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Part One

Population and History





1

Introduction

Joan Rumbold was nineteen years old in 1754 and living in the London district of Chelsea when she met John Phillips. Three years later, pregnant by Phillips and having contracted gonorrhoea, she was abandoned by him and with nowhere else to turn was admitted to a workhouse. When an opportunity to work in service came up, she was sent to nearby Brompton, leaving her son, John junior, in the workhouse, where he died two years later.1 This unexceptional story of desperation, abandonment and infant death would today scandalise most societies in the developed world, triggering heart-searching and finger-pointing from both the social services and the press. In eighteenth-century England, and just about anywhere else at the time, it was completely normal. It had been so since the dawn of human history. Similar stories might be told of hundreds of thousands of girls across Europe and millions across the world at the same time or earlier. Life was lived against a background of material deprivation where, for most people, every day was a struggle against hunger, disease or some other form of disaster.

Historically, it was only yesterday that life was nasty, brutish and short. Almost any account of an aspect of the ordinary person’s existence in pre- and early industrial society, whether of diet or of housing, of patterns of birth and death or of ignorance, of lack of hygiene or of lack of health, can easily shock today’s reader. For Spanish peasants in wine-producing regions, for example, all hands were required in critical seasons of the annual cycle, including mothers of small children who left their offspring ‘alone, crying and hungry in putrid diapers’; neglected, the children might end up with their eyes pecked out by domestic fowl allowed to wander in and out of their dwellings or have their hands chewed by pigs, or they might ‘fall into the fire, or . . . drown in pails and wash buckets left carelessly on doorsteps’.2 Small wonder that between a quarter and a third of babies born in eighteenth-century Spain were dead before their first birthdays.

Life the other side of the Pyrenees for the ordinary French peasant – the vast bulk of the population – was little better. Today the department of Lozère is a charming region known for its kayaking and trout fishing, but in the eighteenth century most of its inhabitants were clothed in rags and lived in miserable cottages, ‘surrounded by manure’ which emitted a dreadful stink; the hovels rarely had windows and their floors were covered by scraps of canvas and wool serving as beds ‘on which the old, decrepit man and the new-born child . . . the healthy, the ill, the dying’ and often the newly dead lay side by side.3 Similar descriptions of squalor and misery could apply to most places on the globe at almost any time since humankind adopted agriculture around ten thousand years or so ago.

So much for the idyll of rural life in earlier times, a myth only possible in a society so long urbanised as to have lost its memory of what pre-industrial country life was really like. This was the life which every penniless Jane Austen heroine on the hunt for a wealthy heir was trying to avoid, if not immediately for herself, then quite possibly for her children or grandchildren in a world of merciless, steady downward economic and social mobility and no welfare state.

Rural life across most of the world today is very different from that of the eighteenth-century country dweller of Spain or France. Urban life, too, has improved immeasurably from the miserable norms common as late as the nineteenth century even in what was then the most developed part of the world. This is well captured in the memoirs of Leonard Woolf, husband of the more famous Virginia. Woolf was born in 1880 and died in 1969 and witnessed a transformation of living conditions in south-east England where, but for a decade as a colonial administrator in Ceylon (now Sri Lanka), he spent all his life. He wrote towards the end of his life that he was struck by the ‘immense change from social barbarism to social civilization’ in London and indeed in most of Britain during his lifetime, considering it ‘one of the miracles of economics and education’; slums, with their ‘terrifying products’, no longer existed and by the middle of the twentieth century, thought Woolf, it would be hard for those who had not experienced the London of the 1880s to imagine the condition of the poor in those days, living ‘in their lairs, with poverty, dirt, drunkenness and brutality’.4

These changes were not restricted to Britain. Stefan Zweig, like Leonard Woolf a memoirist and born just a year after him in Vienna, noticed a marked improvement taking place in the years before the First World War with the arrival of electric light brightly illuminating once dim streets, brighter and better-stocked shops displaying a ‘seductive new brilliance’, the convenience of the telephone and the spread of comforts and luxuries once reserved for the upper classes but now reaching into the middle class. Water no longer had to be drawn from wells and fires no longer ‘laboriously kindled in the hearth’. Hygiene was advancing and dirt retreating, and basic living standards were improving year on year so that ‘even that ultimate problem, the poverty of the masses, no longer seemed insuperable’.5

Scenes of misery and material deprivation can still be seen in the worst slums of the developing world or in the last holds of rural poverty. But for most people across the world, such scenes would be recalled, if at all, as something of the past, a more distant past for those in some places, a less distant one for those in others.

The great improvements in material conditions, in nutrition, in housing, in health, in education, which have swept across most of the globe since the start of the nineteenth century, have clearly been economic but they have also been demographic, which is to say they have concerned not just the way people produce and consume but also the numbers of people born, their rate of survival into adulthood, the number of children they in turn have, the age at which they die and the likelihood of their moving region, country or continent. The improvements are reflected in the data on population and specifically births and deaths.

In a nutshell, the sorts of societies in which most people now live, as against the one into which Joan Rumbold lived and her unfortunate son was born in 1757, are marked by dramatically lower infant mortality, with far fewer babies or infants dying and almost everyone born making it at least into adulthood. They are marked too by generally longer life expectancy, in part the result of lower infant and child mortality but also of far fewer people dying in middle age and more living to ripe old ages and even to ages scarcely heard of a couple of hundred years ago. Women, given education and the tools of choice, have far fewer children in our societies. Many have no children at all and very few have the six or more common in Britain even until the middle of the nineteenth century. Having moved from the demography of Joan Rumbold’s era to that of our own, the population has grown enormously. Back in the eighteenth century there were not a billion people on the face of the earth. Today there are more than 7 billion. Just as the politics, the economics and the sociology of societies today are radically different from those of the past, so is the demography.

