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CHAP. Il

Of the general Checks to Population, and the Mode
of their Operation.

THE ultimate check to population ap-
pears then to be a want of food, arising
necessarily from the different ratios ac-
cording to which population and food in-
crease. But this ultimate check is never
the immediate check, except in cases of
actual famine.

The immediate check may be stated to
consist in all those customs, and all those
diseases, which seem to be generated by
a scarcity of the means of subsistence;
and all those causes, independent of this
scarcity, whether of a moral or physical
nature, which tend prematurely to weaken
and destroy the human frame.

These checks to population, which are
constantly operating with more or less
force in every society, and keep down the
number to the level of the means of sub-
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18  Of the general Checks to Po])ulation; Bk. i.

sistence, may be classed under two general
heads—the preventive, and the positive
checks. Y

The preventive check, as far as it is
voluntary, 1s peculiar to man, and arises
from that distinctive superiority in his rea-
soning faculties, which enables him to cal-
culate distant consequences. The checks
to the indefinite increase of plants and
irrational animals are all either positive,
or, if preventive, involuntary. But man
cannot look around him, and see the dis-
tress which frequently presses upon those
who have large families; he cannot con-
template his present possessions OT earn-
ings, which he now nearly consumes him-
self, and calculate the amount of each
share, when with very little ‘addition they
must be divided, perhaps, among seven or

eight, without feeling a doubt whether,

if he follow the bent of his inclinations,
he may be able to support the offspring
which he will probably bring into the
world. Inastate of equality, if such can
exist, this would be the simple question.
In the present state of society other con-

‘ siderations
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siderations occur. Will he not lower his
rank in life, and be obliged to give up in
great measure his former habits? Does
any mode of employment present itself
by which he may reasonably hope to
maintain a family? Will he not at any
rate subject himself to greater difficulties,
and more severe labour, than in his singlé
state? Will he not be unable to transmit
to his children the same advantages: of
education and improvement that he had
himself possessed? Does he even feel se-
cure that, should he have a large family,
his utmost exertions can save them from

" rags and squalid poverty, and their con-

sequent degradation in the community ?
And may he not be reduced to the grating
necessity of forfeiting his independence,
and of being obliged to the sparing hand

 of Charity for support? ;

'These considerations are calculated to
prevent, and certainly do prevent, a great
number of persons in all civilized nations.
from pursuing the dictate of nature in an
early attachment to one woman. P
- If this restraint do not produce vice, it |

c2 1s
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is unidoubtedly the least evil that can arise
from the principle of populaton. Con-
sidered as a Testraint on a strong natural
inclination, it must be allowed to produce
a certain degree of temporary unhappiness;
but evidently slight, compared with the
evils which result from any of the other
checks to- population ; and merely of the
same natire as many other sacrifices of
temporary to permanent gratification,which
it is the business of a moral agent conti-
nually to make. ‘ ‘

. "When this restraint produces vice, the
evils which follow are but too conspicuous.
A ‘promiscuous intercourse to such a de-
gree as to prevent the birth of children
seems to lower, in the most marked man-
ner, the dignity of human nature. It can-
not be without its effect on men, and no-
thing can be more obvious’ than its ten-

dency to degrade the female character,

and to destroy all its most amiable and
distinguishing characteristics. Add to
which, that among those unfortunate fe-
males, with which all great towns abound,
more real distress and aggravated misery

: are,
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are, perhaps, to be found, than in any other
departmeut of human life.

When a general corruption of morals,
with regard to the sex, pervades all the
classes of society, its effects must neces-
sarily be, to poison the springs of domestic
happiness, to weaken conjugal and pa-
rental affection, and to lessen the united
exertions and ardour of parents in the care
and education of their children ;—effects
which cannot take place without a decided
diminution of the general happiness and
virtue of the society; particularly as the
necessity of art in the accomplishmen
and conduct of intri gues, and in the con

‘cealment of their consequences, necessarily

leads to many other vices. valtil o
‘The positive checks to population are
extremely various, and include every cause,
whether arising from vi‘cet or misery, which
in any degree contributes to shorten the
natural duration of human life. Under °
this head, therefore, may be enumerated
all unwholesome occupations, severe la-

_bour and exposure to the seasons, extreme
poverty, bad npursing of children, great

towns,
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towns, excesses of all kinds, the whole train
of common diseases and epidemics, wars,
plague, and famine. - :

On examining these obstacles to the in-
“crease of population which I have classed
under the heads of preventive and positive
checks, it will appear that they are all
resolvable into moral restraint, Vice, and
misery.

