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WARREN S. THOMPSON 
 
We do not have an interview with Warren Thompson, who was the third PAA President (1936-38). 
However, as Andy Lunde and Jean van der Tak (VDT) were interviewing other past presidents, they 
regularly asked questions about those early presidents whom they had been unable to interview. Below 
are the excerpted comments about Warren Thompson. 
 
CAREER HIGHLIGHTS 
 
Warren Thompson was born in 1887 in Weeping Water, Nebraska. He received his A.B. from 
Nebraska Wesleyan University in 1907, his A.M. from the University of Nebraska in 1911 and his 
Ph.D. from Columbia University in 1915. His dissertation at Columbia was Population: A Study in 
Malthusianism, and it caught the eye of the prominent newspaper publisher, E. W. Scripps, whose 
business was (and still is) based in Ohio, who was becoming concerned about the issue of population 
growth. Hodgson1 gives us these details: "After a tour of Asia aboard Scripps's yacht, Thompson 
agreed to head the first foundation exclusively focused on the study of population. The Scripps 
Foundation for Research in Population Problems, located at Miami University in Oxford, Ohio, in 
Scripps's home county of Butler, was established in 1922. Pascal Kidder Whelpton (1893–1964), an 
agricultural economist from Cornell University, joined Thompson as assistant director in 1924. After 
Scripps's death in 1926, finances for the foundation were fixed at a modest level, preventing its further 
expansion. As director of this foundation, Thompson engaged in studies of both international and 
domestic demographic trends for 30 years.  
 In 1929, Thompson published two notable works on international population dynamics: a book, 
Danger Spots in World Population and an article "Population" in the American Journal of Sociology. 
In the latter, Thompson elaborated an early version of demographic transition theory. He placed all 
countries into three groups based on trends in their rates of natural increase. He assumed that countries 
would progress from Group C (high birth and death rates) to Group B (high birthrates but declining 
death rates) to Group A (low birth and death rates) as they became increasingly industrialized. In 
Danger Spots in World Population, Thompson used this framework to identify regions experiencing 
population problems and to derive policy recommendations. In a controversial analysis, he concluded 
that Japan, then in a period of rapid population expansion, had only one policy alternative: "to expand 
by the acquisition of more territory" (Thompson, p.43). This theory that seemed to support Japanese 
imperialism generated little interest among Western policymakers during the interwar period. 
 Thompson's Population Problems, first published in 1930, was the major textbook in population 
studies until the 1960s. Population Trends in the United States (/places/united-states-and-canada/us-
political-geography/united-states) (1933), written with Whelpton, established him as a leading 
forecaster of U.S. population trends. (His and Whelpton's set of projections for the United States 
(/places/united-states-and-canada/us-political-geography/united-states), published in 1943, gave 2000 
totals under variant assumptions ranging from 129 million to 198 million.) In 1944, Thompson again 
turned his attention to international population trends in Plenty of People, which contained an updated 
version of his 1929 transition framework. In the period from 1944 to 1946, Thompson, sociologist 
Dudley Kirk (1913–2000), economist Frank Notestein (1902–1983), and sociologist Kingsley Davis 
(1908–1997) all generalized the Western demographic experience in similar ways. Together, their 

                                                        
1 Dennis Hodgson, "Thompson, Warren S." Encyclopedia of Population, edited by Paul Demeny and 
Geoffrey McNicoll  (New York:  Macmillan Reference, 2003); https://www.encyclopedia.com/social-
sciences/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/thompson-warren-s. 
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work constitutes the classic theory of the demographic transition." Thompson died in 1973 in a nursing 
home near Oxford, Ohio. 
 
From Andy Lunde's interview with Frank Notestein in 1973: 
 
NOTESTEIN: ...What happened is that individuals like Warren Thompson, with old man Scripps of 
the newspaper chain--you've heard this story--he dug Thompson's thesis on Malthus out of the library, 
read it, took Thompson on his yacht out to the Far East and came back and established a foundation 
[Scripps Foundation for Research on Population Problems, Miami University, Oxford, Ohio].  It was 
meant to be much larger but there were two quick deaths [and estate taxes to pay].  I think as a 
maximum they never had much more than $15,000 a year for both of them [Thompson and Whelpton] 
and it wouldn't have been possible in later days, except they got money from the Rockefeller 
Foundation. 
 
LUNDE:  When I used to talk to P.K. Whelpton, one thing I never asked was how he got started with 
cohort fertility.  Was he, for example, influenced by Woofter? 
 
NOTESTEIN:  No, this came out of projection problems that he had.  In the projection system, you 
pretend the events of this year are the events of a cohort passing through.  Some of the stuff went 
wrong.  And Pat said, "Well, let's do this by order of birth too.  So you [project] not the childbearing 
experience of females age 20 this year, but the childbearing experience of childless women at age 20 
this year.  At what age do they have first children, second children and so forth.  The assembly is a 
synthetic cohort.  If you did this fairly age-specifically, you get one year in which 100 women have 
108 children.  That's a neat trick.  Assuming he ran into these ridiculous things, this drove him into real 
cohorts.  Synthetic cohorts become impossible.  Pat was always looking for some way of getting a 
projection. 
 I think you probably have everything on Pat.  That foundation [Scripps Foundation for 
Research in Population Problems] was originally two men and they were to take turns living around 
the world, but then the funds ran short.  [Warren] Thompson was a better theorist than Pat.  Pat was a 
better statistician; he came from agricultural economics.  A very solid fellow.  Clyde worked closely 
with him.   
 
From Andy Lunde's interview with Clyde Kiser in 1973: 
 
LUNDE:  What about the period when you were president, in 1952-53.  What were the issues in those 
years? 
 
