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Let me begin by congratulating the authors for providing an excellent literature review on a very important topic, namely the relation between population growth and economic growth. In particular, the authors show how the theoretical arguments showing that population growth is harmful are inconclusive, and the empirical evidence is weak or contradicts the basic premises on which the whole debate is founded.  I have provided detailed paragraph-by-paragraph comments to the authors on the material of the article. Here I would like to address more generally the context within which this article arises. Before starting on specifics, I would like to mention a general principle. I have found it useful to view research as a conversation. In this conversation, we need to know what the topics of interest are, and also the people whom they interest. It is also crucial to know why they are of interest. In some sense, this is close to the methods of the Muhaddatheen, who analyzed the integrity of the transmitters of knowledge first, and the contents later. In the Western tradition, only the contents or the text is open to analysis and the transmitters are not generally examined. However, I have found that a great deal of additional insight can be obtained on the topic under discussion by looking at the person who is responsible for formulating a given theory. With this in mind, let me begin with Malthus, who is clearly the first and the founder of the idea that population growth may have harmful effects.

Malthus: 

Thomas Robert Malthus (1766-1834) was an English political economist and historian who in 1798 published a book called "An Essay on the Principle of Population". This document started a reaction against the earlier writings of Godwin, Condorcet and others, who reinforced the principles of emancipation and enlightenment which ensued after the French Revolution. Malthus proposed that poverty, and thereby also vice and misery, are unavoidable because population growth will always exceed food production. The checks on population growth were wars, famine, and diseases. Malthus proposed "sexual abstinence" for the working class as a means by which the population excess could be diminished and a balance achieved. In this way, the "lower" social classes were made totally responsible for social misery.

Malthus' presentations had the impact of a bomb; his mathematical and geometrical explanations and diagrams had a powerful persuasive effect. Many of our present authorities continue use it as a basis of operation. Yet neither Malthus nor his later disciples ever managed to put forward any scientific proof for his theory, and in fact excellent scientists have at various times disproven Malthus' theory. All of the specific predictions of Malthus have turned out to be wrong. For example, Malthus argued that the island of Britain could not sustain a population of 20 million, but 150 years later the population was more than triple Malthus' ceiling. Also the food to population ratio appears to have been stable over the past several centuries, contrary to Malthus. 
However, with the book, Malthus created an atmosphere which not only prevented a real solution to the social problems, but also promoted the repressive legislation which worsened the conditions of the poor in England. It was reasoned that better conditions for the poor would only encourage them to further propagate, putting those who were capable of work at a disadvantage. Malthusianism then moved forward to achieve its greatest triumph in 1834 with a new law providing for the institution of workhouses for the poor, in which the sexes were strictly separated to curb the otherwise inevitable over-breeding. This type of thinking has an inherent devaluation of human life through fear that the ever increasing population of lower classes will devour the more civilized or "better" people.

Text and Context for Malthus:

What do we learn by studying the writings of Malthus? The text (which is under discussion by Pirasteh and Karimi) is that population growth will outstrip food growth, thereby causing various social problems. However, the context makes clear that Malthus is not concerned with population growth per se, but rather with the growth of lower social classes and the eclipse of the aristocracy. Furthermore, his theories were not based on any evidence at all – Malthus had NO data about population growth rates or food growth rates. It was merely wild hypothesis which was later disconfirmed by empirical investigations. Nonetheless, his theories became accepted and became the basis of cruel and oppressive policy in England.  From the Islamic point of view, Allah has promised that along with every baby, He sends the “rizq” or food – this would appear to be prima facie contrary to the Malthusian view.  In this connection, it is important to note the Nobel prize winning work by Amartya Sen on famines. A simplistic theory suggests that famines are caused by scarcity of food – that is, when food per capita becomes low due to failure of crops for example. However, Sen’s detailed work shows that the famines are cause by the failure of the rich to recognize the rights of the poor to their wealth.

A General Weakness of Neoclassical Methodology

It is especially important for workers in Islamic Economics to be aware of a general weakness in neoclassical methodology. In general, a model is assessed FIRST for its conformity to certain a priori assumptions, and then SECOND for its conformity to empirical data. Furthermore, inconsistency with empirical data can be tolerated, but inconsistency with the a priori assumptions is not tolerated. For example, Subjective Expected Utility theory conforms with a priori assumptions of neoclassical, but fails to make correct predictions about decision making under uncertainty. However, it has been an uphill struggle for the empirically more adequate Prospect Theory of Tverskey and Kahnemenn to become accepted. Even now, SEU is taught in textbooks, and Prospect Theory sometimes gets a footnote or two. The situation is similar with many other theories. The central pillars of microeconomics, namely utility theory as a description of consumer behavior, and profit maximization as a description of firm behavior, have been empirically refuted many times. Right next to the Economics Departments, Business Schools teach radically different theories of consumer and firm behavior. Nonetheless, attempts to modify theories of consumer behavior to make it more empirically valid meet with strong resistance in economics. Such alternatives are termed “unscientific,” because they do not have maximization built into them. 

