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Abstract

Public servants often fail to implement government policy as intended by principals. I investi-
gate how exposure to economic ideas can alter implementation by government agents, focusing
on the influence of Malthusian ideas on British bureaucrats in colonial India. In the Malthusian
view, poverty and famine are the inevitable consequence of excessive population and their
permanent resolution is achieved only through population reduction. Leveraging the death of
Malthus at the East India Company College at Haileybury in 1834 as a natural experiment, I find
that colonial officials who studied under Malthus implement harsher fiscal policies in response
to rainfall shortages, a proxy for poverty. Malthus-trained administrators provide between 0.10
and 0.25 SD less relief across every common anti-poverty relief measure. The results offer new
evidence concerning how economic ideas shape government policy through their influence on

bureaucrats.
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