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Old men do not fight wars – this belief that a “geriatric peace” is now descending upon 

the world – is one of the great justifications of the population control movement. These three 

justifications –geopoliticalstability,environmentalism and feminism – lead most scholars and 

policy-makers to consider population programs to be the best investment the international 

community can make in the developing world.
But, at least regarding geopolitics, they are wrong. The “fruits” of population control: 

global fertility decline, followed by population aging and population decline, will bring not 

peace and stability but, instead, economic stagnation and a new age of international 

uncertainty. And this will be an age of international uncertainty in which many of the actors are 

armed with nuclear weapons, or strive to be. 
We are far enough along this demographic path to be able to make some assertions. 

What do we know? We are in what the demographers have labeled the age of “lowest-low 

fertility.”Over half the nations on earth are experiencing below replacement-rate fertility. There 

is no reason to believe that this trend will end, and very good reason to believe that the decline 

will continue, even accelerate. 
What else do we know? 
This new world is an older world. There are many nations in which the number of people

over 60 is greater than the number of people under twenty. By mid-century, the median age of 

a European citizen will be 50. By then, there will be about 2 billion elderly people across the 

globe. 
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This new world is also predominantly a developing world. Although fertility is declining 

in the developing world, this decline is newer than what has already taken place for decades in 

the developed West. Therefore, the global share of the population moves further south every 

year. Europe, especially, loses a bit more of its share every year. 
So, this is a world of differential or relative fertility decline. While the fertility of 

Palestinian women has been declining – as would be expected – they still have twice the 

number of children as Israeli women. Every year, therefore, Israel grows a bit more 

outnumbered, its geo-political options a bit more constrained. In 1950, Japan was the fifth-most

populous nation on earth. By 2050, it will be the twenty-first. Germany was the seventh-most 

populous nation; it will be twenty-second. Countries like Bangladesh and Indonesia have vaulted

ahead. 
This new world is also a world of migration. For the rich nations of the West, the easiest 

solution to fertility decline has been to replace the native-born workers who were never born 

with immigrants.
This new world is also becoming a male world –the deadly combination of ultrasound 

technology and the spread of legal, accessible abortion has created a worldwide epidemic of 

sex-selective abortions. In some regions of Asia, there are 130 boys born for every 100 girls.
It would be fantastic, in my view, to claim that this worldwide phenomenon of declining, 

aging, moving populations will not bring instability to world affairs. Population is the well-spring 

of economic, political and military power; historically unprecedented shifts in populations are 

bound to bring with them profound shifts in the global balance of power.  
I would like to risk making a few general predictions. First, the developing world will 

grow old before it grows rich. The developing world has a small window of time, called a 

“demographic dividend,” in which the ratio of working people to dependents is favorable to 

development. But it is unlikely that many of these countries will achieve enough genuine reform
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in a couple of decades’ time – which, in extreme cases, would mean building the institutions 

and culture necessary for a successful state out of whole cloth. It is much more likely that many 

nations will fail, leaving their newly retired cohorts with neither the institutional safeguards– 

the social-welfare safety net – nor the traditional succors of old age – large numbers of grown 

children. Failed states are not a source of international stability. 
Second, globalization cannot compensate for global fertility decline indefinitely. The 

world will run out of the vibrancy of youthful markets: the large numbers of consumers and 

producers, as well as the more intangible, but essential, entrepreneurial spirit of the young. As 

one market after another begins to contract and grow weary, whole regions will fall into the 

state of stagnation now experienced in places like Japan. Economic stagnation is not a source of 

international stability. 
Third, this new age will not be the dawn of a “geriatric peace.” It may be true that, as 

populations age, there might be no money for guns and no stomach for casualties. But nations 

are aging at different rates. In fact, this uneven demographic decline might serve as a catalystfor

war: one’sown demographic weakness as an incentive to act before it’s too late (like Serbia in 

the 1990s), or the demographic weakness of one’s enemies as a provocation to act. 
Many of the nations with pronounced population decline have already sacrificed military

spending, and therefore their ability to protect themselves. Thus, they are left to plan for, 

facilitate, hope for seismic shifts in geopolitics – the taming of geopolitics through multi-

nationalism, through the United Nation, even the coming obsolescence of conventional war, 

itself – that would render population levels much less important in determining global power. 

While perhaps admirable, such aspirations are, of course, far from certain (the fallen nature of 

humanity being what it is).
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Let me indulge in more specific predictions.Let’s start with China. China is agood 

illustration of the perils of demographic decline in the developing world. China imposed the 

one-child policy on its people in 1979, and it has remained in force ever since. Putting aside the 

immorality of this massive campaign of forced abortion, because of it, the labor force peaked in 

2010. There has been a risein civil unrest as population aging reduces the rate of economic 

growth that has long substituted for regime legitimacy.
Thelesson of China will be that the demographic dividend slams shut quickly, and if 

China cannot navigate through the demographic transition with 10% annual economic growth, 

what chances do the countries of the rest of the developing world have with 2% growth, or zero

growth? And how will the Chinese regime react if it feels imperiled because of demographics? 

Could unrest in China unleash a global recession, or even military conflict? 
Next, Europe will not achieve an elegant decline. Europe will not be able to serve as a 

model for managing demographic decline in a way that allows it to maintain both its current 

social welfare model and its geopolitical influence. Europe faces the breakdown of its social 

welfare states – it is a matter of simple arithmetic. Systems designed to be funded by twenty 

workers for every one dependent cannot exist for long when there are only two workers for 

every one dependent. To a certain extent – Europeans are all Greeks, now – they can tinker with

some of the details of the social welfare state – raise retirement age a year or two, lower the 

rate of growth of entitlements a bit, raise taxes, reduce discretionary spending  – but the 

numbers can never be made to add up.
Here is the larger lesson: Europe has had a number of significant advantages over the 

rest of the world: gradual fertility decline, functioning governmental institutions, a well-

educated populace, and outside funding of European security obligations in the form of US 
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military spending. In light of all of this, if Europe cannot manage its demographic decline 

without social upheaval, how will anyone else? 
Finally, I’d like to state that much depends upon the United States. Can America maintain

its population exceptionalism? If not, or if it chooses to adopt a European model of social 

democracy, will it be able to maintain its current military budget, and therefore its ability to 

fulfill its massive geopolitical and military obligations on the world stage? Most nations can no 

longer fight a major land war. Most nations cannot defend themselves, if they had to. Is 

conventional war a thing of the past? Have we really reached the end of human history, that 

bloody, bellicose history? I believe that the American military budget has been muting the 

geopolitical impact of demographic decline. Has the West merely been relying upon the military

might of the United States to keep the peace? And what will happen if that US military power 

wanes?The next few decades will give us the answers to all of these questions, whether we like 

them, or not. 
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