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 THOUGHT 

Structures   

2.1 Introduction 

2.2 Malthusian Theory of Population 

2.3 Major Elements of Malthusian Theory 

2.4 Importance of Malthusian Theory 

2.5 Criticism of Malthusian Theory of Population 

2.6 Let Us Sum Up 

2.7 References and Suggested Readings 

2.8 Check Your Progress – Possible Answers 

2.1  INTRODUCTION 

The increasing of world population in general and the population of 

developing countries in particular is one of the most talked-about subjects in 

the current world. Earlier, increasing of population was identified with 

poverty, increasing pressure on environmental resources and multiplication of 

social issues. But, now, every nation is worried and is working towards 

increasing the benefits of demographic dividends for the benefit of its 

population. The population of any country has the potential of making the 

country more successful and taking it to greater heights of achievements. The 

quality of the population is the country’s way of proving to the world how 

many people can develop into world leaders of tomorrow. India is one of the 

fastest-growing countries in terms of population, and has overtaken the 

population of China and has become most populated country in the world. 

The population of India is also the biggest asset for the country as a whole. In 

addition, India is also a nation of diversity on the basis of race, language, 

caste, creed, religion and food habits, yet the entire population of the country 

is somehow bonded together. The feeling of togetherness is what the country 

stands for and this is all because of how the population of the country has 

learnt to grow.  

Managing the wellbeing, safety and prosperity of its population is the first 

and foremost task for the leaders of any nation, the factors and issues that 

contribute to ensuring the progress of its population is a very complex and 

difficult task before its leaders. The relationship between population change 

and economic growth has remained a subject of debate among economists 

and demographers. Although, they continue to disagree about whether 

population growth restricts economic growth or promotes it. To understand 

this complexity better, several theories by experts have been proposed, 
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arrived and devised to understand the issues related to the population of any 

country. One such example is the Malthusian Theory that is going to be 

discussed in this unit. In this unit, efforts have been made to understand all 

the factors and issues that are involved in the process of making decisions for 

a population. The Malthusian Theory is very scientific and logical 

proposition of issues relating to survival and increase of human population. 

After going through this unit, you would be able to understand the complex 

relationship of food production and population increase in any country.   

After studying this unit, you would be able to: 

 understand the evolution of the Malthusian theory of population;  

 co relate the economic consequences of population change; 

 explain the complex relationship of food production and population 

increase; 

 define the importance of Malthusian theory; 

 analyze the challenges and criticism of Malthusian theory. 

2.2  MALTHUSIAN THEORY OF POPULATION 

There are several other thinkers and philosophers, who have tried to write, 

and shown their concern on population and demographic transition. The 

theorizing about population (population size and change) has remained an 

important subject since time immemorial. Many of the ancient philosophers 

like Confucius (China), Kautilya (India), Ibn Khaldin (Arab), Plato (Greece) 

and many modem thinkers like Adam Smith, David Richard and others, 

either directly or indirectly, have said somewhat significant on population 

issues. For instance, Kautilya, a contemporary of Plato, had written in his 

Arthashastra that ‘a large population is a source of political, economic and 

military strength of a nation’. Similarly, the 14th century Arab historian, Ibn 

Khaldin maintained in his theory of ‘rise and fall’ that the growth of dense 

population is generally favorable to the maintenance and increase of imperial 

power. The Chinese philosopher, Confucius argued that a numerical balance 

be maintained between population and environment.  

Thus, he was not in favor of unchecked growth of population. He was the 

first who gave the concept of optimum population level. In ancient Greece, 

the earliest thinkers, who had favored the expansion of population, but Plato 

had advocated on limiting of population. One of the earliest demographers 

Edmond Halley (1656-1742) was the first scientist to use death statistics in 

different age groups to determine a person’s likelihood of death as he or she 

passed through each age group. The systematic compilation of data was first 

begun on a large scale in the 19th century Europe. 

The Malthusian Theory of Population is also referred as the theory of 

exponential population and arithmetic food supply growth. The theory was 
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Population Theories proposed by Thomas Robert Malthus, who believed that a balance between 

population growth and food supply can be established through preventive and 

positive checks. To Quote His Own Words: “By nature, human food 

increases in a slow arithmetical ratio; man himself increases in a quick 

geometrical ratio unless want and vice stop him”. He theorized that 

populations grew in geometric progression;a geometric progression is a 

sequence of numbers where each term after the first is found by multiplying 

the previous one by a fixed, non-zero number called the common ratio. For 

example, in the sequence 2, 10, 50, 250, 1250, the common ratio is 5. 

Additionally, he stated that food production increases in arithmetic 

progression. An arithmetic progression is a sequence of numbers such that 

the difference between the consecutive terms is constant. For example, in 

series 2, 5, 8, 11, 14, 17, the common difference of 3.  