This process, which started in the British Isles and among sister peoples in the United States and the British Empire around the year 1800, spread first across Europe and then to the whole world. Much of Africa has not yet completed the transition, but most of it is well on its way. Outside sub-Saharan Africa there are barely half a dozen countries today where women have on average more than four children, the global norm as recently as the 1970s. There is now no territory outside Africa with a life expectancy below sixty, again around the global norm in the 1970s and close to the European norm as recently as the 1950s. The achievement of the best in the middle of the twentieth century became the global average a few decades later. The global average of a few decades ago has become the bare minimum for most of the world today. This has been achieved through a combination of the most basic and the most complex means: the increased washing of hands, better water supply, often rudimentary but critical interventions in pregnancy and childbirth, improved general health care and diet. None of these would have been possible on a global scale without education, again often rudimentary but radically better than nothing, particularly of women, allowing life-preserving practices to be disseminated and practised. It has also required achievements of science and technology from agronomy to transportation.

Philosophers of history have long debated the fundamental factors which shape historical events. Some suggest that vast material forces are most important, determining the broad outlines if not the fine detail of the human story. Others see history as essentially the story of the playing out of ideas. Still others claim that accident and chance are in the driving seat and that it is vain to look for large-scale causes behind the unfolding of events. Once historians talked of history as if it were the creation of ‘great men’. None of these approaches is fully satisfactory and none can fully explain history. The interaction of human beings over time and space is just too vast and too complex for any one theory to encapsulate it. Material forces, ideas and chance, and even great individuals and their interplay must all be comprehended if the past is to be understood.

There has been a revolution of population over the last two hundred years or so, and that revolution has changed the world. This is the story of the rise and fall of states and great shifts in power and economics but also a story about how individual lives have been transformed; of British women who within a generation stopped expecting most of their children to die before adulthood; of childless Japanese elderly dying alone in their apartments; of African children crossing the Mediterranean in search of opportunities.

Some of these phenomena, such as the fall in infant mortality from high levels in the UK, are historical. Others, such as the sheer number of Japanese dying childless and alone and the African children heading to Europe, are still very much with us and likely to intensify. The demographic whirlwind – the ever-accelerating pace of change in population – has rattled through the globe from one region to another, tearing up old ways of life and replacing them with new. It is the story of the human tide, the great flow of humanity, swelling here, ebbing there, and how this has made a vast and too often overlooked or underplayed contribution to the course of history.

The fact that life has got immeasurably better for billions – and that the world should be managing to support 7 billion people and rising – should not obscure the dark side of this story. The West, which invented the conditions that allowed so many people to survive their early years and materially to flourish, has much to be proud of. Many of its critics would not be alive today, and certainly not enjoying rich, educated lives, were it not for scientific and technical advances from pharmaceuticals and fertilisers to soap and sewage systems. Yet this awesome achievement should not lead us to overlook the marginalisation and genocide perpetrated against non-European peoples, the decimation of indigenous populations from the Americas to Tasmania, the industrial-scale Atlantic slave trade which treated black people as disposable commodities.

The rise in nineteenth-century life expectancy in Britain was a great achievement but the Irish famine should not be forgotten. The fall of child mortality across Europe in the early decades of the twentieth century is to be celebrated but does not compensate for the barbarity of two world wars and the Holocaust. Infant mortality has fallen across the Middle East but this has contributed to the youth and instability of many societies where a mass of young people, unable to integrate into the workplace, resort to fundamentalism and violence. Rejoicing in the lengthening of life expectancy in large swathes of sub-Saharan Africa in recent years, we should not forget the Rwandan genocide in 1994 nor the appalling loss of life in the wars in Zaire/Congo in the years shortly thereafter. Account should also be taken of actual or potential environmental damage posed by rising populations. The story of the human tide should not be a ‘whiggish’ one, that is, one painting a cheery picture of endless progress towards the light with History moving ever onwards to higher and brighter prospects. It is not surprising that such a view was common among much of the British elite in the nineteenth century, when the British found themselves the wealthiest and most powerful people in the world; it is not a view which can be supported today.

But for all the caveats, proper acknowledgement should be made of the great achievement that is the vast multiplying of human numbers and the provision of billions of people with a standard of living and health care and education which the wealthiest of earlier ages would have envied. The story of the human tide should be told warts and all, but it should also be told for what it is: nothing short of a triumph of humanity. The slave ships and the gas chambers should not be forgotten, but their horrors should not blind us to the fact that today countless parents like Joan Rumbold can confidently fear little for their children’s health and that billions from Patagonia to Mongolia can expect to enjoy lives which, from a relatively recent historical perspective, are breathtaking in their richness and longevity. And this multiplicity of lives has increased the stock of human creativity and ingenuity, contributing in turn to achievements from vaccines to placing a man on the moon and to – however incomplete – the spread of democracy and human rights.

What This Book Is About – and Why It Matters

The Human Tide is about the role of population in history. It does not argue that the great trends in population – the rise and fall of birth and death rates, the swelling and shrinking of population size, the surges of migration – determine all of history. Demography, it argues, is part but not all of destiny. The case is not made here for a simplistic, monocausal or deterministic view of history. Nor is the claim made that demography is in some sense a primary cause, a first mover, an independent or external phenomenon with ramifications and effects in history but not causes preceding it. Rather, demography is a factor which itself is driven by other factors, numerous and complex, some material, some ideological and some accidental. Its effects are varied, long-lasting and profound, but so are its causes.

