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Population Education Unit-III 
Malthusian Theory 

Thomas Robert Malthus (1766-1834) was the key figure to analyse the population 
statistics. His formulation on population was a landmark in the history of 
population theories. He generalized the relationship between population factors 
and social change. 
 In his Essay on the Principle of Population (1798) Malthus argued that 
because of the strong attraction of the two sexes, the population could increase by 
multiples, doubling every twenty-five years. He contended that the population 
would eventually grow so large that food production would be insufficient. 
Human capacity for reproduction exceeded the rate at which subsistence from the 
land can be increased. Malthus further wrote ‘Population when unchecked 
increases in a geometrical ratio. Subsistence increases only in an arithmetical 
ratio.’ 
 Malthus contended that the world’s population was growing more rapidly 
than the available food supply. He argued that the food supply increases in an 
arithmetic progression (1, 2, 3, 4, and so on), whereas the population expands by a 
geometric progression (1, 2, 4, 8, and so on). 
According to him, the population could increase by multiples, doubling every 
twenty-five years. He said the gap between the food supply and population will 
continue to grow over time. Even though food supply will increase, it would be 
insufficient to meet the needs of expanding population. Moreover, the famine and 
other natural calamities cause widespread sufferings and increase the death rate, 
which is nature’s check against population. 
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In brief, Malthus theory states that: 

1. Population is necessarily limited by the means of subsistence. 
2. Population invariably increases where means of subsistence increased, 

unless prevented by some very powerful and obvious checks. 
3. These checks, and the checks which repress the superior power of 

population and keep its effects on a level with the means of subsistence, are 
all resolvable into moral restraint, vice and misery. 

Malthus based his above arguments on man’s two basic characteristics essential to 
the maintenance of life: 

 The need for food, and 
 The passion between sexes. 

 It was the second which led people to marry at a relatively early age and 
would result in such a large number of births that the population would double 
itself in few years if unchecked by misery and vice. 
Malthus referred to two classes of checks which kept population down: 
1. Positive means: 
He spoke of famine (hunger), disease or war, pestilence and vicious customs about 
women. 
2. Negative means: 
 He explicitly demanded artificial means of birth control and suggested as an 
alternative that birth rate be decreased through preventive measures such as late 
marriage (postponing marriage until later age), moral restraint, and chastity 
(abstinence). He contended that without such restraints the world would face 
widespread hunger, poverty and misery. 
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 The ‘positive’ and ‘preventive’ checks which occur in human population to 
prevent excessive growth relate to practices affecting mortality and fertility 
respectively. Malthus saw the tension between population and resources as a major 
cause of the misery of much of the humanity. He was not, however, in favour of 
contraceptive methods, since their use did not generate the same drive to work hard 
as would a postponement of marriage. 
 Malthus argued that the positive and preventive checks are inversely related 
to each other. In other words, where positive checks are very effective, the 
preventive checks are relatively less effective and vice versa. 
However, in all societies, some of these checks are in constant operation although 
in varying magnitude of effectiveness. Malthus believed that despite these checks, 
the inability of increased food supply to keep abreast of population increase always 
results in some kind of a situation of overpopulation. 
Criticism: 
Malthus’ views have been widely challenged on many grounds. The main 
criticisms about his theory are as under: 

1. The validity of his two sets of ratios has been questioned by his critics. It is argued 
that population has rarely grown in geometrical proportion and means of 
production have rarely multiplied in arithmetic progression. 

2.  Malthus overemphasized the ‘positive’ checks and did not visualize the role of 
‘preventive’ checks like contraceptives and family planning. Neo-Malthusists 
argued for the adoption of birth control within marriage. Human inventions in the 
fields of birth control, health and nutrition and agriculture have helped to a great 
extent to strike a balance between human reproduction and food supply. 

3. Malthus was also severely criticized for ignoring the role of changing technology 
and the consequent transformation in socio-economic set-up of a society. He did 
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not fully appreciate the extent to which improved agricultural technology and crop 
fertilization could sustain large population. 
Neo-Malthusians agree that there are absolute limits on food supply, energy and 
other resources. Furthermore, they suggest that the problem is intensified by the 
disproportionate consumption of such resources by so-called developed 
(industrialized) actions. This formu-lation has been challenged by other 
researchers. 
Yet none would deny that starvation is a very real fact even in 2012. According to 
International Food Policy Research Institute, out of 79 countries 65 come under the 
category of alarming level of hunger. Barundi, Ethiopia, Chad, Eritrea and Timor 
have been categorized as the five hungriest countries in the world. Around the 
world, we read many reports of starvation death and malnutrition. 
With such images in mind, a representative of the World Bank stated in 1981 that 
the ‘ghost of Malthus is not buried yet’. Ironically gains in food supplies do not 
always lead to progress in the fight against starvation. It puts pressure on food 
prices that makes it more difficult for the poor to buy the food they need. 

