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Tae historiun’s nnderstanding of past situations benefits greatly from the fact
that he, unlike any contemporary observer, knows a good desl about the
subsequent development. Tt is only in retrospect, if at all, that gorminal forces,
unnoticed or underestimated at the time, can be seen in their true siprificance.
Iowever, hindsight also has its dangers. Reading history backwards we ate
easily wnisled into postulating specific “antecedents” and “early phases”™ of
phennmena which seem to require a long period of gestaton; and we are
abmost inelined to distrust our records if they fail to confirm our e;:pecia-
tions.

Tt is well to be on guard against this temptation when trving to appraizse the
general character of the closing vears of the seventeenth, and the early decades
of the ﬂgh{mnth century. Certuinly, as fur as the dem-::-gmphlc situation of
this peried is concerned, there was Tittle if anything to herald the impending
changes, Man was still very mach at the merey of the elements, As late as the
1690 a succession of poor and indifferent harvests created severe subsistence
crises in almost all countrics of Ewrope. 8o far from growing, the population
declingd here and there, as dearth and starvation stalkedd through the lands
from Castile to Finland, and from the Scottish ITighlands to the foothills of
the Alps. In 1695, after 4 serious crop failure, certain repional death rates in
Sweden are known to have rsen to @ und 16 per cent respectively.! (The
present death rute in Cunada is 8 per millel ) In one Finnish provines, Tavast-
land, oo less than ome-thind of the iohabitsots st be sssumed to have
porished during the fumnine of 1896-7.2 Muny purts of France had soffered
vompurable e yeurs eurlier, in 1693-4* An ennmeration held in the

*This paper wis presented at the anwual meel:ing of the Canadian Folitleal Sclence
Asgociativn in Montres], Tune 6, 1956, I main sabstemes will be incorporated, in slightly
cetemeled form. i the anthors eimtrilnetion to the fotheoming forrth vohma of the
Camfrides Eronoads Histon;.

1Eine Julilkala, “The Creat Finnish Famine in 1636-97," Seandinaoion Economic History
Henfene, 1L, oo, 1, 1853, p. 56,
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FThezer exists amnple informetion of a Teeal or repional nature on the impact of the French
Eamine of 18091, The followring recent studies may be mentioned: ]l::.m Mensret, "Las
Crises e snbsistance et Ta démoﬁrnphie de ln Fronce d'Auvien Régime” Topulotion, 1,
1046, G050 Piare Covliert, *En Branvaisis: problémes démopraphiqnes dn e slbole™
At :sr-mrﬁnies. socidids, clvilisstions. VII, 1953, 45368, and his “Une Richesse
histevinme ey cowrs Qexploitetion: les registrcs }_1&1'n1'.*:51':111r," thid, TX, 1454, B3-85,
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Duchy of Brabant in 1708 failed fo roveal any gain in numbers over those
ascerlained in 1685.* The Kurmark, in 1728, counted slighily fewer inhabitants
than forty years carlier,® In England and Scotland, o period of ueute distress
uhich lastedl from 1683 to 1699 was lowg afterwords remembersd as the
“seven i1l yoars,™ If Lhey did not cause a diminuton, they nust at least have
chocked the growth of populstion in the British Isles,

Nor was this the last visitation of the kind. The excessively cold and long
winter of 1708-0, followed as it wus by widespreud crop failures, again cansed
inteose misery aod high mertality among the poorer classes, especially in
France, where this scason was long remembered #s “le grand Hiver.™ In
England, the scarcity did not resch famine proportions, but the price of grain
rose very hiph® and the London Bills of Mortality record an unnsual incidence
of fatul cases of “fever.,™

Meanwhile Durepe had once again entered upon a phase of universal bel-
ligerency. While the campaipgns of the War of the Spunish Succession {1701-14)
were foupht in the west, the nations of the northesst were engaged in an even
Iooper and fiercer conflict, the Great Northern War (1699-1721). [isturiaos
have tended to minimize the déirect demopyraphic effects of warfare; and o
general thig view of things is probahly comect. However, the Creat Northern
War appears to have been an wneommonly sanpuinary affuir. This may he
inferred from Finnish populatiom data from the middle of the eighteenth
confury, which reveal a highly abnormal sex distribntion v ull the older age
geoups. Af that time, there wis an exvcess of females over males in the proups
hort bobween 1676 and 1695, ranging from 21 to as high as B8 per cent®
The conclugion to be drawn iz that a significant proportivn of the men whoe
were of military agn during the period of hostilities perished in the war. The
effects of such losses an the reprodnctive power of the nabions involved need
no emnphasis.

