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Abstract 
The study investigates and interprets the factors that contributed to the recent 

decline in fertility in Sri Lanka, despite its low economic standing. It seeks to eluci­
date the social transformation that has taken place and looks at the socio-cultural 
determinants that have brought about the process of fertility transition. In this 
regard, the significant effects of the welfare measures in force in the country in re­
spect of health, education, nutrition and housing have been brought to light. Hence 
the study tends to fall outside the scope of the conventional wisdom laid down in 
the demographic transition theory outlined by Notestein, which emphasised the 
contribution that economic development plays in lowering fertility. 

The approach to the study hinges on selected variables like education, age at 
marriage, gender roles per se and female employment. The cardinal role played 
by free education in contributing to the transition is given particular coverage. 
Education is treated more as a cultural asset which determines and shapes values, 
preferences and aspirations in respect of marriage, fertility, family formation and 
other aspects such as career development which enables women to play roles away 
from home. Unfortunately, inferences about women's position do not always gain 
statistical support, as they are intricately woven into the fabric of societal gender 
settings and traditions. In respect of age at marriage, the socio-cultural factors 
of society like the caste system, a dowry and horoscope matching with details of 
Karmic determinants have been examined in some detail. 

The study also uncovers the social deprivation aspects which for long led 
women in the plantation sector to experience fertility performance lower than the 
national level. Going by normal demographic rationale, their high degree of labour 
force participation should account for it. But it was social deprivation and the re­
sultant low nutritional levels that reduced their reproductive ability to low levels. 
With a better life ushered in by a programme of social uplift during the early 
'eighties, this ethnic group showed signs of first a rise in fertility, and on having 
reached the threshold it has now begun showing signs of a decline attributable to 
healthier lives. 

Similarly, a relatively invisible agent, the prevalent " urban outlook," is shown 
to contribute to the transition process, and has recently become even more sig­
nificant due to the intensive rural amelioration efforts of the government. This 
outlook is all pervasive and permeates the society in general in effecting the tran­
sition under review. 
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Chapter I 

Introduction 

1.1 History and Ethnic Diversity 

The demography of Sri Lanka must be viewed in the light of its history and 

ethnic diversity. Sri Lanka is an island country situated off the south eastern end 

of India and separated from it by a small stretch of shallow sea the Palk Strait, 

in the north. The country is compact and has an area of 25,332 square miles with 

its longest north to south extent being only 270 miles and the east to west length 

stretching to only 140 miles at its widest point. The island's strategic location 

in the Indian Ocean meant it stood on the pathway between the east and the 

west and thus came to be the focus of attention for entrepot trade. The riches of 

the " paradise isle " comprising of spices, gems and ivory described by Ptolemy 

and Pliny, attracted Arabian merchants as early as 1000 AD. Hence the country's 

ethnic heterogeneity in a way is attributable to its location. However, the two 

main ethnic groups of the country, the Sinhalese and the Sri Lanka Tamils owe 

their origin to two migration streams from north and south India respectively. The 

ancestors of the former are supposed to be Aryans and of the latter the Dravidians. 

From the beginning of the 16th century, the country came to be dominated by 

European rule for a period of four and a half centuries until it gained independence 

from the British in 1948. European rule set in with the coming in of the Portuguese 

in 1505. They were followed by the Dutch in 1640. These two powers could succeed 

in bringing only the maritime provinces under their rule, and retaining control of 
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only the coastal territory answered their trading interests, However, the British, 

who ousted the Dutch and gained mastery over the island in 1796, were able 

to capture and annexe the hitherto independent Kandyan Kingdom in 1815 and 

thereby brought the entire island under their unified regime. 

The period of British rule which lasted from 1796 to 1948 saw many changes 

that had demographic implications. Subjugating the Kandyan Kingdom meant 

gaining possession of the environmentally favourable central highlands which led 

to the opening up of the plantations therein. British investment in this industry 

was heavy and the labour to work on the plantations had to be brought from South 

India. This component of the immigrant population added to the already existing 

diversity in the ethnic composition of the country as they formed the Indian Tamils 

of Sri Lanka. 

1.2 Changing Economic Structure: The Beginnings of Welfarism 

The introduction of commercial cropping by the British necessitated the pro­

vision of infrastructural facilities like the roads and the railways which linked the 

plantations to the capital city of Colombo where the main port was situated. Above 

all, such capitalist oriented commercialization brought into being a transformation 

in the social and economic milieu of the land. Plantations and the resultant ex­

port oriented trade accrued financial benefits to the exchequer. Alongside these 

changes, the country came to be exposed to, and benefit from, the impact of En­

glish education. English education created a class amongst society which became 

alert if not sensitive to the well being and the needs of the population. The upshot 

of it all came to be reflected in the provision of better educational and health fa­

cilities to the nation. The initial impact it had was seen in the falling death rates. 
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Such beginnings in the provision of welfare measures during times of affluence 

eventually came to be woven into the political, social and administrative fabric of 

the country rather permanently. By and large, welfare measures came to be well 

and truly entrenched in the system after independence and they continued to be 

used as crucial issues by prospective candidates in wooing support for election to 

the national legislature of the country. 

Amongst the welfare measures offered, the introduction and provision of free 

education in the early forties had the most lasting impact on the demography of 

the land. Its tentacles kept permeating into the life styles, outlook, values and 

aspirations especially of women and thus contributed in giving the necessary force 

in accomplishing the fertility transition which is a main subject under review in this 

thesis. Education came to be an asset, active in operating especially in changing 

the roles of women in society. Women in education postponed marriage which 

contributed to a rise in their age at marriage. In pursuance to acquiring the skills 

arising from education, their desire was to play more non-familial roles outside 

their homes. By and large, it transformed the society of the values held in respect 

of fertility aided by the 'know how' they came to acquire of contraception. These 

changes were able to get underway without much resistance, due to the receptivity 

and the changing attitudes that women came to realize through the process of 

acquiring an education. Al l in all, education led them into playing new roles in 

society, which transformed their outlook towards accomplishing family limitation. 

1.3 The Demographic Scene in Transition 

Consequent upon these changes, the island of Sri Lanka came to be renowned 

for its demographic behavioural patterns. Irene Taeuber (1949) referred to the 
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Figure 1.1 Declining Death Rate, Sri Lanka 
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country as a demographic laboratory. The dramatic decline of mortality in the mid 

forties from 20.3 deaths per thousand population in 1946 to 14.3 in 1947, recording 

a 30 per cent fall within a year, was indeed revolutionary in the annals of global 

demographic behaviour. Since 1947, the death rate of the country continued in its 

course of decline; by 1963 it had fallen to 8.5 per thousand and by 1990 to about 6, 

by which time life expectancy for males have reached 70 and for females 74 despite 

low per capita GNP (Fig.1.1). 

Such falling death rates came to be reflected in the population growth rates of 

the country. It is pertinent to cite that between 1871 and 1946, during a period 

of 75 years, the population grew by 4 million, whereas the second 4 million was 

added within a short period of 17 years between 1946 and 1963. The phenomenal 

decline in mortality, without a corresponding reduction in the birth rate, resulted 

in a doubling of the population from 6.6 million in 1946 to 12.7 million 1971, a 

doubling time of only a quarter century. 

Opinion differed amongst researchers as to the factors that contributed to 

this remarkable decline in mortality. Newman (1965) attributed it purely to the 

eradication of malaria, achieved through the D.D.T. spraying campaign which 

helped wipe out the killer. Meegama (1967) contended that improvements in 

the health services and the nutritional levels of the population accounted for its 

significant fall and that it was not due to the eradication of malaria per se as he 

points out that malaria eradication was ineffective in lowering mortality levels in 

Guatemala during the same period. Meegama regards malaria as one of the diseases 

that contributed to high mortality and that its eradication alone could not possibly 

account for declines in deaths caused by other morbid conditions. Nevertheless, 

no single factor could be put forth to account for the precipitous fall in mortality, 



Figure 1.2 Declining Birth Rate, Sri Lanka 
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rather a combination of factors, some intrinsic and others extraneous provides the 

answer. Selvaratnam (1970) regards the period following the second world war as 

having witnessed a demographic revolution. I t was a painless revolution without 

any loss of lives and was a revolution which saved lives and increased their survival 

rates. 

However, the decline in fertility lagged behind, because for a period of five 

decades between 1900 and 1950 the crude birth rate of the country had remained 

fairly steady around 38 births per thousand. Therefore the acceleration of the rate 

of growth of the population after 1946 was due to an increase in the rate of natural 

increase caused by the widening disparity between the birth and the death rates 

in the country. 

Sri Lanka now provides a classic example in fertility transition, both in histor­

ical and in comtemporary contexts. During the 1946-71 period, the birth rate fell 

gradually from 39 to 36 births per thousand. In the 1970's, there began a period 

of rapid decline reaching a crude birth rate of 27 in 1974. Subsequently, between 

1974 and 1981 it fluctuated between 27 and 28 and kept declining continuously 

thereafter as in 1983 it stood at 26.3. By 1986, it declined to 22.3 and in 1989 

there was a further decline to 21.3. The 1991 figures indicate a crude birth rate 

of 20 per thousand. These are based on data provided by the Registrar General's 

Department of Sri Lanka and compiled by the Statistics Department of the Cen­

tral Bank of Sri Lanka. The total fertility rate aligns with the crude birth rate 

which dropped from 5 births per woman in 1961 to 3.4 in 1980-82. The estimates 

provided by the Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ES-

CAP), Population Division indicate that in 1986 it declined to 2.8 and in 1991 to 

2.6 births per woman. Apparently these fertility indicators are the lowest for the 



South Asian region (Fig.1.2). 

