Why Is the Birth Rate Constantly Declining?

Results of an Inquiry Conducted in England byiNational Councii
of Public Morals, Which Seeks to Regenerate the British Race

TUDENTS of sociology have for
many vears been calling atten-
tion to the decline in the birth
rate. Many of the broad faets
are fairly familiar to people in
general. Bul the war has given

a new impetus to the whole inquiry. its
tremendous toil in human life assuring
that the zubject will be much discussed
in the next few years. More than one
nation wil! attack the problem on the
theory that neglect of the cradle may be
even mor*:? dangerous to a country than
neglect of the sword.

There is a peculiar interest and timelt-
ness ‘n the report on the question just
issued hy a commission appointed in
1913 by the National Courcil of Public
Aorals in Ernzland. The body was not
a Roval Comm’ szion, but was instituted,
with official recoxnition, by the National
Courcil. twen‘v-seven members of which
—men und women—signed the report
that arrive. u* the following findings of

faey:

1. TR 1he it rate Pas dechined 1o the
AYT- .1 of apntaximate.y cne-third within the
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4. Tira- - v - whagie The Aschine Las bern
Mmote 0 arked i the more prosperous classes

A Thot the zre1teT incidence of infant mor-
taiit: pon e koes prusperods classes doss
Nt weder e ol effective Jergplity 1o the
el o 134t uf e wenlthier clusses,

The courncil also considers that the fol-
lowive conclusions may be stated. al-
ttnough based upon less substantial evi-
dence than the first five.

A Crer ejon- Emitation of ferilhty j3 wide-
v nrocticsd noaens the nnddle and upper
) 2sesn. amd 1be:e s geod reaseon te think
that, it adenitic oo vther means of himitation,
the iHlezul induction of adortion frequently
occurs among the industrial populntien,

T There i~ nn reaszon to beljeve that the
higher edt-cation af wemen (whaiever 185 in-
diree: results ubon the birth rate may bey
has any important «ffect in diminishing their
physiological attitude to bear children.

The book, which consists of 450 pages

and ix 3abli-baed (‘a=pman & Hall,
Ltd., London, announces in its preface
that the N o s Loar. . of Publie Mor-

als has for ii~ objeci the * spiritual,
moral, and phvsical regeneration of the
race, (and as its motto the f{elicitous
words of our King, * The fourdations of
our rational glory are set in the homes
of the people, and they will only remain
vnshzken while the family life of our
race and nation is strong, simple, and
pure.’)”

The Commission of Inquiry was com-
posed of the following members: The
Right Rev. Bishop Boyd Carpenter,
Chairman; the Right Rev. W. R. Inge,
the Rizht Hon. Sir J. Gorst. Dr. A. News-
holme, Principal Medical 6fficer, Local
Government Board; Dr. T. H. C. Ste-
venson, Superintendent of Statistics for
the Registrar General; the Duchess of
Marlborough, the Lord Bishop of Bir-
mingham, Lord and Lady Willoughby de
Broke, Lzdy Aberconway, the Bishop of
Barking, the Right Rev. Mgr. Canon W.
F. Brown, Professor Sir J. Macdonell, the
Right Hon. Sir T. P. Whittaker, M. P.;
Sir J. Crichton-Browne, Sir Malcolm
Morris, Sir H. B. Donkin, M. D.; the Rev.
Principal A. E. Garvie, Rabbi Professor
H. Gollancz, the Rev. J. M. Gibson, ¢
Rev. R. F. Horton, the Rev. F. B. Meyer,
the Rev. Thomas Phillips, Professor G. S.

