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Was Marx a Crypto-Malthusian?

Marx...taught that...if a man had to fight for the hungers and
necessities o f ten or twelve children, he made a better revolutionary.
“Let ’em have as many as they can,” was the cry.1
Marx, the most powerful critic o f Malthus, may also be dismissed as
being largely irrelevant to the mainstream o f modern empirical
demography.... Marx’s theory o f the process by which “population
pressure” develops was not based on research.2

If the working-class movement was ever to articulate a demographic program of
its own, Marx of all social theorists should have been most vitally interested in
providing the requisite foundations. Yet even David Harvey, an orthodox Marxist
social theorist, plausibly speaks of “Marx’s rather surprising failure to undertake
any systematic study of the process governing the production and reproduction of
labour power itself.” Although he regards the omission as one of the most serious
gaps in Marx’s theory and a very difficult one to plug, Harvey suggests that Marx’s
short-circuited approach can be defended by reference to the limited purpose to
which Marx sought to put the discussion of the labor supply—namely, that within
the framework of the general law of accumulation, capitalist production inexorably
generates the industrial reserve army it needs regardless of the absolute size of the
population. Other Marxist critics maintain that Marx and Engels failed to take a
step beyond bourgeois economics not only in the general sense of treating
population as an exogenous factor, but also more specifically in taking the
existence of a laboring population as a self-explanatory and natural prerequisite of
societal reproduction. By taking the proletarian family for granted, Marx is said
to have mystified the production of children and hence of working-class
reproduction.3
This chapter explains how the stereotyped charges that political and
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academic critics have leveled against Marx fail to do justice to his surprisingly
subtle theorization of the interaction between the mechanisms of capital
accumulation and proletarian population development. By the same token, the
fruitfulness of Marx’s contribution to the debate over the need for direct societal
regulation of population is shaped by his peculiar synthesis of the theory and
practice of transformative historical change. Because Marx concluded that
population, by and large, was not a significant impediment to the profitability of
individual capitals or capital in general, he saw little systemic motivation for
demographic intervention by the state. Thus, unlike the situation, for example,
with regard to the length of the working day, which generated a tension between
the short-term interests of individual firms and the long-term viability of British
capitalism, ultimately resulting in compulsory state norms, demographic change
failed to set in motion any capital-oriented state intervention. Marx’s analysis of
what he regarded as a surplus population specific to the capitalist mode of
production does not simply presuppose that some economic mechanism would
always insure a quantitatively adequate supply of labor, but actually constructs a
detailed theoretical model. By the same token, Marx does not make the
functionalist assumption that economic mechanisms automatically and agentlessly
ward off all demographic threats to capitalism’s long-term viability.
As for the other historically critical social formation, socialism, Marx
denied in principle the possibility or even desirability of analyzing—and thus
preempting active construction of—this future mode of production.4 Since Marx
also believed that the subjective roots of the revolutionary working-class
consciousness that would eventually impel the proletariat to overthrow capital
would not, at least, given Marx’s sense of the potential propinquity of a socialist
society, within any politically relevant period, tap into workers’ reproductive
desires, habits, or patterns, he also refrained from proffering a transitional
demographic program.
Despite these self-imposed methodological constraints, Marx has
persistently been taken to task for having failed to develop a theory of population.
Some critics appear to believe that Das Kapital was designed as a kind of
Encyclopaedia Capitalistica or Pauly-Wissowas Real-Encyclopädie der classischen
Kapitalismuswissenschaft. Just as Marx has been faulted for ignoring “the im
plications of man’s mortality” for human nature, for more than a century
economists and demographers have identified his neglect of natality as a near fatal
missing link in his analysis of capitalism.5
Even during Marx’s lifetime, commentators began insisting that family
and fertility were black boxes for him. One of the earliest discussions of Das
Kapital in a scholarly economics journal mocked Marx for blithely assuming that
early proletarian marriages were somehow forced upon workers by a capitalist law
of nature which they were powerless to resist. In fact, wrote Julius Platter in the
prestigious Jahrbücher für Nationalökonomie und Statistik in 1877, since marriage
was a free act subject to human will, any number of motives would have supported
late marriages and sparing procreation in order to thwart the interests of the class
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enemy. Platter, ignoring that in preindustrial traditional Europe the positive
correlation between household size and wealth or social status was a “moral law,”
asserted that the highly positive correlation between poverty and procreativity was
“a much more absolute, more abstract law of population” than Malthus’s and “a
pure law of nature, equally in effect at all times and in all places..., a law that
makes the poor poorer and poorer and the rich richer and richer,” and immune from
knowledge and education. Platter completed his attack by charging that whereas
Marx found a “purely physical relation between poverty and human fertility,”
identifying poverty with overfertility, Malthus operated with a moral or psychic
relation, identifying the poor with those who gave little thought to the future.6
Ironically, this interpretation, which resembles twentieth-century culture-of-poverty
explanations, was also embodied in Marx’s and especially Engels’ understanding
of proletarian fertility patterns.
Other nineteenth-century German critics labelled Marx’s account of the
early age at which workers married under capitalism at best circular. Like much
of neoclassical economics, Marxism stands accused of having failed to forge the
mediating links between the theoretical or systemic demand for labor and the
social-psychological microfoundations of human procreation.7
An even harsher, albeit less theoretically grounded, attack on Marx
stemmed from Margaret Sanger, one of the founders of the birth control movement
in the United States. After having passed through a more socialist-oriented phase,
Sanger concluded, soon following World War I, that because Marx “failed to
recognize the interplay of human instincts in the world of industry,” he neglected
“the dangers of irresponsible parenthood and reckless breeding” and overlooked
that the “greatest asset of the capitalism of that age was...the uncontrolled breeding
among the laboring classes.”8
More recently, feminists have charged that “since Marx did not see
women as an integral part of the proletariat, as both producers and reproducers, he
had no basis for theorizing a ‘law of population’ whose dynamics included
women’s need for fertility control, apart from shifts in the capitalist demand for
labor; he did not see fertility control as part of the class struggle, much less the
gender struggle.”9 Some Marxist feminists assert that because Marx’s labor theory
of value assumes that the value of labor power, unlike that of other commodities,
is not determined by the societally necessary labor time to produce it, Marxists fail
to discuss the labor time that mothers devote to their children, that is, future
workers.10 Alternatively, Harvey, a very friendly interpreter, is constrained to
admit that Marx failed to rise above the dismal scientists of his era: “When it comes
to features promoting a high rate of birth (early age of marriage, rising birth rates,
etc.), Marx does not read very differently from Malthus.... Marx seems to be
trapped in the same general swamp of ignorance with respect to the process of
reproduction of labor power as were his contemporaries.” And even where
Marxists understanding^ condone Marx’s politically justified denunciations of
