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Population Policy: Authoritarianism Versus Cooperation [1]

Amartya Sen

Policy decisions taken out of fear result in folly. The author introduces the paper with a plea for
critical reflection about the population problem. Policy-makers in various parts of the world have
tried to take direct control of birth control decisions within families by using authoritarian
methods. China's one child norm and India's sterilization drives during the 1975 emergency are
illustrations of the world's two largest nation-states using authoritarian methods. The basic
dichotomy of 'solving' a population 'problem' is to use either an authoritarian or a co-operative
approach. The author re-examines the 200-year-old debate between Thomas Malthus and the
Marquis de Condorcet to theoretically illustrate these two approaches to problem solving. The
pressures of a growing population on a finite quantum of natural resources logically leads to
decreased food supply, environmental deterioration and over-crowding, particularly in
metropolitan cities. The obvious choice of social development options are better female education,
greater participation of women in productive employment; and greater autonomy and
empowerment of women. The author argues the case for co-operative methods, which can lower
fertility rates more effectively than authoritarian methods, which he illustrates with the
achievements in Kerala and China. The author ends with illustrations that in India even direct
and disguised coercion does not succeed as effectively as co-operation.

Introduction

"In politics," said Samuel Taylor Coleridge in 1830, "what begins in fear usually ends in
folly." Coleridge is not my favorite poet, but he was, I think, right to point to the
blunders we commit out of fear. Something of a folly -- indeed more than a folly -- is, I
shall argue, happening right now through frightened reaction to population growth.
Despite noticeable declaration in recent years, the rates of population increase remain
quite high in many parts, of the world, and there is an understandable interest in
finding ways of bringing down these rates as soon as possible.

The concern calls for serious reflection on what might be the best response to "the
population problem." But critical reflection is precisely the response to "the population
problem." But critical reflection is precisely the response that is missing when policy
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makers in different parts of the world rush to take direct control of birth decisions of
families through authoritarian intervention. There have been several move that
direction recently -- most famously in China, but also in India and elsewhere. This essay
is an attempt to examine the issues raised by authoritarian approaches to the population
problem and a comparison of those approaches with that of working through co-
operation. There are many complexities in assessing the seriousness of the population
problem, and in arriving at sensible policies to be followed. There are enormous
diversities of understanding that divide the general public as well as specialists who
write on this subject. There are in fact two distinct battlegrounds. The first area of
disagreement concerns the seriousness of the population problem, covering such issues
as the reading of the pressure of population, the possibility of catastrophe that may be
generated, the impact of population growth on the growth of incomes and on other
economic and social variables, and so on. [2] The second area concerns the effectiveness
of different influences through which population growth rates may come down in those
countries and regions where they are currently very high. The pros and cons of
authoritarian intervention, with which I am mainly concerned here, belong to this
second area.

A Fundamental Dichotomy

The arguments in the case for and against authoritarian intervention relate to a basic
attitudinal difference on the merits of the decisions that the family itself makes. There is,
on the one side, an approach reflecting disparagement, which sees the family’s
decisions as either seriously undisciplined or incurably biased, and often very wrong
for the society as a whole and perhaps even for the respective families themselves.
Arguing for a forceful and compulsive intervention from outside the family is a short
step from this premise.

In contrast, an alternative approach sees the family’s decision-making ability to be
basically fine, even though adverse circumstances and external necessities may strongly
constrain these decisions. There might, of course, be some divergences between social
costs and private ones, but those who take a favorable view of people's ability to think
and decide in a socially concerned way tend to expect that these divergences can be
much reduced through reflections on social responsibility and the emergence of
communal norms on family size.

There is also the possibility of reducing the gap between private and social costs
through correcting the imperfections of the market and making the prices faced by
individuals reflect the social impact of their decisions more fully. It is; of course, true
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that governmental intervention in the markets and prices can be an indirect route to
coercion, especially when the individuals are left with very few real options. But the
corrections envisaged are usually much more moderate than that, in a way that would
still leave much of the decision-making to the people themselves. In this general
approach. The route to rational family planning lies in supporting and empowering
those whose lives and responsible agency are most directly involved, and reflecting to
them more fully the social consequences of their own decisions.

There is, however, a source of tension in this approach arising from conflicts and
inequalities within the family, and this issue will be rather important in the analysis
presented here. There can be a clash of interests between male and female members of
the family, particularly given their typically asymmetric roles in childcare. There can
also be tensions between the different age groups and generations, particularly in a
"joint family" -- for example, the mother-in-law can be much more keen on a larger
number of grand-children than the daughter-in-law, who has to bear much of the
burden of this achievement. [3] In examining the intrusion of an outside bureaucracy
into the affairs of the family, we must not overlook the divisions and internal tensions
within the family. The route of co-operation involves the voluntary collaboration of
adult family members in general, but particularly of those whose agency and wellbeing
are most directly involved in these decisions--typically the young women who bear
and, to a great extent, rear the children.