Woodhead, Professor L. T. Hobhouse, Dr.
Blajor Greenwood, Stafistician to the
Listﬁl‘ Inﬁtitut'e; Dr. Tu B, HYSIOIH Dz, J'

W. Ballantyne, Lieut. Col. F. Freemantle,
M. D, R. A, M. C.; Dr. A. T. Schofield,
Dr. C. W. Saleeby, Dr. Mary Scharlieb,
Dr. Florence Willey, (Lady Barrett;) Dr.
Agnes Savill, Dr. Ettie Sayer, Mrs. Gen-
eral Booth, Mrs. George Morgan, J. A.
Hobson, A. G. Gardiner, Walter Heape,
H. B. Grvlis, and James Marchant, Secre-
tary.

The objects of the inquiry are set
forth by stating that the public is accus-
tomed to the headline in the press, ** The
Declining Birth Rate.,” and to the an-
nouncement made by the Registrar Gen-
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eral with almost mathematical regu-
larity that “ this is the lowest rate since
registration began.” The buok continues:

It mayv or masy not be n =ood thing that
fewer children have been born 1o occupy va-
cant places, =0 that each has more eibhow
room. It may or may not be true that the
quali:y of human life has irnproved pari pas-
st with the deciine in quantity. DBut, subter-
fuges a~ide. we hate o recognize that the
pirth rate has doclined and iz still derlining.
Whether the decline hus zZained such mo-
mentum that it cannot be overtaken is an-
other and a most ohportine aquestion; but a
decilne which has been teady and almost
persistent for thirty-seven jecars disposes one
to the opinion that a further fall is lnev-
ftable, * * *

Some questions follow:

Is there a general decline in fortility amone
Western civilized nations? 18 the declining
birth rate an index of physicai deterioration?
Or why are our fumilies smaller than they
were? The marriage rate has scarcely va-
ried during the period under survey; the
marriageable age has remained fairly con-
stant, although later marriages are becom-
ing the rule. cspecially among the profes-

siocnal classes, and the population increases,

yet our birth rate declines.

The catalogue of explanations is lim-
ited only by the ingenaity of the makers.
But when it is finally exhausted, “ the
one question which all must dread comes
uppermost: not whether the birth rate is
falling, but whether the fertility of our
people is failing.”

The inquiry was made in four direc-
tions. First, the extent and character
of the decline were considered under such
headings as the present British birth
rate and infantile mortality, general and
classified, according to income, occupa-
tion, province and county, urban and

rural, and religions {if possible;) sta-
tistics showing the proportion of sterile
to total marriages (to find out whether
smaller families or total childlessness is
the cause of the fall;) foreign statistics
showing the extent of declining birth
rates, special attention being paid to
France and the Jews.

Second, alleged causes of the decline
were investigated, under the headings of
physiological causes, (for example, the
effect of town life, &ec., upon lateness of
marriage, fertility, number of marriages,)
prudential motives, and methods of re-

straint, (moral, mechanical, and chem-
ical.) Third, the effects of the decline
of the birth rate were searched for, under
the headings of effect upon the children,
upon the man and woman, upon married
people, and upon home life, Fourth,
ecconomic and national aspects are dealt
with, and the commission considers the
alleged results of a rapid increase of
population in a country where the land
iz fully cultivated, of a permanent sur-
plus of workers upon the condition of the
working class (in the matter of unem-
ployment, overcrowding, &c.) in the case
of a declining or stationary population,
and the danger of a disproportionate in-

crease in other nations.
An actually declining population is in

prospect, it is asserted, and what that
means, in an imperial sense, the smallest
inowledge of the character of the em-
pire will reveal. “1t is composed of vast
and sparsely populated tracts,” says the
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report; “the natural increase ¢f whose
own populations would not effectively
occupy them in centurics. They will do
their uttermost to fill their untenanted
lands, and will continue, as in the past,
to look upon Britain as a central reser-
voir whose overflow will be their chief
dependence. A stationary birth rate
means that the central reservoir will
cease to have an overflow.”