The fact that the recent transition has taken effect without either direct gov­

ernmental legislation, or significant economic development resulting in any rise 

in the standard of living, makes it all the more puzzling and provides a tempt­

ing ground for investigation. The country provides a unique social and economic 

setting. Generally, its present demographic characteristics are those usually asso­

ciated with nations at substantially higher levels of development than Sri Lanka. 

For example, in 1984 Sri Lanka had the lowest GNP per capita in South Asia 

of $ 344, a figure far below other developing nations in the region such as Malaysia 

($ 1990), Phillipines ($ 660), Thailand ($ 850) and Indonesia ($ 540) but had 

the lowest birth rate of 25 per thousand, with the other countries recording birth 

rates ranging from 26 to 33 per thousand. In 1990 the Sri Lanka picture showed a 

further decline in the birth rate to 20 births per thousand with a GNP per capita 

of only $ 467 whilst Malaysia ($ 2320), Philippines ($ 760), Thailand ($ 1420) 

and Indonesia ($ 550), with higher GNPs recorded higher birth rates of 30, 29, 

22, and 26 births per thousand respectively. These are figures published by the 

statistics department of the Central Bank of Sri Lanka and drawn from data from 

the World Development reports and from key indicators of developing Asian and 

Pacific Countries. 

Hence, Sri Lanka becomes a case where social development and the resultant 

demographic changes seem to have preceded sustained economic development. The 

striking changes documented in fertility deserve attention especially because they 

have taken place under relatively unfavourable economic conditions. However, 

there was consistency in the efforts at social development and Sri Lanka is often 
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referred to as a low income country with a high degree of social advancement. 

1.4 The Background Generating the Transformation 

The groundwork for achieving social advancement began prior to independence. 

With the Donoughmore Constitution of 1931 granting universal adult franchise, 

there arose a situation which demanded the legislators to be sensitive to the needs 

and welfare of the electorate they represented. The newly established export -

oriented sector gave economic strength to the exchequer with its foreign exchange 

reserves. These resources came to be chanelled first into land settlement and 

colonization schemes which were intent on re-establishing the glory of the past. For, 

until the ninth century A.D. the heartland of the country was essentially confined to 

the plains which flourished as a result of the extensive paddy cultivation supported 

by an ingenious system of irrigation. I t was then a civilization based purely on 

rice production. Moreover, at that time in the country's history, the available 

technology in relation to agriculture could only utilize the non-mountainous terrain. 

Alongside these efforts to rehabilitate rice cultivation, there were other measures 

associated with day to day life, like the food subsidy and the provision of free 

education and health facilities to all. Karunatilake (1975) regards the food subsidy 

scheme as one that met the wartime scarcities that arose in the forties. Thereafter, 

food, education and health came to be the three vital welfare measures which came 

to be provided uninterruptedly to the nation. 

Planning for development started on the eve of political independence with 

the post-war development proposals of the Board of Ministers of the State Council 

in 1946. With independence gained in 1948, development plans were drawn up 

by the government. The Ten Year Plan of 1959 and the Five Year Plan of 1971 
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formed policy documents. The development model was based on these plans and 

they became the basis for action in the sixties and seventies. I t is noteworthy that 

all post-war development proposals gave high priority to social development as i t 

was deemed to be a prerequisite for human resource development. The general 

line of thinking was that, given the stage of development which then prevailed, 

the outlay on education and health would pay the best dividend. The main fea­

ture of the model was that all development plans maintained the tempo of the 

expanding education and health services. Therefore, the cornerstone of national 

policy from the forties was to offer a welfarist package of free education, free health 

service and generous food and other subsidies. The propensity of the government 

towards social welfare programmes meant that there were other areas of public 

utility like transport, electricity and water supply which were provided at nominal 

levels. Moreover, road and rail transport services (the former being nationalized 

in the sixties) were not run with a profit motive but functioned more as a service 

to the larger community. In this regard it should be noted that with the national­

ization of the bus services the Ceylon Transport Board (CTB) put service before 

profit and extended its services to remote parts of the country which the private 

sector ignored, serving, as they were declared, as unproductive routes. All in all, 

the government was bent on providing the services that were vital for the larger 

interest, more as a welfare measure without any profit motive behind i t . The sig­

nificant aspect of it all was that it was provided without social class or gender 

based discrimination. 

The upshot of these policies was reflected in the network of schools that came 

to be established to meet the expanding societal demand for education. Similarly, 

there were significant improvements in the health services through an extensive 
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system of ante-natal, post-natal and maternity health facilities provided by an 

island-wide spread of dispensaries and hospitals. The long stops to these services 

were provided by a string of field health personnel who helped in the process of 

improving health standards both in the urban and rural areas. Such efforts helped 

in combating death and in reducing the mortality rates in the country. These 

programmes focussed on the family, more specifically the mother and the child. 

Al l these welfare measures, which were bent on meeting the larger interests 

and designed to reach everyone, came to be reflected in impressive demographic 

and social indicators. The birth and death rates came to be at par or even better 

than the developed parts of the world, as a crude death rate of 5.5 per thousand 

today is indeed a remarkable achievement. Other associated mortality indices like 

infant and maternal mortality showed marked improvement resulting in impressive 

life expectancy figures of 74 for females and 70 for men. Literacy rates, especially 

those of women, made steady improvement and now showing signs of converging 

with that of men. The gap between urban and rural literacy is steadily narrowing 

with certain districts showing higher literacy amongst the rural population. 

The World Development Report (1981) of the World Bank indicated that in 

1980, Sri Lanka's record of life expectancy, literacy and fertility (in relation to 

its low income levels) was one of the best in the world. The report added that 

the government spent on an average over the previous two decades nearly 10 per 

cent of the GNP on education, health and nutrition programmes. The report for 

1993 indicates that the life expectancy at birth of the population is 70 with 88 

per cent of the females literate and a birth rate of 20 per thousand population. 

Demographic estimates provided by the ESCAP for 1994 reveal that the male and 

female life expectancy is 70 and 74 respectively. Arising from these indicators, Sri 
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Lanka shows impressive 1 Physical Quality of Life Index ' (PQLI). In fact, the PQLI 

for Sri Lanka was higher than that of Washington, D.C. (Farmer: 1983). Since 

then, the demographic situation of Sri Lanka has remained exceptional, largely as 

a result of social welfare policies (Fig.1.3). 

As mentioned already, emphasis on social welfare dates back to the thirties 

when Sri Lanka was granted a degree of self government based on universal fran­

chise. Hence leaders and politicians were compelled to lean heavily on the electoral 

process to maintain themselves in power. To achieve this end, social services and 

the associated welfare measures were their main instrument to success. Hence, 

welfare policies remained undisturbed and were given pride of place. This outlook 

gathered momentum after independence in 1948 when politicians with different 

ideologies formed into competing political parties, and came to be more sensitive 

to popular demands. Consequently, even during periods of adverse economic con­

ditions experienced in the mid' seventies, caused by an unfavourable balance of 

payments situation, the outlay on welfare services and on the import of foodstuffs 

to maintain the basic rations continued unrelentingly. This conveys that the pace 

of fertility decline in Sri Lanka had continued uninterruptedly, insensitive to any 

booms and depressions in its economy. Abeysekera (1986:308) states " Sri Lanka's 

remarkable social progress may be a convincing case to all developing countries to 

prove that meeting basic needs and raising living standards must not necessarily 

await rapid economic advancement." 

Economic Development vs Social Development 

In respect of fertility transition, Sri Lanka deviated from the conventional dic­

tum maintained by demographers. Hauser (1970) and Davis (1970) associated 
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fertility decline with socio-economic advancement, as this line of thinking was as­

sociated with and regarded as a pre-condition for the successful implementation of 

family planning programmes. But the model seems inapplicable in the Sri Lankan 

context due to the degree of receptivity the country's population has to family 

planning, which the expansion in education was able to deliver, independent of the 

levels of socio-economic advancement attained by the country. A similar deviation 

of a very striking nature was experienced when the mortality rates underwent a 

precipitous decline in the forties with no apparent advancement in the economy. 

Such a dramatic transformation again found no explanation from an economic 

standpoint. 

Hence what was conceptually outlined by Notestein (1945) in the demographic 

transition theory, and found wide application in the behavioural trends of mortality 

and fertility in the industrialized West European countries, failed to fit into a 

developing context found in Sri Lanka. Moreover, the decline in mortality which 

occurred in the developed situation took a gradual course, whilst in Sri Lanka 

the decline was so dramatic as it occurred in less than a decade. There is thus 

an essential difference between the demographic experience of the West during 

the nineteenth century and that of Sri Lanka in the twentieth century. In the 

former, the transition had its roots in the process of economic development and 

the resultant technological improvements that it was gradually able to offer to the 

population. 

