
Malthusian Theory of Population Growth 

Thomas Robert Malthus, an English economist and clergyman, published his landmark work 

An Essay on the Principle of Population in 1798. His theory rests on a fundamental and stark 

observation: human population, when unchecked, grows geometrically (1, 2, 4, 8, 16…), while food 

production can only grow arithmetically (1, 2, 3, 4, 5…). This divergence between two curves is the 

engine of the entire Malthusian argument — population will always tend to outrun its means of 

subsistence. 

 

Malthus argued that this gap between the two curves cannot persist indefinitely. Nature corrects 

the imbalance through what he called checks on population — mechanisms that pull the population 

back down toward the food supply ceiling. He divided these checks into two broad categories. 

Preventive checks are those that reduce the birth rate before misery strikes. Malthus, a 

clergyman, focused mainly on moral restraint — late marriage, celibacy, and sexual abstinence. These 

voluntary actions could keep population from growing to a point of crisis. He was skeptical, however, 

that most people would exercise such restraint for long, since the "passion between the sexes" was, in 

his view, a near-constant force. 

Positive checks are the grim correctives that raise the death rate when population has already 

overshot food supply. These include famine, disease, and war. Malthus saw these not as random 

misfortunes but as the inevitable arithmetic consequence of unchecked growth. When too many people 

compete for too little food, poverty, malnutrition, and epidemic disease follow naturally. 



 

The theory's ultimate outcome is what economists call the Malthusian trap — a recurring 

equilibrium in which any rise in living standards leads to faster population growth, which then eats up 

the gains, pushing living standards back down to bare subsistence. This creates a ceiling: pre-industrial 

societies could never escape persistent poverty because prosperity simply bred more people. 

Criticisms 

 Malthus has been widely criticised, and history has not confirmed his bleakest predictions.  

i. The Agricultural Revolution and later the Green Revolution dramatically increased food 

yields far beyond what arithmetic growth would suggest, repeatedly confounding his 

projections.  

ii. Furthermore, Malthus did not anticipate that rising incomes and education — particularly 

the education of women — would cause birth rates to fall, not rise. This "demographic 

transition" is the dominant pattern in the modern world.  

iii. Many economists also argue that human ingenuity and technology are themselves resources 

that expand with population, turning his framework on its head. 

Nevertheless, the Malthusian perspective retains relevance. It remains a powerful lens for thinking 

about resource constraints, ecological limits, and sustainability. Modern neo-Malthusians apply its logic 

to finite resources like water, arable land, and fossil fuels, arguing that infinite growth on a finite planet 

must eventually hit a ceiling — even if the precise nature of that ceiling keeps shifting. 

 

 



Demographic Transition Theory 

Demographic Transition Theory (DTT) is one of the most influential frameworks in population 

geography and demography. Originally formulated by Warren Thompson in 1929 and later elaborated 

by Frank Notestein in the 1940s, it describes how populations in industrializing societies move through 

a predictable sequence of changes in birth and death rates, ultimately transforming from high, unstable 

populations to large, stable ones. The model is broadly divided into four (sometimes five) stages, each 

representing a distinct phase in a society's demographic evolution. 

 

Fig: Demographic Transition 

Stage 1 — High stationary (pre-industrial) 

In the first stage, both birth rates and death rates remain persistently high, hovering around 35–45 per 

thousand. The result is a population that is broadly stable or very slowly growing, with any gains quickly 

wiped out by periodic catastrophes such as famines, epidemics, and wars. This stage characterized 

virtually all of human history until the 18th century and is still reflected in the demography of a few 

isolated or least-developed communities today. Fertility is high because children are valued as 

agricultural labour and as security for old age, and because there is little access to contraception. Death 

rates are equally high due to poor sanitation, malnutrition, the absence of modern medicine, and the 

constant threat of infectious disease. 

Stage 2 — Early expanding (early transition) 

The second stage is triggered by improvements in food supply, sanitation, and basic healthcare — 

typically associated with the early phases of modernization and colonialism. Death rates begin to fall, 



often quite sharply, while birth rates remain high because cultural and social norms around family size 

change much more slowly than medical conditions. The gap that opens between a still-high birth rate 

and a falling death rate produces a period of rapid natural population increase — this is the "population 

explosion" phase. Much of Africa, South Asia, and Latin America passed through this stage during the 

20th century, and it is the primary reason the global population grew so dramatically after World War 

II. 

Stage 3 — Late expanding (late transition) 

In stage three, birth rates begin to decline, driven by urbanization, the rising education and economic 

empowerment of women, the growing cost of raising children in urban environments, wider availability 

of contraception, and a cultural shift toward smaller family ideals. Death rates stabilize at low levels. 

The population continues to grow during this stage — since birth rates still exceed death rates — but 

the pace of growth slows considerably. Countries like India, Brazil, and Mexico have been moving 

through this stage in recent decades. The declining fertility in this phase eventually shapes the age 

structure of the population, producing a large working-age cohort that can, if properly harnessed, 

accelerate economic development. 

Stage 4 — Low stationary (post-industrial) 

By the fourth stage, both birth rates and death rates have settled at low levels, and the rate of natural 

increase approaches zero. Population size becomes relatively stable, though it may still grow modestly 

due to momentum from the age structure built up in earlier stages. This is the condition of most 

developed nations today — including Western Europe, Japan, Canada, and Australia. Urbanization is 

complete, women are well-educated and economically active, and family sizes of one or two children 

are the norm.  

Stage 5 — Decline (Stage of Negative Population Growth) 

This stage is termed the stage of negative population growth by Colin Clarke, in which birth rates fall 

below death rates, causing natural population decrease. Countries like Germany, Japan, and South Korea 

are already experiencing this, with birth rates sometimes dipping to 1.0–1.3 children per woman, well 

below the replacement level of 2.1. This stage raises profound questions about economic stagnation, 

labour shortages, and national sustainability that the original model did not anticipate. 

Significance and criticisms 

The Demographic Transition Theory offers a powerful and broadly validated explanation of how 

population dynamics change alongside economic development. It has been confirmed in the historical 

record of European nations and has guided development policy in much of the world. However, the 

model is not without criticism. It was derived from the Western European experience and may not 



perfectly describe trajectories in Africa or East Asia, where cultural, colonial, and political factors 

produce different patterns. It also says little about migration, which can dramatically alter a country's 

population independently of birth and death rates. Despite these limitations, Demographic Transition 

Theory remains the foundational framework for understanding long-run demographic change and its 

relationship to economic and social transformation. 

 


