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David Henley. Fertility Food and Fever:
Population, Economy and Environment in
North and Central Sulawesi, 1600-1930.
Leiden: KITLV Press, 2005, 711p.

This voluminous book, written by one of
KILTV’s researchers, aims to explain demo-
graphic change and related environmental trans-
formation in North and Central Sulawesi, during
much of its colonial history. The over 700 pages
volume is compelling, because of its argument,
and because of its extremely rich detail, as the
author seems to have unearthed almost every
possible source of information that is available
on the region. The main thesis of the book is to
refute the positive link between demography,
productivity and agricultural technology, the
Boserup thesis, and suggest a Malthusian mecha-
nism of productivity largely defining demo-
graphics, but highly mediated by social cultural
and political factors. The 15 chapters of the book
painstakingly analyze the many complicated
details of this mechanism. The elements of this
mechanism include, in the order as they each are
presented in separate chapters of the book, dis-
ease and mortality, disease control, reproductive
fertility, and the link between population and the
environment.

About three quarter of the book focus on the
demographic history of North and Central Sula-
wesi, and this constitutes the better part of the
book. Summarized, the mechanism that explains
demographic is as follows: Disease and poor
health causing death, together with low fertility,
kept the pre-modern population in a crisis ridden
quasi equilibrium. Why a sustained population
growth took off since the second half of the 19 th

¥

century is one of the overarching questions of
the book. Improvements in healthcare, like small
pox vaccination and quinine since the early 19th
century, and hygiene were for some time out-
weighed by new diseases like Cholera, or more
prominent spreading of malaria as a result of
increased migration and trade, related to eco-
nomic progress and improved transportation
networks. Despite these factors, however, the
death rates in North and Central Sulawesi reg-
ions started to decline during the second half of
the 19th century. Food supply was a key factor
influencing demographic change. Even though
famine was not common in Sulawesi, variations
in food supply account for important changes in
death rates on account of infant deaths and over-
all submission to diseases. Hence food is an indi-
rect but key factor in the demographic picture of
the regions.

Since the second half of the 19th century,
food security increased, largely because of the
integration of the region’s economy in wider eco-
nomic networks which also facilitated food
trade. The link between food and demographics
becomes only clear, however, if cultural and
social factors are considered, including slavery,
the role of women and ritual feastings. Markets
replaced some of these institutions that appear
to have been related with assuring food supply
and survival. Fertility also appears to have in-
creased with the onset of incipient moderniza-
tion because social measures to keep fertility
down like delayed marriages, abstinence, abor-
tion, and infanticide were abandoned.

Following the debate on the secrets of North
and Central Sulawesi demographic history, the
volume veers off into a discussion on vegetation
cover change and how the population history
related to this. This discussion only takes place
in the last three chapters. While the chapters
again bring together rich source material on veg-

etation cover change and related changes in agri-
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