Demography is deeply embedded in life. In a sense, it is life – its beginning and its ending. Population must be understood alongside other causal factors such as technological innovation, economic progress and changing beliefs and ideologies, but population does explain a great deal. Take for example the ideology and perspective of feminism. It is impossible to say whether the feminist movement prefigured demographic change and drove it or rather resulted from it, but we can chart how the two have worked together. Today, feminist ideas have permeated almost every aspect of (a still imbalanced) society and the economy, from the acceptability of premarital sex to female participation in the workforce. However, the revolution in social attitudes to sex and gender may not have taken place along these lines had it not been for the invention of the Pill and the fertility choices this allowed. But then again the Pill, in turn, was the product not just of the genius and grit of a number of women and men but a change in attitudes to sex, sexuality and gender which meant that research into it became acceptable within academia and fundable by both corporate and philanthropic interests. The ideology of feminism, the technology of the Pill and changes in social attitude towards sex and childbearing have all played a role in reducing fertility rates (that is, the number of children a woman can expect to have in her lifetime) and these in turn have had their own profound impact on society, the economy, politics and the course of history. Asking what came first – the social will or the Pill – is something of a chicken-and-egg problem; the story of the interplay between these forces can be told but it is futile to try to promote one as the supposed ‘prime’ or ‘ultimate’ cause and demote the others to mere effects.

Likewise, it would be a mistake to substitute a demographic for a pseudo-Marxian view of history, replacing ‘class’ with ‘population’ as the hidden factor that explains all world history. To leave demography out, however, is to miss what may be the most important explanatory factor in world history of the last two hundred years. For millennia, the same bleak story could be told of steady population progress reversed by plague, famine and war. Since around 1800, however, humankind has increasingly managed to take control of its own numbers, and to stunning effect. Demography has gone from the slowest- to the fastest-changing discipline. Population trends no longer move at a snail’s pace, with occasional shocking interruptions like the Black Death. Fertility and mortality fall with growing speed and transitions which once took generations now take place in decades.
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The Weight of Numbers

Imagine a car trundling slowly forward at more or less the same speed for mile after mile after mile. Imagine it then increasing its speed, gradually for the first few miles, then rapidly, until it achieves tremendous, even frightening, velocity. Then, after a relatively short distance hurtling along, the brakes are suddenly applied, resulting in rapid deceleration. This is what the world’s population growth pattern has been like since 1800.

The question then arises: why the last two hundred years? Why the year 1800 as a starting point? The answer is that the end of the eighteenth century and the start of the nineteenth mark a discontinuity in demographic history, a great transformation. Before this time humanity had experienced without doubt dramatic demographic events, mostly on the mortality side of the equation, such as plagues and massacres, but these had been sporadic rather than part of long-term trends. What long-term trends there had been, such as population growth in Europe and in the world more generally, had been gentle and punctuated with unhappy setbacks.

By around 1800 the ‘Anglo-Saxons’ (essentially Britons and Americans) were escaping the constraints on population growth identified and defined by Thomas Malthus, an English clergyman, writer and thinker whose life spanned the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries and of whom much will be said later. Ironically, however, they were escaping these constraints precisely as they were being identified. This era marks a meaningful break in demographic history, a demographic corollary of the industrial revolution, a landmark pointing both geographically and historically to global and permanent change. Along with an industrially grounded population explosion went a boost to military and economic power and a great outpouring of settlers. These demographically driven events came to form a pattern which challenged, disrupted and in some cases overturned established orders.

The Great Transformation

To get a sense of how completely revolutionary have been the changes of the last two hundred years or so, it helps to have a long view of demography. When in 47 bc Julius Caesar was appointed perpetual dictator of the Roman Republic his domain stretched from what is now called Spain to modern Greece, as far north as Normandy in France and much of the rest of the Mediterranean, a region that today contains over thirty countries. The population of these vast lands comprised around 50 million people, which was about 20% of a world population of approximately 250 million.1 More than eighteen centuries later, when Queen Victoria ascended the British throne in 1837, the number of people living on earth had grown to something like 1,000 million, a fourfold increase. Yet less than two hundred years after Victoria’s coronation, world population has increased a further seven times – nearly twice the growth in a tenth of the time. This latter multiplication is astonishingly rapid, and has had a transformative global impact.

Between 1840 and 1857 Queen Victoria gave birth to nine children, all of whom survived into adulthood. Britain’s previous female monarch, Queen Anne, had died in 1714, aged forty-nine. She had eighteen pregnancies but her tragedy was that not a single child survived her. By 1930, just twenty-nine years after the death of Queen Victoria, another great British matriarch, the Queen Mother, had produced only two children, Elizabeth (the present queen) and Margaret. These facts about three queens – Anne, Victoria and Elizabeth the Queen Mother – neatly represent the two trends that began in Britain between the eighteenth and twentieth centuries and which have subsequently spread across the world.

The first was a precipitous drop in infant mortality, with the death of a child becoming mercifully irregular rather than a common agony for parents. The second, which followed, was a dramatic reduction in the average number of children born per woman. In Queen Anne’s time, losing child after child was common. In mid-Victorian Britain, having a large brood was still the norm. Its complete survival into adulthood was unusual (in this, Victoria had luck as well as wealth in her favour) but would shortly become usual. By the interwar years of the twentieth century, the Queen Mother’s expectation that both her daughters would survive into adulthood was quite normal, in Britain at least.

When Queen Victoria was born in 1819, only a small number of Europeans – around 30,000 – were living in Australia. The number of indigenous Australians at that time is uncertain, but estimates range from between 300,000 to 1 million. When Victoria died at the start of the twentieth century, there were fewer than 100,000, while Australians of European origin numbered nearly 4 million, more than a hundred times as many as eighty years earlier. This transformation in the size and composition of a continental population occurred in the space of a single lifetime. It changed Australia completely and forever, and would have a significant impact beyond Australia’s shores, as the country came to play a major role in provisioning and manning British efforts in both world wars. A similar story can be told of Canada and New Zealand.