Malthus, they charge him with having inadvertently misled his followers into
abandoning demography to “our enemies.” 11
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Critics have attacked Marx for mutually incompatible failings. Some take
Marx to task for having been completely blind to the existence of population
problems. Because he is said to have regarded the growth of the labor force as a
necessary and automatic consequence of capital accumulation, some social
scientists consider him a demographic optimist, who could not imagine that
depopulation could ever be capitalism’s undoing.12 Yet Marx’s failure to have
problematized absolute population decline is, in light of capitalism’s development
during the twentieth century, largely academic. Thus, the demographic historian
William Petersen chides Marx for having ahistorically constructed his system
around the unusually strong population growth of the nineteenth century; conse
quently, demographic forecasts of population decline during the 1930s could not
even have been a “hypothetical contingency.”13 Marxist economics is, however,
hardly an appropriate object of criticism for inadequate understanding of the Great
Depression. Similarly, the actual population decline in several Western European
countries since the 1970s has scarcely posed insoluble puzzles for Marxist analysis
of economic development. It is William Stanley Jevons, one of the initiators of the
marginalist revolution, against whom the charge of demographic obtuseness should
be raised. Because he believed that the problem of economics was to find the mode
of employing a given population and powers of production so as to maximize the
utility of the output, for him the doctrine of population “forms no part of the direct
problem of economics.”14
Others have charged that Marx was committed to an “implicit Malthusian
theory of population,” which blinded him to “the fact of mass progress... [which]
made men rethink the calculus of having children” by means of a non-Malthusian
check on the birth-rate....”15 In a variant on this theme, other economists, echoing
Sanger’s judgment that Marx “fail[ed] to realize that it is to the capitalists’ advan
tage that the working classes are unceasingly prolific,” make the counterintuitional
assertion that Marx and Marxists have actually understated the extent of capitalist
exploitation by deemphasizing the reproductive surplus that the proletariat creates
at home for capital, thus adding to the live stock of golden egg-laying geese.
Marxists, so goes this argument, have deprived themselves of this additional agita
tional tool because it would only lend credence to neo-Malthusian propaganda.16
Unlike Malthus, however, Marx was not attempting to develop a general
theory of population (change). Indeed, contrary to the claims of many of his critics
and supporters, Marx did not even purport to have uncovered The Law of
Population of the Capitalist Mode of Production. What Marx did theorize in Das
Kapital was the “Progressive Production of a Relative Overpopulation or Industrial
Reserve Army” as an indispensable element of the “General Law of Capitalist
Accumulation.”17 This self-sustaining mechanism of cyclical labor-saving capital
investment booms that disemploy more workers than they hire is a perennial source
of mystery to amnesic economic analysts, although sociodemographers confirm
that the labor force participation rate of such “marginal” groups as women, the
young, and the old fluctuates during the course of the business cycle in accordance
with endogenous socioeconomic rather than exogenous demographic forces.18
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The statement in the first volume of Das Kapital that has misled critics to
characterize Marx as a demographer manqué, even of capitalism, is his insight that
the laboring population, by producing the accumulation of capital, produces its own
relative redundancy or overpopulation: “This is a law of population peculiar to the
capitalist mode of production, as indeed every special historical mode of produc
tion has its special historically valid laws of population. An abstract law of popula
tion exists only for plants and animals, insofar as human beings do not intervene
historically.” Marx is not saying here that he has laid bare the totality of the laws
of population for capitalism. Rather, he has merely singled out one of the set of
population laws that no mode of production prior to capitalism had fashioned for
regulating the growth of its working population. Because the “population fanatics”
applied the term surplus population exclusively to labor power and expressly
exempted from it the leisure consuming class, Marx studied a class-based subset
of capitalist laws of population.19
A decade before he published Das Kapital, Marx began exploring the
concept of overpopulation in the context of the free laborer qua virtual pauper in
the so-called Grundrisse. He observed that various societal modes of production
were characterized by “various laws of the increase of population and over
population” (pauperism). These laws were “simply to be reduced to the various
modes of relating to the conditions of production or with regard to the living
individual conditions of reproduction of him as member of society.... It is only in
the mode of production grounded on capital that pauperism appears as the result
of labor itself, of the development of the productive power of labor.”
Consequently, what appeared as overpopulation in one stage of societal production
might not be in another. Marx criticized Malthus precisely for his inability to grasp
these historical differences and thus for reducing the complicated and changing
relationships of overpopulation in various historical phases “stupidly to one
relationship...an abstract numerical relationship.” Malthus’s ahistorical approach
caused him therefore to transmogrify the immanent, historically changing limits of
human procreation into external limitations and the external checks of natural
reproduction into internal limits or natural laws of procreation. Instead, Marx
noted, surplus population had to be grasped generally with regard to “the social
mediation through which the individual relates to the means of his reproduction and
creates them.... The invention of surplus workers, i.e., of propertyless people, who
work, belongs to the epoch of capital.”20
Marx had formed this view of Malthusianism a decade earlier in the
course of preparing a series of lectures for workers on wages. Based on the less
sophisticated understanding of capital accumulation that he had developed by 1847,
Marx charged that Malthus’s claim that it was a law of nature that population grew
faster than the means of employment or subsistence enabled the bourgeoisie to
transform a societal law into a law of nature. This naturalization process was an
ideological benefit to the bourgeoisie by portraying the proletariat’s misery as its
own fault.21
In contrast, Malthus, because he forged a mechanical linkage between
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wages and population guaranteeing a perpetual equilibrium, was, counter
intuitively, a demographic optimist.22 Thus given stationary national resources and
population, wages could not fall below what is necessary to maintain stationary
population “because...the principle of demand and supply would always interfere
to prevent such wages as would either occasion an increase or diminution of
population.” Ironically, Malthus’s impressively long-lived population theory has
been characterized by a leading developmental economist as a nonstarter “for the
capitalist epoch.”23 As Wrigley and Schofield explain in their monumental English
population history, before 1800, faster population growth was associated with a
declining standard of living; after about 1811, however, the Industrial Revolution
broke that historic link:
And by an ironic coincidence Malthus had given pungent expression to
an issue that haunted most pre-industrial societies at almost the last
moment when it could still plausibly be represented as relevant to the
country in which he was born.... After 1800 poverty was, so to speak,
no longer inevitable and the stage was set for the high indignation about
poverty so characteristic o f many nineteenth-century reformers....
Perhaps now it can be seen that both Malthus and his successors were
right in their generations, for the world viewed by a man o f Marx’s
generation had changed fundamentally.... The tension between popula
tion growth and living standards...gave way before a change in produc
tivity so profound that an increase in poverty was no longer the price o f
an increase in numbers.24