Economic development was conceived as the basic mechanism that would en­

act demographic transition and it was argued that development and the resultant 

process of modernization would enable the living standards and the quality of life 

to be on the ascendant with the provision of better health facilities and other re-
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lated vital amenities for life. These changes, Notestein regarded, would transform 

the aspirations of people and make them look forward to the future. The upshot 

of it all would mean that old customs would crumble and fertility would tend to 

decline. Hence it basically warranted efforts to be channelled in the direction of 

achieving a modernized society. The course of change however was to be triggered 

off by the process of industrialization which would make the entrepreneur grant 

higher wages to employees. Consequent upon granting higher wages, there would 

be a concomitant rise in the standard of living. Above all, with the process of 

industrialization, quality goods and services would be made available and the peo­

ple's aspirations in turn would be to acquire these so as to improve the individual's 

social standing in society. They are basically an outcome of fresh standards being 

laid down for a more satisfactory mode of living. The resultant effect of it all was 

felt on the fertility performance of couples which was progressively lowered so as 

to enable them to achieve and experience the comforts and benefits of the rising 

levels in the standard of living which technological advancement began to offer. 

Therefore, children, and bearing more of them, would lead to denying them the 

newly innovated luxuries and comforts offered by modernization. 

Nevertheless, Notestein was later able to see the changing scenario and how 

non-familial roles came to predominate with the growth of individualism and the 

awareness that came to be ushered in by education. Hence he was conscious of 

the on-going change and was able to foresee the social transformation that was to 

follow in effecting the transition under review. 

Above all, demographic transition, as outlined in the theory, is a macro phe­

nomenon, gaining strength and application by the association that economic ad­

vancement had with demographic variables such as mortality and fertility. This 
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study is confined to fertility transition and hence needs to be distinguished from 

demographic transition. Demographic transition came to be intimately woven 

with the process of technological advancement, whereas fertility transition has its 

determinants in the elements of social change. It has its links more with advance­

ment in outlook and thinking and hence is insensitive to economic trends, resulting 

thereby in changing perceptions and aspirations especially in respect of women. It 

is a change that contributed to curbing natural fertility and made women take up 

family limitation. It is this change in attitude towards fertility, a product of social 

change, that helped in the transition process. Coale (1986) points out that the 

fertility behaviour of couples is a function of already achieved parity status. Hence 

women as mothers, being conscious of the number of children they already have, 

tend to regard additions as unnecessary. This, in Sri Lanka is centred around the 

social transformation that education had brought to bear in changing their aspi­

rations, which is a desire to play roles in society, a preference sought over higher 

parity. Knodel (1987) refers to such actions as " stopping behaviour." Basically, 

it is a family limitation function whereby women in the reproductive age group 

opt to terminate child bearing despite their possessing the physiological ability 

for reproduction. Women are able to achieve their conscious choice to limit their 

families, being receptive to family planning programmes widely available in the 

country. Such behaviour, though, tends to have economic reasons, is viewed as 

social and is grounded in culture, the product of new norms and values that are 

shared and transmitted (Van de Walle: 1992), when family size becomes a product 

of conscious choice and not an outcome of normal marital behaviour of couples 

insensitive to fertility levels. 

In Sri Lanka, reproductive decisions may be deemed as being determined by 
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conscious choice, as couples control marital fertility. High fertility was regarded as 

advantageous in agricultural societies. Moreover, when mortality levels were high, 

fertility levels had necessarily to remain high with minimal survival rates. When 

exogenous factors brought mortality rates down, resulting in survivorship becom­

ing a high probability, there was no longer a need to keep fertility levels high on 

that count. With the passage of time, with the total package of education being 

imparted free, children availed themselves of the educational opportunities offered 

and thus came to be transformed from being producers to that of consumers. This, 

coupled with the changing aspirations of women from one of bearing and rearing 

of children to that of playing roles outside their homes in productive employment, 

made reduced fertility advantageous. Above all, with effective techniques of fer­

tility reduction widely available and contraceptive knowledge high among women 

(WFS: 1975 ; SLDHS: 1987) family limitation was well within their reach. Meth­

ods such as prolonged lactation were an earlier social method of fertility control, 

and modern methods of family limitation have been a response to new conditions 

of life. 

Social change in general tends to have a wide connotation. In Sri Lanka it 

needs to be regarded as " social modernization," not necessarily associated with 

economic modernization which stems from industrialization and gets associated 

with institutions and organizations normally identified with industrial nations. 

Nevertheless, one cannot refute the westernization that was infused into the Sri 

Lankan society by four and a half centuries of western rule with English education 

and Christian missionary activity dominating during the period of British rule. 

With the initial pace set by English education, the effects of an imported foreign 

culture came to be felt. This tempo gathered momentum after the forties with the 

17 



introduction of free education when education came to act as the fulcrum for social 

change. With educational advancement and the resultant changing aspirations, 

the rising age at marriage of women and the concomitant change in the roles they 

began to play in society formed the basic societal change which contributed to lower 

fertility. All in all, the transformation that surfaced and the resultant decline in 

fertility convey that the economic advantages of high fertility declined as couples 

came to be highly conscious of the cost involved in bringing up schooling children. 

Social change brings forth a change in the social structure and this in turn has 

its impact on the demographic structure. The product of this change is reflected in 

couples opting to limit their family size. The basic transformation that had brought 

visible change is the success that education has seen in instilling into society an 

outlook which regards low fertility as advantageous. This has been achieved rather 

uniformly throughout the country due to the provision of equal opportunities and 

the concomitant equal attention paid by the state to both the urban and rural 

areas, which kept the disparity in the distribution of services in the country to the 

minimum. 

.6 Objectives of the Study 

The main objective of the study has been to investigate and interpret the 

factors that contributed to the decline in fertility in Sri Lanka. Basically attention 

is focussed on identifying and measuring the impact of certain selected variables 

seen as the more dominant in effecting the transition to a stage of lower fertility. 

With a view to ascertaining the socio-cultural transformation that enhanced Sri 

Lanka's consistent decline in birth rate, the study seeks to elaborate and establish 

the roles played by education, the resultant rise in age at marriage, and the function 
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that gender plays in the decision making process in respect of fertility, female labour 

force and its bearings on fertility behaviour. The intention is to assess the impact 

of women's education and employment as determinants of delayed marriage and 

the resultant small families. The study highlights the prevalance of an " urban 

outlook " in society, regarded as a product of the social change undergone by 

the population irrespective of their residential location in the country, and hence 

regarded as all pervasive. Although it may be hard to measure this outlook, there 

are visible signs of its presence amongst the population. It is not confined only to 

areas designated as urban but is more widespread and permeates the rural areas. 

Thus urbanism remains understated by the urbanization figures provided by the 

census and tends to cloud the impact it has in promoting the fertility transition 

now underway. 

.7 Assumptions and Contentions 

The Sri Lankan society has reached a stage of regulating reproductive be­

haviour. It is a shift in behaviour from " natural fertility " to that of " controlled 

fertility " performance so as to achieve family limitation. Basically the model 

postulates these achievements as a product of, and being motivated by, the mech­

anism of social change, the interplay of its agents having demographic implications 

in lowering fertility. The following assumptions are made: 

(i) Female gains in education and fertility show a negative correlation as there 

is an inverse relationship between completed years of schooling of mothers and 

children ever born. Universal free education made high fertility disadvanta­

geous as children came to be transformed from being producers to dependants. 

(ii) Rising age at marriage lowers fertility. This behaviour is determined partly 
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by the expansion in education and the concomitant opportunities it provided in 

gainful employment, and partly by the deep seated socio-cultural factors woven 

into the fabric of the Sri Lankan society. 

(iii) Gender equality per se is less effective an instrument to lower fertility. 

It is the economic strength provided to women by the process of removing 

gender inequality in education, yielding them equal opportunities in gainful 

employment or the financial support they acquired through a dowry, that could 

determine their contribution to the decision making process to lower fertility 

within marriage. 

(iv) Poor socio-economic conditions caused by discrimination and the resultant 

societal deprivation surrounding sub-populations will result in low fertility per­

formance due to their physiological inability to reproduce, thereby providing 

a deceptive but impressive picture of low fertility amongst such populations. 

This aberrant fertility behaviour begins first to rise with the provision of better 

life and, on having reached the threshold in this direction, takes a downward 

course reflecting the impact of the on-going social change in the country. 

(v) The degree of urbanization reflected in the national records is an under­

statement of the extent of urbanism in the country. The outlook normally 

associated with urban populations is far more widespread than the limited ex­

tent conveyed by the urbanization figures. Hence, the urban-rural dichotomy 

does not denote any distinct areal segmentalization in thinking. The urban-

rural continuum is justified in the light of the narrowing urban-rural gap in 

respect of the provision of services and amenities. Accompanying this phe­

nomenon is a convergence in the urban outlook with its accompanying values, 
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attitudes and aspirations identified with social modernization and small family 

norms. All in all, human fertility is a dependent variable that is sensitive to 

changes occurring in the social milieu. 