In its pure form, the co-operative approach contrasts sharply with the authoritarian one
and the battle between the two schools of thought can be seen plentifully in the
literature on this subject. In practice, the contrast tends to be much less sharp and often
quite a bit blurred.

Nevertheless, various forms of coercion can be seen fairly clearly in the field of birth
control in many countries. Sometimes coercion takes a direct form--for example, in the
"one child policy" and other legal restrictions in contemporary China, and during Indira
Gandhi's "emergency period" in India in the mid-1970s. Quite often, however, that route
is indirectly pursued, for example through regulations that disqualify parents of more
than the specified number children from receiving public benefits of certain kinds, such
as housing or government jobs. This has occurred in several countries, including China
and some north Indian states. Sometimes the process chosen is "tied" services, whereby
public medical attention is offered along with fairly forceful advocacy of birth control.
Another form of effective coercion involves the use of uninformed consent of women,
when the nature and consequences of the procedure to be used are not fully explained
to the participating women. Another variant involves giving financial incentives for
sterilization in circumstances that make them quite irresistible for impoverished people.
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I shall discuss the issue of coercion in its more frank form, but some of the arguments
would apply to more concealed and less extreme forms of compulsion as well.

While the collaborative approach works, in general, through the empowerment of the
persons directly involved and through increasing their effective freedom, the coercive
strategy works through ordering them around and through reducing their freedom to
decide. The two outlooks, in their pure forms, could not be further apart.

A Classic Debate

It may be useful to begin with a brief examination of a 200-year-old dispute between
Malthus and Condorcet which relates closely to the contrasting approaches just
outlined. Even though Malthus is credited with having provided the pioneering
analysis of the possibility that population may tend to grow too fast, it was in fact
Condorcet, the French mathematician and great Enlightenment thinker, who first
presented the core of the scenario that underlies the "Malthusian" analysis of the
population problem. Condorcet aired his questions thus:

But in this progress of industry and happiness, each generation will be called to more
extended enjoyments, and in consequence, by the physical constitution of the human
frame, to an increase in the number of individuals. Must not there arrive a period then,
when these laws, equally necessary, shall counteract each other? When the increase of
the number of men surpasses their means of subsistence, the necessary result must be
either a continual diminution of happiness and population, a movement truly
retrograde, or, at least a kind of oscillation between good and evil? In societies arrived
at this term will not this oscillation subsisting cause of periodical misery? [4]

Malthus took to this analysis of Condorcet, and quoted it with great approval in his
famous Essay on population, published in 1798: "Mr. Condorcet's picture of what may
be expected to happen when the number of men shall surpass the means of their
subsistence is justly drawn."[5]

What Malthus did not like was the "solution" that Condorcet foresaw to the diagnosed
problem, namely a co-operative response through the reasoned agency of the people
themselves. Condorcet predicted the emergence of new norms of a smaller family size
based on "the progress of reason". He anticipated a time when "the absurd prejudices of
superstition will have ceased to corrupt and degrade the moral code by its harsh
doctrines," and when people "will know that, if they have a duty towards those who are
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not yet born, that duty is not to give them existence but to give them happiness." This
type of reasoning, buttressed by the expansion of education, especially female
education (of which Condorcet was one of the earliest and most vocal advocates) would
lead, Condorcet though, to lower fertility rates and smaller families, which people
would choose voluntarily, 'rather than politely to encumber the world with useless and
irritated beings. [6]

Malthus thought this most unlikely. In general, he saw little chance of solving social
problems through reasoned decisions by the families involved. As far as the population
problem itself was concerned, he was convinced of the inevitability of population
outrunning food apply, and in this context, took the limits of food production to be
relatively inflexible. And, relevantly for the topic at hand, Malthus was particularly
skeptical of voluntary family planning. While he did refer to "moral restraint" as an
alliterative way of reducing the pressure of population -- alternative, that is, to misery
and elevated mortality -- he saw little real prospect that such restraint would work
voluntarily. His conclusion was that "there is no reason whatever is suppose that
anything beside the difficulty of procuring in adequate plenty the necessaries of life
should either indispose this greater number of persons to marry early, or disable them
from nearing in health the largest families. [7]

It was because of this disbelief in the voluntary route that Malthus identified the need
for--indeed the dominance of--a coercive reduction in population growth rates. He
thought this would come from natural causes, that is, from what we the compulsion of
nature. The fall in -living standards resulting from population growth would not only
increase mortality rates dramatically (what Malthus called "positive checks") but would
also force people, through economic penury, to have smaller families. The basic link in
the argument is Malthus's conviction that population growth rate cannot be effectively
pulled down by "anything beside the difficulty of procuring in adequate plenty the
necessaries of life." [8]

Skepticism about the family's ability to make sensible decisions about fertility can take
us in a variety of directions. It led Malthus to oppose the relief of poverty. Malthus saw
the English "poor laws" as contributing greatly to population growth, and having the
effect of depressing "the general condition of the poor." [9]. The reduction of population
growth - through a lower birth rate in addition to an increased death rate - was nature's
way of keeping the numbers in check, and public policy could not enhance the human
condition, nor make this coercive reduction of birth rate be replaced by a reasoned co-
operation of the families themselves.



