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MALTHUS THEORY OF POPULATION 

 
GEOGRAPHY OPTIONAL PAPER 1, POPULATION AND SETTLEMENT 

GEOGRAPHY: Growth and distribution of world population; demographic attributes; Causes 

and consequences of migration; concepts of over-under-and optimum population; Population 

theories, world population problems and policies, Social well-being and quality of life; 

Population as social capital. 

 
THE MALTHUSIAN APPROACH: 

 

 
 

 Malthus examined the relationship between population growth and resources. From 

this, he developed the Malthusian theory of population growth in which he wrote that 

population growth occurs exponentially, so it increases according to birth rate. 

 The population grows in geometric progression, whereas resources grow in arithmetic 

progression only. 

 Man’s need for food and his passion for sex are antagonistic. Sustenance has a limit but 

there is no decline in sex passion. As a result, undue sufferings happen for man in 

trying to maintain a large population from limited resources. This results in creation of 

rich and poor class. 

 There are two types of 'checks' that can reduce a population's growth rate. Preventive 

checks are voluntary actions people can take to avoid contributing to the population. 
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Because of his religious beliefs, he supported a concept he called moral restraint, in 

which people resist the urge to marry and reproduce until they are capable of 

supporting a family. This often means waiting until a later age to marry.  

 Positive checks to population growth are things that may shorten the average lifespan, 

such as disease, warfare, famine, and poor living and working environments. According 

to Malthus, eventually these positive checks would result in a Malthusian catastrophe 

(also sometimes called a Malthusian crisis), which is a forced return of a population to 

basic survival. 

 The Irish potato famine of the 19th century has been considered a classic example of a 

Malthusian catastrophe. In addition to dealing with political and economic relations 

with England and fragmentation of their land, the rapidly growing Irish population was 

running out of food. 

 

 

CRITICISM OF MALTHUSIAN THEORY: 
 Population has not increased as rapidly as predicted by Malthus; on the other hand, 

production has increased tremendously because of the rapid advances in technology. By 

making use of fertilizers, pesticide better seeds, tractors and other agricultural machinery, 

they have been able to increase their production greatly. As a result, living standards of the 

people have risen instead of falling as was predicted by Malthus. 

 Malthus gave no proof of his assertion that population increased exactly in geometric 

progression and food production increased exactly in arithmetic progression. It has been 

rightly pointed out that population and food supply does not change in accordance with 
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these mathematical series. Growth of population and food supply cannot be expected to 

show the precision or accuracy of such series.  

 There no established relationship between positive checks and population. 

 Passion for sex cannot be equated with passion for having children, as the latter is generally 

socially-driven. 

 Malthus was blamed to be privileged-class biased, as poor were blamed for their poverty, 

and not their exploitation by the rich class. 

MALTHUSIAN THEORY- RELEVANCE TO INDIA: 
 He said that unless preventive checks were exercised, positive checks would operate. This is 

true for India even today. The Malthusian theory fully applies in India. 

 We are at present in that unenviable position which Malthus feared. We have the highest 

birth-rate and the highest death-rate in the world. Grinding poverty, ever-recurring 

epidemics, famine and communal quarrels are the order of the day. We are deficient in food 

supply. 

 Our standard of living is incredibly low. Who can say that Malthus seems valid for the Asiatic 

countries like India, Pakistan and China. No wonder that intense family planning drive is on 

in India at present. 

 

PREVIOUS YEARS UPSC OPTIONAL QUESTIONS:  
 Examine the causes and consequences of forced migration of population in the present 

context. (2017)  

 Define the quality of life and explain its parameters with adequate examples. (2017)  

 Describe the regional pattern of Life Expectancy in the world and bring out the challenges 

faced by developing countries due to increasing life expectancy. (2016)  

 Critically examine the theories on population migration. (2015).  

 

 


