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RESUME 

L'auteur de l'article argumente que desormais la qualite de 
l' environnement ne peut etre maintenue que si l' on s' attaque serieuse­
ment a ce qui calise sCl degradation, a savoir les pollueurs, et leur proli­
feration (I 'expansion demographique). Il est peut-etre trop tot pOllr se 
demander q/ieUe seN/it all juste La population humaine optimale, mais il 
est temps de re/techir a ce qu'iffaudrafaire pour stabiliser la poP/tlc/­
tion humaine a un niveau raisonnable . Ell lIdmellanl que toute personne 
a, dufail d'erre nee, un droit a se reproduire, c 'est-a.-dire /m droit de 
donner naissance a une autre personne, on cherche ici les regles d'une 
politique des naissances compatible avec une democratie liberale . 
Chaque citoyen peut exercer son droit (jaire un enfant), ou ne pas 
/'exercer. Celui qui decide de ne pas l'exercer peut Ie ceder, donnant 
ainsi la possibilite a celui qui a deja un en/ant d' en avoir un second. 
L'echange (achat ou vente) du droit a donner naissance dejinit un mar­
che, qui devra etre administre (surveille). Sont esquisses les arguments 
pour ou contre l' organisation d'un tel marche, et les problemes (philo­
sophiques, moraux, religieux) poses par Ie controle de la demographie. 

First, a preliminary remark. I hope to persuade readers that over the 
next half century. u tainability of the environment, in anticipation of 
the next century or two, can only be achieved by focu jng on the major 
problem, the polluters them elve , that i , people. We need a focu' we 
do 110t yet have on reducing populmion in rea onable and equitable 
fashion. [ wilJ not focus on why there are good phy ieal and economi 
~ea 'ons to be keptical that any other cour e of aClion i practical. Thi 
I Illy current onclusion about the current tate of tbing and the mall 
thance of saving the environment if the growth of popUlation i not 
~.topped. T believe current data will upport my keplicism, but marshal­
Ing the rna ive amount of quantitative information now available to 
n)ake II 

1 case cannot be done here. 
III ' ~hc second focus that I wou ld like to have, but will not here, i to 

1<1 yze What population leve.1 for the world would be optimal. Thj 
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problem is not well-defined, and will change over time. For perhap ' 
another century or even half a millennium, the extravagant u e of re­
sources by many individuals, when these resource are available, will 
continue to grow. T am not against such extravagance, in fact, 1 favor it. 
My slogan i More leisure and more wealth for everyone. But there wiU 
be rea onable limits not necessarily one impo ed by regulation but 
imply by taste, educati n, and habit. This interesting and complicated 

que 6011, however will not be dealt with here. 1 wiJI be content to make 
a ati factory argument that we need to embark on tbe COur e of fir t 

tabilizing the ize of the population and then reducing it gradually to a 
smaller level. Fifty or a hundred year from now may be the time to be 
asking, « What the global population optimal? )} Now is too early. 

So my entire focu in this article i tbe urgent one of selecting fea­
sible approaches to stabilizing and probably then reducing the size of the 
world population. 

SECTION 1. THE NATURE OF THE PROBLEM 

Broadly peaking, the population of the world has been increa ing 
over the la t two tboll and year with the exception of orne major 
plague and famines, and since 1800 more rapidly . The epoch that 
decreased the total population may be very mall in number. It will nOt 
be omething I will try to e timate here . I only want to look at the gene­
ral data for the last c lIple of hundred years, beginning abollt 1800. It 
will be more important to concentrate on the forecasts for the next ftfty 
to hundred years, if birthrates are not ubstantiaUy modified. 1 Ii there 
in Table 1 the 2008 p pulation of even of the large t countrie . 

Region Populntlon World Percentage 
of World PopulatIon 

China 1.345.751.000 19.TI 

India 1.198.003.000 1754 

European Union 496.204.000 727 

United States 314.659,000 4.61 

Brazil 193,734,000 2.84 

Indonesia 129,965.000 3.37 

Russia 140.874.000 2.06 

Total 3.919.190.000 57.39 

Table 1 
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I have put together one big aggregate of nation, namely the Euro­
pean Union because it is already working at a fairly high level of uper­
national regulation and I.egi Jation . A Table j show the population of 
these countrie taken together, u ing UN data for 2008, i ' -7.39% of the 
world ' population. 

