
Quarry Bay, Hong Kong. The Yick Cheong building of the densely populated
Monster Building complex. (Soile Vauhkonen / CC BY-NC-ND)

Throughout history,
the ebb and flow of
populations—through
natural growth,
epidemics, and
migration—has been
linked to the rise and
fall of empires, to
conquests and
revolutions, rebellion,
civil war, and the rise
and collapse of entire
societies and
civilizations.
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vations in public health and food security changed these envi‐
ronmental factors. Europe currently contains just under 10
percent of the world’s population, to which it dedicates
about 10 percent of GDP for healthcare. Africa, on the other
hand, contains about 17 percent of the world’s dedication,
but countries there only average spending about 3 percent of
GDP on healthcare. As a result, European mortality rates de‐
clined precipitously but remain fairly high in Africa. In indu‐
strializing countries, birth rates initially remain high before
eventually leveling off towards the end of the industrialization
transition. That change in fertility and mortality rates, and
the delta between them, is largely responsible for the pheno‐
menon depicted in Figure 1, known as the demographic tran‐
sition.

Yet, as the aforementioned figures suggest, demographic tran‐
sitions begin at different times in different countries and
among different population groups. These differences explain
why many developed countries have been aging rapidly while
others, notably in the Middle East and North Africa, are bul‐
ging with youth. Throughout history, the ebb and flow of po‐
pulations—through natural growth, epidemics, and migra‐
tion—has been linked to the rise and fall of empires, to con‐
quests and revolutions, rebellion, civil war, and the rise and
collapse of entire societies and civilizations.3 Periods when po‐
pulations were stable in size also tended to be politically
quiet. By contrast, when populations grew rapidly, such as
the century from 1550 to 1650, or from 1730 to 1850, politi‐
cal dislocation followed. Real wages fell and peasants faced
shortages of land. Social mobility and competition for elite
positions increased as more surviving sons and daughters
meant that simple inheritance no longer provided for stable
succession. State and urban administrations had to provide
food security and enforce order among rapidly growing po‐
pulations.

Since democracy has as its foundation the principle of majori‐
ty rule, states adopting democratic forms of government will
find themselves keenly interested in the proportions of the
politically active groups that inhabit their territories.4 Popula‐
tion structures within a given country, however, can be hete‐
rogeneous. Aboriginal groups, for example, tend to have
young population structures, as do some immigrant groups,
especially those originating in less-developed parts of the glo‐
be. Shifts in population composition can affect who wins and
loses political battles, lead to the realignment of political party
systems, or fuel violent conflict in fragile and transitional sta‐
tes.5

Political demography often begins by asking what is the rela‐

Demographic cleavages are to the twenty-first century
what class divisions were to the nineteenth century. Rarely
can social scientists claim to be observing genuinely unprece‐
dented phenomena. The world’s contemporary demographic
developments, however, are without historical precedent:

• women are consistently having fewer or no children than
at any previous time in history

• never have there been as many people on the planet
• never before have more people resided in urban than in

rural areas
• never has the world’s population expanded as rapidly in

as short a period of time (five billion people over the
course of a century)

• never have people lived longer and populations grown as
old

• never have there been more people of working age, and
• never have as many children lived in the developing

world.

Is it sheer coincidence that mature industrialized democracies
have aging population structures and no longer go to war
with one another while states with young populations that
are growing rapidly tend to be disproportionately prone to
violent conflict? In 2020, the median age in Africa is 19.7
years; in 2035 it is projected to be 22 years, roughly that of
Europe 200 years ago, from which one can infer certain hypo‐
theses about the prospects for political stability.

In Europe the median age is 42.5 and projected to rise to
46.3. Africa currently has a population of about 1.3 billion,
which is projected to increase by 50 percent by 2035. Euro‐
pe’s population, by contrast, has already stagnated at 740 mil‐
lion.