KISER:  Those meetings were in Cincinnati [May 2-3, 1953].  We went out Thursday night; got there 
Friday morning.  In those days, they were much concerned about population problems in the 
underdeveloped areas, the demographic consequences of modernization.  Notestein and his group at 
Princeton had discovered a rather consistent tendency for modernization to bring decline in death rates 
before birth rates are affected, thus modernization tends to be followed by a period of rapid population 
growth.  And partly because of the activities of the WHO, death rates were tumbling all over the world. 
 So we met in Cincinnati and one of the things I was worried about was the possibility of a 
parliamentary snag at the business meeting at which I was to preside.  An important matter to be 
decided was whether there should be an amendment to the constitution of PAA regarding the election 
of officers.  Before that time, the officers were elected by the Board of Directors.  There was natural 
discontent among the people.  Those who were against the change pointed out that this was the way 
businesss organizations did it; you elected the directors and they elected the officers.  People were 
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represented through the directors.  But the people were naturally not satisfied with that, so they did 
manage to get that change in the constitution.  Thereafter, the officers were elected directly by the 
membership and it was specifically provided that there should be at least two names proposed for all 
offices except for secretary. 
 The meeting in Cincinnati carried through Friday and then on Saturday morning, Warren 
Thompson had arranged for buses to come to take us from Cincinnati to Oxford, Ohio [location of the 
Scripps Foundation for the Study of Population Problems].  So, we had our Sunday meeting in Oxford, 
Ohio.  And Thompson and Whelpton did a very good job as hosts; they treated the whole Association 
to a steak lunch. 
 
LUNDE:  Interesting that you should mention that.  When I first went to NCHS, Harry Rosenberg and 
I took a trip out to see Whelpton, to see what he was doing for us on cohort fertility for a publication 
which later Arthur Campbell prepared for us.  We were walking across the campus [of Miami 
University] and we bumped into Thompson; couldn't believe it.  He was still spry and active and very 
anxious to talk to us.  We had a wonderful luncheon with him. 
 
LUNDE:  To go back a moment, you were telling me earlier about your visit to the White House 
during the 1935 meeting and you said something about Rupert Vance being taken up in FDR's 
elevator.  Tell us that story. 
 
KISER:  We were invited for tea, so immediately after the meetings in the Willard Hotel, we went 
over to the White House.  Most of us started up the stairway there and a flunky came out and told 
Vance, who of course was on crutches, that they had an elevator for him.  So they led him to a little 
elevator which Vance thought had been installed for President Roosevelt.  This was the tea in 1935. 
 Well, about eight years later, in January 1943, there were about a dozen demographers that 
were invited to the White House, invited by Mrs. Roosevelt, and the invitation read something like 
this: that the recipient was invited to the White House for dinner on a given night in January 1943 to 
honor the work of Henry Pratt Fairchild.  I happened to be one of those.  I can't remember all of the 
names, but I do remember several.  Mrs. Roosevelt and Vice President Henry Wallace were there.  
Orson Welles, Fairchild, Leon Truesdell, Frank Notestein, Professor Ed Hutchinson of Pennsylvania, 
and Warren Thompson; I distinctly remember some of the comments he made.  I don't recall whether 
Whelpton was there or not. 
 We were first met in the hallway--we had our credentials with us and were able to get by the 
gate.  We had a little reception, drinks, then went into State Room for dinner.  I remember I sat next to 
Orson Welles.  After dinner, Mrs. Roosevelt took us up the elevator to her private apartment, where 
she showed us a few rooms--up there on the next floor.  I recall seeing the large photograph of 
Abraham Lincoln.  After we got into her apartment, Mrs. Roosevelt settled down in a comfortable 
chair, took out her knitting, and told us that she didn't plan to say anything, that she wanted us to start 
talking while she listened.  Fairchild acted as presiding officer.  He outlined some of the outstanding 
population problems of the day as he saw them and tried to get the conversation rolling.  I recall we got 
into questions of race, immigration, and urban-rural differentials in fertility.  I remember that 
Thompson quoted one of his bits of wisdom in commenting on the fact that birth rates seemed to be 
low in cities.  He said, "Well, with apartment-house dwelling it's a little like animals; you can't breed 
animals in captivity." 
 
LUNDE:  What was your impression of Henry Pratt Fairchild as a person? [See reference to Warren 
Thompson] 
 
KISER:  He was a very interesting man.  I succeeded him at NYU, not as head of the department, but I 
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began teaching the courses he'd taught there when he retired in 1945.  I think the first time I saw Henry 
Pratt Fairchild was about 1929 or 1930.  Warren S. Thompson was coming through New York at the 
time to go to Europe and old Professor Tenney told us that Fairchild and Thompson were having a 
meeting at some hotel at lunchtime and that his class in sociology was invited to go; so we did.  
Thompson was then a fairly young man.  There was also a speaker there, a commissioner of 
immigration, I believe.  He didn't know much about demography but he was under the impression that 
birth rates in Italy were increasing because he knew that the total number of births were increasing 
each year.  Fairchild and Thompson assured him that the birth rates were actually decreasing. 
 Fairchild, as I said, had an important role in planning the Association.  Incidentally, Fairchild 
was simultaneously the first president of the Population Association of America and of the Eastern 
Sociological Society, which was also formed in 1931. 
 
From a group interview by Harry Rosenberg (substituting for Anders Lunde) in Chapel Hill 
with C. Horace Hamilton, Joseph J. Spengler, and Clyde Kiser in 1976: 
 
HAMILTON:  I never did know Frederick Osborn.  Evidently he was one of the great men in the early 
history of the Population Association.  The man I knew first about in this field was Warren S. 
Thompson.  He had written his doctoral dissertation on the population of China, I guess.  I had first 
met and heard him talk about China. 
 
SPENGLER:  I think Warren ran into Scripps while he was making a trip to China and that's how 
Scripps got interested in this thing and put up the Scripps Foundation [for Research in Population 
Problems]. 
 
KISER:  Notestein in one of his articles says that Scripps was interested in world population.  He went 
up to Columbia University and was going through the card catalogue and ran across a reference to 
Thompson's book [dissertation on Malthus] and got impressed with Thompson and induced him to go 
with him on a trip to the Far East, in his yacht.  They were gone for about a year and when they came 
back they had the plans for the Scripps Foundation. 
 