That tradition of distrusting the voluntary route and of looking for some "solution" that
coerces the families to have a smaller number of children has been a characteristic
feature of a group of Malthusian and neo-Malthusian over the last two centuries.
Sometimes the advocacy of compulsion is simple and straightforward--as in the official
Chinese statements on the governmental policy of "one child family" while in other
writings some attempt is made to undermine the issue of coercion by questioning the
appropriateness of that diagnosis because of uncertainty as to what "coercion" might
mean. There is, without doubt, some uncertainty here, and formally Garrett Hardin is
right to point out that "the word 'coercion' is not completely transparent" and that there
is an "ambiguity" here." [10] But the end result of that line of reasoning can be, as it
often is, to lose the distinction between (1) a big dose of governmental bullying to make
people do what they are extremely unwilling to do, and (2) inducing them to take note
of the consequences of their own actions, including making corrections of market
imperfections when necessary.

Indeed, the classic debate between Condorcet and Malthus remains very relevant today,
and as Paul Kennedy has remarked, "This debate between optimists (Godwin,
Condorcet) and pessimists (Malthus) has, in one form or another, been with us since
then," and "it is even more pertinent today than when Malthus composed his Essay. [11]
The contrasting attitudes of coercive and co-operative solutions of the population
problem in contemporary arguments relate quite closely to this classical debate.

As a matter of fact, the history of the world since that Malthus-Condorcet debate has
not given much comfort to Malthus's point of view. Fertility rates have come down
sharply with social and economic development. Some things "beside the difficulty of
procuring in adequate plenty the necessaries of life" have made people choose radically
smaller families, and the actual scenario--whether in the West or in the successfully
developing regions in the rest of the world--has not been far from the one anticipated
by Condorcet. The areas where fertility rates are high today are the poorer countries not
yet experiencing much development, particularly those that are socially backward in
terms of basic education (especially female education), health care, life expectancy, and
women's empowerment. [12]

Nevertheless, there has been quite a revival of Malthusian thinking in the recent years.
Even the fear that the food supply is about to fall behind the growth of world
population has been persistently aired, despite the continual increase in food per head
in the world as a whole and in the major underdeveloped regions in particular. It is
especially worth noting that the persistent increase in food supply per head has
occurred despite a sharply falling relative price of food in the international market (with
the consequent reduction in the economic incentive to produce more food). It is not
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surprising that some of the sharpest increases in food supply per head have occurred in
countries such as China and India where the domestic production is less influenced by
international prices of food." [13]

There are different forms of neo-Malthusian worries that can be found plentifully in the
literature--related to food supply, environmental deterioration, residential
overcrowding, etc.--but what characterizes the shared basic approach is distrust in the
reasoned agency of people to bring about a change in the circumstances leading to the
anticipated threats. While some of the threats are wildly exaggerated--especially in the
case of the, fear of the food supply running out-many of the concerns are by no means
dismissable--particularly in regard to some strains on global and local environment.
What at issue is not the case for worrying about these prospects, which is a sensible
thing to do; indeed, Condorcet had done it himself, in that famous passage which was
used by Malthus to found his alarmist thesis. What is less sensible is to jump to the
conclusion that coercion rather than cooperation is needed to respond to these worrying
possibilities. It is a question of the approach to be taken in understanding how the
powers of reasoned agency of the people, rather than opting prematurely for a
bureaucratic and authoritarian "solution".

The argument for expanding knowledge and opportunity of family planning methods
does, of course, remain strong in the poorer countries in the world. This priority is a
part of the commitment to expand the freedom of the family to decide on its
reproductive behavior; it is not a component of coercion. Nevertheless, the question can
be--and has been--posed as to whether that process would be further helped by actually
coercing people to reduce the family size. I shall turn to that question presently, but
before that I shall have to consider some general arguments for state intervention in
reproductive decisions, which need not be based on Malthusian presumptions.

