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Grasping fertility and climate 
change:  studying insider vs 

outsider debates over 
perception, interpretation 



•  Traps for the unwary: 
•  Vocabulary, numerical categories and 

cultures of calculation 



Example 1: 

 

Fertility and responses to 

contraceptives 

For the analysis of the full study: 
 
Caroline H Bledsoe. 2002.  Contingent 
Lives: Fertility, Time, and Aging in West 
Africa.  University of Chicago Press. 





•  Aisha’s “Malawi” graph 





•  Modern contraceptive USE vs REFUSE 

•  Common explanations for refusing 
contraceptions in a high fertility regime: 

Tradition, superstition, male objection 
God’s will 
 

“I want all the children God gives me” 



Demographic convention: 
 

“Modern” contraception = Child limitation 



Who wants contraceptives? 
(Standard views) 

Kinds of people 

Educated 
Urban 
Access: close to FP facility 
Access to media 
Approving husbands 
Membership in approving networks 



Assumptions about users:  
they are different people from non-users 



Phase 1 of Birth Intervals Study: 
 

Contraception: for child spacing vs child 
numbers limitation? 

 
 

Most data from the Gambian Birth Intervals 
study, 1992-95  

Farafenni, The Gambia 
  



•  How family planning programs in The 
Gambia advertised the virtues of using 
modern contraceptives 

















•  Problems in time that emerge in data 
on contraceptive use and people’s 
statements 







NSURNO 2834069.  
Age +/- 24. 3 pregnancies. 3 surviving children. 

“You take family planning [Western 
contraceptives] for spacing and if it happens 
naturally your child is alright, there is no need 
to try other methods. It would duplicate things 

and you may not come to know which has 
affected most. I am contented with my birth 
intervals…. I do not ‘menses’ when breast-

feeding until the child is able to walk. I 
normally resume ‘contact’ forty days after 

delivery. My children are healthy” 





Bigger problems in time. 
 



•  Western views of fertility and the female 
life course 







 
 Phase 2 of Birth Intervals Study:  

 
The “contingency” model of the body:  

 
Managing health across bodily trauma events   

 



Contraceptive use purposes 

•  Birth intervals – “spacing” 

•  Life course – managing “aging” 



•  Contingency, bodily decline model of fertility 

•  (or, “maternal depreciation”) 





How do we know this is right? 

•  Tests:  



•  “The number of children I have borne in 
this compound makes me feel ‘tied.’ 

•   I have (had) 5 children with this husband: 
2 died and 3 are alive…. I’m more tied 
than my co-wife, because she has only 
two children and I have (had) 5”  

•       (R. 13)  







Why might a husband (or mother-in-law) 
object to a wife using contraceptives? 



Wives’ reproductive  
life spans through 
their husbands’ life 





Adapted from:  Caroline Bledsoe and William F. Hanks, "Legitimate recuperation or illicit stalling: 
contraceptive use and the divided man in rural Gambia." Paper presented at the Population 

Association of America, Chicago. 1998 

(Woman’s view) 

 
    (Man’s view) 
 

Husband’s vs. wife’s view of birth interval length 



Husband's knowledge of wife's use of Western 
contraceptives by child's feeding stage 

Non-pregnant women
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+/-	325	women	partic ipating	in	13	monthly	rounds ,	1993-4.		No rth	
B ank,	T he	Gambia.		E ach	woman	might	be	counted	multiple	times .
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•  How I would rewrite a Western fertility 
survey.  Not directed at a disconnected 
individual woman, but asking the woman 
about her pregnancies by the men with 
whom she had them. 

•  Similarly with men. 



Women’s reproductive lives, relative to men 
(from the Gambian study, 1992-95) 

•  Woman's questionnaire [Schematic]  

•                                          All the men you have been married to: 
•                                                 A            B           C          D__  
•  For each man:  
•        Pregnancies                   _____   _____   _____   _____  
•        Live births                       _____   _____   _____   _____  
•        Stillbirths                         _____   _____   _____   _____ 
•        Abortions                         _____   _____   _____   _____  
•        Hard deliveries                _____   _____   _____   _____  
•        Total "muscles cut”      _____   _____   _____   _____  

•  How many more pregnancies do you want for the current man? 
________  



Men’s reproductive lives, relative to women 
(from the Gambian study, 1992-95) 

•                                                   Names of all your wives 
•                                                      A      B      C      D_    
•  For each wife: 
 
•      Her stage when she came to you        ___    ___    ___    ___ 
•      # Pregnancies for you                          ___    ___    ___    ___ 
•      # Children for you                                 ___    ___    ___    ___ 
•      Her present stage of “muscle loss”      ___    ___    ___    ___ 
•      Her last child’s feeding stage               ___    ___    ___    ___ 
•      Want her to be pregnant now?            ___    ___    ___    ___   
•      If no, what are you doing to keep 
             her from getting pregnant?               ___    ___    ___    ___   
·      How many more pregnancies 
       would you like her to have?                    ___    ___    ___    ___     



Migration, movement 
•  Perceptions, motives, rationales 
•  Policies 

•  The puzzle of Tangier Island: 

•  Why should people who are likely to be the first 
climate refugees in the US have voted so strongly for 
Trump -- someone who has denied that climate 
change is either real or the cause of their plight? 







https://www.ghanagrio.com/news/435684-tech-trump-told-the-mayor-of-a-disappearing-island-not-to-
worry-about-sea-level-rise-%E2%80%94-these-photos-show-how-grave-the-situation-has-become.html 





•  Scientists say Tangier is being flooded by interlocking elements: Sea 
level rise, global warming and “glacial isostatic adjustment” (the 
relative sinking of a region as adjacent lands rebound from the 
weight of glaciers). Tangiermen insist the cause of creeping 
inundation is what they see every day, simple “erosion” which an 
equally simple dyke or seawall could halt. 

•  … 
•  The island became so famous for its plight and characters that 

President Trump phoned. (Tangier gave him 87 percent of its votes.) 
As Mayor ‘Ooker’ Eskeridge related, “He said ‘Your island has been 
there for hundreds of years and I believe your island will be there for 
hundreds more.’” To which author Swift adds, “Many islanders are 
reassured by this.” … 

•  Kopper, review of the book, Washington Times 







https://mobi-me.net/news/trump-told-mayor-disappearing-island-not-worry-about-sea-level-rise-heres-what-its-live-there 





Various videos on Tangier Island (Chesapeake Bay) and its 
imminent disappearance 

https://www.pbs.org/newshour/show/will-the-traditions-of-tiny-tangier-island-survive-or-sink       
(9+ mins) 
 
!  CBS: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TA5cq6JinoY     (5:06) 
 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qfeVbQ8fbw4     (2:03) 

Global warming denial from tangier island Virginia 

 
! France24 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qw1AokdZWPU   6:17 
 
The mayor of Tangier Island, vs Al Gore: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qfeVbQ8fbw4 
(2:03) 
 
! Samantha Bee 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WZoVYl9ltcA 
(6:17) 