These startling facts – the rapid but selective acceleration of population growth; plummeting infant mortality rates; falls in fertility; the nineteenth-century outpouring of European populations to lands beyond Europe – are all connected. They are born of the same profound social changes that accompanied the industrial revolution and have proved to be a formidable influence on the course of history, empowering some countries and communities at the expense of others, determining the fate of economies and empires, and laying the foundations of today’s world. Yet when, after 1945, these trends became truly global, they caused an even greater tidal surge, one that contained similar eddies and currents to the nineteenth-century transformation but which occurred faster and more furiously than before.

The Great Population Trends, Past and Present

The acceleration that began in nineteenth-century Britain contains within it a complex story. It took hundreds of thousands of years from the dawn of humanity to the early nineteenth century for the world’s population to reach a billion but only a couple of hundred years more for it to reach today’s 7 billion. Now, however, there is a slowdown. In the late 1960s the number of people on the planet was doubling roughly every thirty years. Today it is doubling every sixty years. By the end of the current century there is a good chance global population will have stopped growing altogether. Some countries are already experiencing population decline.

Rapid population acceleration and deceleration send shockwaves around the world wherever they occur and have shaped history in ways that are rarely appreciated. For example, many people in the West would be surprised to learn that women in Thailand are having four children fewer than they were in the late 1960s, or that life expectancy for men in Glasgow is lower than for men in Gaza, or that the world’s population is growing at barely half the rate it was in the early 1970s. Once this immense speeding up and then quite sudden slowing down are apprehended, it is possible to get a sense of the great fairground ride of world population change and our own position, today, of living at a turning point. This, in essence, is the human tide.

Within this big global picture there are striking contrasts between countries and continents. In 1950, for example, there were two to three Europeans for every person in sub-Saharan Africa. By 2100 there are very likely to be six or seven times as many Africans as Europeans. Over the same 150-year period, the ratio of Japanese to Nigerians will have gone from two to one in favour of Japan to nine to one in favour of Nigeria. Population change on this scale transforms everything, from geostrategy to macro-economics, from the demand for cradles to the need for graves. Neither the past nor the future can be considered properly without understanding this.

The great demographic transformation of humanity began in the British Isles and among those who originated there and who spilled out into North America and Australasia. Soon it spread to other European nations, and from them to the peoples of Asia and Latin America. Today, its powerful effects are to be seen at different stages across the world, in particular in Africa, where it is shaking and remaking a continent humanity first ventured from more than 100,000 years ago. Thus the great demographic transformation is returning to humanity’s homeland. The Human Tide tells this story, from its origins in north-western Europe, and will trace its ever more rapid and dramatic impact across the entire globe. It focuses initially on those areas where demographic change first occurred. Following the trajectory, it will then move beyond Europe to China and Japan, to the Middle East, Latin America and south Asia and ultimately to Africa, as the human tide broke out of its originally narrow confines and became a truly global phenomenon. In each region some background will be given, but the story will essentially start when the old demographic order passed away and was replaced by the new, a process that occurs earlier in some places than in others.

How the Demography Equation Works

There is no bigger driver of population growth than the fall in the number of children dying in their early years. Queen Victoria may have had the advantages of the best care the era could offer as well as good health and good fortune, but as her reign drew to a close around one British baby in six did not make it to his or her first birthday. Today, just over a century later, only one child in three hundred born in England does not reach the age of one. In some parts of the world, in countries such as Afghanistan and Angola, things are not much better for infant survival now than they were in England a hundred years ago, although even there they are improving. In other parts of the world, however, progress has been even more rapid than in Britain. As recently as the 1920s almost three in ten babies in South Korea died before the age of one, but today that figure is barely three in a thousand, a hundredfold improvement in less than a hundred years. When progress happens this quickly, most people cannot grasp the scale of the transformation that has taken place. Nevertheless, such vertiginous falls in infant mortality can cause a population to quadruple in a few decades, with profound consequences for a country’s economy and environment, its ability to raise an army or send migrants overseas.

In the absence of war, plague or some other natural calamity, the second biggest factor shaping population, after child mortality rates, is the number of children being born. This, too, has seen staggering shifts over the previous two hundred years. In the mid-Victorian period English women, on average, had around five children (a large number, though less than their sovereign); by the 1930s they were barely having two, in line with the Queen Mother. After the Second World War, to general surprise, the number went up for twenty years, as it did across the Western world, peaking at 3.7 in the US in the late 1950s and at just over three in the UK in the early 1960s, only to fall back again. In the twenty-first century, fertility has fallen all over the world. Today, women in Iran have fewer children than women in France, while women in Bangladesh have about the same number as French women.

The impact on society can be enormous. As the average age in a society rapidly rises, schools empty out and care homes for the elderly fill up. There is clearly a link between the peacefulness of Switzerland and the fact that its average citizen is well over forty years of age. It is equally likely that the violence in Yemen is connected to its average citizen being under twenty years old. Although other factors also play a part – Switzerland is very rich and Yemen is very poor – it is true that the countries with older populations tend to be much richer than those with younger populations. Among poor countries, it is often the youngest that are the most violent. South Africans are not much worse off economically than, say, Macedonians, but South Africa has a median age of around twenty-six and Macedonia of around thirty-eight. It is therefore not surprising that South Africa has a murder rate twenty times higher than Macedonia’s. On the other hand, El Salvador and Bangladesh have similar median ages to South Africa – around twenty-seven – but the former has a murder rate that is double South Africa’s while Bangladesh has one that is less than a tenth. Socio-economic and cultural factors are highly important too, and here, as elsewhere, demography cannot explain everything. Yet there is a strong correlation between age and violence; almost all the countries with high murder rates have young populations, even if a few countries with young populations have low murder rates.

