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“The Declining Child Sex Ratio: Shocking and Paradoxica

- Interview by Dr.A Suneetha with Mary E John for Andhra Jyoti

Q: One tends to think of Amartya Sen when hearing about declining sex ratios, because of his famous
essay “One hundred million women are missing” in the New York Times in 1994. Was this also the
beginning of the sex ratio debate in India?

A: | am glad that you have asked me about Amartya Sen, the well known Nobel Prize winning
economist, who wrote an excellent essay on the front page of the New York Times. In most parts of the
world there are more women than men overall in the population, since girl babies have better survival
chances and also live longer than men. Looking at data from across the world, especially China and
India, Sen coined the term “missing women” to alert readers to the skewed sex ratios in these countries.

However, the story in India begins much earlier. Already in the late nineteenth century, British colonial
officials noted practices of female infanticide in colonial Punjab and Rajasthan. After independence,
demographers like Praveen Visaria and Ashok Mitra in the early 1970s used Census data and shocked
the public when they proved that India’s overall sex ratio had been steadily declining, a decline that
continued even after independence. Their main focus was on issues of neglect as well as the
undervaluation of women’s work, and how this led to higher rates of female mortality at various ages.
In the early 1980s, women’s organisations in Bombay and Delhi discovered a report from the All India
Institute of Medical Sciences (AlIMS) about amniocentesis testing for foetal abnormalities. This special
test was first introduced into India during the 1970s. When a large survey was conducted on pregnant
women in the city of Delhi it appears that many of the women wanted to know the sex of the foetus and
underwent an abortion when told that it was female. A public campaign followed and resulted in the
first laws against sex selection, such as the PNDT Act in 1994.

Q: Declining sex ratios are mostly understood as an aspect of “violence against women” -- killing female
babies, infanticide or female foeticide, almost investing it with criminal intent. Is this a useful approach
to study the issue?

A: There are different aspects to your question. Firstly, the term “violence” can be used very broadly
sometimes, and its meaning then is hard to distinguish from “discrimination”. But it is also the case that
there are different approaches to this problem, leading to different ways of naming it. | do not use the
term female foeticide but rather that of sex selective abortion, precisely because | do not think of such
acts as murder, or the genocide of women. Such a language may seem useful to garner attention in a
world where the discrimination against girls is so common and hardly newsworthy, but it does not, in
my view, capture the problem and the reasons for not wanting to have a daughter. People are not
trying to do away with women, as the Nazis tried to do to the Jews, or the Serbs in their pogrom against



Muslims. Also, if we use the term “foeticide” or in Hindi “brunhatya” (what is the Telugu word?) we
then run into the problem of making abortion as such a murder and a crime.

Q: Can you tell us about your study? What was your approach? Where and how was it done?

A: It was precisely through the research study that | was part of that some of these issues became
clearer to us. The findings of our study have come out in a report called “Planning Families, Planning
Gender” and it is available on the website of our Centre (CWDS) for anyone interested. Basically we did
an in depth study with families from different socio-economic backgrounds in the lowest sex ratio
districts of north west India (Punjab, Haryana, Himachal Pradesh, Rajasthan and Madhya Pradesh)
during 2003-05. Since there is so much statistical information available nowadays, we were keen to do a
more qualitative study, looking at family dynamics, how families are planning the sex composition of
their children, and the different factors involved. We found that as fertility rates decline, families
articulate not only a son preference but also what we have called ‘daughter aversion’. Even when
people say they want a son and a daughter (the two child norm!) what they really mean is “at least one
son, at most one daughter”.

Why, you may ask, are daughters not wanted? This has to do with how resources are being transferred
across generations — and by resources we mean both financial as well as care overall. Today it is
remarkable to see the extent to which families are calculating the costs of bringing up their children —to
keep them healthy, send them to school and then possibly for higher education, and then get them
successfully married. So in today’s highly volatile world, the non-poor are having much fewer children
than before — fewer sons, and even fewer daughters. The cost of having a daughter — which now
includes bringing her up to adulthood and keeping her sexually chaste — does not even quite end with a
‘good marriage’, when she leaves the house, since she should not return due to problems there. So we
feel that son preference (an old problem) has been taken to a new level today, also thanks to the easy
availability of ultra sound technology. Even progressive developments like more education for girls,
higher ages of marriage than in the past are having the unintended effect of turning a daughter into a
much greater cost and burden than before. This is the paradox that is part of the problem we have to
overcome.