Neverthaloss, the number of military cosualties, if it could be ascertained,
would undoubtodly e dwarled by the heavy losses inflicted upon the civilian
population hy warkime I!"p1d1.‘l111|:!‘; While the theatres of operatens in the
wist L‘L]Jvl:nu:lccd the wsual flare-up of typhus, northesstern Enrope was once
again invaded by plague?® Thongh virtually extinct in the west, plague was
still endemie in the castern parts of the Bouropeun continent. As early as 1708

44, Coseomans, e beoolking con Braband in de XVTe en XVTIe corar [ Brossels, 1938,
57,222

5ard Theodor vou Inima- -Sternagg and Rudolf IIuph: “Die Bmullcrmn,t, des Mittelalbers
nnd der neveren Foit bis Ende des 18, [ahrhunderts in Europa™ in Hamdiofrterbuch der
Stamiewteenschaften (dth wl, Jeua, 1924, 1T, 672,

fCharles Creighton, A IMstory of Fpidemics in Brifain (Cowhridge, TROT, 18843, T,
47 I,

Tarthur M, de Boislisle, Le Grand Hrer et lr divette de I700 { Paris, 1903 ).

Hlmnes E. Thorold Rogers, A Hitory of Agriculfere end Prices in England {Ceford,
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the infecton uppears to have spread throngh Polund into Silesia; and in the
next fow years, imdoubtedly in conneetion with military movements, but
probably lomented also by the food erisis of 1700-10, the discase invaded
Brandenburg—Prussia, the Baltic countries, and Scundinavia. In the city of
Danvig and its suburbs, 32,600 persons—hetween one-third snd cnehalt of
the population—are reported to have dicd of plague during the epidemic of
1709; Copenhagen is said to have lost about a third of its inhabitanls in
1710-11. Other cities of northeastern Europe such as Kinigsbery, Riga, Stock-
holm, Uppsala, and Helsinki also suffercd grievously. Nor was it only the
wrban centres that were afflicted. As Sussmileh’s fisures for East Prussia and
Lithuania indicate? mortality was very heavy throughout the Baltic littoral in
17089 and 1710, In East Prussia ncarly 11,000 vacant farms are said to have
been counted alter the plague.® Progressing relentlessly toward the waost, the
infection reached northwestern Germany in 1712, and Anstria, Bobania, and
Bavaria in 1713, However, by this tine, the epidemic, while still murderous
in sorne places, seems to have exbansicd its powers of dillnsion. Before it was
able to penetrate into Itily and the wesl of Europe Lhe plague ceased abruptly,

To peoplc in western Enrope it must have seemed as i their countrics had
acquired some sort of fmmunity against plague: after 4ll, the last pestilential
visitations of wostern Europe hud occurred a generation or two before. More-
over, events in the following vears, though very upsetting at fint, could not
but confinm men in their nptimism. T am referring to the last great vutbreak
of plague in westorn Furope, the visitation of Provence.™

In May, 1720, a ship coming from a plague-infosted port in Syra hrought
the deadly disease to Marseille, There followed & Favions emthreak, killing
ahout 40,000 of the ecity’s Q0000 imhabitanis. Within a few weeks after its
first appearance the cpidemic was sweeping throngh Provence; and though
in some places the lossos were relatively light, in others, especially in the
more populous towns and cities, the death toll was appalling. Aic-en-T'ravence,
Martines, and Saint-Rémy lost about ene-third, Toulon, Aurel, and Beree
about onehalf, and Arles and La Valette about threetfouths of their in-
habitants,

The news of this catastrophe cuwsed grave anxiety throughout Europe,
Authorities everywhere hastily decreed quarantine and other precaylionary
muasurcs—the Pope had six of Rome’s sixteen gates waolled up so as to facilitate
the inspection of incoming freight and travellers. In England—such is the
tungled skein of historical cavsation—the scarg produced un unexpected hoom
in the toxtile trudes, as people stoppod buying French manufacturcs and
transforred theit demand lo English goods.™ However, the fears proved un-
founded Tnexplieably, he plague failed to spread beyond the borders of
Provence and a few adjoining districts of Languedoc; and by August, 1721,
it was all over,

