
An Introduction to Thomas Malthus’ An Essay on the Principle of Population
The human population… Sedentary agriculture, introduced some twelve thousand years ago, ensured that food was plentiful. The world’s population has grown exponentially ever since. Today there are over seven billion human beings jostling for position on planet earth. Of course, food is essential. It sustains life, provides energy, promotes growth. But what effect does it have on the human population?
Thomas Robert Malthus, the 18th century English economist, believed food fundamentally constrains population growth. His “Essay on the Principle of Population” argued that the planet’s population would always persist at a level simply adequate to support life, nothing more, nothing less: the subsistence level.
Malthus argued that food, be it in abundance or short supply, has a leveling effect. Really? Surely more food means more births and longer lives. The population can only grow. Not according to Malthus. Here’s why.
Imagine a school of fish and algae, their essential food source. Let’s assume the school is in equilibrium. The population is constant because there’s the ideal food to fish ration. This is the subsistence level. Let’s mix things up. For whatever reason extra algae have been shipped into the area. Increased food means more fish will survive to maturity, and the school’s population will increase. According to Malthus this population increase is exponential. One fish. Two fish. Four fish. Eight fish. Sixteen fish and so on.
But the algae won’t increase in the same way. Availability of land, or in this instance subterranean rock, constrains the production of food. The number of rocks is finite. So algae production will either remain constant or, at best, grow linearly. It will be able to replenish itself but won’t multiply exponentially, like the fish. That leaves the school of fish with more mouths to feed. The food supply can no longer meet the demand of this larger school, so the population increase is short lived. Many fish die of hunger and the school returns to equilibrium.
Land availability is outside human and fish control, just like famine and disease. Malthus called them “positive checks”, they nudge and cajole population back towards subsistence.
Malthus acknowledged theses positive checks in critiquing the Elizabethan Poor Laws. He believed that social welfare and food redistribution to the poor would unravel in the long run. 
So is it possible to outwit the population trap? According to Malthus it was, but that’s where we’ll take leave of the fish. Malthus had in mind preventative checks, human preventative behavior or “moral restraint” as he put it to beat the system: celibacy, delayed marriage, emigration. This wasn’t something he believed animals could engage in. 
Malthus’ theory on population has been acknowledged as the most influential work of its era.
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