4. Both the positive checks of hunger and disease referred to by Malthus do not 
operate today, except the terrible disaster sometimes caused by Tsunami, Katrina, 
Rita and floods or rains in desert areas like Banner and Jaisalmer in August 2006. 
But catastrophe of this nature in any part of the world is immediately rushed to the 
affected place from surplus areas all over the world. A marked decline in the death 
rate even in the developing countries is a significant factor in the context of the 
population spurt. 

5.  Moreover, natural calamities referred to above have occurred in under--populated 
areas also and thus there was no causal relationship between positive checks and 
overpopulation. 
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6. Malthus also failed to realize even the biological limitations that a population cannot 
grow beyond a certain limits. 

 
Marx’s Social Theory of Population 

 Karl Marx (1818-1893) was a German philosopher and founder of modern 
communism. His theory of population was christened as theory of surplus 
population. Karl Marx completely rejected Malthusian theory.  According to Marx, 
there can be no natural or universal law of population. He says, “An abstract law of 
population exists for plants and animals along, and along in so far as man has 
interfered with them.” Again, “Every special historical mode of production has its 
own special law of population, historical valid, within its limit alone.”  Thus his 
population theory is peculiar to the capitalist system of production. It is inherent in 
the capitalist system and not in production. 

  Marx did not believe that all hardships with which the people were suffering 
were due to man’s tendency to grow in numbers faster than his production of 
subsistence would permit. One the other hand, he lived that man’s tendency to 
press on the means of subsistence has due to evils of capitalism which would 
disappear with the emergence of communism. He related population growth with 
present economic system and for him both were inseparable. 

  Marx held that poverty and unemployment were not due to increased 
population, but on due to capitalist system which failed to provide jobs. Surplus 
population was the consequence for real production and uneven distribution of 
wealth and for providing jobs to only few persons. 

  According to Marx, in no country of the world population increases on 
account of fertility but it increases only on account of capitalist policies. The 
capitalists make labour part of their production and still something out of that. By 
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installing labour saying machines a capitalist wants to have maximum surplus 
value out of that. As a result of this unemployment spreads, wage declines and 
poverty increases. The poor population cannot nourish their children on account of 
their poverty and as such the question of surplus population arises. He came to the 
conclusion that main cause of surplus of population was nothing else but wrong 
politics of the capitalists.  

  There is also less production of food supplies from the land due to 
Zamindari system where there was uncertainty about ownership of land. According 
to Marx, “It is working population which, while effecting that accumulation of 
capital, also provides means whereby it is itself rendered relatively superfluous, is 
turned into relative surplus population and it does so to an ever increasing extent. 
This is law of population peculiar to the capitalist mode of production.” Marx also 
believed that in every period of production there is separate law of population. The 
mode of production undergoes a change from time to time which necessitates new 
approach to the problem of prevailing in capitalistic society, cannot be made 
applicable to the socialist and so on. Marx was of the view that in a socialist 
society reproductive behavior would develop a complete harmony between the 
individual and the society. 

 Critical Evaluation: 
  It is true to great extent that in capitalist society there is surplus population 

on account of unemployment. But it is not correct to presume that under socialist 
system there will be no need to check population growth at any stage. Even in 
communist countries population growth is checked on the plea that no mother 
should have more children so that her health does not deteriorate. In erstwhile 
USSR factor workers were provided contraceptives in their factories so that birth 
rate was kept low.  
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  If economic inequality is the main cause of birth rate then in these countries 
these rate should not differ. It is because these inequalities have come to an end. 
The necessity of family planning is felt in these counties. 

  In his theory of population, Marx has criticized Malthus but his criticism 
does not appear to be very reasonable. TO the opinion of Lewis and Thompson, 
“There can be no question of sincerity of Marx’s belief in the evils of capitalism as 
the sole basis of poverty. Marx must have had deep-seeded doubts that Malthus 
views could be sufficiently disposed of by an appeal to facts and reason.” 


