
From the Editor
“[Munch’s painting] Anxiety plays upon collec-

tive despair: The sentiment of angst in this work . . .
is more sustained . . . since its desperation is here
borne by a group rather than by an isolated individ-
ual.”1 We see this collective despair staring out at us
from the cover of this issue of the reporter—we see
the hollow eyes and the unsettling fear.  Our unease
is focused in the woman in the foreground, but the
disquietude spreads back through the masses—the
nameless, faceless masses.  Something is troubling
this population, something is running through
them, binding their individual fears into a collective
deep-seated worry. 

Reading recent news reports on world demo-
graphics, one senses this collective anxiety lurking
behind many of the stories. While the articles purport
to present the facts—“large industrialized countries
face long-term population slowdowns,”2 “Europe
[has] low birth rates and an aging population,”3—the
anxiety creeps in with certain turns of phrase.  For
example, on August 17, the LA Times referred to the
“dearth of young Europeans.”  Throughout all of
these articles, the same tone and phrases keep reap-
pearing—there is a dearth of people, Europe is aging,
we are running out of workers to support the econo-
my and the elderly. 

Population Connection’s Executive Director,
John Seager, calls these stories part of the “high anxi-
ety over low fertility.”  Rather than recognizing cur-
rent population trends as a positive—leading to a
less-crowded world and a cleaner environment—the
stories all spin the numbers as if “we’re disappear-
ing.”  The fact that world population is still expected
to increase almost 50 percent to nine billion by 2050
is never the focus of the story. 

We don’t know why the stories always get spun
this way, but we do know that the more stories like
this that individuals read, the greater the anxiety
grows.  And this anxiety turns into a collective despair
as each individual realizes there is nothing one can
do to solve the supposed “problem.”  Individuals in
developed countries are choosing to have smaller
families—this trend does not look like it will reverse
in the near future, nor should we hope that it does. 

This trend in news articles is particularly worri-
some, as research has shown that the media, “may
not be successful much of the time in telling people
what to think, but it is stunningly successful in
telling its readers what to think about.”4 These news
stories are putting demographic trends on the public
agenda—people are talking and thinking about popu-
lation issues.  But, while the media may not be 
successful in telling people what to think, if people
aren’t presented with the other side of the argument,
what is to prevent everyone from adopting this 
anxiety about lower birth rates? 

When our members read these news stories, they
recognize the positive trends, and wonder why a
slow-down in world population growth is cast in
terms of doom and gloom for our future.  But what
about people who don’t read the reporter, those who
don’t get the connections between population and
the environment and global security? 

To counter this high anxiety over low fertility, we
began our campaign “Population Matters: Now More
Than Ever” to point out just how fast the population
continues to grow and what the consequences of
growth are.  Seager’s upcoming book seeks to debunk
the birth dearthers and examines the positive aspects
of a future with stable or even declining population.
His article in this issue provides a broad overview of
his argument, and in future issues, we will have more
detailed excerpts, focusing on different aspects of
demographic trends. We would be interested in your
reaction to his article and to what you have been
hearing in the media about population. Write us or
send an email to editor@popconnect.org. 

Mara Nelson
Editor
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