This theory explains that the population grows in a geometrical fashion, and 

the food supply grows in an arithmetic progression. Food supply increases at 

a slower rate than the population, which means that the human population 

grows in an exponential format, it increases according to birth rate and 

concerning that the food supply increases at a slower rate. If the population 

keeps on increasing there will be a limit and shortage of food. The shortage 

of food also indicates the increasing population. This increasing growth if not 

checked can put a strain on the economy, the environment, government, and 

the overall infrastructure of various social institutions.  A simple example can 

be that in a family if every member of the family reproduces, the family tree 

will continue to grow, but food production grows at an arithmetic rate which 

means that it only increases at certain points of time. If left unchecked, as per 

the theory, a population would outgrow its resources.  

2.3 MAJOR ELEMENTS OF MALTHUSIAN  

 THEORY  

There are some elements of the Malthusian theory like the managing the 

population of a country, which is also regarded as a big task. For the leaders 

of any nation, the thing that worries them the most is the health, wellbeing 

and safety of the population of a country. There are several factors and things 

that contribute to ensuring the health, safety and wellbeing of a country’s 

population, which includes the kind of food that they eat, the kind of lifestyle 

that they live and even the kind of money that they earn. To make things 

simpler, several theories by experts were devised to make some decisions for 

the population of any country.  

One such example is the Malthusian Theory that is going to be discussed in 

this unit. Humans have a strong desire to reproduce. This is to maintain the 

family lineage and legacy. So the population is bound to grow rapidly if birth 

control measures are not taken. Malthus’s assumptions regarding positive 

checks are true to a certain extent. History has shown that whenever there is 

an increase in population for any country, thousands have died due to natural 
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calamities. After studying these points, one can say that the theory is valid to 

a certain extent. Some of the leading economists of modern times have 

observed that Thomas Malthus in this theory regarding population growth has 

stated the partial truth and no one can deny that.  

Population and Food Supply 

Population and Food Supply: Malthus theorized that any population grows in 

geometric progression. It’s a sequence of numbers where each term after the 

first is the result of multiplying the previous term with a fixed non-zero 

number. This non-zero number is called the common ratio.  An example can 

be the following sequence: 5,10, 50, 250, 1250….the common ratio is 5. 

Coming to food resources, the production increases in an arithmetic 

progression which is a sequence of numbers in such a manner that the 

difference between back-to-back terms is a constant. Example: 3, 7, 

11,15,19… the common difference is 4. From this, he derived that a 

population grows faster than the supply of food and exponential population 

growth will lead to a shortage of food. 

Checks on Population 

When the increasing population rate is greater than the food supply, 

disequilibrium exists. As a result, people will not get enough food even for 

survival. People will die due to a lack of food supply. Adversities such as 

epidemics, wars, starvation, famines and other natural calamities will crop up 

which are named as positive checks by Malthus. On the contrary, there are 

man-made checks known as preventive checks. 

Positive Checks 

Nature has its own ways of keeping a check on the increasing population. It 

brings the population level to the level of the available food supply. The 

positive checks include famines, earthquakes, floods, epidemics, wars, etc. 

Nature plays up when the population growth goes out of hand. 

Preventive Checks 

Preventive measures such as late marriage, self-control, and simple living, 

help to balance the population growth and food supply. These measures not 

only check the population growth, but can also prevent the catastrophic 

effects of the positive checks. 

Malthusian Trap 

The Malthusian Trap (or “Malthusian Population Trap”) is the idea that 

higher levels of food production created by more advanced agricultural 

techniques create higher population levels, which then lead to food shortages 

because the higher population needs to live on land that would have 

previously used to grow crops. Even as technological advancement would 
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Population Theories normally lead to per capita income gains, theorizes Malthus, these gains are 

not achieved because in practice the advancement also creates population 

growth.  

Once the population exceeds what food supplies can support, this supposedly 

creates a Malthusian crisis with widespread famine as well as rampant 

disease. This ends up decreasing the population to earlier levels. The reality, 

however, has been that population growth has not itself created the crisis that 

Malthus predicted. We will discuss the ways in which the Malthusian Trap 

has been disproven in the following section. 

Is Malthusian theory Applicable to India? 

Since India is an over populated country and all the features hinted at by 

Malthus are found in such countries, therefore its applicability is found 

very true and relevant. Following few points suggest the relevance of 

Malthusian theory for India:- 

(1) India’s population is rapidly increasing at a rate of 2.3% per annum. 

(2) India is facing food shortage even today in-spite of the fact that it 

has experienced Green Revolution. In 1997, Indian Government is 

planning to import about 2 million tons of food grains. 

(3) Standard of living is another indicator. Indians have a poor standard 

of living as compared to the people of other nations. About 39% of 

the people are below poverty line. 

(4) Life expectancy is also poor in India. Average life of an Indian is 

around 60 years which is quite low as compared to other nations. 