HAMILTON:  I think the Scripps Foundation played a big role coordinate with the Population 
Association of America.  There were Thompson and [P.K.] Whelpton at Scripps, Clyde Kiser at the 
Milbank Memorial Fund.  Whelpton was an agricultural economist and taught down at Texas A & M 
College, where I had gone to school.  I didn't meet him while I was there. 
 There were interlocking relationships.  In the early 1940s, I was offered a job by the 
commissioner on hospital care of the American Hospital Association.  One of the first people they 
checked me out with was Warren Thompson--wanted to know if Hamilton would do any good as a 
demographer on their staff.  Warren evidently gave me a good recommendation, so I got the job.  It 
moved my salary from about $4500 up to $8000 just within one year.  Is Warren living? 
 
KISER:  No, he died about nine years ago.  He'd been out of his mind for a couple of years. 
 
From Jean van de Tak's interview with Dudley Kirk in 1989: 
 
VDT:  You mentioned to me at a PAA meeting not too long ago that you felt more should be said 
about Warren Thompson.  You noticed that he hadn't even been mentioned in the International 
Encyclopedia of Population [1982]. 
 
KIRK:  And Whelpton, of course.  The two of them were at the Scripps Foundation and they were 
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always participants in the early meetings.  Warren Thompson's book [Population Problems] was the 
textbook in the field for years, generations.  It had five or six editions.  I had a lot of respect for him.  
And I liked Pat Whelpton very much.  Pat originally was sort of in Thompson's shadow. 
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 only possible by accepting two principles: 1) within the very wide limits
 of universally accepted value premises, virtually every possible position

 must be accepted as potentially valid somewhere; and 2) each government
 must decide for itself. It follows that documents based on these principles

 must be inclusive and contain virtually all the cliches of every ideology.

 Moreover, they must be expressed in the least colorful language possible

 to eliminate words that the world' s several ideologies have come to use

 as slogan-clubs in lieu of rational discourse.

 Hard as such documents are to read, and impatient as any knowl-

 edgeable professional must become with their content, it remains proba-

 ble that the documents and ultimately the report of the Conference will be

 vastly important in fostering useful action. Everyone can find a text that

 provides a kind of United Nations sanction for his position to be heard.

 World-wide distribution of this documentation should make it much more
 difficult than in the past for individuals and governments to dominate dis-

 cussions because of public ignorance of alternative points of view.

 Perhaps even more important is the fact that the eclecticism which

 is essential to bring nearly unanimous acceptance serves also to bring ide-

 ological disputes into perspective. We are all accustomed to hearing sin-

 gle solutions that maximize ideological disagreements -it's social-eco-

 nomic development, education, the status of women, urban expansion,

 rural development, the redistribution of income, lifting the age at mar-

 riage, contraception, abortion, sterilization, financial incentives and

 penalties, imperialism, genocide, etc. When, however, the whole prob-

 lem has to be put in perspective in bland language, it becomes apparent

 that the ideological differences are small indeed, and turn vastly more on

 matters of emphasis than of content. Moreover the differences are clearly
 least among those governments that have given the most attention to the

 subject. All of this seems to augur well for the usefulness of the Year.

 The documents will be informative, will open the full range of problems

 for study and discussion, and will serve to narrow the range of dispute.

 The process is frustrating, but it is the best one the world has thus far

 discovered, and looking back at the rapid change of national and interna-

 tional positions during the past two decades one must conclude that it is

 very useful. There is certainly a reasonable chance that the Population

 Year and the Population Conference will turn out to be a great success in

 moving the world toward a rational and civilized view of its population

 problems.

 Frank W. Notestein

 WARREN S. THOMPSON Warren Simpson Thompson died July 16,
 WR NSTOS73 1973 in a nursinghome near Oxford, Ohio. 1887-1973 Dr. Thompson was born inWeepingWater,

 Nebraska, April 29, 1887. He received the A. B. degree at Nebraska
 Wesleyan University in 1907; the A.M. at the University of Nebraska in
 1911, and the Ph.D. at Columbia University in 1915.

 Thompson's dissertation at Columbia, Population: A Study in Mal-
 thusianism, came to the attention of E. W. Scripps, a prominent news-
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 paper publisher. Scripps invited Thompson to accompany him on an ex-
 tended trip to the Orient in his yacht. While on this trip the two men
 planned what was to become the first foundation in the world devoted ex-
 clusively to the study of population. Thus the Scripps Foundation for Re-
 search in Population Problems was founded in 1922 and Thompson served
 as its Director until 1953 when he was succeeded by his long-time col-
 league, the late Pascal K. Whelpton. The Scripps Foundation was placed
 within Miami University, Oxford, Ohio probably partly because of its lo-
 cation within Mr. Scripps's native Butler County.

 Thompson chose well when he invited Pascal K. Whelptonto join him
 as Associate Director of the Scripps Foundation in 1924. They comple-
 mented each other admirably. Thompson was the philosopher of the pair
 and was more interested than his partner in world population problems.
 Whelpton was the statistician and was especially interested in developing
 measures of demographic phenomena.

 Thompson and Whelpton quickly attained national prominence as fore-
 casters of the national population. They took an assignment with the Pres-
 ident' s [Hoover' s] Research Committee on Social Trends and this resulted
 in the book Population Trends in the United States, published in 1933.
 Among Thompson's own publications were five editions of Population Prob-
 lems. The first edition appeared in 193 0 and the fifth (with David T. Lewis)
 in 1965. For many years this was virtually the only textbook on the sub-
 ject in this country and it is still used considerably.

 The work of the Scripps Foundation stimulated national interest in
 population. Both Thompson and Whelpton did much to invigorate the Bu-
 reau of the Census and the Division of VitalStatistics. Thompson's study
 Ratios of Children to Women helped to initiate the Census Bureau's series
 of Census monographs based on the 1920 Census.

 Thompson did much toward the organization of the PopulationAsso-
 ciation of America in 1931 and became its third president in 1937. He
 was also American Vice President of the International Union for the Sci-
 entific Study of Population.