18They arce guoted by Thomeas Fobert Malthus in the [{Secomd} Esmey o Population,
Book I chap, XIL

18Lrich Keyser, Bevlifkernpspeschiohie Metctrchlends {2nd ad., Leipzig, 19417, 386

145t cker, THe Geschichte der Pest, 322 ff,

158, Dorothy George, Englmd in Trensition {Bengnin Books, 1953}, 54.
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"The sequence ol erises which, often reinforcing one another, had wfflicted
maost nations of Fnrope during the 1690's and the early vears of the eighteenth
century was followed by u period which appears considersbly more auspicious
by comparison, The two decades from 1715 to 1735, with one or twa excep-
tions, were marked by ubundimt harvests. Endemic diseases, such as typhoid,
continucd to exact a heavy toll of life, cspecially in the big cities; but there
were no more epidemics of plague, except that imited outbreak in Provence.
Fighting was tapering off: the Spanish suceession was settled by treaty in
1714, and Austria’s conflict with Turkey endad in 1718. The Northern War was
in its last phase, and terminuted in 1721 The stage was set for demographic
recovery and advance. :

At this point in his narrative the historian of population, for the first Hme,
finds himself in a position to support his conclusions with tolerably relisble
figures arranped in time series; though in the beginning it is only for a very
limited territory—Finland und ten countics of Sweden—that this kind of in-
formation hecomes available.® In both these countries the death rate remained
rumnarkably constant and very low for a poriod of about fifteen years following
the end of the Northern War, the average being 21.2 per mille for Swodon
and 20.8 per mille for Finland in 1721-35. A recent student of Swedish popula-
tion sums up the state of affairs in these words: “For no subsequent period
during the rest of the century did the death rale remain at so low a level and
in spite of wide Hluctuations in the deuth rate in later years it was very rare
for the rate to fall again to the low level of 1721-35, and in oo year did it fall
below that earlier level. Not nntil the 1830°% in Sweden und the 1870 in
Finland did the death rafe fall to a comparably low fignre. ™4

Ta samn small estent this meommonly low death rate can be explained by
vicwing it as a fanetion of the hirth rate. Since infant mortality formed a very
imporkant component of total mortulity in the eighteenth century, a low birth
rate would tond to reduce the death rate, Ag a matter of fact, in consequence
of the highly unfavourable ape wnd sex distribution referred to ahove, the
Swedish and Finnizh hirth rates were relatively low in this peried. However,
since tho death rate was substantially lower still, the population of the bwe
countrics was growing rapidly. In Finland, the average anoual increage in the
twentics and carly thirdes of the eighteenth cenbury was almest 16 per
thousand, enly a little lower thun the rate of patural increase in Canada in

138wz Eli F. Heckseher, “Swedish Copulstion Trends before the Industriol Revolution,™
Eeonorde Istoryy Hevdewr, Second Series, T1, na. 4, TO50, 288-7; 1L Gille, “The Demographic
sty of the Northern European Countries in the Fighteonth Century,” Poprletion Studics,
T, na, 1, 1045, 5-685; Gustsy Utterstwiim, “Some Population Problems in Pre-Industrisl
Sweden,” Scundinarion Eeonomic History Recicw, II, oo. 2, 1934, 10563, See plwo tha
studics by Eine Jutiklela aibed above in netes I and 10

ViThis” figure, which is bosed on slightly defective contemporary compilations from the
church repisters, would have to be rojsed to 23.9 por mills #f thn comections sugpested by o
repiomnl dnvestipution were to be applied to the whole Kingdorn, See et Bogthiae, “Mow
Light on Mishtcenth Gevtury Sweden,” Scandineeion Ecoremde History Beclers, T1, 1050,
150 n 2, 3

180/, “Llemagraphic History,” 50,
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recent years, In the ten Swedish counties for which information is gvailable
naturdl growth, if considerably slower than in Finland, was also guite im-
pressive,