Since we do not share the ideological commitments of neoclassical economists, we need not use their methods of evaluation for theories. In particular, we should pay considerable greater attention to empirical validity or lack thereof in theories that we choose to consider from the neoclassical domain. Especially in fields like the effects of population growth, where there is often an effort to establish an idea whose validity is taken from granted at the outset, it is essential to be critical. As an important illustration, we have hundreds of articles purporting to show that free trade helps growth and development. However, as Rodriguez and Rodrik show in Trade Policy and Economic Growth: A Skeptic’s Guide to the Cross National Evidence (2000), the econometric studies are seriously flawed. What is even more interesting is that while the original studies are published in respectable journals, Rodriguez and Rodrik has not yet been published. This is just one of many examples of the general phenomenon that empirical evidence for favorite theories does not receive critical examination, while evidence against such favorites is published only with great difficulty. 

Successors to Malthus

Modern theories update Malthusian arguments with more complex mechanisms to show why population growth can pose problems for economic development. The authors Pirasteh and Karimi do a good job of summarizing these arguments and also showing their weaknesses. In this connection, it is not clear to me whether Pirasteh and Karimi have reviewed all relevant literature from economics only, or whether they have also summarized the relevant contributions from the field of demography. In any case, they have shown clearly how the theoretical arguments presented are all seriously flawed. In addition, empirical work also fails to provide any basis for being alarmed about population growth. Thus, the authors are led to consider issues related to “demographic transition” as the modern version of the population explosion crisis.

Correlation and Causation

Work within this “demographic transition” framework faces a serious simultaneity problem which has not been addressed by the researchers. It is clear that the demographic transition itself is caused by development and growth. The resulting population changes can then cause economic changes. In any correlation based study there is a serious danger of mixing up the effects of these two underlying causes: economics development and the consequent demographic changes. In this connection it would be of great interest to study the economic effects of China’s one-child policy. There it is clear that the one-child policy is an exogenous policy and its effects could perhaps be isolated to some extent from the other economic changes simultaneously occurring in China. Before coming to any serious conclusions about effects of population growth, I think it would be essential to study in depth the experiment carried out in China. This has not been done so far to my knowledge. To some extent, such a study would be hampered by the fact that the demographic changes are long run effects and indeed, the main effects of the policy may be yet to come. Some analysts foresee crisis in the future for China as the proportion of their labor force shrinks drastically in the next decade or so.

Econometric Work

The fundamental equation estimated by the authors is seriously mis-specified. It is therefore impossible to derive any conclusions from it. The consumption function has been intensively studied for several decades, and many elementary specifications of it have been proven to be inadequate. Since the main equation for the savings rate is in fact just the complement of a consumption function, all of this research is directly relevant. One of the main misspecifications is the lack of a wealth variable, which has been shown to be significant in nearly all formulations. It is intuitively obvious why wealth would be critical in determining savings rates. A more technical issue is that the savings rate is expected to be stationary while GNP per capita is likely to be an integrated variable. There can be no equilibrium linear relation between a stationary and an integrated variable so that the main equation of the authors is mis-specified. The fact that many other authors have used it is not sufficient to allow us to use it. In fact, as Islamic Economists, it is essential for us to learn to be critical of the neoclassical traditions. In particular, this observation that the savings rate equation is mis-specified is not so much a negative suggestion – rather, it shows the way forward. Since the consumption function has been extensively studied, forms of it which are now considered widely acceptable and have been subjected to numerous tests are available. Using such forms would enable not only a valid critique of existing studies, but also enable further work extending such studies on the basis of empirically well founded econometric relationships.

Some Final Words

The founders of American Eugenics Society, a program to breed a better human race, were all openly and explicitly racist. On of them was the famous economist and Yale Professor Irving Fisher, who said that the purpose of the society was to "stem the tide of threatened race degeneracy" and to protect the United States against "indiscriminate immigration, criminal degenerates, and race suicide”. It was their followers who invented the term “Population Explosion,” even though the graph of the population as well as that of food per capita has been smooth and stable for centuries.  This racism is by no means a thing of the past. Current statements of US military leaders show that they value one drop of American blood far above that of the lives of hundred of thousands of non-Europeans. On the academic front, Harvard Professor Richard J. Herrnstein and Charles Murray authored The Bell Curve: Intelligence and Class Structure in American Life (1994). This book makes an openly racist argument that Negroes are substantially less intelligent than whites. On this basis, Professor Richard Lynn of the University of Ulster in Northern Ireland told the 1998 annual conference of The British Psychological Society that a decline in population growth in the developed world could lead to a drop in intelligence. The problem then, is not population growth per se, but that  "the wrong people" are increasing in numbers. (which is a frank headline from Washington Times of 12 January 1998.) This point is vividly illustrated by officially sponsored US Government programs, briefly discussed below.

While the US government spends billions on promoting birth control in LDC’s, it's outreach to Europe and Northern Asia has a very different feel to it. Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, bemoan an insufficiency of births.  Two examples are articles entitled Estonia: Small Country Faces Big Problem In Population Decline (Part 1) By Breffni O'Rourke and Czech Republic: Drop In Birth Rates Spells Trouble (Part 2)By Jeremy Bransten . The titles are self-explanatory, while the full texts are readily available on the Internet. To solve the problem of low birthrate in Europe, birth incentives have been tried in Western Europe and Scandinavia for decades (simultaneously with promotion of birth control in LDC’s).

I think that policy planners in Islamic countries should be fully aware not only of the theories and the empirical evidence, which has been competently summarized by Pirasteh and Karimi, but also of the background in which these theories and debates are taking place.
( Director General, International Islamic University, Islamabad, Pakistan.
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