Marx’s estimation of the futility of population control as a means of
counteracting the expansion of the reserve army and thus mitigating its wagedepressing effect was driven by his theory of capital accumulation, which
explained the individual worker’s poverty not as a consequence of his personal
superfertility, but, rather, of his displacement by constant capital— a fate to which
even the childless were vulnerable. Marx’s insight was hardened by his
observation of contemporary demographic ruptures in Ireland. The depopulation
following in the wake of the famine of 1846 fashioned the best possible experiment
for testing the Malthusian dogma that overpopulation causes misery and
“equilibrium is restored through depopulation.” Yet the consequence for those who
remained behind, liberated from overpopulation, was wages as low as ever because
relative overpopulation more than kept pace with depopulation.25 English
agriculture in the 1850s furnished Marx with additional evidence. A rise in wages
brought about by the confluence of factors such as the decline in labor supply
caused by emigration and absorption by factories and heightened demand for
soldiers had prompted tenant farmers to introduce new labor-saving machinery.
The resulting “artificial overpopulation” and renewed decline in wages occurred
despite the relative and absolute decrease in the agricultural population.26 As
generalized by Gunnar Myrdal: “If we could ‘wish away’...all the unemployed, this
change would bring about secondary changes in the various supply and demand

152

Dilemmas of Laissez-Faire Population Policy

curves, with the result that in...a short time a new unemployment would develop...if
this...change is not assumed to improve the social organization of the economic
process.”27
Even before presenting his theory of accumulation, Marx made clear in
that part of his model that assumed merely simple (that is, nonexpanding or
nonaccumulating) reproduction that the continuous transformation of money into
capital presupposed that the possessor of labor power had to be continuously
present in the market. Since the seller of labor power was mortal, he had to
immortalize himself through procreation. Marx’s starting point is therefore that “at
the very least” the workers who are withdrawn from the labor market as a result of
having been used up or died must constantly be replaced by an equal number of
substitutes. Marx operates with the classical political economic assumption of a
proletarian family wage, that is, that the means of subsistence required for the
production of labor power include those for the departing worker’s replacements,
which, conventionally enough, Marx assumed to be his children. Thus “this race
of peculiar commodity owners immortalizes itself in the commodity market.”28
Marx’s view thus far bears a superficial resemblance to Ricardo’s, which
posited that the “natural price of labour” sufficed to enable labourers “to subsist
and to perpetuate their race, without either increase or diminution.” But in spite of
Ricardo’s insistence that the natural price of labor included a historical, moral,
political, cultural, and place-based component, he also maintained a naturalisticbiologistic version, according to which labor became dear when it was scarce;
when the market price of labor—that is, “the price which is really paid for it, from
the natural operation of the proportion of the supply to the demand”—exceeded its
natural price, the laborer’s enhanced purchasing power enabled him to rear a
“numerous family. When, however, by the encouragement which high wages give
to the increase of population, the number of labourers is increased, wages again fall
to their natural price, and indeed...sometimes fall below it.” At this depressed
standard of living, the mirror-image process of readjustment of wages and supply
of labor was ignited: “It is only after their privations have reduced their number”
that the market price moves back up to the natural price of labor.29
This naturalistic mechanism was explicated even more explicitly by J.B.
Say, a Smithian popularizer for whom Marx had bottomless contempt. After
stating that the diminished supply that would result from the inability of workers
to raise families on their wages would soon lead to higher wages as demand
exceeded supply, Say remarked that the same process would apply if significant
numbers of workers did not marry. Since the childless could offer their labor more
cheaply than, and would thus displace, worker-parents, they would soon bulk
proportionately larger within the working class: “not only would they not
contribute to recruiting the class, but they would prevent others from being able to
recruit it.” But the old equilibrium would promptly reassert itself because the
lower wage level of the childless would be followed by an increase resulting from
the decline in the number of workers.30
Marx criticized this received dogma of political economy as an unrealistic
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abstraction from the way capitalism functioned and had to function. Malthus had
laid out the logic of what became known as the wage-fund doctrine in his critique
of Adam Smith in the first edition of the Essay on the Principle of Population:
the comforts o f the labouring poor depend upon the increase o f the
funds destined for the maintenance o f labour, and will be very exactly
in proportion to the rapidity o f this increase. The demand for labour
which such increase would occasion, by creating a competition in the
market, must necessarily raise the value o f labour, and, till the
additional number o f hands required were reared, the increased funds
would be distributed to the same number o f persons as before the
increase, and therefore every labourer would live comparatively at his
ease.31

