably more time resources for training for active 
work in subsequent decades. Developing and enriching man's natural inclinations, such 
training greatly enhances his contribution to increasing the national wealth and developing 
society as a whole. But society has to pay a considerable price for such training. So, naturally, 
after having expended large material and cultural resources for training a person over a 
long period of time, society is interested in a high return of these expenditures. Hence the 
effort to increase the life potential and that part of it which each generation uses for active 
creative endeavour. By restricting, in reasonable limits, "procreation", it has proved expedient 
to employ now considerably more effort and resources for "recreation", i.e., preserving and 
building people's health and increasing the life expectancy. 

The real problem is not ageing itself but the adequate societal response to it. It seems 
to me that we are too attached to the old forms of social interaction and not ready to adapt 
ourselves to the new situation. For example the intergenerational income redistribution has 
very different forms when the "flow of wealth" goes from adult parents to young children or 
from adult children to old parents. In the first case we have an usual personalized 
redistribution in the family and we are happy when we have a possibility to meet the needs, 
wishes or caprices of our few children. As to our payments to the pension system, they are a 
depersonalized subtraction from our income. And we are really unhappy when we have to 
make them to satisfy the minimal requirements of our parents. But economic independence of 
old people is an advantage, one of the consequences of new demographic freedom. In this 
case as in many others we shouldn't escape from it but learn to use it in our social practice as 
much as possible. 

The limits of demographic freedom. 

The question is to know where are the limits of possible? Every freedom is relative. 
We are more free than before but our freedom is not absolute. Which restrictions must be 
taken into consideration? 

Demographic theory tries to answer this question introducing a demographic criteria of 
equilibrium of fertility and mortality. The formula (it may be a little simplified) is that this 
equilibrium is broken when fertility for a long time rises above or declines below 
replacement level. According to the theory, the demographic transition is the transition from 
equilibrium of a high fertility and a high mortality to the equilibrium with a low fertility and a 
low mortality. As Dr. Hohn says in her paper the recent fertility decline opens a new chapter 
in demographic theory. In more developed countries fertility declines below replacement 
level and the gap between fertility and mortality does not close but widens. The experience of 
developed countries tells us that there is no demographic homeostasis as certain 
demographers have supposed. If so we face thus a real demographic challenge which is 
capable to put under the question all the future of our civilization. I would like to discuss a 
little this hypothesis. 

First of all let me emphasize that homeostasis is not synonym of equilibrium. 
Demographic equilibrium is a relatively stable balance of input and output parameters 

of the demographic system, that is of mortality, fertility and natural increase indices 
of population living in a more or less steady external natural and social environment. 

Homeostasis is an ability of a complex system for maintaining the balance and 
stability of its internal environment, even if external conditions fluctuate significantly. For 
example the temperature of a body of warm-blooded animals does not change when the 
temperature of air changes, remains the same when the air's temperature is+ 20 Cor -20 C . 
The internal environment of the demographic system consists of institutions, norms, patterns 
or rules of behaviour, values, moral attitudes etc., which exert a direct influence on 
demographic behaviour. 

If the demographic homeostasis had not existed the current demographic indices 
would depend strongly on the "temperature" of social environment, that is on 
economic, political and others factors. But such reactions are not observed. The level of 



fertility in poor Russia is more or less the same than in rich Germany. The different crises, 
even the most acute, provoke relatively moderate changes in the evolution of period and 
especially cohort measures of fertility. By the same reason the demographic 
behaviour manifests a quite weak reactions to the population policy measures which are 
external in relation to a demographic system. 

The homeostatic abilities of a demographic system is a result of the long adaptation of 
its internal environment to the requirement of demographic equilibrium, a consequence 
of their mutual correspondence. In the case of radical changes of external or internal 
conditions of the functioning of a system such correspondence may be disturbed and 
doomsday scenario becomes possible. The possibility of such disturbance is confirmed by the 
experience of XX11I century. 

A good example - the situation in the Third world. The traditional demographic 
equilibrium has been broken by the sharp decline of mortality. But the homeostatic 
mechanisms being programmed for maintaining just a such type of equilibrium continue to 
protect the traditional forms of procreative behaviour not only from spontaneous influence 
of changing economic, social and other conditions but also from all attempts to influence them 
by the means of population policy. 

At first sight the situation in "more developed" countries is absolutely different. But is 
it really so? It is doubtful whether somebody would insist that demographic equilibrium has 
been ensured in Italy, Germany or in many other Western countries. But the procreative 
behaviour of the population of these countries is as little sensitive to the pronatalist population 
policy measures as the behaviour of the population of India or Mexico - to the antinatalist 
ones. 

Both situations - in less developed and in more developed countries - are fraught with 
the realization of a doomsday scenario. But these scenarios will be refuted if the homeostatic 
mechanisms are adjusted to new requirements of demographic equilibrium. In the case of 
more developed countries it means that the internal environment of demographic system -
norms, values, moral attitudes etc. - will not permit to overstep the limits of the 
demographic freedom and will protect the fertility from decline below replacement level. 

How are we to achieve this result? Dr. Hohn sets her hopes on what she called 
"population-relevant policies of adaptation" and discusses certain elements of a strategy of 
such adaptation. I am not of course against the population policy but I think that such a policy 
is only one of many factors that influence the internal environment of the demographic 
system. Its significance should not be overestimated. That is why I prefer to accentuate Dr. 
Hohn's conclusive remark: not only policy-makers but everybody has their part to play in 
the future revival of our ageing societies. 

The period which even the most advanced developed societies exist in the new 
demographic conditions is still very short. An euphoria of an unprecedented 
demographic freedom is combined with the search for new forms of organization of private 
life adequate to the new posttransitional situation. This search is going on, the sociocultural 
norms, the moral attitudes, the system of values continue to be in the making. 

It is possible probably to accelerate this transition a little by policy measures. But there 
are changes, sometimes unexpected, which can be brought only by the gradual evolution of 
society. And following Dr. Hohn I repeat: we have to be tolerant and open to such changes. 


