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Preface

THE following Essay owes its origin to
a conversation with a friend, on the sub-
ject of Mr Godwin’ s essay on ‘ Avarice
and Profusion’ in his Enquirer. The dis-
cussion started the general question of the
future improvement of society. and the
Author at first sat down with an intention
of merely stating his thoughts to his
friend, upon paper, in a clearer manner
than he thought he could do in conversa-
tion. But as the subject opened upon
him, some ideas occurred, which he did
not recollect to have met with before; and
as he conceived that every least light, on
a topic so generally interesting, might be
received with candour, he determined to

put his thoughts in a form for publication.

The Essay might, undoubtedly, have
been rendered much more complete by a
collection of a greater number of facts in
elucidation of the general argument. But a
long and almost total interruption from
very particular business, joined to a de-

sire ( perhaps imprudent) of not delaying
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the publication much beyond the time that
he originally proposed, prevented the Au-
thor from giving to the subject an undivid-
ed attention. He presumes, however, that
the facts which he has adduced will be
found to form no inconsiderable evidence
for the truth of his opinion respecting the
future improvement of mankind. As the
Author contemplates this opinion at pre-
sent, little more appears to him to be nec-
essary than a plain statement, in addition
to the most cursory view of society, to es-
tablish it.

It is an obvious truth, which has been
taken notice of by many writers, that pop-
ulation must always be kept down to the
level of the means of subsistence; but no
writer that the Author recollects has in-
quired particularly into the means by
which this level is effected: and it is a
view of these means which forms, to his
mind, the strongest obstacle in the way to
any very great future improvement of soci-
ety. He hopes it will appear that, in the
discussion of this interesting subject, he
is actuated solely by a love of truth, and
not by any prejudices against any particu-
lar set of men, or of opinions. He pro-
fesses to have read some of the specula-

tions on the future improvement of society
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in a temper very different from a wish to
find them visionary, but he has not ac-
quired that command over his understand-
ing which would enable him to believe
what he wishes, without evidence, or to
refuse his assent to what might be un-
pleasing, when accompanied with evi-
dence.

The view which he has given of human
life has a melancholy hue, but he feels
conscious that he has drawn these dark
tints from a conviction that they are really
in the picture, and not from a jaundiced
eye or an inherent spleen of disposition.
The theory of mind which he has sketched
in the two last chapters accounts to his
own understanding in a satisfactory man-
ner for the existence of most of the evils of
life, but whether it will have the same ef-
fect upon others must be left to the judge-
ment of his readers.

If he should succeed in drawing the at-
tention of more able men to what he con-
ceives to be the principal difficulty in the
way to the improvement of society and
should, in consequence, see this difficul-
ty removed, even in theory, he will gladly
retract his present opinions and rejoice in

a conviction of his error.

7 June 1798

B A8, A R e 5 B F AR
HABRAARFRMEECH
HEMHEE, E LI G
b, IR Z AR R,
BV A G X

WAENKAERE T EHH W
AR ER, AR
B R AT LA X S BRI
oF, RENERLPENN
Wit , 3 AR E R B IRE
AR A RS X EM
R, AR, 7E RGN
A M I HI A R,
LIS AHEBERTRNEA T &
EP AR REFENIRE,
BERMHAREBA FEHN
B0, AR 3R B8 4h T Ok A M
T

TSR 3R 68 AL T M R L
HAREWAMER RG] 2
RIFA NP B SHELN
FERME L, HAREZ REX
FRERMER RS, B QR
w EBER, R SR M
R R B MW, IF HAR AR
BEAINHC R,

179846 A 7H



CHAPTER 1

Question stated - Little prospect of a
determination of it, from the enmity of the
opposing parties — The principal argu-
ment against the perfectibility of man and
of society has never been fairly answered
~ Nature of the difficulty arising from
population — Outline of the principal ar-
gument of the Essay