(5) Birth rate in India is as high as 30 per thousand. This is quite high. 

No other nation is facing the problem of such a high birth rate. 

Preventive checks (family planning) are not much popular. 

(6) Death rate is also as high as 11 per thousand. It shows that natural 

calamities like floods, diseases, hunger and squalor are not under full 

control. 

(7) Marriage is a universal phenomenon. Marshall has recommended self 

restraints, celibacy, late marriages etc. to control population. In 

India, early marriage is a social evil. Hence high growth of 

population. 

(8) To conclude we can say that Malthus’ principle finds its roots in the 

Indian economy. Extra-ordinary emphasis on family planning 

measures for birth control in Indian Planning is a clear proof of the 

relevance of the ‘Malthusian theory’ for India.  
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After reading this section, you will have gained an idea about the background 

of good governance. Now you should be able to answer the questions given 

in Check Your Progress 1. 

Check Your Progress 1 

1. What is the Malthusian Theory of Population? 

 …………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………… 

2. What is the importance of Malthusian theory? 

 …………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………… 

2.4  IMPORTANCE OF MALTHUSIAN THEORY 

There are some elements of the Malthusian theory which have some 

weightage. Humans have a strong desire to reproduce. This is to maintain the 

family lineage and legacy. So the population is bound to grow rapidly if birth 

control measures are not taken. Malthus’s assumptions regarding positive 

checks are true to a certain extent. History has shown that whenever there is 

an increase in population for any country, thousands have died due to natural 

calamities. After studying these points, one can say that the theory is valid to 

a certain extent. Some of the leading economists of modern times have 

observed that Thomas Malthus in this theory regarding population growth has 

stated the partial truth and no one can deny that.  

An Excuse for Political Malpractice 

If simplified enough, Malthus' theory sounds a lot like Ebenezer Scrooge's 

declaration that the poor might as well just die and "decrease the surplus 

population."Malthus' theory of population was used to support genocidal 

policies in colonial India. Malthus was not even alive at the time of the Irish 

Potato Famine of the mid-19th century, but contemporary politicians leaned 

on his theory to blame Irish overpopulation rather than British government 

policies for the massive death toll. 

What Did Malthus Predict About Population Growth? 

Malthus predicted that natural population growth would inevitably outpace 

agricultural output, ultimately resulting in famine and other catastrophes until 

the population was reduced below a sustainable level.The cycle is endless, he 
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Population Theories believed: Relative abundance causes an increase in fertility until the 

population again grows to an unsustainable level and collapses. 

Malthusian Theory Summary 

Based on the principles of the Malthusian theory it can be summarized into 

the following points: 

 The growth of the human population is much faster than the rate of 

growth for the means of subsistence such as food, clothing, and 

other agro-products.  

 As the production rate of agro products is slower it is surpassed by 

population growth which results in the onset of poverty  

 Control of the growth of the population is important to sustain the 

population. 

 Positive checks restore the balance between the increased growth 

rate of population and food supply.  

2.5  CRITICISM OF MALTHUSIAN THEORY OF  

 POPULATION 

Since its inception, the Malthusian theory attracted criticism because of its 

principles. Below is a summary of some of the grounds on which the theory 

has been criticised. Malthus made gloomy forecasts about the economic 

conditions for future generations based on population growth. England did 

face a shortage of agricultural land and if the country had to feed its 

population through farming then it would have suffered from famines. 

However, that was not the case as the industrial revolution made use of the 

country’s various natural resources such as coal and iron and made goods 

which were exported to other countries in exchange for food. Malthus made 

the mistake of only considering agriculture and food production when it came 

to sustaining a growing population.  

Malthus did not provide calculations for the arithmetic growth of food and 

the geometric growth of population. Present-day experts have pointed out that 

the growth rates in both matters are inconsistent concerning Malthus’s 

predictions. The population theory espoused by Malthus has been largely 

discredited over time. Technological advances invalidated his main 

conclusion. His theory was made repugnant by some of the political decisions 

that it influenced. However, his theory of the effects of "gluts" or 

overproduction continued to influence economists, including John Maynard 

Keynes, who further developed the analysis of the cycle of boom and bust 

that defines an economy. 

However, contrary to the theory, the human population has not increased 

rapidly and the production of food has increased due to the technological 
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advancement in the agricultural and other food sectors. The living standards 

of the human population have improved.One of the major supporting factors 

behind Malthus’s theory was that food production would not be able to keep 

pace with population growth due to the operation of diminishing returns in 

agriculture. However, recent advancements in technology along with large 

capital investments in the agricultural sector have been able to postpone the 

stage of diminishing returns.  

