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PREFACE

Professor Hoskins has written in the facsimile original
edition of.The Antiquities and Memoirs of Myddle:

"Gough's History of Myddle . sounds like the nar-

rowest kind of parish-pump history one could possibly

imagine, of interest only to devoted local historians in
Shropshire. It is in fact a unique book. It gives us a pic-
ture of seventeenth-century England in all its wonderful
and varied detail such as no other book that I know even

remotely approaches. If History is, as has once been said,

the men and women of the past talking and we over-

hearing their conversations, then Gough's history of his

native parish, written between the years 1700 and 1706,

is History . . . A whole countryside, an entire society,
comes alive in our minds, in a way that no historian,
however skilled, can possibly evoke . . . this remarkable
book is one of the most entertaining books ever

written in English, unique in our literature."l

Given the outstanding quality of Gough's work, why is the
book not more widely known amongst historians and the
general public? The answer lies probably in the nature of the
original edition 

- 
not only is some of its content anti-

quarian in nature, but so is much of its style and lay-out.
The aim of the present edition is to eliminate material of
purely antiquarian interest, and to re-arrange presentation
and style of the original 

- 
in particular spelling, which has

been modernised throughout 
- so as to make it much more

accessible to the modern reader. I have retained all bio-
graphical material, as it is the biographies which give the book
its central fascination. No alterations have been made to
Gough's language, for that is a part of the delight of his writ-
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ing. Readers who wish to know more about the original are

fortunate in having it readily available in the facsimile edition.

In my introduction I have sought to bring out the quality

of Gough's writing - 
particularly the stories and anecdotes

about his contemporaries __ by quoting extensively from the

text. I have discussed the book from the point of view of the

social historian and historical sociologist, and have compiled

a detailed subject index, so that anyone who wishes to know

more about marriage, the family, the treatment of children.

disease, violence, drunkenness, religion, love and a host of

other topics in the seventeenth century, can turn to the index

at the back of the book. But its main importance is Gough's

unique history of a seventeenth century village community.

bringing to life his contemporaries in such a vivid and enter-

taining fashion.
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INTRODUCTION

Myddle is in Shropshire near the Welsh/English border,
and had a population of about six hundred people at the end
of the seventeenth century. It was situated in a woodland area

and its economy was almost entirely agricultural, with a heavy
emphasis on cattle-rearing; most of its population were small
freeholders or tenant farmers, although by the time Gough
wrote his book nearly a third of the men of the village had
become labourers. Today Myddle is a. quiet, peaceful place,

a typical English country village. The idealisation of the
countryside has led many to see this peacefulness as the domi-
nant historical characteristic of village life, the title of one of
Flora Thompson's books 

- 
Still Glides the Stream 

- 
perhaps

epitomising this feeling. The romantic treatment of the
English countryside has buttressed this image, and there is
much in current ideology which points to a harmonious and
serene traditional rural community, in order to condemn the
perceived violence and disintegration of modern urban life.
Gough's writing completely shatters this picture of a rural
idyll, but in doing so. enriches our appreciation of the reality
of our social history in a uniquely instructive way. Here is

Gough on a sequence of events that occurred in Myddle and

its neighbourhood:

There was one Clarke, of Preston Gubballs, who had
formerly been tenant to Sir Edwarat Kinaston, of a tene-
ment in Welsh Hampton, and was indebted for arrears of
rent, due to Sir Edward; whereupon he sued out a writ
against this Clarke, and sent a bailiff to arrest him; and
because Clarke had some lusty young men to his sons,
therefore Sir Edward sent one of his servants to assist
the bailiff, if need were, Clarke was cutting peat on
Haremeare Mosse; Sir Edward's man stayed in the wood
in Pimhill; the bailiff went towards Clarke, and being
beaten back by Clarke's sons, Slr Edward,s man came
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with his sword drawn, and swore he would make hay

with them. But one of Clarke's sons, with a turf spade'

which they call a peat iron (a very keen thing) struck
Sir Edward's man on the head, and cloaYe out his brains.
The bailifr fled; Clarke was rescued; and his son fled, and

escaped. The coroner was sent for and by appointment of
Sir Humphry Lea, the inhabitants of Myddle paid the

coroner's fees. Clarke's son escaped the hand of iustice,
but not the iudgment of God, for he that spilled man's

blood, by man shall his blood be spilt, for when all things
were quiet, and this thing seemed forgotten, Clarke's son

came lnto this country again, and lived at Welsh

Hampton, where a quarrel happening: between him and

one Hopkin, his next neighbour, about their garden hay-
ment, as they stood quarrelling, each man in his own
garden, Hopkin cast a stone at Clarke, which struck him
so directly on the head, that it kiUed him. How Hopkin

escaped the law, I have not heard; but vengeance sufrered

him not long to live, for a quarrel happened between him
and one Lyth, a neighbour of his, as they were in an ale-

. house in Ellesmere, in the night-time, which quarrel

ended in words, and Hopkin went towards home; and not
long after Lyth went thence. The next morning Hopkin
was found dead in Oatley Park, having been knocked on

the head with the foot of a washing stock which stood

at Ellesmere meare, which foot was found not far from
him. Lyth was apprehended, and committed to prison on

suspicion of the murder . . .

Three men were killed, two of the killers themselves being

murdered in turn. The first homicide occurred because of a
dispute over non-payment of rent, the second because of a

garden quanel, and the third as a result of an alehouse brawl.

All the disputes were in themselves trivial, and what is remark-

able is that three such killings should be linked one to the

other in such a small community. These were not isolated

incidents however, as Gough mentions a total of ten homi'

cides in the course of his narrative, and although these did

not all occur in Myddle itself, it is inconceivable that such

a level of violence could occur in a modern rural community
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or an urban area of equivalent size. But before I go on to
discuss comparative homicide rates, I wish to illustrate the
nature and type of violence in this seventeenth century rural
area by further quoting from Gough's narrative. The following
account of a murder of a young servant maid has tragic and
comic qualities, and reminds us that Gough was both a con-

temporary of Pepys and lived near, both in space and time,
to Shakespeare himself. The murderer's name was Hugh
Elks, and

he was an ill man - for he, knowlng that a nelghbour of
his who lived ln Eyton had a considerable sum of money
ln the house, this Elks and some other of his companions
came to Eyton on the Lord's day at time of morning ser-
vice, and having visors on their faces, they came into the
house and found there only one servant maid who was
making of a cheese, and thls Elks stooping down to blnd
her she saw under his visor, and said, "(lood Uncle Elks,
do me no harm," and upon that he pulled out his knife
and cut her throat. His companions being terrlfled at the
act fled away to Baschurch Church, and Elks seeing hls
companions were gone fled llkewlse and took no money,
and for haste shut the door after him and left his dog in
the house, and came to Marton, but stayed not there, but
ran to Petton to ehurch whlther he came sweating
exceedingly a little before the end of service.

When people came from church to Eyton, they found
the glrl dead, and Elks' dog in the house almost bursting
with eating the cheese. They followed the dog, who
brought them to Elks'house, and upon this, Elks was
apprehended on suspiclon.

We will see later in this introduction that theft was common
in seventeenth century Myddle, although the above incident
seems to have happened in the sixteenth century. "Good
Uncle Elks" was presumably not a relative of the maid ser-

vant's, but the term was an adopted one (made familiar by
anthropologists), i.e. was an expression of a particular kind of



x

a close community relationship. This murder like the three

previously discussed was a crime of passion, enacted in the

heat of the moment out of spontaneous feelings of rage and

aggression. The people of Myddle were capable however of

much more deliberate, dispassionate and cold acts of murder,

as is shown by an anecdote of Gough's about the attempt of

three Myddle wives to rid themselves of their husbands through
poisoning. A certain Thomas Hodden, husband of Elizabeth

Hodden

died, leavlng his wife a young wanton widow, who soon

after married with one Onslow, a quiet, peaceable man;
but she soon grew into dislike of him, and was willing to
be shot of him. ?here were other women in Myddle, at
that time, that v/ere weary of their husbands, and it was

reported that this woman and two more made an agree-
ment to polson their husbands all in one night; which
(as lt is said) was attempted by them all; but Onslow
only died; the other two escaped very hardly. This wicked
act was soon blazed abroad and Elizabeth Onslow fled
into Wales, to her father's relations; but being pursued,

she was found upon a holiday, dancing on the top of a
hill amongst a company of young people.

In spite of this being a description of a murder, the reader

cannot but be fascinated by the account of Elizabeth Onslow

"dancing on the top of a hill amongst a company of young

people" when apprehended. So even here where the quality

of deliberateness is to be found, the spontaneity of her reactions

in the aftermath has a very seventeenth century ring.

There was only one other murder of the total of ten that

could be described as cold-blooded, and this involved another

member of the Elks family.

There was one Thomas Elks, of Knockin, who had an
elder brother, who marrled and had one son, and soon
after died and his wife also, and left the child very young.
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The grandmother was guardian to the child. Thls grand-

mother was mother unto Thomas Elks, and was so

indulgent of hlm, that she loved hlm best of any of her
children; and by supplying him with money to feed hls
extravagances, she undid him. But when she was gone

poor, and could not su.pply him, he considered that this
child stood in his way between him and the estate, and

therefore contrived to remove him: and to that end lre
hired a poor boy, of Knockin, to entice the child into the
corn flelds to gather flowers. The corn was then at
highest. Thomas Elks met the two children in the flelds;
sent the poor boy home, and took the child ln hls arms
lnto the lower end of the fleld where he had provided a
pail of water, and putting the child's head into the pail
of water he sttfled him to death, and left htm in the corn.

But much more typical of homicide in Myddle was the follow-

ing incident. A young maid was a

servant to a gentleman who lived near WelUngton, and

as this young woman was holding water for her master
to wash his hands in the kitchen, he cast a little water
from off hls flnger into her face, which her mistress (who

was present), seeing, and conceiving it too familiar an
actlon, she in a rage took up the cleaver, and gave her

such a blow on the head that she died.

This was the only other murder committed by a woman in

Gough's account; like today, most murder and physical vio-

lence was committed by men. But the homicide rate was much

higher for both men and women in the seventeenth century than

it is today. It is impossible to calculate the rate for seventeenth

century Myddle with any precision, as Gough does not always

tell us when murders took place, and whether all the victims

were living in Myddle at the time. According to recently

published work, the homicide rate in thirteenth century Eng-

land was in the range of 9 - 47 annual homicides per 100,000

population,2 while other research indicates a rate for the

sixteenth/seventeenth century period of 5 - 18 per 100,000.3



xii

The rate for Myddle appears to have been as high as that
found for the thirteenth century, but whatever the precise levels

of homicide, it is clear that they were very much higher in all
these periods than they are today. The homicide rate in Great
Britain during the period 1930 - 59 was 0.4 per 100,000, and
there has been little change in recent years.a Thus homicide
in pre-industrial England 

- the thirteenth to the seventeenth
century 

- was at least ten times as great as it is today, and
may have even been a hundred times at particular periods.

Certainly the number of violent murders described by Gough
for his small rural community confirms the findings of research
based on more statistical techniques.

Violence did not of course always result in death, and
Gough describes a number of aggressive incidents of a non-
fatal kind. He often mentions them in passing as if they were
fairly commonplace, and almost murderous attacks were
treated as if they were merely everyday incidents. An example
of this occurred when Robert Morrall met his father-inJaw
William Tyler:

Old William Tyler was hls utter enemy, and often
threatened to be his death, but Morrall was too hard for
him. They met accidentaUy at a stile in Houlston, and
dlscoursing irtendly, they sat down on each side of the
stile; but Tyler havlng a halter in his hand, cast it about
Morrall's neck and drew him over the stile, and was likely
to have hanged hlm: but Morrall by his strength and
agility freed himself, and did not forbear to beat Tyler
severely.

Tyler was obviously a very violent man who was capable of
the most extreme acts of aggression, although he never
actually murdered anyone as far as we know. But this violence
was not limited to a few individuals, but was culturally sanc-
tioned and at times could explode so as to almost engulf and
involve the whole community. Gough was fascinated by
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Tyler's personality and gave several pages to his exploits and
personal history; the following incident described at length
illustrates the communal nature of violence. Tyler owed
money to a Mr. Bradocke, who had unsuccessfully attempted
to serve a warrant on him.

Afterwards Mr. Bradocke sent his tenant, William Byron
(a little man, but stout of his hands), to serve Tyler wlth
another warrant. Byron came (upon Sunday) to Myddle
Church to morning prayer (for in those days all writs
and processes mlght be served on ttre Lord,s day). William
Tyler came to church with a good backsword by his side,
whlch then was not usual. After service, Byron stood at
the church stile; and as soon as Tyler was gone over the
stile, Byron leapt on his back, and cast him down. Many
of Tyler's companions, and some women of his relations,
came to rescue Tyler; but the hlgh constable, Mr.
Hatchett, a bold and discreet man, was present, some say
on purpose, and he quieted the people. Roger Sandford,
of Newton (who married Mary Bradocke, aunt to Mr.
Bradocke), was there, with his servanLs and friends, to
asslst Byron; and one Wltllam Hussey, servant to Roger
Sandford, came to asslst Byron; and Tyler got Hussey,s
thumb in his mouth, and worried all the flesh to the bare
bone: but Hugh Suker, a weaver, standing by with a pike-
staff ln his hand, put the pikes into Tyler,s mouth and
wrenched open his teeth, and released Hussey. At last
Tyler was set on horseback, and Byron leapt up behind
him to hold him there, and Willtam Hussey led the horse,
and thus Tyler went toward the jail. But the consterna-
tlon and lamentation of Tyler,s friends, especially the
women, was such as f cannot easily demonstrate , . .

AU the company followed Willlam Tyler out of town;
and at the town's end there, upon a bank near the
pinfold, stood John Gossage and several others of
Tyler's drunken companlons, with a patlful of ale.
Gossage crled, ,'Ah, Will! art going to the jail?,, Tyler
sald, "It ls too true.,, Ttlen says Gossage, ,,Come, boys;
fall on!" but Tyler crled, ,,Hold, hold. It is to no purpose;,'
so they took him away. When they came a lltile below the
Lea Hall, the miller of the wlndmill met them, earrying
a sword on his shoulder, wtth the hilt behtnd hlm; Tyler
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put his hand in the hilt of the sword and drew it out,
and struck at Hussey; but Byron soon pltched him bestde

the horse, and took the sword from hlm. Byron would not
give the sword to the mlller; and Hussey carried the
naked sword in his hand, and led the horse; and so Tyler
was brought to jail.

The story speaks for itself and is so rich in detail, that we

can only touch on some of its sociological implications. The

explosion of violence was contained by the presence of the

high constable, although Tyler himself stopped his friends

from using violence on his behalf after he had been arrested.

We are in a different cultural world to that of today; Gough's

world is that of Shakespeare's, a world that has not yet been

"civilised", a world in which the Englishman of today 
- 

polite,

tolerant and non-violent - would find very frightening. But

Gough's social world is one of blood and roses - violence, but

also of lamentation, Ioyalty, sadness and love - 
social inten-

sities which English communities of today certainly lack. With

Gough we are not in Freud's world of civilization and its dis-

contents, but are in an era of passionate acting out of impulse

and feeling. The language is rich in colour and feeling, and

there are passages in Gough's writing which could be mistaken

for the work of Shakespeare.

Freud believed that the acting out of intense feelings of
violence was associated with a relative absence of neurosis,

in particular freedom from clinical states of depression and

melancholy.5 This is based on the theoretical assumption that

aggression not expressed outwardly is invariably turned

inwards against the self, and that feelings of depression are

the result of self-punishment and self-hatred. Several socio-

logists 
- 

including Durkheim - 
have pointed to the inverse

correlation between homicide and suicide rates, i.e. the more

murder, the less suicide, and vice versa.6 This conclusion has

come in for a certain amount of criticism in recent years,
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mainly on the grounds that such an inverse correlation does

not hold in some societies studied.T However, most of the

exceptions are for non-European societies in which additional
cultural factors appear to be acting to complicate the analysis.

In European societies Freud's theory seems to fit rather well,
and in particular, Catholic countries have (at least until very

recently) high homicide but low suicide rates, and Protestant

countries the reverse. Seventeenth century England was still
"Catholic" from this point of view, and certainly much of
Gough's book could easily be mistaken for a description of
Ireland and its historical culture until very recently. There

were only two definite cases of suicide in Myddle as described

Gough, although there was a third ambiguous case of a man

who was suffering from grief due to his brother's death, who

was soon afterward found dead in a well in his garden. Even if
we count this as a case of suicide, the rate seems to have been

very low compared to modern experience. Suicide rates were

quite low generally in England in the pre-industrial period 
-varying between 0.6 and 4.0 annual suicides per 100,000 popu-

lation,s compared to about 9.0 per 100,000 today. Whereas

suicide is about ten times as common as homicide today,

in Myddle homicide was about four times as common as sui-

cide, and this was probably fairly typical of the country as a

whole.

The suicide that did occur in Myddle seems to have been

linked with violence, as is seen in the following case, which
was one of the two unambiguous cases. A certain Clarke was

son in law to Richard Wolph, and Clarke's wife having died he,

by falr and flattering speeches, persuaded the old man to
deliver all his estate to hlm, on conditlon of being main-
tained whlle he lived. "Clarke having now got an estate,
followed his old way of drinktng; and when he came
home drunk, he would so abuse the old man, that he
made hlm a weary of his life; and, therefore, in a
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melancholic flt of grief, he went on foot to Wem, and
bought poison, whlch he eat up as he came homeward;
and when he came home he was extremely sick, and
vomited exceedlngly: he told what he had done, and
would fain have lived; but no antidote could lmmedlately
be had, so he died. The coroner's lnquest found him a

lelo de se,' and he was buried on Myddle Hill, at that
crossway where the roadway from Ellesmere to Shrews-
bury, called the Lower-way, goes over cross the way that
goes from Myddle toward the Red Bull, but was removed
next night: and some say he was lnterred in a rye fleld
of his own, which is over against John Benion's, ln that
corner of the piece next the place where Penbrook's gate
stood.

The traditional practice of burying a suicide at the crossroads

was followed in this instance, although the corpse was re-

buried privately the following day.

Why was there so much violence in Myddle and other

seventeenth century English communities? One answer per-

haps can be found in the sanctioning of violence by the
government of the day and the relevant local authorities; hang-

ing was of course practised and two of the ten persons respon-

sible for the homicides mentioned by Gough were dealt with
in this way. The possible deterrent effect of hanging must have

been weakened by the frequency with which murderers escaped

this form of punishment: two of the ten escaped detection,

three successfully pleaded benefit of clergy 
- 

which in effect

was a privilege of the rich 
- 

one languished in prison until
released by the parliamentary authorities during the Civil War,
and the fate of two is unknown. There is little evidence any-

way that hanging or capital punishment has any deterrent
effect, and the violence sanctioned by the authorities is more
likely to have increased homicide. Several hangings are men-

tioned by Gough, but they are usually for quite trivial offences

such as horse stealing, theft, and in one particularly pathetic
case, a boy was hung for helping in a prison escape. Institu-
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tions such as the pillory helped encourage violence; this can

be illustrated by the treatment of one Clarke, a Roman
Catholic, who had been heard to utter threatening statements

about the Church of England. After having been put in the
pillory

The people, by pelting him with eggs, turnips, carrots,
stones and dirt, used him so hardly, that the under-
sherifr took him down, for fear he should be killed out-
right. The people follorped him to"the jail door, and
pelted him all the way. He lay some while sick and sore
at Shrewsbury, and after he was brought to Ellesmere
and there put to stand on the pillory, where he found
the like favour from the under-sherlff, and the like hard
usage, or worse, from the people; and hereupon the
high sheriff wrote a letter to the judge, and acquainted
him what he had done, and with all told him, that he
could promise to put Clarke upon the pillory at Oswestry,
but could not promise to bring him alive from amongst
the enraged Welshmen; and thereupon the rest of the
punishment was remltted.

Another factor in the high level of violence was almost
certainly the amount of drunkenness and general consumption
of alcohol. At least three of the ten homicides involved very
heavy drinking, and we have seen how violent incidents of the
kind associated with William Tyler and his friends were linked
with drunkenness. Gough's pages are full of accounts of
drunkenness and alcoholic drinking, the flrst alone having
twenty-three entries in the subject index. Mentions of ale-
houses and inns proliferate, and a common theme is the

economic ruin of families and individuals through debt on
account of drink. Drinking was not confined to men, and there

are several references to women going to the local alehouses,

some obviously on a day-to-day basis (women appeared to have
been free of some of the social constraints imposed on them
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in the later Victorian period 
- 

Gough himself admired women
of "masculine spirit"). He moralizes on occasions about the
evils of drink, but was capable of great sympathy for certain
individuals partly ruined in this way. The following story
shows him at his best, weaving a delightful mix of the comic
and tragic, revealing at the same time a central feature of
seventeenth century social life.

Thomas Hayward the second was a handsome genile-
man, a good country scholar and a pretty clerk. He was
a person well reputed in his country and of a general
acquaintance. He was just and faithful in affrrming or
denying any matter in controversy, so that less credit
was given to some men's oath than to hls bare word.
He vrras well skllled in the art of good husbandry. His
father left him a farm of thlrty pounds (fee simple) in
Newton-on-the-Hill and the lease of this farm in
Balderton. He had eight pounds Oand in fee slmple) left
him by an unele in Whixhall. He married with Alice, the
daughter of Mr, Wihen, hlgh school master, ln Shrews-
bury. He had a goori fortune with her in money, besides
houses ln town of eonsiderable yearly value. She was a
comely woman, but highly bred and untt for a country
Itfe, besides she was shrewd with tongue, so that they
lived unquietly and uncomfortably, and their estate con-
sumed insensibly.

He had llttle quietness at home which caused him to
frequent public houses merely for his natural sustenance,
and there meeting with company and being generally
well beloved he stayed often too long. His intimate friend
was Mr. Hotchkins of Webscott, and indeed there seemed
to be a natural sympathy between them for they were
both of them very Just honest persons and well beloved -but their deportment when they were in drlnk was very
different for Mr. Hodgkins could go but not speak, and
Mr. Hayward could speak as well and seemed to be more
acute and witty in his drink then at other times but
could not go.

This Thomas Hayward sold and consumed all his
estate and was afterwards maintained on charlty by his
eldest son.
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Addiction to drink and the local ale-house was not confined
to the poor and the culturally rough; in fact the distinction
between a respectable middle class and a rough working class

did not properly emerge until the nineteenth century.e The
segregation of social classes also probably did not arise until
the same period, and the easy relationship between people of
different social statuses was partly a function of cultural spon-

taneity (including drinking) mentioned earlier. An example of
this lies in the relationship between Thomas Jukes and Sir
Humphrey Lea.

Thomas Jukes was a bawling, bold, confldent person;
he often kept company with his betters, but showed them
no more respect than if they had been his equals or
inferiors. He was a great bowler, and often bowled with
Sir Humphrey Lea at a bovrling green on Haremeare
Heath, near the end of the Lea Lane; where he would
make no more account of Sir Humphrey, than if he had
been a plough-boy. He would ordinarily tell him he lied,
and sometimes throw the ball at his head, and then they
parted in wrath. But within few days, Sir Humphrey
would ride to Newton, and take Jukes with him to the
bowls; and if they did not fall out, would take him home
and make him drunk.

The familiar mixture of aggression, drunkenness and sociability
is to be found in this anecdote. It also illustrates the relative
social openness of a community like Myddle, and this may
have been partly a function of it having been in a woodland
area. Contemporaries believed that woodland communities
were particularly prone to violence; for example, Norden
wrote that "the people bred amongst woods are naturally more
stubborn and uncivil than in the champion counties", and

Aubrey saw the woodlanders as "mean people (who) live law-

less (with) nobody to govern them, they care for nobody, hav-

ing no dependence on anlbody."to This was because

settlements were scattered in woodland areas 
- 

there was a
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total of seven townships (hamlets) within the parish of Myddle,
plus the chapelry of Hadnall 

- 
and they tended to have a large

number of freeholders and independent small farmers: this
can be contrasted with champion villages, where the popu-
lation tended to be concentrated into a single nucleated village
under the control of the local squire.

An additional factor in the case of Myddle was that it was

a marcher lordship, created to deal with border violence
between the Welsh and the English. The marcher lord was
given certain summary legal and military powers, including
the power of immediate execution of Welsh raiders and
criminals transgressing local laws.' This institution was no
longer in being when Gough was writing, but it may have left
a tradition of violence in its wake. An instance of this was the
heriot custom in lordship marches; the heriot on entering the
lease of a farm was "the best weapol" -_ and the availability
of personal weapons was associated with many of the incidents
of violence described by Gough.

But the use of personal weapons in violence was not con-
fined to border areas and they were worn almost universally
at about this time. At the end of the sixteenth century William
Harrison wrote:

". seldom shall you see any of my countrymen above
eighteen or twenty years old to go without a dagger at
least at his back or by his side . . . Our nobility wear
commonly swords or rapiers with their daggers, as doth
every common servingman also that followeth his lord
and master."ll

Little is known about the history of personal weapons 
- 

as far
as I know virtually no research has been done on this important
social historical subject 

- 
but it is probable that the wearing

of such weapons declined mainly in the eighteenth century.
This appears to have coincided with a dramatic fall in the
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homicide rate,r2 and both probably began to decline at the
very beginning of the eighteenth century after Gough had
completed his work. I suspect it is no accident that this was

the period when the industrial revolution was getting under-
way, although what was cause and what was consequence is
difficult to disentangle. Such a major topic is clearly beyond
the scope of this introduction, although we might notice in
passing that the decline of homicide and the outward
expression of aggression occurred at the same time as the
growth of puritanism (in particular.Methodism), which Weber
saw as instrumental to the development of capitalism.l3

One special factor in the creation of violence during Gough's
lifetime was of course the Civil War. Gough gives a number
of accounts of incidents in the Civil War, some of which were
based on personal experience, and it is this personal flavour
which brings to life so vividly his narrative. An example of
this was when he witnessed Robert More trying to recruit
men for the king's army:

I was then a youth of about eight or nine years of age,
and I went to see this great show. And there I saw a
multitude of men, and upon the highest bank of the hill
I saw this Robert More standing, with a paper in his
hand, and three or four soldier's pikes, stuck upright in
the ground by him; and there he made a proclamation,
that if any person would serve the king, as a soldier in
the wars, he should have fourteen groats a week for
his pay.

It is often because Gough knew the participants 
- 

or at least
knew of them 

- 
that he was able to bring out the human side

of a war which has often been treated in an abstract fashion.
Listen to the following description of an incident between
royalist and parliamentary forces; a certain Scoggan was made
governor of a garrison placed at Abright Hussey:

I remember the soldiers fetched bedding from Newton
for the use of the soldiers there. They took only one
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coarse bed hllUne from my father. A party of horse, of
the parliament slde, came on a Sunday, tn the afternoon,
and faced this garrison, and Scoggan, standing ln a
wlndow, in an upper room, crled aloud, that the others
heard him say, "Let such a number go to such a place,
and so many to such a place; and let twenty come with
me:" (but he had but eight in all in the house). And
Scoggan, seeing one Phillip Bunny among the enemies,
who was a tailor, born iu Hadnall, he took a fowling gun,
and called to Bunny, and said, ',Bunny, have at thee!,,
and shot him through the lec, and kiUed his horse. The
parliament soldiers took up Bunny, and departed.

Gough certainly makes us question some of our pre-

conceptions about the Civil War period. The association
between puritanism and parliamentarianism comes in for a
shaking by the following story:

Mr. Mackworth made Captain HiU (a prodigal drunken
fellow, who before the wars was a pitiful barber in this
town) lieutenant of the castle. But the townsmen and
garrison soldiers hated him; and therefore as soon as
there was a prospect of the return of King Charles II
they conspired against him; and one of the townsmen
sent for him out of the casile to drink with him at the
Loggerheads, an alehouse hard by; and as soon as he was
gone out of the castle, the soldlers shut the gate and cast
his clothes and boots over the wall, and immediately the
town was in an uproar; and Hill for fear of his llfe fled
away that night and f never heard more of him.

A drunken barber made the lieutenant of a parliamentary
garrison, and ejected on the advent of the return of the king 

-it is this type of evidence which leads to the re-writing of his-
tory books. But how reliable is Gough as an informant? Where
it has been possible to check him against other sources, he
has been found to be highly accurate.ra He had the habit of
repeating himself without realising it, and this allows us to
check on his internal consistency; most of the repetitions are
trivial and have been eliminated from the edited text, but in
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order to let the reader compare one duplicated story for him-
self, I give the following important passage which will be

found in alternative form on page 118.

Robert Hayward the eldest son of Thomas Hayward
and Alice his wife, was set apprentice to a reflner of sllver
in London. (I have heard him say that hls father gave
only the price of an old cow with him.) His master was
a dissenter and was one of that sect which are called
millenarians, or fifth monarchy men. After the restora-
tion of King Charles II, the men of this sect were pe!-
suaded or rather deluded by their teachers and
ringleaders, that now the time was come that Christ,s
Kingdom was to begin on earth, that they must provide
themselves of arms and flght for their Lord and King
against Antichrist; that they need not fear, although
they were but few, for one of them should chase a 100,
and 100 should chase 10,000, and by such persuasions
these poor deluded people made an insurrection in the
city, which being showed to his majesty and his eouncil,
the king eommanded that his life guard and the city
militia should be sent to suppress them. I heard it re-
ported that in the streets of the city they fought very
desperately, and some were killed but many wounded on
both sides. At last the city militia got some behind them,
and some came upon them through cross streets, so that
being encompassed about on all sides they were foreed to
lay down their arms and cry quarter; the prisons in
London were lilled with them. Robert Hayward was one
of the prisoners. Some of the ringleaders were executed
and some of the rest were flned, and those that had noth-
ing were set at liberty.

Although both accounts give more-or-less the same version
of the uprising, the above is more detailed on the degree of
resistance and the tenacity of the rebellion. In the text account
"they were all pardoned except their ringleader who I think
was hanged", whereas in above "some of the ringleaders were

executed". Gough was probably at his least reliable when he
had no direct personal experience of the event described, and
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fortunately for us, most of his stories relate to the arena of his

own personal life, i.e. the community of Myddle.

I mentioned at an earlier point the prevalence of theft in
Myddle - 

thirteen pages in the text mention the subject - and

not surprisingly most of the goods stolen were agricultural
produce. I quote the following story at length as it illuminates

a number of sociological themes in the one passage. A certain

Reece Wenlocke

was descended of good parentage, who were tenants of a
good farm, called Whottall, in Ellesmere Lordship. But
the father of this Reece was a bad husband, and a pllfer-
ing, thievish person, and this son, Reece, and another
son, named John, who lived at Bald Meadow, in this
parish, were as bad as their father. They never stole any
considerable goods, but were night walkers, and robbed
orehards and gardens, and stole hay out of meadows,

and corn qrhen it was cut in the flelds, and any small
things that persons by carelessness had left out of doors.