 On the world front Thompson was well known for his warnings about
 the population powder kegs in the Orient. These warnings were pointed
 upespeciallyin Danger Spots in World Populationpublished in 1929. This
 reviewer, then a graduate student at Columbia University, heard Thomp-
 son describe some of these "danger spots" during the fall of 1929 when
 Thompson stopped over inNewYorkCity en route to the Orient and talked
 at a meeting arranged, as I recall, by the Foreign Policy Association.
 The reviewer was one of several students in Alvan A. Tenney's seminar
 who accompanied their professor to see and hear Thompson, a renowned
 former student of Tenney's.

 That Thompson's pessimism remained after the Second World War
 is attested to by his book Population and Peace in the Pacific published in
 1946. After spending some months in Japan on MacArthur's staff as an
 advisor on census and populationpolicy, he was quite doubtful about pros-
 pects in that country. In a paper, "Future Adjustments of Population to
 Resources in Japan" presented at a Milbank Memorial Fund Conference
 in 1949, Thompson concluded "Hence, I find myself very apprehensive
 regarding Japan's future. A real catastrophe involving millions of per-
 sons may be in the making and it may very well be precipitated by the
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 rather sudden withdrawal of American support from the economy of Japan
 before the Japanese have been able to make any workable adjustment of
 population to resources. " (Modernization Programs in Relation to Hu-
 man Resources, Milbank Memorial Fund, New York, 1950, p. 153.)

 Thompson lived to see that he had been too pessimistic about Japan's

 ability to reduce her fertility. In the second edition of the 1946 book, pub-
 lished in 1959 under the title Population and Progress in the Far East,

 Thompson stated, "Shortly after the war, fortunately, the serious charac-
 ter of Japan's population problem gained wide recognition among thoughtful

 Japanese. . ., and there was relatively free access to the knowledge needed
 for the rapid spread of birth control; a little later, the government took

 positive action in the encouragement of family planning. The demographic

 results are seen in the rapid decline in the birth rate" (p. 116). Never-
 theless he remained skeptical about Japan's economic future.

 Although subsequent history has failed to bear out some of Thomp-

 son's positions and statements, his central concern about population

 problems is now shared by many. Thompson will be long remembered as

 an able and dedicated man who did much to establish demography as a sci-
 ence and as a subject of seminal importance. Those privileged to have

 knownhimpersonallywill recall him as a vibrant personality and a gentle

 and humane man, one who was concerned with the welfare of the under-

 priviledged throughout the world. Although named for another, the Scripps
 Foundation for Research in Population Problems, now directed by W.

 Frederick Cottrell, stands as a living memorial to Warren S. Thompson,
 who brought it world fame.

 Clyde V. Kiser
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 The Distribution of Population
 By WARREN S. THOMPSON

 THE distribution of population al-

 .ways has been, and still is, deter-
 mined chiefly by the economic necessi-
 ties of individuals, families, or larger
 groups, although social usages, per-
 sonal preferences, and group traditions
 have always interfered to a considera-
 ble extent with the free play of the
 economic factors in this process.
 Furthermore, in spite of the fact that
 individual economic interests have
 dominated the movements and the

 growth of populations, it must be
 recognized that the distribution of
 people calculated to serve best the
 economic needs of the individual at

 the moment is not necessarily the most
 economic for the community as a unit,
 nor the best from the social point of
 view.

 Throughout the greater part of
 human history the abundance of game
 and the fertility of the soil have been
 the most important factors in deter-
 mining the distribution of people.
 River valleys have long been noted
 for their fertility and for their large
 populations. On the other hand, dry
 lands and mountains have always had
 sparse populations. Wherever the
 fertility of the soil or the state of the
 agricultural arts resulted in a surplus
 of food and other raw materials be-

 yond the need of the producers, towns
 and cities developed, and it appears
 that the proportion of people living
 in them has always been determined
 by the proportion of the agricultural
 production above that needed to
 maintain the farm population at or
 near a subsistence level. Always and
 everywhere, man seems to have de-
 veloped a town population as large as

 he could support. The location of
 these towns and cities has generally
 been determined by the advantages a
 site possessed from the standpoint of
 trade and defense, although again, so-
 cial usage and personal preference and
 even mere accident have never been

 lacking in determining the locations of
 cities.

 DISTRIBUTION CHANGES SINCE 1800

 With this very brief mention of the
 more general economic factors affect-
 ing the distribution of population in
 past times, it will be well to turn at-
 tention to the factors which have been

 of greatest importance in effecting the
 distribution of people as we find it
 today. Since 1800 profound changes
 have taken place in the distribution of
 population, so that, although the un-
 derlying forces which were operating
 previously have continued to operate,
 it is of much greater importance now
 to study as carefully as may be how
 these recent changes have been ef-
 fected than to dwell on the general
 economic and geographic factors that
 have always been present, if there is
 any thought of learning how to control
 future developments.

 In passing, it may be well to call
 attention to the nature and the mag-
 nitude of the changes that have taken
 place in Western Europe and its set-
 tlements since 1800. Never before

 has any large area increased in popu-
 lation so rapidly as has this area
 during the last century and a half.
 Partly as a result of this rapid growth
 of Europeans, the world distribution
 of population has been changed to a
 degree that would have been utterly

 250
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 THE DISTRIBUTION OF POPULATION

 inconceivable to the well-informed

 European of 1800. Europe and its
 settlements which contained perhaps
 one sixth of the world's population in
 1800, today contain one third or more.

 But this is not all. The proportions
 of the rural and urban populations in
 most of these countries have changed
 in even greater degree. As late as
 1820, almost 93 per cent of the popula-
 tion of the United States lived in com-

 munities having less than 2,500 people;
 and although the proportion of the
 population living in rural communities
 was undoubtedly lower in Western
 Europe, it probably was not less than
 75 or 80 per cent, even in England at
 the beginning of the nineteenth cen-
 tury. Today the rural population
 varies from about 45 or 50 per cent
 in the United States and France to

 about 20 per cent in England and
 Wales. This is a tremendous shift
 and is fraught with great significance
 from both economic and social points
 of view.