Data 

Irene Taeuber (1949:293) states " less widely known, but equally fascinating, 

are the seven million Ceylonese whose lives are reflected in the manifold statistics 

that lie unused in volumes collecting dust in the libraries and government offices of 

the world." Much value and emphasis was added to the registration of vital events, 

when in 1847 the registration of births and deaths was made compulsory by an 

ordinance. Later, in 1893, the failure to register births was made a punishable 

offence. The registration of marriage became compulsory for most ethnic groups 

during the mid nineteenth century. The first census exercise in Sri Lanka dates 

back to the year 1814 and regular decennial censuses have been taken from 1871. 

The last census of population was taken in 1981. Unfortunately, the 1991 census 

of population had to be postponed on account of the prevalent political unrest in 

the country. This has created a major gap in the long and continuous collection 

of statistical data maintained in the country. 

Sri Lanka has maintained reliable data on fertility, thereby enabling studies. 

Vital statistics on births by age of mother for the country as a whole and by districts 

are kept from 1956. A sample survey carried out by the Department of Census 

and Statistics in 1980, to estimate the completeness of birth registration, revealed 

that it was 98.8 per cent complete. Alam and Cleland (1981) found that vital 

registration data in Sri Lanka was not affected by any over - or under - reporting of 

events and that vital events were adequately covered by the prevalent registration 
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system. This is essentially attributed to the fact that the birth certificate in Sri 

Lanka is a vital document of evidence for parents who avail themselves of the 

welfare measures provided by the state, like the rice rations, the food stamps, school 

admission etc. The birth certificate establishes one's citizenship and helps in the 

process of obtaining a passport. With employment opportunities and examinations 

for entry to the various services in the public and private sectors carrying age limits 

for entry, the birth certificate becomes a very valuable document when seeking 

employment. 

Data from the national censuses of population have been used to look at fertility 

trends over the years. This was possible only up to 1981 due to the postponement 

of the 1991 census. Moreover,since the 1981 Census of Population has had no 

questions on aspects of fertility, it had to be put to limited use in this study. One 

of the reasons for this omission was the holding of the Sri Lanka World Fertility 

Survey ( S L W F S ) in 1975 where 8834 housing units were drawn from a list of 

all housing units in the selected census blocks which totalled 750. Within each 

selected housing unit, all households were included in the sample and all ever 

married women aged 12 to 49 were interviewed in fair detail. The survey obtained 

data on marital status, work history of married women and their husbands, their 

educational attainments, housing conditions and household assets. Subsequently 

in 1982, the Sri Lanka Contraceptive Prevalence Survey (CPS) was carried out. 

This was a national sample survey designed to obtain information on contraceptive 

use and fertility. The Department of Census and Statistics was able to draw on the 

data provided by this survey to provide tabulations on levels of fertility, knowledge, 

use and availability of contraceptives for the country at large and by urban - rural 

types of residence. These data are based on a nationally representative sample 
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of 4500 ever-married women in the age range 15-49. In addition to the above, 

the Sri Lanka Demographic and Health Survey (SLDHS) of 1987 provided data 

on fertility, family planning, and maternal and child health. For the purpose of 

the survey, the country was divided into nine zones, basically designed to cover 

homogeneous sub-groups. Each of these zones were stratified into three, the urban, 

rural and estate areas. In each zone a total of 900 interviews were carried in private 

households of ever-married women aged 15-49. However, the zone which provided 

coverage to the estate plantation workers had a sample size of 1,350. This was to 

accommodate over- sampling of the estate plantation workers. 

The study had also drawn on the Socio-economic surveys of 1969-70 and the 

Consumer Finance and Socio-economic Surveys of 1981-82 conducted by the Cen­

tral Bank of Sri Lanka. The Review of the Economy series, the Annual Report 

and the Economic and Social Statistics, all published by the Central Bank of Sri 

Lanka provided data to unravel the current trends in the socio-economic indica­

tors relevant to the study. Since this present study looks in depth at the role that 

education plays in the fertility transition process, data to establish the current 

trends in primary, secondary and tertiary education of females were drawn from 

the educational statistics provided by the Ministry of Education and Higher Edu­

cation and the University Grants Commission. With education and employment of 

women included in the main objective of the study, these secondary data provided 

an adequate reference base to the analysis. 

With a view to measuring the prevalent " urban outlook " in the country, 

secondary data is being used to ascertain its pervasive nature. Government pub­

lications, especially those reflecting the rural " re-awakening " programmes in 

respect of socio-civic amenities have been utilized. In addition, rural samples of 
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householders lists maintained by the decentralized district administrators were con­

sulted to determine household size and the rural fertility levels. In this regard, ad 

hoc publications released by the government on housing and other measures bent 

on ameliorating the masses to effect the programme of social uplift, compensated 

in unravelling the prevalent trends in socio-cultural aspects affecting the transition 

process under review. Recent data on demographic and socio-economic indices of 

the estate population were obtained from statistical publications put out by the 

Sri Lanka State Plantations Corporation. Finally, demographic data provided by 

the United Nations, Economic and Social Commission for the Asia and Pacific 

( E S C A P ) were used especially to trace the changing trends in fertility indices. 

Limitations 

The nature of the study necessitated the use of data collected at the " macro," 

i.e. national level. This approach to my study is an outcome of the inability to 

conduct any independent field investigation in Sri Lanka. The persistent ethnic 

strife which permeated and plagued the land during the late eighties, and the 

resultant turbulent political situation that prevailed from the time of my embarking 

on this study in early 1988, led me into adopting this approach to my study. 

During the early period of my studentship the situation escalated into a virtual 

war between the national army and the militants both in the north and in the 

south of the country. The situation thwarted any prospects of carrying out any 

field investigations. Hence this study is being attempted utilizing published data 

on population and socio-economic variables. The country's inability to conduct the 

1991 census of population is again a major setback resulting in heavy limitations 

in discovering more recent trends in the variables under review. The Sri Lanka 

Demographic and Health Survey of 1987 had to exclude two of the nine zones 
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situated in the north and in the east from interview coverage due to the prevalent 

civil unrest. This amounted to an exclusion of about 15 per cent of the total 

population from the survey. Similar omissions were noted in the statistics provided 

by the Ministry of Education and Higher Education. 

.10 Conceptual Framework 

The study is thematically centred around two central concepts and hypothe­

ses that the process of human fertility transition is a product of, or dependent 

upon, the transformation undergone by society during the passage of time, mean­

ing thereby that the changes taking effect in the former are dependent upon or 

an outcome of the contribution and the changes sustained in the latter. However, 

social change does not form a single component interacting with the population 

but has built into it elements of varying dimension, each with a wider scope and 

possessing the driving force that contributes to in determining the levels of fertil­

ity amongst society. In the context under review, by fertility transition is meant 

a change towards lowering human fertility, and social change denotes the change 

that is undergone in the socio-cultural setting of society. 

Fertility is defined as the " actual reproductive performance " and gains ap­

plication in respect of individuals or groups. The definition no doubt connotes 

natural fertility and hence needs to be regarded as uncontrolled fertility, as against 

fertility performance achieved through a process of conscious choice of individuals 

or groups. Accepting the conventional boundaries of the definition of fertility, any 

transformation towards a decline from a high plateau position may be attributed to 

intermediate variables. Hence a shift in fertility performance, on being caused by 

the interplay of the intermediate variables, tends not to reflect the natural fertility 
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of populations but a restricted performance, a product of, and one sensitive to, the 

prevalent changing societal norms and values. The elements contributing to this 

change are universal education, rising age at marriage, women's employment and 

the resultant changing aspirations and values. Amongst the variables reviewed, 

education plays a crucial role as it is a route to lower fertility through the oppor­

tunities it is able to offer women in the labour market. Women engaged in gainful 

employment would find child rearing conflicting with their occupational roles, as 

they would weigh the economic gains achieved through employment against bear­

ing children and bearing more of them. Above all, education enhances their status 

in society and improves their knowledge for achieving family limitation, on becom­

ing receptive to family planning from their exposure to the wider world through 

education. Summarily, it is an outcome of the changing attitudes that education 

was able to deliver to fulfil their aspirations associated with a career and the desire 

to enjoy the fruits of all that it could offer. The product of the interplay of these 

variables brings forth a change in outlook which is conceptualized to mean " Urban 

Outlook." With industrialization and urbanization often associated and identified 

with modernization, urban outlook is conceptualized here to mean 'modern out­

look'. Stemming from such a notion of thought is a desire, a willingness to restrain 

fertility so as to be able to be free to partake in gainful employment and enjoy the 

benefits of modernization. The upshot of it all results in a fertility performance 

to suit the changing situation, which does not reflect their natural capability to 

reproduce but a fertility performance that represents their conscious choice which 

reckons and accommodates the changing scenario in lifestyles. 

All in all, the transformed fertility performance is yielded by the linkages that 

the population has had with the changed framework of the socio-cultural milieu, 
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contended to mean that change in fertility behaviour needs to be associated with 

social change that the society undergoes. Culture is a determinant if not an ex­

planatory factor in respect of fertility performance, and is woven into some of the 

variables under consideration. In respect of rising age at marriage, cultural ef­

fects like the caste system, dowry and horoscope matching of prospective marriage 

partners form part of the construct of the socio-cultural organization. Hence there 

are both deep seated causes which are well entrenched in society, and others that 

are an outcome of social change which are relatively recent. The former reflects 

the stamp of cultural identity and the latter a sequel to social change, the super 

imposition of which makes delayed marriage more of a norm than an exception. 