Of the preventive checks, the restraint
from marriage which is not followed by
irregular gratifications may properly be
termed moral restraint®.

Promiscuous

@ It will be observed that 1 here use the term moral
in 1ts most confined sense. By moral restraint T would
be understood to mean a restraint from marriage, from
prudential motives, with a conduct strictly moral during
the period of this restraint ; and I have never intentionally
devxated from this sense. When 1 have wished to con-
gider the restraint from marriage unconnected with its
consequences, I have either called it prudential restraint,
or a part of the preventive check, of which indeed it forms
the pnnclpal branch. ; .

In my review of the different sta«res of society, 1 have
been accused of not allowing sufficient weight in the pre-
vention of population to moral restraint; but when the
confined sense of the term, which I have here explamed

18

Ch.ii. and the Mode of their Operation. 23

Promiscuous intercourse, unnatural pas-
sions, violations of the marriage bed, and
improper arts to conceal the consequences

of irregular connexions, are preventive
checks that clearly come under the head
of vice.

Of the positive checks, those Wh1ch ap-

pear to arise unavoidably from the laws

* of nature, may be called exclusively misery ;

and those which we obviously bring upon
ourselves, such as wars, excesses, and many

‘others which it would be in our power to

avoid, are of a mixed nature.~ 'They are
brought upon us by vice, and their conse-
quences are Iisery”, —_——

. I % \ The
is adverted to, I am fearful that I shall pot be found to
have erred much in this respect. 1 should be very glad

“to believe myself mistaken.

* As the general consequence of vice is misery, and
as this consequence is the precise reason why an action
is termed vicious, it may appear that the term misery
alone would be here sufficient, and that it is superfluous
to use both. But the rejection of the term vice would
introduce a considerable confusion into our language and
ideas. We want it particularly to distinguish those ac-

tions, the general tendency of which is to produce misery,

and which are therefore prohibited by the commands of
the Creator, and the precepts of the moralist, although, 1n
their
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. The sum of all these preventive and
positive checks, taken together, forms the
immediate check to population ; and it is
evident that, in every country where the
whole of the procreative power cannot be
called into action, the preventive and the
positive checks must vary inversely as each
other ; that is, in countries either naturally
unhealthy, or subject to a great mortality,
from whatever cause it may arise, the pre-
ventive check will prevail very little. In
those countries, on the contrary, which are
naturally healthy, and where the preventive

their immediate or individual effects, they may produce
perhaps exactly the contrary. The gratification of all
our passions in its immediate effect is happiness, not
misery ; and, in individual instances, even the remote
consequences (at least in this life) may possibly come
under the same denomination, There may have been
some irregular connexions with women, which have added
to the happiness of both parties, and have injured no one.
These individual actions therefore cannot come under the
head of misery. But they are still evidently vicious,
because an action is so denominated, which violates an
express precept, founded upon its general tendency to
_ produce misery, whatever may be its individual effect;
* and no person can doubt the general tendency of an illicit
. intercourse between sexes, to injure the happiness of

| check

society.
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check is found to prevail with considerable
force, the positive check will prevail very
little, or the mortality be very small.

In every country some of these checks
are, with more or less force, in constant
operation ; yet, notwithstanding their ge-
neral prevalence, there are few states n
which there is not a constant effort in the
population to increase beyond the means of
subsistence. This constant effort as con-
stantly tends to subject the lower classes of

society to distress, and to prevent any great

permanent melioration of their condition. -
~ These effects, in the present state of so-
ciety, seem to be produced in the following
manner. We will suppose the means of
subsistence in any country just equal to
the easy support of its inhabitants. The
constant effort towards population, which
is found to act even in the most vicious
societies, increases the number of people
before the means of subsistence are in-
creased. The food, therefore, which before

supported eleven millions, must now be

divided among eleven millions and a half.
The poor consequently must live much
worse,
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worse, and many of them be reduced to

severe distress. 'The number of labourers

also being above the proportion of work in
the market, the price of labour must tend
to fall, while the price of provisions would

at the same time tend to rise. The la-

bourer therefore must do more work, to
earn the same as he did before. During
this season of distress, the discouragements
to marriage and the difficulty of rearing a
family are so great, that population is
nearly at a stand. In the mean time, the
cheapness of labour, the plenty of labourers,
and the necessity of an increased industry
among them, encourage cultivators to em-
ploy more labour upon their land, to turn
up fresh soil, and to manure and improve
more completely what is already in tillage,
till ultimately the means of subsistence may
become in the same proportion to the po-
pulation, as at the period from which we
set out. The situation of the labourer
being then again tolerably comfortable, the
restraints to population are in some degree
loosened ; and, after a short period, the
same Tetrograde and progressive move-