Reece had a cow, which was stolen away, and it ls re-
ported that he went to a worrl&rr; whom they called the
wlse woman of Montgomery, to know what had become
of his cow; and as he rpent, he put a stone in his pocket,

and told a neighbour of his that was wlth him that he
would know whether she were a wise woman or not, and
whether she knew that he had a stone in his pocket.

And it ls said, that when he came to her, she said, thou
hast a stone in thy pocket, but it is not so big as that
stone wherewith thou didst knock out such a neighbour's
harrow tines. But the greatest diskindness that he did to
his neighbours was, by tearing their hedges. And it is
reported, that he had made a new oven; and, according
to the manner of such things, it was at first to be well
burnt, to make it flt for use, and this he intended to do
in the night. At that time Wiiliam Higginson dwelt at
Webscot, and he had a servant, named Richard Mercer,
a very waggish fellow. This Mercer dld imagine that
Reeee would tear his master's hedges to burn the oven;
and as he walked by a hedge, which was near Reece's
house, he saw there a great dry stick of wood, and took
it home with him, and bored a hole in the end of it, with
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an auger, and put a good quantity of powder in lt, and
a peg after it, and put it again into the hedge. And it
happened, that R,eece Wenlocke, among other hedgewood,
took thls stick to burn in his oven; and when he east it
into the flre in the oven, it blew up the top of it, and set
flre on the end of the house. Reeee went out and made
hideous crying, fire! flre! William Higglnson, being the
next neighbour, heard him, and called Mercer, but he
said I know what is the matter; however, they went both
down to the Meare House, but Reece had put out the flre
that was in the end of the house, and the oven was
broken to pieces.

The combination of theft, humour and violence makes com-

pelling reading, although it is easy to forget the ruthlessness

involved in blowing up someone's house as a part of a prac-

tical joke. The theft which took place seemed fairly indis-

criminate, and if we are worried today about the level of
burglary and theft, we can take historical comfort in how

much more our ancestors were prone to this particular
problem. Gough's mention of the wise woman of Montgomery

is his only reference to a contemporary belief in magic,
although various beliefs which we would now consider super-

stitious (for example, the linking of pigeons with disease) are

referred to. Some social historians have stressed the import-
ance of witchcraft beliefs, but this is for other areas of the

country and for an earlier period of the seventeenth century.r5

Its complete absence in Myddle is somewhat surprising none-

theless, particularly when it is remembered that Gough was

capable of taking his history back a hundred years or more

to before when he was born (the practise of oral history was

obviously very strong in the village).

Ruthlessness was not confined to acts of personal violence,

but could extend to personal relationships within the family.
A certain Samuel Downton had contracted a great deal of
debt, mainly through drink, and had come to run an alehouse.
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After some years this Samuel Downton and hls wife
(having sold some of their household goods) got away
from Cockshutt ln the night-time and left all thetr chil-
dren behind them 

- four of which were after maturtained
by the parish of Ellesmere. They went into Staffordshire
and there he went a begging like an old decrepit person
and she carrled a box with pins and laces. But after
awhile she got a new spark that travelled the country
and went away with him, and then this Samuel came
again to Alderton to his son Thomas who malntained him
during his life.

I'he harsh treatment of children seems to have been rare going

by the evidence provided by Gough;'they were occasionally

deserted as in the Downton family, and sometimes (as we have

seen) violence was used against them. But there are as many

references to indulgent treatment of children, and this perhaps

explains in the main why so many children were prepared to
maintain and take care of their aged parents (there are eight
pages in the text in which this is mentioned). Gough does

mention however hostile reactions of children towards their
parents; for example, one of the disputes resulting in homicide

started when Charles Hesketh used "very scurrilous, abusive,

and undutiful language towards his parents."

Fairly frequent mention is made of desertion and separation

between marriage partners, such as occurred between Samuel

Downton and his wife. Flight was a common response to un-

resolvable situations (Ireland was frequently mentioned as a
place that people ran to in dfficulty) such as a marriage break-

down; the other common reason for running away was in order

to avoid responsibility for an illegitimate child. Illegitimacy
appears frequently in Gough's pages (sixteen pages in the text
include references to it), and the following gives a flavour
of his treatment of the subject. William and Margaret
Challoner had
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three daughters, two of which are as impudent whores
as any in this country; one of them has two bastards,
and she being run out of the eountry, they are both
maintained by the parish. The other is now (Jan. 20, 1?01)
great with a bastard, and at Christmas last was sent by
order into Wem parish, where her last service ancl setfle_
ment was. She has fathered it on Stephen Formeston, her
uncle's son, and he has fled.

According to the local parish register, only about one per cent
of all baptisms in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were
of illegitimate children,t6 but this figure is very unreliable when
set against Gough's evidence. probably many illegitimate chil-
dren were never baptised, and this should make one very wary
of using these statistics uncritically.n Gough himself aiA ,oi
mention all examples of illicit sexuality in Myddle; the
Anglican ecclesiastical court charged Arthur Davies and Jane
Morris in 1699 and 1700 with "living together in open forni_
cation",ra and although Gough refers to them after they were
married, there is no mention of any sexual impropriety.

Not surprisingly, venereal disease appears more than once
i, Gough 

- 
there are three pages of the text which mention

it. Disease and illness were very common in Myddle at this
time, and although there is no systematic treatment, we do get
an invaluable insight into the subject. The symptoms of rickets
and scurvy are described, and the presence of these illnesses
indicate that inadequacies of diet were present. Both diseases
were however extremely rare, and other evidence in Gough,s
book suggests that most people were adequately fed _ meat
appearing to be a central part of the staple diet. (The over-
consumption of meat may have been a reason for the case of.
scurvy.) The most serious disease at this time appears to have
been "fever", and there was at least one damaging epidemic
outbreak in Gough's time (the exact cause of this fever is
unknown 

- 
it was probably typhus). plague had appeared in

shrewsbury, and Gough mentions certain individuais catching
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and dying from it in london 
- 

but by this period it was

mainly an urban disease, on the point of disappearance. There
are three mentions of smallpox, and although it was very wide-
spread at this time, it was still a relatively benign disease 

- its
virulence only really increased at the beginning of the
eighteenth century. There is a frequent mention of childless-

ness and this may have been because of the prevalence of
diseases like smallpox, because even in mild form it is capable
of producing infertility. Lameness appears fairly frequently,
often due to the accidents which were a common hazard in
seventeenth century Myddle. Illness was treated by doctors
and apothecaries, although probably only the wealthy used

their services to any extent; much more common was the
practice of amateur medicine, and women seemed to have
played a significant role in this, particularly in surgical opera-

tions (this may have been associated with their roles of mid-
wives). Gough does give an example of what we might call
magical medicine; one woman tried to cure her illness through
the "King's Touch" 

- 
this was the practice of people being

touched by the king when he was touring the countryside, in
the belief that he had charismatic powers of cure 

- sadly with
the lady in question, the cure was unsuccessful.

If Gough is at all a reliable guide, mental illness was

extremely rare at this time; there was only one case of what
might be called a psychotic illness, and one other case of what
we would now call mental defectiveness 

- although Gough
describes the sufferer much more evocatively, in calling him
an "innocent". Of course there were people displaying neurotic
symptoms, but these seemed to have been less frequent than

they are today. Melancholy is mentioned on four pages, but
given the number of people mentioned in the book, this does

not appear to have been a common complaint. This is con-

sistent with the relatively low suicide rate, and it would there-
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fore seem that people living in this seventeenth century

community were less aflicted by the various forms of mental

illness. This may have been due partly to their ability to
express openly their most intense feelings 

- 
including those of

aggression 
- 

in an open social context. Another factor might

have been to the close-knit nature of the community; this is
most strikingly illustrated by Gough's own knowledge of the

people in the village 
- 

who today could know so much about

so many people in the community in which they live?

We should not exaggerate however the absence of personal

problems at this time; there are frequent mentions of unhappy

marriages, quarrels and violence. One major problem that

many people had to face was poverty and destitution. Gough

mentions in passing the practice of paupers being made to

wear a paupers' badge 
- 

a P sewn onto their clothing 
- 

which

reminds us of the harshness of seventeenth century life, par-

ticularly in the treatment of the poor. Admittedly, Gough tells

us that there were virtually no parish poor in his father's
time 

- 
the payment of the poor-rate was virtually non-

existent 
- 

but there were clearly people in great destitution,

with mentions of begging and children being forced to main-

tain their aged relatives. Bankruptcy and debt were very

common, often as we have seen on account of drink, but also

due to the vagaries of trade and commerce. Many merchants

and tradesmen are said to have gone bankrupt 
- 

Gough tells

us that they "broke" 
- 

21d this was frequently because of a
chain reaction of bankruptcies. This subject is most often

mentioned in connection with people living in Shrewsbury and

other local towns, but in this connection London looms sur-

prisingly large in the lives of the people of this small rural

community. But London was the centre of prosperity as well

as bankruptcy, and a number of poor people are said by

Gough to have made their fortune by emigrating to that place.
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The rise and fall in prosperity of tradesmen and merchants
is a theme which is mirrored in the surprisingly large amount
of social mobility. Nine pages in the text mention cases of
upward mobility, and ten downward 

- 
with an additional

seven pages giving cases of general social mobility 
- 

a total of
twenty-six pages. This may have been the result of the rela-

tively open nature of the social structure of the community
discussed earlier. Education was also much more common in
Myddle than might be expected, with fiequent mentions of
schools and the teaching of both reading and writing. Myddle
in this respect was a "civilized" community, and we must set

this aspect of social life against the violence and drunkenness
discussed earlier in;the introduction. The latter emphasis could
be misleading if w$ did not balance it out against descriptions
of contrary behavipur given to us by Gough. Many people are

described as peaceable, honest, just, charitable, pious, hospit-
able and hard-working. Most good stories tend to involve the
vices rather than the virtues, and Gough himself sometimes
admits that he has little to say about a particular person

because of their quiet peaceableness (there are ten pages of
the text with an entry in the index under the heading of
"peaceable"). The conclusions we come to about the nature
and quality of life in seventeenth century must ultimately be

personal and based on our own values; but as happy endings
are best, I will conclude by quoting at length from Gough's
account of a man who he considered to have lived a virtuous
and happy life. Thomas Ash

was a proper, comely person; his father gave him good
country education, which, with the beneflt of a good
natural wit, a strong memory, a courteous and mild
behaviour, a smooth and affable way of discourse, an
honest and religious clisposition, made him a complete
and hopeful young man, insomuch as Mr. Edward
Hanmer, of Marton, was easily induced to give him his
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daughter Elizabeth to wife. This was a very suitable
match, for she was a lovely, proper gentlewoman, and
so like to her husband in disposition, that it should seem
there was a sympathy in nature between them, and
therefore they lived a loving and comfortable life
together. This Thomas Ash was not so much blamed for
being too nice in observing the canons, as he called
them, of the flrst counsel of the apostles at Jerusalem,
in abstaining from blood and things strangled, as he was
commended for avoiding that abominable sin of profane
swearing. For this Thomas Ash Was much in debt; but
how it was contracted I cannot say, unless he was
charged with the payment of portions to his slsters, and
I doubt he had but little portion with his wife; however
he bore an honest mind, and was willing to pay every
man, and to that end he set his tenement to Edward
Payne of Meriton, for raising of money to pay debts; and
to shelter himself from the fatigue of duns, he listed
himself soldier in the king's service in the wars, tempore
Car. I, and continued a soldier until the king's forces
were utterly dispersed, but never attained to any higher
post than a corporal of foot. At his return, he brought
nothing home but a crazy body and many scars, the
symptoms of the dangerous service which he had per-
formed, and besides, he fould little of his debts paid, for
the Bayment of taxes and charges of repairs had taken
up most part of the rent; but he being minded that none
should lose by him, sold his lease to William Formeston.
He had some money to spare when he had satisfied his
debts, and with that he took a lease off Mr, Crosse of
Yorton, of several pieces of ground near Yorton Heath,
and there he built a little warm house, made a neat little
garden, planted a pretty orehard, built several outhouses,
and made everything very handsome and convenient, and
there he and his loving wife spent their old age, though
not in a plentiful, yet in a peaceable and contented
condltion.
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INTN,ODUCTION

On Monday, Septennber 24th, 1849 The Morning

Chronicle published an account of a visit to the cholera

districts of Berlnnndsey - 
the flrst of a series of articles on

the tondon poor by Henry Mayhew. The area he concen-

trated oil was Jacob's Island, one of the few districts

surviving the great fire of London; the island was sur-

rounded by a tidal ditch which had become one Yast open

sewer and Mayhew described a part of the area as'follows:

We then ioutneyed en to L6ndsh-skeet' down which the tidal

diteh csntiaues'its course. In No. I of this street the cholera

first app€arcd severleen y€erc ago, aud spread up it with

fearful virulence; but this ymr it appearcd at the opposite

end, and ran down it with trike severity. As we passed along

the reeking banks of the sewer the sun shone upon a narrow

slip of the water. In the btight lig.ht it appearcd the colour

of a strong green tea, and positively looked as rali4 as black

marble in the shadow - indaed it'was mom like rvctery nud

than muddy weter; and yet we were assuted thet qi* was the

only *ater that the wretched inhehitants had to drin[. As we

gszed in horror &t it, ne saw drains and sewers qrnp*ylng

t-n"i* ru*ry contetrts into it; tve saw a whole tier of doorless

privies in the open road, cor,union to rnen and women, built

over it; we heard bucket after bucket sf filth sptash into it,
and the limbs of the rragrant boys bathing in it seerned, by

pute force of contrast, white as Parian marble. And yet, as

we stood doubting the fearful statemenl we saw a little child,

fiorn otre of the galleries oitposite, Iower a tin can with a rope

to fill a large bucket that stood beside her. Iareach of the

balmnie that hufrg oYer the Btrcam tlre sarne.self tub was

-to be seen in which the inhabitants put the mucky Hquid to

stand, so that they rnay, after it has rested a day or hrq, skim

the fluid from the mlid partictes of filth, pollution and disease.

As the little thitg dangled her tin cup a$ gently as possible

into the stxeam, a bucket of night soil was poured doura from

the next Eedlery,t
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The impact of the article was considerable; as a result of it
for example, Charles Kingsley and the Christian Socialists

pressed for sanitary reform.2 klayhew's great skill lay in his

ability to vividly recreate scenes and events encountered *
we feel as we read his account that we are there in
Bermondsey, seeing what he saw, 130 years ago. Mayhew

also achieved the impact that he did through pioneering

what we would now call oral history 
- or in his words, "the

ftrst attempt to puHish ttre history of the people, from the

lips of the people themselves."]

There was nothing new of cours€ ia the concern for
the conditinns under which tho poor, Iived * "The Condi
tioa of Eugland" question was long-standing, a*d had been

probed and investigated since the begindng of the century

in a serioe of medical, pocr law and othor gsvermnent

reports. Perhaps what was new was a sherpening of the

concern of the properticd classes for the stability of the

social order in which they so clearly had an overwhelming

vested interesg The Morning ehronicle in its editorial,
announcing the commencement of the national survey of
Iabour and the poor- argued

"the strarving or mendicant state of a large poxion of the
peo,ple . . if suffered to remain unremedied many years

knger" will eat, like a dry rot, into the very frernework of
our society, and haply bring down the whole fabric with a
cr&sh.'*4

The Chartist agitation sf the previous year had left its
mark, and the "dangerous classes" is a phrase which ap
pears frequently in The Morning Clrronicle 

- 
although

Mayhew only used it to rebut the assumptions and fears

which it concealed, A secondary conc€m revealed by The
Marning Chronicle editorial was the injustice of soeiety as

it was then coustituted *'oNo nxan of feeling or reflection
can look abroad without being shocked and startled by the
sight of enorrnous wealth and unbounded luxury, placed

in direct juxtaposition with the lowest exhemes of indigence
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and privation."s But again none of this was new 
- 

the

rniddle class public had long been aware through novels

as well as government reports of the existence of the poor 
-

what ruas new was that a man of great sensitivity of

language and feeiing, was about to embark on one of the

greatest survoys of human life ever undertaken, and this

"faetual" survey was to have an impact on conternporaries

that no other writing on the poor had ever had. To under-

stand how Mayhew achieved this impact is one of the aims

of this introduction.

Mayhew himself elaimed that he had been respon'

sible for suggesting the national survey to The Morning

Chronicle, but this was disp-uted by the newspape: in an

editorial after lvlayhew had b,roken with them.6 Whatever

the origin of the survey, Mayhew's first letter appeared in

the newspaper on October 19th, 1849, and a series of eighty-

two letters by him continued until December 12th, 1850.

Jusf over a third of this material was incorporated in

Mayhew's later study, London Labour And The London

Poor, hut the bulk of it has neysr been published (akhough

selections have appeared in the last few yearsT). The survey

covered many regions of England and Wales, and was

divided between three types oJ area * the rural, manu-

facturing and metropolitan. Mayhew was appointed the

meffopolitan correspondent and he appears to have been

heiped by his brother "Gus", as well as by Charles Knight

and Henry Wood, along with assistants, stenographers and

general helpers.s It was Mayhew's contribution that soon

attracted attention and the great majority of letters to the

newspaper concerned his accounts of the London poor,

rather than those on the countryside or industrial areas.

Not only was there great general interest, but novelists of

the day were clearly influenced by what they read * Charles

Kingsley incorporated some of Mayhew's work into his

novel Alton Locke and someone of the stature of Thackeray

wrote in the March 1850 issue of Punch:
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"A. clever and earneri-rrinded writer gets a comoissioa frora
The Marning ehranicle oerfi,$paper; and reports upon tht state

of our poor in l"ondor; he goeq afiongsl latrouring people and
poor of all kinds-anO brings back what? A picture ofhumao
Iife so wonderful, so awful, so piteous'and pathetic, so excit-
ing and terrible, that readers of romances own that they never
read anything like to it; and that the griefs, struggles, strange

adventures here depicted exceed anythidg that any af us could
irnagine . . .*r

Mayhew achieved this effect on his readers by combining

the survey side of his work with illustrations drawn from
vivid individual autobiographical histories. It was this latter

approach whieh ga\re his work such emotioaal forcq pecple

coutrd iAentlry tor thp ffrst time'witlt the tr4tr?, not just as

depicted in a ndvel, buf through'the words of individuals

whose lives were being laid out before the reader. No

amount CIf stetistical and officiatr infomation on the poor

could conne n€ar to Mayhew's work for emotional impact;

he may have arrived at his method partly through his
journalistic expefience" but iianictlly. it was probably kis

adho,rence to natural science whieh led hirrl ts such

a literaX'retdei{ng of thg'ovidenee 'giwn to hirn by the

people he i*tsiviewed. But also Mayherv ungersto the

poof : there were elements in his character and experience

which led him to sympathize and identify with them, as we

will now see.

He was born in London in 1812 the son of a self-

rnade solicitor, and ivas ducated at Westninster Fublic
School. The evidence we have suggeste his father was both

tyrannieal and unsympathetic to all his children, partieularly

to his sonil he also appears to have been violent with his

wife. Mayhew wrote a satire on his father, suggestirrg that he

had a particular dislike for the front of rqspeetability that his

father presented to the world.Io Although Mayhew appears

to have been a brilliant pupil, his indolence and rebel-

liousness led him to leave the sehool at an early age he

refused to be flogged by the headilraster for a minor mis-
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demeanour and imrnediately left the school never to return.

Similarly, after a brief period of apprenticeship in his father

solicitor's business, he caused his father sorne ernbarass-

ment by forgetting to lodge legal papers, and fled the house

not to see his father for several years" Mayhew's britrliance,

indolence and humour led him to adopt the life of a literary

bohemian, writing for satirical magazines (he claimed to

be one of the co-founders ot Punchl, newsplpers, as well as

his own plays, short stories and novels. Much of this writing

had a radical edge which was probably linked with his

reaction against the conseryative respectability of his father,

although his work was also characterized by sorne of the

middle+.lass assumptions of the day, showing that he had

not escaped the influence of his bourgeois background.ll

One aspect of Mayhew's charaeter which perhaps

has not been sufficiently stressed in other commentaries

on his work, was his interest in the natural sciences.

According to one account, he had unsuccessfully tried

to persuade his father to allow him to become an

experimental chernist,I2 and when he left home, he spent

much of his tirne on such experiments (he is reputed to

have nearly blown up his brother's house on one occa-

sion !13), and his interest in natural scienee clearly informed

the way he approaehed The Morning Chronicle survey.

He wiote to the editor of that paper in February 1850

explaining his approach :

I rnadE up rny mind to deal with hurnan nature as a natural

philosopher or a chemist deals with any material obiect; and,

as a man who had devoted some little of his time to physical

and metaphysical science, I rnust say I did most heartily rejoice

that it should have been left to me to apply the laws of induc-

tive philosophy for the first time, I believe, in the world to the

abstract questions of political economy.r4

Although this stress on science and political economy would

seern a far cry from Mayhew the great originator of working

class oral history, with all its moving and vivid writing, the
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contradictioil is not as grsat as it might seem; Mayhew

always stressd he was presenting a lactaail picture of the

London poor as he found them; when in dispute with the

editor ofrThe Morning Chraniele about the ct>ntont oI sorne

of his,articles - &e editor had re$oved some passages anti.
pathetic to free trade - Mayhew insisted that the original
report of the speech of a boot-maker be restored on the

grounds that he was "a person collectiug and registering

fact$.'nls His notion of natural science was essentially that

it was an inductive discipline, with factual information
boing collected in great detail before valid generalisations

eould be reached. It was partly on these grounds that he

was witicel of 'the political economists of the da1l; he

believd that thoy mnstructed their theories without
familiariziag'themsclves with the eomplexities of the situa-

tioas they were trying to explain.

An obvious weakness in Mayhew's method was that
he did not use a strict llrocess of random sampling in select-

ing infor,mants * his work w4g carried out before this had

been developed * but he did ettempt wherever passible to
avoid undue bias. This is illustrated by the dispute that
arsse ov€r the reliability of his evidence on Raggcd Schoolsl

his assistant R. Knight gave the following account of the

method of selectirg informants in a letter to The Morning
Chronicle:

I was directed by your Special Correspondent to obtain for
him the addresses of some of the boy,o and girls who attended
the Ragged School in Westminster, so that he aright be able
to visit them at their homes. Your eorrespondent desired me

to take the names of the first parties that cafire to hand, so

that neither particularly Sood nor bad cases might be selected,

but such as might be presumed to be fair ayerage examples

of the practical tendeacy of the school in question.l6

Mayhew corn€s near here to a random sampling method,
but elsewhere he was too dependent on special sources d
information to be able to achieve this aim. Frequently
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he used key Mormentsl doctors, clergmen, trade union

Ieaders - 
to both provide iotormation'' on a subject and

inffoduce him to other informants in the area thdt he was

interested in. The disadvaotages and potential biss in this

method is obviious, but ilr plactiee,it seems to have been

remarkably successful. All of Mayhew's key infonnants

appe&r tc have been intolligent and well-infor.med men, aud

were able to provide him with a range and depth of informa-

tion that would have heeu unavailable oleewhere (this is

perhaps a rnethod that social scientists today might benefit

from rediseoveriag). A chock on tho reliability aud objec-

tivity of the infonr.ration given was the public nature 6f the

suwey-orr6s were opgn:to correetiou tlrough the:Ietter

colunn of the newspaper, ahd that there were only ono or

t\ryo corcsetions of t&is kin{"rr bears testimony to the high

overall accusary of h{ayhew:s work.

The major theme of the survey was of murse

poverty, and ao iatroduction of this kind cao only touch

uport some of the more important aspeqts of the subject

as it was treated by Mayhew. One of the things that he

reveatred to hrs co*tamporarie was the coruplexity of
poverty; as we,Il as its iaevitebili,ty' AnythiYrg which,uould

destroy a fanrily"5 ordinary means of livelihood - ill*ess,

old age, death or accident * could throw it into the nnost

extreme and abject pov6rty. I quote at some length the

followiag account given to I\rfayhew of nrhat happeaed to a

coalwhipper (a labouret unloading coal) after an accident:

I was a coalwhipper. I had a wife and two children. Four
rnonttrrs ago, coming off my day's work, my foot slipped, and

I fell and broke my leg. I was taken to the hospital, and re-

rnained there ten weeks. At the time of the accident I had

no money at all by me, but was in debt by the arnount of ten

shillings to my landlord. I had a few clothes of myself and

wife. While I was in the hospitaX I did not reeeive anythihg
frorn our benefit soeiety, because I had not beer able to ke€p

up my subscripti,on. My wife and children lived, whitre I was

in hospital, hy pewning my things, and going from door to
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door, to every one she knowed, to give her a bit. Ttre naen

who worked in the sarne gaeg as myself made up 4s.5'd. for
me, and that, with two loaves of bread thaf they had, flom the
relieviirg-o$.cer, was all they got. While- I was in the hospjial,
the landloid seized for therreutr the few' thing$'that:my wife
had not pawned, and turned her and my tlvo little children
ioto tte etreet-one was a tlcy three years old, atd the other
a baby juct turned ten months'. My wife wsnt fo het rnother,
and she kept her aud my little ones for three weeks, till she

could do so no lor:ger. My rnother, poor old worlan, was most

as bad off as we were. My mother only works on the ground 
-out in the:eountry at gardening. She makes about ?s. a week

in summeq and'ia the urinter she only has only 9d, a day to
l.ive upoa; but she had al, ItasJ:a shelrer, for her ehild, snd she

williqgly shored that with her daughter and daughter's chil'
dren. She Sewneq_ all the elolhes ghe had to keep them frorn
$taflridB--but'at la*t'everyqfril,rg was gone from 1hs pqor old
rrsfilan, and then I got my brother to take ffiy,family itr.

My brother worked at garden work, the slrme as rny motkcr-
in-law did- IIa rnade about lSs, a week ia summer, and about
half that in the winter tfune . , . He had only one roorn, but
he got in a bundtre sf straw for rne, and we lived and slept
there for ssren weeks. He got credit foi more than fl of bread,

and tea, and, sugar fur us; and now he can"t pfly, a'hd tho rlieil
threatens','tc: eur*mon him for it. A.fter I teft my bfotherts,
I,canre ,to trive igr,:th€rneighbourhood of'lEappingifsr I thought
I tnigtrt maaage to do a day's worb at eoafwhipping, and I
couldn't bear to trive on fiis liitlc earning aay longer - he

cotld searcely keep himself th€n. At lart I got a sfup to deliver,
but I was too weak ts do the work, and in puXling at the ropes,

rny hand got sore, and festered for \ryant of nourishment . . .

After this I was obliged to lay up again, and that's the only
job of work that I have been able to do for this last four
months . . . I had one pennyworth of bread this morning.
We altogeiher had half-aquatem loef arnong the four of us,

but no tea nor coffee. Yesterday we had some bread, and tea,

and butier, but \\rher€ver my wife got it from I don't know.
I was three days, but a short time back, without a teste of
food (here he burs.t out crying). I had nothing but water which
passed my trips. I had meretry a little at home, ald that my
wife and children had. I would rather starve rnyself than let
them do so. Indeed, I'vc done it over and over again. I never
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begged. Itd die ifl the strsets fit$t. I never told nobody of my

life. The forentan af my gang was the only one besides God

that knew of my misery; and: his wifc came to me and brought

me moroy and bmught' me food;r,and himsclf too, rnany a

time ("I had a wife and five cfiililren'of rny owh to rnaintain,

and it grieved me to my he&rt," said the man who sat:by, "to

see them ryant, and I unable to do more fot them."1rt

Anyone tempted to dismantle the welfare state would do

well to pCI,nder this passago at some length; there is no doubt

whatsoever from the voluminous evidence produced by

Mayhew and the other sorreipondents al The Morning

Clvaniete, that,'rthig m&nls expoiieilee of r+hat happened in

sieknees and" ill-healt} was entiretry typical. It is not only

the extrome pov€rty of the;family iseH, btlt the pCIv€rtlt of

their'neighhours; wcrknates and relatives whioh gives thc

report such irapor,tanee in reveatring the terrible cnnditions

trnder which ttle poor of Victorian England lived. The

harshness with which the family w€re treated by tlre land-

Iord and the retieving officer obviously added considerably

to thoir misory; onty the support of neighborlrsi workmates

and a,bow eltr, relativw" enablod them to survive at altr.

