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Malthus &
Modern Times
Sooner or later, someone will call genuine Greens 
“Neo-Malthusians”. This label is designed to imply 
that they are deeply reactionary, indeed misan-
thropic, following in the footsteps of that infamous 
monster Robert Malthus (1766-1834). A curate in 
rural Surrey, he is now most famous for his book 
An Essay on the Principle of Population (1798). Its 

predictions, it is claimed, turned out to be wildly wrong and, worse, he viewed the 
poor as feckless, the cause of their own poverty. So it is suggested, via the “Neo-
Malthusian” smear, that Green predictions about the threat from overpopulation today 
are wrong and that they too are guilty of blaming the victim. 

Malthus has been vilified out of all proportion, not least by those arch Victorian 
radicals Marx and Engels. Such critics thoroughly damn the works of Malthus, though, 
in doing so, they also conflate ‘Malthusian’ analysis with possible remedies that may 
(or may not) be drawn from the diagnosis he allegedly made of society’s ills. 

Now recognition that human numbers do count decisively does not depend on 
the writings of just one person, Malthus or anyone else. He could have been utterly 
wrong but, today, the case would still stand that the explosive growth of just one spe-
cies, we humans, threatens not only our own prospects but also those of every other 
species with whom we share this finite and fragile planet.

Yet only a complete fantasist could deny the most basic point made by Malthus. 
Unless one believes that the Earth and its ‘resources’ are infinite, something demon-
strably not the case, then one must logically accept that the population of human be-
ings, just like that of any other species, cannot endlessly expand. Different economic 
organisation, different lifestyles and different technologies may increase ‘carrying ca-
pacity’ (how many people the Earth can sustain) for a period but not indefinitely.

In the meantime, the populations of other species will have declined because 
there is only so much physical space and resources. In the long run, humans too can-
not keep multiplying. The choice then becomes self-restraint or the much more drastic 
option of external restrictions by ecology (in practice: poverty, hunger and population 
crashes).

The Essay on the Principle of Population was actually one of the first publications 
to spotlight that humans are not above and apart from the rest of nature but bound by 
ecological constraints, just like all other creatures. That – not any particular predic-



Page 2

tions he is said to have made – is the core legacy of Malthus. His insight is as true 
today as it was then. Anyone who disputes that concept of ‘limits-to-growth’ is either a 
fool or a rogue, at best irrelevant to the struggle to build a sustainable society.

The exploitation of the Americas and Australasia, coupled to the development of 
the means to transport their produce across the world (refrigeration etc.), meant that 
the predictions (or, more precisely, warnings) made by Malthus about food shortages 
did not materialise in the short term. Today, there are no New Worlds and, every-
where, high output agricultural systems are showing many signs of long-term unsus-
tainability, while the world’s population continues to grow.

[North American and Australasian ‘first peoples’ might well question the idea that 
those “New Worlds” were empty worlds just waiting to be discovered and exploited!]

It ought to be remembered too that Malthus actually recognised that there were 
countervailing tendencies, ones that might offset his warnings in the short term, just 
as Marx carefully described a number of factors that might counter his projection of a 
tendency towards a falling rate of profit in the capitalist system. The existence of such 
counter-forces does not alter the underlying dynamic: it merely buys breathing space. 
In the case of population growth, humankind has now hit the zone of ‘overshoot’, as a 
host of scientific studies now confirm. Any politics that omits the pressure from human 
numbers in its analysis of this truly alarming development is like a polo mint: there is 
a big hole in the middle.

Recently, the UN has raised its predictions of population growth, contrary to ear-
lier ones of some sort of demographic ‘soft landing’. Consider figures for 1950, for 
today, and predicted for 2050. Here are a few: Afghanistan 6, 28, and 79 million, re-
spectively; Pakistan 37, 170, and 292 million; Somalia 2, 9, and 21 million; Sudan 9, 
39, and 73 million; and Yemen 4, 23, and 58 million. Or consider hurricane-ravaged 
Haiti, at 3, 9, and 15 million. The projections for Africa as a whole: 242 million, 922 
million and over 2 billion. Can these numbers for 2050 materialise peacefully? Or will 
the growth first be slowed or ended by calamities of disease, famine, and war?

Let us look closer to home. Britain’s population is now growing quite rapidly. Al-
ready there are demands to build big new cities to house these growing numbers.1 
Soon there will be demands to intensify agriculture and take over more wildlife habitat 
for food and other production, including the flooding of land for new reservoirs, simply 
to cater for bigger numbers.

Take just London, for example. Its population is set to increase by I million in 
less than 10 years. Will that growth (leaving aside additional factors like rising expec-
tations regarding material consumption) make the city’s existing problems better or 
worse. Will it make their solution easier or harder?

So human numbers simply cannot be ignored. But resort to accusations of Neo-
Malthusianism does exactly that.2 No sensible person denies the role of other vari-
ables such as per capita consumption and technological choice. The fact of the matter 
is numbers decisively count, both in and of themselves and also by multiplying the 
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unsustainable effects of overconsumption, malign technology, maldistribution and so 
forth.3

Malthus actually got a number of specific predictions right. From his analysis of 
population and food, for example, he deduced that human numbers would not grow 
over the next 200 years or so to more than seven and half times than the population 
of his own time, the 1800s. The increase was some 5.5. times the population of 1800, 
a remarkably accurate prediction from someone widely reviled for getting his sums 
wrong. His real triumph, however, was – just to repeat the essence of the matter – to 
recognise that our species is just as dependent upon the Earth’s biogeophysical sys-
tems as any other species.