As I baldly layout these numbers, people might object tJlat thi ' i 
pretty naive, without considering the problem , perhaps e pecially the 
problems that will be encountered from reJigiou. opposition in Orne 
countries to any direct or indirect method of birth comroJ. I turn to 
these issues in Section 5. 

J would like [0 con ider a future world population stabilized at about 
one-fourth of the 2008 population , ay by 2200, but it is probably a 
weakne of my thinking that I find even trying to have such detailed 
imaginative peculations is quile difficult. 

SECTION 2. FREE MARKETS IN BIRTHRIGHTS 

An underlying premise of the analysis given here i that ea h per on 
now living, or not yet born, acquires at birth the birlhright to reproduce 
himself or herself. It may be at some future time fhat Uli right wi ll need 
to be restricted, but it is a good place to start. 

In principle, this would permit each person, whether part of a couple 
or not, to be entitled to one birthright. The natural and presumably most 
frequent use would be to give a birthright to hi or her child. However, 
such a birthright could al 0 be u ed by a per on to adopt a child or even 
pas ibly to arrange for the birth of a child by methods already familiar, 
and by ones that are yet to be put into practice, to give birth. Note that ­
this u 'e would be apart from the free market. You would not have to go 
to rhe market and buy this one birthright; you would be entitled to it. On 
the ther hand, you would also have the right to make an irrevocable 
ale of y ur birthright in the market, that is, the market for birthrights. 

ThL r Ie of birthrights has been stated in such a way that a couple -
II Ill<ln and a woman - would be entitled to reproduce themselves: two 
s~crl1ls from the man fertilizing two eggs from the woman at different 
~.l11es, but the rule would still apply, with two birthrights required if the 

Il'ths were e . entially the same time, i.e., twins. In the case of triplets, 
~r .more, the couple would have to buy the necessary additional bir­
Iflghts On the open market in order to carry the triplets, quadruplets or 
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quintuplets to full term and be born. Notice that this rule is more liberal 
than the one that has been in place in China for some time, as the doc­
trine of one child to each family. 

Rather than having to adopt rather Draconian methods, the Chinese 
have, with some exceptions, used very effective social pressures by the 
local community of each individual. Of course, as an un-reconstructed 
libertarian on many matters, I am not happy with this. I do think it is 
reasonable to give each person a birthright, but no more, and to have 
then the consequence that a couple is entitled to two children without 
going to the market for birthrights. 

The que tion might b a ked, while we are still dealing with some 
general questions What if a society economically, ocially, and perhaps 
environmentally end up with the kind of crowding characteri tic of 
modern fndia? Well, the answer hould be that, rather than having the 
Draconian measure of one chjld per family the government could buy 
up birthrights on the market 0 as to reduce by a ub tantial amount the 
number of families having more than one child. rn fact it eems that it 
would be generally a good principle, in many part of the world where 
there is substantial poverty and al 0 a sub tantial birthrate, to have soo­
ner rather than later market in birthrights. A of thi year, it i e timated 
that the number of per ons below the poverty line in fndia which is over 
400 million, is a larger number than thac for thc whole of Africa I. 

SECTION 3 : ORGANIZATION OF FREE MARKETS 

In the present structure of the world' ocietie, mainly into more or 
les independent nat jon it would be a mistake to try to impo e a ingle 
global market in birthrights, though this may be what should be 
achievable in th next century. However 1 am not tryi.ng to make any 
foreca I or recommendation about lhat. For the present, my propo al i 
that each nation should handle its own birthrights though consolidation 
of mall. nation in organizing uch a market would be tronglyencoura-
ged, as would the kind of global trade we now have for a great range of 

I. The definition of poverty is lill conlrOVer in!. but mOSI definilion. are relntivcl!' 
robust. in the sen~e of roughly agreeing on lhe numbers. For a relnlively recenl neW definI­
tion , in conlm 110 Ihe fomiliar criterion of being below the poverty line if Mmillg nre IW 
lhan $1 per day , sec the multidimen ional definirion. ba ed on a clu 'Ier of fc.'IO~ · 
« Acme Mullidimensional Poverly : A New lndex for Developing Countries » by Sobl"" 
Alkire and Emma Maria Salllos. Working Paper 38. 2010. Oxford Poverty and HoOl~a 
Developmenl Inilimive (OPHI). 
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products. But the inevitable legal aspects of birthrights might severely 
restrict cross-national markets, even though we have already a variety of 
agreements on children in one country being adopted in another. Details 
of how this might be done I do not pursue here. Rather, I assume, for 
further discussion, something like markets for birthrights could be esta­
blished in all countries, or groups of smaller ones, with a popUlation of a 
hundred million or more. 