Mayhew rraks it very clser that these cases: wel€

not rnerely exannBles of individual disttees' btlt were

charactsristie sf whole classes of people. Poverty of this

kind was the re$ult of sffuctural ehanges in society, a theme

which beearle kfayhew's over-riding concerx in his &rbrrxing

Chronicle letters. He aualy*ed the pover,ty resulting fronr

changes in the' orgenisation of Eades, and began to
genelalise this into an indictment of the whole of capitalist

societlr. Before he emtrarkod on this analysis, he gathered

together a vast amount of erupificol evidence on the inci-

denco afid neture of povefiy, and perhaps what was so

unusual about this, was his ability to write so well about

what other authors had managed to make so mundane and

boring; here is his description of the hiring of labourers in

the docks:
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As the foreman calls from a book the oarnss; sonr-e rnen iunrp
upon the backs of the others, so as to lift themselves high
&bove the rest, and attract the notice of him who hires them.
AII are shoutiag. Some cry alsud his surxame, some his
christian name; others call out: their own narnes; to reraind
hirn that they are there. Now tho appeal is rnade in Irish
blarney, norv in broken English. Indeed it is a sig;ht to sadden
the most callous, to see ,ftoarsonds of men struggling for only
one day's hire, the scufre being made the fiercer by the know-
ledge that hundreds out of the number assernbled must be left
to idle the day out in want. To look in the faees of that
hungry crowd is to see a sight that must be ever remembered.le

He went o$ to detail the poverty of tbe dock labour€rs, and
iltrustratd this in brilliant fashion through inte{,views with
individual dockers and their families 

- families that lived
in oae squalid, srlheated and virtu*Ily unfur,nishod room,
who were &equently subject to hunger ar*d illness, without
proper clothing-children without shoes arld socks*and
could only frnd wsrk if they were prepared to participate
in the serarnbtre describsd above. Meny of the people seek-

ing dock work had pr€viously been silk-weavers living and
working in tbe Spitalfields area; the drastie deline in the
prosperiry in this trade was delineeted by trVfayheur in one
of his firrt letters.s

Although silk-weaving was the mo$t drarnatic
example of an occripatian falliug into destitution, rsost of
the trades covered by l\4*yhew were subject to something
of the same process. Real rrvages fell arnongst aearly all
occupational groups, and The Marning Chronicte survey
provides an unrivalled series of economic histories of
various ffades from the late eighteenth ceatury onwards.
Workers in the shoe- and boot rnaking trade had suffered
severely in living standards since the prosperity of the
Napoleonic sr'aa. as was revealed by one of Mayherr,s
inforrnants:

In 1812 the boot-makers received their highest wages. If an
average could have been taken then of the earnings of the
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tradei one with anot],rer, I thilk it would have lreen abotrt 35s.

a' m*rr. "[he great] decre*,ee (from 35s' to 13s 6d. a week]

that hss taken place is not so much owing to the decrease of

wages as to the increase of hands; and the rcon$squent'decfease

of work eoming to'each rnan. f' lmorr myself that ary late

mastef uaed to earn f,Z a week olr,ov€r&ge mdny y€ars'back,

bul'sf l4te years tr am sure he has not made 15e. a'week'll

Mayhe.rr unfortunstely did nst coil€at systemetie inf,orma-

tion on changes in prices - the evidenee he did publish

suggests that prices only begun to fall significantly after

the mid-l$40's. But the qualitative evidence on living stan-

dards more than outw,,eighs this deficiency' Here is a

doscriptioa of a bootmakerls earnings and style of life in

the eerty years of the centurg: ,

I got rilork ia Mr. Hoby'$ noi long afier the battte of

Waterioo, in t815, and was told by rny fellow worknten that

I wasn't born socn enough to see good times; but I'r'e lived

long enough to see bad ones, Though I wasn't born soon

enotrgh; as they said I eould earu" &nd did earn S150 a year,

scnrcth,ing short of f3 a week; and that fonejght ye;Ers when

trade beeame ac* so good " " . I cauld th*n p-lay rny S1 a

corner a! whisi, I wauJdn't play at that time for tress than 5s"

r coutrd'affur'd'a glassl of wiire,-but'w&s aever a driuker: ar:d

for a,ll tli&t; I had nty t1$0 in the Four per Cents for a ftlag

time (J lent it ts a friend afterwards), and frorn S40 to f;50

in the savi*ge bank, Scrae,made msre than me, though I macr

work. I can't $tand still. One iourfieyman, to my knowlEdge,

saved f,Z,Offi; he grtce made 34 pairs of boots in three weeks'

The bootmen ihen at Mr. Hoby's were all respectable men;

they were like gentlemen 
- smoking their pipes in thefu frilled

shirts, like gentlemen 
- all but the drunkards. At the ttsde

meetings, I{oby's best fireir uted to luve one corner of the

room to thernselves, and were called tbe Itouse sf Lords-

There was more than one hundred of us whes I becacte one;

and before then there were an even greater number. Mr. Iloby

has paid five hundred pounds a week in wages. It \sas easy

to save money in those dalc; one could hardly help it' We shalt

never see the like again.2z

Contrast this with the life-style of a boot-closer who
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a$sured me that he had dealt with his baker for fourteea or
fifteen years and had aever been, able to get out of debt

lately . . . As for a coat, hc said" 'loh, God bless my soul, sir,

I hayeilt bought one fer tl*is six or seven ycar$, aad my
missus has not been able to pufthase a goilrn for the same

time; to ds so out of rny earnings nor.r is impossible: If it
wasn:t for *. cousin sf fidae that is in place, nne shouldn't have

a thing to our backs, and working for the best wages too . . .

Wages have bcen going down ever since 183& Before that tithe
my wife attended to her dourestie duties only . . . Since that
period my wife has been obliged to work at shoe-binding, and

my daughter as well . . . My comforts have certainly not in-
creased in proportion with the price of provisions. In l8I1 to
1815 bre*d $,&S vcry higll*I t-hiuk:about !s. lO*d. the bsst

Ioaf 
-and 

I can say I was much more comfortable then than
at present. I ha$ a rsreat dinner: at t&at time every day; but
now Inrfi days without seeing tlre sight of it. If provisioils were

not as cheap as they ar€ norr we should be stawing
outright . ""23

Thsse were mefi who worked in the "honourable" part of
tbe trade * worki$g on the premises of tboir emplsyer for
6xed hours, their conditio** of-work regtlated by agree-

metrt with their trade union. Althoqgh increasingly
irmpoverished b5r the fall irr tryages, their sitiiatios wa* *o"i,
better thau that cf people working in the "dishonourable"
sector * those who either worked for thesnselves aE

"ehsrnber m&$tgl.s" in th€ir own hornos; of w€re employed
by them.'This sector was strongly concentratqd in the east

ead of London, whereas the more respectable part of the
trade were coilee{rkat€d alainly in the west end. This
polarisation of the trades 

- 
with about ten per cent

"honourable" and ninety per cent "dishonourablel'- was

reveal€d fu hlaykew to be common in the London trades.
Ile sartmarized the markedly different life-styles of the two
groups and illustrated it with reference to the tailoring
frade:

The very dwellings of the people are suffieieilt to tell you the
wide differenee betweon the two classes. In the one you occ?-
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sionatly flad srnell statues of Shakeepeare beneath glass shad€s;

in the ot*rer all is dirt and foetor. The working tailor's com-

fortable first-door at the West-end is redolent with the

perfume of ttrb small buach of violcts that stand in the tumbler
ovei the mantel-piece; ttre sweater's wretched garret is rank

\ryith the steneh of fitth and herrings. The honoutable part of
thc trftd€ are really intelligent artisans, whiile the slopworkers

are gpgeralfy alnrg*t brutified with their iece sant toil,
wretched pay, miserabXe food, and fiIthy homes.2a

The sweating system at its worst could be highly dangerous

to health and life, &s w&s revealed by someone who had

worked for one:

OaE swssler I wor*ed with had four children, six men, and

th€y" toget:her with his wille, sister-in-Iaw, and hirrxelf, all' 
lived in trvo rooaxs, the trargest of which was about eight feet
by ten. We worked in the srnallest room and slept there as

well - all six of us. The.re were trpo turn-up bedr in it, and

we slept three in a bed. There was nG chirr,raey, and indeed

no ventitration whatever. I was near losing my life there . . .

Alrnost a1l the m€n were consumptive, an( I myself attended
the dispensary for disease of the lungs-?s

What had brought about the terrible mass of misery

and povefry that week after week filled Ihe Marning
Chronide's pages? The answer of the political economists

of th€, day was that it was largely due to an over-rapid

expansion CIf population, and it was this Malthusian
orthodoxy that Mayhew was rnost concerned to dispute.

He did not coiltest that an over-supply of labour would
lead to a fall iu wages and living standards, but criticized
the lvlalthusian conclusion on empirical grounds. In his

later work London Labour And The l*ndon Poor, he

argued that there had been no excessive increase in popula-

tion in t&e first half of the uineteenth century" stating that
the demand ftrr Iabour as rneasured by various output/
production series, had more than kept pace with population
increase.26 He did not seem to realise that this contradicted
his oWn findings about the increasing poverty of the mass
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of the people, although he could have eaved part of his

argument by smessing the re-distribution of income from
poor tc rieh. The radisEibutiorr would hav,e had to have

been very dram*tis to account for the depth of poverty he

found it his slrvey, and there is n<r evidence that it ever

roached this scale. The rnajor problem with Mayhew's &rgu-

ment is that he used produetiou series for eoinmoditiqr such

as cottoil and wool, which are krlown to have expanded

very dramatically, the textile industry being central to the
industrial revolution then taking plaee. The standard of
living and how it changed in this period has of conrse

becorne a subject of extensive seholarly debate, but this

doer not eppeer to be resolvable with existing statistical
data" Mayhew's owsi detailed gualitative evidenee $eem$

nauch luore use{u1 in telling us what was happening at this

tirne, a:rd ths conclusion ftorn his survey must be that there
wa$ & vast krcrease in poverly during the first half of the
nineteenth century.

How are we to reeoncile tf,rc absve conclusien with
some of ths stati$ticel series on wage$ which eppear to
con:*adist it? Ths anslryer lies I bdievs in what, the boot-
maker told May'hew iu tlre intenriew qr:otrd previously*
thst it wes not *o much a fall in wage rates of existing
trades that was respansible, but a significant decrease in
the *mount of employment available ar,rd the growth of
sngeatd work practices outside of the recogrieed (and pro
suraably ttrre statistically measured) regular trades. Mayhew
himself statsd that "in the generality of trades the cr*cula-
tion is that one-third of the ha*ds are fully employed; one-

third partially, and one-third unernployed throughout &e
yeat.';zt This would seem to bring the analysis back to aa

over-supply of labour and an exeessively expanding popula-

tlon, but Mayhew had a seriss of detsil€d arguments based

on his empirieal findings with which to counter this thesis.

For him the surplus of labour was the result of the competi-
tiveuess of contemporary capitalist society, and he brought
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thie out in a number of separute but r.elated themes. Ife
recognized that the introduetion of new technology had a

significant impact on the creation of surplus Isbour; for

exarnple, he described in some detail the eflect of steam

machiner,y on the ernployrne.nt of *awyers aad horv it had

both reduced their numbers and i*come.x But the effeet

of the new teebflolory was very Iimited in London as most

industries were l.rabour-intensive; what IVXayhew did trace

however was the imptct of the indr:suial revolution of the

textile industry in l"ancashire, for some of the labour dis'

ptraced found its way ou to the I-ondon labour market.

One man who had become destitute gave fufayhew the

following aeeount of his trife:

"I am thirty-eiEht" he said, "and have been a c$tton-spitlne!,

workirrg at Chorlton-upon-Medfuck. t can neither read nor

write. Whea f was a young man; twenty years ago, I could

earn !2 10s. clear mofiey every week, after payrng txo piecers

and a scaveilger. Each piecer had 7s-6d. a week*they are

girls; the scavenger - a boy to clean the rrheels of the cotton

spinnihg machine had 2s.6d. I was master of them wheels in

the factor,y. This state of tbingr continued until abctrt the

ytsr lS3?. I Eved' well and enjoyed myself, being a hearty man"

nsways a drugkard, working every day from half-past five in

the morning .till half-past seygn Et night * [*ag hous that

time, masler: I didn't care about money as long as f was

decent aud respectable. I had I tuln f$r sporting at the wakes

down there. In 1837 the 'self-actors' (machines with steam

po,srer) had come itrto comflion use. One gid can nrind three
pairs*thst used to be three men't work*getfiug l5s. for
the work which geve three m€r C7 l0s. Otlt of one factory

4ffi hands were flung in oae week, rn€n a*d womec tog€thar'

$fe had a meetiag of the union, but nothing could be done,

and we were told to go and mird the three pairs, as the gids

did, for lSs. a week. I9e woulda't do that. Some went for

soldiers, some to sea, some to Stopport (Stockport), to get

work in factories where the self-actors \+er"nt agait.":a

The Luddite reaction to new technology becomes com-

pletely urderstandable, its beneficiaries at this timo being

almost entirely the owners of factodes and their like. The
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sawyers had de*r<ryed the first mechanieal mills in London
(these were run by horse-power but on the same prindple
as t}e lator steam millsl, but had eventually succumbed to
tfte narv technology.

Mayhew realized however that technology was not
the prime movtlg force ir the early eapitalist transforms.

tion of socieqt, at least in the Londoa arsa. Mrmh mote

iraportant was the "oxtraeti,on of labour-su,rplus" through

changes in the organisation of what Marx called the social

relationships of production * in particular the develop-

ment of petty, capitalism in various forms. Mayhew did rtot

of course analyse the cotlrse of events in such simple

analyticatr tenns; he gave a much'more deseriptive aseount

of what he elled the effects of the "courpetitive system''.

He analysed the increase of surplus labour under two head-

ings: the increase in the nurcber of labourets and the

increase in the aulount of labour extracted frorn an exfuting

Iabour foree. He saw six ways of increasing the number of
Iabo*rets: "(1) Ey the undue increase of apprentices. G) By
drafting into the ranks of labour those who should be other-

wise eagaged, as womefi and ehildren. (3! By the irnporta-

tion of la,bourers, from abroad. (a) Ey the,raigration of
countf,y hbotrrers to towns, and so overcmwdillg,the rnarket

i* the cities. (5) By tho depression of other tr.ades. {6} By the

undue increase of the people them.selves."D Three, four and

six are all direct effects of increasing population and belong
if you trike to the "opposition arguarcnt". One and two form
a p&r,t of Mayhew's maia argllrnert (five is rather nebulous),

although he does nCIt $pell this out. He grouped the means

of increasing tho amount of labour frorn a fixed labour
force uuder seven headings: "(1) By extra supervision when

the workrnen are paid by the day " . . {2) By ineeasing the

workman's interest in his work; as in piece work, where the
payment of the oper*tive is made proportional to the
quantity of work done by hiar . . . (3) By large quantities of
work given out at one time; as in 'ltrrrp-work'and 'contract
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workr.'{4) By the domestic sys,tem of work, or giving out

-matrrials to'be made up at the homes of the workpeople.

(5) By the middleman system of labour. (6) By the preva-

lence of srnall master. (7) By a redueed rate of pay, as forc'

ing operatives to lahour both tronger-and quickor, in order

to mako up,the saln€ amount of income.!'3o ld&ily of these

he*dings overlap as Mayhew himself was prepared to admit;

categories two to six all have a strong elemeat of increasing

tho capitalist principle into work situations, and in practice

the prevalence of the contract system and in particular the

grcwth of sr-rall masters (peuy eapitalists] seem to have

beerr,rno*t importaut; at least in Mayhow's wsrk. Ileadings

one and seve,n eoneern the control that employers wsra abtre

to exeft over their work f'orce, without having to go thror,rgh

indireot rnarket forces ftke distinction bstwesn employu

and ernployee' beeomos blurred ol course in the ctse of 'the

small maeter * a more appropriate distinetion hero would

be between the rich capitalist and the poor worker who

actually providcd the labour, u*der whatavet relationship

of production).

That edlplsysrs w€re abte to extract eEormous

amour{e'of 'extra l&bour through'dirett' conttol'ws, brought

out by htayhew in a *umher of plaeu p€rhaps tbe'nnost

strikiug example was the "strapping, systelrt'" in the ear*

pentry. arld ioinery trade:

Concerning this I received the following extraordinary account

from a man after his heavy day's labour; and never in all my

experience have I seen so bad an instance of over-work. The

poor fellow was so fatigued that he could hardly rest in his

seat. As he spoke he sighed deeply and heavily, and appcared

almost spirit.broken with excessive labour: * "I work at what

is called the strapping shop," he said, *'&nd have werked at

r'rothing else for these ntany ye*rs past in tr-ondon. I call 'strap-

ping', doing as much work asr a'hurnan being or a horse

psclibly caa in a day, and that without any hanging upon the

collar, but with the fsrbman's eyes con$tantly fixed upon you,

from six o'clock in the rnorning to six o'clock at night. The

shop in which I work is for all ihe world Eke a prison * the



l8

silent sy$tem is as strictly carried out there as in a model gaol.

If a rran was to ask any cornmofl question of his neighbour,

except it was connected with his trade, he would be dischargsd

there and then. If a journeyman makes the least mistake, he

is packed: off just the same. A man working in such places is

ahilost ehmys in fear; for the most trifling things he is thrown
out of wcnk in an instant . . . I suppose since I knew the
trade a man does four times the work tfoat he did formerly . . ,

What's worse than that, the msn are everyone striving one

against the other. . . They are aII tearing along from the flrst
thing in the morning to the last thing at night, as hard as they
can go, and when the tirne cornes to knock ofr they are ready

to drop I was hours af,ter I got hornelast night before I could
grt a wink of sleeg; the soles,of my fert, werg:on firc, and my
argrs. eehed to that degree that I could hardly lift *ry hand to
mY head.-!I;

The re*utt of this terrihle explCIitatistr of labour was that
many j iners wsre u'quite old men and gray with.spoctacles

0n, by the time they are fort1,.":z

trt is easy uow to understand curreilt trade union
practices which r€gulato and contml the aorount of work
to be done iudependently of the "logic of prodtrction."
Trade uniens rmers of co$rse active duriag,tho whole of the

nineteenth €etltury and,qre must e$k wfty they were urable
to pr€seilt the eNtreme conditions descrihed abov€. This is
perhaps tho.crucial quus,tion that Mayhew Rever answered

in his discussion af. paliticol-econotny, yet the ail$wer to
s$ch a qlestion is to be found in his own survey. Unions
had been yery activs in the proteetion of Iiving standards

and working conditions, even when they had not achieved

Iegal recognition. One boot-rraker desctibed the strike of
1812 whleh rezuItcd in victory fm the union:

?he masters, at that time, after holdins out for thirteen weeks,
gave way, Srelding to all tbe demands of the rseo. "The scc6s

had no chsnce in thsse days," said my infor,rnant, "the wages

mcn had it all th€ir owrl way; they could do anything, and
there were no slop shops then. Some scabs wert to Mr. Hgty
'occasioning' (that is asking whether he 'had occasion for
another handtl but he said to them. 'I can do nothing; go to
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my mastgrs (the jotrrneymen) ir tlle Parr's llead, Swallow-

stre€t' (the eign of the pnblic-house used by' the rnen that

managed the strike)."33

The key to the success of uoions,at this time was provided

by another of Mayhew's informants:

I believe the reduetion of wages in our trade is due chiefly to

the supra:abundance of woikmen; that is the real cause of

our prices,having gone down, because when men are scarcer

or work is ptrentifuln they wrTI have good wages. Frorn the year

t798 otrr wagos began to increase partly beeause the number

of hands w*s decreased by war; and, partly because the foreign

orders were rnuch greater then than now.34

After tho Napoleonie wars labour flod€d baek onto the

rnarket, and with populatiop dolrbting in the ftrst half of
the nineteenth century, the supply of labour geatty begaa

to exced its d6mand. This of course is a highly complex

questiolr, mueh debated by eosiromists, soeiologists and

historians, the critical etrem€nt in the, debate being tho

balaErcs between suppty aad demand for labour, and its

relatiomhip with the distribution of real re$onrces wi&in
an early capitalixt e$snsfily, Another boot-maker put this

very simply when he told Mayhew:

Tht cause of the trade beiag so overstocked with hands is,

I believe, due in gr€at measure to the increase of population.

Every Fir of feet there is borrr, certainly wants a pair of
shoes; but unfortunately, as society i$ et present constituted,

they cannot g.st theEr' Tlhe poor, you see, sir increese at a
greater rate thax the rich.3s

Several of Mayhew's artisau informants showed a remark-

ably geod grasp of basie econoqnics, and one or two eYen

anticipated Marx and Keynes in their understanding of the

effects of under,consumption on the capitalist econorny.

One man believd in particulag that the new technology

would have disastrous effects on the economy:

Suppose, I say, that aII hurnau labour is done away by it, and

the working rnelr are turned into paupers and eriuinals, then

what I wafit to k*ow is who are to be the customers of the
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capltalists? The capitalists themselves, we should remember,

spend little or none (comparatively speaking) of the money

tkey get; for, of course, it is the object of every capitalist to

save all he can, qnd so iscr€ase the bulk of moaey out of
which he makes hls profits. The working me[, however, spend

eII they receive-it's true a srnall amount is put into the

savings bank, but that's a m*re drop in tie oceeu; and so the

working classes constitute thc great proportion of the cus-

toilrers of the country. The lower their wages are reduced

of course the less they have to spend, and when they are

entirely superseded by rrachinery, of eourse they'Il have noth-
ing at all to spend, and then, I ask again, who are to be the

capitalists' customers? 36

These dire predictions did Rot come to full mlizatiou
in the hundred:yea{s or so after tlroy wer€ n ade, aild
this was p&rtly because the industrial revolution had

brought about an impravement of ayemge living stan-

dards after the 1840!s, mainly through a fall in prices.

A number of informants told Mayhew how the fall
in prices sf bread, meat, fi:uit and vege&bles, clothing
and other goods, had inoproveX their lot from tha mid-

18"4,0:s snwards" and t&is.was d.ue to a number of facters -new technotrogy, railway€; rntrre efficient fierrning*ai6
undoubtedly this development was the great turning point

in ths history of capitalism. There were of cour$e many

other factors that prevented the pauperization of the work-
iag classes predicted by Marx 

- 
perhaps one of the most

important being the developmeut of speciatization and the
growth of the division of labour, which enabled the

labour fore through their unions to exploit the dependency

of employers on small numbers of key workers. At the time

that Mayhew wrote however, there was little evidence of
this development, and the unions were weak and the mass

of the population in a pauperized state.

What Mayhew failed to realize was the importance
of the rate of expansion of the population for the conditions '

under which the struggle bstween capital and labour was -

conducted. (I assume hae that population was expanding
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for other tkan eeouomic reasons, and was primarily a func-

tion of medical and other non-economic factors.3T) Through-

out his swv€y there is constant mention of a urassive surplus

of labou dematding work which rr&*$ not thete to be had;38

this enabled ernplayers to ruthlessly.,,Qr-ush strikes'aad union

activity, either b,y ernploying blaekleg labour; or by sending

work into non unionized sectors and areas of the couptry.

What Mayhew did realize was that this surplus of labsur

enabled employers to extract ever further surpluses through

the modes of exploitation discussed above - 
formulated by

Mayhew in the phrase, "Over:wotk rRakes under-pay, and

under'pay makes ovtsr'work."3e A sulplus of pop-ulation did

not operate in a vacuum, it was employed within a certain

social relationship of productiou, and this eould be crucial

for the development of tlre ecsnorny. In the caeo of Loudon

during the rniddls of the nilleteenth oeiltury, it was the

$owth of petty-capitalisrn that was crucial. This took many

guises * sub*ontracting, chamber-masters, sweeters, etc. -
but the critical development was the exploitation of labour

through a system of production which gave ftorkers a pet-

sonal btrt rninimal intsrest iu profitability.

A cabiuet*mckffr gave thc follouring explianation of

why so many meil became small capitalisk working on thsir

own account:

One of the inducernents . . . for men to take for making up

for themselyes is to get a living when thrown out of work

until they can hear of sornething better . Another of the

re€$ons for the men turning srnall masters is the little capital

that it requires for them to start thernselves . . . Many works

for thernselves, beeause nobody else won't employ them, their

wolk is so bad. MaR:y weavers ha* took to our business of
late . Another reason for nre-n turning Iittle mastcrs is

because employment's tnore certain like that way; a man can't

be turned off easily, you see, when he works for himself.

Again, some men prefer being small masters becatrse they are

more independeut IiLe; when they're working for themselves,

they can begin working when thty please, aad knock rrff when-
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ever they like. But the principal reason is becaue there ain't
enough work at the regular shops to employ them all.s

These small masters were drawn into a system of, ruthless

competition, and the money paid to them by the ware-

houses - the "slaughterers" 
- 

!ss5s1e bar,ely sufficient for
subsistence. Many of the chamber-masters were sweaters,

employing theii wives and children and any other source of
cheap labour, but none of them were real benefiEiaries ftom
the long and grinding hours of work 

- 
it was the owners of

the warehouses and their customers who really gained from
this systern of exploitation. The major reason why so many

small masters were prepared to tolerate these conditions

was because there was no alternatiye - a surplus of labour
through a rapidly-e*panding population had tfuown them

out of regular work and into pauperized independence,

which in turn helped destroy the power of the ffade unions
in the "honourable" sector of the trade.

Although Mayhew failsd to tink populatian growth

rvith the changes in the stfrrcture Ef the soeial relationships
of production which he so efteetively deseribed, he pro-

vided in his survey nearly all rhat we would want to know
to understand the development of contempor&ry capitalism.
However" his survey went well beyond the confines of this
major theme, and to the sociologist, his work provides a

range of fascinating detail on other sociological subjects.

One theme that constantly recurs is the growth of a culture
of respectability during the nineteenth century, a subject

which obviously fascinated Mayhew. There are frequent
mentions ir the survey of the decline in drunkenness and

brutality which characterized many Englisti workmen of
an earlier epoch; here is Mayhew's interview with a cabinet-
rnalcer on the subject of respectability:

"Within my recollection," said an intelligent cebfuet-ftaker,
"there was much drinking, among the cabinet-makers. This
was ftfteen years back. Now I am satisfied that at least seven-
eighthr of all who are in society are sober ard temperete men.
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Indeed, good rnasters wott't have tipplers r,row-a-d&y$" .

Ther great rnajority of th€ cabinet.malcem are mar.ried men,

and were describcd to me by the bcst informed partie$ as

generally dotnestie mea, Iiving, wheriever it was possible, near

their workshops, and going home to every meal. They are not

much of play-goeis, a Christmas pantornime or any holiday

spectacle being exceptions, especially where there is a family.

"I don't know a eard-player," said a noan who had-every

means of knor+ing, "amongsf us, I thint you'Il find more

cabinet-makers thari any other trade mernbers of mechanics'

institutes and literary institutions and attenders of leetures."

Some journeyrnen cabinet-makers have saved money, and I
found them all speak highly of the advantages they, as well as

their masters, derive frorn their trade society.4l

These resp-ectabls artisans were of cours# only a minority
rrf the' toial of lrorking pqopto; we saw earlier how the

members of the "honourable" west end trade lived very

different lives to tfuose of the east end. The respsctabtre

artisens u/ere family men, Iiving quiet private lives, markedly

in contrast with the iife of the "rough" working class, which

was violent, noisy and gregaf,ious. Meytsw had a deeply

ambivalent attitude towards respectability; on the one hand

he admired the "rational" sobrietry, cleanliness and cul-

tured life-styie of his intelligent artisans, yet on the other

was greatly attract€d to the sportaneity and colour of his

street folk, vagabond$, delinquents, labourers and other

unresrectable inhabitants cf London. The intelligence of
the respectable artisan enabled him to take an active interest

in union and potritical matters, whereas the unskilled work-

men tended to passively acquiese in the miseries of his lot:

The transition from the artisan to the labourer is curious in
many respects: fn passing from the skilled operative of thc
West End to the unskilled workman of the Eastern quarter of
London, the moral and intellectual chaage is so great that it
seems as if we were in a new land and among another race.

The artisans are sufficiently educated and thoughtful to have

a sense of their importance in the state . . . The unskilled
labourers are a different class of people. As yet they are as

unpolitical as footmen. lnstead of entertaining violently demo-
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cratic opinione, they appear ts have no political opiniorls
whatever*sr, if they do possess any, they $th€r lean

tswards the maiatenacce '"of thitrgs as they are," than
towards the ascendancy of the workirg peopb.az

Not only were t&E unskilled uf,political, but they tended to
be mcre addicted to violence, drunkenness and dishonesty

than the rest of the population, Maybew finding from
official statistical returns of crime that the labourers of
London wsre "iline times as dishonest, five times as

drunken, and nine times as savage, as the rest of the

community."43

What Mayhew rnost disliked about the unr,espect-

able however was the dirt and squalor in which they lived;
in discussing the importance of fish in the diet of the poor 

-the raitrway had ushered in an era of very cheap fish in
Londou 

- 
he wrote:

The rooms of the very neediest of our needy metrapolitan
population, alurays smell of fish; most frequently of herrings.
So much so, indeed, lhat to t&oge, like mysetrf. have been in the
habit of visiting their dwellings, the smell of herrings, even in
comforteble houires, sAvours fronr asmciation, so stroagly of
squalor arid: wretchedneCe as to be:ofteii most oppressive.{

This echoes the passage quoted eartier, rrhich coafrasted tho

west end tailor's comfortable apartuent with flswers ard
pictures, and "the sweater's wretched garet . . . rank with
the stench of fiIth and herrings.- Mayhew bslieved that the
poor of the east ead were "brutified with theii incessant
toil, wretched pay" miserable food, and filthy homes", and
in a number of places in his survey he uses strong moral
lang'uage to condemn what he considered to be tho vices of
the unre.spectable poor. Listeu to the following account
of the lives of pickpockets and note the mixture of moral
disapproval and insightful sociological and psychological
analysis 1

It is a singular fact that as a body the pickpockets aie
generally very sparing of drink. My informant never knew
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any one of these young pickpockets or 'igenoffs" to bc drunk,
or to seem in any way anxious for drink. They are mostly
libidinous, indeed universally so, and spend whatever money

they can $pars upon the Iow prostitution round absut the

neighbourhood Nor can their vicisus propeasities be

ascribed to ignorance, for we have seen that out of 55 indi-
viduals 40 could read and write, while four could read .

Neither can the depravity of their eerly associaiiorts be aamed

as the cause sf their d€linquencim for we have sEen that,
as a class, their fathers are rrren well to do in the world.
Indeed their errors seem to have rather a physical than either
an intellectual or moral cause. They seem to be naturally of
an erratic and self-willed temperament, objecting to the re-

straints of horne, and incapable of continuous applioatian to
ary one occupation whatsoever. They are essentiatrly the idle

and the vagabond; an$ they seern geremlly to attribute the

cofilrh€neefireut oftheir career te,harsh governrneu* at home.as

Much of this account could bE applied to Mayhew him-

self - his o*'n reaction against parertal authority, his

"erratic and self-willed temperament", and his restles$ness.

Although eurrerxt sociological fashion is against the kind of
physiological explanation of delinquerlcy given by Mayhew,
there is'probably as much svide$ee in its favour a$ with riv&l

more widely accepted theorie$.

The detrinquents \vere rebels" but rebels with energy,

intelligence, humour and a love of life. It is these'quelities
which inform sofire of.Mayhewns best-kr,rown work, the writ-
ing on street entertainers, eostsmtonger,s, kicksters and the

host of other colourfutr characters which fllt his pages.