But the economic compulsion on the
empty dominions to acquire population
will continue, it is pointed out, and, fail-
ing to receive population from Britain,
they will accept it from other lands—
inevitably those in Central and Eastern
Europe which have not vet come under
the influence of the sumptuary forces
which restrict birth rate. Thus, as a con-
sequence of a falling birth rate in
Britain, the prospect is disclosed that the
filling up of the empire will fall to non-
British races, who might even become the
dominant elements.

Brief reference-is made to evidence de-
rived from foreign statistics, the purpose
being merely to note some salient fac-
tors, and provide a short bibliography
for the assistance of readers who desira
to obtain fuller information. The follow-
ing table shows the decline in the birth
rate in certain European countries:

Decade of High- Highest 1891 to

ext Rate. Rate. 1500. m2
Denmark ... 18511860 32.9 30.2 25.6
Norway .... 1N1-1869 35,0 304 23,2
Finland . ... 1531-1560 35.9 HUR | 27.1
Germany ... 1871-1859) 301 8 | 7.0
Netherlands. INT1-18%0 oG4 $2.9 282
Belgium . INT1-1=%0 k< Sy 289 26
Austria INT1-18560 200 471 31.3

Italy ....... ISS1-1%9 578 3.3 80T
Hungary ... 1\81-1530 41.0 $0r4 36.3
Sorbia ...... IRK1.1S00 454 419 3%0
France ..... 1501-1810 g2 21 19.0

These figures are taken partly from
Prinzing, who gives the rates in dec-
ades and from the Registrar-General's
Annual Roport for 1912, In Continental
Furope the birth rate rose after the
Napoleonic campaigns, fell toward the
middle of the last century, then rose
again before the marked and consistent
decline, which is now practically uni-
versal, set dn.

An additional report, signed by ncarly
all the members of the commission,
points out one of the national dangers of
restriction as it is at present practiced.
“The decline in the birth rate at pres-
ent is not cugenic, but dysgenic,” it savs.
“ Restriction prevails most in the classes
in which the conditions of family life
are most favorable, and the largest fam-
ilies are found under those conditions,
hereditary, environmental, or both. which
are most adverse to the improvement or
even maintenance of the quality of the
population.”

So far as the decline is due to abor-
tion, the report says it is unhesitatingly
to be condemned; and the use_of mechan-
jcal and chemical preventives. injurious
to health, must also be censured. Some
representatives of religion, however,
make a reservation in regard to methods
not injurious to health.

The signatories set forth reasons why
they consider an increase of vopulation
desirable so far as it is consistent with
improvement. They point out that with

more intensive culture of the land Eng-
land counld satisfactorily support a larger

population, and that this possibility ig
much extended if the British Empire is
taken into account, _

It would appear that due weight must
be given to the evidence of Dr. J. Brown-



lee, Statistician to the Medical Research
Committee under the Insurance act, and
Dr. A. K. Chalmers, Medical Officer of
Health at Glasgow, pointing to the oc-
currences of cyclical variations in the
birth rate. One point seems to be estab-
lished: * That to whatever extent causes
independent of the voluntary action of
individuals, such as conditions of hous-
ing, may operate to diminish or increase
the fertility of parents, there is an ap-
preciable and increasing fall in the num-
ber of births taking place through in-
voluntary interference with what may
be called the course of nature.”

This does not affect Great Britain
alone. It was with regard to Germany,
the enemy with whom Britzain is now en-
gaged in a life and death struggle, and
to the variations in birth statistics in dif-
ferent parts of the German Empire, that
a witness, Dr. C. V. Drysdale, the Secre-
tary of the Malthusian League, said:

“ There can be no doubt whatever that
ignorance and recklessness at the present
time are essential to high birth rates.”

The following opinion is then ex-
pressed:

Whatever view we may hold as to this, we
may ba eertain, at all events, that whare
the birtb rate has fallen through the volun-
tary aetion of potential parents it will not
be the Increase either of irnmorance or of
recklessness that will raise it. It will rather
be the dissemination of the ambition to have
children, as education explains the prudence
of such a course, whether from a personal
or from a natlonal and patriotic point of
view.