Schematically, then, Ricardian political economy believed in the following
cyclical mechanism: t capital accumulation - t wages- t working-class
procreation - over-full labor market - i wages - i working population (or 1
exploitation) - T capital accumulation. Marx explained why this model was
unrealistic:
For modern industry with its ten-year cycle and its periodic phases...it
would indeed be a pretty law that regulated the demand and supply o f
labor not by the expansion and contraction o f capital, that is, according
to its valorization needs at any particular time, so that the labor market
now appears relatively under-full because capital is expanding, and now
again relatively over-full because it is contracting, but, instead, made
the movement o f capital dependent on the absolute movement o f the
absolute amount o f population.... A pretty method o f motion this for
developed capitalist production! Before any positive growth o f the
really able-bodied population could take place as a result o f the increase
in wages, the deadline would have run again and again during which the
industrial campaign must have been conducted, the battle fought and
decided.32

A more realistic account of capitalist development showed that a surplusworker population or, as political economy characterized it, overpopulation, both
was a necessary product of capital accumulation and in turn became a lever of the
latter and “a condition of existence of the capitalist mode of production. By having
this industrial reserve army at its disposal, capital has, for its changing valorization
needs, ready access to the “exploitable human material, independent of the limits
of the real increase in population.” Real or mere biological population growth
would be much too inflexible to meet accumulating capital’s sudden and explosive
expansive force as its frenetic invasions of branch after branch require the capacity
to throw large masses of workers into these operations without interrupting the
scale of production in other industries. This enormous volatility of capitalist
production not only was unprecedented, but was also impossible even in early
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capitalism, when accumulation progressed in step with the relative growth of
demand for labor and finally ran up against “natural limits of the exploitable
worker population” that historically were cleared away through enforced proletari
anization of noncapitalist producers. The expansion-contraction cycles of devel
oped capitalism, in contrast, hinge on the availability of an increased supply of
workers that is both “independent of the absolute growth of population” and largely
generated within the capitalist sector of the economy. Specifically, this reserve
army is recruited by “constantly setting free a part of the workers through methods
that reduce the number of employed workers in proportion to the increased
production” and thus make some of them unemployed or underemployed.33
Marx’s repeated insistence that capitalist production cannot be satisfied
with the quantity of labor power supplied by the natural increase of population and
“needs for its free play an industrial reserve army independent of this natural limit”
manifestly presupposes that this violently fluctuating labor reservoir was superior
to a (theoretically conceivable) system of a vast perpetually inexhaustible surplus
population that would so far exceed the needs of capital even at the height of the
investment cycle that capital would be additionally freed o f the limits of the
disemployment mechanism inherent in an increasing organic composition of
capital. This reinstatement of what amounts to Malthus’s “narrow-minded”
naturalistic conceptualization of overpopulation was presumably not practicable
because it would have required an enormous program of alimentation of this
enlarged pool of quasipermanently unemployed; since the British propertied classes
had already forced an end to the Old Poor Law regime, which had fed the
unemployed victims of the Industrial Revolution, because the taxes were
unacceptably high, there was no political, economic, or ideological leeway in midVictorian England for restoring such a system on an even larger scale. Moreover,
to the extent that some subset of the reserve army was unemployed for such
extended periods that it lost its industrial skills, discipline, and morale, it became
dysfunctional for capital although it was a necessary product of the accumulation
process. As such, this pauperized dead weight already constituted faux frais that
capital strove to avoid or shift to others.34 At the same time, however, Marx
acknowledged that the history of modem industry demonstrated that constant
overpopulation was possible “although it formed its stream from quickly-lived,
swiftly succeeding generations of humans picked unripe so to speak.”35
Although the relative diminution of variable capital vis-à-vis constant
capital seems to bring forth a more rapid absolute growth of the worker population
than of the variable capital, the accumulation process constantly produces an
addition to the worker population that is, relative to capital’s average valorization
needs, an excessive and redundant population. Capital’s ability to create such a
flexible labor force is, however, even greater if the assumption is dropped that the
increase or decrease of the number of workers employed corresponds exactly to the
increase or decrease in variable capital. Capital can extract more labor from the
same number of workers through greater extensive or intensive exploitation of
individual workers. Capital can thus increase its supply of labor faster than its
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demand for workers, and by overworking part of the working class, capital further
inflates the reserve army, which in turn exerts yet greater competitive pressure on
the overworked sector to submit to its deteriorating conditions. So convinced was
Marx of the crucial importance of this segmentation of the labor force as a
substitute for biological demographic growth that he believed that, if the working
day were reduced to a “rational” level in England, the existing working population
would be insufficient to carry on the existing volume of production, which could
be achieved only by converting “‘unproductive”’ workers into “‘productive’”
ones.36 The extraction of more labor from the same absolute number of workers
is also secured, for example in the United States, by means of multiple jobholding
by 8 million workers. This method, which—unlike one employer’s increasing the
length of its employees’ workday—benefits capital in general and circumvents the
financial deterrence embodied in overtime statutes, substitutes for biological
accretions to the labor force inasmuch as multiple jobholding parents and especially
mothers have correspondingly less time to devote to childbearing and -raising.37
The system-immanent relative overpopulation, fluctuations in which
regulate the general movements in wages, not only depresses wages during the
stagnation and average prosperity phases of the business cycle, but also moderates
wage demands during the phase of highest production sufficiently so that, even
when the law of supply and demand should be operating for the benefit of the
active worker army, capital’s rule is not threatened. Capital can succeed in this
manner because, just as the demand for labor has become distinct from the growth
of capital, the supply of labor is not identical with the growth of the working class:
“Les dés sont pipés. Capital acts on both sides simultaneously.” By setting free
some workers, whose consignment to the reserve army puts additional pressure on
the workers newly absorbed into production, the process of accumulation “to a
certain degree makes the supply of labor independent of the supply of labor.”38
A contentious theoretical question arises here as to whether Marx’s
alleged proclivity to take population growth for granted as an implicit precondition
of capitalist production fatally undermines his claim that the processes sustaining
the reserve army of the unemployed operate independently of absolute increases
in population.39 In an alternative formulation, critics argue that by presupposing
that variable capital increases absolutely even if it declines in relation to constant
capital, Marx could not demonstrate the inevitability of the formation of the reserve
army without implying that population grows more rapidly than variable capital.40
A half-century ago, Paul Sweezy, a Marxist economist, conceded that Marx,
writing in the middle of the nineteenth century, not implausibly assumed that, with
a growing population, a mechanization-induced rise in the organic composition of
capital would bring about a relative decline in demand for labor together with an