Listen to the marvellous account of one of the many tricks
played on a gullible public:

I've done the shivering dodge tao-goile out in the cold
weather half naked, One man has praetised it so rnuch that he

can't get off shivering now. Shaking Jemrny went on with his
shivering so long that he couldn't help it at last- He ehivered
likc a jelly * like a calf's foot with the ague - on the hottest
day in surnntsl.ae

And somo of Mayhew's characters are so close in language to
Dickens, that the reader finds himself unconsciously carried
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from one to the other. One of the Funch and Judy men told
hdayhew:

One of my pardaers was buried by the workhouse; and even

old Pikq the rtrost noted showman as ev€r wae, died ih the
workhouse, Fi*e aud Porsini - Porsini was the fist original
street Funch, and Pike was his apprentice - their names is
handed down to prosperity among the noblemeu and fodtmen
of the land. They both died in the workhouse, and, in course,
I shall do the same. Soonething else might tuftr up, to be sure.
'We can't say x"hai this luck of the world is. I'm obliged to
strive wery hard * wery hald indeed, sir - now, to get a

living, and then not get it aft€r all at times - compelled to go

short often,a7

The comic quality o.f the language eonceals of course the

real suffering of tlre stfeet performcrs 
- 

Mayherr met a

skeet ctrown on tbe verge of starvatioll, minutes afterwards
transfonned into an apparently happy and laughing per-

forrnsf8 * but their human quality shfures through their
sufferings, and there is almost somcthiilg moving in the
queintuess of &eir languega

Mayhow was acutely awere of horv sociolog,ieal

factors influenced tLe adoption of respectability er its op
pcsite; he gave a grs&t deal of spacs for oxarnple to the

effocts of the system of paying wages in public-houses to
mec workiag in thc mal"unloading tr:ade: For many yffirs
it had tred to widespreed dlunlcenness and brutality 

- 
many

men beating &sir wives because of disputes over the spend-

ing of money on drink*and Mayhew summarized the
effects of the system in the following pa$sege:

The children of the coalwhippers were almost reared in the
taprootn, and a person who had gfeet experieuce in the trade
tells rne he knerai' es mgny as 500 youtlrs who were transported,
and as many more who met with Bh untilnely deeth. At one
house there were forty young robust metr employed about
seventeen years &go, and of these are only two living at pfesent.
My inforrnant tells me that he has frequently seen as fiIany aS

l0O men at one time fighting pell-rnell at King James's stairs,
and the publican standing by to see fair play.re
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Sirnilar$ amongst dockers the irregutarity of work and

income led to "imegularity of habits" - drunkenness, vio'

lence and the squanderiug of rnoney.so In the last resort,

kfayhew"s sympathy for the poor was so $eat that it over-

rode his own middle class prejudices. trn a nurnbet of places

he observed that rtorality was very different whon viewed

ftorn the perspeetive of middle class comfort as against the

realities sf life amongst the poor:

It is easy enough to be moral after a good dinner beside a

snug s€a-coal fire, and with our hearts well warrned with fine

old po*. It is easy enough for those that can enioy these

things daily to pay their poor*r&tes, re*t thEir pew, and 'olove

rhqir neighbours as themselves"; but,place the setrf-saae highly

respectable people on a raft urithout sup or bite on'tAe high

sea, ozd they wguld rott rdp wfo shaul{ eat their lellows . - .

Morality on €5000 a year in Belgrave'sqtrare, is a ver5, different

thing to mcrality on slop-wages in Bethna{-green.51

In his speech to the tailors at a special public meeting oil

the 28th October, 1850, explairring his re&so*s for with-

drawing from The luXoming Chranicla,'he passionately

denounced the inequities of contemporery capitalist society,

and perhaps came ilearest ts a socialist ethic and philosophy.

He strbsequently went on to write Londan Laboar and the

London Poor, some of which included'part of bis ldorning

Chronicle rnaterial. After'this work, hq fell into oblivion

and obscurity. The poor seemed to bring out the ver.y best

of Mayhew; without them, his work sunk back into the

rather pedeetrian satirical plays and novels written for a
middle class reading public (The Morning Clrronicle survey

was read by a wide range of social classes9.

The very bst of Mayhew was the material he col-

Iected on the lives of the poor, "ff,ofii the lips of the people

themselves". The range and depth of these autobiographies

is so brilliant, that rto amouot of coramentary can even

come near to their quality and importance. Mayhew opened

up a new history of the Engtrish poople in this part of his

work, as his inforrnants had corne from all parts of the
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counttlr and spantred the courptrete age range. Ths reader

has to read the survey itself to appreciate this part of his

work. Dances and music at the harvest celebrati,ons, vagc.

bond life irr the countryside and its pleesures and herdships,

the probleurs of a eountry linendraper, the harshness of
convict life in Australia 

- the floggings and killings 
- 

the
brutal conditions on board ship for emigrants (but not con-

victs 
- these were protected by their military e$cort), the

meekness ard deference of some of the poor, suffering the

worst of all poverties, the colour prejudice experienced by

an Indian street ontsrtain€r - this and a host of other sub.
jects are covered in what we would now consider &e begin-

nings ofor&l history. IWayhew died fu! July 1887, forgotten
and unknoqrn; he is now recognized as one of the great

pioneers of sociological study, btrt above all, hs was & rnail
of deep sydnpathy and compassion for tle suffering of the
poor.

Peter Razzell
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THE PROBLEM OF DETERMINISM: A SOCIOLOGICAL 
SOLUTION 

 
 

Contemplating the possibility of determinism, the social philosopher, Isaiah 
Berlin, wrote: 

 
 . . . the changes in the whole of our language, our moral terminology, our attitudes 
toward one another, our views of history, of society, and of everything else will be too 
profound to be even adumbrated. The concepts of praise and blame, innocence and 
guilt and individual responsibility . . . are but a small element in the structure, which 
would collapse or disappear. If social and psychological determinism were established 
as an accepted truth, our world would be transformed more radically than was the 
teleological world of the classical and middle ages by the triumphs of mechanistic 
principles or those of natural selection. Our words – our modes of speech and thought 
– would be transformed in literally unimaginable ways; the notions of choice, of 
responsibility, of freedom, are so deeply embedded in our outlook that our new life, as 
creatures in a world genuinely lacking in these concepts, can, I should maintain, be 
conceived by us only with the greatest difficulty.1 

 
Although written perhaps with a touch of hyperbole, this quote indicates the 
seriousness with which some philosophers have viewed the problem of 
determinism, a concern which has not abated in the last twenty years since the 
above passage was written. The number of publications on the issue has if 
anything increased, partly due to the growing success of the natural sciences, 
particularly in the fields of genetics and human biology. However, in spite of the 
proliferation of writing on the subject, one leading authority – J.O. Urmson – has 
concluded, that “no solution to these problems has been found which commands 
anything approaching general consent.”2  

The nub of the problem has been very succinctly summarized by J.R. 
Lucas in his book, The Freedom of the Will. 

We have a profound conviction of freedom. We know we are free. Yet when we think 
of ourselves from a scientific point of view, we do not see how we can be free. It would 
be a denial of science, we feel, to make man an exception to the universal laws of 
nature, and say that although everything else could be explained in terms of cause and 
effect, men were different, and were mysteriously exempt from the sway of natural 
laws.3   

From the vast literature on the subject, and from everyday experience, it does 
seem that the majority of people do have a sense that both determinism and free-
will are true, in spite of what appears to be a fundamental contradiction between 
them. The aim of this paper is to put forward a sociological resolution to this 
apparent contradiction. This will necessarily only touch on topics of great 
complexity, and will cover material from a number of disciplines, without being 
able to do full justice to any of them. The problem has of course had profound 
impact on the development of the social sciences, starting with the application of 
Kant’s distinction between the “laws of freedom” and “laws of nature” in the 
nineteenth century. This led to the creation of the two separate disciplines 

 
1 Isiah Berlin, Four Essays on Liberty, 1969, p. 113. 
2 J.O. Urmson and Jonathon Rie (eds.), The Concise Encyclopaedia of Western Philosophy, 1989, p. 
113. 
3 J.R. Lucas, The Freedom of the Will, 1970, p. 1. 
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Geisteswissenschaften and Naturwissenschaften, phenemonological and 
positivistic sociology respectively. Additionally there have been a number of 
sociologists who have attempted to integrate these two perspectives, including 
Max Weber and Talcott Parsons. This proliferation of approaches has generated 
much controversy. 

Determinism first became an issue in its modern form in the seventeenth 
century, although even then, Hobbes could write that the problem had already 
given rise to “vast and insoluble volumes”.4 Although it had been discussed in 
fragmentary form by some of the early Greek philosophers – particularly 
Epicurus – its first major presentation was in a religious context. A number of 
early Christian thinkers tried to reconcile the paradox of an omnipotent and 
omniscient God, who both predetermined the fate of the universe – including that 
of man – and created at the same time the capacity for free-will.5 This led to 
numerous controversies in Christian theology, culminating in a polarisation of 
doctrine between the Calvinist belief in predestination, and the free-will 
Arminianism of the Quakers and Universal Baptists. 

The success of the natural sciences in astronomy and other areas, led 
Descartes to adopt a mechanistic view of the material universe, which inevitably 
raised the question of the application of this mechanical principle·to man himself. 
Descartes’ solution to this problem was his well-known dualism, between mind 
and matter. Mind – or consciousness – was the basis of an “I” that was capable 
of acting freely, independently of the laws of nature. The body was seen by 
Descartes as a part of the material world, raising the issue of the relationship 
between mind and body – a problem he never successfully resolved. This dualism 
was rooted in Greek and Christian thinking, and Descartes’ “mind” was the 
notion of the soul written in new language. The major difficulty faced by 
Descartes was how could the non-material substance of mind interact with and 
influence the material body? Descartes argued that the mind was equivalent to an 
internal pilot guiding the machinery of the body, operating in the pineal gland-, 
the seat of the mind-body interaction. The· unsatisfactory nature of this solution 
was clear even to Descartes himself, but he defined the problem in terms familiar 
to us today, largely because of his understanding of the principle of causality as 
applied to the natural sciences.6 

As a part of this dualism, Descartes postulated a thinking “I”, a self which 
was the origin and basis of all free action. He was influenced by Aristotle’s notion 
of an “originating principle of action”, capable of generating its own actions. This 
idea of an “originator” has been key in all the discussions on free-will and 
determinism; most defenders of free-will have argued for a human capacity for 
originating totally free action, and rooted this capacity in a “self”, “mind”, 
“person” or other form of individual identity. All these concepts arose historically 
out of the notion of an individual soul, which was central to both Greek 
philosophy and Christian theology. The soul was an essential and substantial 
spiritual self, created by God – and thus lying outside of the realm of nature, with 
its deterministic laws. In practice, there was a great deal of controversy about the 
nature of the soul, both in Greek and Christian thinking, a subject which we will 
return to later. 

With the rise of science, it became necessary to substitute secular for 
religious language. The concepts of the mind and the self replaced that of the 

 
4 Quoted in Ted Honderich, The Consequences of Determinism, 1990, p. 84. 
5 B.A.O. Williams, ‘Freedom and the Will’, in D.F. Pears (ed.), Freedom of the Will, 1963, pp. 5, 6. 
6 John Cottingham (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to Descartes, 1992. 
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soul, although they involved the use of the same basic assumptions: that the 
self/mind was a simple, unitary essential “I”, capable of initiating free action. 
This change in language did not resolve the basic contradiction – the mind/body 
problem – and in fact raised new difficulties by postulating the self as an 
empirical reality subject to scientific scrutiny. It was Hume who first rigorously 
examined the concepts of the self and mind from an empirical point of view. 
From an analysis of mind, he concluded that “what we call a mind, is nothing but 
a heap or collection of different perceptions, united together by certain relations, 
and supposed though falsely, to be endowed with a perfect simplicity and 
identity.”7 Similarly, with the concept of self, he argued that “when I turn my 
reflection on myself, I never can perceive the self without some one or more 
perceptions, nor can I ever perceive anything but perceptions.”8 He criticized 
Descartes for his assumption that the mind was a substance of unitary identity, 
pointing out that “everything that exists, is particular: and therefore it must be 
our several particular perceptions that compose the mind.”9 A similar conclusion 
has been reached in our own day by Ryle who has argued that the conventional 
notion of the mind/self is nothing but the “ghost in the machine”.10 

Hume and subsequent thinkers saw that when the mind and self were 
analysed empirically they dissolved as unitary entities, and became sets of highly 
complex particular perceptions lacking any observable unity. Hume based his 
conclusions on subjective introspection, but an objective neurological and 
biological analysis involves equal difficulties for the concepts of a unitary mind 
and self. The same conclusion applies to existing sociological and social- 
psychological analyses of the mind and self; for example, in Mead's work, both 
mind and self arise out of a process of social interaction, and originate through a 
pattern of role taking and linguistic communication. The self is seen as being 
constituted as an “I”, defined as the spontaneous, unique individual, and the “Me” 
which is a reflection of the “Generalized Other”, the composite of all social 
expectations. When Mead’s work is examined in detail, it turns out that the “Me” 
and “Generalized Other” are not unitary phenomena, but are concepts reflecting 
specific roles that individuals enter in to, giving multiple sets of self-definitions.11 
It is for this and other reasons that contemporary philosophers – even those 
sympathetic to arguments of indeterminism – have referred to the idea of a self, 
ego or mind as “dreadful and bizarre” and “extravagant”. This scepticism about 
the self has reached a point where a current Dictionary of Philosophy has referred 
to it as “an obsolescent technical term.”12  

Hume was aware of the practical difficulties that ensued from this 
dissolution of the unitary self and mind. He had argued that causality could not 
be validated through inductive analysis: a perceived regularity could not 
guarantee the existence of a causal pattern outside acts of perception. His way of 
dealing with all these problems was his well-known resort to everyday life: “It is 
not . . . reason, which is the guide of life, but custom.”13 Elsewhere he appealed 
to nature as a practical guide: “Nature has . . . doubtless esteemed it an affair of 
too great importance, to be trusted to our uncertain reasonings and 

 
7 David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature [Book 1], 1962, p. 258. 
8 Ibid., p. 329. 
9 Ibid., p. 349. 
10 Gilbert Ryle, The Concept of Mind, 1949, pp. 15, 16. 
11 See George Herbert Mead, Mind, Self and Society, 1934. 
12 Anthony Flew (ed.), A Dictionary of Philosophy, 1979, p. 299. 
13 Hume, op.cit., p. 343. 



4 
 

speculations.”14 Hume himself thus was able to accept the disturbing 
consequences of his own analysis with some equanimity, but his contemporaries 
were less happy with his conclusions. In particular, Kant concluded that Hume's 
work had undermined the philosophical basis of all knowledge, including the 
foundations of morality and individual freedom. 

Kant’s reaction to the problems raised by Hume was to resort to the two 
realms defined by Descartes, but to refashion this duality in a much more subtle 
and complex way. He postulated a phenomenal world of experience, not unlike 
Hume’s, which was subject to the empirical laws of science and the principles of 
causality. All that could be observed and experienced was a part of this realm of 
nature, but in order for knowledge of this realm to be valid, Kant argued that it 
was necessary to postulate certain a priori categories of knowledge which could 
only be understood through the faculty of reason. Reason is the ultimate· 
grounding and source of all continuity in human existence: “Reason is present in 
all the actions of men at all times and under all circumstances, and is always the 
same.”15 It was through reason that man could find a point of fixture, a principle 
invoked as a bastion against the flux of experience that Hume had discovered in 
his philosophy. Almost as important for Kant was the a priori category of 
freedom, that lay at the core of his moral ideas. All these categories were of a 
transcendental nature, and could not be derived from experience or empirical 
evidence. It was impossible according to Kant to know anything about the 
metaphysical content of these transcendental categories, as they could only be 
apprehended by rational understanding and not through empirical experience. 
The ultimate basis for all the categories was practical necessity: without them, it 
was impossible to establish a philosophical basis for either knowledge or moral 
freedom.16  

Kant had succeeded in removing some of the more obvious difficulties 
in Descartes' dualism, but at the cost of transferring the ultimate realities – 
noumenal self, reason and freedom (“things-in-themselves”) – to the empty realm 
of the transcendental. Although Kant’s solution was radically different to 
Hume’s, they both shared an appeal to practical necessity as a final resting point, 
although for Kant it was a formal part of his philosophy, whereas for Hume it 
was a form of almost perplexed resignation. Kant’s postulate of the two realms 
of “nature” and “freedom” was associated with appropriate forms of causation – 
natural necessity and the causality of freedom. All empirical human acts were 
subject to the laws of nature, and according to Kant there were no exceptions to 
this rule. All acts could however be viewed from both standpoints, so that an act 
was both naturally caused, while at the same time originating from a free choice 
of the noumenal self.17 The former was empirically observable, but the latter 
could only be abstractly postulated through transcendental reason.  

Kant’s solution to the problem of determinism – the creation of two 
realms – was unsatisfactory on a number of accounts. Firstly, it was a 
transcendental solution, and therefore had an obscure, remote quality. Secondly, 
and most importantly, the noumenal self which was the originating source of 
freedom, was a non-empirical postulate, and therefore subject to the same 
objection as Descartes original formulation. Kant had initially seen the self as “a 

 
14 Ibid, p. 238. 
15 Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, 1933, p. 478. 
16 Ibid, p. 343; Immanuel Kant, Critique of Practical Reason, 1956, pp. 5, 6. 
17 Kant, Critique of Practical Reason, pp. 464, 467. 
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spiritual, enduring, incorruptible being”18 – the soul – but later in his philosophy 
was content to postulate it merely as a transcendental category. Kant defined the 
soul as having the following qualities: “l. The soul is substance. 2. As regards its 
quality it is simple. 3. As regards the different times in which· it exists, it is 
numerically identical, that is, unity (not plurality). 4. It is relation to possible 
objects in space.”19 The fourth point was necessary to deal with the problem of 
the soul interacting with the empirical world of nature, but it was in effect self-
contradictory: Kant had defined the noumenal soul as being outside space and 
time, so how was it possible for it to influence the material world of nature? 
Kant’s retreat into the transcendental postulate does not in any way solve this 
problem, and the formulation has failed to satisfy most philosophers. However, I 
will be arguing later, using sociological arguments, that it is possible to restate 
Kant's thesis in a much more acceptable and valid  form. 

 
* * * * * * * * * 

Most philosophers writing on determinism have recognized that it is not a theory 
which can be proved true or false, but rather is a set of heuristic assumptions 
making possible the practice of science, at least in its classical form. It is 
impossible to falsify its premises, as any falsification of a particular hypothesis 
or theory, leads to further attempts to give causal explanations of the phenomenon 
in question. It is the source of the fruitfulness of science, that it never abandons 
its quest for explanation on the grounds of a particular failure. It is the basis of 
its aggressiveness, laying claim to all areas of experience, and given the 
hypothetical nature of scientific truth, it is unlikely to ever lose this dynamic 
quality, at least in the foreseeable future.  

The reason why determinism has been taken so seriously is not because 
its major thesis has been proved to be true, but rather because of its successes in 
the natural sciences. In particular, the spectacular results in research in genetics 
and human biology in the last thirty or forty years, has given rise to the unease 
expressed by Berlin and quoted at the beginning of the paper. The explanations 
given by biology and genetics are in classical causal form, e.g. some of the recent 
work on genetic diseases such as muscular dystrophy, specifically defining 
muscular degeneration as an effect of a particular defective gene. In sociological 
terms, deterministic assumptions can be said to be a “functional pre-requisite” 
for the practice of classical science, a pre-requisite which is in the form of 
fundamental premises rather than testable hypotheses. 

 The major difficulty with this line of argument is the emergence of 
quantum mechanics in twentieth century physics. This is subject of much 
controversy and obscurity, so that Feynman, one of the leading contributors to 
the development of relativistic quantum field theory, could write, “nobody really 
understands quantum field theory.”20 Physicists have been unable to agree 
amongst themselves whether or not quantum mechanics is fundamentally 
indeterminist, as Bohr and Heisenberg, two of the authors of the Copenhagen 
Statement, argued, or whether as Einstein believed “God does not play dice with 
the universe”. The dispute continues unabated, and a number of physicists have 
continued to search for “hidden variables” in order to give a complete 

 
18 Keith Ward, The Development of Kant’s View of Ethics, 1972, p. 72. 
19 Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, 1933, pp. 330. 331. 
20 Quoted in Euan Squires, The Mystery of the Quantum World, 1986, p. 122. 
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deterministic account of quantum mechanics. It is clearly beyond the competence 
of an outsider to comment on what is such highly specialized and difficult work. 

However, a number of scholars have pointed out that the problems of 
interpreting the behaviour of sub-atomic phenomena do not appear to apply to the 
macroscopic level of reality.21 And this is ironically confirmed by Heisenberg: in 
describing the death of a physicist colleague, he stated that “I cannot doubt but 
that the beginning of his illness coincided with those unhappy days in which he 
lost hope in the speedy completion of our theory of elementary particles. I do not, 
of course, presume to judge which was the cause and which the effect.”22 So in 
practice, Heisenberg was forced to resort to deterministic language when talking 
about his own experience. As indicated·by Hume, we assume the principle of 
determinism applies to our everyday lives, particularly in its physical aspect. And 
it is for this reason that the problem of determinism will not go away, in spite of 
the emergence of quantum mechanics in contemporary physics. 

 The success of biology and neurology as disciplines in recent decades has 
led to a great deal of discussion of the mind/ body problem, focussing on the 
brain and its relationship to consciousness. This has become a matter of some 
controversy, but it is universally agreed that there is a very close relationship 
between brain and mental activity. The most coherent and consistent explanation 
of this relationship is that known as identity theory. There are a number of 
variants, but I will confine myself to a discussion of the form which I believe can 
lay the foundations for a solution to the mind/ body problem. The starting point 
is Frege’s doctrine that certain terms of language have both reference and sense. 
The most familiar example is the relationship between the Morning Star and the 
Evening Star; they are in fact the same star (having the same reference) but 
because they are perceived at different times (morning and evening), they have a 
different sense. In other words, the same phenomenon is described in different 
language because it was viewed from different perspectives, the identity of the 
two stars not being realized when the two separate names were coined.  

Similarly, it is argued by identity theorists that brain processes and 
consciousness are identical, the one being viewed from the outside, the other from 
inside. Consciousness is the process of the brain – it is merely that which is 
experienced from the inside. The term coined by the analytical behaviourists – 
privileged access – is germane to this formulation; the person in question has a 
privileged access to the private experience of consciousness because it can only 
be experienced from the inside. From the outside, this experience will be 
described in neurological and biological terms, and so we have the language of 
the subject·(inner consciousness) and that of the objective observer (neurology 
and biology) – both referring to the same, identical phenomena.23 

This deceptively simple formula raises a host of problems, but I believe 
all these can be solved through careful analysis. Firstly, the most simple types of 
identity – for example pain – can clearly be seen to refer to the same phenomena. 
A toothache arising from caries caused through bacteriological infection and 
transmitting information to the brain (biology and neurology) is subjectively 
experienced as pain (consciousness). The first is an objective explanation in 
causal language, made by the outside observer; the second is a subjective account 
of consciousness made by the person undergoing the biological experience from 

 
21 See for example Ted Honderich, Mind and Brain, 1990, p. 105. 
22 Werner Heisenberg, Physics and Beyond, 1971, p. 236. 
23 See Edgar Wilson, The Mental as Physical, 1979 and D.M. Armstrong, A Materialist Theory of 
Mind, 1968. 
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the inside – and of course, they refer to the identical phenomena. Similarly with 
hunger and sexual desire (subjective experiences) – they are identical to certain 
physiological and neurological states which can be defined objectively and 
scientifically. Acts of cognition likewise can be readily analysed in this way; for 
example, a person opening his eyes from sleep and seeing an object (a picture) – 
this can be described either as: 1. an act of consciousness or 2., a physiological 
movement of the eyes and the activation of certain brain processes. (Patterns of 
sleep, dreaming etc have been analysed through encephalograph measurements.) 
Both these descriptions refer to an identical event, merely using different 
language, depending on perspective.  

These examples do not pose major problems for identity theory, but there 
is more difficulty with subjective phenomena such as intentions, purposes and 
facts of choice. Identity theory works well with obvious physical events, but 
becomes more difficult to accept with subtle and complex phenomena of a less 
obviously physical nature. There are two reasons for this: 1. The difficulty of 
locating the phenomena in question or, 2. The problem of giving any kind of 
coherent explanation of them. Although it is not possible to precisely locate a 
subjectively described phenomenon such as (say) an intention, it is clear that it 
must be located in principle in the brain, even it is not possible (at least not on 
current knowledge) to identify it with a specific neurological process. 
Empirically, we can address this point by asking, if not in the brain, where else 
would it be located? And we may add from a scientific point of view, if it is 
located in the brain, it must necessarily be a physical phenomenon.  

The second point is more serious. One of the major criticisms of identity 
theory is that it does not do justice to “the indispensability of the mental”.24 It is 
unclear exactly what this phrase refers to – possibly the sheer subjective 
conviction of consciousness and mental experience. This itself is no objection to 
identity theory, but it does contain an implication which is valid. “The 
indispensability of the mental” implies a Cartesian insistence on consciousness 
as the basis of knowledge and individual identity, with the tacit assumption that 
it is the foundation of a self capable of moral choice. Most accounts of identity 
theory, are unable to give a coherent explanation of what we might call the moral 
dimension of experience, so that for example, one of the most persuasive recent 
expositions of the theory, virtually eliminates moral choices and intentions from 
its analysis.25 We are thus returned to the central dilemma of this paper: how can 
a deterministic account of human behaviour – such as the identity theory – be 
reconciled with notions of free-will?  

The answer is contained within identity theory itself. There are two ways 
of describing events: one in the language of the subject, the other in the language 
of the objective observer. This has most eloquently been summarized by 
J.R.Lucas: 

Free-will belongs to the agent's language, determinism’s to the spectator’s. I, as an 
agent, perform some actions freely: he, as a spectator, may predict events correctly. 
But I am not he; to be an active participator is not the same as to be an observer from 
the sidelines, and actions and events are logically very different; and therefore . . . no 
conflict can arise between my belief as an agent that I am acting freely and his 
certainty, as a spectator, that events will follow their pre-established course; since the 

 
24  Honderich, Mind and Brain, p. 105. 
25  Wilson, op.cit. 
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key concepts of the opposition must be formulated in different languages, no 
contradiction between them can arise.26  

 
Lucas was writing from the perspective of analytical philosophy, with its 
emphasis on “linguistic games”, and the function of language regarding the 
activities of separate linguistic communities. Kant’s distinction between the 
phenomenal and noumenal self is very similar, referring to the separate realms of 
natural necessity and freedom. None of these accounts give a satisfactory 
explanation of the existence of these separate modes of experience, but they all 
agree that they are based on practical necessity. For Hume it was the inevitability 
of nature and communal living; for Kant it was the necessity of practical reason; 
and for Wittgenstein and his followers, it was the functions of language for social 
life. Kant had summarized his philosophy when he wrote: “Two things fill the 
mind with ever new and increasing admiration and awe ... the starry heavens 
above me and the moral law within me.”27 This way of viewing the problem 
points us in the direction of a correct solution to the problem of determinism: the 
existence of two separate social roles – that of the objective observer and that of 
the moral self.  

 
 

* * * * * * * * 
 
 

There are innumerable and conflicting definitions of social role in the literature, 
but it can be defined as a set of normative expectations (obligations and rights) 
structured around a particular social position. In modern society, it is virtually 
impossible to escape the tensions which arise out of the above two role perspectives. 
This is not only because of the ubiquity of activities influenced by the natural 
sciences, but also because of the growth of bureaucratic and legal procedures which 
give rise to a rationalising perspective linked with the objective attitude. In law it is 
now common to appeal to deterministic criteria in mitigating the consequences of 
criminal behaviour; the law is of course the main area in which the notion of personal 
responsibility is activated, but appeals to mitigating medical and psychological 
handicaps have become increasingly common in the last few decades. The debate 
about capital punishment illustrates this, theme: those who view it as a deterrent see it 
in term of objective consequences, whereas those demanding revenge and 
punishment are adopting the moral and subjective perspective. In legal situations, 
whether to define behaviour morally or medically is largely a question of choosing 
the language and assumptions of the two role attitudes. There is no intrinsic or 
technical criteria for making this choice, it must by the very different nature of the 
two perspectives, be a matter determined by other criteria: sympathy, social position, 
power and the ability to manipulate others to give favourable definitions.  

The attitudes and behaviour in the two role situations will be 
fundamentally different: in one sense, we can say that the person fulfilling these 
two roles will feel him or herself to be a different person in the two situations. 
The two roles will elicit distinctive perceptions, emotions and physical responses, 
and if required to describe role behaviour, will generate different languages.  

 
26 Lucas, op.cit., p. 17. 
27 Emmanuael Kant, Critique of Practical Reason, 1783, Conclusion, [Translated by Lewis White 
Beck] 
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Of course, there are many considerations other than role behaviour in 
these situations, and in any one instance there will inevitably be a mixture of role 
responses. Social roles are clusters of ideal, normative expectations, which in 
practice are hardly ever enacted in pure form. There are innumerable other 
variables which determine any one type of behaviour, but for our purposes, it is 
sufficient to note that the distinction between objective observer and moral self 
is both logically valid and empirically fruitful. The role of the moral self is 
however more significant than that of objective observer, and is the most 
fundamental role in human society, with universal applicability. We are here 
dealing with matters of great complexity, and it will only be possible to touch on 
the most significant features of the moral self.  

One complication in the analysis of the objective observer and the moral 
self roles is the prevalence of magical thinking in the earliest stages of human 
cultural evolution, which inhibited objective realism as well as complicated the 
analysis of the moral self. For example, James Morrill, who spent thirteen years 
living with the aborigines of Queensland in the middle part of the nineteenth 
century, described some of their beliefs as follows 

 
The moon (werboonburra), they say is a human being, like themselves, and comes 
down on the earth, and they sometimes meet it in some of their fishing excursions. They 
say one tribe throws it up and it gradually rises and then comes down again, when another 
tribe catches it to save it from hurting itself . . . They think the falling stars indicate the 
direction of danger, and that comets are the ghosts or spirits of some of their tribe, who 
have been killed at a distance from them, working their way back again . . . They think all 
the heavenly bodies are under their control; and that when there is an eclipse, some of their 
tribe hide it [the sun] with a sheet of bark to frighten the rest . . . But they are very 
uneasy during its continuance. They pick up a piece of grass and bite it, making a 
mumbling noise, keeping their eyes steadily fixed on it till it passes over, when they 
become easy again and can go to sleep comfortably. They think they have power over 
the rain (durgun) to make it come and go as they like.28 

 
There is no doubt that magic was ubiquitous in tribal societies, although a number 
of anthropologists have pointed out that a belief in magic was limited by the 
existence of economic technology, which ensured a degree of objectivity. 
However, the existence of magic affected both the practice of objective realism 
and the attribution of personal responsibility. We are told of the Australian 
aborigines that “they do not suppose that any one dies from natural causes, but 
[always] from human agencies”, with a number of examples given of individuals 
punished and killed on account of the alleged use of magic.29 Additionally, magic 
was frequently used as a mode of punishment or retaliation. If as Levy-Bruhl and 
others have argued, the ubiquity of magic eclipsed the distinction between 
individual self and a universal, spiritual and mystical reality, personal 
responsibility would be impossible. In practice, all tribal peoples do make such 
distinctions, so that for example, as Evans-Pritchard tells us of the Azande, “if 
you tell a lie, or commit adultery or steal ... you cannot elude punishment by 
saying that you were bewitched.”30 Tribal peoples do universally ascribe spiritual 
qualities to the self, but it is the necessity of individual responsibility which limits 

 
28 James Morrill, Sketch of a Residence Among the Aboriginals of Northern Australia, 1864, pp. 19, 
 20. 
29  B. Malinowski, Magic, Science and Religion, 1948. 
30 E.E. Evans-Pritchard, Witchcraft, Oracles and Magic among the Azande, 1937, p. 74. 
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the extent of magical belief, and, along with technology, is responsible for the 
beginnings of objective realism.  