Consequences, Autonomy and Family Decisions

The advocacy of force in changing the family's decisions on the number of offspring has
sometimes come from modern economists, including the great Swedish economic
theorist Knut Wicksell, who combined neo-Malthusian beliefs about the tendency
towards overpopulation with elaborate the organization regarding the size of "the
optimum population. [14] The general approach of "optimum population" not,
however, be based on Malthusian empirical presumptions, and can be combined will of
consistent empirical assumptions. Indeed, the idea of the best population size for the
society can even be made to incorporate our concern about the processes that may be
used to influence reproductive behavior (starting from any given social state), in
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addition to the narrowly defined "end results". However, much of the extensive
literature optimum population makes rather simple ethical assumptions that give little
room for the importance of freedom and autonomy, and treats decisions about family
planning in much the same way as the choice of any other economic or social variable,
where the process of decision making is not given anything other than derivative
significance.

In this framework, the usual arguments based on "externalizes," distributional equity,
or informational limitation can be easily unleashed to make out an immediate case for
direct intervention by the state in the family's personal decisions about the number of
children to have. A family's decision to have one more child could influence the
interest--or for that matter the sense of propriety--of other people, and this can yield an
"externality" based argument for the state to intervene in the reproductive behavior of
the family. It is precisely this easy translation of interventionist arguments, from
standard cost benefit analysis, that needs close scrutiny in the context of family
planning. The subject matter does make a difference.

First, family planning is an intensely private subject in which--to borrow a phrase from
John Struart Mill--there is "no parity" between the family's own direct involvement in its
reproductive behavior, and that of others whose interests or susceptibilities may be
indirectly influenced by this family's behavior. [15] As Jacques Dreze has noted, "We
must recognize that, for most of us, 'adding a new person to the world' is first and
foremost adding a new person to the family. [16] Furthermore, family planning Consists
of actions and decisions that are by their, very nature deeply intimate, and involve
choices in which others need not be given a prima facie say. [17]

Reproductive behavior is thus a matter that immediately and decisively forms a part of
the personal lives of the family members, particularly of the mother--or of the potential
mother. This is not an argument to ignore all else, but that "all else" has to be very
powerfully contrary to outweigh the general presumption in favor of leaving
reproductive behavior to the family in general and to the woman in particular.

Second, the usual procedures of cost-benefit analysis proceed on the assumption of the
preferences of the individuals involved being "fixed' -- in particular, uninfluenced by
the decision under scrutiny. But, again as Jacques Dreze notes, "The decision to have a
child is a decision to change the nature of a family," and it is "a decision about
extending love to an as yet unknown person and sharing that person's fate, with all its
uncertainties and promise." The standard fixed-preference reasoning misses out on a
"recognition of what procreation is about." [18] Once again, this not a reason to dismiss
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the possibility that there could nevertheless be a good ground for intervention in
reproductive behavior but it is an argument for being cautious, and in particular for
resisting the temptation to make mechanical translation of interventionist arguments
based on fixed-preference models to the field of procreation.

It is reasonable to accept the possibility that there must be some kind of a threshold of
influence on other people's interests beyond which state intervention in personal lives
might well be plausible. Only a drastic libertarian would reject that possibility without
further examination, and we need not embrace that position. But there is a much wider
consensus on the need to avoid authoritarian intervention in matters as intimate and
personal as reproductive behavior. In particular, it is not a matter just of fine-tuning
conventionally defined costs and benefits: comparing the "costs" to the family members
resulting from the violation of their reproductive freedom (given their preferences) with
the "benefits" to others (given their interests and desires) that would result from that
violation." [19] There are reasons to see the problem rather differently. There are, in
particular, grounds to question the status of coercion as a mechanical remedy for
"externalities", when the decisions involved are central to personal life, and thus require
us to consider the importance of elementary autonomy, personal liberty, and the
contingency of our preferences.

Much would thus depend on how disastrous we think a further increase in population
might be and how immediate the danger is. I have tried to examine these issues
elsewhere both in the global context and specifically for countries in the so-called "Third
World." [20] It appears that the dangers, especially in the short run and at the global
level, are much exaggerated. But there are certainly reasons, for concern in the long run
at the global level, and even in the reasonably short run for some local environmental
issues. [21] In order to resist the case for coercion, it is not necessary to dispute these
worries and apprehensions. It is important; however, to seek a less breathless remedy
that pays attention to issues of long-run sustainability as well as the exact process
through which the reduction of population growth takes place.

Women's Agency: A Foundational Linkage

This brings us back to the contrast between the coercive route would be much more
effective and faster than the co-operative route that relies on the agency of the people
directly involved? How does the issue of speed relate to the problem of sustainability of
what is achieved? Are there indirect effects of coercion that have to be considered in
assessing the case for it? I shall address these issues presently, but before that I must



examine a basic relationship between women's well being and their agency that is
central to the problem of fertility.