: ments,
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ments, with respect to happiness, are re-
peated. ~
- This sort of oscillation will not probably
be obvious to common view; and it may
be difficult even for the most attentive ob-
server to calculate its periods. - Yet that,in
the generality of old states, some alterna-
tion: of this kind does exist, though in a
much less marked, and in a much more ir-
regular manner, than I have described it,
no reflecting man, who considers the sub;ect
deeply, can well doubt. flea s

- One principal reason why this oscﬂlatlon

‘has been less remarked, and less decidedly
- confirmed by experlence than might natu-
 rally be expected, is, that the histories of

mankind which we possess are, in general
histories only of the hlgher classes. We
have not many accounts that can be de-
pended upon, of the manners and customs
of that part of mankind, where these retro-
grade and progressive movements chiefly
take place. A satisfactory history of this

kind, of one people and of one period,
~ would require the constant and minute at-
~ tention of many observing minds in local

and
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and general remarks on the state of the.

lower classes of society, and the causes
that influenced it; and, to draw accurate
inferences upon this subject, a succession
of such historians for some centuries would
be necessary. This branch of statistical
knowledge has, of late years, been at-
tended to in some countries®, and we may
' - promise

e The judicious questions which Sir John Sinclair
circulated in Scotland, and the valuable accounts which
he has collected in that part of the island, do him the
highest ‘honour ; and these accounts will ever remain
an extraordinary monument of the learning, good sense,
and general information of the clergy of Scotland. Itis
to be regretted that the adjoining parishes are not put
together in the work, which would have assisted the
memory both in attaining and recollecting the state of
particular districts. The repetitions and contradictory
opinions which occur are not in my opinion so objec-
tionable; as, to the result of such’te’stiinony, more faith
may be given than we could possibly give to the testi-
mony of any individual. Even were this result drawn
for us by some master hand, though much valuable time
would undoubtedly be saved, the information would not
be so satisfactory. If, with a few subordinate improve-
ments, this work had: contained accurate and complete
registers for the last 150 years, it would have been in-
estimable, and would have exhibited a better picture of

the
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promise ourselves a clearer insight into the
internal ‘structure of human society from
the progress of these inquiries. But the
science may be said yet to be in its in-
fancy, and many of the objects, on which
it would ‘be desirable to have information,
have been either omitted or not stated with
sufficient accuracy. Among these, per-
haps, may be reckoned the proportion of
the number of adults to the number of
marriages; the extent to which vicious cus-

‘toms have prevailed in consequence of the

restraints upon matrimony ; the compara-
tive mortality among the children of the
most distressed part of the community,
and of those who live rather more at their
ease ; the variations in the real price of
labour; the observable differences in the
state of the lower classes of society, with
respect to ease and happiness, at different
‘times during a certain period ; and very
accurate registers of births, deaths, and

the internal state of a country than has yet been pre-
sented to the world. But this last miost essential im-
provement no diligence could have effected.

marriages,



-

80 Of the :genemlClzﬁcks to Population, Bk. 1.

marriages, which are of the utmost import:
ance in this subject. i ST
A faithful history, including such par-
ticulars, would tend greatly to elucidate
the manner in which the constant check
upon population acts; and would pro-
bably prove the existence of the retro-
grade and progressive movements that
have been mentioned ; though the times
of their vibration must necessarily be ren-
dered irregular from the operation of many
interrupting causes; such as, the introduc-
tion or failure of certain manufactures;
@ greater or less preva]eﬁt spirit of agri-
cultural enterprise; years of plenty, or
years of scarcity; wars, sickly seasons,
s})oor-t}aws;remigimtibn, and other causes of
a similar nature.. Ao ad CRmdsl
A circumstance which has, perhaps,
more than any other, contributed to con-
ceal this ascillation from common view, .8
the difference between the nominal and
real price of labour. It very rarely hap-

pens that the nominal price of. labour

universally falls; but we well know that it
frequently remains the same, while the
nominal