Llonwever, the time had not vet amived when Europeun socictics would he
capable of weathering adversity well enm]gh e produce un excess of births
over deuths year alter vear, and decude after deeade. In Sweden, for instance,
patursl increuse huned negalive momentarily as late as 1808140, Ta bo sure,
the seenlur demographic trend wus rising in all the Seandinavian countries
after 1720, Subsistence orises and epidemies in the pered under review were
very much milder, to all appearaonces, than these of the seventeenth cenfury,
Yot the gravest of them, for instance those of 1737—43 and 1771-3, were still
sutfiviently pewerful 1o slow down population growth, and even reverse it
tewuporarily, In no case, howover, weere the losses caused by lmnger and disease
crippling. Finlund by 1745 had alrcady overcome the drumgmplm elfects of
the bad years after 1736, The net Josses sullered by Sweden and Nurway in
the L&I.I‘l_}' seventies did not amount to more than 2.3 amd 35 poer vent of thefr
respective populations, and were also made good within Uwee or four yeurs,

Demographic developments in cighteenth-century Seandinavia were in many
respects typieal of whal was hFl[.’ilJ-L_T.IH.I.I:_ glsewhere in Europe at that time,
Though the rates of growth varicd widely from commtry to country, the popula-
tion was on the increase everywhere from about 1720 onwards. The 'statistieal
evidenve for this statement cannot be given here, Suffice it to sav that the
figures at our disposal—there are plenty of them—ure of unequal 'l.sulun:} amel
even the best of them should not be pressed very hard. Yet aven if they be
used for no parpose other than that of dcumﬂatr.if_m{f the nniversal character of
the demofraphic upswing in the cightecnth century, their henristic value
remiaing very great indeed: For it is only by taking cogoizance of the univ ersulity
of this phenomennn that wa can hope to understand its conzsal mechamqm
It is tiy this very problem of cansation that the remainder of this paper will he
denvoted.

IT

Surveying the course of demographic history over the last five lundred
years in the wricus countries of Europe, one bocomes dimly wwure of some
rough svnchronism. In certain pr*rmﬂ.q seomingly unrelated or ut uny rate oot
closely related events appear to [orm eongrucnt palterns of d-flvmmty which
are found ta huve praduced a dewmward trend of pepulation over wide ureas.
At other times, conditions seem o have boon sufficicntly favourable to permit
un increase of people almost everywhers, As far as short-run oscillations are
concerned, this synchromism is perhaps not surprising. It may be explained on
the pronnd that epidernics, and even wars, huve 4 tendency to spread, aud
thot climatic disturbances are often extensive coongh to cause simultaneous
crop failures in many countrics, However, the parallelism of seculor frenes
iz not so easily accounted for. Even such a relutively recent phenomenon us
the universal demographic upswing in eighleentli-century Europe still aweaits
an acdlequate explanation.

Some of the theorics advanced by students of the carlicr phases of the
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Vital Bovolution cortainly arc not eonyineing® The vamted advances in
medical kmowledge and skill to which the reduction of mortality in this periad
has been partly attributed can hardly have cxercised munch influence on life
expectancy im, lot us say, Finland or Spain, or even in the rural districts and
city shums of western Durope. It 15 safe to say that the great majority of the
pecple received no medical attention at all, and those who did mipht have
been better off without the radical purgings and bleedings administered even
by the more enlightewed practitioncrs of the art of healing, As a contemporury,
Jacanes Cusunova, remnarked in Lis Memoirs, “More people perish at the hands
of doctors than are cured by them.™?® Though there had been some progress
in medical theery, eightecnth-contury therapy was not much different from
that inflicted npon Molidre's Malade fmaginatre a hundred years esrlier.

Tt is not ulways realized how litde medical men eould do to cure any of the
majer ills that flesh is heir to before the coming of antiseptic surgery and the
discoveries of salvarsan, ingulin, and the antibiotics. Even though a few drugs
of potential efficacy {such s mereury, digitalis, ipeeamunha root, and
cinchona bhark) were already known in the cighteenth centiry, they were by
no means always used correctly, In any case, nof many af these newer remedics
can be rogarded as lifesaving; and it is almost coviain that their nse cahnot
have had any appreciable effect on the national death rate ™

As to preventive medicine, the profession was equally helpless. To be sure,
inoculation, a crude method of imnnmization against smallpox, had been intro-
duecd to wostorn Enrope emdy in the eighteonth century; but its practice
remaincd limited, and its value was, moreover, doubtful. For the treatment
was risky; and while it may have helped individeals to overcome the dreadhil
discasc more easily than if they hud canght an infeetion ot random, the inoeu-
lated person did zo through an attack of real smallpox, and was therefore a
source of danger to his family and attendants. The discovery of vaccination
came too late o have any effeet on mortality in the eighteenth eenfury:
Edwurd Jeuner's famons essay on cowpox appeared only in 1708,

Nur didd cighleenth-century medicine have any effective means of protecting
people against such infections as puerperal fever or typhus. That being the
case, it seems doubtful whether the cstablishment of new hospitals in the
perind under review can properly be listed among the factors which con-
tributed to the decline in mortalily, What beneficent effects such institu-
tinns may have had were almaost certainly more than counterbalanced by the
dissemination among their inmates of those dangerous germs. For some time
to come the hospitals” reputation of being guteways to dealh was not nn-
deserved. .