One of the most important fact about fertility and family size is that the lives that are
most battered by over-frequent childbirth are those of the women who bear these
children. This is especially so in the poorer and less developed economies in the world.
It is not only the case that at least half a million women die every year from maternity-
related causes through afflictions that are entirely preventable, but also hundreds of
millions of women are shackled involuntarily to a life of much drudgery and little
freedom because of incessant child bearing and rearing. [22]

The impact of persistent child bearing on the freedom and well being of young women
can be very severely negative in the developing countries. The significance of this
aspect of the problem requires us to look beyond the family as a decision unit to the
specific part that women, particularly young women, may play--or may be allowed to
play--in the making of these reproductive decisions. The nature of this role not only
includes the power and control that young women may have over these decisions, but
also the substantive opportunities they have to consider these problems with adequate
assurance, independence, and knowledge.

Women's Empowerment and its Determinants

Over the last couple of decades, the importance of women's power and agency has
become more widely recognized, partly as a result of a broadening of the women's
movements in developing countries. The focus of attention has moved beyond working
towards achieving better treatment for women--a more "square deal'--to noting the
importance of women's agency. This relates to a clearer understanding of the role of
women as active agents of change--as the dynamic promoters of social transformations
that can alter the lives of both women and men. [23] The reach of that agency can be
very extensive indeed, and it does of course inter alia include the possibility of reasoned
decisions about fertility.

There are different means through which a change in the decisional power of women
may come about. The route that has received most attention in the context of fertility
decisions is the impact of literacy and schooling of women, partly because of its
intuitive plausibility (even Condorcet had pointed to this link 200 years ago), but
largely because of the extensive statistical evidence linking women's education
(including literacy) and the lowering of fertility, across different countries in the world.
[24] Other factors considered include, among others, the involvement of women in so-
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called "gainful" activities outside the home, the opportunity of women to earn an
independent income, the property rights of women, and the general status of women in
the social culture.

These connections have been observed within India as well, and the statistical relations
between (10 women’s education and women's opportunity to earn an outside income,
on the one hand, and 20 lower fertility rates, on the other, have been confirmed by
several empirical investigations. The most recent--and perhaps the most extensive study
of this connection is provided by an important statistical contribution by Jean Dreze,
AnneCatherine Guio, and Mamta Murthi, dealing with data from the different districts
of India in 1981 (the latest year for which adequately detailed data available). [25]

Among all the variables included in the analysis presented by Dreze, Guio, and Murthi,
the only ones that have a statistically significant effect on are fertility are female literacy
and female labor force participation. The importance of women's agency forceful from
this analysis, especially in comparison with the weaker effects of variables relating to
general economic progress.

The powerful evidence in favor of these statistical relations has to be distinguished from
the social and cultural accounting of these influences, including the common account--
not implausible in itself--that both education and outside earning increase a woman’s
autonomy. There are indeed many different ways in which school education may
enhance a young women's decisional power within the family: through its effect on her
social standing, her ability to be independent, her power to articulate, her knowledge of
the outside world, her skill in influencing group decisions, and so on. Similar linkages
can be suggested for the impact of outside earning on a young woman's decisional
control. But plausibility at this general level must not be identified with taking these
connections as established. Contrary arguments disputing these links, can--and have--
also been presented, and this is a subject of much controversy in India at this time." [26]

More sophisticated ways of characterizing women's autonomy have been suggested,
with a more complex linkage to the fertility issue. Some have questioned whether
female schooling does, in fact, enhance women's autonomy. Alternative explanations of
the observed statistical relations between women's education and lower fertility have
also been suggested--for example, the possibility that men who want a smaller number
of children may prefer to marry educated women.

It has also been argued that the role of school education as a force for social change may
have been oversold. This line of reasoning has a special appeal to many people in
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positions of influence and power in India, given the predilection of India upper classes
to dismiss the importance of schooling for the lower order. Not only is school
education, especially of girls one of the most neglected social objectives in India, the
Indian upper classes have a long record of being extremely suspicious of the value of
basic education for the masses. Despite the promise made by the Indian political leaders
before Independence to make India fully literate with great rapidity, things have moved
with remarkable slowness in this field, in contrast with speedy expansion of
governmental commitment in many other areas. Even today only half the adult Indian
population is literate, and two-thirds of the women remain absolutely illiterate." [27]
The upper class politicians who make up the bulk of the leadership of the major
political parties in India--both in office and in opposition--seem to find it perfectly
bearable that a default of this magnitude has been allowed to occur and that it is not
being remedied with any speed.

The general value of women's education is a much broader subject than its role in
enhancing female autonomy or in reducing fertility-potentially important as these
connections might be. Female education can still be one of the most important priorities
in Indian social change, even if the skepticism about its role in strengthening the
autonomy of young women, or in reducing fertility rates, were to be entirely vindicated.
This has to be asserted with some force, given the history of neglect of school education-
-especially of girls--in India, and given the social forces that sustain that neglect--and
which tend to welcome, with open arms, any ground for skepticism regarding the
importance of school education for the masses. Having said this, it cannot, of course, be
denied that the questions being raised are serious and deserve careful scrutiny.
However, if the skepticism were to be sustained, it would not be adequate merely to
dispute the standard "story" that goes with the widely observed statistical relations; it
would be also necessary to provide empirically conformable, and not just speculative,
alternative explanations of the observed statistical links, especially between female
education and fertility.