Economically speaking, the commis-
sion finds that the lowest strata of the
population have litile or no responsibility
for the decline in the birth rate. Re-
sponsibility in the form of diminished
families begins to be well marked in the
better paid ranks of the working classes,
and continues to very nearly the top of
the social scale. The position now
reached, it is asserted, is that of a nearly
stationary population, which scon will be
maintained even at that only by the im-
provement of the death rate. As in
France, an actually declining population
is in prospeet.

The report continues:

A stationary population indicates (a) ab-
anlute saturation, large parts of India and
China, Java, Jamalra, Rarbados., On =
higher level of culture, Belgium and the
Channpel Islands are almoust as full as they
can hold; (b) a high and atable cul-
ture under democratic Institutions, encourag-
Ing love of comfort, social ambition, and
fear of minking in the social seale (France,
the American-born population of the New
England States); () unprogressive barbar-
ism (Turkey and most unciv lized countries),

Every rise in the condition of the artisan
tends at present to lower the birth rate in
his class. Whercver political and social con-
ditions bring a man or a ¢liss into a position
in which he hopes to risc or fears to fall,
the family will be restricted That elass of
motives which we may blame as love of
comfort, snobbishness, vulgar ambition,
timorousness, or praise, as proper pride,
desire for self-improvement, and prudence,
i{s the most potent cause of family restrie-

tion. And here it I3 difficult to exaggerato
the importance of a wWwise distribution of

State burdens, Any form of State relief
which favors the reckless at the expense of
the prudent will in itself bave the effect of
multiplying the former and diminishing the
latter,

Viewing the matter from a world
standpoint, the commission inquires:

Supposing it to be true that the population
af this or any other couniry may advance
rapidly without experiencing any injurious
pressure, may, or must, this policy react
injuriously upon the world at large, by has.
tening the time when the available resources
of the whole earth may be unduly taxed to
maintain the total population? A country

like ours may shed any surplus by emigra-
tion, and it may absorb into its own system

foods and materials from other lands: but
by both of thess processes it may be hasten-

Ing the arrival of the perfod of general over-
population.

There seems no voluma of evidence
sufficient to prove that the available sup-
plies of foods and other materials in the
world eannot and will not be expanded
to meet the growing demands of popula-
tion for a long time to come, the com-
mission asserts, adding that of general
overpopulation in any absolute sense of
the term there is no evidence. In the mat-
ter of quality of population, of the sort
of men who are inereasingly to people
the earth, the prime question arises:
“Have we any reliable criterion of de-
sirability in respect of races and race
blends? Is there any evidence that a
mispopulation of the earth is taking
place, in the sense of a refusal of
‘higher’ and intrinsically fitter races to
multiply, while lower and intrinsically
less fit peoples are spreading more nu-
merously over the earth?” On these
matters the commission says:

The necessary limitations of our knowledge
about human qualities and their relative
values for the civilization of the future, as
well as our racial and patriotic biases, render
it impossible to give a confident answer to
these vital questions. There is recent evi-
dence to indicate that the supposed differ-
ences in inherent racial qualities are much
slighter than has been alleged, and that edu-
cation and cultural environment explain the
greater part of what were considered ethnical
differences.

Regarding the effect of war uwpon the
quality of the population, it is generally
admitted, says the report, to exercise a
selective power that is dysgenic. For it
exposes to the risk of death a larger
proportion of the more virile, the physi-
cally stronger, and, so far as the volun-
tary method of enlistment prevails, the
more public-spirited of the male popuia-
tion, reducing their contribution to the
stock of the next generation. Certain
witnesses maintained that there is no
sufficient reason to conclude that the
recent reduction in Great Britain's birth
rate has so far been inimical to the wcll-
being of the nation, Others maintained
that, if a higher birth rate or a check
upon further reduction of the birth rate
be deemed desirable, or if an improve-
ment in the character of the birth rate
is to be obtained, such reforms would
be faciliated by certain social-economic
changes.