THE great and unlooked for discoveries
that have taken place of late years in nat-
ural philosophy, the increasing diffusion
of general knowledge from the extension of
the art of printing, the ardent and un-
shackled spirit of inquiry that prevails
throughout the lettered and even unlet-
tered world, the new and extraordinary
lights that have been thrown on political
subjects which dazzle and astonish the un-
derstanding, and particularly that tremen-
dous phenomenon in the political horizon,
the French Revolution, which,

blazing comet, seems destined either to

like a

inspire with fresh life and vigour, or to
scorch up and destroy the shrinking in-
habitants of the earth, have all concurred

to lead many able men into the opinion
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that we were touching on a period big with
the most important changes, changes that
would in some measure be decisive of the
future fate of mankind.

It has been said that the great question
is now at issue, whether man shall hence-
forth start forwards with accelerated veloc-
ity towards illimitable, and hitherto un-
conceived improvement, or be condemned
to a perpetual oscillation between happi-
ness and misery, and after every effort re-
main still at an immeasurable distance
from the wished — for goal.

Yet, anxiously as every friend of
mankind must look forwards to the termi-
nation of this painful suspense, and ea-
gerly as the inquiring mind would hail ev-
ery ray of light that might assist its view
into futurity, it is much to be lamented
that the writers on each side of this mo-
mentous question still keep far aloof from
each other. Their mutual arguments do
not meet with a candid examination. The
question is not brought to rest on fewer
points, and even in theory scarcely seems
to be approaching to a decision.

The advocate for the present order of
things is apt to treat the sect of specula-
tive philosophers either as a set of artful
and designing knaves who preach up ar-
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dent benevolence and draw captivating
pictures of a happier state of society only
the better to enable them to destroy the
present establishments and to forward their
own deep — laid schemes of ambition, or
as wild and mad — headed enthusiasts
whose silly speculations and absurd para-
doxes are not worthy the attention of any
reasonable man.

The advocate for the perfectibility of
man, and of society, retorts on the de-
fender of establishments a more than equal
contempt. He brands him as the slave of
the most miserable and narrow prejudices;
or as the defender of the abuses. of civil
society only because he profits by them.
He paints him either as a character who
prostitutes his understanding to his inter-
est, or as one whose powers of mind are
not of a size to grasp any thing great and
noble, who cannot see above five yards
bhefore him, and who must therefore be ut-
terly unable to take in the views of the en-
lightened benefactor of mankind.

In this unamicable contest the cause of
truth cannot but suffer. The really good
arguments on each side of the question are
not allowed to have their proper weight.
Each pursues his own theory, little solici-

tous to correct or improve it by an atten-
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tion to what is advanced by his oppo;
nents,

The friend of the present order of things
condemns all political speculations in the
gross. He will not even condescend to ex-
amine tife grounds from which the per-
fectibility of society is inferred. Much less
will he give himself the trouble in a fair
and candid manner to attempt an exposi-
tion of their fallacy.

The speculative philosopher equally of-
fends against the cause of truth. With
eyes fixed on a happier state of society,
the blessings of which he paints in the
most captivating colours, he allows him-
self to indulge in the most bitter invectives
against every present establishment, with-
out applying his talents to consider the
best and safest means of removing abuses
and without seeming to be aware of the
tremendous obstacles that threaten, even
in theory, to oppose the progress of man
towards perfection.

It is an acknowledged truth in philoso-
phy that a just theory will always be con-
firmed by experiment. Yet so much fric-
tion, and so many minute circumsiances
occur in practice, which it is next to im-
possible for the most enlarged and pene-
trating mind to foresee, that on few sub-

HHEDTHWA

AR AR BT A
MBRE B BT R AIER,
IR BRI % — T4t
20 SEE IS A R, EA
R B HRBR 22 S T AN $ 1
R & E— T ENHBIRZ
&t

ST 5 R B 2
HH AT, ) f RS E
EEEEWIS L, AREE
i1 1 T R XA 2
L AR, AT
1 VL8 F X B — S
RSB Y2 WA S
FLE € 1A B % 1R 4 IR
S B T SR T S M A
AP B AR S, B %
i L AR B KRR,
HEAKE SRR LR,

ERKESEREES
TEORIEBIR, EW ¥ E X
—&ANMER, HREFEX
B, S HAREH N, RE
/DR X R E R B
1 BB B At A TR
BB, B, EANBA



jects can any theory be pronounced just,
till all the arguments against it have been
maturely weighed and clearly and consis-
tently refuted.

