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Female Literacy and Fertility

persistence of high fertility in developing countries has baffled many
demographers, social scientists, politicians and others. Numerous explana-

tions have been offered to reduce fertility. On the one extreme, there are those
who assert "development" is the best pill to reduce fertility. On the other ex-
treme, there are those who assert that reduction in fertility is a prerequisite to
bring about development. The truth lies probably somewhere between the two
extremes. Among the factors often said to be associated with fertility are per
capita income, participation of women in labour force and educational attain-
ment of population, especially of women.

Demographers have gathered plenty of data with regard to relationship bet-
ween fertility and educational attainment. These data, with a few exceptions,
indicate that the female education and fertility are related inversely. Despite all
this, not much is known about the causal relationship. With the female educa-
tional attainment, other important variables are associated, i.e., postponement
of marriage, female labour force participation, effective contraceptive practice
and a higher level of spinsterhood, all of which tend to reduce the force of ferti-
lity.

II. Objectives

This paper attempts to examine the possible impact of the educational attain-
ment of females on their fertility behaviour in India, with special reference to
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India population project districts, namely, Bangalore, Tumkur, Kolar,
durga and Shimoga Districts.

III. Data

For India, data have been classified on the basis of general literacy rate among
females and crude birth rate for the year 1971. Eighteen states and four union
territories have been included here; for the remaining states and territories, the
data are not available. The scope of the study is limited to 1971 census data;
it has not been possible to get reliable data on birth rate for the census years
1951 and 1961.

The data for Karnataka districts are based on the Longitudinal Survey con-
ducted by the Population Centre, with a sample of about 5000 households. The
sample consisted of both rural and urban areas. The data are used for deriv-
ing crude birth rates and age-specific fertility rates. With regard to educational
level of women, they have been classified into two groups namely, literates and
illiterates in respect of both rural and urban.

Table-1 presents rural, urban and combined literacy rates for females and
crude birth rates in different states in 1971. The rural female literacy rate varies
from 3.85 in Rajasthan to more than 50 in Kerala. The corresponding urban
rates range from 22.42 in Assam to more than 60 in Kerala.

Inter-state variation in rural crude birth rate ranges from 31.3 per 1000 popu-
lation per year in Kerala to 46.3 in Uttar Pradesh. The urban crude birth rates
too reflect similar interstate variation. Rather surprisingly, the urban crude birth
rate for Jammu and Kashmir, with a preponderance of Muslims in its popula-
lation, is as low as 21.6 per 1000 population per year. The highest crude birth
rate is reported for urban areas in Gujarat.

Female literacy rate and crude birth rate are inversely related. For the rural
areas, the correlation coefficient (r) between the two rates is 0.53 which is signi-
ficant. However, the corresponding correlation coefficient for urban areas is
—0.32, which is not significant. This would imply that in urban areas factors
other than literacy among females play an important role in the determination
of crude birth rate. When we disregard the rural-urban differences, the correla-
tion coefficient is —0.56 which is significant. However, in some of the states
like Kerala, the fertility levels are not so low as to be commensurate with the
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In the urban areas the general fertility rate is about the same tor both illiterate
and literate women. The same is true of standardized fertility rate. This shows
that literacy is of little or no importance in determining fertility in the urban
areas. As for age-specific fertility rates, they are lower for the literate than for
illiterate women, except for those in the age group 20-24 years. This could be
due to the difference between the two groups in the proportion of women work-
ing outside the home. It may be true that out of necessity illiterate women work
outside the home in a larger proportion as compared to literate women, who
may belong to middle and upper classes.

IV. Policy Implications

Literacy is thus, by and large inversely related to fertility levels of women in
the rural as well as in the urban areas of the given Districts of Karnataka.

Government programmes aimed at reducing fertility through the provision
of services in respect of both temporary and permanent methods of family plan-
ning would not be of much help as long as literacy rate, especially among women,
are low. Therefore, every effort should be made to promote literacy among
females. But the efforts of the government so far to promote literacy among
women are not very encouraging. In spite of the fact that a constitutional obli-
gation exists to enrol all the children up to the age of 14 years in primary and
middle schools within the l0 years of the commencement of the Constitution, i.e.,
by 1961, a good proportion of the children are still outside the school. The enrol-
ment of boys aged 6-11 years was almost hundred percent by 1973-74, but the
enrolment of girls of the same age was about 75 percent. Thus the constitu-
tional obligation is yet to be fulfilled in the case of girls. The differences in the
enrolment of boys and girls in the age group ll-14years are wider still- In 1974,
for boys the enrolment was less than 50 percent and for girls, less than 25 per-
cent. It is, therefore, important that every effort should be made to promote
literacy among girls without much delay.
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