 FACTORS IN POPULATION CHANGES

 In order to understand how these
 changes in world distribution of popu-
 lation and in rural-urban distribution

 could take place, it will be necessary
 to pass in review very briefly the chief
 new factors which have been operating
 since the beginning of the industrial
 revolution.

 Increased agricultural production
 1. There has been a more or less

 continuous improvement in agricul-
 tural production per man-hour among
 the peoples of European descent dur-
 ing most of this period. This has
 made it possible for a smaller and
 smaller proportion of the population
 to provide the agricultural raw mate-
 rials needed; hence, it has made pos-
 sible a new rural-urban distribution of
 population. The opening up of new

 and fertile lands in various parts of the
 world also contributed largely to the
 increase in the efficiency of agricultural
 labor and thus to the increase of urban
 population.

 Use of steam
 2. The invention of the steam en-

 gine and of machines it could drive
 gave man the power to turn out use-
 ful manufactured products at a rate
 exceeding the dreams of the most
 imaginative well-wisher of the race.
 In the course of time this improve-
 ment in industrial techniques also
 contributed heavily to the further im-
 provement in agricultural techniques,
 which in turn rendered still fewer agri-
 cultural workers necessary.

 3. Steam transportation, though
 merely an adaptation of steam power
 to locomotion, has played a part in
 the distribution of population not a
 whit less important than power ma-
 chinery used in manufacturing proc-
 esses. It has literally made a large
 part of the world a single economic
 unit by making most regions quickly
 and easily accessible to most other
 regions. Certainly, without quick
 and cheap steam transportation
 Western and Central Europe could
 never have become the workshop and
 the trade center of the rest of the
 world to the extent that it did during
 the nineteenth century, nor could the
 settlements of Europeans abroad
 have grown and developed as they did.

 At this point it will be well to con-
 sider for a moment the inherent
 qualities of steam as they affect the
 distribution of population when steam
 is used directly for power, since they
 have played a major role in determin-
 ing the urban structure of today.
 Steam is most economical when pro-
 duced in relatively large amounts and
 when used very close to the boilers in
 which it is generated. The use of
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 steam directly for power, therefore, is
 most efficient when the power units
 are relatively large and when they are
 concentrated around the steam plant.
 Consequently, by and large, steam has
 exercised a centripetal or concentra-
 tive force on population engaged in
 manufacturing and commerce, in spite
 of increasing the area within which ex-
 change takes place. On the other
 hand, steam transport has tended to
 scatter the agricultural population
 more widely, ;nd in some regions has
 even led to a decrease in its density.
 This result has been particularly no-
 ticeable where the mechanization of

 agriculture was feasible and where new
 and more fertile areas were brought
 into competition with older areas.
 Thus steam transport is an integral
 part of the great agricultural and in-
 dustrial revolution which effected the

 new distribution of population dis-
 cussed above.

 At present, however, the direct use
 of steam power in industry and trans-
 port is giving way before the greater
 flexibility and speed of electricity and
 the internal combustion engine. It is,
 of course, too soon to say, but it seems
 not improbable that the revolutionary
 effects of these new agents on the dis-
 tribution of population will be as great
 as those of the direct use of steam and

 the mechanization of industry and ag-
 riculture have been.

 Location of mineral resources
 4. The fact that Western and Cen-

 tral Europe and the United States
 were relatively rich in mineral re-
 sources was also of vital importance in
 increasing their proportion of the
 world's population and in the develop-
 ment of their cities. There can be no
 reasonable doubt that these regions
 would have remained of minor impor-
 tance if they had had only small
 amounts of coal and iron and of the

 other minerals needed in modern in-

 dustry.

 Social and political organization
 5. It was also of importance in de-

 termining the distribution of popula-
 tion in Western Europe and its settle-
 ments that the social and political
 organization of this region was pecu-
 liarly well adapted to take advantage
 of these new techniques. Nowhere
 else in the world was society so well
 organized to accumulate capital and
 to concentrate it in a few hands.

 Without this accumulation of capital
 it would have been impossible to ex-
 ploit these new inventions and en-
 larged resources. Nowhere else was
 there so large a body of managers and
 laborers capable of learning quickly
 how to build and to operate these new
 machines. Nowhere else were there

 men so experienced in trade and
 finance as were the men in this same

 area. Nowhere else was government
 so stable and so friendly to the expan-
 sion of commerce and industry. It is
 not surprising, therefore, that the eco-
 nomic advantages accruing to Western
 and Central Europe from their early
 industrial development rendered them
 able to support a large addition to the
 population at home as well as to send
 out a large number of emigrants to the
 United States, Canada, Australasia,
 and other thinly settled lands in the
 temperate zones.

 Life extension
 6. There was one other factor of

 prime importance in encouraging a
 dense population in cities during the
 last century, viz., the fact that man
 was learning how to live in large and
 concentrated aggregations and still
 maintain a relatively low death rate.
 Medicine and sanitation were making
 rapid progress. Never before in the
 history of the world had cities been

 252

This content downloaded from 
������������146.244.101.138 on Thu, 23 Jul 2020 22:18:46 UT 12:34:56 UTC 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 THE DISTRIBUTION OF POPULATION

 able to keep their death rates below
 their birth rates, no matter how high
 these latter were. For a time, there-
 fore, the cities of the Western World
 became producers of men rather than
 mere consumers of them as was cus-
 tomary.' This was a change of first-
 rate importance, to be ranked with
 the development of steam power, since
 a steadily increasing proportion of the
 population was needed in the non-
 agricultural pursuits which were con-
 centrating in the cities.