I have read some of the speculations on
the perfectibility of man and of society
with great pleasure. I have been warmed
and delighted with the enchanting picture
which they hold forth. I ardently wish for
such happy improvements. But I see
great, and, to my understanding, uncon-
querable difficulties in the way to them.
These difficulties it is my present purpose
to state, declaring, at the same time, that
go far from exulting in them, as a cause of
triumph over the friends of innovation,
nothing would give me greater pleasure
than to see them completely removed.

The most important argument that I
shall adduce is certainly not new. The
principles on which it depends have been
explained in part by Hume, and more at
large by Dr Adam Smith. It has been ad-
vanced and applied to the present subject,
though not with its proper weight, or in
the most forcible point of view, by Mr
Wallace, and it may probably have been
stated by many writers that I have never

Xt BT A B % R AT FE 4
9% 58 0 B B R IR B R 3R
ZHIL,ROE BB ERE
HiE,

e AL PAS R e Uk
WX TFALMMLLT BEH
TR, ATl R X
FRK RN R, E R
B FRE . RAIHNE
HXREA ANRHREREY
WR. HEREIGERT,
— SR A AE R B4 R T T
WEEREMEE L, R
Hi R AR X & R AR —
T AL HEEEH, B E
IMBA NG, BRENR
HMBERP LN —TEE;
MR BRENBARREE
B, RBBIREX BAHA
HEXEIERARNET .

RERHNBREERN®
AEEARFRAR. EFK
#ir FEAREET THS
B, - T I —
BHR T R, R TAE
HR XM FFREN
RBIRMALEHIFE T, BR
EAME#ITESHER, R
P, BAERRA WA
FHEZEAE. BFELEH



met with. I should certainly therefore not
think of advancing it again, though I
mean to place it in a point of view in some
degree different from any that I have hith-
erto seen, if it had ever been fairly and

satisfactorily answered.

The cause of this neglect on the part of
the advocates for the perfectibility of
mankind is not easily accounted for. I
cannot doubt the talents of such men as
Godwin and Condorcet. I am unwilling to
doubt their candour. To my understand-
ing, and probably to that of most others,
the difficulty appears insurmountable. Yet
these men of acknowledged ability and
penetration scarcely deign to notice it,
and hold on their course in such specula-
tions with unabated ardour and undimin-
ished confidence. I have certainly no right
to say that they purposely shut their eyes
to such arguments. I ought rather to doubt
the validity of them, when neglected by
such men, however forcibly their truth
may strike my own mind. Yet in this re-
spect it must be acknowledged that we are
all of us too prone to err. If I saw a glass
of wine repeatedly presented to a man,
and he took no notice of it, I should be
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apt to think that he was blind or uncivil.
A juster philosophy might teach me rather
to think that my eyes deceived me and
that the offer was not really what I con-
ceived it to be.

In entering upon the argument I must
premise that I put out of the question, at
present, all mere conjectures, that is, all
suppositions, the probable realization of
which cannot be inferred upon any just
philosophical grounds. A writer may tell
me that he thinks man will ultimately be-
come an ostrich. I cannot properly contra-
dict him. But before he can expect to
bring any reasonable person over to his
opinion, he ought to shew that the necks
of mankind have been gradually elongat-
ing, that the lips have grown harder and
more prominent, that the legs and feet are
daily altering their shape, and that the
hair is beginning to change into stubs of
feathers. And till the probability of so
wonderful a conversion can be shewn, it
is surely lost time and lost eloquence to
expatiate on the happiness of man in such
a state; to describe his powers, both of
running and flying, to paint him in a con-
dition where all narrow luxuries would be

contemned, where he would be employed
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only in collecting the necessaries of life,
and where, consequently, each man’ s
share of labour would be light, and his
portion of leisure ample.