The third factor remaking the world is migration. Contemporary Britain illustrates this very well. Once the destination of great waves of inflow – Anglo-Saxons, Vikings and Normans – the British Isles closed to mass inward migration after 1066. Before 1945 millions of Britons went to live overseas, peopling new areas on a continental scale. But the movement was almost entirely one way: outward. Huguenot immigration to the British Isles at the end of the seventeenth century – at most 200,000 and probably many fewer – was the only sizeable inward migration from outside the British Isles for hundreds of years,2 while the late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century immigration of east European Jews probably never exceeded 12,000 per annum in its peak years.

Now this has been radically reversed. Britons still go to live overseas, though their destination is much more likely to be a retirement villa on the Costa del Sol than a hard-scrabble life on the Canadian prairies. Meanwhile hundreds of thousands of migrants from across the globe arrive in Britain every year. Regardless of whether this is desirable or not, to fail to recognise its historically unprecedented nature makes it much harder to understand how far it is transforming society. Those who in the 2011 UK census characterised themselves as ‘white British’ or whose ancestors were native to the British Isles from at least 1066 are likely to become a minority within the UK sometime after the middle of the current century.

The Difference Demography Makes

Many historical events would not have been possible without the human tide. Without its population explosion in the nineteenth century, Britain could not have populated vast territories across the world, including Australia, thereby creating much of what is considered ‘global’ today, from the ubiquity of the English language to the norms of free trade. Had it not been for the sheer drop in child death rates in Russia in the early twentieth century, Hitler’s armies might well have taken Moscow in 1941, rather than encountering wave upon wave of Russian soldiers. An America that was unable to attract millions of migrants every year and which had not doubled its population since the 1950s might already have been eclipsed economically by China. A Japan that had not experienced more than half a century of falling birth rates would probably not have seen a quarter-century of economic stagnation. If Syria had an average age closer to Switzerland’s than to Yemen’s, it might never have collapsed into civil war, while Lebanon might have plunged back into civil war had its population not aged rapidly in the past forty years.

There is no guarantee that humanity has escaped forever the great natural forces that set population back – above all war, plague and famine. Indeed, since the dawn of the nuclear age, the potential for a war that eviscerates the global population has never been greater. Nor has disease had a greater opportunity to spread rapidly than since the invention of the jet engine and the arrival of mass rapid intercontinental travel. Environmental calamity may yet doom us all. To argue as a matter of fact that humanity has, over the past two hundred or so years, progressively liberated itself from the forces of nature that have previously always inhibited its demographic expansion, is not the same as saying that this will necessarily be the case in the future.

Numbers and Military Power

The first and most obvious way in which numbers of people have mattered in human history is through military force. The triumphs of small nations or armies over large ones are remembered precisely because they are the exception to the rule that the advantage belongs to the larger and heavier combatant, whether at the individual or collective level. In contrast, the many contests that have proven the rule rather than the exception are no more interesting than the headline ‘Dog Bites Man’. Many cases where large nations or armies crushed small ones are long forgotten or are merely historical footnotes.

In antiquity, command of numbers mattered more than anything else in military conflict. The ancient annals are notoriously unreliable when it comes to numbers, and 17,000 Macedonian troops may not really have met 600,000 Persians at the Battle of Granicus, yet undoubtedly when Alexander the Great scored his first victory in Asia, it was against dramatic numeric odds.3 Although contemporary medieval accounts, like ancient ones, often involve exaggeration and need to be viewed with a degree of scepticism, it is nevertheless thought that at Agincourt the conquering English were outnumbered by the French by a ratio of six to one.4

Yet these battles are so memorable because they went against the rule that numbers count. Far more common in the history of human warfare have been cases where numbers were decisive, and in almost all cases numbers counted for something. Indeed, quite small margins were often judged to be critical, especially where the quality of the troops was not vastly different and there was no great strategic advantage to be grasped. Prior to Waterloo, Wellington could not even consider taking the initiative against Napoleon because he had only 67,000 men against 74,000 on the other side.5 In the grindingly predictable trench warfare of the First World War, fought with little scope for strategic advantage and troops of broadly comparable equipment, education and motivation, numbers were critical. The prospect of the entry of a first wave of 2.8 million American draftees in 1917/1918, threatening decisively to tilt the balance between the exhausted armies on the Western Front, drove Germany to desperate and ultimately futile measures.6

Behind the numbers on the front line are the numbers that comprise a society as a whole. In 1800, France’s population comprised a little under a fifth of the European total, and France could attempt to dominate the whole continent; by 1900, with a population that was less than a tenth of Europe’s, France was on the way to becoming a second-rank power. Ever since competing bands and tribes locked horns in pre-history, birth rate and population size have in most cases determined who has won and who has lost wars. Numbers of men on the battlefield, meanwhile, depend on numbers of babies in the cradle two or three decades earlier, particularly in eras of mass mobilisation or the levée en masse and total war.

Some societies have been more successful at mobilising their forces than others, but even higher mobilisation rates cannot fully compensate for a lack of numbers. Men left behind are often required for activities necessary for the support of the war effort and larger numbers of women meant, in modern times, more potential recruits for the factories producing armaments for the front. A state or an alliance of states with a demographic advantage – put simply, with more people and particularly with more men of fighting age – normally has a distinct advantage in a conflict. Through the translation of demographic weight into military edge, demography has come to have a powerful effect on world history.