Q: How far is the medical establishment culpable in the decline of sex ratios?

A: Well this is a difficult question. Something definitely changed when families and willing doctors
started to use ultrasound for sex determination testing rather than an expensive and complex method
like amniocentesis. Surely we can hold greedy and unethical doctors culpable — there are accounts of
radiologists taking their handy ultrasound machines into towns and villages in the back of their vans
where no proper health facilities are available! In our study we found doctors rationalising the practice,
saying they were providing a social service to people. In spite of making sex determination testing
illegal, the medical establishment has used its power to remain immune and protect its own members.
There have been far too few convictions. Because they exert so much power and provide a technology
that seems “good” to ordinary people, it has been one of the failures of the campaign overall that more



medical people have not been caught. At the same time it is also true that doctors are part of the same
overall society and suffer from the same biases. So the medical establishment is not the only problem.

Q: Many people think that southern states or northeastern states are doing better in terms of their
child sex ratios. Is this view vindicated by the data? Do you think that the factors for the phenomenon
would be different in southern states?

A: Itis true that the worst states with the lowest child sex ratios are in north and western India, and a
few districts in Tamil Nadu. However, even from a more disaggregated picture of the 2001 Census
results, there were cities and districts which had no prior histories of negative sex ratios, such as in
urban Orissa for instance, or even urban Nagaland, whose child sex ratios were well below the average.
If we look at the southern states, with the exception of districts like Salem, Dharmapuri, their child sex
ratios have broadly been within acceptable limits as far as statistics go. Given that some of these states
are economically better off, and also have medical technologies available, we can see that the mere use
of ultrasound by pregnant women does not directly lead to sex determination testing, unless other
factors are also in play. But the 2011 Census results, though provisional, as well as some micro studies
are forcing some rethinking.

Q: Can you say more than about the 2011 Census results? Have these results forced you to revise the
findings of your study?

A: As most people know, 2011 Census has shown a further decline in the child sex ratio from 927 to
914, while the overall sex ratio is improving as more women are outliving men. While the rate of decline
in the north-west has slowed down (so Punjab, Haryana show a rise from 2001), there are clear signs of
the spread of the practice of sex determination, and possibly female child mortality especially in eastern
and central India. Even Andhra Pradesh has shown a decline and one will have to look at more local
level data at the district and town level to get a better picture.

We are not surprised by this trend, it could have been worse! The logic of planning the sex composition
of one’s family is definitely spreading, even to poorer districts as in eastern U.P., Bihar and so on. There
are micro studies reporting cases of sex selection in Kerala, and again this is not surprising. Perhaps all
the glare of attention in the North West has slowed down the practice there, but only marginally. It
would require much more effort to make a positive difference.

Q: After every study of this kind, one is asked about what can be done by the government and usually
the suggestions are in terms of framing stricter laws with punitive measures. In this instance a
strengthening of the PCPNDT Act. Do you think it would help?

A: Alot of attention has focussed on the PCPNDT Act (revised in 2003) and also to some extent on the
MTP Act of 1971, regarding medical termination of pregnancy or abortion. Surely the government has
to ask itself both at the national and state levels why the Act to curb sex determination testing has
hardly had any effect. It required sting operations on the part of activists and the media to catch erring
doctors and make for the first convictions. The law is actually a monitoring law and the personnel
meant to carry out all the checks on registered clinics have an impossible task to perform. So at this



level, yes, by all means implement the law better, and shut down clinics known for flouting the law. But
this should be at the level of the sex determination tests being carried out, not by curbing abortion. Itis
absolutely essential in fact to strengthen the MTP Act such that it is taken out of the grey world it
currently inhabits and make it a more genuine right for women, rather than an appendage to our
population control programmes.

Q: In your view, what are the issues that need to be paid attention to regarding declining child sex
ratios?