Those who hold the latter view believe
that greater security and regularity of
income, with adequate insarance against
unemployment among all ranks of work-
ers, would be of material assistance. On
the other hand, statistical evidence that
is available for establishing a compari-
son of the birth rate among the different
social and pecuniary grades of England’s
population indicate to the commission
that the more prosperous classes restrict
more closely the size of their families,
and that even among certain of the wage-
earning classes the birth rate varies in-
versely with the income.

Proposals, many of them of an eco-
nomic character, are put forward for con-
sideration. They inelude a living wage,
benuses for families under certain con-
ditions, relaxation of the income-tax ar-
rangements, increased facilities for good
education, adequate housing accommoda-
tion at reasonable rents, and measures
to encourage the full development of
natural resources both at home and in
the dominions beyond the seas.

The cvidence on the housing question
was limited to London, and all points in
one direction—that children are the crux
of the question. All the witnesses are
quite emphatic on this point. Landlords
do not cater for large families; in fact,
they prefer tenants who have no children.

They object to families with children, es-
pecially young children, purely on busi-
ness grounds. YIn £o doing,” the com-
mission adds, “they are not to be re-
garded as any more grasping or selfish
than other business people who in their
dealings seek to get the best return on
their money.”

But if the position in the towns is bad,
it is incomparably worse in the villages.
The commission puis on record its delib-
erate opinion that the housing qaestion,
both in town and country, makes the rear-
ing of large families by the working
classes a matter of great difficulty and
also affects the birth rate.

The Very Rev. Dean Inge, acting as
Chairman, at one of the sessions said:

I suppose we may take §t that there is no
doubt that there is a patural limit te tha
number of people that can be supported in
the worid, nor that if the birth rate had no
restrictions upon it in any part of the world
that limit would be reached in less than a
century. The productiveness of the human
race would appear to have been evoived in
such a way as to meet the losses due to war,
famine, pestilence, and other causes.

In the AMiddle Ages, for instance, the birth
rate wasg about 45, and the death rate about
the same. Withip the lagt century the desth
rate has been reduced from the mediaeval
level to 14, and if the birth rate were mazin-
tained at anything like its natural level,
about 40, all over the world. the population
of the globe, which is now 1,700,000,(%s, would
in 120 years have reached 27,000,000.00, or
about ten times as great a number as the
earth could probably support. That, it seeng
to me, is the fundamental fact we have to
recognize, and one that makes a drasuc
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Omitation of the birth rate an absoluts necass
gity.

The Chairman added that, with regard
to England, he did not think it desirabls
that the country should contain sixty, or
seventy, or eighty millions of persons,
entirely divorced from the land, employed
In large towns in produecing commodities
under cheap conditions. “Is that,” the
Chairman asked the witness, J. A. Hob-
son, “ a state of things which could pos-
sibly produce 2 satisfactory or heaithy
nation? ¥ The witness replied:

There is no doubt that there has been an
Increase in the population of the worid which
has gone on a wheat basis, but that Is &
very different question; you have to coasider
that there is certainly in Canada and South
America, 2s well as in Siberia and possibiy
the Saraha, the potentialty of enormous
supplies of food. [ do not myself think.that
the growth of the population of the world
is tlikely in the early future to press very
Insistently upon the food supply. 1 see 1o
reason, for instance, why, within the next
twenty years, the railways we are building
with our spare <apital all over the world
may not increase the supply of food per hea.q
of the population even of the world.

“ When the war ends,” says a writer in
The Lancet, England's leading medical
paper, “ we may se¢c 2 more sober and
earnest nation reviewing the situation in
which it finds itself; for ourselves, we
believe that the youngz men and women
who have taken part in and witnessed the
great struggle will become the parents
of a gereration not so selfishly frivolous
as that into which they themselves were
born.”