Although missing from many histories, demography’s salience in world affairs has often been noted, and there has been a correspondingly long pedigree of pro-fertility thought and writing from those of a patriotic disposition. Tacitus, the Roman historian and statesman, compared the small families of the Romans unfavourably to the fertile Germans, while Ibn Khaldun, the medieval Arab historian, associated depopulation with the desolation and reversal of civilisation.7 Vauban, Louis XIV’s great military architect, was under no illusion about what ultimately drove power; however innovative the defensive buildings might be, he declared that ‘the greatness of kings . . . is measured in the number of their subjects’. Clausewitz, a Prussian theorist of war living in the Napoleonic era, considered superiority of numbers to be ‘the most general principle of victory’, and it was Voltaire who insisted that God was on the side of the big battalions. Adam Smith declared that ‘the most decisive mark of the prosperity of any country is the increase in the number of its habitants’.8 Asked which woman he loved most, Napoleon is reported to have replied: ‘she who has the largest number of children’.9

Of course, a big technological advantage can undoubtedly be decisive. But often such an advantage, whether it be the Maxim gun or the atom bomb, cannot be indefinitely sustained, since it is invariably adopted by the enemy, whereupon population again becomes key. Iraqi and Afghan militants in recent decades were able to deploy devastating weapons against their first world invaders. Russian efforts to dominate Afghanistan in the 1980s and American attempts to dominate both Iraq and Afghanistan in the first decade of the twenty-first century were in large part frustrated by the fact that Afghanistan and Iraq had populations with a median age of under twenty, while those of the USSR and the USA were well over thirty. It could be argued that in the end what was lacking on the part of the Russians and Americans was not sheer numbers but will; but even here, demography has a role to play. A country with a fertility rate of two or less is much more likely to have a culture in which civilian or military losses are unacceptable than a country with a fertility rate of over seven or nearly five, as was the case in Afghanistan and Iraq respectively around the time of the US invasions in 2002 and 2003. Each mother in the former case simply has fewer sons to lose. It seems callous to imagine that mothers of large families are any more willing to lose their children in a conflict, but there is compelling evidence to suggest that societies with smaller families are generally less bellicose.10

Numbers and Economic Clout

Besides military power, the most decisive factor in determining a country’s power is the size of its economy. A large economy itself contributes to military power through the ability to sustain large forces and, in modern times, to equip them with weaponry on an industrial scale. As well as contributing indirectly to state power through the support it is able to give to the military effort, a large economy is an asset to state power in its own right, providing leverage on world markets both as a buyer of goods and services and as a market for the goods of others. Again, this has been long recognised; Frederick the Great declared that ‘the number of people makes the wealth of states’.11

In a world in which the majority of the population lives more or less at subsistence level, the size of an economy is very closely related to the size of the population. If almost everyone has broadly the same income, and the national economy is no more and no less than the aggregate of individual incomes, then the economy will vary in size between countries based purely on their populations. This changes once average incomes cease to be similar between countries. When incomes per head vary, countries with relatively small populations can have exceptionally large economies and those with large populations can be so poor that their economies are small.

This occurred most remarkably during the industrial revolution when first Britain and then other parts of Western Europe and North America began to transform their economies and to experience sustained per capita income growth. Around 1800 the average incomes in Western Europe and the eastern seaboard of the USA were roughly equivalent to those on the Chinese coast. A hundred years later they were probably ten times greater.12 Thus the British economy was many times the size of the Chinese despite the fact that Britain had a much smaller population. The approximate correspondence of size of population and size of economy slipped out of kilter when some economies developed rapidly and others were left behind.

However, industrialisation has a tendency to spread, and it has done so dramatically in recent decades, nowhere more so than in China. The technologies which fuel economic growth are diffused with ever greater speed, and so it is not surprising that the economies of developing countries have grown more rapidly in recent years than those of developed countries. That is not to say that this is occurring everywhere or at the same pace, but it does mean that, globally, there is a great catching up occurring in terms of income per head, with many in poorer countries getting rapidly richer and most in richer countries seeing their incomes stagnate. In the pre-industrial world individual incomes did not differ radically across countries, and therefore the size of an economy was largely determined by the size of the population; likewise in today’s world, with its overwhelmingly modern economy, the size of populations comes to matter more in determining the size of an economy.

The relationship between modernisation and demography is not straightforward, however.13 It is true that in countries where most women are educated, most people live in towns and cities, and where there is a relatively high standard of living – that is, in all countries which meet our definition of ‘modern’ – fertility rates in almost all cases are no higher than three and life expectancy is well over seventy. Modernisation is a sufficient condition of moving through or having moved through the demographic transition to low fertility and long life expectancy. It alone will ensure that the demographic transition occurs. Women with university degrees will not, in general, have seven children. Office workers living in homes with sewage systems and having access to cars will live longer than did their peasant ancestors who toiled in the fields and relied for transport on their feet and, if lucky, their shoes.

But full modernity is not a necessary condition for having made the demographic transition. As the twentieth century progressed it was possible for a still relatively rural country with low levels of income and education to achieve low fertility rates and to lengthen life expectancy. Government-funded family planning, often assisted by international aid, and the provision of basic public health and medical facilities, again often internationally supported, can move demography ahead of modernisation. This is how a country like Morocco – where as recently as 2009 more than half of all women were illiterate – could have a fertility rate as low as 2.5 children per woman. It is how a country like Vietnam – with a per capita income a fifth or a sixth of the USA’s – can achieve a life expectancy at birth of just a few years shorter than America’s.14 Cheap technology and private and public philanthropy allow the demography, as it were, to get ahead of the economics.