A: Well, there are too many issues! But we think some of these are absolutely essential and need our
attention beyond trying to control the medical technology. If there are such high costs associated with
daughters then surely we should examine this more closely — the costs of health care education and so
on. Also the institution of marriage has not often been on our agenda. Even in the women’s movement,
we tend to concentrate only on the violence within it. We are not aware of how low the work
participation rates are in our globalising economy, with just 15% women in working ages having some
kind of paid work! We have to actively demand more and better work options for women, so that a
minimum level of economic independence is at least possible. We also have to actively campaign
around daughters’ relationships to their families, including the enormous amounts of care they do
provide even in our deeply patrilineal societies. Then there are questions of aging and the care of the
elderly — surely both the state and the market should be playing a greater role, apart from that of
children.

So, to conclude, better state policies on the social sector and promoting economic growth with jobs are
part of a longer term approach to improving the lives of daughters. On the part of social movements,
we need to open up the domain of the family and the compulsory institution of marriage to fuller
critique. Otherwise why are we surprised that girls are going increasingly “missing”?
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New arrivals in English- subject wise

Adivasis- India- History

Adivasis in colonial India: survival, resistance and negotiation/ Biswamoy pati.- Hyderabad: Orient
BlackSwan,2011.

Adivasis and the Raj: Socio economic transition of the Hos, 1820-1932/ Sanjukta Das Gupta.- Hyderabad:
Orient BlackSwan,2011.

Autobiography- Asghar Ali Engineer

A living faith: my quest for peace, harmony and social change: an autobiography of Asghar Ali Engineer/
Asghar Ali Engineer.- Hyderabad: Orient BlackSwan, 2011.

Biography- Historians- Great Britan

Macaulay: the tragedy of power/ Robert E. Sullivan.- Hyderabad: Orient BlackSwan,2010.

Critical Theory

Enchantments of modernity: empire, nation, globalization/ ed.by Saurabh Dube.- London: Routledge,
20009.

Culture- Anthropology- Race

Un/common cultures: racism and the rearticulation of cultural difference/ Kamala Visweswaran.- New
Delhi: Navayana, 2010.

Dalits- Social conditions- Telugu fiction

Untouchable spring/ G.Kalyana rao/ tr.by Alladi Uma and M. Sridhar.- Hyderabad: Orient
BlackSwan,2010.

Democracy- India

Lineages of political society/ Partha Chatterjee.- Ranikhet: Permanent black, 2011.

Economic policy- India

Re-imagining India: and other essays/ Amartya Sen [et.al.].- Hyderabad: Orient BlackSwan,2010.
Education

What did you ask at school today?: a handbook of child learning/ Kamala V.Mukunda.- Noida: Collins,
2009.



Ethnology- Pakistan

Violence and belonging: land, love and lethal conflict in the north-west frontier province of Pakistan/ Are
Knudsen.- Hyderabad: Orient Blackswan, 2011.

Gender Studies

Mapping the field: gender relations in contemporary India (volume.1)/ ed.by Nirmala Banerjee, Samita
Sen and Nandita Dhawan.- Kolkata: Stree, 2011

Hindutva- India

Foundations of Tilak’s nationalism: discrimination, education and Hindutva/ Parimala V.Rao.-
Hyderabad: Orient BlackSwan,2011.

History- Ghana

Lose your mother: a journey along the Atlantic slave route? Saidiya Hartman.- New Delhi: Navayana,
2011.

History- India

Exploring medieval India: sixteenth to Eighteenth centuries: politics, economy, religion/ ed.by Meena
Bhargava.- Hyderabad: Orient BlackSwan, 2010.

Exploring medieval India: sisteenth to Eighteenth centuries: culture, gender, regional patterns/ ed.by
Meena Bhargava.- Hyderabad: Orient BlackSwan, 2010.

Islam

Lived Islam in South Asia: adaptation, accommodation and conflict/ ed. by ImtiazAhmad and Helmut
Reifeld.- New Delhi: Social Science Press, 2004.

Secularizing Islamists: Jamaat-e-Islami and Jamaat-ud-dawa in Urban Pakistan/ Humeira Iqgtidar.-
Ranikhet: Permanent black, 2011.