If this complex issue were to be pursued more fully, it would also be important to
distinguish between different aspects of this problem. In particular, it would be
necessary to pursue the distinction between:

(1) Women's power to make decisions in different fields (fertility decisions constitute
one field among many-autonomy covers other areas as well);

(2) Women's direct decision-making roles vis-a-vis the influencing that can occur
through more indirect routes;
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(3) The power of younger women--whose lives are most directly affected by fertility
decisions--vis-a-vis older women in the family;

(4) The congruence and conflicts of interests and opinions within the family which may
make the independent agency of younger women less or more crucial; and

(5) Women's absolute power to decide on these matters vis-a-vis their relative power
compared with others in the family (or outside it)." [28]

However, for the purpose of the arguments presented here, it is not crucial to resolve all
these different issues. Nor is it necessary to determine exactly how--and precisely the
extent to which--women's education (or outside employment, or property rights, or
political participation), will influence women's autonomy or the fertility rates. There is
ample evidence to indicate that fertility rates tend to come down quite sharply when
some of these predisposing social conditions are changed. The important point to note
is that authoritarian intervention and bureaucratic denial of reproductive freedom are
not the only routes to lower fertility, and reduction can occur with shifts in decisional
procedures within the family.

The case of Kerala, the most socially advanced State in India, is particularly worth
noting here, because of its remarkable success infertility reduction based on women's
agency. While the total fertility rate (a measure of the average number of children born
per woman) for India as a whole is still as high as 3.7, Kerala fertility has now fallen
below the 'replacement level' to 1.8 - even lower than China's fertility rate of 2.0. There
is considerable evidence that Kerala's high level of female education has been
particularly influential in bringing about the decline in birth rate, from 44 per thousand
in 1951-61 to 18 by 1991. [29] Furthermore, the importance of female agency roles and
literacy in the reduction of mortality rates leads to another, more indirect, route through
which women's agency--including female literacy--may have helped to reduce birth
rates: via reducing mortality rates [30] Kerala also has some other favorable features for
women's empowerment and agency, including a greater recognition, by legal tradition,
of women's property rights for a substantial and influential part of the community." [31]

What Does Coercion Achieve?

Coercive measures are often advocated for reducing fertility rates in the poorer
countries. They have received attention in international debates and have been favored
by some population pressure groups. That route was explicitly rejected at the
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International Conference on Population and Development at Cairo, but has not made
the issue go away. Coercion persists in various forms (not least in India), and it figures,
directly or indirectly, in great proposals that address the population problem.

In the context of discussing the imperative need to reduce birth rates in the world,
China's achievement in cutting down fertility rates over a short period through rather
Draconian measures receives understandable admiration. It is often suggested, by
particular pressure groups, that India should emulate China in this important area. The
fear of an impending crisis makes many policy advocates seek forceful measures in the
Third World for coercing people to have fewer children, and despite criticism from
diverse quarters, including women's groups, China’s attempts in that direction have
received much attention and praise. A comparison of China’s and India's experiences is
thus of direct relevance to the current topic. [32]

Fairly Draconian measures have certainly been used in China to force the birth rate
down. Coercive methods such as the "one child policy" have been tried in large parts of
China since the reforms of 1979. Also, the government often refuses to offer housing
and related benefits to families with too many children--thus penalizing, the children as
well as the dissident adults." [33] By 92 the Chinese birth rate had fallen sharply to 19
per thousand, compared with 29 per thousand in India, and 37 per thousand for the
average of poor countries other than China and India.

China’s total fertility rate is now 2.0, just below, the "replacement level" of around 2.1,
and much below India's 3.7 and the weighted average of 4.9 for low-income countries
other than China and India. [34]

How good a solution is this to the population problem? There are several problems to
consider here. First, the lack of freedom associated with this approach is a major social
in itself. Human rights groups and women's organizations in particular have been
especially concerned with the lack of reproductive freedom involved in any coercive
system."[35] Second, aside from the fundamental issue of individual freedom, there are
specific consequences to consider in evaluating compulsory birth control. Coercion
works by making people do things they would not freely choose to do; if they had done
something anyway, there would be no need to coerce them. The social consequences of
such compulsion, including the ways in which an unwilling population tends to react
when it is coerced, can often be quite terrible. For example, the demands, for a "one
child family" can lead to the neglect--or worse--of infants, thereby increasing the infant
mortality rate. Also, in a country with a strong preference for male children--a
characteristic shared by China with India and many other countries in Asia and North
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Africa-a policy of allowing only one child per family can easily be particularly
detrimental for girls; for example, in the form of fatal neglect of female children. This, it
appears, is exactly what has happened on a fairly large scale in China. [36]