 That this period during which cities
 had a surplus of births above replace-
 ment needs was not long-lived is not
 because we have not continued to save
 life, but rather because the birth rate
 in the cities of the Western World has
 fallen faster than the death rate.
 Today very few of the larger cities in
 the Western World would have enough
 births to insure the maintenance of
 their populations if it were not for the
 favorable age composition due to im-
 migration and a high birth rate in the
 recent past. The cities are again be-
 coming dependent upon the rural areas
 for their increases in population. But
 now, instead of having three fourths
 or more of the total population to draw
 upon, they have only from one fourth
 to one half; hence, they cannot expect
 to make good any large birth deficit of
 their own by immigration from the
 surrounding country districts. In the
 future if they are to maintain them-
 selves by immigration, it will have to
 be from more distant lands (and
 races) where there is still a large rural
 population having a high birth rate.

 FRICTION ATTENDING MIGRATION

 Though it is believed that the six
 factors just noted, when considered in

 1Mabel Craven Buer, Health, Wealth and
 Population in the Early Days of the Industrial
 Revolution, London: G. Routledge & Sons, Ltd.,
 1926.

 conjunction with the still more gen-
 eral economic factors mentioned at the
 outset, will explain the changes in
 population distribution in the Western
 World during the last 150 years and
 also the differences between this pat-
 tern and the pattern in such countries
 as China and India, it must be recog-
 nized that there is always a tremen-
 dous amount of friction involved in
 the flow of population from one lo-
 cality to another. Population is never
 distributed over the world as a whole,
 between region and region within a
 country, between urban and rural
 communities, or even within a com-
 munity, in the manner which a com-
 pletely free play of economic forces
 would dictate, i.e., in the grouping
 which would result in the most efficient
 use of the labor of the population in-
 volved. Consequently there is always
 a great waste of transport which is
 probably at its maximum in the mod-
 ern industrial community. If popula-
 tions were now distributed in the
 most economical locations, there
 would be little chance of changing
 this distribution except by subsidies
 to industrial and commercial enter-
 prises sufficient to nullify the economic
 advantages of their present locations.
 But since there is so much friction hin-
 dering the flow of people towards the
 most economic location, there is the
 possibility of influencing the direction
 and the amount of the flow by remov-
 ing some of these frictions, as well as
 by economic subsidy.

 AIMS IN POPULATION DISTRIBUTION

 Before entering on a discussion of
 the frictions affecting the distribution
 of population, it will be well to state
 in brief the aims which should govern
 its distribution within a nation. From
 the standpoint of general economic
 welfare it would be desirable to have
 all economic activity conducted in the
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 locality where goods and services can
 be produced with the least possible
 labor, and from which they can be
 distributed at a minimum cost. Any
 other distribution of economic activity
 must necessarily fail to attain maxi-
 mum efficiency and must be paid for
 by the community either in longer
 hours of labor or in lower standards of

 living. This seems a truism, but it
 needs reiteration because it often

 seems to have been forgotten or per-
 haps never to have been thought
 of by those responsible for select-
 ing the locations of economic enter-
 prises.

 From the standpoint of individual
 economic advantage, it would be de-
 sirable to have population so distrib-
 uted that the individual would be able

 to live most comfortably and decently
 with minimum of labor. But in the

 distribution of population, as in eco-
 nomic activity generally, the welfare
 of the community and of the indi-
 vidual will conflict at many points,
 and the most economic distribution

 of population will never result in
 a distribution most desirable to
 all individuals. The distribution
 to be sought should be the com-
 promise between individual advan-
 tage and community welfare which
 will do the least violence to decent

 living.
 As was indicated above, the actual

 distribution of population within a
 country at any given moment is much
 influenced by economic and personal
 factors of a particular and special na-
 ture, as well as by those of a general
 nature. It is the effect of these par-
 ticular and special factors that are of
 greatest interest here, and in order to
 keep the discussion within reasonable
 bounds it will be confined to a few of
 the chief factors interfering with the
 most economic distribution of popula-
 tion within the United States.

 EFFECTS OF FREIGHT RATES

 Ideally, transportation should af-
 fect the distribution of population only
 as its actual cost enters into the pro-
 duction and distribution of goods
 and services. Transportation charges
 which are either larger or smaller than
 the actual costs of this service partake
 of the nature of tariffs or subsidies.

 A community which is charged more
 than cost for a given unit of trans-
 portation labors under a definite han-
 dicap in competition with one which
 is charged only cost or less than cost.
 Thus a railroad freight rate structure
 which favors long hauls as compared
 with short hauls, which equalizes bas-
 ing points having unlike costs, and
 which in other ways ignores actual
 costs of service, is bound to encourage
 a distribution of industry, and hence
 of population, which is uneconomic in
 the sense that it requires more human
 labor to get a given product made and
 delivered to the user than would a
 freight rate structure based on actual
 cost.

 There can be no reasonable doubt
 that the present structure of freight
 rates subsidizes certain communities
 at the expense of other communities.
 The costs of operating freight termi-
 nals in large cities have never been
 properly assessed against the traffic
 actually using these facilities; they are
 carried as a blanket charge against all
 freight moved by the lines using it.
 Likewise the basing-point system of
 determining freight rates within a
 given area ignores differences in the
 actual cost of handling goods in com-
 munities of different sizes and having
 varying densities of traffic.

 From the standpoint of the distribu-
 tion of population it is obvious that if
 in terms of labor involved it actually
 costs more to move freight from A to
 B than it does from X to Y while the
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 freight rates between these two pairs
 of cities are the same, then A and B
 may be said to be subsidized in com-
 parison with X and Y in exactly the
 same way an industry is subsidized by
 a tariff. We are not concerned here

 with the justice or the injustice of
 such subsidies, nor with the practical
 difficulties of ascertaining the cost of
 the service in different types of com-
 munities; but only with indicating that
 subsidies of this character do exist,
 and that because of them certain cities
 and localities are favored in com-

 parison with others, thus gathering to
 themselves industry and trade and
 population over and above what they
 would if the full costs of transporta-
 tion of the goods moved into and out
 of these areas were assessed against
 these goods. Over and over again in
 studying rate cases coming before the
 Interstate Commerce Commission