People without history: India’s muslim ghettos/ Jeremy Seabrook & Imran Ahmed Siddiqui.- New Delhi:
Navayana, 2011.

Inside a Madrasa: knowledge, power and Islamic identity in India/ Arshad Alam.- London: Routledge,
2010.

Islam translated: literature, conversion, and the Arabic cosmopolis of South and Southeast Asia/ Ronit
Ricci.- Ranikhet: Permanent black, 2011.

Judicial Process- India




The legislature and the judiciary: judicial pronouncements on Parliament and State Legislatures/ ed.by
Raghbir Singh.- Hyderabad: Orient BlackSwan,2011.

Literature
Stories

Inner line: the Zubaan anthology of stories by Indian women/ ed.by Urvashi Butalia.- New Delhi: Zubaan,
2006.

Short stories- Northeast India

These hills called home: stories from a war zone/ Temsula Ao.- New Delhi: Penguin books, 2006.
Marxism

How to change the world: tales of Marx and Marxism/ Eric Hobsbawm.- Great Britan: Little Brown, 2011.
Minorities

Minorities and the state: changing social and political landscape of Bengal/ ed.by Abhijit Dasgupta,
Masahiko Togawa and Abul Barkat.- Los Angeles: Sage , 2011.

Political Governance and minority rights: the South and South-East Asian scenario/ ed.by Lipi Ghosh.-
London: Routledge, 2009.

Nationalist movement- Maulana Abul Kalam Azad

Resisting colonialism and communal politics: Maulana Azad and the making of the Indian Nation/ Rizwan
Qaiser.-New Delhi: Manohar, 2011.

Political prisoners- India

Captive imagination: letters from Prison/ Varavara Rao.-New Delhi: Viking, 2010.

Region- Rayalaseema

Islamic Architecture of Deccan: with special emphasis on Rayalaseema region/ R. Vasantha and
M.A.Mannan Basha.- Delhi: Sharada publishing House, 2004.

The political economy of underdevelopment/ A. Nagaraja Naidu.-New Delhi: Mahalaya publishing
House, 2007.

Region- Hyderabad

Hyderabad: the social context of industrialization, 1875-1948/ C.V. Subba rao.- Hyderabad: Orient
Longman, 2007.

The untold Charminar: writings on Hyderabad/ ed.by Syeda Imam.- New Delhi: Penguin books, 2008.



Urban women- social conditions

Urban women in contemporary India: a reader/ ed.by Rehana Ghadially.- New Delhi: Sage publications,
2007.

Women employees- social conditions

Working the night shift: women in India’s call center industry/ Reena Patel.- Hyderabad: Orient
BlackSwan, 2011.

New arrivals in Reports

Probe revisited: a report on elementary education in India/ Anuradha de, Reetika Khera, Meera Samson
and A.K. Shiva Kumar.- New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2011.

New arrivals in Telugu

Jeevitha charithra- Sada lakshmi

Nene balaanni: T.N.Sadalakshmi bathuku katha/ Gogu Shyamala.- Hyderabad: Hyderabad Book Trust,
2011.

Kathalu

Maa ammamma katha/ N.S.Lakshmidevamma.-[s.I]:[s.n], 2011.
Kavithvam

Mulki: kavithvam/ Vemula Yelliah.-[s.l]: Gumpu Saahithee samstha, 2011.

Mahilalu- Himsa- Dalitha mahilalu

Bhaaratha desamlo dalitha mahilala pai himsa: vaari manobhaavaalu (sankshiptha adhyayana nivedika)/
S.J.Aloysious , Jayashree P.Mangubai and Joel G.Lee/ tr.by Sumathi, G.V. Rathnakar and M. Sanjeeva
reddy.- Secunderabad: Saakshi-maanava hakkula nigha,2008.

Maanava hakkulu- Dalithulu

Dalithulu-maanava hakkulu/ K.Ramaswamy.- Secunderabad: Saakshi Human Rights watch, 2008.
Navala

Siddhi/ Vemula Yelliah.- [s.l]: Jambav publications,2005.