However, some anthropologists – in particular Levy-Bruhl – have argued 
that no distinction was made in tribal societies between the individual self and 
other subjectively defined realities, and an authority of the stature of Marcel 
Mauss, has concluded that a full sense of the individual self only arose in the 
modern period. This is a matter of some controversy, and Mauss, who was very 
familiar with the anthropological evidence, qualified this conclusion by writing 
that 

 
In no way do I maintain that there has ever been a tribe, a language, in which the term 
'I', 'me' (je, moi) . . . has never existed, or that it has not expressed something clearly 
represented . . . it is plain, particularly to us, that there has never existed a human being 
who has not been aware, not only of his body, but also at the same time of his 
'individuality, both spiritual and physical.31 

 
Steven Lukes has pointed out, if we leave aside more arcane theoretical 
considerations, there is a parallel in “everyday conceptions of the person”, in our 
own culture and those ranging from classical China through· to tribal Africa.32 
The notion of an individual self is universal, and is as important and significant 
in tribal societies, as it is elsewhere. Reactions to death of a particular individual 
indicate that people in tribal societies display as much, if not more, grief than do 
modern Europeans. However, many tribal societies appear to confer less status 
on very young children and to some extent the very elderly, and therefore less 
importance is attached to loss of life in these categories than with other persons.  

The pervasiveness and ubiquity of the concept of self requires special 
explanation. Our starting point must be the analysis of practical necessity, or to use a 
sociological term, functionality. Functionalism has been criticized .because of the 
teleological nature of much of its argument, as well as its conservative ideological bias. 
It is however possible to restate to the tenets of classical functionalism so as to 
overcome these objections. The seeds of this restatement are to be found in a passage 
by one of the founders of modern functionalism, Wilbert E. Moore: 

The explicit introduction of system survival as a test of necessary consequences of human 
action and the structural mechanisms for producing those results perforce appealed to an 
evolutionary perspective. The argument must essentially be that various behaviours appear 
in human aggregates, some of which support or improve the viability of those aggregates 
and others that do not. Through natural selection those that contribute to system operation 
survive, and others are rejected. The same argument can be made for whole societies, 
whether in competition with other societies or simply coping with the challenges of the 
nonhuman environment. In the early explicit formulations of what came to be called 
“functional requisite analysis” this evolutionary assumption was not articulated.33  
 

This formulation of functionalism places it squarely in the Darwinian tradition, 
removing its teleological aspect, and allowing for objective causal analysis. Socially 
structured behaviour is seen as analogous to a biological structure; its existence is 
explained through natural selection, so that only those behaviours which enable social 

 
31 Marcel Mauss, ‘A Category of the Human Mind: the Notion of the Person, the Notion of the Self”, 
in Michael Carrithers et.al. (eds.), The Category of the Person, 1985, p. 3. 
32  Steven Lukes ‘Conclusion’, in Carrithers, op.cit., p. 297. 
33 William E. Moore, ‘Functionalism’, in Tom Bottomore and Robert Nisbet (eds.), A History of 
Sociological Analysis, 1978, p. 342. 
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systems – and their individual members – to survive, will be selected. This process 
of selection is independent of human intention or meaning, although obviously 
human beings can rationally assess the probability of a particular mode of action 
ensuring their survival. The latter is associated with the role of the objective observer, 
which also ensures the survival of both individuals and societies. But much human 
social behaviour will not fall within this rational category, and this will include 
aspects of the role of the moral self. Given the non-rationality of much of the 
behaviour associated with this role, its universality must be explained in terms of its 
capacity to meet certain fundamental functional pre-requisites. 

 This approach can be linked with the revival of interest in cultural evolution, 
as well as the more recent development by Popper and others of evolutionary 
epistemology. Popper and Eccles have touched on the evolution of consciousness and 
the self as follows: 

What is usually described as the unity of the self, or the unity of conscious experience, is 
most likely a partial consequence of biological individuation – of the evolution of 
organisms with inbuilt instincts for the survival of the individual organism. It seems 
that consciousness, and even reason, have evolved very largely owing to their survival 
value for the individual organism . . . The activity of the self, or the consciousness of 
self leads us to the question of what it does; of what function it performs, and so to a 
biological approach to the,  self.34 

Popper and Eccles are undoubtedly correct in emphasizing the biological basis of 
the self, and it is the physical separateness· of individuals which forms the 
primary condition for an individual self. It is this biological fact which makes 
individuals crucial for all social structures and their functioning; the individual 
necessarily is the focus of all social action, and it is this fact which lays the 
foundation for the universality of the individual self. Popper has quite correctly 
pointed out the need to look at the functions of the self to fully understand the 
phenomenon, but his biological emphasis only provides an initial statement of 
the problem, and what is required to complete the analysis is a sociological 
perspective. 

 
 

* * * * * * * * 
 
 

The reference to the unity of the self must be our starting point. All the concepts 
that have been discussed in this regard – self, soul, ego, personal identity – are 
essentially the same phenomenon. It is only with such a category and social role, 
that continuity and consistency in thinking is possible, and this forms the basis of 
“a thinking, willing I . . . an essence that 'posits' its own acts, 'generates' and 
possesses psychic realities as its very own and is responsible for them . . . the 
abiding and supporting principle of all . . . conscious life.”35 The fundamental 
function of such a unified self is that it enables individuals to be held responsible 
for their actions, and thus forms the basis of all moral and social action. A self 
which can be held responsible for its actions constitutes the indispensible 
functional pre-requisite for all normative and social behaviour, and without 
meeting this pre-requisite, it would be impossible for any group or social system 

 
34 Karl Popper and John Eccles, The Self and Its Brain, 1977, pp. 108, 114. 
35 Walter Brugger and Kenneth Baker, Philosophical Dictionary, 1976, p. 381. 
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to survive. It is thus for this reason that the concept of a private self or soul is 
found in all societies, for without this concept and primary social role, no society 
could continue to exist. The moral self is a social role which creates the coherent 
and organized set of attitudes which constitutes individual identity, the ego and 
the self. The major obligation attached to the role is the personal responsibility 
which underpins all normatively regulated social life; the major right, is the 
capacity for personal freedom. In order to be held personally responsible, it is 
necessary to have the freedom to enact that responsibility.  

The anthropologist, Paul Radin, has perhaps most clearly recognized the 
importance of personal responsibility and freedom in tribal societies: 

 
Now the concept of person in aboriginal society involves a number of definite things. 
This is not due to any mystical or philosophical interest on the natives’ part, but flows 
from the purely practical consideration that they wish to know with whom they are 
dealing and the nature of the person’s responsibility. In civilizations where a belief in 
reincarnation, ancestor-identification, transformation, multiple souls, etc., is involved 
in the concept of personality, the nature of an individual’s responsibility for a given 
act is of paramount importance.36 

  
This tacitly concludes that language used is secondary to the social reality; the 
assumption of individual responsibility exists even where it is not articulated 
explicitly.  

According to Radin, although it is social groups who have formal legal 
responsibility in tribal society, it is individuals who in practice are held 
responsible, particularly for those most highly personal of activities, murder and 
marriage.37 These are the most dramatic examples, but in fact, the concept of 
personal responsibility is ubiquitous, as without it, even minor forms of social 
life would be impossible. This can be illustrated through Colin Turnball’s study 
of the Mbuti pygmies. Turnball describes an incident in camp late one evening: 

 
Moke, very quietly, and talking as if only to the hunters but never lowering his 
arm or taking his eyes off Asuk, said, “That is a completely bad man. I have been 
watching and I have seen with my eyes, and my spirit (roho) makes me speak. 
He makes noise all the time, and he is the cause of all the noise in the camp. I 
would like to throw him out forever.” 38   

Although responsibility is individual, the quality and context of it is different in 
tribal societies to what it is in modern European societies. Radin tells us 

 
That there is a “spiritual” side to a wrongdoer's state of mind is obvious but no feeling of 
sin, in the Hebrew-Christian meaning of the term, is present. All that is demanded is the 
realization that an individual has offended against the harmony of communal life. His 
punishment means the harmony has been re-established . . . Human beings can disport 
themselves as they will. If they are ridiculous, they will be laughed at; if they commit 
crimes, they will b_e punished and then, if they wish, they may commit some more.39 

 
This should not be read to imply that there is a lack of internalisation of moral 
codes amongst tribal peoples; Radin specifically tells us while discussing a myth, 

 
36  Paul Radin, The World of Primitive Man, 1953, p. 114. 
37 Ibid, p. 290. 
38 Colin Turnball, The Forest People, 1961. 
39 Radin, op.cit., pp. 249, 257. 
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in which a man kills his wife and child during a period of famine, that “he judges 
and punishes himself. It must be so if society is to persist.”40 Individual 
responsibility is found in all societies, it is its quality and context which differs: 
tribal societies emphasize social harmony to a much greater degree than do 
contemporary European ones. Radin probably over-estimates the degree of 
individual responsibility in such societies; even in marriage and murder where 
.he believes it to have been particularly strong, it was often the family or wider 
social unit which took responsibility, and certain categories of individual – for 
example women – lacked the power and personal independence necessary for the 
exercise of full responsibility. However, Radin is probably correct in his 
conclusion that all individuals, with full adult status, were held responsible for 
their actions in the last resort.  

This transition from the status of childhood to that of adulthood is 
universal, and is linked to becoming a responsible subject: 

 
Full status was conferred on an individual at puberty and we all know the 
.elaborateness of these rites and their ubiquity. A person was then truly functioning 
sociologically. He was responsible for his actions; he had to face life independently, 
and he could marry and raise children.41 
 

To hold someone responsible for their actions implies that the person in question 
is capable of independent action. It has been generally recognized that this form 
of voluntary action must entail an absence of physical constraint, and also an 
assumption of personal causality. The term causality is not used here in the 
classical mechanical sense, but rather with the primary meaning given to it by 
Aristotle: an attribution of motivation to independent agents. Nevertheless, we 
can say historically, the assumption of personal causality laid the foundation for 
the eventual development of objective realism, with its complete separation of 
subject and object.  

This separation was only fully achieved with the development of modern 
science, which was a part of that process of rationalization which eclipsed 
magical thinking, at least in the mainstream of European culture. This has led to 
a crystallisation of the modern self, with the virtual elimination of the projected 
subjectivity which was involved in animism and magic. But this in no way 
diminishes the underlying continuity of the moral self found throughout human 
history, based on the necessity of individual responsibility. Perhaps the greatest 
difference between the tribal and modern self is the extension of the category of 
personhood to very young children. In some tribal societies, young children are 
not considered full persons, and are sometimes killed during periods of great 
scarcity, through infanticide and other practices. This is consistent with our 
definition of a person in terms of responsibility, which in turn is linked to a 
capacity for practical action in economic and other spheres. The extension of 
personhood to young children is itself a sociological phenomenon, but that takes 
us away from our main concern, which is the analysis of the role of the moral self 
and its relationship to determinism. 

 
 

* * * * * * * * 
 

 
40 Ibid, p. 330. 
41 Ibid, p. 80. 
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In 1962, Peter Strawson wrote, “Freedom and Resentment”, a paper which initiated 
the modern debate about the problem of determinism. It is impossible to do justice to 
the complexity and subtlety of Strawson’s argument with a brief summary, but an 
indication of its central theme is given in the following quotation: 
 

What I want to contrast is the attitude (or range of attitudes)'of involvement or participation 
in a human relationship, on the one hand, and what might be called the objective attitude 
(or range of attitudes) to another human being, on the other. Even in the same situation, I 
must add, they are not altogether exclusive of each other; but they are profoundly opposed 
to each other. To adopt the objective attitude to another human being is to see him, perhaps, 
as an object of social policy; as a subject for what, in a wide range of sense, might be called 
treatment; as something certainly to be taken account, perhaps precautionary account, of; 
to be managed or handled or cured or trained . . . The objective attitude . . . may include 
repulsion or fear; it may include pity or even love. But it cannot include the range of 
reactive feelings and attitudes which belong to involvement or participation with others in 
inter-personal human relationships; it cannot include resentment, gratitude, forgiveness, 
anger, or the sort of love which two adults can sometimes be said to feel reciprocally, for 
each other.42 
 

Strawson’s contrast between the objective and participating attitudes is very similar 
to the distinction between the roles of objective observer and the moral self, except 
that Strawson emphasizes intentionality rather than personal responsibility, and he is 
not interested in a formal analysis of the two sets of attitudes. For Strawson, 
individuals can engage in emotionally reactive relationships because of their capacity 
to express intended and meaningful behaviour as free agents. To adopt the objective 
attitude towards a person is to remove their capacity to be fully human, to 
depersonalize them, and to reduce them to the status of objects. Strawson recognizes 
that adoption of this objective attitude can allow the suspension of normal moral 
responses which might have humane consequences depending on the situation, but 
his main interest is the indispensability of the reactive attitude for the continuation of 
human relationships.  

This analysis of the objective attitude has led to what Honderich has termed 
dismay at the consequences of determinism.43 Honderich has extended Strawson’s 
analysis to include the “life hopes, personal feelings, knowledge, moral 
responsibility, actions and principles, and the general moral standing of agents.”44 It 
is beyond the scope of this paper to discuss these themes, but it sufficient to note that 
all these problems, like those outlined by Berlin earlier, stem from a belief that 
determinism undermines the possibility of free, independent action. Only the 
existence of a self acting as an ultimate “originator”, without the interference of the 
mechanical effects of determinism, can guarantee the individual freedom which will 
not result in dismay. Anything else will reduce man to the status of a depersonalized 
object, incapable of genuine humanity. Honderich has attempted to solve this 
problem by postulating the possibility of self-affirmation, but this very solution 
requires the assumption of a self which is at the very centre of the problem itself. 

The solution to _.the problem is contained in the recognition that the moral self 
is a social role that is totally distinct from that of the objective observer. Although 
both these social roles are subject to deterministic analysis – as are all forms of 

 
42 P.F. Strawson, ‘Freedom and Resentment’ in Gary Watson (ed.), Free Will, 1982, p. 66. 
43 Honderich, op.cit. 
44 Ibid, p.3. 
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empirical reality when viewed from the perspective of the objective observer – the 
roles themselves generate entirely different modes of experience.  

It might be argued that from the point of view of the objective observer the 
postulate of a moral self is an illusion, because it assumes a freedom of action which 
conflicts with the assumptions of determinism. And it is the scrutiny of the role of 
the moral self from the viewpoint of the objective observer that has given rise to the 
problem of dismay, outlined by Honderich and others. But the problem only arises 
through role confusion: from the viewpoint of the moral self, freedom is not an 
illusion – it is an indispensible necessity of personal and social life. In our roles as 
moral selves, determinism is irrelevant, and as reality is shaped largely by our role 
experiences, it is with the acceptance of this reality that the problem of dismay 
disappears. This has some similarity with Hume’s acceptance of the reality of 
everyday life, except the dimension of role analysis allows us to understand much 
more clearly and profoundly the nature of this solution, and in certain respects it is 
closer to Kant’s postulate or two realms than Hume’s voluntaristic position. 

In practice, role confusion is not just a personal matter, but is also 
sociologically determined. The role of objective observer has become much more 
prominent in our society through the growth of science, technology and medicine, 
and this almost inevitably has led to role conflict. In contemporary psychiatry, the 
mainstream theoretical perspective is deterministic, both in the biological/ 
behavioural schools, and psychoanalytical/ psychodynamic ones. The language used 
is that of the objective observer, but inevitably the terminology of the moral self is 
introduced because of the nature of the disciplines. Strawson observed this when 
noting 

. . . the strain in the attitude of a psychoanalyst to his patient. His objectivity of attitude, his 
suspension of ordinary moral reactive attitudes, is profoundly modified by the fact that the 
aim of the enterprise is to make such suspension unnecessary or less necessary. Here we 
may and do naturally speak of restoring the agent’s freedom.45 

 
The aim of the psychoanalyst is to restore the capacity of the patient to become an 
independent person, to cease being a clinical object, but to become a full subject, 
capable of free and responsible action. This illustrates that most psychiatric 
disciplines use the concepts and assumptions of both role models in their work, but 
this is not inevitable. Behavioural therapy tends to deny the subjectivity of the patient, 
and sees its work in purely objective, physiological terms,46 whereas existentialist 
therapy almost exclusively emphasizes the freedom of the subject. In this sense, 
existentialist therapy is a contradiction in terms, as in its pure form, it refuses to 
acknowledge terms such as mental illness, patient cure and the concept of therapy 
itself.47 Definitions will of course vary depending on which role model is adopted, so 
that for example during the First World War, soldiers who refused to stay and fight 
in the trenches were either classified as malingerers and therefore punished, or defined 
as suffering from shell-shock and- given medical treatment. The first treated the 
individual as a moral self, the second viewed him as a clinical object. 

From the army's point of view – leaving aside ethical considerations – there 
is the practical question as to which role definition was most effective in getting 
soldiers to return back to the trenches. Likewise we can ask whether psychoanalysis 

 
45 Strawson, op.cit., p. 75. 
46 B.F. Skinner, Beyond Freedom and Dignity, 1971. 
47 Thomas Szasz, The Myth of Mental Illness, 1962. 
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or the existentialist attitude – or a combination of both – is more effective in bringing 
about personal independence. The psychoanalyst will classically take the former role 
and concentrate on the causally determined sequence of events which take place in 
childhood; the existentialist will adopt the position of the moral self, and emphasize 
freedom and personal responsibility. In practice, the effectiveness of the different role 
definitions will depend on a number of factors, including the expectations of patients 
and persons concerned. 

It has become a commonplace to see bureaucracy as a source of the type of 
alienation that can be associated with the objective attitude. The dominance of 
bureaucracy and the devaluation ·of individual responsibility, may have been one of 
the factors in the collapse of Soviet Communism – all systems need to attribute 
personal responsibility to function effectively.  

Kafka's description of the bureaucratic nightmare is reminiscent of 
Heidigger's notion of “unauthenticity” – a depersonalized and objectivised mode of 
being – a concept not all that different from Marx’s alienation and Weber’s 
“disenchantment of the world”. The existentialists have given some of the most 
persuasive descriptions ·of personal alienation, and to quote Galen Strawson on 
Camus, “When l’etranger alludes to one of his desires, it is half as if he were 
recounting a fact about a feature of the world which is extraneous to him – a spectator 
to his own actions.48 For existentialists the immediate resolution of this type of 
alienation is the restoration of the potency associated with a full acceptance of 
personal responsibility and the freedom of the moral self. 

Sociological factors are of course crucial in both determining patterns of 
alienation and the conditions necessary for their resolution. A capacity for freedom 
is inextricably linked with the structure of power in any society which in turn is 
shaped by its economic and social conditions. For example, in order for women to be 
full and free subjects, they not only have to achieve equal status with men, but also 
have to acquire the freedom which comes with the abolition of economic scarcity and 
political oppression. The same would apply to slaves, lower castes and all oppressed 
groups.  

Power is a critical dimension in the overcoming of this form of alienation, 
as power is intrinsically linked with the capacity for self-determination and the 
independence necessary for full personal responsibility and individual freedom. 
Ultimately the freedom of any one individual is linked with the freedom of all, 
but this is to raise a theme beyond the scope of the present paper. However it is 
appropriate to end with a positive conclusion: the distinction between the 
objective observer and the moral self resolves the problem of determinism, and 
in doing so, provides a clear intellectual foundation for the existence and practice 
of individual responsibility and freedom, along with the personal self-affirmation 
which flows from it. 

 
 

 
48 Galen Strawson, Freedom and Belief, 1986, p. 234. 



The Growth of Population in
Eighteenth-Century England:

A Critical Reappraisal

PETER RAZZELL

Population growth in eighteenth-century England was due mainly to a fall in

mortality, which was particularly marked during the first half of the century. The

fall affected all socioeconomic groups and does not appear to have occurred for

primarily economic reasons. In addition to an explanation involving the introduc-

tion of smallpox inoculation, the major hypothesis considered in this article is that

the significant improvement in domestic hygiene associated with the rebuilding of

housing in brick and tile brought about a major reduction in mortality.

The growth of the English population in the eighteenth century has
long interested economic historians and, since the time of Thomas

Malthus, has provoked much debate about the relationship between
population change and economic growth. In our own time, scholars
have focused on the nature and chronology of change: whether eco-
nomic development preceded and prompted population growth or vice
versa. The structure of demographic change has, however, yet to be
resolved. Prior to the nineteenth century, English demographic data are
incomplete: there were no national censuses before 1801, and civil
registration of births, marriages, and deaths did not begin until 1837.
Demographic research on the pre-nineteenth-century period has relied
mainly on parish registers, which list baptisms, marriages, and burials.
The accuracy and coverage of these materials is uncertain, and their
survival is uneven.

Despite these difficulties, all demographers have discerned a rise in
the rate of English population increase in the second half of the
eighteenth century, and many have emphasized fertility as the key
mechanism of population growth. These ideas have received added
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weight from the ambitious program of research undertaken since the
1960s by The Cambridge Group for the History of Population and Social
Structure. The Cambridge Group's demographic findings were pre-
sented in The Population History of England, written by two of the
group's leading members, Tony Wrigley and Roger Schofield.1 The
authors argued that English population grew in the latter half of the
eighteenth century mainly because of a rise in fertility. This rise, they
hypothesized, was due to a reduction in the age at marriage, itself a
consequence of rising real incomes caused by economic development.
This article questions the validity of their conclusion and develops an
alternative chronology and explanation of the demographic transition in
England.

NUPTIALITY AND MARITAL FERTILITY

The Cambridge Group has used two methodologies in its demo-
graphic work: "back projection" and "family reconstitution." I will
evaluate each in turn and offer evidence suggesting that the reliability of
both methods as applied to the English data is open to question.

Back Projection

Back projection was a technique used by Wrigley and Schofield to
estimate earlier population levels by retrospectively adding the number
of deaths and net emigrants to the various age groups enumerated in the
nineteenth-century censuses, extending this process back into the
sixteenth century. They used records of baptisms, marriages, and
burials from a sample of 404 parish registers, which in theory allowed
them to reconstruct the numbers of people living at all periods, as well
as to compute marriage, birth, and death rates. The method entails a
number of assumptions of unknown reliability, with scope for the
compounding of errors and assumptions over long periods of time.
Although the technique was developed using a very sophisticated
computer program, the unknown reliability of the raw data and the
uncertain assumptions used in the program led Schofield himself to
compare it with looking "through a glass darkly."2

Ronald Lee, an active associate of The Cambridge Group, expressed
his own reservations about the method in the following terms: "Back
projection attempts an impossible task, and can only arbitrarily select
one demographic past from among an infinite set of equally plausible
and acceptable ones, which are consistent with the input data."3

Recognition of the method's problems led other scholars to propose
adjustments to the technique. Lee advocated its replacement with what

1 Wrigley and Schofield, Population History.
2 Schofield, "Through a Glass Darkly."
3 Lee, "Inverse Projection and Back Projection," p. 190.
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TABLE 1

BIRTH RATES PER 1,000 POPULATION IN ENGLAND AND WALES

1749-1753 1814-1818

Birth rate before inflation 29.70 27.99

Penultimate estimates (after inflating for nonconformity 32.14 32.69
and delayed baptism)

Final estimates after "residual" inflations 33.76 41.92

Source: Linden, "English Living Standards," p. 136.

he termed "inverse projection"; he claimed to have validated Wrigley
and Schofield's findings by applying this new method to their basic data.
More recently, Wrigley and Schofield have themselves advocated a
variant of a method pioneered by Jim Oeppen, "generalized inverse
projection."

4 However, such methods require reliable data on births,
deaths, migration, age structure, and mortality by age for the appropri-
ate period—though they differ in their exact demands for reliability.
Lacking accurate source material, the advocates of these methods have
had to adjust their back-projected data in various ways.

For example, to correct for the underregistration of births, Wrigley
and Schofield inflated the number of baptisms by various ratios derived
from a comparison of expected births with actual records of baptisms.
The estimates of expected births were calculated by taking the various
census age groups and adding the estimated number of those born into
the groups who died or migrated in the period before the census. A
crucial factor in this computation is the magnitude of the various age
groups, because it is the starting point for the process of estimating
expected births. A poor estimate of the number of people in each age
group would affect the inflation ratios used to correct the figures for
baptisms, and hence would affect back-projected estimates of birth
rates.

Peter Lindert has argued that the Wrigley-Schofield findings were
distorted by the changes they made to census age figures. He concluded
that "life tables and nineteenth-century censuses suggests] that birth
registration was worse before 1780 than after. Yet Wrigley and Scho-
field turn the suggestion upside down, arbitrarily revising the censuses
instead."

5 Lindert has calculated the inflations they made to the birth
rate in a tabular form, reproduced here in Table 1.

Lindert's disquiet at the transformation of the pattern of fertility
through the use of these inflation ratios seems justified. The inflations
adopted by Wrigley and Schofield progressively increase the birth rate,
though the critical inflation is for "residual" nonregistration. This
residual inflation increases the birth rate for the period of 1814 to 1818

4 Wrigley and Schofield, Population History, p. xvii.
3 Lindert, "English Living Standards," p. 138.
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TABLE 2

INDIVIDUALS LISTED IN THE 1851 CENSUS BUT NOT FOUND IN THE BAPTISM

REGISTER VERSUS THE CAMBRIDGE GROUP'S INFLATION RATIOS

Period

1761-1770

1771-1780

1781-1790

1791-1800

1801-1810

1811-1820

1821-1830

1831-1834

Percentage Not Found

in Register (Razzell)

(1)

32.4

27.9

32.6

36.0

32.0

33.0

30.0

27.4

Period

1760-1769

1770-1779

1780-1789

1790-1799

1800-1809

1810-1819

1820-1829

1830-1839

Wrigley & Schofield's

Inflation Ratios (%)

(2)

8.4

9.3
13.1

20.9

28.8

38.0

34.1

26.0

Sources: Razzell, "The Evaluation of Baptism," p. 129; and Wrigley and Schofield, Population

History, p. 561.

from 32.69 to 41.92 per 1,000, transforming the pattern of fertility in the
period. Before this residual adjustment Wrigley and Schofield's original
data suggested a constant birth rate during the latter half of the
eighteenth century; after it, a very significant increase was apparent.
That increase was due entirely to the inflation ratios derived from their
assumptions about the age structure of the population applied to the
original data.

My own research also throws doubt upon those inflation ratios. I have
compared census statements directly with the expected baptism register
entries for individuals living in 45 parishes selected from all parts of
England. Table 2 displays the two sets of figures. The figures in column
1 are based on direct empirical evidence; those in column 2 are derived
from theoretical reconstruction.

6 The two series are radically different
in their trends over time; the census-baptism register data show little or
no change over the period, whereas Wrigley and Schofield's figures
show a sharp deterioration in registration accuracy from 1781 onward.

The critical ingredient in the inflation ratios Wrigley and Schofield
used was their adjustment of age structure data derived from the
nineteenth-century censuses. They themselves pointed out that one of
their major assumptions was "that the age data for the older age groups
became progressively less trustworthy with rising age, until above the

6
 For column 1,1 calculated the percentages that Wrigley and Schofield used to inflate baptisms

in order to produce the number of births (excluding nonregistration due to delayed baptism). The

census-parish comparison method has attracted criticism on three grounds: (1) the 1851 census

misstated the birthplaces of individuals enumerated; (2) many parents had their children baptized

in neighboring parishes; and (3) the 1851 census misstated names and ages. From unpublished

research linking census, parish register, and civil registration data, it has been established that the

"false negatives" arising from these three factors amounted to about 10 percent for the whole

sample of 45 parishes. The "false negatives" were counterbalanced by "false positives" due to

using overstrict criteria for successful matches and to infants dying before baptism. See Razzell,

"Further Evaluation."
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age of 70 very substantial corrections to the published totals are
necessary."

7
 This is not a minor step in their calculations. It is not only

central to the question of baptism registration adequacy, but it can be
crucial for estimates of population size using back projection. Older age
groups in the nineteenth-century censuses form the starting point of
back projection, and any change in their numbers makes a critical
difference to estimates of population size because of the compounding
of errors with each "pass" through the computer program. For exam-
ple, Wrigley and Schofield reduced the size of the group aged 90 to 94
in 1871 by 44 percent; if they had chosen instead to reduce that age
group by 40 percent, their estimate of the English population in 1541
would have been about 9 percent greater.8

How reasonable are Wrigley and Schofield's assumptions? When we
examine age statements by comparing the census with baptism register
entries, a very different picture emerges from that assumed for the
back-projection program. For the census-parish register sample of 45
parishes, 88.8 percent of all adult ages in the 1851 census was accurate
to within two years, 97.8 percent to within five years. Contrary to
Wrigley and Schofield's assumptions, there was no deterioration in the
accuracy of age statements above the age of 70; the reliability of age
statements in the 70-to-80 age group was the same as for the total
sample. Only in the 80-to-90 age group was there any decrease in
accuracy. But even there, 74.5 percent of the ages were accurate to
within two years, and 90.2 percent to within five years.

9 This conclusion
is confirmed by Wrigley himself from his detailed work on the 1851
Colyton Census: "The generally high standards of statements of age is
clear. Only a tiny percentage of ages were out by more than two
years. . . . Even at advanced ages this holds true in general. . . . Only
one of the 26 [cases aged over 70] mis-stated his age by more than three
years."10

On the substantive issue of the increase of the eighteenth-century
population, the evidence suggests no increase in the birth rate during the
latter half of the century. Wrigley and Schofield, however, supported
their argument about the central role of a rise in fertility by quoting data
from their research on family reconstitution, which purports to show
that a rise in fertility associated with a reduction in the age at marriage
(rather than a fall in mortality) was responsible for eighteenth-century
population growth. Although they expressed a caveat about the reliance
on a very small number of parishes in their reconstitution work—about
13 from a total of about 10,000 have formed the basis of the sample to
date—these scholars used their family reconstitution findings to under-

7 Wrigley and Schofield, Population History, p. xiv.
8 Lee and Lam, "Age Distribution Adjustments," p. 282.
9
 Razzell, "The Evaluation of Baptism," pp. 126, 127.

10 Wrigley, "Baptism Coverage," p. 304.
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pin the conclusions they reached from back projection. Yet there are
also grounds for disquiet about the accuracy of their use of the
reconstitution method. This is a theme of such importance as to deserve
careful examination.

Family Reconstitution

Family reconstitution involves the detailed study of individual fami-
lies at the parish level. Individuals are traced in the baptism, marriage,
and burial registers, and certain assumptions are made to establish
family links among the individuals traced. From those links data are
generated on a range of demographic variables, including age at
marriage, fertility, and mortality rates. Family reconstitution is only
applicable to individuals who remained in their parish of origin, as those
who left disappeared from local records. For example, in the case of
marriage, those who migrated after baptism invariably married else-
where and would be excluded from the age-at-marriage calculations.
Wrigley and Schofield worked on the assumption that those who
remained in a parish were representative of the whole population,
including migrants.