Usage of high-quality seeds, fertilisers, pesticides, and top-grade machinery 

has assisted agricultural growth. One of the best examples regarding the 

aspect is the Green Revolution in India. Introducing improved methods in 

farming and new inventions have increased food production to such an extent 

that it can sustain a growing population.Malthus stated that fertile lands used 

for food production were available in limited quantities, which is why food 

production can never rise faster than population. However, he never took 

account of different types of food production whilst considering the size of 

the population. 

The Malthusian theory was criticized based on the following observations: 

1. In Western Europe, the population was rising at a rapid rate. At the 

same time, the food supply had also increased due to technological 

developments. 

2. Many times, food production had increased more than the 

population. For eg., 2% of the total population is working in the 

agricultural sector in the US. Still, the total GDP is more than 14 

trillion dollars. 

3. Malthus’s theory stated that one of the reasons for limited food 

supply is the non-availability of land. However, the amount of food 

supply in various countries has increased due to increased 

globalization. 

4. The estimations for the geometric growth of population and 

arithmetic growth of population were not provided by Malthus. It 

was stated that the rate of growth is not consistent with Malthus’ 

theory. 

Themajor or critical elements of Malthusian theory can also be explained as: 

a) Population Growth: The gloom and doom forecasts put forward by 

Malthus have not played out. In Western Europe, populations have 

grown (not at the rate Malthus predicted) and food production has 

also risen because of technological advancements. 

b) Food Production: The technological advancements have led to in 

drastic increase in food production over the past few centuries. 

Often, the food production rate has grown higher than the 

population growth rate. For example, during the 1930s in the US, 
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Population Theories 25% of the population worked in the agricultural sector while the 

total GDP was less than $100 billion. Today, less than 2% of the 

population works in the agricultural sector, while the total GDP is 

over $14 trillion. 

c) Global Trade: The limited availability of land at the time was the 

basis for Malthus’ theory on food production constraints. However, 

thanks to globalization, we can trade goods and services for food, 

which increases the amount of food a country can consume. 

d) Calculations: Malthus did not provide calculations for the 

geometric growth of populations and the arithmetic growth of food. 

Since then, experts have pointed out that the growth rates are not 

consistent with Malthus’ predictions. 

e) Preventive Checks: The principle behind this check is to bring 

down the birth rate to control the population. Preventative checks 

arise from fore-sight which enables anyone to see distant 

consequences if he has a large family. If the family has many 

children the standard of living is bound to below. The only way 

anyone can support a large family would be through strenuous 

labour than what he does in the present state. If he is not able to 

support the family then the family members may be exposed to 

poverty. So, man must self-restraint himself from marriage or 

starting a family unless he thinks that he can support a family. 

f) Positive Checks: The basis of this check is that population growth 

is shortened by various factors such as warfare, disease, famine, etc. 

As a result of these factors, the population would be reduced to a 

level that can be sustained by the available quantity of food supply. 

Malthus stated that positive checks would result in a Malthusian 

catastrophe which forces a return of a population to basic survival.  

After reading this section, you will have gained an idea about the different 

types of governance. Now you should be able to answer the questions given 

in Check Your Progress 2. 

Check Your Progress 2 

1. What is a positive check on the population? 

 …………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………… 

2. How rapidly is the human population growing?  

 …………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………… 
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2.6  LET US SUM UP 

In this unit we have discussed the briefly yet strikingly how Malthus has 

defined his theory on population increase and food production, where he has 

argued that population will always tend to outrun the growth of production. 

The increase of population will take place, if unchecked, in a geometric 

progression, while the means of subsistence will increase in only an 

arithmetic progression. Population will always expand to the limit of 

subsistence. Malthus' theory that population growth would inevitably exceed 

its means of production was based largely on his observation of English life 

in the late 18th century and his later travels in Europe. The advances 

scientific research and development in the field of agricultural production and 

industrial revolution ramped up to far greater levels than the subsistence 

farming of his day could sustain. Later advances in farming techniques, 

chemical fertilizers, and genetic modifications have allowed food production 

to continue to scale upwards. 
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 ANSWERS 

Check Your Progress 1 

Q.1 what is the Malthusian Theory of Population? 

A1. Malthus examined the relationship between population growth and 

resources in one of his works. He then proposed the Malthusian theory of 

population where he said that the population grows exponentially, and the 

food supply grows arithmetically and that a balance between the two can be 

established through positive and preventive checks. 

Q.2 what is the importance of Malthusian theory? 

A.2.  The Malthusian theory explained that the human population grows more 

rapidly than the food supply until famines, war or disease reduces the 

population. He believed that the human population has risen over the past 

three centuries. 

Check Your Progress 2 

Q.1  what is a positive check on the population? 

Answer 1. The positive check on the growth of the human population 

includes war, disease, and famines. These checks were active in nature. 

Q.2  how rapidly is the human population growing? 

Answer 2. The human population is growing at an alarming rate. It is 

believed that the population might increase to 9.9 billion by 2050.    

 

 

        




