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2.6 Malthusian Theory

“...the power of population is indefinitely greater than the power in the earth to produce subsistence 
for man.” An Essay on the Principle of Population, Thomas Malthus, 1798

“...patterns of land use...make it possible to crop a given area of land more frequently than 
before...The scope for additional food production in response to population growth is larger than 
usually assumed.” The Conditions of Agricultural Growth: The Economics of Agrarian Change Under 
Population Pressure, Ester Boserup, 1965

1.  Explain the degree to which 
Malthus accurately predicted 
how well food supply would be 
able to meet the demands of a 
growing population.

2. Compare cereal production 
with the amount of land used to 
produce cereal since 1961.



2. 7 Population Policies
1. The graph 
shows Iran’s 
natural increase 
rate between 
1960-2019, 
Compare Iran’s 
doubling time at its 
peak in the graph 
to its doubling time 
in 2015.

2. Explain how 
Iran’s population 
policies have 
shifted between 
1960-2015.



2.8 Women & Demographic Change
1. According to the United 
Nations, the global fertility 
rate in 2019 was 2.5. 
Identify a region of the world 
having many countries with 
fertility rates above 2.5.

2. Explain the degree to 
which years of schooling for 
women and fertility rates are 
related.

3. Describe how increasing 
economic opportunities for 
women can influence 
patterns of female migration.



TEACHING NOTES
SLIDE 1: There is a great Crash Course on Malthusian theory on YouTube at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QAkW_i0bDpQ. Other theorists I teach in conjunction 
with Malthus include Ester Boserup and Paul Ehrlich, author of The Population Bomb. A good article about the book is here: 
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/innovation/book-incited-worldwide-fear-overpopulation-180967499/, and a podcast that touches on many topics in unit 2, 
including Malthusian theory, can be found here: 
https://www.npr.org/2020/03/09/813801640/the-bomb-that-didnt-explode-why-our-fears-about-population-growth-didn-t-come-tr. Both the article and the 
podcast are accessible to students. suggested answers: 1) Given what Malthus knew at the time, we can’t fault him for not being very accurate about how well the 
available food supply would meet the demands of feeding a growing population. He couldn’t have predicted the technological advances that would substantially 
increase the quantity of food that we are able to produce (see topic 5.5, the Green Revolution); 2) while cereal production has steadily increased, the amount of land 
used to produce cereal has grown slightly, showing that we’re growing more food on the same sized land

SLIDE 2: Iran is a really good case study for how a country can change over time with respect to its population policies. Many resources using Iran as a case study 
can be found online. Students need to be as specific and detailed as possible in their answers. In #1, if they said, “the doubling time has increased,” that’s correct, 
but it’s not the answer of someone who has demonstrated the depth of knowledge required to earn college credit. I always remind my students their answers need 
to prove how much they’ve learned in order to earn that college credit. “It increased” won’t do it. Excellent start--what’s “it”? How is it calculated? So what was it at 
its peak, and what is it now? For kids who are reticent to do math, they can all divide 70 by 2, so a 2% NIR gives us a doubling time of 35 years. If they can remember 
this, they can do mental math to estimate other doubling times. suggested answers: 1) At a peak NIR of a little over 4% in the mid 1980s, Iran’s doubling time was 
just under 20 years. With a current NIR of 1.3%, it’s almost 54 years. (doubling time=70/NIR); 2) The poster, which reads, “more children, a happier life,” represents a 
pro-natalist population policy. In the years when Iran’s population would have doubled in less than a generation at a little over 4%, it’s likely the government had 
an anti-natalist stance. As women had fewer children and the NIR dropped dramatically, we can see from the poster than Iran began encouraging people to have 
larger families.

SLIDE 3: For background in teaching SPS 2.B.2, see https://migrationdataportal.org/themes/gender-and-migration. suggested answers: 1) Africa; 2) related to a great 
degree; the graph shows that in most countries, having more years of schooling is correlated with having fewer children (Our World in Data explores this 
relationship in detail) (encourage students to give specific examples from the graph); 3) According to Ravenstein’s laws of migration, most migration is voluntary and 
related to economic opportunity; women who have more education are more likely to migrate because of economic opportunities

SOURCES: 
slide 1: chart:  https://ourworldindata.org/world-population-growth-past-future; Malthus quote: http://www.gutenberg.org/files/4239/4239-h/4239-h.htm; Boserup quote: 
https://www.biw.kuleuven.be/aee/clo/idessa_files/boserup1965.pdf
slide 2: chart: https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.GROW?locations=IR; pronatalist poster: http://www.payvand.com/news/13/dec/1108.html
slide 3: https://ourworldindata.org/fertility-rate#what-explains-the-change-in-the-number-of-children-women-have
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