SECTION 4: IMMEDIATE ISSUES ABOUT A REDUCED POPULATION 

There are several problems that are repeatedly mentioned when any 
discussion of reducing population occurs. I am talking now not about 
questions of religious belief or restriction on birthrights for families, but 
consequences of actually reducing the popUlation. At first what is often 
emphasized are the problems created by the scarcity of new young 
workers. There are two remarks to be made about this, one from a short­
term and the other from a long-term perspective. The long-term one is 
different in the sense that we would naturally think of reaching a relati­
vely stationary population, that is one not changing in time, so that the 
number of new workers would be approximately constant, once we 
reached equilibrium. There would be no complaints of new shortages, 
because the population would be stable as it was in various parts of the 
1V0rld at various times in the past, over a good many centuries. In the 
short term, problems would arise, and would need to be dealt with, but 
there would also be opportunities arising from such shortages, namely, 
increases in standards of living for those in the bottom quartile or half of 
the income distribution; for the rewards for this group, in the case of 
shortage of young workers, would in general tend to increase and there­
fore their wages should increase. 

SECTION 5: LONGER-TERM ISSUES 

A deeper prospect is to look first at what has happened as over the 
past two hundred year ' . We have passed from mainly agricultural socie­
lie 10 industrialized ones, in large parts of the world, and now properly 
\~e already think of our elves a being in or approaching post-industrial 
I~llles. In the post-indu Iri.al society. as usually discussed, the Informa­
tIon Age replace the Industrial Age. Manufacturing is reduced - but I 
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will have om remark ' about that in a moment. What i left, for 
example, in developed countries now i that a large pan of the popula­
tion i employed in the service . ector. So it i this ervice ector which 
wOl!ld be particularly subject to hortages with a decrease in new young 
worker. It eems to me the an wer i pretty obvi.ou ' a to what would 
happen to a ociety that i the succes or to what we can think of as the 
information and ervice-oriented current society. Service will not be a 
main source of employment but there will be a substitution of robotics 
automated equipment and 'oftware of every kind to perform the work 
n w mainly done by per on employed in the service sector. Thi 
change i already underway, and can be seen in the increa ingly promi­
nent di cussion of u ing technology to both improve the services avai­
lable to retired people but al 0 to reduce the need for new worker . I 
plan to write elsewhere about the coming age of robotic service. 

There is, however another remark that need to be made about the 
di tribution of age in the population. I have not yet mentioned the pro­
blem that will ari e from continued increa e in the longevity of the 
population. A lhi happen. , the reduction of the percentage of young 
people will be inevitable unlil again ome approximate equilibrium i 
reached and increa e in longevity i no longer a ignificant biological 
phen menon. Some may think that thi will be a very long time in the 
future. I am among tho e. It i easy to make an argument that the conti­
nued increa e in biological research aimed at a fundamental under tan­
ding of the proce e of aging will lead to continued increa es in longe­
vity for a far a we can see into the future. It i certainly impossible for 
me to have any erious detailed ideas abollt when the impact of uch 
re earch will come to an end , or, more likely. make no further progress 
for everal centuries. So this pre ents a different problem, to which I 
hope to devote more effort in the future. Generally peaking, increased 
longevity i from the main perspective of this article, another strong 
argument for Ie peopJe. Thi means there 'hould be even Ie creation 
of new people because we will have continually more people staying 
around longer for the indefinite future. 

