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I think I may fairly make two postulata.  
 

First, That food is necessary to the existence of man.  
Secondly, That the passion between the sexes is 

necessary, and will remain nearly in its present state.  
These two laws ever since we have had any knowledge 

of mankind, appear to have been fixed laws of our nature; 
and, as we have not hitherto seen any alteration in them, we 
have no right to conclude that they will ever cease to be 
what they now are, without an immediate act of power in 
that Being who first arranged the system of the universe; 

and for the advantage of his creatures, still executes, according to fixed laws, all its various 
operations.  
[ ... ]  

Assuming then, my postulata as granted, I say, that the power of population is indefinitely 
greater than the power in the earth to produce subsistence for man.  

Population, when unchecked, increases in a geometrical ratio. Subsistence increases only in an 
arithmetical ratio. A slight acquaintance with numbers will shew the immensity of the first power 
in comparison of the second.  

By that law of our nature which makes food necessary to the life of man, the effects of these 
two unequal powers must be kept equal.  

This implies a strong and constantly operating check on population from the difficulty of 
subsistence. This difficulty must fall some where; and must necessarily be severely felt by a large 
portion of mankind.  

Through the animal and vegetable kingdoms, nature has scattered the seeds of life abroad with 
the most profuse and liberal hand. She has been comparatively sparing in the room, and the 
nourishment necessary to rear them. The germs of existence contained in this spot of earth, with 
ample food, and ample room to expand in, would fill millions of worlds in the course of a few 
thousand years. Necessity, that imperious all pervading law of nature, restrains them within the 
prescribed bounds. The race of plants, and the race of animals shrink under this great restrictive 
law. And the race of man cannot, by any efforts of reason, escape from it. Among plants and 
animals its effects are waste of seed, sickness, and premature death. Among mankind, misery and 
vice. The former, misery, is an absolutely necessary consequence of it. Vice is a highly probable 
consequence, and we therefore see it abundantly prevail; but it ought not, perhaps, to be called an 
absolutely necessary consequence. The ordeal of virtue is to resist all temptation to evil.  

This natural inequality of the two powers of population, and of production in the earth, and that 
great law of our nature which must constantly keep their effects equal, form the great difficulty 
that to me appears insurmountable in the way to the perfectibility of society. All other arguments 
are of slight and subordinate consideration in comparison of this. I see no way by which man can 
escape from the weight of this law which pervades all animated nature. No fancied equality, no 
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agrarian regulations in their utmost extent, could remove the pressure of it even for a single 
century. And it appears, therefore, to be decisive against the possible existence of a society, all 
the members of which, should live in ease, happiness, and comparative leisure; and feel no anxiety 
about providing the means of subsistence for themselves and families.  
[ ... ]  
I said that population, when unchecked, increased in a geometrical ratio; and subsistence for man 
in an arithmetical ratio.  

Let us examine whether this position be just.  
I think it will be allowed, that no state has hitherto existed (at least that we have any account 

of) where the manners were so pure and simple, and the means of subsistence so abundant, that 
no check whatever has existed to early marriages; among the lower classes, from a fear of not 
providing well for their families; or among the higher classes, from a fear of lowering their 
condition in life. Consequently in no state that we have yet known, has the power of population 
been left to exert itself with perfect freedom.  

Whether the law of marriage be instituted, or not, the dictate of nature and virtue, seems to be 
an early attachment to one woman. Supposing a liberty of changing in the case of an unfortunate 
choice, this liberty would not affect population till it arose to a height greatly vicious; and we are 
now supposing the existence of a society where vice is scarcely known.  

In a state therefore of great equality and virtue, where pure and simple manners prevailed, and 
where the means of subsistence were so abundant, that no part of the society could have any fears 
about providing amply for a family, the power of population being left to exert itself unchecked, 
the increase of the human species would evidently be much greater than any increase that has 
been hitherto known.  

In the United States of America, where the means of subsistence have been more ample, the 
manners of the people more pure, and consequently the checks to early marriages fewer, than in 
any of the modern states of Europe, the population has been found to double itself in twenty-five 
years.  

This ratio of increase, though short of the utmost power of population, yet as the result of actual 
experience, we will take as our rule; and say, That population, when unchecked, goes on doubling 
itself every twenty-five years, or increases in a geometrical ratio.  

Let us now take any spot of earth, this Island for instance, and see in what ratio the subsistence 
it affords can be supposed to increase. We will begin with it under its present state of cultivation.  

If I allow that by the best possible policy, by breaking up more land, and by great 
encouragements to agriculture, the produce of this Island may be doubled in the first twenty-five 
years, I think it will be allowing as much as any person can well demand.  

In the next twenty-five years, it is impossible to suppose that the produce could be quadrupled. 
It would be contrary to all our knowledge of the qualities of land. The very utmost that we can 
conceive, is, that the increase in the second twenty-five years might equal the present produce. 
Let us then take this for our rule, though certainly far beyond the truth; and allow that by great 
exertion, the whole produce of the Island might be increased every twenty-five years, by a 
quantity of subsistence equal to what it at present produces. The most enthusiastic speculator 
cannot suppose a greater increase than this. In a few centuries it would make every acre of land 
in the Island like a garden.  

Yet this ratio of increase is evidently arithmetical. It may be fairly said, therefore, that the means 
of subsistence increase in an arithmetical ratio.  

Let us now bring the effects of these two ratios together.  
The population of the Island is computed to be about seven millions; and we will suppose the 

present produce equal to the support of such a number. In the first twenty-five years the population 
would be fourteen millions; and the food being also doubled, the means of subsistence would be 
equal to this increase. In the next twenty-five years the population would be twenty-eight millions; 
and the means of subsistence only equal to the support of twentyone millions. In the next period, 
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the population would be fifty-six millions, and the means of subsistence just sufficient for half 
that number. And at the conclusion of the first century, the population would be one hundred and 
twelve millions, and the means of subsistence only equal to the support of thirty-five millions; 
which would leave a population of seventyseven millions totally unprovided for.  

A great emigration necessarily implies unhappiness of some kind or other in the country that is 
deserted. For few persons will leave their families, connections, friends, and native land, to seek 
a settlement in untried foreign climes, without some strong subsisting causes of uneasiness where 
they are, or the hope of some great advantages in the place to which they are going.  

But to make the argument more general, and less interrupted by the partial views of emigration, 
let us take the whole earth, instead of one spot, and suppose that the restraints to population were 
universally removed. If the subsistence for man that the earth affords was to be increased every 
twenty-five years by a quantity equal to what the whole world at present produces; this would 
allow the power of production in the earth to be absolutely unlimited, and its ratio of increase 
much greater than we can conceive that any possible exertions of mankind could make it. [. . .] 

But though the rich by unfair combinations, contribute frequently to prolong a season of distress 
among the poor; yet no possible form of society could prevent the almost constant action of 
misery, upon a great part of mankind, if in a state of inequality, and upon all, if all were equal.  

The theory, on which the truth of this position depends, appears to me so extremely clear; that 
I feel at a loss to conjecture what part of it can be denied. 

 That population cannot increase without the means of subsistence, is a proposition so evident 
that it needs no illustration.  

That population does invariably increase, where there are the means of subsistence, the history 
of every people that have ever existed will abundantly prove.  

And, that the superior power of population cannot be checked, without producing misery or 
vice, the ample portion of these too bitter ingredients in the cup of human life, and the continuance 
of the physical causes that seem to have produced them bear too convincing a testimony. 

 
 

 