Another development which is nsually mentioned among the factors held
responsible for the fall of the death rate in eighteenth-century Ewrope—ad-

105ae (. Talhat Criffith, Popaletion Problems of the Age of Malthue { Combiridge, 1928).

tiyiadeleine Boyd, ed., The Memaoirs of Jacques Gesamooe (Modem Library ed, New
Tork, 19237, 7.

ﬂ'T]'m-mn:lﬂ Mekerwn and B G, Brown, “Medical Evidence Related to Tnplish Topulation
Chunges iu the Eightecuth Centuvy,” Populmtion Studies, T, 1655, 11041, cp. 123 K
This suthor was gratified to see views which he had developed independently reccive eon-
flrmatiun in tlis study.



The Vital Revolution Reconsidered i

vances in sanitation—also requoires reconsideralion. Thal Wwre were some im-
provemenls in publiv water supply und sewerage should not be denied,
However, whal progress there was affecter] only wban populations, and may,
morcover, liave been offset, at any rate in Britain, by the growth of appallingly
unsanitary slumg in the new industriul centres. Yet even if it be granted that,
on balance, sanitation was improving, the cficets on totid mortality should
not be overrated, Cleaner wuter and proper sewers, while they mmst have

been instrwmentsl in reducing the incidence of such diseases as typhoid and
dysentry, eould not prevent the spread of such cqually potent killers as typhus,
smallpox, diphtheria, or tuberenlosis. Some of Fhese could have been checkead
by a higher degree of personal cleanliness, bettee housing, and adequate
nutrilion, But have we uny evidence of such improvements on a general scale?
Other factors, such as the grududl draining of the fons in East Anglia, which
may have been responsible for the dissppearance of “ague” from England, or
the drastic drop, atter 1751, in the amount of spirits consumed by the English,
moust indeed have had wholesome ellzets on regional morbidity and mortality;
but aoy such local reductons of the death mte cannot, of course, be held
accountable for the universal prowth of population in cightcenth-century
Europe. It is this larger phenomenon which roquircs an caplanation.

Most students of the history of population socm to agreo that a significant
reduction in mortality was the primary cause of the demographie upswing;
and, though the statistical evidencs is inconclusive, we sec no reason why this
proposition should be challenged. Indead, it can be shown that, when mortality
is high (as it still was in the eighteenth centmy), a decline in the death rale
is imherently a mere powerful cansative factor of population growlh than a
rise in the birth rate.

We should argue, however, that it was the peaks ruther than the plateau of
miortality that were lowered. In other words, it wus oot se mnch a reduction
of mortality in “pormul” years that produced the seonlar dowoward trend of
the death rate, hut an unmistakable abatement of the “great crises.” The dis-
appearance of plapne above all, bat also a very sensible mitization of sub-
sistence crizes seem to have been chiefly responsible for the incrense in life
expestancy.

Not that dearth and epidemics had become o thing of the past: for instance,
the late thirties and early fortes, afficted as they wers by pandemics of
influenza and tvphus as well as by widespread crop failures (in 1740-1), were
times of acute distress in most countries of Europe; and so were the eady
seventes of the eighteenth century. However, while death rates greatly in-
ercased in such poriods, and momentarily exceeded the birth rates, mortality
no longer assomed catastrophic proportions. Even death rotes of 89 and 112
per miile, such ag wore recorded in Norway and the Swedish provinee of
Virmland in 1742, are still a far cry {rom those experienced by some repions
of BEurope i times of adversity helf a centary earlier. As M. Conbert put it,
“Aprés 1741, un monde démographique semble défunt: les mortalités s'at-
teraent jusgqui disparaitee. =2 {'Thf- fact that subsistence crises, nnlike those of

2 Ha Theanyaisis,” 486,
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