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What happens before this, though? Why did the world’s 
population grow so slowly and then, recently, so rapidly? 
Sociologists look for patterns in population growth over 
time to answer these demographic questions.

Patterns of Population  
Growth Over Time
Members of the small band of early Homo sapiens who 
inhabited the Olduvai Gorge moved gradually, haltingly, 
from this habitat into what are now other parts of Africa, Asia, 
and Europe. The process took thousands of years. At times, 
births outnumbered deaths and populations grew, but at 
other times, plagues, famines, droughts, and wars decimated 
populations. From the beginning of human existence, esti-
mated at over 1 million years ago, until modern times, the 
number of births and deaths balanced each other over the 
centuries (J. Diamond 2005). The large population we see 
today resulted from three phases of population evolution.

1.	 Humans, because of their thinking ability, com-
peted satisfactorily in the animal kingdom to obtain 
the basic necessities for survival of the species.

2.	 With the agricultural revolution that occurred 
about 10,000 years ago and the resulting food sur-
plus, mortality rates declined, and the population 
grew as more infants survived, and people lived 
longer.

3.	 The biggest increase in population came with the 
Industrial Revolution, beginning about 300 years 
ago. Improved medical knowledge and sanitation 
helped bring the death rate down.

Industrialization not only brought about the social 
and economic changes in societies discussed in 
Chapter 3 (e.g., machines replacing human labor and 
mass production using resources in new ways), but it 
also led to the rapid growth of populations. The popu-
lation explosion began with industrialization in 
Europe and spread to widely scattered areas of the 
globe. Figures 13.1 and 13.2 show population growth 
throughout history. The worldwide rate of population 
growth reached its peak in the 1960s (Worldometers 
2014). We now take a closer look at factors that impact 
population growth.

FIGURE 13.1  Exponential World Population Growth From  
About 8000 BCE to 21st Century
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Source: Abu-Lughod (2001:50).