The aggregate effect of the social transformation that contributes to lower fer­

tility is conceptualized as being embodied in the " urban outlook " prevalent in 

the Sri Lankan society. This outlook is all pervasive, having permeated both the 

urban and rural settings in the country. By a process of appraising and document­

ing the consistent efforts of the government to raise mass standards and redress 

poverty by providing socio-civic amenities, an attempt is made here to measure 

and to highlight the more equal provision of services and the resultant weakening 

of the conventional urban-rural dichotomy. Arising from this background is the 

emergence of more consistent behaviour by society in general across the country 

in respect of fertility performance, as uncovered by recent surveys (SLDHS:1987). 

The diminishing urban and rural differentials seen in surveys such as the SLDHS 

(1987) bear testimony to this trend. 

Human fertility is not necessarily to be deemed an outcome of any single de­

terminant, as it stems from a complex web of socio-cultural factors. The interplay 

of them has important policy implications and contributes to nurturing an outlook 
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that could discourage high fertility which empirical analysis might find hard to 

unravel. Hence if conventional causal explanations adopted by some social scien­

tists fail to uncover the underlying factors, there yet could be some others of an 

invisible nature determining the process of lowering fertility. 
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Chapter I I 

Educational Attainment And Fertility Transition 

1 Introduction 

Education plays a creative and progressive role in bringing forth change. Most 

societies in the developing world are very much aware that schooling leads to 

profound social change. There has been agreement in this direction amongst con­

temporary researchers, Mead (1956), Sutton (1965), Fraser (1962), Mandelbaum 

(1970) , Read (1970), Wiser and Wiser (1969), Carnoy (1974), Masemann (1974) 

and Giraure (1975). One of the most important segments of social life through 

which the population interacts is education, and the progress of nations in the 

modern world is increasingly dependent on it. Caldwell (1980) indicates that mass 

schooling in the contemporary developing world has had greater implications for 

changing family relationships and declining fertility than it had in the West, as 

along with education a foreign culture was imported. This culture set fresh norms 

and values to society. Above all, the educational factor contributes in the dissem­

ination process. It results in or contributes towards cultural mobility. Lesthaeghe 

and Surkyn (1988:17) conceive the role of education differently from the economists 

who view it as a price of human capital in the labour market. Instead, they re­

gard education as a culturally rich capital which determines and shapes values, 

preferences and aspirations in respect of marriage, its timing, fertility, family size 

and other factors such as career development which are playing roles outside the 

homes. 
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The essential function of education is not only to get the learning and the 

resultant process of interpretation underway, but also to effect a change. Generally, 

education tends to intervene and rescue people from mental stagnation and from 

other prevalent social problems as it meets their aspirations. It acts as a powerful 

instrument of motivation, giving energy and direction to human effort. It helps to 

evoke and better a national programme, to adopt a new way of life in the light of 

problems anew. In the process it brings forth reconciliation between heritage and 

change. However, although education preserves heritage it does not necessarily 

preserve tradition, as people become more progressive in outlook and want to 

change any long established practices which were handed down to them. Hence 

the modern function of education is to change the material foundation of society, 

and the progress of the developing nations in the modern world does increasingly 

rest upon the roles played by education within society. 

Sri Lanka has had a long tradition from ancient times of laying emphasis to 

education which had all along been through religious propagation. There was 

pirivena education in ancient times which was a centre of Buddhist learning for 

the monks and laymen. The onset of foreign rule in Sri Lanka which began with 

the coming in of the Portuguese in 1505 formed a kind of a water parting between 

the ancient system of education and the newly created system which came to be 

introduced with exceptional missionary zeal and led to the starting of missionary 

schools. In this regard, mention needs to be made of the roles played by the 

Catholic church in imparting knowledge as it had been a kind of watchful and 

solicitous mother of education. Hence the church could claim to have not only 

spread the divine light but also that of human knowledge. Schools, colleges and 

universities sprung up under its fostering care, the basic tenets of the Catholic 
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missionaries being that religion and education should go hand in hand. The late 

Cardinal Manning once said that if he had a choice between churches and schools, 

he would give up the churches and keep the schools. This outlook persisted under 

the Dutch and the British and by 1903, there were 379 Catholic schools with 34,405 

pupils of whom 14,435 were girls. Such a pattern of educational institutions turned 

out to provide in a limited way, not merely men and women of culture but of 

virtue, useful citizens and loyal subjects. The influence of these institutions was so 

widespread that even the Anargarika Dharmapala, the Buddhist prelate who later 

led the Buddhist reform movement and devoted his life to religion and the welfare 

of humanity, came initially under Catholic tutelage. 

However, at a time when the Christian missionary zeal heightened and English 

education came to be a powerful weapon for upward social mobility, the Christian 

missionaries had almost the monopoly of education, and in the process of ex­

tending the benefits of education to the children, they were getting systematically 

converted to their faith. To stem the tide of proselytization, there originated reli­

gious re-awakening movements with efforts mooted by both Buddhist and Hindu 

revivalists wanting to establish schools maintaining their respective religious iden­

tity. Anargarika Dharmapala and Arumuga Navalar were two religious revivalists 

for the Buddhists and the Hindus respectively who spearheaded the move . The 

outcome being that in the eighteen nineties, premier Buddhist and Hindu schools 

came to be established in Colombo and in Jaffna respectively. With the passage 

of time more of their kind sprang up in the north for the Hindus and in the south 

for the Buddhists, and notably they functioned with state assistance. 

Nevertheless, missionary effort did contribute a great deal towards meeting the 

educational needs of the country. During the early years of British rule missionary 
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activities were confined almost entirely to the Roman Catholics, but in 1812 some 

Baptist missionaries from England established themselves and were followed in 

the course of the next six years by the Wesleyans, the American Mission and the 

Church of England. All these bodies, English, Roman, and American made schools 

a prominent part of their work and to their efforts the country owes a substantial 

part of such privileges in the way of education as it has enjoyed. However, it 

was a dual system of schools established by the British, whereby on the one hand 

they provided quality education with competent teachers in well equipped fee-

levying English medium schools to the selected privileged lot who were being led 

into the learned professions, while on the other hand there were the non fee-

levying vernacular schools where the quality of education and those to whom it was 

imparted were both poor. This situation had to change and traces of wanting the 

transformation surfaced before independence in 1948, when in 1943 the Special 

Committee on Education recommended that education should made free at all 

levels and that the medium of instruction should be through the mother tongue. 

These measures came into force in 1945. 

In Sri Lanka, change through education tends to reach the greatest number. 

In this regard, the dramatic changes ushered in by the introduction of the free 

education system during the mid forties is a major landmark in the country's 

history. The scheme not only provided free tuition up to the university level, but 

also was designed so as to bear the sum total of the expenditure to be involved in 

this direction. Because under the scheme, the salaries of teachers and all supporting 

staff, the cost of school buildings, equipment and its maintenance were all to be 

borne by the state. Above all, there were scholarships and bursaries provided 

while at school and at the university to students whose parents' income was low. 
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This facility helped the needy but the capable who came from a poor background 

from being deprived of higher education and a career that provided a promising 

future for those in such a state of deprivation. Caldwell (1980:226) contends that 

" universal schooling makes a case for greater social justice and for a ladder for 

gifted individuals from poverty to middle class comfort," and that most developing 

nations display strong associations between the level of education achieved and 

demographic behaviour. 

The past four and half decades have seen some important developments in 

the educational system in the country. Firstly, the introduction of free education 

from the kindergarten to the university and secondly, a change in the medium 

of instruction from English to the mother tongue. These were indeed significant 

changes in the light of the long-term effects they brought forth to the Sri Lankan 

society. With education, and especially higher education, leading one into profes­

sional programmes of learning declared free, it ceased to be a service for only the 

privileged. 

Earlier, the poor could neither gain access to, nor afford quality education be­

cause it was imparted through only a few fee-levying English medium schools with 

highly qualified teachers and good facilities, preparing students for entry into the 

learned professions. In this setting, the poor faced a dual hurdle of finances and 

the learning process being in English to gain access to the system and thus quality 

education remained a privilege only of the elite. The non-fee levying vernacular 

medium schools located in the rural areas which were meant for the masses lagged 

heavily behind the English medium schools, with poor quality teachers, and facil­

ities kept to the bare minimum with the learning process confined to the mother 

tongue only. This pattern was basically an outcome of the missionary zeal and their 
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desire to locate schools mainly in the towns and cities. But with the switch over to 

swabasha (mother tongue) as the only medium of instruction, children in the rural 

areas started entering the mainstream of education in large numbers. Moreover, 

with education, and especially higher education leading one into professional pro­

grammes of learning declared free, it ceased to be the privileged service for only 

the upper class. The upshot of all these measures was a progressive expansion 

in education resulting in an unprecedented increase in the school-going popula­

tion. All available evidence documents this enormous educational expansion in Sri 

Lanka over the past four decades.1 This increase undoubtedly helped in bringing 

forth a transformation which led to social mobility in the country. The entire 

thinking after the forties began to be centred around a concept of providing equal 

opportunities in the field of education which gradually resulted in equalization of 

educational attainments. 