Once the mass of humanity has reached or is rapidly moving towards modernity, along with which goes higher income per head, it becomes impossible for countries with huge populations such as China, India and Indonesia to have relatively small economies, and it becomes less sustainable for countries with relatively small populations, like the UK or even Germany, to maintain their position at the top of league tables of absolute economic size. For example, on the basis that the population of Indonesia is three times that of Germany, the German economy will remain larger than the Indonesian as long as the average German is three times richer, but once the average German is less than three times richer than the average Indonesian – a still relatively distant prospect, but far less so than was previously thought – the Indonesian economy will be larger than the German even though the average German will still be much better off than the average Indonesian. Also, because industrial and commercial technology is now widely spread and large advantages are harder to establish and maintain, population size is once more beginning to influence what determines the relative size of economies.

This view may be criticised on the basis that it looks rather crudely at the overall size of an economy, ignoring the importance of per capita income. There are two responses to this. First, demographic growth can itself assist in per capita economic growth; young, growing populations can provide a labour force and a domestic market. A large population creates the possibility of a large domestic market, which is particularly important where national markets are closed, as they have often been throughout history. Second, when it comes to power and what drives history rather than to measures of personal welfare, it is the overall size of the economy which matters. The Dutch continued to be prosperous in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, but lacking a large population they simply ceased to matter as much on the world stage as they had in the seventeenth century. Britain started to lose its pre-eminence to the United States as its population was overtaken by America’s towards the end of the nineteenth century. One of the most prosperous countries in Europe today, Luxembourg, is also one of the least important; wealthy though its citizens may be, there are so few of them that its economy continues to be a minnow. By contrast, China could soon become the world’s largest economy (indeed by some measures it already is), even though its people are on average still relatively poor, simply by dint of their great number. This gives China meaningful power in the world economy as both a buyer and a seller; it also allows it to access the resources required to be a major military player.

The question of ‘soft power’ is more subtle and perhaps less susceptible to numbers. Nevertheless, sheer population weight makes it more likely that a country will be able to play a role on the world cultural stage. The size of the population of India makes Bollywood a global phenomenon whereas the cinema of, say, Albania is not. The difference may lie partly in the quality or at least the general appeal of the product, but it also lies in the respective population sizes. It is less likely that Japanese design would have had such an impact on the world if there had been fewer than 10 million Japanese rather than more than 100 million. For sure, the extent of soft power is not demographically determined any more than military or economic power, but in all cases the weight of numbers counts – always for something, often for much.

Demography Within States, Not Just Between Them

Population matters not just to what happens between states but also to what happens within them. Had the United States been as ‘white’ in 2008 as it had been fifty years earlier, Barack Obama would not have become president. Obama won only 43% of white votes to John McCain’s 55%, but he won an overwhelming majority of non-white votes at a time when the US was simply no longer ‘European’ enough for this smaller white vote to prevent his election. Conversely, with the projected ethnic shape of the US in 2040, a candidate like Donald Trump, who purports to champion white, blue-collar America, will find it almost impossible to win, despite America’s electoral college system giving disproportionate weight to smaller, rural and predominantly white states such as Wyoming and North Dakota, both of which are around 90% white.

In 2016 those defining themselves as non-Hispanic whites comprised more than three-fifths of the US population and 71% of voters. Donald Trump had a large lead among whites in the 2016 election: 58% of voters who identified as ‘white’ voted for him (whereas only 37% voted for Hillary Clinton). Given the still significant white majority, this delivered Trump the White House. But when, towards the middle of the current century, white Americans slip below 50% of the total population, their support is very unlikely to be sufficient for a candidate to offset the very poor showing among non-white Americans that Trump received. Americans whose number one issue was inequality were significantly less likely to vote for Trump than those whose number one issue was immigration, which is testimony to the fact that concern about rapid demographic change was at the heart of the 2016 US election.

In England and Wales, the share of the population that does not categorise itself as white British has risen from around 2% in the 1960s and perhaps 7% in the early 1990s to nearly 20% in 2011. In predicting how an individual voted in the British Remain–Leave EU referendum, the strongest correlate with a ‘leave’ vote – after concern about European integration and the loss of British sovereignty – was a person’s attitude to immigration. Analysis of the voting data shows that it was areas such as Boston in Lincolnshire and Stoke-on-Trent in Staffordshire, which had experienced the greatest rise in their immigrant populations in 2005–2015 (but interestingly not those like London, with the highest level of foreign-born residents), that were most likely to vote for Brexit, supporting the view that issues of identity in the face of changing local ethnic demography were vitally important in determining the vote.15

In France, it is unlikely that the government would have been moved to legislate against the burkini if there were hundreds or thousands of Muslims in the country rather than around 5 million. Quebec would probably have voted to break away from Canada had its predominantly Catholic French-speaking population maintained beyond the 1960s its exceptionally high fertility rate, which for a time was among the highest of any industrialised society. A few more French speakers would have tipped the independence referendum that Quebec held in 1995, when the noes won by just over 54,000 votes – barely a percentage point.

Shifts in the ethnic composition of states do not just affect the developed world, nor do they just impact on electoral politics; they are also associated with civil strife.16 Demography has become more important in more recent times, particularly as a factor in intra-state conflict.17 The sheer scale of demographic change and its acceleration over time – the demographic whirlwind – is one of the reasons. As birth rates hit unprecedented highs for lengthy periods while death rates plummet, populations can grow fast, as did England’s in the nineteenth century. Indeed, those experiencing these changes later experienced population growth which far outstripped the UK’s nineteenth-century achievement. Often such growth affects one ethnic group but not another because of different social or religious practices or different levels of socio-economic development. It has become harshly apparent that demographic strength between different ethnic and social groups can change with historically unprecedented speed, and this can have a dislocating and disorienting impact.