Ever since Peter Laslett's well-known 1960s study of Clayworth and
Cogenhoe, social historians have increasingly come to recognize just
how mobile the English population was. A general study of migration in
early modern England by Peter Clark and David Souden found that up
to 80 percent of the population was mobile—the percentage varying by
place and over time, with increased mobility during periods of popula-
tion growth.

11 As migrants are excluded from reconstitution studies,
these very high levels of migration mean that reconstitution cohorts
include only minorities of the population.

Evidence suggests that, because of the association between migration
and social status, these minorities were atypical. Clark and Souden
found that "more respectable members of local society tended to be less
mobile than small craftsmen, servants and labourers"—though this may
have varied over time.

12 Most evidence on geographical mobility and
social status shows that they were very strongly correlated. From his
work with The Cambridge Group, Souden noted "the high mobility of
labourers in the reconstitution material" and commented on the "high
mobility of labourers and many craftworkers and the relative immobility
of farmers and food retailers." He concluded that "the marked lifetime
immobility of farmers—of yeomen and husbandmen—contrasted with
labourers . . . would show the degree to which landholding, or its
prospect, would condition movement."

13
 Those included in the recon-

stitution cohorts—the stayers—were much more likely to be farmers

" Clark and Souden, Migration and Society, pp. 32, 122-23, 222.
12 Ibid., pp. 122-23.
13 Souden, Pre-Industrial English Local Migration Fields, pp. 250, 254, 310.
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and other property owners, whereas the migrants were invariably
laborers, servants, and other propertyless groups. Laborers, servants,
and other impoverished groups formed a significant proportion of the
population at this time, perhaps up to half the total. Their relative
exclusion would raise major questions about the validity of reconstitu-
tion methodology.

Migration also serves to distort reconstitution calculations in a more
technical way that can most easily be illustrated with respect to
calculations of the average age at marriage. Wrigley's study of Colyton
indicated that the proportion of women born and married in the parish
fell from 43 percent in the period from 1560 to 1646 to 25 percent in 1720
to 1769 before rising to 31 percent between 1770 and 1837.

14 Such a
significant shift in the amount of migration would affect calculations of
age at marriage, if migration was not evenly distributed among the
various age groups. For example, if for some reason a larger proportion
of women in their late twenties migrated out of a parish, this would have
the apparent effect of lowering the age at marriage: women marrying at
older ages would have left the sample before they could be included in
the reconstitution age-at-marriage calculations, and only the younger
ones would be recorded. Thus, even where there were no real changes
in the age at marriage, variations in migration patterns could create the
illusion of change because of the calculation method used in reconsti-
tution work. Without a detailed knowledge of migration, it is impossible
to say precisely what effect it would have on age-at-marriage calcula-
tions. Clearly, the effect could be significant.

Various sources provide evidence that the number of widow and
widower remarriages as a proportion of the total number of marriages
fell from approximately 30 percent at the beginning of the eighteenth
century to about 10 percent at the end.

15 Whether this reduction
occurred as a result of falling mortality or of changes in the propensity
to remarry is an open question, but the fall itself could influence the
accuracy of reconstitution by reducing the number of older men and
women marrying in a parish. Most parish registers do not give informa-
tion on the marital status of the marrying parties; for men, this could
lead to a systematic overstatement of first-marriage ages in the earlier
period by accidentally including marriage ages of widowers. Large
numbers of women of unknown marital status listed in the marriage

14
 Schofield, "Age-Specific Mobility," p. 262.

13
 Wrigley and Schofield, Population History, pp. 258-59. The parish registers of Stoke Poges,

Eton, and Farnham Royal in Buckinghamshire; of St. Margaret's Rochester in Kent; and of

Barnstable in Yorkshire give information on previous marital status during the civil registration

period of 1653 to 1658. Total marriages of widows ranged between 25.7 and 37.0 percent. The

marriage licenses of East Kent and West Sussex show a fall in the proportion of widows, from over

30 percent in the first half of the seventeenth century to approximately 10 percent in the early

nineteenth century.
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registers could also distort reconstitution findings, because of the
greater likelihood of confused identity.

The problem of identity confusion also arises when parish register
information is inadequate. The linking of baptism and marriage dates in
reconstitution work is essentially speculative, based on the assumption
that a similar name within a certain time period confers a common
identity. Yet there are grounds for believing that this assumption is
unjustified. As we will see, it was a widespread practice in England to
give the name of a dead child to a subsequent sibling of the same sex,
and many parish registers were defective in registering the baptism and
burial of those subsequent siblings. The registration of burials—and
possibly of baptisms—improved in at least some of the reconstitution
parishes during the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, which
might have affected calculations of the changing mean age at marriage.
The Cambridge Group used identical names in the baptism and marriage
registers as the basis for calculating marriage ages. The nonregistration
of subsequent same-name siblings would inflate marriage ages by
incorrectly linking the first dead sibling with the sibling of the same
name listed in the marriage register. This would have been more
significant in the earlier period, of course, because of the less adequate
registration of same-name individuals.

There are therefore four serious grounds for questioning the validity
of reconstitution methodology as it has been applied to English marriage
data: (1) the sociologically unrepresentative nature of reconstituted
cohorts due to the exclusion of migrants; (2) the technical distortion
effects of migration on the calculation of reconstitution statistics; (3) the
unknown effect of changes in the proportion of widows and widowers in
the marriage registers; and (4) the effect of changing patterns of
same-name sibling registration on the calculation of marriage ages.

Given the uncertain reliability of back projection and family recon-
stitution as they have been applied to English historical data, it is
necessary to carefully examine other forms of demographic evidence for
the seventeenth- and eighteenth-century period to see what they reveal.

Age at Marriage During the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries

The mean age at first marriage for women in The Cambridge Group's
reconstitution sample was at its highest for the period from 1650 to
1699—26.2 years.

16 In historical terms this is a high figure, and its
magnitude is largely responsible for the subsequent fall in the age at
marriage found by the group. It is therefore important to evaluate that
mean carefully, as it represents the key element in the pattern of
marriage ages generated by reconstitution.

Two forms of marriage were legal in England in the seventeenth and

16
 Wrigley and Schofield, "English Population History," p. 164.
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eighteenth centuries: marriage by license and marriage by banns.
Although both types were included in parish registers, marriage licenses
were recorded separately by the ecclesiastical authorities and often
contain a great deal more information (such as age at marriage) not
found in parish registers. Marriage by license was marginally more
expensive than marriage by banns, and therefore was more socially
exclusive. In particular, laborers tended to marry by banns, though all
other occupational groups appear to have been well represented by
licenses.

17
 However, the flexibility of marriage by license—it allowed

marriage in any parish without having to call banns on three successive
Sundays—meant that this type of marriage became very popular in the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. For example, over 50 percent of
all marriages in the Diocese of Canterbury were by license between 1677
and 1725.

18 Indeed, in some parishes in the Diocese of London at that
time the proportion rose to over 80 percent.19 For demographers
licenses have the advantage of giving information on migrants as well as
nonmigrants and of covering large groups of parishes; they therefore
help overcome the problem of concentrating on individual, and possibly
atypical, parishes.

The accuracy of age statements in marriage licenses seems to have
been high. Vivien Elliott evaluated marriage ages in a sample of 69 cases
of London licenses at the beginning of the seventeenth century: the
averages were 23.47 years in the licenses and 23.50 years by reconsti-
tution—that is, by comparing baptism and marriage dates in the parish
register. A similar exercise for 50 Leicestershire marriages at the end of
the same century yielded averages of 24.8 and 23.8 years, respectively,
indicating a difference of about one year.20 This may be due to
inaccuracies in marriage license age statements or to a confusion of
identities in the parish register as a consequence of same-name regis-
tration problems.

In the late seventeenth century, high-quality information is available
from licenses taken from over 1,000 parishes in five counties in different
regions of England: Kent, London, Nottinghamshire, Suffolk, and
Yorkshire. Table 3 shows that the mean age at marriage in the four
counties other than London lies within a narrow band of 23.60 to 24.44
years. The overall average age at first marriage for the five counties is
23.56 years, significantly lower than the mean age found in The
Cambridge Group's reconstitution sample for the same period: 26.2

17 Steel, General Sources, p . 227.
18 The number of license marriages is listed in Cowper, Canterbury Marriage Licenses for 1894

and 1898. The total number of marriages in Kent is given in Enumeration Abstract, 1841 Census.
The proportion marrying by license was 50.74 percent for the period between 1677 and 1725.

19 See, for example, the St. Michael Cornhill, St. Mary Aldermary, and St. Helen 's Bishopsgate
marriage registers for this period.

20 Elliott, Mobility and Marriage, pp . 291, 325.



752 Razzell

TABLE 3

AGE AT FIRST MARRIAGE OF WOMEN LISTED IN LICENSES, 1660-1714

Period

1662-1714
1660-1702
1661-1700
1670-1709
1690-1709

Region

Yorkshire
London
Kent
Nottinghamshire
Suffolk

N

7,242
500

1,000
3,284

356

Mean
Age at

Marriage

23.76
21.93
24.06
24.44
23.60

Reconstitution
Mean Age at

Marriage,
1650-1699

26.2

—

Sources: For Yorkshire: Drake, "An Elementary Exercise," p. 444. For London: Armytage,
Allegations for . . . London (selecting the first 100 cases from the beginning of each decade). For
Kent: Cowper, Canterbury Marriage Licenses, 1876, 1898 (selecting the first 500 cases from each
volume). For Nottinghamshire: Blagg and Wadsworth, Abstracts of Nottinghamshire Marriage
Licenses (selecting all cases listed). For Suffolk: Bannerman, Allegations for . . . Sudbury (select-
ing all cases listed).

years. In the 1840s, the earliest years of civil registration, women's
mean age at first marriage was about 25.

21 The data in Table 3 suggest,
therefore, no fall in the mean age at first marriage, but on the contrary
a long-term rise of about 1.5 years.

THE HISTORY OF MORTALITY

Because the evidence considered in the previous section offers no
support for a decline in age at marriage—nor for a rise in fertility—it is
necessary to look elsewhere to explain English eighteenth-century
population growth. In this section I will argue that the key demographic
change was a decline in mortality that was particularly marked in the
first half of the eighteenth century.

Population studies covering the centuries prior to reliable civil
registration largely depend on data derived from parish registers. These
registers invariably include information on baptisms (not births), mar-
riages, and burials (not deaths). The reliability of the burial registers is
obviously crucial to the study of mortality. For their calculation of
reconstitution mortality rates, Wrigley and Schofield assumed a burial
registration accuracy of 100 percent. Yet evidence suggests that in
certain respects burial registration was significantly more defective in
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries than at a later period.

I have developed a method for measuring the adequacy of burial
registration that may be termed the "same-name evaluation technique."
It is based on child-naming customs prevalent in early modern England.
It was extremely rare to give two living children identical Christian
names; for example, of 2,221 children named in sixteenth-century Essex

21
 Registrar-General's Fifty-Eighth Annual Report, p. ix; and Registrar-General's Twenty-First

Annual Report, p. iii.
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wills, only 0.5 percent of living siblings shared the same name. An
examination of seventeenth-century census returns from different parts
of the country revealed no clear cases of living brothers and sisters with
the same names.

22 On the other hand, it was widely customary to pass
a dead child's name on to the next-born sibling of the same sex.

A look at two parishes used intensively in reconstitution work,
Hartland and Colyton, enables us to estimate the frequency with which
this same-naming custom was observed. In Hartland in the period from
1725 to 1743, a sample was chosen from the parish register of 50 dead
children whose parents bore subsequent children of the same sex.
Thirty of the subsequent children—60 percent—were given the same
name as their predeceased sibling.

23 In Colyton, a similar examination
of the data has proved possible over a much longer period by means of
a reanalysis of the reconstitution schedules from 1538 to 1851.24 In 789
of the parish families, a child was baptized after the death of another of
the same sex. Of those families, 508—64.4 percent—gave the name of a
previously baptized dead child to a subsequent child. The changes over
time in the proportion of same-named children were as follows: from
1538 to 1600, 54.9 percent; from 1601 to 1650, 55.5 percent; from 1651
to 1700, 76.9 percent; from 1701 to 1750, 70.0 percent; from 1751 to
1800, 73.5 percent; from 1801 to 1837, 63.4 percent; and from 1837 to
1851, 62.2 percent. These are sufficiently large proportions of the total
number of families to form the basis of an evaluation of burial registra-
tion during the whole 400-year period covered by the reconstitution
schedules.

The importance of same-naming to the study of burial register
accuracy can be illustrated as follows. During the middle part of the
eighteenth century, Thomas Turner, a Sussex shopkeeper, kept a
detailed diary and compiled notes on his family's history.

25 He listed his
children's births and deaths as follows:

Peter (born August 19, 1754; died January 16, 1755)
Margaret (born March 20, 1766)
Peter (born June 1, 1768)
Philip (born October 9, 1769)

22 See Emmison , Essex Wills, 1558-1565. The censuses searched were the 1599 Eating census ,
the Clayworth censuses for 1676 and 1688, and the 1695 Marriage Duty Act censuses for London ,
Bristol, L y m e Regis, Swindon, and Wanborough. The London census was published in Glass ,
London Inhabitants Within the Walls. The Bristol census is in Ralph and Williams, The Inhabitants
of Bristol in 1696. Copies of the other censuses can be found in the library of T h e Cambridge
Group .

23 See the Hartland Parish Register.
24 A compute r printout of the reconsti tution schedules of Colyton was kindly provided by Ros

Davies of T h e Cambr idge Group . The grouping of families is specified in that printout . Families
with interpolated bapt isms were not included in the sample because doing so would int roduce bias
into the analysis .

25
 See Jennings, Diary of a Georgian Shopkeeper, pp. 79-84.
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Frederick (born December 8, 1771; died November 7, 1774)
Michael (born April 29, 1773)
Frederick (bora May 3, 1775; died June 13, 1775)
Frederick (bora December 17, 1776)

Turner's first wife died after the birth of his eldest son Peter, and he
subsequently remarried. The list of his children reveals the pattern of
same-naming: the first Peter and the first two Fredericks died, and the
next child of the same sex was given the dead child's name. Thomas
Turner had lived all his married life in the parish of East Hoathly, and
it is instructive to compare this list of births and deaths with the record
of baptisms and burials of his children in the East Hoathly parish
register:26

Peter (baptized August 31, 1754)

Margaret (baptized April 23, 1766)
Peter (baptized June 28, 1768)
Philip (baptized November 5, 1769)
Frederick (baptized December 30, 1771)
Michael (baptized May 19, 1773)
Frederick (baptized May 14, 1775; buried June 13, 1775)
Frederick (baptized January 10, 1777)

All of Turner's children were baptized and registered in the parish, but
only one of the three dead children was recorded in the burial register:
the second Frederick, who died in 1775. Turner's diary reveals that
Peter and the first Frederick were in fact buried in the neighboring
parish of Framfield, where their grandparents had died and been
interred.

The Cambridge Group's reconstitution rules work on the assumption
that all family events occur within the parish of residence. Given this,
the demographic history of the Turner family, in which two children
were buried outside the parish, would be misrepresented. The group's
reconstitution rules would generate a calculated child mortality rate of
12.5 percent (one out of eight children), whereas in fact the true
mortality rate was 37.5 percent (three out of eight children).

The practice of same-naming, however, allows us to assess the
adequacy of parish registers in registering the deaths of children. For
example, though we would not know from the East Hoathly burial
register what had happened to Peter and the first Frederick, the
repetition of their names in the baptism register would tell us that they
had died, even though no record of their burial was available. We can
thus assess the reliability of burial registration of a particular parish

26
 I am grateful to the East Sussex Record Office for conducting a search of the East Hoathly

parish register.
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TABLE 4

ANALYSIS OF BURIAL REGISTRATION OF SAME-NAME SIBLINGS IN COLYTON,
1538-1837

Period

1538-1600
1601-1650
1651-1700
1701-1750
1751-1800
1801-1837
1837-1851

Total

N

95
121
114
84
94
77
38

623

Number Found in
Burial Register

62
71
86
54
60
64
34

431

Percentage

of Cases
Unregistered

34.7

41.3
24.6
35.7
36.2
16.5
10.5

30.8

Note: All calculations were based on Colyton reconstitution schedules supplied by Ros Davies of
The Cambridge Group. The identity of same names is specified in the schedules, and in every case
those names were selected for analysis.

register by measuring the proportion of same-name baptisms against
registered same-name burials.

Application of this technique to a sample of cases selected from the
Hartland parish register reveals that the accuracy of burial registration
varied over time. Two hundred children baptized with the same name as
a subsequent sibling were selected in alphabetical sequence from the
register index for the period of 1558 to 1837.

27 Sixty-three of them (31.5
percent) were missing from the burial register. The first 100 cases, in the
period from 1558 to 1724, had an omission rate of 39 percent, whereas
the second hundred cases, from 1725 to 1837, had a rate of only 24
percent. These provisional results suggest a significant improvement in
burial registration in Hartland during the eighteenth century.

A similar analysis of the 508 families in the Colyton reconstitution
schedules who gave two or more of their children the same name yields
the results shown in Table 4. The omission rate for the whole Colyton
sample—30.8 percent—is similar to that found in Hartland, and regis-
tration accuracy there also seems to have varied over time. The Colyton
registers reveal a sharp improvement at the beginning of the nineteenth
century, which is consistent with what is known generally about the
relative accuracy of Anglican burial registration at the time of the
introduction of civil registration.

28

I have made a special study of the Colyton Anglican burial register
between 1837 and 1851, the period immediately following the introduc-

27 The initial identification of names was provided by the Hart land parish register index. In the
earlier per iod only the fa ther ' s name was available for establishing a correct identity, but when two
or more families had the same name, place-names were used as an additional cri terion.

28 Glass es t imated that about 20 percent of all dea ths were omitted from Anglican burial
registration in the early period of civil registration, but this figure was lower in rural par ishes like
Coly ton . See Glass , "Popula t ion and Population M o v e m e n t s , " p . 234.
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tion of civil registration. The civil registration records there list the
deaths of 199 children under the age of ten during this period. Of that
number, 170 were registered in the Anglican burial register, giving an
omission rate of 14.6 percent—slightly higher than the 10.5 percent
figure found using the same-name technique for the same period.
However, the civil registers included young infants who died before
baptism and were therefore often denied full burial status by the church.
If we exclude infants who died in less than 24 days—the approximate
mean age of baptism in Colyton at the time—the burial omission rate
declines to 10.8 percent.

29 We must not make too much of the almost
identical findings of the same-name technique and the civil-Anglican
burial register comparison method, as the sample in the former study is
small. Nevertheless, the similarity in the results of these two methods
indicates a degree of reliability.

There were a number of reasons why Anglican burial registration was
so deficient before the nineteenth century. The major factor was
probably the negligence of clerks and clergymen in registering burials
that had occurred in their parish.30 Of all the same-name cases in
Colyton between 1538 and 1851, 30.8 percent were missing from the
burial register. We can evaluate the accuracy of this figure by comparing
it with the proportion of people dying in Colyton who left wills behind but
whose names did not appear in the burial register. Information is available
on 124 people who either lived in Colyton or specified burial in the parish
churchyard there and who made wills between 1554 and 1797; of this
number 35 (28.1 percent) were not recorded in the burial register.

31 The
similarity between this and the same-name figure suggests a general
underregistration of burials, of both adults and children, during the
period.

We have seen, in the case of the Turner family, another reason for
unrecorded burials: the interment of children in neighboring parishes—a
practice described by Schofield as a "traffic in corpses."

32 This prob-
ably accounts for some of the missing burials in a parish like Colyton. In
its reconstitution schedules, information is sometimes given on the
residence of a family, and there is a correlation between place of
residence and registration reliability between 1538 and 1837, the period
covered by the schedules. Of 65 same-name cases in which the father
was listed as living in the town of Colyton, 48 were found in the burial
register, an omission rate of 26.2 percent. When families lived outside

29
 This analysis is based on a list of Anglican burials and civil registration deaths that took place

in Colyton between 1837 and 1851. The list was kindly provided by Richard Wall of the Cambridge
Group.

30
 See Tate, The Parish Chest, p. 49.

31
 See Smith, Wills Proved in P.C.C. Relating to . . . Colyton; Fry, Calendars of Wills, Vols. 1

and 2; and the Colyton Parish Register. Information is usually given on the dates of the making and
proving of wills, which allows a precise check against the burial register.

32
 Schofield, "Traffic in Corpses."
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the town, in hamlets and outlying farms, the omission rate was as high
as 43.9 percent, only 83 out of 148 same-name cases being found in the
burial register. Some of these missing cases were probably buried in
neighboring parish churchyards that were closer to the outlying areas
than was the Colyton parish churchyard. Children baptized in Colyton
but buried in surrounding parishes would not appear in the reconstitu-
tion statistics of infant and child mortality, and their omission would
lead to an understatement of mortality.

Wrigley and Schofield's assumption of the absolute accuracy of the
parish registers used in their reconstitution work was based partly on
their having carefully selected high-quality parish registers, eliminating
those with obvious defects. In the case of baptism registration, their
assumption may be justified—particularly as missing baptisms can be
interpolated from information on child burials, and registers can be
selected on the basis of having the right pattern of birth intervals (that
is, baptisms of children in a particular family occurring approximately
every two years).

No such interpolation or selection is possible with burial registers,
however, and the evidence derived from the same-name technique as
applied to Hartland and Colyton suggests that death registration was
unreliable throughout the sixteenth- to eighteenth-century period. The
deficiency was probably greater than that shown in Table 4. The
same-name technique can only be applied to cases in which baptisms
were accurately registered, and it is likely that children whose baptism
registration was defective also had more deficient burial registration. As
we have seen, neither does the technique allow for children who died
before baptism, and many of them would not have appeared in the burial
register.

The Cambridge Group's estimates of infant and child mortality rates
for Hartland and Colyton in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries
are low by historical standards: in the range of 83 to 106 per 1,000
between 1600 and 1749, falling to 57 to 97 per 1,000 between 1750 and
1799.33 The results of the same-name technique indicate higher rates for
all periods. If we allow for the various factors just discussed, which
would further inflate registration unreliability, it is likely that infant
mortality in Hartland and Colyton in the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries has been underestimated by between 35 and 50 percent.

According to the group's figures, the average infant mortality rate for
the 13-parish reconstitution sample for 1600 to 1749 was in the range of
161 to 169 per l,000.34 If we inflate this rate as indicated earlier, it would
increase infant mortality to between 250 and 340 per 1,000. National
infant mortality was about 150 per 1,000 under early civil registration in

33
 Wrigley and Schofield, "English Population His tory ," p. 179.

34
 Ibid., p. 177.



758 Razzell

the late 1830s, so it seems probable that infant mortality probably
dropped significantly during the eighteenth and early nineteenth centu-
ries. However, it is too early to reach firm conclusions about the overall
direction of this type of mortality; further research is needed on the
registration reliability of other reconstitution parish registers.

The uncertain reliability of parish registers increases the value of
other forms of evidence on mortality during the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries. Nearly all of these data concern adult mortality. In
a 1974 article on parental loss, Peter Laslett commented on an apparent
decline in the number of orphans in the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries. Community surveys of eleven localities taken between 1500
and 1706 revealed a median of 25 percent (with a mean of 22.5 percent),
whereas eight surveyed between 1724 and 1811 had a mean of 16.5
percent (with a mean of 15.9 percent). Laslett concluded that the decline
in the number of orphans probably "arose because of shifts in demo-
graphic rates, particularly in mortality."

35

Of the communities Laslett studied, perhaps the most famous is
Clay worth, in Nottinghamshire. The disappearance of large numbers of
people from this community between 1676 and 1688 was used to
illustrate the high level of mobility at that time. What Laslett did not
sufficiently stress is that, in the case of adult heads of household, most
of them disappeared through death rather than migration. Of 95 heads of
household living in Clayworth in 1676, 44 were no longer there in 1688;
10 may have left through migration, but the remaining 34 died between
the two censuses.

36 Allowing for the effects of migration, those 34
deaths represent a mortality rate of 3.05 percent per annum, over twice
the 1.39 percent adult mortality rate found in England under civil
registration 150 years later.37

In his discussion of orphans, Laslett quoted the civil marriage returns
for the Manchester area in the 1650s, which recorded the father's name,
parish of residence, and father's mortality status. Using these data, it is
possible to calculate the mortality rate of fathers. Of 380 spinsters
married in the Manchester area between 1654 and 1660, the fathers of
226 were dead by the time of their marriage. That is, the fathers of 59.47
percent of these women were dead.

38
 Assuming an average age at first

marriage for women of about 23, this represents an annual mortality rate
of fathers of 2.59 percent per annum, well above the figure found in early
civil registration. The fathers of these women marrying in Manchester
came from all parts of Lancashire as well as from other northern
counties. There appears to have been little variation in mortality

33 Laslet t , "Paren ta l Depr iva t ion ," p . 15.
36 Laslet t and Harr ison, "Claywor th and Cogenhoe , " p . 183.
37

 Registrar-General's Ninth Annual Report, Appendix.
38 These figures were calculated from all marriages listed in the marriage register between 1654

and 1660. See the Manchester Cathedral Parish Register.
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between different areas within Lancashire. Of the 49 fathers who came
from Manchester itself, 61.22 percent were dead at the time of their
daughter's marriage, a proportion close to that for the whole sample
covering all areas. (Evidence from tontines, marriage licenses, and
other material suggests that the urban-rural gradient postdates the
seventeenth century.)

These data suggest a radical long-term decline in mortality between
the seventeenth and nineteenth centuries. It also fits traditional ideas of
a high mortality rate in the preindustrial era. However, it is at variance
with The Cambridge Group's family reconstitution work on adult
mortality, which found only a very modest rise of about three years in
life expectancy for men at age 30 during the 250 years between 1550 and
1799.39 Most of the problems associated with the reconstitution of
marriage ages—unreliable parish registers, sociologically unrepresenta-
tive samples, and the technically distorting effects of migration—also
apply to the study of adult mortality. With the adult mortality cohorts
there is the additional problem of very small sample sizes. For example,
approximately 21.5 percent of all females born in Colyton between 1560
and 1646 were included in the adult mortality cohort, with equivalent
figures for 1720 to 1769 and 1770 to 1837 of 12.5 and 15.5 percent.

40 In
other words, in some instances The Cambridge Group's mortality
cohort was derived from only an eighth of the total population. Reliable
conclusions about mortality cannot safely be based on such small
samples.

There is, however, another source of information that allows a
provisional assessment of adult mortality over the 300-year period
between the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries: marriage licenses. The
licenses issued in the Diocese of Canterbury are of particularly good
quality and run continuously (except for the interregnum period of 1646
to 1660) from 1568 through to 1809 and beyond. The diocese covers the
East Kent region and includes 289 parishes. Seventeenth-century mar-
riage licenses record information on the parents of bachelors and
spinsters at all ages, but particularly on those of young women. By
canon law, the consent of parents or guardians was required before a
marriage license could be granted; those marrying under 21 had to
provide it in writing or in the form of a sworn affidavit.41

The allegations attached to the licenses issued from 1619 to 1646 and
from 1661 to 1676 nearly always refer to parental consent, particularly
for the former period: over 96 percent of licenses gave information on

39
 Wrigley and Schofield, Population History, p. 250.

40
 Insufficient evidence has been published to calculate exact figures, but for Colyton approxi-

mately half of the initial cohort of married women was included in the mortality sample: applying
that ratio to the proportion of females included in the marriage sample yields the figure quoted in
the text. See Wrigley, "Mortality in Pre-Industrial England."

41
 Steel, General Sources, pp. 226-68.
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TABLE 5

PARENTAL MORTALITY BY AGE OF DAUGHTER IN EAST KENT,

Age of
Daughter

16-20
21-25
26-30+

Total

Number
in

Sample

280
484
236

1,000

Father Alive,
Consenting

(%)

58.2
42.1
26.7

43.0

Father Dead,

Mother Consenting

(%)

23.2
23.1
25.0

23.6

1619-1646

Both Parents
Dead

(%)

18.6
34.7
48.3

33.4

Sources: Cowper, Canterbury Marriage Licenses, 1892, 1894, 1896, 1905, 1906; and Willis,

Canterbury Marriage Licenses, 1967, 1969, 1971.

parental consent between 1619 and 1646. The richness of this informa-
tion allows us to examine whether fathers or parents were alive or dead
for virtually all those marrying by license in that period: 42.36 percent
of the total population. The licenses give information on age and
occupation, which allows a study of both of those variables.

Table 5 summarizes an analysis of parental mortality by age for a
sample of 1,000 individuals.

42 It reveals a high level of parental
mortality: one-third of these women had lost both parents by the time of
their marriage, a proportion that increased to 48.3 percent for those 26
and older. So nearly one-half of women had lost both parents by their
late twenties. In seventeenth-century Kent, only a minority of wom-
en—43 percent—had two living parents at the time of their marriage.
These figures speak for themselves: adult mortality was very high in this
period.

We can calculate the adult mortality rate of fathers by dividing the
numbers dead by the average age of their daughters. Fully 57 percent of
all fathers were dead at the time of their daughter's marriage, and they
had died during a 23-year period (the average age at marriage of their
daughters). This yields an annual mortality rate of 2.48 percent per
annum, almost identical to that found from the Manchester marriage
register for the period of 1654 to 1660. These fathers probably died over
a fairly even period between the birth and marriage of their daughters:
a small sample of 35 cases in which the date of death was given indicates
that on the average fathers died 10.64 years before their daughter's
marriage.