Third, it is not by any means clear how much additional reduction in the fertility rate
has actually been achieved through these coercive methods. It is reasonable to accept
that many of China's longstanding social and economic programs have been valuable in
reducing fertility, including those that have expanded education (for women as well as
men), made health care more generally available, provided more job opportunities for
women, and stimulated rapid economic growth. These factors would themselves have
tended to help in the reduction in the birth rate, and it is not clear how much "extra
lowering" of fertility rates has been achieved in China through compulsion. For
example, we can check how many countries in the world which match (or outmatch)
China in life expectancy achievements, female literacy rates, and female participation in
the labor force actually have a higher fertility rate than China does. Comparing all the
countries in the world for which data are given in the World Development Report 1994,
there are only three such countries: Jamaica- (2.7), Thailand (2.2), and Sweden (2.1) --
and the fertility rates of two of them are not materially different from China's figure of
2.0. It is thus not really clear what the extra contribution of coercion is in reducing
fertility in China. The authoritarian admirers of China give it too little credit for its co-
operative and supportive programs, while falling for premature admiration of its
coercive practices.

This is not to deny that China has, in fact, achieved something in its birth control
program that India has not been able to do. In terms of national averages, it is easy to
see that China with its low fertility rate of 2.0 has got population growth under control
in a way that India, with its average fertility of 3.7, simply has not achieved. The point
to note here is that, we would expect the fertility rate to be much lower in China given
its higher percentage of female literacy (almost twice as high as India's), higher life
expectancy (nearly 10 years more), larger female involvement in gainful employment
(three-quarters more, in terms of share of the total labor force), and so on. The question
to ask, therefore, is the difficult "counter factual" one of the likely results that would
have been observed in India had it done more in these supportive areas, to expand the
possibility of co-operative reduction of fertility rates. This is,' of course, a highly
speculative question, but perhaps not entirely, since there are areas within India that
have done much more than the Indian average.

In particular, the state of Kerala does provide an interesting comparison with China,
since it too enjoys high levels of basic education, health care, and so on. Kerala's birth
rate of 18 per thousand is actually lower than China's 19 per thousand, and this has
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been achieved without any compulsion by the State. Kerala's fertility rate is 1.8 for 1991,
compared with China's 2.0 for 1992. This is in line with what we could expect through
progress in factors that help voluntary reduction in birth rates. Kerala has a higher adult
female literacy rate (86 percent) than China (68 percent). In fact, the female literacy rate
is higher in Kerala than in every single province in China. Also, in comparison with
male and female life expectancies at birth in China of 68 and 71 years, the 1991 figures
for Kerala's life expectancy are 69 and 74 years, respectively. Further, women have
played an important role' in Kerala's economic and political life, and historically, also in
property relations and educational movements. [37]

It is also worth noting that since Kerala's low fertility has been achieved voluntarily,
there is no sign of the adverse effects that were noted in the case of China--for example,
heightened female infant mortality and widespread abortion of female foetuses.
Kerala's infant mortality rate (16 for girls, 17 for boys) is much lower than China's (33
for girls, 18 for boys), even though both regions had similar infant mortality rates
around the time of the introduction of the one child policy in China. Further, while in
China the infant mortality rate is lower for males (28) than for females (33), in Kerala the
opposite is the case, much in line with what is observed in the more advanced
countries. [38]

It is also necessary to examine the claim in support of compulsory birth control
programs that the speed with which fertility rates can be cut down through coercive
means is very high; in contrast, the voluntary processes are expected to be inherently
slower. The world, we are told, does not have the time to spare. But this piece of
generalization is not supported by Kerala's experience either. Its birth rate has fallen
from 44 per thousand in the 1950s to 18 by 1991 -- a decline no less fast than that in
China. It could, of course, be argued that looking at this very long period does not do
justice to the effectiveness of the "one-child family" and other coercive policies that were
introduced in 1979, and that we ought really to compare what has happened between
1979 and now, Kerala, in fact, had a higher fertility rate than China in 1979 (3.0 as
opposed to China's 2.8), and by 1991 its fertility rate of 1.8 is as much below China's 2.0
as it had been above it in 1979. Despite the added "advantage" of the one-child-policy
and other coercive measures, the Chinese fertility rate seems to have fallen more slowly
than in Kerala.

Another Indian state, Tamil Nadu, had an even faster fall, from 3.5 in 1979 to 2.2 in
1991. Tamil Nadu, has had an active, but co-operative family planning program, and it
could use for this purpose comparative good position in terms of social achievements
within India: the thief highest literacy rate among the major Indian States, high female
participation in gainful employment, and low infant mortality (also third among major
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States in both respects). Coercion of the type of employed in China has not been used
either in Tamil Nadu or in Kerala, and both have achieved much faster declines
infertility than China has achieved since it introduced the "one child policy" and the
related measures.

