
Iran’s leaders are worried about
their country’s declining
population
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There’s still room for another

“DECIDE tonight to rid yourselves of this ominous culture of having only one or two
children,” intones a leading cleric on a state-run television programme, appealing to
viewers to have at least five babies to match the Prophet Muhammad’s immediate
family (himself, his daughter Fatima, his cousin and son-in-law Ali, and his two
grandsons Hassan and Hussein—known together as “the people of the cloak”). But
ideally you should aim for 12, the number of imams historically worshipped by Shia
Muslims, who predominate in Iran. “Nothing less than five is acceptable,” he insists.

From mullahs to health ministers, the Islamic Republic is changing its tune on family
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planning. In 2012 Iran’s dipping birth rate prompted the supreme leader, Ayatollah Ali
Khamenei, to come out against policies, first pursued in the late 1980s after the eight-
year war with Iraq, which have cut Iran’s annual birth rate by two-thirds in three
decades. “One of the mistakes we made in the 1990s was population control,” said Mr
Khamenei. “Government officials were wrong on this matter, and I, too, had a part,” he
conceded. “May God and history forgive us.”

Rhyming public-health slogans that used to extol “Fewer kids, better life” have recently
been removed. Instead, billboards depict large, happy families juxtaposed with sad
little ones. Budgets for subsidised condoms and family planning have been cut;
paternity and maternity leave, already generous, has increased. Parliament has
passed a bill that aims to raise Iran’s birth rate. If it is enacted, vasectomies and
tubectomies, which were free until two years ago, will be treated like abortions,
punishable by a jail term of up to five years and payment of diyeh, or blood money.

But the state may have less sway over such matters than it would like. Since the
revolution of 1979, Iranians, particularly women, have become a lot better educated—
and generally less keen to have big families. Moreover, the institution of marriage may
be losing its lustre. The divorce rate is rising by 3.4% a year, according to official
figures. Conservatives in the government blame the “cultural war”; selfish and
individualistic Western values, they say, are infecting Iran’s young.

Mindful that the supreme guide seems hostile to family planning, President Hassan
Rohani and his government have been eloquently silent. Public debate on the issue is
muted. And not all Iranians are keen to reverse the birth-rate trend. As parliament
passed its “maximum baby” bill, a dissenting member, Mehrdad Lahouti, pointed out
that it failed to recognise the depth of Iran’s economic malaise. “You can’t expect the
population to increase with such economic problems,” he said. “The government is
worried that an old population will be bad for the country,” says a doctor in Tehran, the
capital. “But a young population with no jobs could be even worse.”

Correction: This article originally stated that Iran's divorce rate was rising by 6% a
year. In fact, this is the figure for Tehran only. The national rate of increase is 3.4% a
year. This was corrected on June 5th.
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