Although sometimes an inter-state phenomenon, these shifts are often experienced at intra-state level since most states contain ethnic minorities and many of those minorities display markedly different demographic behaviour from the majority. Chechens in Russia, Albanians in Serbia (or what was Serbia) and Catholics in Northern Ireland spring to mind. These are all cases where minorities have a higher birth rate than majorities, with the result being a shift in or challenge to the prevailing power structure. Sometimes it is the minorities who have a lower birth rate, such as the whites in South Africa or the Chinese in Malaysia, again with domestic political consequences.

Demography also matters more now than in the past because politics has become increasingly ethnic in its nature in the modern era, particularly since the French Revolution. The era in which an ethnically distinct elite rules over a majority, whether Normans in England, whites in South Africa or Alawites in Syria, appears to be coming to an end. In an increasingly democratic environment, numbers count, and where politics has an ethnic nature, the numbers of different ethnic groups relative to each other become particularly important.

Over the course of this modern period, as conflict is decreasingly between states and increasingly between ethnic groups, often within states, demography becomes important precisely because contending ethnic groups often have starkly different demographic profiles.18 Given the importance of numbers to ethnic and national groups in conflict, one might expect such groups to adopt strategies which aim to advance their own demographic strength, either through increasing their own or decreasing those of rivals or both. These strategies, known collectively as demographic engineering, can be of the ‘hard’ or ‘soft’ variety. Hard demographic engineering involves the creation, destruction and movement of people through policies such as selective incentives to fertility, genocide or the encouragement of inward or outward flows of people from a given territory. Examples are sadly numerous. In the 1920s the United States explicitly shaped its immigration policy to preserve its ‘Anglo-Saxon’ character against further incursions from southern and eastern Europe. In the middle years of the twentieth century, Protestant leaders in Northern Ireland tacitly encouraged Catholic emigration while Catholics adopted higher birth rates in part to boost their numbers. Sri Lanka’s Sinhalese-dominated government expatriated Tamils of relatively recent South Indian origin to boost the Sinhalese nature of the state. In Communist Romania, ethnic Hungarians were given readier access to contraceptives and abortions than ethnic Romanians while ethnic Germans and Jews were encouraged to leave the country altogether, all in the name of boosting the ethnic Romanian character of the country.19

Soft demographic engineering, by contrast, while still concerned with demographic policies aimed at enhancing the numbers of one group over another, uses means such as redrawing frontiers, manipulating identities or manipulating censuses and census categorisations. Examples include the consolidation of the Sinhalese identity in Sri Lanka out of Kandyan highlanders and people of the Low Country, or the suggestion that Turkey redefine Kurds as ‘mountain Turks’.20 This is one way in which demography is shaping destinies.

It is reckoned that whereas in the 1950s around half the world’s conflicts were between states and half within them, in the 1990s the latter outnumbered the former by a ratio of six to one. Whereas 57% of conflict during 1945–2008 was ‘ethnic’, all conflict between 2000 and 2010 can be given that label.21 Christians, once dominant in Lebanon, have been eclipsed by Muslims, who sustained a higher birth rate over a longer time and were less likely to leave the country. Today the main struggle for power in Lebanon is between Sunni and Shi’a Muslims rather than between Muslims and Christians. Whether in civil wars, referendums or elections, numbers make the difference between dominance and marginalisation, victory and defeat, at home as well as abroad. When some groups have sky-high birth rates or arrive in serried ranks while others have tiny families or up-sticks, it is usually demography that determines who controls communities, regions and countries.

It is worth spelling out at this point that nations and ethnic groups are real and that they matter in history. Humans are not a naturally solitary species, but live in groups. Loyalties are initially to the band or tribe. A shared sense of common ancestry, language and custom is universal in hunter-gatherer societies. How these sentiments are transformed in complex and modern societies is subject to much scholarly debate, but the fact that they exist is undeniable. These affiliations explain much of how the world works, and has worked in the recent past, including the outcome of conflicts and elections.

It is certainly true that many people would like to overlook the highly ethnic nature of politics around the world and assume that our cosmopolitan preferences will become more universal if we ignore the nationalism and ethnocentrism of others. However, in much of the world, ethnicity matters politically. And pretty much everywhere, it has mattered at least until recently. It may be that some genuinely post-ethnic, multicultural societies are beginning to emerge in some of the more urban and cosmopolitan parts of the West (coastal USA and London, for example), but even within those places there are populist backlashes. Both Brexit and Trump can be understood as part of that backlash.

A Brief Guide to Demography

To understand how demography has driven history it is necessary first to outline its three timeless fundamentals. The good news is that this is fairly simple. Only three things can change the number of people in a region or country: the first is births, which provide additions to the population; the second is deaths, which cause subtractions from it; and the third is migration, or the net movement of people in or out.

The birth rate (sometimes called the ‘crude birth rate’) is simply the number of births relative to the population. The death rate (known as the ‘crude death rate’, or ‘crude mortality rate’) is the number of deaths relative to the population. For example, in England and Wales in 2014 there were around 700,000 births in a population of 58 million, giving a crude birth rate of about twelve per thousand.22 (Note that demographic data is often presented as ‘per thousand’ rather than per hundred or per cent.) In the same year, England and Wales had around half a million deaths, or a crude death rate of about eight and a half per thousand. Without any immigration or emigration, this would have given England and Wales a population growth rate of 3.5 (i.e. 12 – 8.5) per thousand, or 0.35%. This is equivalent to about 200,000 people, the gap between births and deaths. In the United States, the figures for the crude birth rate are about twelve and a half per thousand and the mortality rate is just over eight per thousand, which results in annual population growth, excluding immigration
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