expansion of the reserve army as a more or less stable share of the total labor force.
But regardless of the particular historical circumstances underlying Marx’s theory,
“the principle of the reserve army is independent of any particular population
assumption; it works equally well with a stationary or even a declining
population....” In other words, capitalism is sufficiently dynamic that, with time,
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it can adapt to and remold the demographic supply of labor through restructuring,
which enables it to increase and differentiate the supply of and reduce the demand
for labor.41
To be sure, Marx did not contend that capital had at its disposal magical
powers that enabled it to maintain profitability in the face of any demographic
disaster. Thus after recounting that Ireland’s population had fallen by almost onethird in less than two decades following the famine year of 1846, Marx explained
that agricultural rents and profits had nevertheless risen. But if a similar loss of
population had taken place in England, a predominantly industrial country of
developed capitalist production, it would have “bled to death.” And even less
catastrophically, Marx argued that where the rate of exploitation—in part as a result
of workers’ resistance—temporarily cannot be raised, the size of the working
population would become the limiting factor on the mass of extractable surplus.42
This reasoning, however, has been contested. Samuel Hollander, a
historian of political economy, argues that, vis-à-vis declining population, the
aforementioned mechanism of labor-saving accumulation “could only limit the
resultant wage increase; there is no reason to expect the creation of an excess labor
supply with downward pressure on the wage.”43 Hollander, for his part, overlooks
the fact that although reduced population may shrink the reserve army as compared
to a scenario in which population continues to grow, a one-time loss of population
“may provoke offsetting technological changes which raise the level of the reserve
army back to where it was before the population change [or trigger] a resumption
of the original growth rate of that reserve.... Even if the counteracting effects do
not provide a complete offset, they may still be substantial, rendering population
control a very limited means of improving the workers’ condition.”44
Although Marx did not expressly adopt a position on the issue in Das
Kapital, in the course of criticizing Ricardo’s theory of accumulation in a
preliminary draft, he discussed the question of how the surplus value from the
previous period of production is transformed into capital. Assuming that the
“mode of production” and hence the organic composition of capital were un
changed—that is to say, that the increase of capital cost the same amount of labor
as the previous year’s production of capital of the same amount—Marx traced
through the possibilities for transforming part of the surplus value into variable
capital in order to buy “new labor.” After disposing of a longer working day
because it was not a constant means of accumulation, and bracketing the incorpora
tion of previously nonworking women, children, and paupers, he focused on the
absolute growth of the working population together with the absolute growth of the
general population: “If accumulation is to be a constant, continuous process, then
this absolute growth of population (although it decreases relatively as against the
applied capital) [is a] condition. Augmentation of population appears as the
foundation of accumulation as a constant process.... Capitalist production takes
care of sudden cases by overworking one part of the working population and
holding the other in readiness as reserve army half[-] or pauperized.”45
Here, then, Marx explicitly assumed biological growth as a prerequisite
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of accumulation, but only under the further assumption that constant capital was
not increasing faster than variable capital. As Marx observed later in the same
manuscript, however, if population increases at the same rate as capital, a
mechanism inherent in capitalist development—the faster growth of constant at the
expense of variable capital— insures that a part of the population becomes
redundant.46 Implicit in this argument is the possibility that where absolute popula
tion growth lags behind the increase in capital, stronger increases in the organic
composition of capital could compensate for the absence of newly produced
recruits by making even larger masses of workers superfluous.
Precisely because these mechanisms inherent in capitalism constantly
accommodate the number of workers to capital’s valorization needs, Marx was
contemptuous of Ricardian-Malthusian preaching to the working class of the
necessity to regulate its procreativity in accordance with these same profitability
considerations. The bourgeoisie’s counsel to the proletariat to reduce its rate of
reproduction was permeated with “stupidity, vileness, and hypocrisy” since the
bourgeoisie knew that the advice was impossible for the class as a whole to follow
and capital benefited from overpopulation.47 As early as 1853, Marx mocked the
Economist for reprimanding the working classes for having thrown away the
“golden opportunities” “of not marrying and not multiplying,...of living less
luxuriously, of not asking for higher wages, of becoming capitalists at 15 shillings
a week, and of learning how to keep the body together with coarser food, and how
to degrade the soul with the pestiferous doctrines of Malthus.”48
Although Marx rejected such bourgeois reproductive sermons as both su
perfluous from capital’s perspective and harmful to workers, he has been criticized
for following in the footsteps of the bourgeois economists he despised by virtue of
viewing procreation naturalistically—for taking for granted that the working class
would deliver sufficient absolute-biological increases to the capitalist class to
satisfy the specific requirements of large-scale machine industry. Yet Marx was
under no illusion that the laws of capital accumulation executed themselves agentlessly: he was, for example, acutely aware of the energetic and complicated recruit
ment campaigns throughout Britain and Ireland that firms had to undertake periodi
cally to overcome temporary and cyclical shortages of labor in certain industries.49
By the same token, however, the capital-functional impact of the reserve
army is insulated from demographic constraints in the sense that proletarian pro
ducers and sellers of labor power cannot act as minifirms, which would withdraw
supply from the labor market as demand declines because supply is driven by the
need to secure subsistence rather than investment opportunities. Moreover,
nineteenth-century working-class families were trapped by their own response to
capital’s growing absorption of child labor and devaluation of adult labor: by
accommodating that demand, individual families may have survived but only at the
expense of the whole class, whose conditions deteriorated as a result of the very
effort at improvement by means of increasing the supply of working children.50
The rapid consumption of the labor power of young men in mechanized
factories characterized by a detailed division of labor meant that capital developed
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a differentiated age- and gender-specific demand for workers as a contradictory
result of which “the natural accretion of the mass of workers does not sate the
needs of capital accumulation and nevertheless at the same time exceeds them....”51
Since these industries required fresh labor power and could not rely on partially
consumed recruits from the reserve army, a demographic question arose as to
where young men come from. Thus whereas in other settings Marx could neglect
the issue of the real, absolute, or natural growth of the working class in favor of its
social reconstruction and redistribution within the reserve army, here he had to face
the Malthusian question. The brevity of Marx’s published answer suggests its selfexplanatory character for him— as if the underlying phenomenon had become
second (or remained first) nature:
Under these circumstances the absolute growth o f this fraction o f the
proletariat requires a form which swells its numbers although its
elements are used up quickly. Hence rapid replacement o f the genera
tions o f laborers. (The same law does not apply to the other classes o f
the population.) This societal need is satisfied by early marriages,
necessary consequence o f the relations in which the workers o f largescale industry live, and by the premium that the exploitation o f
working-class children sets on their production.52