Since gaining independence in 1948, all governments have laid much emphasis 

on education. This is evidenced by the progressive increase in the monetary com­

mitments by successive governments during the last four decades. Government 

spending on education increased from 100 million Rupees in 1950 to 5108 million 

Rupees in 1986. Amongst the welfare measures provided by the state, the outlay 

on education is quite impressive for a developing nation like Sri Lanka. Currently 

about 7 to 8 percent of the total government expenditure is channelled to edu­

cation. This heavy outlay on education is a clear indication that every attempt 

is being made by the state to provide for education, which in turn sets the pace 

for development and change. Change through education, especially when it is 

provided free, tends to permeate society at every possible level, creating a new 

1 Census of Ceylon, 1946, 1963, 1971, and Census of Sri Lanka, 1981. 
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outlook amongst the educated, resulting ultimately in having the desired bearing 

on fertility. 

.2 The Educational System 

The educational system in Sri Lanka is divided into two major components. 

Firstly it is general education which is the responsibility of the Ministry o f Educa­

tion and is imparted through the formal schooling system and is sub-divided into 

primary, junior secondary and senior secondary education. The second major com­

ponent is that of higher education which is sub-divided into university education 

and technical education. 

There has been much progress made in the general education sector recently. 

Table 2.1 shows the 1988-1992 trends pertaining to schools, pupils, admissions 

teachers and current expenditure on general education. It reveals that more than 

97 per cent of the school-going population attend government schools with 96 

per cent of teachers in the country serving in them. It speaks of the immense 

contribution made by free education to the process of learning in the country 

as by and large the entire student population seem to benefit by it. Budgetary 

provision for education continues to be high . According to the 1992 annual report 

of the Central Bank of Sri Lanka, the total government expenditure on education 

rose by 6 per cent to Rupees 9,664 million from Rupees 9,129 million in 1991. 

Accordingly, its share in the total government expenditure rose from 7.8 per cent 

in 1991 to 8.0 per cent in 1992. The report adds that an outlay of Rupees 2,007 

million capital expenditure on education, recorded a 70 per cent increase. However, 

current expenditure decreased by 4 per cent to 7,657 million in 1992 and it included 

a sum of Rupees 2,239 million spent on the provision of free school texts, mid-day 
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meals and travel tickets for students. Apart from this, the Ministry of Education 

provides facilities to improve the skills of school leavers, adults and children who 

had never been to school. Under this non-formal education programme, 667 full-

time and part-time technical units provided training for 23,750 school leavers, and 

179 literacy classes were conducted for 6,500 non-school going children. English 

classes for adults were commenced in 159 schools, while community education 

programmes were organized by adult education officers in 106 electorates in the 

country.2 

Table 2.1: Trends in General Education, 1988-1992, Sri Lanka. 

Item 1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 

Total No. of Schools 10,261 10,296 10,382 10,520 10,588 

Govt. Schools 9,771 9,805 9,864 9,998 10,042 

Other Schools 490 491 518 522 546 

Total No. of Pupils 4,058,843 4,179,520 4,232,356 4,258,697 4,284,166 

Govt. Schools 3,938,062 4,057,815 4,111,272 4,135,114 4,155,035 

Other Schools 120,781 121,705 121,084 123,583 129,131 

New Admissions 394,960 396,748 387,314 388,315 358,808 

Total No. of Teachers 146,334 153,243 184,822 177,231 182,597 

Govt. Teachers 140,061 146,997 178,333 170,735 175,682 

Others 6,273 6,246 6,489 6,496 6,915 

Pupil/Teacher ratio 27.74 27.27 22.89 24.03 23.46 

Total Current Expenditure 

on Education (m.Rupees) 5,371 6,612 8,529 7,931 7,657 

Source: Annual Report, 1992, Central Bank of Sri Lanka. 

2 Review of the economy (1986), Central Bank of Sri Lanka, Colombo. 
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Higher education in Sri Lanka is provided through 9 universities which have 

a regional spread in the country. There are in addition other post-graduate and 

technical institutes. With the view to drawing students from a wider range into 

the fold of university education, an open university with provision for distance 

education, and two private medical colleges have been established in the country. 

All these steps have contributed to the expansion of university education in Sri 

Lanka. With these improvements, undergraduate entrants into the universities 

increased from 5558 in 1987/88 to 7235 in 1990/91, accompanied by a dramatic 

rise in the number of female students enrolled in the universities and in other 

higher learning institutions (see chapter 4 for further discussion). 

Technical education has recently been given a fillip in Sri Lanka. There has 

always been a shortage of technical skills in the country and it had been aggra­

vated by the exodus of such available skills to the oil-rich Middle East at a time 

when there had been an increase in demand caused by the expanding construction 

industry at home. The upshot of these developments led to a major expansion in 

the enrolment in technical training institutions in the year 1978 and this level of 

training has been maintained by the 23 technical colleges and 4 affiliated technical 

education units in the country. Technical education in Sri Lanka basically provides 

a variety of full-time and part-time courses in the engineering, technical, commer­

cial and agricultural fields leading to diploma programmes and other courses with 

short term duration aimed at equipping for self-employment. 

.3 Educational Expansion, Literacy and Fertility 

Census data of Sri Lanka provide adequate information on the educational 

characteristics of the population in the past. The last census of population held in 
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1981 returned 87.2 percent of the population over 10 years of age as literate with 

a male literacy rate of 91.1 percent and a female literacy rate of 83.2 percent. The 

percentage of literacy by sex at the censuses from 1881 to 1981 is shown in Table 

2.2. 

Table 2.2: Literacy Rates by Sex, 1881 - 1981, Sri Lanka. 

Literacy Rate 

Census Difference 

Year Both Sexes Male Female Between male and 

Female Rates 

1881 17.4 29.8 3.1 26.7 

1891 21.7 36.1 5.3 30.8 

1901 26.4 42.0 8.5 33.5 

1911 31.0 47.2 12.5 34.7 

1921 39.9 56.3 21.2 35.1 

1946 57.8 70.1 43.8 26.3 

1953 65.4 75.9 53.6 22.3 

1963 77.1 85.8 67.5 18.3 

1971 78.5 85.6 70.9 14.7 

1981 87.2 91.1 83.2 7.9 

1990 88.0 N.A. 83.0 -

Source: Census of Population and Housing, 1981, Sri Lanka, General Report; 

World Bank, World Development Report, 1993 

It is indicative of a progressive rise in literacy rates in the country during the 

last century. Trends in female literacy are important in the context of fertility 

transition. It could be observed that from 1946 onwards, there was not only a 
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continuous improvement in female literacy with almost a phenomenal doubling of 

the rates between 1946 and 1981, but also a converging trend in the literacy levels 

between the sexes. The difference between the male and female rates dropped 

from 26.3 in 1946 to 7.9 in 1981 reflecting a noteworthy progress. This needs to 

be accounted for in the light of the establishment of non-fee levying schools which 

provided opportunities for co-education throughout the country (Fig. 2.1). 

Literacy rates by age and sex at the 1971 and 1981 censuses are shown in Table 

1.3. The highest achievements are in the age groups 15 to 30 years, providing 

evidence of the beneficial effects that accrued by the free education scheme to 

the cohort of children who entered school after the mid-forties. Female literacy 

figures which lagged behind those of males show a narrowing trend between the 

sexes in all age groups in the 1971-81 intercensal period, with the higher age 

groups expressive of a wider gap than the younger groups, lending support to the 

fact that they belonged to the school-going age prior to the enforcement of the 

free education scheme, and hence tend to reflect the discrepancy in achievements 

between the sexes (Fig. 2.2). 

Other studies carried out in developing nations have also established the cor­

relation between rising female literacy and falling fertility. Sharma and Retherford 

(1990) in a study in India have demonstrated that improvements in female literacy 

had contributed to lower fertility. They examined data from 14 states wherein 326 

districts were contained. The essence of their findings being that in districts where 

a high proportion of women could read and write, the average number of children 

per woman was considerably lower than in districts where the literacy levels were 

low. They have in addition identified other channels through which literacy indi­

rectly helps to keep fertility down. Literate women are generally knowledgeable 
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Table 2.3: Literacy Rates by Age and Sex, 1971 and 1981, 

Sri Lanka, 

Age Group 

1971 1981 

Age Group Both Sexes Male Female Both Sexes Male Female 

10-14 83.0 83.7 82.3 89.8 90.0 89.6 

15-19 86.7 88.3 85.1 90.4 90.8 90.0 

20-24 87.1 91.0 83.1 91.7 93.1 90.4 

25-29 84.7 91.0 78.3 92.2 94.2 90.2 

30-34 82.4 90.4 73.8 91.2 94.4 87.9 

35-39 74.5 86.3 62.5 88.2 93.3 83.1 

40-44 74.9 86.7 61.3 85.3 92.2 77.9 

45-49 70.1 84.0 54.4 80.8 89.8 71.5 

50-54 68.7 83.3 51.3 80.4 89.8 70.0 

55-59 63.9 79.1 45.3 77.9 88.5 66.2 

60-64 60.5 75.6 41.0 75.9 86.7 63.2 

65-69 57.3 73.5 37.5 72.8 84.5 59.8 

70-74 53.2 69.9 31.8 70.6 82.9 56.3 

75+ 42.9 60.8 23.8 65.6 78.8 51.1 

All Ages 78.5 85.6 70.9 87.2 91.1 83.2 

Source: Department of Census and Statistics, Census of Population 1971, 

Sri Lanka, General Report; Census of Population and Housing, 1981, 

Sri Lanka, All Island Tables, Vol: 2, Part I . 

and have greater awareness on matters related to health and personal hygiene. 

