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Econ 135: Day 3: Malthusian 
Logics
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Week 2: Days 3-4: 2. Ensorcelled by the Devil of Malthus: 
2.1. Malthusian Logics; 2.2. Efflorescences and Dark Ages

<>
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Week 1: Days 1-2: 1. Introduction: 1.1. Five Questions 
About Economic Growth; 1.2. Quantitative Guesses

<>
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Guesses at Longest-Run Global Growth

<>



The	Puzzle	of	the	Malthusian	Agrarian	Economy:	Readings	and	
Questions

• “Ancient”	Ain’t	“Primitive”	or	
“Unsophisticated”,	Is	It?		

• Could	we	teach:	
– Themistokles	or	Augustus	much	about	
politics?	

– Homer	much	about	writing	poetry?	
– Gaius	Julius	Caesar	or	Leonidas	much	
about	generalship?	

– Sophokles	much	about	drama?	
– Phryne	much	about	presentation-of-self-
as-celebrity?	

– Michelangelo	di	Lodovico	Buonarroti	
Simon	much	about	painting	ceilings?	

– Praxiteles	much	about	sculpture?	
– Johann	Sebastian	Bach	much	about	music?	

• And	yet,	as	far	as	the	economy	is	
concerned…
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Malthusian Demography

<>

Social power depends 
on being the mother 
(or father, uncle) of 
sons:
• Technological progress is slow 
• So population nearly stable 
• Thus the average mother has 

only one son surviving to 
reproduce 

• Some have two or three, and 
some have zero 

• Hence very strong pressure to 
have as many as possible, in the 
hope that one will survive

• Slow population growth: average 
number of sons near 1 

• Poisson distribution 

• Two children survive to reproduce 
• Three live to adulthood 
• 4.5 survive to age 5 
• 6.5 live births 
• 9 pregnancies, with miscarriages and 

stillbirths 

9 x 9 = 81/12 = more than 6 years pregnant 
15 years breastfeeding 
21 years eating for two 
1 in 7 dead in childbed?



Agrarian Near Stagnation
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The H Index: H=0.037, 0.27, 0.43
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Simulating a Malthusian Economy
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Sample Results
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Cf. English History
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“Overfitting”
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Escape

2021-02-02

From Clark: Condition of 
Working Class in England:

• Moving back-and-forth along a stable 
Malthusian curve from 1280 to 1640 

• Then breakout: real wage rises to the 
1730s 

• Then population rises without real 
wage falling until the 1800s 

• By 1800, real wage 33% above and 
population double level of 1640 

• And then the Industrial Revolution 
takes hold: real wages up by 80% and 
population doubling again in two 
generations
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Global Divergence: The Nation-States
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Domination & Plutocracy

<>

• Ever since the invention of agriculture 

• Becoming a trained-thug-with-a-spear 

• The exploitative are hard targets 

• The productive are soft targets 

• Agrarian-Age as unequal as it could be 

• No Commercial-Age reduction in 

inequality 

• On the other hand, no big increase 

• And domination mattered less—perhaps



====

Commercial-Industrial-Modern Economic Growth 
Inequality

<>

• “Top 1%” not static… 

• Waves: 

• First Gilded Age 

• Age of Social 

Democracy 

• Second Gilded Age 

• American numbers 

wrong
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Slavery & Status
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• Plantation 

• Household 

• Serfdom 

• Sharecropping 

• Debt 

• Wage-work 

• Renter 

• Freehold
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Patriarchy: Genetic Divergence
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Patriarchy: Effective Population Size

<>



The	Song	of	Everlasting	Sorrow

• Tang	Dynasty:	An-Shi	Rebellion	
• Bai	Juyi	
• Yang	Guifei,	Emperor	Xuanzong,	An	Lushan,	
and	Yang	Guozhong	

• The	love	of	the	Emperor	was	so	strong	as	to	
upset	the	natural	order,	and	so:	

• Baby	girls	instead	of	boys	became	the	popular	
preference…	

• “In	heaven	we	vow	to	fly	wing	to	wing.	
On	earth	we	vow	to	tangle	branch	to	branch	
Heaven	will	fade,	earth	will	fade	
Our	parting	is	everlasting	sorrow.”



Document:	Abigail	Smith	Adams:	Letter	to	
John	Adams

https://tinyurl.com/dl20180226a:	Letter	to	
John	Adams	31	Mar-5	Apr	1776…

• Braintree	March	31,	1776:	I	wish	you	would	ever	
write	me	a	Letter	half	as	long	as	I	write	you;	and	tell	
me	if	you	may:		
• Where	your	Fleet	are	gone?		
• What	sort	of	Defence	Virginia	can	make	against	

our	common	Enemy?		
• Whether	it	is	so	situated	as	to	make	an	able	

Defence?		
• Are	not	the	Gentery	Lords	and	the	common	

people	vassals?	
• Are	they	not	like	the	uncivilized	Natives	Brittain	

represents	us	to	be?		
• I	hope	their	Riffel	Men	who	have	shewen	

themselves	very	savage	and	even	Blood	thirsty;	are	
not	a	specimen	of	the	Generality	of	the	people.

https://tinyurl.com/dl20180226a


Catch Our Breath
Let’s reflect on what we have 
just heard & seen…
1. Comments 
2. Questions 
3. Readings 