Ch.ii.  and the Mode of their Operation. 31

nominal price of provisions has been gra-
dually rising. 'This, indeed, will generally
be the case, if the increase of manufac-
tures and commerce be sufficient to em-
ploy the new labourers that are thrown
into the market, and to prevent the in-

~ creased supply from lowering the money-
price®. But an increased number of la-

bourers receiving the same money-wages
will necessarily, by their competition, in-
crease the money-price of corn. This is,
in fact, a real fall in the price of labour ;
and, during this period, the condition of
the lower classes of the community must
be gradually growing worse. But the farm-
ers and capitalists are growing rich from

’the real cheapness of labour. Their in-

creasing capitals enable them to employ a

* If the new ylabourers thfo\k‘}l‘l"}’éél'ylj ‘i‘r‘lte the mal‘ket

. should find no employment but in agriculture, their com-

petition might so lower the money-price of labour, as'to
prevent the increase of population from ococasioning an
effective demand for more corn; or, i other wordy, if thg
landlords ;’md farmers could get nothing but an. additiz\jngal"
quaxntﬁl}= of agricultural labour in eXchaﬁg’é fbraél;(yﬁi’idi-
tional produce ‘which they could raise, they ndight hot bé
tempted to raise it. § '
greater
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greater number of men; and, as the po-
pulation had probably suffered some check
from the greater difficulty of supporting a
family, the demand for labour, after a cer-
tain period, would be great in proportion
to the supply, and its price would of
course rise, if left to find its natural level :
and thus the wages of labour, and con-
sequently the condition of the Jower classes
of society, might have progressive and re-
trograde movements, though the price of
labour might never nominally fall.

In savage life, where there is no regular
price of labour, it is little to be doubted
that similar oscillations take place. When
population has increased nearly to the ut-
most limits of the food, all the preventive
and. the positive checks will naturally ope-
rate with increased force. Vicious habits
with respect to the sex will be more gene-
ral, the exposing of children more fre-
quent, and both the probability and fata-
lity of wars and epidemics will be con-
siderably greater ; and these causes will
probably continue their operation till the

population
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population is sunk below the level of the
food ; and then the return to comparative
plenty will again produce an increase,
and, after a certain period, its further pro-
gress will again be checked by the same
causes®.

But without attempting to establish these
progressive and retrograde movements in
different countries, which would evidently
require more minute histories than we pos-
sess, and which the progress of civilization
naturally tends to counteract, the follow-
ing propositions are intended to be
proved :—

1. Population is necessarily limited by
the means of subsistence.

2. Population invariablyincreases where
the means of subsistence increase, unless

‘ Sir James Steuart very justly compares the gene-
rative faculty to a spring loaded with a variable weight,
(Polit. Econ. vol. 1. b.1. c. 4. p.20.) which would of
course produce exactly that kind of oscillation which
has been mentioned. In the first book of his Political
Economy, he has explained many parts of the subjec
of population very ably.

VOL. I. D prevented
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prevented by some very powerful and ob-
vious checks ™. A boe

3. These checks, and the checks which
repress the superipr power of population,
and keep its effects on a level with the
means of subsistence, are all resolvable
into moral restraint, vice, and misery.
The first of these propositions scarcely
needs illustration. The second and third

a T have expressed myself in this' cautious marmer,
because 1 believe there are some instances, where popu-
lation does not keep up to the level of the means of sub-
sistence. But these are extreme cases ~,  and, general]y
speaking, it might be said, that, -

2. Population always increases where the means of
subsistence increase. . - . Tiigeg
3. The checks which repress the superior power of
_ population, and keep its effects on a Jevel with the means

of subsistence, are all resolvable into moral restraint,
vice, and misery. ;

t should be observed, that, by an increase in the means
of subsistence, is here meant such an increase ss will en-
able the mass of the society to command more food. An
increase might certainly take place, which in the actual

state of a particular society would not be distributed to
the Jower classes, and consequently would give no sti-
‘mulus to population. , S poty 1
: -~ will
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will be sufficiently established by a review

of the immediate checks to population in
the past and present state of society.
This review will be the subject of the

following chapters.

D 2 CHAP.