The question raised here is how this objective requirement of capitalist
production, this societal need, came to functionalize for its own ends the contem
poraneous form of proletarian familial reproduction. Was this functional corre
spondence serendipitous? And if the new industrial proletariat had not been in a
position to begin procreating at an early age, where would capital have recruited
its requisite fresh troops? Marx may have been right to point out that unlike
previous and other fractions of the proletariat, these new industrial workers, whose
earnings at the outset of their careers were as high as they would ever become,
were economically able to found families at a younger age; in any event, they had
no reason to postpone marriage in the expectation that their income would rise
later. The question, however, is why for Marx these early marriages were a “nec
essary consequence” of, rather than merely a possibility created by, large-scale
industry. The choice of words suggests that working-class procreation, if not a
natural phenomenon, was at least a social phenomenon that stood in no particular
need of critical theoretical explanation.
If the industrial proletariat, unlike independent producers, who had to rely
on their children to carry on their businesses, had no such self-interested repro
ductive motivation, Marx apparently saw the matter of producing children for
capital as a sufficiently analogous lucrative side business to furnish a proletarian
self-interested motivation to reproduce. As early as 1847, Marx had argued that
one reason that bourgeois Malthusianism’s advice to the working class that it
exercise moral restraint could not be taken seriously was precisely the premium
that modem industry distributed for procreation by replacing adults with children.
A dozen years later, Marx reiterated in the New York Daily Tribune that many

Was Marx a Crypto-Malthusian?

159

working-class parents conspired with factory owners to violate factory laws so that
their young children could be paid full-time wages.53 As one of Marx’s bourgeoiseconomist contemporaries put it: “A population in which child labor has taken root
must necessarily produce many children.” Widespread nineteenth-century Europe
an reports of parents’ resistance to compulsory education as an interference with
their optimal utilization of their children as economic resources and the very high
rates of labor force participation still prevalent among young children in the latter
part of the century formed the basis for and thus lend force to Marx’s view.54
Marx’s literally mechanical view of the mechanics of working-class
reproduction also appears in his popular-propagandistic 1865 address to the
General Council of the First International, posthumously published as Value, Price
and Profit. In explaining the value of labor power, Marx observed that “the man,
like the machine, will wear out, and must be replaced by another man. Besides the
mass of necessaries required for his own maintenance, he wants another amount of
necessaries to bring up a certain quota of children that are to replace him on the
labour market and to perpetuate the race of labourers.” One Marxist has
characterized this approach as a “teleological absurdity” because it attributes the
existence of a reproductive component within labor power to capital’s desire for
workers two decades later rather than to workers’ struggle for such provision.55
Marx, however, also sketched a richer account of the specific social
background to proletarian reproduction. In an unpublished draft of Das Kapital he
observed that capital increased the relative number of workers even with a
stationary total population by increasing productivity, and extensivity and intensivity of working time, subjecting artisans to capitalist wage labor, and incorporat
ing women and children into the labor force. Additionally, however, capital
produced an absolute rise in the working population since it could be achieved not
only through an increase in births, but also as a result of the fact that more children
grew up and could be fed until they were old enough to work. “The development
of the forces of production under the regime of capital increases the mass of
annually produced means of subsistence and cheapens them so far that the average
wage can be calculated on the larger scale of reproduction of the workers although
its value sinks....”56 At a time when he had not yet accorded a central place to the
theory of the reserve army of the unemployed, Marx devoted more attention to the
reasons for proletarian procreation:
[T]he life situation in which capital places the working class, the
conglomeration and the separation from all other enjoyments o f life, the
total hopelessness o f reaching a higher social standpoint and o f
maintaining a certain decorum, the lack o f substance o f his whole life,
the mixing o f the sexes in the workshop, the isolation o f the worker
himself, all drives to precocious marriages. The shortening and almost
abolition o f the learning period, the early age at which children
themselves can appear as producers, the shortening o f the time during
which they have to be fed, increases the stimulus towards accelerated
human production. If the average age o f the worker generations
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declines, then an always superfluous and constantly rising mass of
shortlived generations is found in the market and that is all that
capitalist production needs.57

Significantly, although Marx did not anticipate the modem feminist claim
that mass child production was “extorted by capitalist-patriarchal compulsions,”
both the prosperity and depression phases of capital accumulation conspire, in
Marx’s view, to increase proletarian procreation: a temporary excess of surplus
capital beyond its potential labor force would bring about a higher wage level,
which would in turn alleviate the influences decimating working-class progeny and
stimulate marriages; but faster than it would increase population absolutely, this
excess capital would, by prompting the introduction of labor-saving and relative
surplus value-extracting mechanization, create an “artificial, redundancy of popula
tion, which in turn again—as misery creates population within capitalistic produc
tion— is the hotbed of real increase of population.”58
When Marx observes that if production has the capitalist form, reproduc
tion does too, the interpretation that suggests itself initially is that he is referring to
overall societal reproduction rather than to its procreative variety. Yet, closer
examination reveals that Marx viewed human reproduction under capitalism as
subsumed under the reproduction of capitalist relations. Because the worker’s
labor was, even before he entered into the process of production, alienated from
him and incorporated into capital, during that process it constantly objectifies itself
in an alien product—capital. Just as the worker constantly produces objective
wealth as capital, as a power that dominates and exploits him, so too the capitalist
reproduces and perpetuates the worker as wage laborer. In the course of this
process the worker engages in two types of consumption, which appear to be
“totally different.” In the first or productive consumption, the worker consumes
the means of production while the capitalist consumes his labor power. In the
other, individual, consumption, the worker uses the money he received for selling
his labor power to buy his means of subsistence. In the former he “belongs to the
capitalist; in the second he belongs to himself and performs vital functions outside
the process of production. The result of the one is the life of the capitalist, that of
the other is the life of the worker himself.”59
When this microperspective is abandoned in favor of a class-wide view
of the whole capitalist process of production, however, it is revealed that the capital
that the capitalist exchanges for labor power “is transformed into means of
subsistence the consumption of which serves to reproduce the muscles, nerves,
bones, brain of existing workers and to beget new workers.” In this sense, then,
the individual consumption o f the working class is reconversion o f the
means of subsistence...into labor power that can be newly exploited by
capital. The worker’s individual consumption thus remains a moment
of the production and reproduction of capital, whether it proceeds inside
or outside the workshop, factory, etc....just like the cleaning o f the
machine, whether it happens during the labor process or certain pauses.
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It is immaterial that the worker carries out his individual consumption
for his own sake and not the capitalist’s. A beast o f burden’s consump
tion does not remain a less necessary moment o f the process o f produc
tion because the beast itself enjoys what it eats. The constant mainte
nance and reproduction o f the working class remains the constant con
dition o f the reproduction o f capital. The capitalist can confidently
leave its fulfillment to the workers’ instinct o f self-preservation and
propagation.... From the societal point o f view the working class is
therefore, even outside the immediate labor process, just as much
appendage o f capital as the dead instrument o f labor. Even its
individual consumption is within certain limits only a moment o f the
reproduction process o f capital.60