There i another i ue, perhap one of the 010 t fundamental, that I 
want to di cus briefly, wben dealing with thi que tion of an aging 
population . When manufacturing become' highly automated and then 
ervice become highly automated a well, as seems highly predictable. 

what i left for people to do? Well. it eems to me lbat the opportunitier are golden. The kind of intellectual and creative activity characteristic (1 

what we 0 often think of a our ociety when our member arc opel11' 



LESS PEOPLE. THE MOST FEASIBLE APPROACH TO SUSTAINABlLITY 69 

ting at the highest level, should become mainly a feature of the entire 
population. I do not have some narrow vision that everyone is to become 
an academic like myself, but rather a society in which each individual is 
realized in the vastly many different ways in which this can happen. So I 
am sanguine about the solution here, even though it involves, perhaps, 
from a psychological standpoint, the single most fundamental change 
that will occur under the vision that I have of the future. I emphasized 
deliberately psychological standpoint. For too many creative persons, 
including academics from all disciplines , exhibit all too clearly, in many 
kinds of settings, their discontent about essential aspects of their lives, 
from research time to sex and salaries. Deep attention to these matters 
should be, and probably will be, characteristic of the coming period I 
label the Golden Age of Learning and Fulfillment. 

SECTION 6 : MORAL ISSUES CONCERNING BIRTHRIGHTS 

A thorough discussion of the moral issues of birthrights is needed; I 
will try here only to list some of the positive and negative arguments, 
with some comments, beginning with the positive case. 

1. Bad consequences of too many births. The moral issue is a col­
lective one of the many bad consequences of not limiting birthrights. 
There are, of course, other methods, but the virtue of a market in bir­
thrights is that no one is being coerced, everyone can at least reproduce 
himself or herself, and the decision about having further children is not 
governed by rigid bureaucratic regulations, but rather by having the 
means to raise more children properly. Examination of qualifications for 
purchasing birthrights for more than two children might be required. 
This could be of the sort now often required for adopting children. The 
market also provides an economic opportunity for families that need to 
sell birthrights. The economic advantage of this is something I will not 
examine further as a moral issue. 

2. Need to limit population. It will be important to separate the is­
Sue of controlling by variou noncoercive methods population size, and 
making the Cll e as uch that population be limited to a certain size. The 
latter argument should come from analyzing more general problems of 
SUstainability . But having reached political or social agreement on ma­
nngem nt of the population ize over coming decades, it is important to 
argue lhat a market in birthright i on of the least restrictive ways of 
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managing such agreed restrictions, in terms of the freedom of indivi­
duals. 

3. Unrestricted right to reproduce yourself'. An important feature 
that should be built into this market is that each person has the moral 
right to reproduce himself or her elf. T think of this as a limited liberta­
rian objective. The tate should not be able to restrict in any complete 
way the right to have children. On the other hand, it does seem reaso­
nable to impose restrain on the number of children that someone can 
have. I recognize I have to develop this argument in more detail, for 
there are certainly religious views, for example that mistakenly argue 
that any limitation is very much again t some basic principles. I will 
return to this point shortly. From a ecular viewpoint, I need to reflect 
further on what the arguments are, nuanced as they must be, to permit 
each person to reproduce himself or her elf, but to restrict the numbers 
beyond that. 

4. Religious acceptance. Religious views on children and birthrights 
require a separate discussion from secular ones. Here I restrict myself to 
the attitudes held by various religions concerning the adoption of a 
child. They all agree, at least in the developed countries, to restrictions 
on and the careful vetting of families that adopt children. An important 
point to make here i that there have been, in general, no religious objec­
tions per se to adoplion, at least as far as I know. There have been strong 
feelings that, for example, a child who came from a Catholic family 
should be, if at all possible, adopted by someone who is a Catholic, and 
similarly for other sects and religions . 

On tbe much more en itive and more important topic of abortion, 
acceptance of other methods of birth control in the current situation has 
many po itive developments from the tandpoint of religious accep· 
tance, on either a practical or theoJogical basi . Continued rejection of 
abortion is understandable but I do defend the ultimate deci ion to be a 
fundamental right of a pregnant woman . The literature is large and com· 
plex, so I give here only a few examples . 