Demographic trends allow us to anticipate future develop‐
ments in size and distribution of population groups. As such,
demography is a harbinger of challenge and opportunity, a
multiplier of conflict and progress, and a resource for power
and prosperity.1 In fact, fertility, mortality, and migration are
the only set of variables in the social sciences that can be pro‐
jected forward over the medium term with a high degree of
accuracy—a significant portion of the population that will be
growing old over the coming decades has already been born
and we also know the average number of children to which a
woman in a given location is likely to give birth.

Until fairly recently, high birth rates had kept populations
fairly young. Due to war and epidemic diseases, such as tuber‐
culosis and cholera, few people ended up growing old.2 Inno‐

Dr. Christian Leuprecht

Political Demography as an
Indicator of the Future of Security



75

countries. However, there is a key difference between the two
regions. Much of the Middle East is beset by youth bulges, or
a disproportionate number of youth relative to the total adult
population. Youth bulge—especially when dominated by
unemployed young males—are associated with a higher inci‐
dence of violence and revolution. A lowmedian age in the po‐
pulation may delay the onset of democracy, and make demo‐
cratic gains more difficult to consolidate and sustain.9 By con‐
trast, throughout much of sub-Saharan Africa, the popula‐
tion structure is projected to remain the youngest on the pla‐
net for decades to come due to the compound effects of civil
war, poor public health, AIDS and disease, food insecurity
and climate change. In Somalia, for instance, the median age
has long been below 20 years of age and is expected to remain
so through the 2050s.

As parts of the developing world transition through historic
population booms, the number of fragile states and the ex‐
tent and depth of their fragility is likely to grow. While Euro‐
pe’s improved sanitation and medical technology helped cut
infant mortality and generate a population explosion after
1750, the technical improvements were nowhere near as effec‐
tive during the West’s (and Japan’s) population boom as they
are today. The typical European population expanded three
to five times during its demographic transition from 1750 to
1950, but due to technological innovation, improved health
and better food security, today’s developing countries can ex‐
pect to see their populations expand eight to twenty-four ti‐
mes before their demographic transition runs its course.10

In sum, no area of the world will be exempt from the impact
of demographic change. Rich countries are facing unprece‐
dented aging. Poor countries are facing large youth bulges
and still-rapid growth. In addition, all countries will be forced
to deal with surging volumes of international migration as age
and income imbalances drive people to seek work or to escape
from local environmental crises or conflicts.

tionship between the population of a society and its natural
resource base, and what are the relevant trends in the ratio of
total population to overall resources. But these questions are
just a starting point. Political demography goes on to study
what changes in the distribution of resources and political po‐
wer are likely to arise from changes in the absolute and relati‐
ve sizes of various population subgroups. The subgroups stu‐
died include urban or rural populations; various religious, re‐
gional, or ethnic identity groups; various elite groups or poli‐
tical factions; and different age groups.6 Demographic factors
influence geopolitics, fiscal politics, ethnic and religious con‐
flicts, and voting patterns, all of which have implications for
the provision and consumption of collective security.

Most of the world’s affluent countries—including Europe,
East Asia (Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, Singapore), and Nor‐
th America—have completed their demographic transition
and have stable or very slow-growing populations. For a state
to sustain its population (assuming zero net immigration),
fertility levels must exceed about 2.1 children per woman. To‐
day, the United States is the only liberal democracy that co‐
mes close to meeting this requirement. Most other liberal de‐
mocracies fell below this threshold some time ago.

Two long-term demographic trends coincide to produce po‐
pulation aging: decreasing fertility rates and increasing life ex‐
pectancy. With the exception of the United States, all NATO
member countries are beset by population aging. By 2050, at
least 20 percent of the population in NATO-allied countries
will be over 65. This demographic development is without hi‐
storical precedent. We know neither what to expect from a
state with over one-third of its population over 60, nor how
its economic growth and finances will be affected.8

Conversely, we are also witnessing how young populations
across much of Africa and the Middle East are straining at the
seams of the political, economic and social fabric of their

Figure 1: The demographic transition



Table 1. Countries Projected to Have Declining Populations, by Period of the Onset of Decline, 1981–20457
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