To be sure, Marx emphasized that despite the fact that the conditions of
the worker’s existence and the narrow scope of monetary value of his labor power
forced him to spend his wages in a circumscribed circle of goods, some variation
was possible which enabled, for example, the English urban worker to buy
newspapers or to save something. By the same token, he was as a free agent also
able to waste it on schnapps. Unlike the serf or slave, the free wage laborer learned
to be his own master, taking the responsibility and bearing the consequences of his
consumption decisions. Marx was quick to recognize the enormous cultural leap
that this emancipation process represented, but also stressed that when independent
peasants or artisans underwent proletarianization, their lives were subjected to
capital’s one-dimensional abstractification.61 This new class of proletarians thus
enjoyed a long-term potential for self-liberation, but in the near term was
materially, psychologically, and culturally subordinated to a new structure of needs
that capital was imposing on societal life.
It is not, however, the mere fact that workers exercise some control over
discretionary spending within the sphere of individual consumption that prompted
Marx to conclude that capital could rely on them to reproduce at a level appropriate
for capital.62 Marx must have also held the opinion that it was implausible that any
contemporaneous national proletariat would undergo, within a politically relevant
time period, a social-psychological upheaval so radical as to depress its child
bearing habits or desires to such an unprecedentedly low threshold that it could
render inoperative the built-in mechanisms of capital accumulation to generate a
range of labor supplies adequate to the self-valorization of capital in general.
In 1847, Marx characterized the Malthusian advice that the working class
resolve not to have children as nonsensical because such a classwide decision was
an impossibility; moreover, he accepted as a social fact of capitalism that the
proletarian condition made the sex drive that class’s principal pleasure. Because he
adhered to such a view, economic logic and political strategy dictated that Marx
reject any tactic that recommended to the working class a fertility pattern that
would have succeeded only in improving the living conditions of a small subset of
exceptionally self-disciplined proletarian families. Moreover, Marx suggested that
even if the class as a whole succeeded in restricting its growth below the standard
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of the accumulation of capital, paradoxically the ensuing rise in wages “would only
accelerate the application of machinery...and, hence, make the population redun
dant.” In particular, Marx argued that the chapter on the effect of machinery on the
condition of the working class that Ricardo had added to the third edition of his
Principles refuted the Malthusian population theory and especially the vulgar
economists’ advice to workers “to keep their multiplication below the standard of
accumulation of capital.” For such “keeping down of the labouring population,
diminishing the supply of labour, and, consequently, raising its price, would only
accelerate the application of machinery...and, hence, make the population
artifically ‘redundant’....”63
Marx’s characterization of the parallel growth of societal wealth, capital,
and the proletariat on the one hand and the industrial reserve army on the other as
the noncontradictory presence of overproduction of capital and relative overpopu
lation—the “absolute general law of capitalist accumulation”—must be analyzed
in connection with his gloss that the law’s realization was modified by manifold
circumstances that he alluded to as inappropriate for discussion at the level of ab
straction at which he had written the chapter on accumulation.64 Perhaps the most
significant of these modifications is the development of labor unions, which seek
to “break or weaken the ruinous consequences of that natural law of capitalist pro
duction” for the working class by organizing cooperation between the employed
and unemployed.65
Outside of Marx’s magnum opus, neither he nor Engels devoted much
attention to demographic questions. Some demographers argue, however, that late
in life Marx acknowledged the power of Malthus’s proposition even for socialism.
This claim is based on Marx’s statement in his comments on the Gotha Program
that: “If this [Malthus’s population theory] is correct, then I can not abolish the law
[Lassalle’s Iron Law of Wages], even if I abolish wage labor a hundred times,
because the law then rules not only the system of wage labor, but every societal
system.”66 But this claim overlooks the fact that Marx was not at all conceding the
correctness of Malthus’s theory of population. Rather, in the context of a polemic
against what he viewed as the generally worthless programmatic principles of the
newly united German workers’ party, he was merely explaining to Lassalle’s
acolytes that their proposed “abolition of the wage system with the iron law of
wages” was rhetorical nonsense since the abolition o f wage labor of necessity
entailed the abolition of its laws “whether they be iron or spongy.”67
Marx was merely trying to make clear that acceptance of Lassalle’s iron
law of wages—which Marx contested sharply— entailed acceptance of Malthus’s
population theory on which it was based. Far from being resigned to the correct
ness of that theory, Marx stressed that it undermined the socialist movement
because if Malthus were right, socialism could not abolish misery, which was
allegedly grounded in nature. By the same token, it is undeniable that Marx, like
many other socialists and scholars before and after him, was deeply suspicious of
Malthus because he had, as the British economist Edwin Cannan observed, been
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“inspired...by the desire...to produce acquiescence, if not contentment, with the
existing order of things.”68
The potential problem that population might pose for an ideal socialist
society was not, as a German Social Democratic revisionist later asserted, the
misery associated with Malthusian overpopulation. Rather, it was the fact that,
contrary to Engels’ flippant and sibylline assertion that if communist society were
ever forced to “regulate the production of people just as it has already regulated the
production of things,” it and only it would be able to do so “without difficulties,”
no society can plan and regulate the production of human beings as easily as that
of steel. Even if there were societal consensus that members should and would
strive for (say) replacement-rate fertility, it would be impossible to predict whether
and when all members making good-faith efforts would succeed biologically or
how many members were biologically incapable of reproducing. These inescapa