The long-term change in mortality can be measured by comparing

42 In preparing Table 5, I adopted the following rules: (1) if a father was listed as giving his
consent, he was assumed to be alive; (2) if a father was not mentioned, and a mother was stated as
giving her consent, the father was assumed to be dead and the mother to be alive; and (3) if a
guardian was listed as giving consent, both parents were assumed to be dead. In the majority of
cases, particularly during the earlier periods, information is given directly on the mortality status
of parents—for example, a mother giving consent is recorded as a widow of a lately deceased
husband, or both parents are recorded as being dead. However, these rules should be checked
through further research.
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TABLE 6

MORTALITY AMONG PARENTS OF SPINSTERS UNDER AGE OF 21 MARRYING BY
LICENSE IN EAST KENT

Period

1619-1646
1661-1676
1677-1700
1751-1779
1780-1809

Father Alive,
Consenting

(%)

53.33
55.70
58.86
74.29
76.89

Father Dead,
Mother Consenting

(%)

27.06
25.23
19.82
21.00
17.68

Both Parents
Dead

(%)

19.61
19.07
21.32
4.29
5.43

Total
Number

in Cohort

1,275
515
333
700

1,233

Sources: Cowper, Canterbury Marriage Licenses, 1892, 1894, 1896, 1898, 1905, 1906; and Willis,
Canterbury Marriage Licenses, 1967, 1969, 1971.

these figures with those compiled under civil registration 200 years later.
Among men living in Kent of roughly the equivalent age group (between
30 and 55), mortality was virtually halved between the early seventeenth
and early nineteenth centuries: from 2.48 percent in 1619 to 1646 down
to 1.31 in 1838 to 1844.43

The chronology of change in the pattern of mortality among the
marriage license population can be traced through an analysis of the
marriages of all women marrying under the age of 21. This information
is available in the Diocese of Canterbury for all periods except 1701 to
1750. Table 6 depicts the exact chronology of decline in mortality. This
table suggests a marked reduction in adult mortality from the mid-
seventeenth to the mid-eighteenth century. The proportion of cases in
which both parents were dead dropped particularly sharply: from 21.32
percent in 1677 to 1700 to 4.29 percent in 1751 to 1779. This was
matched by the fall in the percentage of fathers dead—from 46.67 to
25.71 percent—representing a fall in mortality, all else being equal, of
44.91 percent. The reduction in mortality seems to have commenced
after the 1660s, though the changes in the late seventeenth century
appear to have been relatively slight. The main fall in mortality seems to
have occurred between the end of the seventeenth and the middle of the
eighteenth century.

For the earlier periods, information is invariably given in the Kent
licenses on the occupation of both husbands and living fathers, ttjough
not usually for fathers already dead. This allows an occupational
analysis of mortality, and Table 7 illustrates what is possible in this
respect. Overall there is little correlation between the husband's occu-
pation and parental mortality—except in the earlier period, which
shows a lower rate for gentlemen and higher one for husbandmen, with
a slightly higher mortality for gentlemen in the later period.

Although laborers and the unemployed are not covered by Table 7,
groups such as husbandmen and fishermen were characterized by a

43 See Registrar-General's Ninth Annual Report, Appendix, pp. 17-20.
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TABLE 7

MORTALITY AMONG PARENTS OF SPINSTERS MARRYING UNDER 21 BY
OCCUPATION OF HUSBAND IN EAST KENT, 1619-1809

Occupation, by

Period

Gentlemen and
professionals

1619-1646
1661-1700
1751-1809

Total

Yeomen and
fanners
1619-1646
1661-1700
1751-1809

Total

Husbandmen

1619-1646
1661-1700
1751-1809

Total

Artisans and
tradesmen
1619-1646
1661-1700
1751-1809

Total

Mariners and
fishermen
1619-1646
1661-1700
1751-1809

Total

Father Alive,
Consenting

<%)

60.49
61.83
72.33

64.65

58.76
57.99
84.54

66.77

49.77
60.66
80.56

60.27

54.18
50.61
74.31

59.80

58.33
55.34
75.95

64.44

Father Dead,
Mother Consenting

(%)

16.10
19.85
20.12

18.38

25.18
15.98
12.08

18.62

29.58
22.95
16.67

24.60

28.48
29.45
20.40

25.86

25.69
29.13
22.15

25.19

Both Parents
Dead

(%)

23.41
18.31
7.55

16.97

16.06
26.03
3.08

14.62

20.66
16.30
2.78

15.12

17.92
19.94
5.29

14.33

15.97
15.53
1.90

10.37

Number
in Cohort

205
131
159

495

274

169
207

650

213
122
108

443

491
326
397

1,214

144

103
158

405

Sources: See sources for Table 6.

similar level of income and were certainly very much poorer than
gentlemen and yeomen farmers.44

 The higher mortality among husband-
men indicates that economic forces may have been a factor in shaping
mortality patterns in the earlier period. However, the fact that there
were very substantial increases in life expectancy among all occupa-
tional groups during the eighteenth century suggests that economic
factors were not primarily responsible for the reduction in mortality.
For the later period we have information on a number of laboring
families: of 91 women under the age of 21 marrying laborers in East

44
 Gregory King estimated that the average income of "common seamen" was £20 per annum,

not significantly greater than the estimated income of "labouring people and out servants" (£15 per
annum). See King, Natural and Political Observations, pp. 48, 49.



Population Growth in Eighteenth-Century England 763

TABLE 8

AVERAGE NUMBER OF YEARS LIVED, MEMBERS OF PARLIAMENT, 1660-1820,
BY AGE AT FIRST ENTRY

Date at
First Entry

1660-1690
1715-1754
1755-1789
1790-1820

Average

Aged Under 29

25.71 (429)
30.83 (541)
37.13(480)
38.06 (571)

Number of Years Lived After Entry

30-39

22.58 (458)
28.17(422)
29.86 (354)
32.04 (432)

40+

17.87 (633)
18.52 (347)
21.16(431)
22.40 (572)

Notes: Calculations are to the nearest year and include only cases with full information on date of
birth, first entry, and death. Figures in parentheses indicate numbers of cases.
Sources: Henning, House of Commons 1660-1690; Sedgwick, House of Commons 1715-1754;
Namier and Brooke, House of Commons 1754-1790; and Thome, House of Commons 1790-1820.

Kent from 1751 to 1809, 83.52 percent had fathers living at the time of
their marriage—a figure second only to that for yeomen in the propor-
tion of fathers still living. This finding is consistent with those on
occupational mortality in the nineteenth century: laborers in agricultural
counties in the post-1860 period had one of the lowest mortality rates
recorded.

45

Although no other reliable evidence covering the general population
exists, a variety of information is available on special groups, which
allows a supplemental assessment of changing mortality. One of the
most accurate forms of data available is on Members of Parliament.
Biographical information on M.P.s exists for the period from 1660 to
1820, except for 1691 to 1714. Date of birth, entry, and death to the
nearest year is known for 94.58 percent of the 5,995 M.P.s who first
entered Parliament in 1660 to 1690 and 1715 to 1820—an unrivaled level
of demographic accuracy for the period.

46 A special study of these data
is in process, but the preliminary findings are presented in Table 8.

There were sharp gains in life expectancy between 1660 to 1690 and
1715 to 1754, particularly for the younger age groups (under the age of
39). Mortality continued to fall from the period 1715/54 to 1755/89,
though only among M.P.s under the age of 29.

The finding of a significant fall in mortality during the first half of the
eighteenth century is supported by a number of studies. Perhaps the
most important (and most neglected) is a study of government annu-
itants made by John Finlaison, the actuary to the National Debt Office,
which was published in 1829. Finlaison's data derived from four

45 See Ha ines , "Condi t ions of Work and Mortali ty Dec l i ne , " p . 183. According to the Eas t Ken t
license da ta , all rural occupat ional g roups—yeomen , husbandmen, and laborers—had a lower
parental mortali ty than the more urban ones in the late eighteenth century .

46
 See Henning, House of Commons 1660-1690; Sedgwick, House of Commons 1715-1754;

Namier and Brooke , House of Commons 1754-1790; and Thorne , House of Commons 1790-1820.
T h e proport ion of total cases with information on birth, en t ry , and dea th by period a re a s follows:
for 1660-1690, 95.72 percent ; for 1715-1754, 89.42 percent ; for 1755-1789, 95.76 percen t ; and for
1790-1820, 98.19 percent .
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TABLE 9

MORTALITY RATES PER 1,000 OF ALL NOMINEES TO BRITISH TONTINES, 1693-1789

Date of Tontine

Group

5-15
16-30
31^*5
46-60
61-75

1693

9.12
18.44
20.21
31.57
66.09

1745 +

5.65
9.27

12.61
22.93
66.81

1773

5.75
10.32
11.88
17.09
51.89

1789

6.75
10.14
11.05
18.57

77.39

Source: Finlaison, Report on Life Annuities, pp. 66, 67.

tontines run by the British government in the eighteenth century. A
tontine was a device to raise revenue; it involved the payment of
annuities to subscribers based on the survival of their nominees.
Subscribers buying tontine shares were allowed to nominate whomever
they wished. Most of them nominated themselves or, more frequently,
their children. The annuity paid out by the government depended on the
survival of individual nominees—survivors shared a fixed annuity sum
among themselves—and their deaths were monitored by the Exchequer
until the last nominee died, in very old age. For example, the last
survivor of the 1693 tontine died in 1783.

Although a self-selected group, the subscribers came from all parts of
the country, and there is evidence that they were demographically
representative of the social groups from which they originated.

47 The
subscribers to the tontines were a mixture of aristocracy, gentry,
merchants, and professional people, and though this was a limited social
range, the precision and accuracy of the data helps counterbalance that
limitation.

48 The smallest number of nominees was for the 1693 tontine
(just over 1,000), but the numbers grew progressively throughout the
eighteenth century. Table 9 summarizes the mortality experience of the
four tontines.

There were marked falls in mortality among all age groups under the
age of 60, most of which occurred between the first two tontines. For
example, mortality among the 16-to-30 age group almost exactly halved
between the 1693 and 1745 tontines. A majority of the nominees entered
the tontines as children, though the survivors went on to be included in
mortality calculations for the later age groups. The pattern of mortality
revealed by the tontine data indicates that most of the reduction in
mortality occurred in the first half of the eighteenth century.

47
 In the 1789 tontine, the government nominated over half of the nominees by lot, and their

mortality rates were similar to that of the nominees of the subscribers. See Finlaison, Report on
Life Annuities, pp. 7, 66, 67.

48
 In 1693 the proportion of subscribers listed as gentlemen (including aristocrats) was 59.1

percent; professionals, 11.2 percent; and merchants and others, 29.7 percent. The equivalent
proportions in 1745 were 56.8, 10.5, and 32.7 percent, respectively. See The British State Tontine
of 1693; and Leeson, Guide to . . . British State Tontines, p. 7.
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TABLE 10

LIFE EXPECTANCY (IN YEARS) OF MALES AGED 25 YEARS

Social Group

Tontine nominees

Aristocracy

Reconstitution sample

South-of-England

Quakers

Scottish advocates

Fathers listed in marriage

licenses

Members of Parliament

1600-1649

—

25.4

32.9

26.1

28.8

26.9

—

Approximate Period

1650-1699

28.0

26.9

31.4

27.6

31.1

28.6

25.7

1700-1749

34.5

31.8

33.6

31.7

38.0

—

30.8

1750-1800

36.4

36.4

35.4

31.5

38.1

37.9

37.1

1800-1824

—

37.2

—

—

—

—

38.0

Notes: These figures were prepared with the help of Jim Oeppen. In the case of the marriage

licenses, it was assumed that (1) the average newborn had a mother aged 32 and a father aged 35;

and (2) the average child was 20 years old at marriage. Model North in Coale and Demeny was used

for translating survivorship between the ages of 32 and 52 for women (35 and 55 for men) into life

expectancy at age 25. For the reconstitution sample and the Quakers, conversion was made to life

expectancy at age 25 by using the relationship between life expectancy at ages 25 and 30 in the

Coale and Demeny Model North life tables. More details can be obtained from Jim Oeppen at The

Cambridge Group.

Sources: The figures for tontines are from Finlaison, Report on Life Annuities; for the aristocracy,

from Hollingsworth, "The Demography of the English Peerage," p. 56; for the reconstitution

sample (men aged 30), from Wrigley and Schofield, Population History, p. 250; for the Southern

Quakers (men aged 25-30), from Vann and Eversley, Friends in Life and Death, p. 229; for Scottish

advocates, from Houston, "Mortality in Early Modern Scotland," p. 51; for fathers in marriage

licenses, from data in this article. For Members of Parliament the figures used are those listed in

Table 8 of this article; they include M.P.s younger than 29 when entering Parliament.

A number of more recent studies confirm this conclusion. Table 10
brings together all the available evidence, expressed in the form of male
life expectancy at 25 years of age. The data are arranged in the sequence
in which they were published. The overall finding is that, with the
exception of the reconstitution sample and South-of-England Quakers,
there was an increase of about ten years in adult life expectancy
between the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Table 10 shows that
the increase occurred throughout the whole eighteenth century, though
more detailed analysis reveals particularly sharp gains at its beginning.
Whether this fall in mortality was sufficient to account for the whole of
population growth is a question that can only be answered by further
research.49

49
 A ten-year increase in life expectancy at birth would more than adequately explain population

growth between 1695 and 1841, assuming that fertility was high during the eighteenth century.

Given that the marriage licenses indicate a low age at first marriage of women in the late
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EXPLANATIONS FOR THE FALL IN MORTALITY

What were the reasons for this radical decline in adult mortality? I
have previously argued that smallpox inoculation made a significant
impact on mortality in the late eighteenth century. In rural areas, where
the majority of the population lived, this would have led to a reduction
in adult mortality as well as child mortality, in spite of a gradual increase
in the virulence of the disease.

50
 The data for Members of Parliament,

the aristocracy, and the Quakers indicate a pronounced increase in life
expectancy after 1750, which could be accounted for by the practice of
inoculation during that time. However, smallpox inoculation was not
practiced on any scale in the first half of the eighteenth century so
cannot account for the marked fall in mortality found then. It is
therefore necessary to consider other explanations for that period.

Real incomes probably rose for most of the population during the first
half of the eighteenth century.

51 It is thus possible that this improvement
played a part in reducing mortality. Certainly the evidence of higher
mortality among husbandmen in the early seventeenth century would
suggest that economic factors were important during this early period,
but the weight of evidence suggests that they were not central in
bringing about the overall fall in mortality. The substantial mortality
gains among all the socioeconomic groups discussed in this article
indicate that noneconomic forces were of primary importance. Only
further research will definitively settle this issue.

It is possible that there was a spontaneous decline in the severity of
various diseases at the end of the seventeenth century. However, there
is no evidence for this; smallpox, for example, was increasing in
virulence throughout the eighteenth century. Certain changes in the
environment associated with economic development may have played a
role in reducing mortality; for example, there is good evidence that
malaria was present in the marshlands of southeastern England, and the
draining and enclosure of those areas may have reduced mortality.

52

However, the disease was probably confined to restricted areas of the
country.

We can provisionally explore one hypothesis that fits all the known
evidence: that the main fall in mortality during the early eighteenth
century occurred because of the marked improvement in domestic
hygiene associated with the rebuilding of English housing at that time.

seventeenth century, this assumption is not unrealistic. Developing a model of population change
that reflects the mortality changes discussed in this paper is a priority for future research. I am
grateful to Jim Oeppen for commenting on the implication of the changes in mortality for population
growth.

50 Razzell, The Conquest of Smallpox.
51

 Wrigley and Schofield, Population History, p. 643.
52 D o b s o n , " T h e Las t H i c c u p of the Old Demographic R e g i m e , " p . 413.
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It was linked with a move away from older building materials—in
particular, earthen floors, which had been commonplace since medieval
times in the houses of rich and poor alike. In the seventeenth century,
according to M. W. Barley, even among the clergy, "Earth floors were
almost universal; even if suitable stone was available locally for flagging
the hall, the service rooms still had earth floors throughout this
period . . . The use of brick for paving, as for infilling, belongs to the
period after 1660. "

5 3
 In their history of English housing Bill Breckon

and Jeffrey Parker draw attention to a neglected, if colorful, area of
social history:

Up to the 18th century . . . the ground floor of the house was simply beaten
earth . . . dusty and strewn with straw, rushes or grasses . . . [with] some nasti-
ness seeping into the floors, not only from dog and cat excrement but from human
urine as well, for our ancestors were not too bothered about sanitation. Whatever
its source, the result was that the floors soaked up material rich in nitre—the
"saltpetre" used in making gunpowder. Since this was scarce, the Crown turned
to floors as a rich source of much-needed war material, and empowered "saltpetre
men" to enter people's homes, dig up and take away their floors.

54

The demand for saltpeter for the manufacture of gunpowder was of
such critical importance that these men were allowed to dig up the floors
of bedrooms, halls, butteries, and other rooms in houses as well as the
floors of churches, town halls, pigeon lofts, and stables.

55 This activity
created passionate opposition, particularly when it involved the digging up
of earth under the beds of invalids, pregnant women, and old people.56

Some householders managed to avoid having their houses disturbed by
bribing the government's men. However, the importance of this extrac-
tion from our point of view is that it indicates the highly unhygienic state
of many English houses' floors in the seventeenth century. The "pow-
ers of seisin" of the saltpeter men were revoked in 1656, though the
practice of using house floors as a source of saltpeter seems to have
continued until the end of the seventeenth century, when its importation
by the East India Company made the practice redundant.57

Barley gives a detailed account of the history of farmhouses and
cottages, in which earthen floors persisted until the early eighteenth
century. Church records for Lincolnshire and Bedfordshire reveal that
in parsons' houses during Queen Anne's reign,

Earthen floors were still very much the rule rather than the exception . . . some
houses could be found with nothing else. . . . The next best thing was brick, and
about half of the Lincolnshire houses had one room so paved . . . usually the hall.

33 Barley, "Rural Housing in England," p. 727.
54

 Breckon and Parker, Tracing the History of Houses, pp. 135-36.
33

 Hodgetts, The Rise and Progress of the British Explosives Industry, pp. 12-28, 213-300.
36

 Ibid.
37

 See Clarke, The Natural History of Nitre, p. 21, for a reference to the continuation of the
practice after the 1656 legislation.
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In Bedfordshire the majority of halls were paved, and so were about half the
kitchens.

58

The persistence of earthen floors into the late seventeenth century
perhaps explains some unsanitary practices of the aristocracy during
this period. When Charles II and his court spent the summer of 1665 in
Oxford to escape the plague, they were castigated by the diarist Anthony
Wood: "Though they were neat and gay in their apparell, yet they were
very nasty and beastly, leaving at their departure their excrements in
every corner, in chimneys, studies, colehouses, cellars."

59 That such
unhygienic practices were commonplace is suggested by Pepys's diary;
he himself used a chimney for not dissimilar purposes.60 This behavior
was probably due to the absence of toilets in most houses, even those of
the rich, until the eighteenth century.

61

Barley's work suggests that earthen floors were gradually replaced as
brick was widely introduced for domestic house building, a process
triggered by the great town fires that swept through England during the
late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. The timing of the
process of rebuilding in brick and tile coincides with the early-
eighteenth-century decline of adult mortality previously discussed.

62

This rebuilding of houses appears to have enabled a revolution in
domestic hygiene to take place. As early as 1727 De Saussure could
write,

The amount of water English people employ is inconceivable, especially for the
cleansing of their houses. Though they are not slaves to cleanliness, like the
Dutch, still they are very remarkable for this virtue. Not a week passes by but
well-kept houses are washed twice in every seven days, and that from top to
bottom; and every morning most kitchens, staircase, and entrance are scrubbed.
All furniture, and especially all kitchen utensils, are kept with the greatest
cleanliness.

63

Whether this account was true of just London or the whole country is
open to question, but certainly the eighteenth-century English acquired
a reputation for domestic cleanliness that was reflected in the writings of
other foreign visitors.

64

CONCLUSION

The growth of population in eighteenth-century England was primar-
ily due to a fall in mortality, which was particularly marked during the
first half of the century. As the fall appears to have affected all

58 Barley, The English Farmhouse and Cottage, p . 258.
59 Quoted in Wright, Clean and Decent, p . 76.
60

 Hibbert , The English, p . 335.
61 Ibid., pp . 1%, 335.
62 Jones and Falkus , " U r b a n Improvement and the English Economy," pp. 120, 145, 146.
63 D e Saussure, A Foreign View of England, p . 157.
64 Wilson, Strange Island, pp . 119, 125, 129.
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socioeconomic groups, it does not seem to be explained by economic
improvements. The introduction of smallpox inoculation made a major
contribution to the phenomenon, but the major hypothesis considered
here is that there was a very significant improvement in domestic
hygiene linked with the rebuilding of housing in brick and stone. This
was triggered by the great town fires that swept England in the late
seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, but was also associated
with a general shift in attitude toward hygiene.

This article poses major questions about population, economy, and
society. More research is required before authoritative conclusions can
be reached, particularly about the causes of population growth. Re-
search using local censuses, parish registers, and marriage licenses will
allow an analysis of variations in mortality by town and region and of
changes over time. Additionally, detailed work will have to be under-
taken on the history of hygiene and its impact on health and illness. Only
when this research has been undertaken—which is likely to constitute a
major project over a number of years—will it be possible definitively to
explain population growth in eighteenth-century England.
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Discussion Point 
Should Remaining Stocks of Smallpox Virus be Destroyed? 

 
By PETER RAZZELL* 

' 
There has been much recent debate about the destruction of the last remaining 
stocks of smallpox virus preserved in specialist laboratories in Atlanta and 
Moscow.1 This debate has been carried out exclusively by virologists and 
microbiologists, the specialists who clearly are most qualified to decide the fate 
of one of the world's most deadly viruses. 

However, one voice not yet heard in the debate is that of the medical historian. 
Familiarity with the history of smallpox, cowpox and vaccinia raises a number 
of questions and worries, and in this paper, I want to briefly consider some of 
the issues raised by the medical historical evidence. 

One potential problem that has already been raised is the survival of small- 
pox virus in corpses buried in the permafrost, 2 and the possibility that a new 
epidemic may be triggered by the accidental disturbance of such corpses. That 
this worry is not purely theoretical is indicated by an event that occurred in 
an English village in the eighteenth century: 
The following very singular occurrence happened in the year 1759 at Chelwood a village 
near Pensford (Somerset); the sexton of the place opened up the grave in which a man, 
who died of the smallpox, had been interred near 30 years before. The coffin was of 
oak, and so firm, that it might have been taken out whole; but the man forced his spade 
through the lid, when there issued a most nauseous stench. The person who was to be 
buried being of eminence, most of the inhabitants of the village attended the funeral: in a 
few days afterwards, 14 persons were seized with the smallpox in one day; and in three 
days after, all but two in the whole village, who had not had it, were seized in a like 
manner. It is remarkable, the disease was so favourable, that no more than two persons 
died of it.3 

The ability of smallpox virus to survive underground for long periods of time 
is also indicated by the practice of one Scottish inoculator at the end of the 
eighteenth century. The inoculation of smallpox – variolation – had been 
practiced in Britain since at least 1721, and an amateur inoculator by the name 
of John Williamson had preserved smallpox virus in the following fashion: 

He ... keeps it a long time before he puts it to use – sometimes seven or eight years; 
and, in order to lessen its virulence, he first dries it in peat smoke, and then puts it 
underground, covered with camphor. 4 

This suggests that smallpox virus survived for long periods underground, and 
· along with the above evidence, indicates that the possibility of accidentally 

* 30 Ingram Road, East Finchley, London N2 9QA, UK. 
1 Nature, 366, (23/30 December I993), 71 I. 
2 Peter Lewin, 'Mummified, Frozen Smallpox: is it a Threat?', JAMA, 253, (7 June 1985), 3095. 
3 Peter Razzell, 'Smallpox Extinction – a Note of Caution', New Scientist (I July 1976), 35. 
• Ibid. 
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triggering a smallpox epidemic through the disturbance of a corpse dying from 
the disease is not just a theoretical one. 

But there is perhaps a greater problem arising from another source. In order to 
understand this danger, it is necessary to briefly consider the history of 
vaccination, and the source of the early vaccines used by Jenner and his 
supporters. After a few trial experiments with the cowpox discovered in 
Gloucestershire, Jenner was forced.to resort to cowpox discovered in a dairy 
in Gray's Inn Road, London. This had been discovered by one of his 
supporters, Dr William Woodville, Director of the London Smallpox 
Hospital. Woodville had conducted trials with this strain of cowpox in the 
hospital, and in the process contaminated it with smallpox virus. 

The vaccine that Woodville sent to Jenner ‘was taken from the arm of Anne 
Bumpus, who had had an eruption of three hundred and ten pustules resembling 
those of smallpox.’ 5 It is highly likely that this vaccine was derived from 
smallpox and not cowpox virus, and was subsequently attenuated through arm 
to arm passage, using sites of previous inoculations as a source of virus. 

As a result of this and other experiences, Jenner came to believe that cowpox 
was nothing but smallpox, modified by passage through the cow. He had 
great difficulty in successfully inoculating cowpox into human beings, which is 
one of the reasons he relied on the 'vaccine' supplied by Woodville. Some 
historians have suggested that the cowpox that Jenner discovered amongst the 
Gloucestershire dairymaids was in fact originally derived from smallpox. 
Variolation was practiced in a large scale in Gloucestershire for three decades 
or more before Jenner discovered vaccination. (Jenner himself had been 
variolated as a boy and had practiced variolation as a country surgeon.)6 It is 
possible that milkmaids who had been variolated, had transmitted smallpox virus 
to the cows they were milking, by scratching the itches on their arms and 
infecting the udders of the cows.7 

The belief that cowpox was derived from smallpox was shared by a number 
of Jenner's contemporaries. When vaccines became too attenuated by arm-to- 
arm passage, it was thought necessary to find fresh stocks of cowpox to create 
new supplies of vaccine. Cows were successfully inoculated with smallpox by 
Ceely, Badcock, Thiele and Copeman in the nineteenth century, although 
Copeman believed it was necessary to attenuate the disease first by inoculating 
monkeys as an intermediary host.8 Attempts to inoculate cows with smallpox 

. have been less successful in the twentieth century, and even to this day. The 
exact relationship between smallpox, cowpox and vaccinia is not known. 

Even the origins of current strains of vaccinia are unknown. Some current 
stocks of vaccine may have originated from smallpox virus; for example, the 

 
5 Peter Razzdl, Edward Jenner's Cowpox Vaccine: The History of a Medical Myth (Firle, 1977), 

22. 
6 Peter Razzell, The Conquest of Smallpox (Firle, 1977), 69. 
7 Peter Razzell, Essays in English Population History (London, 1994), 48. 
8 Ibid. 
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strain of vaccinia preserved at the Lister Institute in London is reputed to have 
derived from a Prussian soldier with smallpox in 1870.9 

Virologists have shown that smallpox, cowpox and vaccinia are similar in 
their basic structure, although they have slight genetic and other variations, 
making it impossible to determine their exact relationship. The similar structure 
of the three viruses is what-'we would expect, on the basis of the known 
historical relationship between them. 

It is probable that some strains of cowpox and vaccinia were derived from 
smallpox, and therefore it is possible that a slight mutation in either of these two 
viruses could lead to the re-emergence of smallpox. 10 There is evidence chat 
cowpox has become more prevalent in Europe since the cessation of vaccination, 
and that cowpox – or closely related poxviruses – are to be found in monkeys, 
rodents and cats, and possibly other animal species. There· is recent evidence 
that human beings have been infected by cowpox probably caught from contact 
with rodents and cats. 11 

The historical and virological evidence suggests great uncertainty about the 
future of pox viruses, and how they might affect man in the future. Given 
that some strains of cowpox and vaccinia have been derived from smallpox 
virus, it would in my opinion be premature to destroy the remaining stocks 
of smallpox. They may be required in future as a research aid to combat the 
resurgence of a disease chat has proved to be so fatal to man in the past. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

9 Razzell, Edward Jenner, 3. 
10 Nature, 366, 711. 
11 J. L. Burton, 'Of Mice and Milkmaids, Cats and Cowpox', The Lancet, 343, (8January 1994). 
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DISCUSSION POINT

The Origins ofVaccinia Virus-A Brief Rejoinder

By enrnn rta.zznt-r*

Derrick Baxby's discussion of my article on the destruction of smallpox virusl

raises one major issue that warrants further comment. He writes with the authorify

of a leading medical microbiologist familiar with the latest research on smallpox,

cowpox and vaccinia, and his conclusion about the immunological and molecular

relationship between the three viruses is not at issue. As Baxby writes, the three

viruses are immunoiogically related but have stable differences in their DNA and

orher characteristics.

However, what is at issue is the historical origin of the vaccinia vims, and given

the ambiguiry of the microbiologcal evidence, it is a subject that must be largely

settled by rnedical historical evidence. Fortunately there are certain points of
af5reement which should allow further clarification of the subject.

Discussing the nature of cowpox, Baxby writes: 'Despite its name corvpox virus

does not circulate in cows-probably why nineteenth-century vaccinators had

dittrculry obtaining material.' The historical evidence more than bears out this

conclusion: not only did Jenner find it almost impossible to inoculate what he

beiieved to be cowpox (taken from the udders of cows), but so did his

contemporaries. It was for this reason that he turned to Woodville for a supply of
'cowpox lymph'.

Woodville claimed to have discovered a source of cowpox in a dairy at Gray's Inn

Lane, and it was thi.s strain which reputedly forrned the oril5tn ofthe vaccine supplied

toJenner and other medical practitioners. Baxby argues that this was only one source

ofvaccine, but it became so important as to acquire the name of the 'world's iymph',

used not only in England, but in France, Germany, America, and elsewhere.

But if cor.vpox is not to be found in cows, what was the source of the vaccine

used by Woodvilie, Jenner, and the others? Baxby writes that cowpox 'is

maintained in smal1 wild rodents', but there is no evidence thatJenner or any of his

contemporaries obtained cowpox virus from this source, and they unanimously

believed that cowpox was a disease of cows. (Jenner experimented in trying to

obtain the virus from the grease in horses' hooves, but with ambiguous results.)

If vaccinia was not derived from cowpox taken from cows, what was its origin

and source? It is possible that the virusJenner and Woodville found on cows had

originated from milkmaids. Many of these milkmaids had been inoculated with

smallpox and it is likely that some of them had scratched the itchy pustules on their

* Peter Razzell, Faculty of Social Science, Open Universiry, Walton Hal1, Milton Keynes MK7
6AA. UK.

1 
See Peter Razzell, 'should Remaining Stocks of Smallpox Virus be Destroyed?', Social Hitory of

Medicine,8 (1995), 305-7, and Derrick Baxby'Should Smallpor Virus be Destroyed? The Relevance

of the Origrns of Vaccinia Virus', Social History oJMedidne,9 (1996), 111-19.
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arms and inadvertently transferred smallpox virus to the cows. Baxby has written
that vaccinia is probably a hybrid origrnating frorn both cowpox and smalipox,2

but to sustain this vierv, he must answer the question, frorn what source didJenner,

Woodville, and others obtain their cowpox virus?

I agree rvith Baxby thar the chances of vaccinia or cowpox rnutating into

smallpox are likely to be very slight, but given what I believe to be the origin of
vaccinia-that it was derived from smallpox-it is not beyond the bounds of
historical possibility. Baxby's tone is one of reassurance, adopting the mantle of
irnpartial scientific authority, but the truth is that no one knows for sure the orip;rn

and nature of the vaccines rvhich were used orl rnany millions of people. Perhaps

the lesson to arise out of this particular episode in medical history is that scepticism

of medical certainry is the true legacy ofJenner's discovery of vaccination.