Nor was Malthus the ogre of myth. In actuality, Malthus was one of the few of his 
class who were genuinely concerned about the poor. ‘Bob’, as all his friends called 
him, was apparently one of the “gentlest and kindest of men”, according to one. Now 
Hitler might have been nice to dogs but it didn’t make him a particularly nice person. 
But those contemporary descriptions should make one question those who trade in 
knee-jerk vilifications of Malthus. 

 In reality, he was greatly concerned with misery and suffering. This was the ma-
jor theme of his book and his best intentions were always to reduce it. The full title 
of his book is actually this: An Essay on the Principle of Population As It Affects The 
Future Improvement Of Society. He argued with his father, latter supporting the ideas 
of Godwin and Condorcet who naively believed that misery and suffering would be 
simply and quickly brought to an end in the new age of Enlightenment and democratic 
reform. Given that some of these ‘progressives’ had their throats cut by the very revo-
lutions that their ideas helped to inspire, perhaps Malthus had a point about the need 
to be more sceptical.4 He understood that population pressure would ultimately and 
always bring misery. He hoped that, by bringing the ‘law’ of population to our attention, 
we might work to lessen suffering. 

Actually he was not alone in his views. It seems to be forgotten that there is a 
long, indeed heroic history of women who went to jail and suffered many abuses to 
spread knowledge about birth control and contraceptives amongst the poor. One of 
the clearest spokespersons of the early movement was Elizabeth Gurley Flynn, the 
self proclaimed ‘rebel girl’ and organiser for the nascent Wobblies (Industrial Workers 
of the World) and other unions. She argued that “the large family system rivets the 
chains of slavery upon labour more securely. It crushes the parents, starves the chil-
dren, and provides cheap fodder for machines and cannons”. Not surprisingly one of 
their slogans was that ‘the stork is the bird of war’.

Other radical pioneers, including Margaret Sanger and Emma Goldman, shared 
Flynn’s views. Indeed, some were jailed for spreading birth control propaganda. The 
historian Linda Gordon explains that such crusaders perceived that “control of excess 
births (is) a question of self defence for society”. She notes that the fact that “popu-
lation control has been abused in the service of imperialism does not erase the real 
problem of overpopulation”. Do the witch-hunters of so-called ‘Neo-Malthusianism’ 
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also condemn such early socialists and feminists?

Finally one has to read Malthus and his writings in the context of his time (it must 
be suspected that many of those who denounce Neo-Malthusianism have only read 
someone’s summary of someone else’s summary of what Malthus allegedly wrote). 
The most obvious influence was religion. His was also a very hierarchical society, 
something questioned by comparatively few at the time. Scientific knowledge was 
limited. The word ecology had not even been coined while the insights of evolutionary 
theory still lay in the future.

His world was, then, very different. So some allowance must be made and it is all 
the more remarkable what insights he achieved. It should also be noted that some 10 
chapters are normally missing from normal editions of his book. One student of these 
sections has reported that they considerably enrich his argument.

In any case, its content also reflected another custom of the time: the resort to hy-
perbole for satirical effect (Swift’s “Modest Proposal’ is the most famous example from 
the period before Malthus put pen to paper). That too must be taken into account.

So next time you hear someone ranting on about the evils of “Neo-Malthusian”, 
remember that you are dealing with someone who may well come from Planet Fan-
tasia, not the real world.

Notes

1. See BBC website and press reports such as http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2120035/New-city-Midlands-
rail-link-green-belt-land-cope-population-growth.html 

2.  See Bartlett, A.A.(1998). ‘ Malthus Marginalised ?’ Social Contract, Spring: 239-251. A revised version is posted @ 
http://www.hubbertpeak.com/bartlett/malthusian.htm ]

3.  This interaction is exceptionally well explained here: Harte, J. (2007) Human population as a dynamic factor in 
environmental degradation. Population and Environment, 28: 223–236.
A copy is posted at http://mahb.stanford.edu/wp-content/uploads/2011/12/2007_HartePopNonlinear.pdf.
See also the brilliant paper by Leon Kolankiewicz:: http://www.progressivesforimmigrationreform.org/2010/03/05/from-
big-to-bigger-how-mass-immigration-and-population-growth-have-exacerbated-americas-ecological-footprint/ 

4. This argument has recently been developed very powerfully by John Gray in his Black Mass (Penguin, 2008) which 
shows how easily the drive to utopia can lead to nightmares.

Between 38-41% of all pregnancies worldwide are unwanted. In 2008 alone, they 
added to the human race numbers equivalent to then population of Canada (33 
million). Yet an increasing number of governments are restricting access to birth 
control.

At the time of publication, the government in Honduras, for example, was planning 
to jail women for taking the morning-after pill, even victims of sexual assault. Easily 
accessible family planning is the single biggest and fastest way to cure many of the 
world’s social and environmental ills.

Here Melissa Gates eloquently explains the case for birth control @

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=S4M2JPOQPrA&feature=player_embed-
ded