Such traits acquired through literacy help to keep infant mortality at low levels 

resulting thereby in greater survivorship of their children. It means that with a 

relatively lower fertility performance they could achieve their desired family size. 
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This is amply demonstrated by Sharma and Retherford (1990) as Kerala state with 

a 55.0 per cent female literacy rate has a child mortality rate of 56 per thousand 

population and a total fertility rate of 3.4 births per woman, whereas the northern 

state of Rajasthan has a very low female literacy rate of 11.0 per cent accompanied 

by a very high child mortality rate of 145 per thousand population and a total fer­

tility rate of 6.0 births per woman. Thus, literacy levels attained by a population 

are deemed to have desired bearing on fertility levels of the population. Moreover, 

the preliminary findings of the 1991 Indian census of population published in April, 

1994 reinforce this fact as it again reveals literacy as a factor in keeping the family 

to a manageable size. India's literacy rate at the macro level at the 1991 census 

was 52.0 per cent with a growth rate of 2.2 per cent. However, the literacy rate 

in the Kerala state in South India is 90.0 per cent and the growth rate is only 1.2 

per cent. These findings help further strengthen the hitherto established negative 

relationship prevalent between educational attainment vis a vis literacy and the 

birth rate. 

Relationship between these variables shows similar trends in Sri Lanka where 

the 1981 census revealed an impressive literacy level of 83.2 per cent for females 

with an average annual growth rate of 1.67 per cent. Vital registration records for 

the same year revealed an infant mortality rate of 35 per thousand live births and 

a total fertility rate of 3.3 births per woman. Similar linkages between literacy 

and fertility prevailed at the district levels too. The Colombo district, where 92.3 

per cent females were literate had a total fertility rate of 2.7 whereas Batticaloa 

in the Eastern Province with a female literacy of 61.9 per cent shows a much 

higher total fertility rate of 4.1 births per woman. However, the infant mortality 

rates both in the Colombo and Batticaloa districts are almost the same being in 
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the region of 37 deaths per thousand live births. This needs to be attributed to 

the fact that alongside the desired effects of the level of parental education which 

ensures better chance of child survival, the spread of Western medicine and the 

efficient health service providing medical care through a system of dispensaries and 

hospitals needs to be reckoned in accounting for such converging trends in infant 

mortality rates at the district level. However, the plantation district of Nuwara 

Eliya which shows a female literacy rate of 69.6 per cent had a total fertility rate 

of 2.2 births per woman but ironically had an infant mortality rate of 75 infant 

deaths per thousand live births. Such atypical demographic behaviour in this 

district expressive of aberrant relationship between female literacy, total fertility 

rate and infant mortality rate is an outcome of the fertility performance of the 

stateless Indian coolie population. This sector of the population in the country 

live under sub-human conditions being ill nourished and impoverished and their 

fertility performance kept at a minimum or low level, many of the women being sub-

fecund due to their physiological inability to reproduce. Hence it is a combination 

of negative factors that had contributed to lowering the fertility performance of 

this segment of the population, evidenced also by their high infant mortality rate 

of 75 deaths per thousand live births. Factors that contribute to their departure 

from the general trends prevalent in the country are examined at a subsequent 

stage in the study. 

With free education, not only did the literacy levels improve but also the ed­

ucational attainment of the population in Sri Lanka. Table 2.4 shows educational 

attainments of males and females 10 years and above for the three census years 

1963, 1971, 1981. Both males and females show progressive improvement in the 

educational levels attained, evidenced by a decline in the proportion in the cat-

44 



Table 2.4: Population Aged 10 years and over by Percentage Level of 

Educational Attainment and by Sex, 1963, 1971 & 1981,Sri Lanka. 

Educational 

Attainment 

1963 1971 1981 Educational 

Attainment Male Female Male Female Male Female 

No Schooling 13.4 29.2 16.0 29.5 8.7 17.5 

Attended but 

not Completed 40.2 35.7 26.9 22.7 13.6 11.4 

Completed 

Primary i.e. 

Grade: 5 

35.9 26.5 50.7 42.4 68.2 62.3 

Passed G . C . E . 

0 Level in at 

least 6 Subjects 

5.5 4.5 4.6 4.3 7.1 7.0 

Passed G . C . E . A 

Level in at least 

3 Subjects 

0.9 0.7 1.2 0.9 1.4 1.4 

Degree or Higher 0.4 0.1 0.6 0.1 0.9 0.5 

Unclassified 3.7 3.3 - - - -

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Source: Department of Census and Statistics, Census of Population and Housing, 

Sri Lanka, 1963, 1971 and 1981. 

egories " no schooling " and those who failed to complete primary level. These 

trends persist as there has been a very marked rise in the proportion of those who 

completed the primary level in 1981 which indicates percentages as high as 68.2 

for males and 62.3 for females, recording thereby 34.5 percent and 46.9 percent 

increases for males and females respectively over the 1971 figures, which were 41.2 
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percent and 60.0 percent higher than the 1963 figures. The gains, especially by 

the females, are striking as those who completed primary level in 1963 were only 

26.5 percent. As for attainments at the G . C . E . ordinary level, the male-female 

percentages show a converging trend with 4.6 percent and 4.3 percent for males 

and females respectively in 1971, with the gap narrowing even further in 1981 to 

7.1 and 7.0. Indeed, the G . C . E . ordinary level and advanced level attainments 

for males and females were virtually at par by 1981. They furnish convincing 

evidence of the effects of the educational expansion, providing equal opportunity 

for the sexes. These changes formed the grounding that contributed a great deal 

towards the demographic transition under consideration. 

Table 2.5 shows for the population 15 years and over the percentage of males 

and females and the total in each group who have attained specific educational 

levels as at the 1971 census. It reveals that the younger age groups had greater 

proportions in the higher educational levels. This is to be attributed to the im­

proved school attendance caused by a general improvement of the educational 

facilities provided over the years. These cohorts of the population at school when 

carried through into the future years would show higher educational attainments 

of older age groups in the coming years. Thus an overall trend in higher ed­

ucational achievements at all levels was to be foreseen. Moreover, in each age 

group, the males have had a higher educational attainment than the females but 

the differential declined with the level of education; e.g. in the 20-24 age group, 

2.3 percent males as against 2.2 percent females possess G . C . E . advanced level or 

higher qualifications, providing evidence again of an equalization of sexes in terms 

of educational attainment which is pronounced at higher educational levels. 

The picture observed in respect of 1971 becomes even more pronounced in 
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Table 2.5: Percentage Distribution of Population 15 years and over 
by Level of Education, Age and Sex for Sri Lanka, 1971 

Educational 75 & 

Attainment Age 15-19 20-24 25-29 30-34 35-39 40-44 45-49 50 -54 55-59 60-64 65-69 70-74 Over Total 

T 13.9 15.0 18.0 20.3 28.1 27.6 32.3 34 .6 39.6 42.9 45.3 50.7 60.3 25.9 

No Schooling* M 12.2 11.5 12.5 13.8 17.8 17.0 20.2 21 .0 25.7 28.5 30.9 35.4 43.8 20.3 

F 15.6 18.3 23.4 27.1 38.6 39.6 47.0 50 .0 56.0 61.1 62.8 70.3 77.6 31.8 

Passed Grades T 19.4 19.0 21.5 22.4 25.5 27.2 26.1 24.1 23.4 22.7 24.2 23.0 19.8 30.3 

One to Four M 20.0 19.0 21.2 22.8 27.4 30.2 30.1 28.4 28.2 28.0 30.1 30.5 23.3 32.2 

F 18.6 18.2 21.8 22.0 23.6 23.8 21.7 39 .6 17.8 15.9 17.0 13.4 10.9 28.4 

Passed Grades T 53.1 41.5 37.9 39.4 34.8 36.3 34.8 35.7 32.3 30.5 27.4 24.1 17.6 34.1 

Five to Nine M 55.3 45.4 42.7 44.3 41.4 42.1 41.9 43.5 40.2 38.3 34.9 31.1 24.5 37.5 

F 50.1 37.7 33.3 34.2 28.2 29.7 27.0 26 .7 22.9 20.6 18.4 15.1 10.4 30.5 

G . C . E . (O.L) T 9.6 13.8 10.4 6.9 4.2 2.6 1.7 1.4 1.0 0.8 0.6 0.5 0.5 4.7 

Less than Six M 8.7 13.3 10.8 7.2 4.7 3.2 2.2 1.7 1.3 1.1 0.8 0.6 0.7 4.6 

Subjects < F 10.5 14.2 10.1 6.6 3.6 1.9 1.2 1. 0 0.7 0.4 0.4 0.3 0.3 48 

G . C . E . (O.L) T 3.7 8.6 8.6 7.8 4.7 3.6 2.2 2.0 1.5 1.5 0.8 0.7 0.6 3.5 

More than Six M 3.4 8.5 8.7 8.0 5.6 4.4 2.8 2.7 2.0 1.6 1.2 0,9 1.0 3.6 

Subjects > F 3.9 8.7 8.4 7.5 3.9 2.6 1.4 1. 3 0.8 0.6 0.4 0.3 0.3 3.3 

T 0.4 2.2 3.6 3.3 2.7 2.8 2.2 2.2 2.3 2.0 1.6 1.1 1.2 1.5 

Higher M 0.4 2.3 4.1 3.9 3.2 3.1 2.9 2.8 2.7 2.5 2.1 1.5 1.7 1.8 

Qualifications F 0.4 2.2 3.0 2.7 2.1 2.5 1.7 1.5 1.7 1.4 0.9 0.6 0.6 1.2 

Source: United Nations, ESCAP, Population of Sri Lanka, 1976, p. 227. 