The Catholic Church i adamant about aborti n, but accepting of 
abstinence as a method of birth conlTol. Moreover, the u e of contracep· 
tion methods, other than abortion, especially condoms or birth-conlrol 
pills, is widespread in Europe and United State am ng a large nUJ11bef 
of Catholic families, as a practical matter, often even approved by loc~' 
priests. Such approval is much more wide pread among Prote tanl cler• 
gy. 
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In the important cases of India, there are now too many positive data 
to survey systematically here . I mention only a few. In southern India 
e.g., in the state of Karmataka, there has been a steady decline of fertili­
ty rates over the past two decades or so, mainly attributed to state­
sponsored family-planning programs, and literacy programs as well. 
Though there is practical religious acceptance by both Hindu and Mu­
slim families, acceptance by Hindus is greater, with a mean difference in 
fertility of about one child between the two groups. However, the lower 
fertility rate of Hindu families in thi en e, may be not onJy a religious 
attitude difference, but also a more favorable economic situation, in 
terms of family income and higher level of edu ation. Among poorer 
families, sterilization seems to be by far rhe most popular form of family 
planning 2. 

What I sketch next is analyzed in detail in Buddhist texts, which is 
theologically perhaps the most accepting of family planning, since the 
celibate monk is the ideal of Buddhist society, and has the greatest so­
cial prestige. Yet from a practical and social standpoint, especially in 
rural areas of Buddhist cOllntries, the desire and prestige of having a son 
who becomes a monk encourage families to have at least one son (see 
on these points, Ling, 1969) 3. For a report on the effectiveness of a 
national government program in family planning in Buddhist Thailand 
in the 1960s and 1970s, see Allan Rosenfeld et at. (1982) 4. 

As the last of this survey I mention Islam, which, to the surprise of 
many Americans and Europeans, is more liberal about birth control and 
family planning than the Catholic Church. Indeed, in the 1970s Pakistan 
had an extensive government pon ored and organized national family­
planning campai.gn. From a lheologi al standpoint, no Qur'an text for­
bid prevention of conception. (Thi doe not imply any acceptance of 
abortion.) Second, the . aying hadith of the Prophet (PBUH) accepted the 
principle of preventing conception by permitting the practice of 'azl, or 
coill/s illlerruptu " jllstified already in early medieval legal reasoning , as 
expres ed in uch sayings. Here is one from a certain Abu Sa'id cited in 

2. riyn Iycr.« Religion .md the Dcci ion 10 Use Contraception in India » . iOllrnaljor 
tllU SCielltific SII/dy of RelJSioll, Vol.4l. No.4 (Dec ., 2002). p. 7J 1-722. 

3. T. O. Ling. « Buddhisl F~clors in Populmion Growth and Control: A Survey Based 
OIl ThllilaIld and Ceylon ». Poplliatioll SlIIdie.r, Vol. 23, No.1 (Mar. , 1969), p.53-60. 
PUblished by Populallon Invc ligalion Cornmillee. 
I ? Alluu Rosenfield. Anlhony Bennell. Somsak Varakamin, Donald Lauro. «Thai­

n."d S Pa,nily Planning Program : An A ian Success Story ». Illternatiollal Family Plall-
"//'1;1 Perspectives, Vol. 8. . 2 (June. (982) . p. 43-51. 
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Wensick (1960, p. 112)5. According to Abu Sa' id,« We rode out with 
the Prophet (PBUH) [0 raid Banu al-Mustaliq and captured some female 
prisoner . .. we desired women and abstinence became hard. [But] we 
wanted to practice ' azl ; and asked the Prophet (PBUB) about it. He aid 
' You do not have to hesitate, for God ha prede tined what i to be 
created until the judo-ement day' ». Later, A l-Ghazzalj ( 1058- 1111) 
justified 'azl by a careful and detailed argument in hi great treati e lLya 
'ubam ai-Din (The Revival of Religious Science), in the chapter on 
biology of religion 6. 

I have only superficially touched the surface on this topic of the 
greatest importance for the sustainability of modem civilization and 
culture. But I said enough to give hope about the role of religion in fu­
ture family planning. 

SECTION 7: TWO NEGATIVE ARGUMENTS 

1. Unrestricted libertarian rights. Many libertarians and feminists, 
in particular libertarian feminists, will strongly object to any restriction 
on the rights of a woman to have as many children as she wants. In 
practice, this argument does not seem to be a very powerful or important 
one, but conceptually, it is one that must be dealt with. I have already 
encountered it in some preliminary di cu ion , to my urpri e , with my 
youngest daughter, Alexandra. Even if it i not a gTeat practical matter, I 
think it is important to have orne conceptual arguments that it i not a 
matter simply to be left to the private beliefs and desire of an individual 
woman or family. I support the view tbat unrestricted individuali tic 
libertarianism is a romantic view of how any modern society can be 
organized. I am critical of such an unconditional tance, while at the 
same time very supportive of a general libertarian viewpoint. 