ble uncertainties would necessarily introduce some disproportionalities in eco
nomic planning of consumption and accumulation funds especially with regard to
age-specific types of investment goods such as education as well as possible overor underproduction of certain products such as children’s clothing.69
Contrary to the impression left by some scholars, Marx’s position on
Malthusianism was not opportunistic. Thus James Bonar, an economist who wrote
an intellectual biography of Malthus immediately after Marx’s death, asserted that:
“Marx is seeking to demonstrate the hopelessness of the labourer’s position; and
he is too acute not to know that his demonstration would be seriously weakened if
he admitted the truth of the Malthusian doctrine and the bare possibility of the
adoption of prudential habits by the labourers.” It was not the case that Marx
believed that small proletarian families would eliminate capitalist poverty or the
proletariat for that matter; nor was he of the opinion that the correctness of
Malthus’s population theory and the availability of contraceptive methods had to
be withheld from the working class lest its class consciousness be jeopardized.70
On the contrary: the whole thrust of Marx’s theory of the industrial reserve army
was that the process of capital accumulation was relatively immune to the problem
of “natural” underpopulation because it had its own methods for creating surplus
labor, which reinstated the proletarian condition regardless of the size of workingclass families.
This implied charge of opportunism later became express when feminist
scholars claimed that SPD leaders had rejected so-called birth-strike propaganda
because they feared that smaller families might reconcile workers to existing
society.71 By the same token, in light of the intense barrage of ad hominem (but
largely accurate) invective against Malthus strewn throughout Das Kapital,72 it
appears bizarre to charge that Marx was “reticent to launch an all-out attack on the
law of population” because the population question was “touchy” among German
socialists as a result of Lassalle’s incorporation of Malthusianism into his iron law
of wages.73
Arguably the most pertinent shards of a theory of population that Marx
and Engels left for their followers were contained in Engels’ correspondence with
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third persons. At the time Marx was writing Das Kapital, Engels commented to the
German social economist and working class advocate, Friedrich Lange, that the
rational kernel of Malthusianism consisted in the fact that “humanity could
multiply more rapidly than modem bourgeois society can endure.” For Marx and
Engels, however, this finding constituted yet further proof that bourgeois society
was a barrier to development, which had to fall. Not until science was applied to
agriculture as it had been to industry, and production in such areas as southeastern
Europe and western America nevertheless failed to increase faster than world
population, would Engels be willing to reconsider Malthus’s theory. Until then, he
remained convinced that scarcity was a function of underproduction caused by
“moneyless stomachs, the labor that cannot be employed profitably....”74
Of greater policy interest to socialist parties was a letter from Engels to
Karl Kautsky, the future chief theoretician of the SPD, but who in 1881 was a neoMalthusian and not yet a Marxist. Commenting on the latter’s book on population,
Engels dismissed the challenge posed by academic socialists as to how a socialist
society would ward off overpopulation and collapse as a waste of time, particularly
since the rise of American mass agricultural production threatened to suffocate
Europe and would necessarily bring about an increase of population. To be sure,
Engels conceded the “abstract possibility” that population growth might become
so great that limits would have to be set on its further increase. A principal reason
for Engels’ lack of concern, however, was his belief that if France and Austria were
able to achieve this result spontaneously (naturwüchsig), so, a fortiori, could a
planned society. Here the socialist Engels appeared to come close to sharing the
belief of many, especially British, neo-Malthusians, that population problems could
be avoided individually by procreating couples who accommodated their
reproduction to the economic realities facing them.75
Two years later, a few weeks before Marx’s death, Engels returned to the
subject. In another letter to Kautsky, he made light of the fact that within a few
years Kautsky had shifted from being a “Neonato-Malthusian” to underpopulationism. Despite the fact that under the latter circumstance (Francis Place’s) famous
sponge or some other contraceptive procedure would not be in much demand,
Engels noted that it could nevertheless remain
very practical in bourgeois families, in order to keep the the number of
children in proportion to income, in order not to ruin the woman’s
health through too many pregnancies, etc. The only thing is that I
remain o f the view that that is a private matter between husband and
wife, and at most the family doctor...and that our proletarians also in the
future as in the past will do honor to its name by numerous proles.76

These fragments of a theory, then, constituted the whole of the demo
graphic legacy that Marx and Engels left to the European proletariat for its use in
analyzing and shaping public discourse and struggle over micro- and macrolevel
population issues. The quasi-inexorability of Marx’s capital-accumulation-oriented
mechanisms of surplus labor production can create the impression that Marx
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himself believed in the existence of a demographic invisible hand. Although
Marx’s theory posits that capital in general can, over a broad range of possible
historical-empirical circumstances, liberate itself from the limitations of biological
population growth, the periodic overproduction of workers was functional for
capital but only within a self-contradictory regime that progressed by means of
disruptive and cleansing crises. By the same token, although the constant replen
ishment of an industrial reserve army was dysfunctional for the working class,
Marx did not view proletarian procreational proclivities as causative because
capital accumulation could wring surplus labor out of virtually any empirically
relevant absolute level of population. Consequently, because Marx’s narrowly
conceived demographic theory was not geared toward formulating practical policy
recommendations, it tended to leave Marxist parliamentary political parties without
an independent purchase that might have enabled them to overcome the appearance
of indifference to the here-and-now problems of working-class existence insofar
as they were exacerbated by individual superfertile families’ inability to secure
subsistence incomes.
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