Within India, contrasts between the records of Indian States offer some further insights
on this subject. While Kerala and Tamil Nadu have radically reduced fertility rates,
other States in the so-called "northern heartland" (such as Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, Madhya
Pradesh, and Rajasthan) have much lower levels of education, especially female
education, and of general health care. These States all have high fertility rates--between
4.4 and 5.1. [39] This is in spite of a persistent tendency in those States to use heavy-
handed methods of family planning, including some coercion (in contrast with the more
"collaborative" approach used in Kerala and Tamil Nadu). The regional contrasts within
India strongly argue for collaboration (based inter alia in the active and educated
participation of women), as opposed to coercion.

The Temptations of Coercion

While India has managed, with a few exceptions, to escape falling for the enticement of
seeking to coerce its way to success in the field of family planning, it is clear that this
prospect greatly attracts many activists in India. In the middles 1970s, the government
of India, under Indira Gandhi’s leadership. tried a good deal of compulsion in this field.
The northern States, as was mentioned earlier, have various regulations and
conventions that force family control measures, particularly in the irreversible form of
sterilization, often of women.[40]

Even when coercion is not part of official policy, the. Government's firm insistence on
"meeting the family-planning targets" often leads administrators and health-care
personnel at different levels to resort to all kinds of pressure tactics that come close to
compulsion." [41]

Examples of such tactics include verbal threats, making sterilization a condition of
eligibility for anti-poverty programs, depriving mothers of more than low children of
maternity benefits, reserving certain kinds of health care services to persons who have
sterilized, and forbidding persons who have more than two children from contesting
panchayat elections.
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It is quite extraordinary that the last measure--recently introduced in Rajasthan and
Haryana--has been widely praised, even though it involves a strong violation not only
of personal liberty but also of basic democratic rights. Even the government's draft
National Population Policy, despite placing emphasis on the need to reject coercive
methods, gives support to this measure as one means of meeting the overriding goal of
bringing the total fertility rate down to 2.1 by the year 2010. There is a strong possibility
of the proposed measure being adopted at the all-India level, and extended to diverse
forms of political participation going beyond the contesting of panchayat elections.
Indeed, there is proposed legislation now in the Indian parliament that would bar
anyone from holding national or state office if he or she has more than two children.
The patent unfairness of this proposed regulation has been pointed out by many critics-
-including its effect of debarring large numbers of leaders of less privileged sections of
the Indian community and operating particularly against rural leaders--but the
legislation has not yet been withdrawn. The lesson that fertility reduction calls for co-
operation and collaboration, rather than compulsion and coercion, has not been at all
learned.

The point is sometimes made than in a poor country, it is mistake to worry too much
about the unacceptability of coercion--a luxury that only the rich countries can afford. It
is not obvious what this argument is based on. The people who suffer most from these
coercive measures are often among the poorest and least privileged in the society. The
regulations and the way they are operated are also particularly punitive with respect to
women's exercise of reproductive freedom. For example, the assembling of poorer
women in sterilization camps, through various kinds of pressures, is a practice of
remarkable barbarity and injustice practiced in many rural societies in north India, as
the deadline for meeting "sterilization targets" approaches.

It is not clear how the acceptability of coercion to a poor population can be tested except
through democratic confrontation. While that testing has not occurred in China, it was
indeed attempted in India during "the emergency period" in the seventies when
compulsory birth control was tried by Indira Gandhi's government, along with
suspending various legal rights and civil liberties. The policy of coercion in general--
including that in birth control--was overwhelmingly defeated in the general elections
that followed. The impoverished electorate of India showed no less interest in voting
against authoritarian extremism than it takes in protesting against economic and social
inequality. Furthermore, voluntary birth control programs in India received, as family
planning experts have noted, a severe set-back from that brief program of compulsory
sterilization, since people had become deeply suspicious of the entire family planning
movement. Aside from having little immediate impact on fertility rates, the coercive
measures of the emergency period were, in fact, followed by a long period of stagnation
in the birth rate, which only ended in 1985." [42]
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Since the advocacy of coercion, in different forms, has been growing in India, it is
important to emphasize that it achieves little and destroys a lot. It does not seem to
work faster than what can happen through the co-operative route, and its other
consequences, including side-effects, can be quite horrendous. The alternative is to
facilitate ways of relying on those whose well being and agencies are most directly
involved, particularly young women. This has worked elsewhere, and there is no
reason why it will not work in India as well. To some extent, it is already happening in
some parts of India, and these parts are being a lot more successful than the states,
which are falling for coercive measures. Cooperation can contribute something that
coercion cannot provide.
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