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1 What is the value of analytical concepts, frameworks and
theories?

Very wise men, the organisers of this debate. They do not pose a question that is
virtually impossibleto answer, such as: “ Will you please provethat the SDT existsor
doesnot exist”, but one that can be answered in a dispassionate and straightforward
manner: “Isthe Second Demographic Transition auseful research concept?’ My an-
swer isasimple and unqualified “Yes'. Inmy view it isreally impossible to under-
stand the demographic changes that have occurred in Europe, and in many other in-
dustrialised countries as well, since the mid-1960s, without accepting the idea that
the many and very varied changes we have observed in a whole series of demo-
graphic variablesareinterrelated and may intheir totality beindicative of, and repre-
sent, the manifestation of a change in demographic regime.

Theories frequently precede observation in physics. And, if observations do not
match theoretical expectations, thereis trouble. When the number of neutrinos de-
tected on earth from nuclear reactionsin the core of the sun wasonly about athird of
what had been calculated, that resulted in “the mystery of the missing solar neutri-
nos’. Neutrinos had always been thought to have amass of precisely 0, and the mys-
tery could only beresolved by assuming that not all of thethreeformsof neutrino had
amassof 0. Apparently, at least one, and may beall three, could changeintype. And,
if that were so they knew time and, consequently, had amassdifferent from 0. In the
social sciences, theoriesare not that precise. Most commonly their natureisthat of a
concept, or of an explanatory or analytical framework. But as such they fulfil the
samefunction astheoriesin physics, and inthe natural sciencesmoregenerally. Two
British science writers, lan Stewart and Jack Cohen, had the following to say about
the subtlerole of theoriesin their 1997 book entitled Figments of Reality: “ Everyone
accepts that theories provide explanations of observed ‘facts by fitting theminto a
coherent conceptual framework. The true role of theories, however, lies rather
deeper: without a theoretical framework, the meaning of observations may not be
clear.” | find that very well put and quote it with full approval.
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2 Did the focus of the SDT concept change?

Ron Lestheaghe, who unfortunately could not be here today, and | used the term
“Second Demographic Transition” first in ajoint paper in a specia volume of the
Dutch sociological journal Mens en Maatschappij that we jointly edited in 1986.
When preparing the outline of that volume we were again struck by the simultaneity
of the changesinfertility and family formation in North-Western Europe. Aswe had
both written on European fertility before and knew the findings of our contemporar-
iesin that area, we ultimately decided to posetheinevitable question: “Did we seea
second transition?’ The paper was published in our mother tongue, alanguage re-
grettably not well understood outside the Low Countries. Thus some people now as-
sume that the original focus of the concept was on “fertility falling below replace-
ment level and staying there” and still equate that situation with the SDT. However,
even theinitial focus of the concept was broader than that. In keeping with Philippe
Ariés important paper on the motivation for fertility decline as published in 1980,
we argued that the changes in the trends were the result of two successive motiva-
tions. Not solely with regard to “ having children” but, much more generally, with re-
gard to the family. The two transitions appeared to be founded on different family
models. The*“bourgeoisfamily model” underlying thefirst transition apparently was
giving way to the“individualistic family model”, so we argued. Nevertheless, in our
first presentation we did not venture beyond that. The broadening of the concept to
cover al components of population growth dates from alater date. | will not follow
that development in any detail, but will make some observations based on my own
thinking inthat regard. When | prepared apaper for asmall meeting held in Florence
in 1988, | attempted to makethe SDT concept more comprehensive. | offered ama-
trix relating changesin the culture, structure, and technology of our societiesto the
functioning of individuals, of primary and secondary groups, and | attempted to
show how that might have affected the fertility behaviour observed. | called it an ex-
planatory framework for the SDT and wondered whether it could also provide an
“... insight into the relation between fertility, nuptiality, mortality and migration”.
My answer was not very precise, asyet, but positive. “ Sufficient, no doubt, to realise
that the processes of change they underwent, were not independent of one another”,
waswhat | then wrote.

Tenyearsand alot of reading later, when | wasinvited to give aplenary addressat
the European Population Conference in The Hague and tried to put Europe’s demo-
graphic history inalong-term perspective, | had every reasontoreturntothat issue. It
soon dawned upon me that the classical model of the “ demographic transition” was
badly flawed. Customarily it only displaystherel ationship between the determinants
of natural growth. It depictsthebirth and death rates, together with the rate of natural
growth, even though it iswell known that during that transition the European coun-
tries siphoned off excess popul ation through international migration. | sat downwith
anotepad of squared paper and the next few days spent several hourstrying torectify
that serious omission and then found it quite natural to extend the graph to incorpo-
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ratethe most recent devel opments. | wasvery pleased with the result and haveincor-
porateditinthe encyclopaediaentries| recently prepared at the request of Jan Hoem,
and Paul Demeny & Geoffrey McNicoll respectively. It probably wasafal se sense of
modesty that made me omit the graph during my Warsaw introduction. But it speaks
better than words. So hereitisagain.