 (I.C.C.) one finds disavowal of any
 serious attempt to ascertain costs of
 service, although a definite desire to
 move in that direction is frequently
 indicated. The point is that when
 rates are based on what the traffic will

 bear-the equalization principle-it
 means that many rates have but little
 relation to the actual cost of service

 rendered. They are intended to main-
 tain the existing industrial and com-
 mercial competitive areas which they
 had a large share in creating in the
 first place. The same is true of the
 basing-point system of rates, and to
 some extent even of the distance

 principle.
 The fact that much wasteful cross-

 hauling is fostered by the present rate
 system is so generally recognized that
 no effort need be spent in proving it
 nor in pointing out the effects of such
 a system of rates on the distribution
 of population. The present freight
 rate structure is undoubtedly one of
 the important reasons for the con-

 tinued growth of industry and com-
 merce in and around the larger cities
 and along the northern Atlantic sea-
 board. Unfortunately so few facts
 are available showing the exact eco-
 nomic effects of our present freight
 rates on the location of business enter-

 prise that it is not generally realized
 how important a factor they have been
 in the concentration of population in
 a few regions.

 EFFECTS OF INDUSTRIAL PRICE RATES

 Of somewhat similar nature to

 freight rates in their effects upon the
 distribution of population are the
 basing-point price structures devel-
 oped by various industries-steel, ce-
 ment, hardwood, and others. Under
 this system practically every producer
 quotes the same delivered price at any
 destination. Practically, differences in
 costs of production and transportation
 are ignored to allow all important pro-
 ducers to compete in sales in all im-
 portant markets. Obviously this sys-
 tem results in attempts to sell over
 wide areas which cannot be regarded
 as the natural market for a particular
 mill. When sales are made in these
 unnatural markets which involve

 large transportation costs, they must
 be offset by sales made in the natural
 market involving relatively low trans-
 portation costs, in order to enable a
 mill to keep in business, unless the
 whole level of prices is kept sufficiently
 high through monopoly to insure a
 profit even on sales at a distance from
 point of origin.

 It needs no argument to convince
 anyone who gives the matter a little
 thought that the very existence of
 such a system of pricing helps to deter-
 mine the distribution of population,
 and that many of its effects must be
 uneconomic. When steel is delivered
 to consumers in Pittsburgh by a mill
 two hundred miles distant at a lower
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 price than at the door of this same
 mill, it is obvious that the distribution
 of industry and population must be af-
 fected by such a price system. This
 is not a supposititious case. Such
 sales take place every day under the
 basing-point system of delivered prices
 which now prevails in the steel
 industry and in several other indus-
 tries in which there is a sufficiently
 close organization to enforce its ob-
 servance.

 We are not concerned here with
 either the economic or the ethical jus-
 tification of this system, but only with
 pointing out that it leads to a dis-
 tribution of population different from
 that which would prevail if prices were
 quoted f.o.b. the mill and the customer
 paid the actual freight charges to des-
 tination.

 ACCIDENTAL FACTORS

 In addition, there are many other
 factors of an accidental nature which
 have had more or less decisive influ-

 ence in determining the location of
 particular mills and commercial enter-
 prises, of cities and towns, and prob-
 ably even of industrial regions, al-
 though this last is more doubtful.
 For example, it is easy to see that
 the Great Lakes region has many nat-
 ural advantages for the manufacture
 of steel. But just where the plants
 will be located is probably pretty
 largely a matter of chance-personal
 preference for a given locality, the
 availability of local capital, the enter-
 prise of individuals or of the com-
 munity in developing docks or build-
 ing railroads, the ease of securing
 trained laborers, and a hundred and
 one other factors which may be called
 accidental in the sense that they are
 not definitely planned by anyone.
 When once a particular type of de-
 velopment has started in a favorable
 locality, it gathers momentum rather

 easily, particularly in a rapidly grow-
 ing country.

 A good example of such a regional
 development, which is accidental in
 the above sense, is the concentration
 of the automobile industry in and
 around Detroit. It is difficult to see
 wherein Detroit and southern Michi-
 gan had any special natural advan-
 tages over several other regions for
 the manufacture of automobiles. One
 wonders whether personal factors did
 not have a large influence in its estab-
 lishment in its present habitat.

 WAGE D1I'1FEJINTIALS

 Another factor affecting the distri-
 bution of population is the existence
 of wage differentials. Even organized
 labor recognizes the necessity for ac-
 cepting different wages in different lo-
 calities where competitive conditions
 prevail, if particular enterprises are to
 be kept running. Thus the United
 Mine Workers and coal operators fix
 wages so as to insure "competitive
 equality" to all mines. "The princi-
 ple of a protected competitive exist-
 ence for all operators and miners has
 ostensibly been the basis of all wage
 agreements in the Central Competitive
 Field." 2 Competitive equality is de-
 fined as follows: "It means that the
 rates (wages) fixed for each basing-
 point must apparently be such that
 the operators at the different points
 who pay these rates can compete with
 each other.3

 Such a system of wages, like a
 basing-point system of prices, means
 that many enterprises will be kept in
 operation which would be closed down
 if the actual labor involved in getting
 coal to market were paid for at the
 same wage rate by all operators.

 2 Isador Lubin, Miners' Wages and the Cost of
 Coal (New York: McGraw-Hill Book Co.,
 1924), p. 71. The italics are Lubin's.

 8 Ibid., p. 72.
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 Clearly, such a wage system will have
 very marked effects on the distribution
 of population.

 It will also be recalled that under

 the NRA many wage differentials
 were recognized. It was not even
 claimed that all these differentials
 measured differences in cost of living.
 Many of them were retained be-
 cause they were essential to main-
 tain the existing structure of the in-
 dustry. This was tantamount to
 saying that although the location of
 many mills was economically un-
 sound, yet it was better under the
 circumstances not to disturb this

 structure by abolishing existing cost
 differentials. Thus many people were
 kept at work in their customary jobs
 and many enterprises naturally having
 high costs of production and/or dis-
 tribution were enabled to continue

 operation.
 In these cases and many others of

 similar character, our interest is not
 in whether it is good public policy to
 allow such obstructions to free com-

 petition to exist, and to maintain the
 distribution of population based upon
 them, but merely in the fact that they
 do exist and that they have much in-
 fluence in determining where people
 will live.

