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Coping with rapid population growth: England in the century preceding the Great Exhibition of 1851

The rate of population growth in England accelerated sharply in the closing decades of the eighteenth century, reaching a peak in the early decades of the nineteenth century.  In no other period of English history have growth rates been so high.  In a land long settled and still experiencing many of the constraints inherent in all organic economies, this may be expected to produce severe difficulties.  Success in meeting these difficulties depended on the creation of new employment opportunities at a rate commensurate with the growth of the workforce.  In general the challenge was met successfully but the new employment opportunities did not increase proportionately with the initial distribution of population.  They were strikingly concentrated in limited areas which in turn gave rise to huge differences in regional population growth rates.  

It is possible to described the nature of the changes taking place more fully than in the past because estimates of the populations of individual English hundreds (610 in number) are now available for every tenth year from 1761 to 1841.  If individual hundreds are ranked according the size of the increase in population taking place, it becomes clear how ‘lopsided’ the growth was.  In the bottom quarter of hundreds the annual rate of growth of population was only 0.31 per cent per annum over the period 1761-1841, at which rate a population would take about 225 year to double.  In contrast in the fastest-growing tenth of hundreds the rate of growth was 1.67 per cent per annum, at which rate the doubling period is only just over 40 years (see table 1).  The contrast in growth rates implies a very high level of net migration between different types of hundreds since there was far less contrast in rates of natural increase than in rates of population growth.  Differential rates of population growth are in effect a proxy measure of differential rates of growth in employment opportunity.

The broad picture is clear.  In rural, agricultural areas new employment opportunities were limited and if population had risen rapidly in these areas there would have been acute misery.  Success overall in coping with rapid population growth was contingent on employment opportunities in urban and industrial areas growing rapidly enough to enable them to absorb both local increase and the ‘surplus’ population produced by natural increase in the rest of the country.  If the period as whole is divided into three sub-periods, 1761-91, 1791-1831, and 1831-51, it appears that in the first and last periods there was little or no pressure from rising numbers in rural areas, but in the middle period, when population growth rates peaked, there is greater evidence of difficulty in that the contrast in growth rates between the fastest- and slowest-growing hundreds was less clear-cut than in either the earlier or later sub-periods.  There is also suggestive evidence of difficulties in rural areas in the trends in poor law expenditure in different types of hundred.  Whereas in the first sub-period expenditures per head in the fast- and slow-growing hundreds was very similar, in the middle period the level of such expenditures grew much more markedly in rural slow-growing hundreds than in those in which growth was fastest.

Table 1.  Population growth in 610 English hundreds 1761-1851
	1761-91
	starting population
	growth
	% growth overall
	% growth p.a.
	av. pop. of hundred

	England
	6,310,340
	1,535,336
	24.3
	0.73
	10,345

	top 10%
	2,102,967
	1,066,851
	50.7
	1.38
	34,475

	top quarter
	3,236,908
	1,339,885
	41.4
	1.16
	21,156

	second quarter
	1,130,578
	172,668
	15.3
	0.48
	7,389

	top half
	4,367,486
	1,512,553
	34.6
	1.00
	14,320

	bottom half
	1,942,855
	22,783
	1.2
	0.04
	6,370

	bottom quarter
	1,055,714
	-47,788
	-4.5
	-0.16
	6,900

	
	share of population in 1761
	share of growth 1761-91
	
	
	

	top 10%
	33.3
	69.5
	
	
	

	top quarter
	51.3
	87.3
	
	
	

	second quarter
	17.9
	11.2
	
	
	

	top half
	69.2
	98.5
	
	
	

	bottom half
	30.8
	1.5
	
	
	

	bottom quarter
	16.7
	-3.1
	
	
	


	1791-1831
	starting population
	growth
	% growth overall
	% growth p.a
	av. pop. of hundred

	England
	7,845,676
	5,405,865
	68.9
	1.32
	12,862

	top 10%
	3,059,119
	3,295,732
	107.7
	1.84
	50,149

	top quarter
	4,551,212
	4,225,949
	92.9
	1.66
	29,746

	second quarter
	1,445,285
	675,592
	46.7
	0.96
	9,446

	top half
	5,996,497
	4,901,541
	81.7
	1.51
	19,661

	bottom half
	1,849,180
	504,323
	27.3
	0.61
	6,063

	bottom quarter
	807,155
	130,011
	16.1
	0.37
	5,276

	
	share of population in 1791
	share of growth 1791-1831
	
	
	

	top 10%
	39.0
	61.0
	
	
	

	top quarter
	58.0
	78.2
	
	
	

	second quarter
	18.4
	12.5
	
	
	

	top half
	76.4
	90.7
	
	
	

	bottom half
	23.6
	9.3
	
	
	

	bottom quarter
	10.3
	2.4
	
	
	


	1831-1851
	starting population
	growth
	% growth overall
	% growth p.a
	av. pop. of hundred

	England
	13,251,541
	3,775,939
	28.5
	1.26
	21,724

	top 10%
	6,054,295
	2,801,342
	46.3
	1.92
	99,251

	top quarter
	8,496,295
	3,325,023
	39.1
	1.66
	55,531

	second quarter
	2,073,248
	302,766
	14.6
	0.68
	13,551

	top half
	10,569,543
	3,627,789
	34.3
	1.49
	34,654

	bottom half
	2,681,998
	148,150
	5.5
	0.27
	8,793

	bottom quarter
	1,358,613
	11,424
	0.8
	0.04
	8,880

	
	share of population in 1831
	share of growth 1831-51
	
	
	

	top 10%
	45.7
	74.2
	
	
	

	top quarter
	64.1
	88.1
	
	
	

	second quarter
	15.6
	8.0
	
	
	

	top half
	79.8
	96.1
	
	
	

	bottom half
	20.2
	3.9
	
	
	

	bottom quarter
	10.3
	0.3
	
	
	


	1761-1851
	starting population
	growth
	% growth overall
	% growth p.a
	av. pop. of hundred

	England
	6,310,340
	10,717,140
	169.8
	1.11
	10,345

	top 10%
	2,043,341
	7,037,289
	344.4
	1.67
	33,497

	top quarter
	3,316,056
	8,750,556
	263.9
	1.45
	21,674

	second quarter
	1,288,082
	1,131,039
	87.8
	0.7
	8,419

	top half
	4,604,138
	9,881,595
	214.6
	1.28
	15,096

	bottom half
	1,706,203
	835,544
	49.0
	0.44
	5,594

	bottom quarter
	705,335
	230,088
	32.6
	0.31
	4,610

	
	share of population in 1761
	share of growth 1761-1851
	
	
	

	top 10%
	32.4
	65.7
	
	
	

	top quarter
	52.5
	81.7
	
	
	

	second quarter
	20.4
	10.6
	
	
	

	top half
	73.0
	92.2
	
	
	

	bottom half
	27.0
	7.8
	
	
	

	bottom quarter
	11.2
	2.1
	
	
	