What the graph suggests is that the same mind set that is responsible for the de-
clinein fertility and the changesin family formation also affected mortality and in-
ternational migration. The Western European countries became countries of immi-
gration with the introduction of the guest worker schemes around the mid-1960s.
The dual market theory of international migration lists four reasons why developed
societies tend to need and attract migrants. These have in common that they are re-
lated to rigiditiesin their labour market. Occupational hierarchies make positions at
the bottom of the pyramid of occupations unattractive to the national s of these coun-
tries. They do not confer the statusthey seek, whilethey do not satisfy the ambition of
parents keen to seetheir few children upwardly mobile. They offer little or no oppor-
tunity for self-realisation. The unexpected declinein mortality at advanced agesthat
began 10 or 15 years ago surprised demographers nearly as much as the decline in
fertility. | seeit asthedelayed, better still the* lagged” manifestation of thelong term
effects of the changesin life style— healthier food, |ess smoking, more exercise and
so on —adopted by these generationsfrom the mid-1960s onward. M any people seek
to live aslong as biologically feasible; they seek medical assistance to redise their
full potential life span and accept a personal responsibility in living a healthy life.
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3 How can the SDT best be characterised?

I would say the SDT is best conceived of asachangein demographic regime. To
clarify that point | have to go back to Adolphe Landry and the French demographic
tradition more generally. At the beginning of the 20" century Adolphe Landry pub-
lished abrief paper inwhich heargued that asuccession of demographic regimeswas
typical of human history. Asl haverecalledin my foreword to thebook TomasFrejka
and Jean-Paul Sardon will soon publish on cohort fertility in Europe, he cameback to
that issue on various occasions. The point he made can be summarised as follows:
Just aswith regard to political changes one may speak of demographic revolutionsif
oneregimeissucceeded by another. And thiseven if that change does not occur sud-
denly but takes some time to become established. Thus, so Landry argues, when we
characterise the substitution of unlimited procreation by limited procreation as a
“révolution démographique’ we do nothing more than adhere to that clear defini-
tion. In hindsight it isunfortunate that thisterm was not accepted internationally and
became replaced by transition. Moreover, as defined in thisway the transition could
only have one outcome: a demographic constellation typified by quasi-stability re-
sulting from a combination of a high mortality level with a high level of fertility to
match it would be replaced by anew balance in the components of natural growth at
low levels of both mortality and fertility. Thiswas a“good story” and became very
popular. Everyone understood that mortality decline, if not followed by adeclinein
fertility, would lead to runaway population growth. The capacity to reproduce had to
be brought into line with the new, more limited needs. As noted above, international
migration played virtually no rolein that transition concept. Moreover, that particu-
lar transition from “high” to “low” could only occur oncein the history of mankind
and this has “blinded” many in the demographic profession when a new regime
change presented itself.

Itisprecisely thisnew regime changethat theterm “ second transition” triesto en-
capsulate. The justification for the use of that term liesin the crucia difference be-
tween the demographic constellation in the early 21% century and that of the late 18"
century. Then the decline in mortality led to an adjustment in fertility. Now it isthe
second natural growth factor, fertility, that apparently makes reaching and maintain-
ing a long-term population balance an unattainable objective. The fundamental
changes in fertility and family formation in industrialised societies after the
mid-1960s were, as Lesthaeghe and | sketched, truly revolutionary and occurred
with surprising suddenness and simultaneity. It isthe unprecedented low level of fer-
tility, coupled with the increased expectation of life at advanced ages, that acerbates
the ageing process and makes migration the obvious variable to provide
compensation.
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4 What are the main differences between the first and second
transition?

There are numerous differences between the first and second transition. With
referenceto earlier authors| shouldliketo stressthefollowing. Whilemortality de-
cline provided the “engine” for thefirst transition, fertility declineisthe “engine”
of the second. In both instances international migration plays asignificant rolein
the balancing equation, but whileit provided asafety valve of sortsinthefirst, itisa
carefully guardedinletinthesecond. Thustherearemajor differencesindynamics.
Theguiding principlesalso differ. The fundamental principle of thefirst transition
was, in Landry’s terms “larationalisation de lavie”; the world was demystified.
Thefundamental principle of the second s, in my view, theright to self-realisation
granted to each individual; it isthe demystification of social control. To paraphrase
Landry: itisthe: “individualisation delavie’. Moreover, thereign of Aries' king-
child cameto an end and isreplaced by thereign of theking-couple, just as preven-
tive contraception was replaced by self-fulfilling conception. Fertility has become
a“derivative’. Asl haverecently elaborated in acontribution to adiscussion initi-
ated by John Simons, the managing editor of Population Studies, it isthe outcome
of a process of self-questioning and self-confrontation by prospective parents.
They typically ask themselves: “Will our lives be enriched by having achild, or an
additional child now?" The couplewill weigh agreat many aspects, including the
direct and opportunity costs, but their guiding light will be whether it would be
self-fulfilling. Would the parental satisfactions as perceived offer sufficient com-
pensation for everything that having achild and caring for it entail s? Young people
do not have well-defined fertility targets when they begin conjugal life: whether
they have children or not, have them early or late, when they are married or before,
it all depends on a sequence of decisions made when various options present
themselves.