2. Bureaucracy is better. Doubtless for many . the argument for the 
management of birthrights being a bureaucratic government matter 
rather than a free-market one has merit. There are two kinds of argU' 
ments to be considered here. One is the general ort of argument thot 
holds that very many activities in a society that are cUITently governed 
by markets in many countries would be better managed by government 

5. Khalid Farooq Akbar, « F:lmily Planning and I lam: A Review». A. J. Wensinck, 
Hand Book oj Early MIII/{II/II/wden Tradition. (Lcidcn : E. J. Brill, 1960), p. lIZ. r 

6. Kbalid Farooq Akbar, « Family Plaoning nnd Islam: A Review». Al-Ghaz
ZllI

• 

Ihya'Ulum al·Din, III Matba a/·IIl)lClriyytJ al·Misri),ya. (Cairo, 1302 A.H.). 
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bureaucracies. This is the general conceptual argument covering lots of 
intellectual terrain concerning free markets versus government control 
of many human activities. The interesting thing about this argument is 
that really no one on either side, except for a few extremists, believes 
that there should be either no markets or no bureaucracy at all. Even the 
most extreme forms of communist rule in the last hundred years have 
not advocated complete elimination of markets. There are large govern­
ment units that focus on minimizing the use of markets, for example the 
military, in terms of the soldiers as consumers, but this is a rather special 
case . 

At the other extreme, there are a few libertarians who want every­
thing privatized, from health services, retirement benefits, defense, the 
courts, to the police enforcement of laws . Yet almost no one, or at least 
no group of any magnitude, in any current country, advocates this ex­
treme version. The general view of libertarians is to support smaller 
government and reduced bureaucracy. As we go beyond these slogans, 
the general argument of interest and, I think, of importance, is the one 
that government does have a role in defense and in enforcing the rule of 
law, and in other domains, primarily as a limited regulatory agent. This 
can be formulated as the ideal case, unrealized in any current society. 

It is an important matter of general political philosophy and political 
theory to dig deeper into these arguments, positive or negative, in terms 
of their foundational basis. This means a careful examination of to what 
extent we can derive these principles from more general ones, or let me 
put it in more realistic terms, give good arguments without offering 
anything like a serious rigorous derivation. That task is beyond the 
scope of this inquiry, but not, I think, an impossible one. 

SECTION 8 : IN CONCLUSION 

£11 closing, J turn back to examining some of the i ues , particularly 
tho c advo ating free markets in birthright. 1 use the plural deliberately. 
Initially we hould focus only on market in the large countrie . In fact, 
a pluralisli approach is iJl order. Almost certai nly . Iu l to give some 
?bviou example, birthright market in the United State if established 
In the near future, would be more like other free market than wha·t 
WOuld be found in , ay, China, or many part of tbe European Union. I 
~!\n imagine already the hundreds of pages required by the Bru sel 

UTeau racy of the European Union to establi h uch a market. The 
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regulations would likely be quite extravagant in size and complexity. On 
the other hand, given the cutTent attitude about the role of Brussels and 
the role of bureaucracy for the whole of the European Union, I could 
well see having a pluralistic result of different nations within the Euro­
pean Union opting for different birthright arrangements. 

Even in the United States, there may be a plethora of markets, at 
least one for each state, run more or less independently of any other, 
with different regulations , and within the large states, like California, 
Florida, New York, or Texas, there may even be a variety of markets , 
running semi-independently, but all regulated just in the way that many 
other kinds of markets are. There could well be some regulations na­
tionwide, following from some kind of federal mandates . I do not pro­
pose to get lost in the wilderness of the possibilities here. If we examine 
the CUlTent complicated network and patchwork of markets and regula­
tions in many economic areas, we could spend more time on that than 
anything else. 

I am just assuming the ordinary kind of view here, i.e., that there 
would be free markets, but subject to some considerable regulation. It 
would in fact be a great triumph for the future of this planet if markets in 
birthrights were to become accepted as desirable and ordinary. 