 PERSONAL FACTORS

 Just as there are many economic
 frictions which prevent the location of
 industry and trade in places where the
 largest amount of goods can be pro-
 duced and distributed with the least

 labor, so there are many social and
 personal elements of friction in the
 movement of individuals towards the

 best economic opportunities. Only a
 few of these can be mentioned. Home
 ownership and attachment to one's lo-
 cality hold many people in communi-
 ties where economic opportunity is
 small and likely to dwindle. The

 presence of other members of the fam-
 ily in the neighborhood operates to
 the same end, as does also that of one's
 friends, particularly as one grows
 older. Likewise the lack of knowledge
 of opportunities existing elsewhere
 tends to discourage migration even
 though it may be very difficult to
 make a living in one's present abode.
 Furthermore, many workers hesitate
 to break their relationship with a
 group with which they have been as-
 sociated for some time. They come
 to feel a measure of security in the
 solidarity of their group, so that they
 are reluctant to part from it. The
 fear of strangers and of strange condi-
 tions and the uncertainty of making
 good in new jobs also prevent many
 people from moving to better eco-
 nomic opportunities.

 Another personal factor of much im-
 portance in hindering the free flow of
 population towards the best economic
 opportunity is the presence of chil-
 dren. The larger the number of
 children the more difficult it is for

 the family to move; hence it may well
 be that large families suffer most from
 living where economic opportunities
 are poor.

 GENERAL FACTORS

 Finally, a few words should be said
 about some of the more general fac-
 tors affecting the concentration of
 population in the modern large city.
 The early concentration of industry
 and trade in the cities having water
 transportation tended to induce still
 further concentration as long as steam
 was used directly for power and for
 rail transportation, and as long as
 communication was by letter or by
 personal contact. It was but natural
 that this concentrative tendency
 should continue for some time even
 after electricity and the internal com-
 bustion engine had inaugurated a new
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 age in which the pull of centrifugal
 forces was greatly enhanced.

 The prestige of the larger cities is a
 factor of great significance in their
 continued growth. This, too, is to
 some extent the consequence of the
 advantages they possessed in the pre-
 electric age, but it still exists and ex-
 erts a powerful attraction upon many
 people. It seems unlikely, however,
 that it can continue to draw people to
 the same extent in the future. The
 development of electric power and the
 telephone, the ease of securing variety
 in the stores of the smaller cities, the
 distribution of entertainment by ra-
 dio, the accessibility of the city to
 those living at a distance when they
 need its specialized services, and above
 all the lower costs of living in smaller
 cities and the surrounding country, are
 likely to lead to a slower relative
 growth of the larger places in the not
 distant future.

 Indeed, newer developments may
 work in the direction of dispersing
 over much larger areas the concen-
 trated masses of population now found
 in our large cities, and thus bring
 about a new type of rural-urban com-
 munity which will retain practically all
 the advantages of the present large
 city and at the same time gain the ad-
 vantages in less crowded housing, in
 easy access to work, in cheaper mar-
 kets, and in more satisfactory recrea-
 tion facilities, which are natural to less
 crowded populations. No longer do
 we need, economically or socially, the
 large concentrated city which devel-
 oped during the steam age and which
 through inertia has persisted into the
 electric and automobile age. We now
 possess the mechanical means that will
 enable us to retain all the economic
 and cultural advantages of the large
 cities without the disadvantages of
 living under the crowded conditions
 which are characteristic of such cities.

 How long it will be before we can re-
 organize economic activity to make
 use of these new opportunities, no one
 can tell.

 PLANNED DISTRIBUTION

 When these numerous factors (and
 they are by no means all) affecting the
 distribution of population are taken
 into account, it is not surprising to
 find that many industries and business
 enterprises are badly located from the
 standpoint of efficient operation;
 hence, that many people are living in
 areas where their labor cannot be used
 advantageously and where their daily
 life is less satisfying than it would be
 in other communities. It simply is
 not true, as has been generally as-
 sumed, that if each person seeks his
 own economic advantage the result-
 ing distribution of population is the
 best possible distribution from the
 standpoint of the economic welfare of
 the community. The distribution of
 population is not so regulated by com-
 petition between groups and regions
 that it can be expected to achieve
 automatically the greatest good to the
 greatest number. It will require
 much careful planning to secure this
 end.

 However, before any large-scale
 plans for the redistribution of popula-
 tion are undertaken, an evaluation of
 what constitutes the abundant life
 must be made. Only in the light of
 such an evaluation can desirable goals
 be set up for guidance in the better
 distribution of people. We must de-
 cide what it is that we desire to achieve
 by a redistribution of population be-
 fore we can make sure progress to-
 wards that end. We must also know
 how we can control the distribution
 of population, and in order to do this
 we shall have to search long and pa-
 tiently for the reasons which actually
 lead people to live in particular com-
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 munities and to locate their business

 enterprises there. Only by doing this
 can we reasonably hope to control the
 distribution of population for the bene-
 fit of the nation as a whole, as well as
 for that of the individual. At pres-
 ent, unfortunately, we know very lit-
 tle about the relative importance of

 the economic, social, and personal fac-
 tors which have actually determined
 our present distribution of popula-
 tion, and we can scarcely hope to
 do a better job of distributing peo-
 ple until we understand far more
 completely the whys of the present
 distribution.

 Warren S. Thompson, Ph.D., has been director
 of the Scripps Foundation for Research in Pop-
 ulation Problems, Miami University, Oxford,
 Ohio, since 1922. He was a member of the special
 advisory committee for the 1930 census, and
 special agent for the Bureau of the Census, 1933.
 He is author of "Population-A Study in Mal-
 thusianism" (1915); "Danger Spots in World Pop-
 ulation" (1929); "Ratio of Children to Women"
 (1920, 1931); and "Population Problems" (1930);
 and joint author of "Population of the Nation"
 in Recent Social Trends, and "Population Trends
 in the United States" (monograph).
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