5 What if certain countries or regions do not follow the
conceptual pattern?

That isvery significant for the countries and regions concerned and certainly de-
serves specia research efforts. The purpose of a conceptual framework is precisely
that it allowsresearchersto highlight and study national and regional patternsand, if
possible, to explain and understand the variations encountered. Deviations from a
fairly general pattern do not by themselves diminish the value of a conceptual re-
search tool or framework. By the same token it is not of any great significance if
countriesand regionsdo not rapidly convergeto astandard pattern. Infact, if specific
ideas reach populations with quite different cultural endowments at different points
of time, diffuse at different speeds depending on the social and economic setting,
rapid convergence is, in my view, unlikely. However, over alonger period of time
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largely parallel behavioural shifts will probably narrow the range of the measures
demographers apply.

6 When can we say that the SDT has begun or is taking place?

We havelearned from thelate Ansley Coal e that asimple measure appeared to be
sufficient to establish whether thefirst demographic transition had begun. Once mar-
ital fertility had declined by 10 percent without rising again, that date wasassumed to
mark the beginning of thetransition. Asameasureit is easy to work with and it has,
undeniably, revealed interesting geographical patterns. However, it has obvious and
serious shortcomings. If mortality decline was the engine of that transition, fertility
decline measures the response to changes rather than the change itself. Moreover,
what really happenedinfertility occurredin people’sminds. AsEtiennevandeWalle
has repeatedly stressed, fertility behaviour reflectsthe cultural representations peo-
ple have; as these change, fertility change will follow. Again, while the measure is
convenient, it isat best aproxy. The second transition isavery complicated affair. It
isand was affected by changesin the culture, social and economic structure, and in
the technology of our societies. The advent of much improved, highly efficient con-
traception played acatalytic role, asdid improved medical technology and commu-
nication. The status of women atered, they became more autonomous in matters
concerning procreation and partner relations. Moreover, to acertain extent everyone
could free him/herself from social control, and the right to self-determination be-
cameaguiding principle. In all likelihood thisimpliesthat in the search for asingle
measureto ascertain the situation we should not aim for aspecific demographic vari-
able, but at a measure capable of documenting changes in value orientation, in
Weltanschauung, or in the spirit of the age.

7 Can we prove the existence of the SDT?

Many hundreds of articles and books have been published on the topic of the de-
mographic transition since that particular process of demographic change was first
recognised early in the 19" century. The phenomenon has been studied from agreat
variety of angles and in awide range of countries. Even so, it is still poorly under-
stood. Take the central tenet that it is mortality decline that has triggered the whole
process of change and that it should, asarule, therefore precedethe declinein fertil-
ity. Francien van de Walle of the Princeton project established that at a sub-national
level there were many cases in which fertility declined first. In addition, the search
for regulatory mechanisms at the individual or aggregate level has been singularly
unsuccessful. John Clelandin areview of theliteratureand datapublished intheyear
2001 concludesto the absence of any mechanical rel ationship between mortality and
fertility decline. Hefurther observesthat acausal link between thetwo cannot beem-
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pirically tested. “ Too many mediating factors obscure any mechanical dose-response
relationship between probabilities of survival and fertility trends”. Itisal so apparent
that the onset of thetransition hasoccurred at very different levelsof fertility. What is
decisive, so John Casterlinearguesin the sameyear, is“ ... the spread through apop-
ulation of the conviction that achievable economic aspirations are undermined by
continued childbearing” . He addsthat thisconviction might arisein situationswhere
escalating aspirations outstrip economic growth aswell asin a situation where eco-
nomic contraction threatens the achievement of existing aspirations. It isfair to say
that nearly all statements of ageneral kind about the classical —for me now thefirst—
demographic transition can be easily contradicted. Nevertheless, as | heard Paul
Demeny once argue, there appear to be no counter-examples to the rule that the
transition isa universal phenomenon that affects al countries in the course of their
development from a pre-industrial to a more modern society.

| do not believethat the search for a precise set of relationships between fertility,
mortality, and migration during the second demographic transition will be more suc-
cessful. And neither can | think of any good reason why one should expect to be pre-
sented with firmer proof for the existence of the second than for the first transition.
Each transition requires aplausible narrative anchored, to the extent possible, in em-
pirical data. Nevertheless, it would surprise me if the new demographic regime
wouldn’tin due course manifestitself in all industrialised countries experiencing the
valuechangetolate, reflexive, or post-modernity. L et mestressthat | haveno quarrel
with colleagues who are not convinced by my arguments. In fact, dissenting voices
are very welcome; they may help in improving our understanding and may bring us
closer to thetruth. | hope, however, that even they will whilethey wait for better evi-
dence or new data no longer teach the substantive demography, concepts and
“theory” of more than a quarter of acentury ago.





