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Thomas Malthus was an English scholar from the timeframe of the Industrial 

Revolution.  Today he is best remembered for writing about issues related to the economy 

and human populations.  In particular he famously wrote about the potential crisis of the 

human population outpacing food production. 

Malthus developed an interest in population growth whilst at Cambridge. In 1798, he 

published a paper titled ‘An Essay on the Principle of Population’ that pushed him into the 

public eye. In the paper, he argued that when food supply increases the population size 

grows accordingly in order to eliminate the abundance.  Furthermore, he insisted that while 

food production increased at a linear rate, human reproduction occurred at an exponential 

rate.  As such, he argued that eventually, there would be a crisis in which human 

reproduction outpaced available food production.  He suggested that this crisis would lead to 

starvation and public turmoil. He published a number of editions of the paper, each time 

adding more information and new material. The paper gave rise to the Malthusian 

controversy, which prevailed for the next few decades.  The controversy centered on 

Malthus' theory for preventing the crisis point.  Essentially, Malthus argued that there should 

be some checks in place in order to prevent over population and the crisis point of human 

reproduction outpacing food production.  For instance, he referred to positive checks, which 

caused the death rate to increase.  For Malthus, the positive checks included things such as 

war, disease and hunger.  As well, he referred to preventive checks, which lowered the birth 

rate.  For Malthus, these included things such as birth control and celibacy.  

Many viewed Malthus’ ideas as cold-hearted and viewed the Malthusian Population Theory 

as justification for the exploitation of the working-class people in the Industrial 

Revolution.  For example, in Charles Dickens' famous story ‘A Christmas Carol’ the 

character of Ebenezer Scrooge expressed Malthus' ideas in an early scene.  For instance, 

when approached by two men collecting donations for the poor, Scrooge responded by 

suggesting that the poor should die and “decrease the surplus population”.  ‘A Christmas 

Carol’ was first published by Dickens in 1843, and is generally viewed as a critique of the 

social system present in England at the time.  As such, Dickens’ portrayal of Ebenezer 

Scrooge is viewed as a criticism of Malthus’ ideas. 

Malthus was elected as a fellow of the Royal Society and later formed some other academic 

clubs in London.  For example, he was a founding member of the Political Economy Club in 

1821.  He continued to write and published several more works.  Malthus died on December 

23rd, 1834 from a heart attack.  Today, he is best remembered for his views on the 

economy, politics and society that shaped the Industrial Revolution in England. 
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