2 
D. Baxbl.,Jcrrner's Snallpox l'arine; the Riddle o.f Vactine Virus and its ()rigins (London, 1981).
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Did svnallpox reduce height?
By PETER RAZZELL

\ I oth and Leunig's recent article in this journal presents detailed

V evidence for a correlation between smallpox and height, concluding

that on average 'smallpox reduced height by at least 1 inch'.l The authors

discuss the serious and destructive nature of smallpox in the eighteenth

and nineteenth centuries, arguin-g. that many young children were
permanently stunted as a result of'the impact of the disease in early

life. Voth and Leunig have righrlyjrointed out the serious consequences

of smallpox and it is probable that there were a number of secondary
illnesses-including tuberculosis and bronco-pneumonia-which
resulted from the disease.2 It also led to physical deformity and perma-

nent disfigurement, and in the late nineteenth century up to two-thirds
of unvaccinated children attacked by smallpox'were left significantly
pock-marked.3

The authors are therefore undoubtedly correct in highlighting the
possible significance of smallpox for average height. Flowever, there are

may'or problems with the quality of the data that they have used in their
article, and these are so fundamental that a re-examination of their central

conclusions is necessary.

Voth and Leunig have used the computerized dataset prepared by

Floud, S?'achter, and Gregory in their study of height for the period

1750-1980.4 Part of this is based on boys recruited into the Marine
Society for the period 1770-1873, and Voth and Leunig have used this
for their analysis of smallpox and height. The data on height are derived
from all boys recruited into the society, whereas those on smallpox are

based on a sample of cases.5

Voth and kunig have presented a diagram (their figure 6) summarizing
the incidence of smallpox among recruits, plotting the proportion of boys

'who had experienced smallpox' against their 'year of birth', computed
from stated age.6 This diagram shows that ;'ust over 40 per cent of boys

bom in the middle of the eighteenth century had had smallpox, a

proportion rising to nearly 100 per cent by L760, and staying at that
level (with one or two minor fluctuations) until about 1820, dropping
dramatically to zero by the end of the 1820s, and staying at that level

until 1859, the end point of the diagram.

I Voth and Leunig, 'Did smallpox reduce height?', p.542.
2 See Razzell, Conquest of smallpox, pp. 107, 108.
3 See, e.g., Collins, St Pancras,
a The dataset is deposited in the ESRC archive, ESRC SN 2134. For the origins of the dataset,

see Floud, Vachtet, and Gregory, Height, heabh and history.
5 See Floud, ITachter, and Gregory, Height, health and history' p. 133.
6Voth and Leunig, 'Did smallpox reduce height?', p.547.
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The boys recruited into the Marine Society came predominantly from
London, the proportions varying, according to Floud, \7achter, and
Gregory, between 71.7 per cent and 88.9 per cenr.7 The incidence of
smallpox given by Voth and Leunig for the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries thus essentially describes the experiences of boys living in
London.

I

There are two major problems with the data as presented by Voth and
Leunig. First, smallpox is known to have been endemic in London since
at least the sixteenth century, and was probably a disease of childhood
from that period onwards.8 Lettsom, who had treated over 61000 smallpox
cases in London between the years 1773 and l776re stated that'most
born in London have smallpox before they are seven',ro and this is
consistent with the endemic nature of the disease. !7e would therefore
expect virtually all boys to have experienced smallpox before they were
recruited into the Marine Society at the average age of about 14 years-
casting doubt on the authors' conclusion that only about half of boys born
in the 1750s and recruited in the 1770s had experienced rhe disease.ll

Even more unexpected is Voth and Leunig's depiction of a more-or-
less constant, nearly 100 per cent, level of smallpox incidence in boys
born between 1760 and 1820, followed by a dramatic decline for those
born in the 1820s, and culminating in a zero level for the 1829 to 1859
cohorts. This pattern of smallpox incidence is nor consistent with what
is known about smallpox mortality in London. The authors themselves
cite Landers's figures of smallpox deaths as a proportion of total burials,
falling from 10.5 per cent in the 1760s to 7.3 per cent in the l800s,
and 3.5 per cent in the 1820s, and this patrern of mortality is confirmed
by detailed statistics which I have published elsewhere.12

voth and Leunig explain this significant decline of smallpox mortality
by citing l(unitz's argument that the 'growth of population and increasing
integration of national economies led to a change in the human crowd
diseases, notably measles and smallpox, transforming them into more
benign childhood diseases'.13 This thesis is flawed on a number of counts:

7 Floud, wachter, and Gregory, Height, health and history, p. 105, n. 9. The original registers often
distinguish betu.'een parish of origin and current parishr but the majority of boys appear to have
both onginated and lived in London.

8 See Razzell, Conquest of smallpox, p. 713.

'qIbid., p. 106.
10 Creighton, Epidernics in Bitain, p.554.
rr It is possible that some of the bo-vs born outside London escaped the disease before entering

the Marine Society, but an examination of the original registers indicates that most of these boys
came from seaports such as Chatham, Portsmouth, and Plymouth, where smallpox was probably
endemic and therefore a disease ofyoung children. (See Razzell, Conquest o.f sntallpox, p.114.) In
any eventr the majority of boys came from London itself, u,here most children had contracted the
disease before the age of seven.

12Voth and Leunig, 'Did smallpox reduce height?', p.557, n.7,1. See also Razzell, Conquest of
snnllpox, p.148.

'3 Votlr and Leunig, 'Did smallpox reduce height?', p.557.
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smallpox was probably always a childhood disease in London; the weight
of evidence is that smallpox in childhood was just as fatal as it was in
adulthood; and smallpox probably increased sharpiSr in virulence during
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.

To support their argument that smallpox was less fatal in childhood
than in adulthood, the authors quote figures from my work on case

fatality by age for Aynho in Northamptonshire,la based on a sample of
132 cases. I present two other tables on the same and an adjacent page,

one for Berlin for the period 1865-74 and the other for London for
1870-83, the Berlin table covering 61123 cases, and the London one

2,159.15 Both these tables show that smallpox fatality was higher for
children under the age of 10 than for any other age group, with the

London figures indicating that smallpox fatality was particularly high for
children under the age of three-a case fatality rate of 66.0 per cent,

compared with 43.0 per cent for adults over the age of 40.16 This higher
level of smallpox fatality is consistent with a general pattern of greater

vulnerability of infants and young children to infectious diseases.

There is also no evidence for the reduction in the virulence of smallpox
during the period under discussion. On the contrary) the average case

fatality of smallpox increased steadily throughout the eighteenth and

nineteenth centuries, probably peaking at the end of the nineteenth
century. \X4ren the Royal Society conducted censuses of smallpox epi-
demics in the 1720s, it found that the average case fatality rate of 32

epidemics in different parts of the country was 16.5 per cent.17 According
to a series of local censuses, this rate climbed steadil.v to over 40 per

cent by the early 1890s,18 providing evidence for McVail's conclusion
that 'natural smallpox gradually became throughout the eighteenth cen-

tury, and up to the epidemic of 1870-73, a more virulent and fatal
disease, its maximum fatality being on a large basis of facts 45 per cent'.1e

Average case-fatality rates do not, of course, simply reflect levels of
virulence. They are also strongly influenced by age and, probably to some

extent, by environmental conditions. Holvever, the scale of change in
average case fatality-nearly trebling in 150 years-indicates that there

was a marked increase in virulence. Literary evidence also supports this
conclusion; for example, Lettsom, writing in 1805, stated that'the malig-
nity [of smallpox] even in London is augmenting. \X/hen I practised here,

35 years ago) one in ten was the calculation, but I think one in six is

now a fair proportion.'2o This increase in the virulence of smallpox is

consistent with what is known about the nature of the virus: the more
virulent the strain the more infectious the disease,2t and with the develop-

11 Ibid., p.556; P.azzell, Conquest o;f vnall'pox, p. 126.
lt Razzell, Conqttest oJ sntallpox, pp. 126, l2i.
1" Ibid., p. 127.
17 Ibid., p. 131.

'8 Ibid., p. 133.
]e Ibid., p. 127.
2'r Ibid., p. 135.

'?l Ibid., pp.14,35.
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ment of world trade, more virulent strains were probably imported from
India, China, and elsewhere. I

There is therefore a fundamental inconsistency between the pattem of
smallpox incidence as presented by Voth and Leunig, and the known
facts about changing smallpox mortality and case-fatality rates. The latter
two factors indicate that in London smallpox was a universal disease of
childhood increasing in virulence, not consistent with a sharp rise in
incidence in the 1750s and a sudden disappearance in the 1820s. That
pattern is also not consistent with what is known about the impact
of inoculation and vaccination on smallpox mortality, but this will be
discussed later.

."II
In the light of this mijor contradiction, the original registers of the
Marine Society deposited in the National Maritime Museum were re-
examined. Only limited details of these registers are provided by Floud,
Wachter and Gregory, and Voth and Leunig do not give any additional
informtion making exact identification possible. Flowever, they stare that
the dataset refers to the period 1770-1873, and there are two types of
register with information on height and smallpox for this period, the
'Registers of boys entered as servants in the king's navy' and the 'Register
of apprentices sent to merchant ships'. The first type starts in 1770 and
ends in 1873, whereas the second begins in 1772 and finishes in 1835.22
From these dates it is likely that the dataser analysed by Voth and Leunig
is based on the first series-the royal navy registers-although there is
some information in the merchant navy registers which might also have
been used.

The royal navy registers give information on height and smallpox
between 1770 and 1844, although, as we will see later, rhe quality of
registration deteriorates sharply in the early 1840s. The merchant navy
registers ostensibly give informarion on height and smallpox between
1772 and 1831. However, the pattern of registration is complex, and it
is necessary to describe in detail the informarion recorded and how it
changed over time.

The royal navy register starrs on 25 September 1770, and initialty there
is no information recorded on smallpox. Then on 3l October (case
number 170) a letter'P'1=pox) appears in the column headed.Reads
Or S7rites', which from 14 December includes the word 'Spox'. This
composite heading of 'Reads Or Writes/Spox' is included from this date
(14 December 1770) nnt1l27 November 1844, which is the end of iegister
no. 14. For the final register (no. 15), which runs from 1844 to 1873,
the composite heading is replaced by the printed heading 'Reads Or'tl7'rites', and smallpox is no longer mentioned either in the heading or
in the text of the register itself. It should be emphasized that 'no smallpox'

22 See National Maritime Museum Library, Greenwich, documents MSY/O/I-I5 and MSY/Q/1-6.
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is a residual category, in that it is the absence of a marking for smallpox
(the letter 'P') that is the basis of the coding for this category.

In the first royal navy register a total of 638 boys are entered between

31 October 1770 and 17 April 1772, of whom 610 are listed as having

had smallpox, i.e. have the letter 'P' entered against their name, giving

a total of 95.6 per cent. Most of the 28 boys not listed as having had

smallpox are to be found right at the beginning of this sequence (25 in
the first 100 cases), and it is possible that this was due to poor registration

before the system became fully established.

The second register in the royal navy series runs from 15 Augast 1772

to 2 February 1778, although there are no cases recorded during the year

1774, probably a result of an intermption in the operations of the Marine

Society. This second register covers h total of 1,578 boys, of whom 1,4t4
(89.6 per cent) are listed with tlre letter 'P' against their names. But
again, it is likely that the absence of smallpox was the result of poor

registration, since most missing cases occur on blank column pages with
no information on reading, writing, or smallpox. This suggests that the

registration clerk simply omitted information on these pages, presumably

ou1 of negligence. 
{

From 1778 through to lS24 (ll further registers in the royal navy

series) virtually all boys (98 per cent and above) are marked as having

had smallpox and the small minority of cases without smallpox are

frequently on blank column pages. In register 14, which begins in 1824,

there are only 18 boys without smallpox in the first 1,351 cases, but
then there is a sharp deterioration in the quality of registration, with
many blank column pages, and 80 of.34l cases between 29 August 1838

and 28March 1841 are listed as without smallpox. From 28August
1841, registration almost completely collapses, with only 3 cases out of
a total of 324 listed as having had smallpox. The register at this time
mirrors registration in the initial period in 1772: only information on

reading and writing is recorded, and the registration of smallpox is

abandoned. The final register (no. 15), starting on 27 November 1844,

no longer has a column for smallpox, and no further information is given

about the disease from that date onwards.
The merchant navy register begins on 3 July 1772' and includes the

following two headings: 1. ''\Vhen appeared before the Committee-If he

has had the Small Pox . . . P-If only supposed to have had it . . . S''
2. '$7hen indentured-If has been inoculated by order of the Committee
. . . I.' These headings are included in the first five registers in the series

running fuom 1772 to 1831, and then disappear in the sixth and final
register, beginning in 1832, although, as we will see, most of these

registers in fact contain no information on smallpox.
The first merchant navy register runs from 3 luly 1772 to 3 July 1778,

and although it has headings for smallpox and inoculation on every page,

no information on these topics is recorded in the body of the register.

Likewise with the second register in this series, starting on 3July 1778:

the columns headed 'If has had the smallpox' and 'if has been inoculated

by order of the committee' are completely blank until 16 November 1780.
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The number of blank cases berween the srart of the first register in fiilZ
and the first recorded case of smallpox in November 1780 is 799. ,r'

Information is recorded on smallpox in the second merchant osWr
register running from 16November 1780 to 21 December 1787, with ar"

total of 404 cases, of which 51 are listed as without smallpox. Nearly all
these are on pages with complete blank columns and there is no mention
of inoculation in the adjacent column-suggesting that many of those
without smallpox are the result of under-registration. From 21 December
1787 there is no further information on smallpox, and although the
headings on smallpox and inoculation are retained in the fifth register in
the series, ending on 6June 1831, there are no entries on smallpox in
the text of the registers. finally, the headings on smallpox and inoculation
are dropped from the si*th register which srarrs on 23 Febtuary 1832,
and there is no further;mention of smallpox in the text of the register.

Voth and Leunig place a special emphasis in their analysis of smallpox
and height on the two recruitment periods 1770-5 arrd l82O-40, and this
is because these are the only two periods in their data where there are
'those with smallpox, and those with.out'.23 In all other periods nearly
100 per cent of boys had had smallpox, and were therefore not suitable
for analysis. However, when we compare the figures for smallpox inci-
dence supplied by Voth and Leunig with those revealed by the original
registers there is a fundamental inconsistency. Although they do not
quote exact figures, from their figure 6 it would appear that approximately
60 per cent of boys recruited in both 1770-5 and L820-40 had had
smallpox. According to the first register in the royal navy series 95.6 per
cent of boys recruited in 1770-2 had experienced smallpox-and this is
a minimum figure because of the under-registration discussed earlier.
The second register in this series covers rhe period 15 August 1774 to
2 February 1778, largely outside the 1770-5 period, and this indicates a
figure of 89.6 per cent, but with an even gxeater degree of under-
registration. The first merchant navy register starts in 1772 and runs
through to 1778, but although there is a heading for smallpox, no cases
are recorded in that register.

In the second period, 1820-40, there is again a basic contradiction
between voth and Leunig's figures and those revealed by the' original
registers. The royal navy series indicates a minimum smallpox incidence
of 98 per cent up to 1824. From 29 March lB24 to 29 August 1838,
there were 11351 boys registered, of whom 11333 (98.7 per cent) had
experienced smallpox. From 29 August 1838 to 28 March 1841, 261 of
341 boys (76.5 per cent) had had smallpox-near to the estimated 60
per cent figure from Voth and Leunig's figure. Flowever, most of the
cases without smallpox are on blank column pages and therefore are
almost certainly the result of under-registration.

2r Voth and Leunig, 'Did smallpox reduce height?', p. 556.

Ct Econontic History Societl 1998



DID SMALLPOX REDUCE HEIGHT?

III

357

How do we account for the discrepancies between Voth and Leunig's
data and information revealed by a re-analysis of the original registers?

First, the former material is based on samples and therefore not strictly
comparable to data from the complete set of registers, but the discrep-
ancies are so great as not to be consistent with this explanation. A
complete explanation will only be possible by comparing the ESRC
computerized dataset with the original registers, but the most likely reason

for the discrepancy lies in coding procedures. Many of the blank column
page entries-probably all of the first 169 cases in the royal navy register
for 1770 and possibly the whole of the first merchant navy register for
L772-8-may have been coded as -'rio smallpox', simply because there
was an absence of positively coded.'smallpox entries. The great majority
of Voth and Leunig's 'no smallpox' cases in the 1770s consist of entries
on blank column pages, with an absence of all information on reading,
writing, and smallpox. In the later period of the 1840s, most of the 'no
smallpox' cases are probably the result of the abandonment of smallpox
registiation in 1841-. This is indicated by the fero level of smallpox
incidence in Voth and Leunig's birth period 1830-59-a period when
the incidence of the disease was no longer being registered by the Marine
Society. Voth and Leunig make no reference to the original registers and
it is likely that they worked only with the computerized dataset; this
would explain why they were unfamiliar with the registration problems
of the original source material.

The question arises as to whether there is any reliable information in
the Marine Society registers which could be used for the analysis of
smallpox and height. In the royal navy register before 1841, genuine

cases of 'no smallpox' can possibly be recognized by their occurrence in
individual entries with information on reading or writing. However, of
24,057 cases registered between 25 September 1770 and 31 August 1841,
only 29 fell into this category. To analyse this small sample, these 29
cases were matched with ones immediately following which had identical
information on reading and writing, but mentioned smallpox. The total
height of the 29 boys in both groups was almost exactly equal-132.9
feet (average 54.99 inches) in the 'no smallpox' sample and 132.5 feet
(average 54.82 inches) in the smallpox one. As the mean age of the two
groups was almost identical, this would tentatively suggest that smallpox
had no impact on average height.

There is one remaining major problem yet to be considered. Given
the decline of smallpox mortality in London charted by Landers and by
Razzell, why did the incidence of smallpox continue at such a high
(almost 100 per cent) level until the late 1830s? The probable explanation
is one referred to by Voth and Leunig in their footnote 30. In the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, contemporaries viewed inoculation
as a type of smallpox, believing it was just another form of the disease.

The Marine Society was interested in the practical question of whether
boys were vulnerable to smallpox when it sent them to royal navy or
@ EcmomicHistory Society 1998
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merchant navy ships, which is why it asked them whether they trad
previously had smallpoxr2a either in its natural or inoculated form-both
preventatives against future attacks of the disease. It is also presumably
for this reason that the society was concemed about inoculating boys,
who had not previously had smallpox, either naturally or by inoculation.'
Therefore the category 'has had the smallpox' would include boys who
had smallpox both in its natural and inoculated forms. This is indirectly
confirmed by the royal navy registers from 1822 onwards: a capital letter
'V' is sometimes marked in the smallpox column, presumably referring
to vaccination as a suffogate for inoculation.

Inoculation became popular in London from the middle of the 1770s

and after the beginning of the nineteenth century was practised widely,
along with vaccination.2s This explains why mortality from smallpox fell
during this period, iir,bpite of a severe increase in virulence. This is a

further reason why Voth and Leunig's statistics of smallpox incidence are

so implausible: they are not consistent with the history of inoculation
and vaccination, both known to be effective in preventing smallpox.

IV

If the arguments of this comment are correct, what are the lessons to be
learnt from the misinterpretation of the Marine Society's registers? If the
basic problem derives'from Voth and Leunig's exelusive reliance on the
ESRC computerized dataset, it will provide a salutary lesson for economic
history. No amount of sophisticated statistical analysis will supply a
substitute for careful study of original sources. Because the new economic
history is able to analyse data at a very sophisticated and abstract level,
including computer modelling, there is a danger that insufficient attention
will be paid to the reliability of the raw material on which such studies
are based. The neglect of detailed empirical research on source material
will inevitably lead to the problems associated with the study of the
Marine Society registers. An example of this is the use of parish registers,
which have formed the basis of much complex and sophisticated historical
demographic work-registers which have not been properly evaluated
through detailed empirical research.26 Perhaps Voth and Leunig have
provided the new economic history with an invaluable lesson-there is
no substitute for the scrupulous study of original source material.

The Open Uniztersity

2allanway, writing an account of the Marine Society in 1770, stated that 'if any have not had
the small pox, with ttreir consent they are ordered to be inoculated': Hanway, Marine Societyrp.26.

25Razzell, Conquest of smallpox, pp,71-3.
26 See 'idem, Enghsh population hismry, pp. 173-216. Parish registers can be evaluated rhrough the

empirical method of 'triangulation', involving the comparison of registers with wills, poor law records,
local censuses, apprentice indentures, ne\i/spaper reports, and other relevant documentary material.
This process of nominal record linkage is a much more reliable method of assessing the quality of
parish registers than abstract and general statistical analysis of parish register data.
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Poverty, Inequality And Health  In  Britain , 1800–2000: 

A Reader. George Davey Smith, Daniel Dorling, Mary Shaw

(eds). Bristol: The Policy Press, 2001, pp. 384, £55.00 (HB).

ISBN: 1-86134-328-0; £15.99 (PB). ISBN: 1-86134-211-X.

The editors of th is volume are to be congratu lated on  the quality

of the selections from classics texts on  poverty, inequality and

health  in  Britain  during the n ineteen th  and twentieth  cen turies.

They have ranged widely both  in  time and subject matter, in -

cluding material from Malthus, Farr, Chadwick, Engels, Mayhew,

Marx, Rowntree, Booth, Pember Reeves, Greenwood, McGonigle,

Boyd-Orr, Beveridge, Titmuss, Morris, Abel-Smith , Townsend,

and the recent Black and Acheson  Reports.

The book has focussed both  on  the h istory of poverty and its

effect on  health  and mortality. The au thors quote widely from

statistical studies as well as narrative descriptions of poverty

from social surveys and other sources. For example, they cite

Collis and Greenwood’s in fluential work on  the health  of the

industrial worker, detailing the effects of poverty and over-

crowding on  tubercu losis mortality during the early twentieth

century. The selections on  poverty often  stand in  their own

right, and evoke an  appropriate sympathy for the poor and their

pligh t in  grappling with  extreme poverty. Some of the most

effective sections of the book on  poverty are selections from

relatively unknown working class au thors, such  as Robert

Roberts and Robert Tressell.

It is on ly possible to convey the flavour of th is writing by

quoting from the text of the book. Tressell worked as a pain ter

and decorator in  Hastings at the beginning of the twentieth

cen tu ry and described in  h is au tobiograph ical novel the

following scene:

‘The woman did not reply at once. She was bending down over

the cradle arranging the coverings which the restless move-

ments of the ch ild had disordered. She was crying silen tly,

unnoticed by her husband. For months past—in  fact ever

since the child was born—she had been existing without suffi-

cien t food. If Easton  (her husband) was unemployed they had

to stin t themselves so as to avoid getting further in to debt

than  was absolu tely necessary. When he was working they

had to go short in  order to pay what they owed; bu t of what

there was Easton  h imself, without knowing it, always had 

the greater share. If he was at work she would pack in to h is

dinner basket overn ight the best there was in  the house.

When he was ou t of work she often  pretended, as she gave

him h is meals, that she had hers while he was ou t. And all the

time the baby was drain ing her life away and work was never

done. She felt very weak and weary as she crouched there

crying furtively and trying not to let h im see.’

Inevitably, such poverty and maternal malnutrition led to poor

health , not on ly for mothers bu t also for their ch ildren , an  asso-

ciation which has been emphasized by Barker and others in  their

work on infant growth and later adult disease. This research neces-

sarily leads to the study of historical conditions, and Davey Smith ,

Dorling and Shaw are pioneers in  bringing the relevance of h is-

torical evidence to the atten tion  of epidemiologists and other

medical researchers, with their work on Booth’s poverty map and

its links to twentieth  cen tury patterns of adult disease mortality.

However, there are problems with  some of the assumptions

made by Davey Smith , Dorling and Shaw. At one poin t they

write that ‘the association  between  poverty and ill-health  

has been  apparen t across the two centuries with  which  we are

concerned’. This was certain ly true of the twentieth  cen tury,

bu t there is increasing evidence that it was not true of the

n ineteen th . Historically, there was no simple relationsh ip

between  poverty and mortality before the twentieth  cen tury.

The editors of the presen t volume have quoted n ineteen th

century evidence which  has long been  discredited. For example,

they quote Chadwick, Engels and Titmuss on  the relationsh ip

between  social class and expectation  of life in  the n ineteen th

century, based on  average age at death  detailed in  various

records. Neisson , Farr and others poin ted out that th is method

was fundamentally flawed, as it did not allow for variations in

the age structure of populations at risk.

Neisson  an d oth er Victorian  actu aries con clu ded from

insurance, friendly society and civil registration  data that adult

mortality was actually h igher amongst middle class groups than

it was amongst working class populations. For example, they

found that mortality amongst clerks and schoolteachers was

higher than  that amongst manual workers. This difference only

disappeared in  the twentieth  cen tury with  the emergence of the

classical social class gradien t.

Neisson and others believed that the ‘inverse’ social class adult

mortality gradient was due to the health ier lives lived by manual

workers, particularly those engaged in  active outdoor occupa-

tions. However, it is possible that the explanation for h igher

middle class adult mortality was partly a function of patterns of

infectious disease. There is some evidence that the middle classes

managed to avoid certain diseases in childhood, and certainly they
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went to great pains to avoid plague, smallpox and other conta-

gious diseases, frequently fleeing from areas where these diseases

were rife. As a result, middle class families probably caught 

some of these diseases—such as smallpox—later in  adolescence

and adulthood, increasing their levels of adult mortality.

Farr and other writers on  n ineteen th  cen tury mortality were

certain ly aware of the importance of disease environment in

shaping levels of mortality. Davey Smith  and colleagues quote

Farr to this effect as follows: ‘(Those living in low-mortality healthy

districts) generally follow agricultural pursuits; and they are scat-

tered th in ly over the country, often  on  h igh  ground, so that the

impurities which they produce are dispersed and diluted in the air

and water. They do not breathe each others’ exhalations in theatres

and churches. They do not drink water su llied by impurities.’

There is a consensus emerging amongst historical demographers

that geographical location  was probably more importan t than

social class in  in fluencing mortality in  the n ineteen th  cen tury.

Generally, ru ral areas were much health ier than  urban  ones,

and th is on ly really changed at the end of the n ineteen th  and

beginning of the twentieth  cen tury. This was probably linked to

the ‘epidemiological transition’, with  in fectious diseases being

replaced by degenerative ones. The h istorical evidence is that

poverty did not sign ifican tly affect in fectious disease mortality,

bu t did have a major impact on  mortality from degenerative

diseases, explaining why it had so much more impact on mortality

in  the twentieth  than  in  the n ineteen th  cen tury.

These patterns of h istorical transition  mean  that epidemio-

logists have to be very carefu l in  their use of h istorical data. For

example, Davey Smith  et al.’s work on  the correlation  between

Booth’s poverty map and twentieth  cen tury adult mortality

assumes that late n ineteen th  cen tury poverty was associated

with  poor health , and yet recent research  has found a lack of a

correlation  between  the poverty colour-coding of streets and

levels of in fan t mortality in  one of Booth’s London districts,

although there may well be an  association  with  ch ild mortality.

This new work is based on  copies of civil birth  and death  reg-

isters, many of which have survived and been deposited in county

record offices, allowin g epidemiological and demograph ic

research  for both  the n ineteen th  and twentieth  cen turies.

The above reservations about the presen t volume should 

not however detract from the success that the editors have in

demonstrating the relevance of h istorical evidence to a wider

account of epidemiology. Many epidemiologists wish  to create a

timeless body of generalizations independen t of h istorical

variation , bu t the editors have alerted us to the importance of

medical h istory for a complete understanding of epidemiological

reality. The selections contained in  the book abundantly and

effectively illustrate a wide body of work both  on  poverty and

its effect on  health  and mortality in  the twentieth  cen tury.

PETER RAZZELL

Ecological Integrity: Integrating Environm ent, Conservation

and Health. D Pimentel, L Westra, RF Noss (eds). Washington DC:

Island Press, 2000, pp. 428, £55.00 (HB). ISBN: 1-55963-8-079;

£27.95 (PB). ISBN: 1-55963-8-087.

This book brings together and synthesizes the work to date of the

Global In tegrity Project, which was started in  1992. The aims of

the project, as stated on the back cover of the book, have been

’… to examine the combined problems of threatened and unequal

human well-being, degradation of the ecosphere, and unsustainable

economies’. The biographies of the contributors to this edited

volume highlight that the project has brought together specialists

from the fields of ecology and related biological/environmental

sciences, economics, philosophy, epidemiology, eth ics and law.

Between them the contributors have an equally broad experience

of academia, industry, governmental and non-governmental

organizations. This bodes well for a project and book that aim to

take a transdisciplinary approach to the issues concerned.

I would emphasize now that th is is not simply a book that

describes which  and how environmental factors affect human

health  today. The whole approach  of the book is to focus on

defin ition , measurement and effects of ‘ecological in tegrity’ and

its loss, in  the context of which  the impacts on  human health

are considered.

The book has a straigh tforward structure, similar to that 

of many edited collections, and is amenable to ‘dipping in’ to

chapters of in terest. Indeed it may be qu ite difficu lt to plough

through the book in  its en tirety. However, I would recommend

against health  specialists simply heading straigh t for the

chapters that deal explicitly with  human health , without some

consideration  of the remain ing conten t of the book. The book

tries to show that human health  not on ly responds to the 

state of ecological in tegrity (at whatever scale), bu t is also an

inheren t part of it. Focussing solely on  the health  section  would

therefore lead to missing the key poin t of the book. Having 

said that, there is probably more detail than  is needed on

ecological theory and specifics such  as forestry for even  the

broadest-minded epidemiologist, bu t that does not limit the

u tility of the book as a whole.

The in troductory section  does a good job of telling the story

of what the book is about, while making the argument for why

the following chapters are importan t and how they fit in to the

story. This is followed by the four main  sections of the book: the

h istory and philosophy behind the ecological in tegrity concept;

the concept as applied to natural resource systems, including

agricu lture, landscape and fisheries; human and societal health ;

and economic and eth ical aspects. The book ends with  a final

synthesis, which  brings together the ideas and summarizes a

prescription  for action .

In  contradiction  to my recommendation  above, bu t with  a

view to the readership of the International Journal of Epidemiology,

a brief review of the health-relevant chapters follows. In

chapter 14, Professor Tony McMichael sets ou t to answer the

question  ‘In what ways do global environmental changes affect the

prospects for human health?’ The focus on  health  prospects high-

ligh ts that th is is concerned with  possible environmental effects

on  health  in  a long-term, ecological framework rather than

measurement of curren t exposure effects. The chapter provides

a neat summary of the manifold means by which  public health

is likely to be affected by global and regional environmental

changes, which  will be familiar to anyone who has read

McMichael’s book Planetary Overload.1 In  common with  much 

of the rest of the book, McMichael argues for the need for

transdisciplinary, holistic scien tific assessment, since these com-

plex and large-scale issues do not fit reduction ist and classical

linear analyses. He suggests that to assume that th ings are

getting, and will continue to get, ‘better’ because life expectancy
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