I think 1 may fairly make two postulata.

First, That food is necessary to the ex-
istence 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 advan-
tage of his creatures, still executes, ac-
cording to fixed laws, all its various oper-

ations.

I do not know that any writer has sup-
posed that on this earth man will ultimate-
ly be able to live without food. But Mr
Godwin has conjectured that the passion
between the sexes may in time be extin-
guished. As, however, he calls this part

Srevk R B ] , AR 4 3o R YR 2%
CRICIN=E . 48 s

AR AT DL IE 42
PIZRERH

B RYX AR ESF
HBER AT o

B, WA B K
WERK, BJLFSRF AT

EP&EN, B ARNTA
TR RXAENARE, F&
BRAL T AT PR BY 1B =2 3k
BER BB R L RINTEBA
RAEAVEH 224k, BIH®
BARNBHEBERGSLE: T
SHAIRE, THRHAN
RBRIELMEH T FHEF
MR BT TR EE
M8 EE MO T AT ElE
IR B R, T AR 1 BB AT
[ RE ¥k W0 o 1t (8] i 47 3 4% F
R HERAE ,

RA FEA AR B
i, R B, ARBRA S
BRAYmMAR. BEEE
SCAEHE HE B, 5 ) R K
B — € i I 1 B 2 TH BR Y
Axd, BT A7 PR i R A X



of his work a deviation into the land of
conjecture, 1 will not dwell longer upon it
at present than to say that the best argu-
ments for the perfectibility of man are
drawn from a contemplation of the great
progress that he has already made from the
savage state and the difficulty of saying
where he is to stop. But towards the ex-
tinction of the passion between the sexes,
no progress whatever has hitherto been
made. It appears to exist in as much force
at present as it did two thousand or four
thousand years ago. There are individual
exceptions now as there always have
been. But, as these exceptions do not ap-
pear to increase in number, it would sure-
ly be a very unphilosophical mode of argu-
ing to infer, merely from the existence of
an exception, that the exception would,
in time, become the rule, and the rule
the exception.

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

Population, when unchecked, increas-
es in a geometrical ratio. Subsistence in-
creases only in an arithmetical ratio. A
slight acquaintance with numbers will

shew the immensity of the first power in
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comparison of the second.

By that law of our nature which makes
food necessary to the life of man, the ef-
fects of these two unequal powers must be
kept equal. This implies a strong and con-
stantly operating check on population from
the difficulty of subsistence. This difficul-
ty must fall somewhere and must necessar-
ily be severely felt by a large portion of
mankind.

Through the animal and vegetable king-
doms, nature has scattered the seeds of
life abroad with the most profuse and lib-
eral hand. She has been comparatively
sparing in the room and the nourishment
necessary to rear them. The germs of ex-
istence contained in this spot of earth,
with ample food, and ample room to ex-
pand in, would fill millions of worlds in
the course of a few thousand years. Ne-
cessity, that imperious all pervading law
of nature, restrains them within the pre-
scribed bounds. The race of plants and
the race of animals shrink under this great
restrictive law. And the race of man can-
not, by any efforts of reason, escape from
it. Among plants and animals its effects
are waste of seed, sickness, and prema-
ture death. Among mankind, misery and

vice. The former, misery, is.an absolute-
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ly 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 abso-
lutely necessary consequence. The ordeal

of virtue is to resist all temptation to evil.

This natural inequality of the two pow-
ers 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 argu-
ments are of slight and subordinate con-
sideration in comparison of this. I see no
way by which man can escape from the
weight of this law which pervades all ani-
mated nature. No fancied equality, no a-
grarian 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 exis-
tence of a society, all the members of
which should live in ease, happiness,
and comparative leisure; and feel no anxi-
ety about providing the means of subsis-
tence for themselves and families.

Consequently, if the premises are just,
the argument is conclusive against the
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