* It has been assumed that a person for whom an educational attainment had not been reported 

would almost certainly be one who has had no schooling. 

1981. All categories show higher proportions in respect of each quinquennial age 

group (Table 2.6). However, the decline in proportions of the "no-schooling " and 

the category "passed grades 1,2,3 and 4 " from 1971 to 1981 may be related to one 

or more of the following factors: 

1. Emigration of manpower to the oil-rich developing countries which began with 
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Table 2.6: Percentage Distribution of Population 15 years and over 
by Level of Education, Age and Sex ; Sri Lanka, 1981 

Level of Age 15-19 20-24 25-29 30-34 35-39 40-44 45-49 50-54 55-64 65 & Total 

Education Over (15-65) 

T 7.8 7.3 7.2 8.3 11.5 14.6 20.0 20.2 24.2 32.4 12.9 

No Schooling M 7.1 6.0 5.4 5.6 6.6 8.0 10.9 10.6 13.5 19.4 8.4 

F 8.5 8.5 8.9 11.1 16.5 21.7 29.4 30.7 36.4 46.8 17.4 

Passed Grades T 10.3 10.0 9.9 9.9 11.5 12.2 14.1 14.9 14.4 14.3 11.5 

1,2,3 & 4 M 11.0 10.9 10.5 10.1 12.1 13.2 15.9 16.9 16.7 16.9 2.6 

F 9.6 9.1 9.2 9.7 10.9 11.1 12.1 12.5 11.7 11.4 10.3 

Passed Grades T 60.3 53.0 54.1 53.2 52.5 53.6 51.3 53.2 52.0 45.9 53.7 

5,6.7,8 & 9 M 62.3 54.8 55.6 55.2 55.2 57.6 56.6 59.3 59.5 55.9 57.3 

F 58.3 51.2 52.5 51.1 49.7 49.3 45.8 46.5 43.6 34.9 50.1 

G C E ( O . L ) Less T 12.4 15.4 14.8 13.9 10.2 6.5 3.9 2.5 1.6 0.8 10.0 

than 6 Subjects M 11.5 15.1 14.7 14.1 11.1 7.1 4.7 3.0 1.9 0.9 9.9 

or Equivalent F 13.4 15.8 14.9 13.7 9.3 5.8 3.2 1.9 1.2 0.6 10.1 

G C E ( O . L ) More T 5.5 7.1 7.4 8.6 8.4 8.3 6.2 4.8 3.4 1.9 6.4 

than 6 Subjects M 4.8 6.4 7.1 8.6 8.6 9.0 7.4 6.0 4.3 2.6 6.5 

or Equivalent F 6.2 7.8 7.6 8.6 8.1 7.5 4.9 3.6 2.5 1.3 6.4 

T 3.0 6.7 6.1 5.5 4.9 3.7 2.9 2.8 2.4 1.9 4.4 

Higher M 2.5 6.3 6.3 5.9 5.8 4.5 3.6 3.4 2.9 2.5 4.6 

Qualifications F 3.4 7.0 5.9 4.9 4,1 2.8 2.2 2.3 1.8 1.2 4.1 

Source : Computed from the Census of Population and Housing, Sri Lanka, 1981, 
All Island Tables Nos. 13 and 14. 

N.B. The total does not add up to 100 per cent as the unspecified component has 
been excluded 

the professionals in the early seventies but increased significantly by the mid 

seventies encompassing both the skilled and unskilled labour in response to the 

demand created by the extensive infra-structural programmes that were begun 

there. 

2. Repatriation of Indian labour in response to the signing of the Sirima-Shashtri 
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pact which began in the mid sixties and gathered momentum from the early 

seventies. 

3. Probable impact of adult education and the vocational training programmes 

carried out by the various governmental and non-governmental organizations 

in the country during the seventies. 

.4 Thoughts on Education and Fertility 

With such an increase in opportunity for female education and the resultant 

educational attainments, women got out of the seclusion of their homes and took 

to employment. McNamara (1980: 25), states that " of all the aspects of social 

development, the educational level appears most consistently associated with lower 

fertility. And it is significant that an increase in the education of women tends to 

lower fertility to a greater extent than a similar increase in the education of men." 

Caldwell (1976 and 1978) regards that in the traditional patriarchal family, 

there is undoubtedly a net wealth flow from wife to husband which is reduced if 

an educated wife demands more equitable treatment or is awarded it because of 

the way the society views the educated. Even more important, education often 

leads to strengthened bond between wife and husband, which renders the tradi­

tional family structure and its morality exceedingly difficult to maintain. Finally, 

educated wives, even when the child-parent wealth flow is still upward, may dislike 

repeated pregnancies and periods with infants and may attempt to prolong the 

interval between births, with a consequent impact on fertility . Caldwell (1980) 

further argues that in accounting for the dramatic fertility transition in Sri Lanka, 

increasing recognition should be paid to education as being of fundamental signif­

icance. Accordingly, there are basic changes that come to play once parents who 
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are hitherto accustomed in a predominantly rural setting to children performing 

traditional chores, get them into a process of regular schooling. Once the child 

gets into the stride of schooling, the parent's aspirations undergo basic changes 

and their attention gets focussed on seeing that the child shines in school so as to 

build up a career with the accompanying status. This has other implications, as 

bringing them up with decent schooling increases the cost of children as it means 

that parents have to meet the many and varied requirements demanded by the 

child in school, despite teaching being imparted free. They acquire new standards 

in their life style, as they are conscious of their career in the making. To quote 

Caldwell (1980:227) " their authority, is the new authority of the school, and their 

guides are the non-traditional ways of life that have been revealed." All in all, the 

parents would regard their children at school as those with superior needs and 

would not like to bargain in their dealings with them. 

The crucial change that takes effect is that through education, the child trans­

forms from being a producer in the traditional setting to that of a dependent in 

the new set up. He has transformed in becoming a future producer and currently 

continues to be dependent. Thus in the new situation, children turn out to be 

less productive and become costly both to the family and to the society at large. 

Van de Walle (1980) appears to conform to this line of thinking, referring to the 

situation in Switzerland, where, when schooling became mandatory, it changed the 

economic value of children considerably as they were hitherto made to work in the 

fields or as spinners and weavers whereby they contributed to family production. 

Heer (1972:111 ) comments on the rising cost of children's longer stay in school 

and costs to parents and continued dependency as contributors to fertility declines. 

His argument basically centres around higher costs of children's schooling as the 
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direct factor. Accompanying the above are other changes in values and aspirations. 

In a developing context as in Sri Lanka, the school acts as the dominant medium 

spelling out the values which are western in outlook, thus tending to sway away 

from traditional beliefs that become regarded as a behavioural pattern of those 

who have not been influenced by schooling. Easterlin (1974:269) found education 

to be " one of the most pervasive factors influencing completed family size " and 

indicates that compulsory education may increase the cost of children by reducing 

their possible contribution to family income. Fawcett (1973:125) contends that 

"the effect of education on fertility is of course not direct, children are not taught 

in school to have smaller families, but rather the attitudes, values and behaviours 

learned in school interact with subsequent life experiences to produce an overall 

trend toward lower fertility." 

The pre-transformation period was one where the societal household comforts 

depended basically on labour inputs by the family. Hence a high fertility situation 

was advantageous as long as the cost of bringing them up was not high and their 

usefulness to the household continued to be of value, as the wealth flow is directed 

from the children to the parents. Caldwell (1980:235) makes apt reference to these 

times as one " where the citizens horizons had been largely confined to the family 

as it put the family interest first ". The emergence of education was a force which 

helped to destroy the family system that had hitherto considered high fertility 

as advantageous. In this regard, since the educated are paid far more and have 

far greater access to power than the uneducated, the temptation for parents to 

educate their children so as to enable them to gain access to the wealth of the 

modern sector is certainly impelling. 

Studies on the many variables in demography and other fields in the social 
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sciences require data on educational attainment of the population. Human be­

havioural patterns might be best explained in the light of educational attainments. 

A higher level of educational attainment is a force that may bring about change 

in the hitherto existing pattern of fertility, which is best tested by comparing the 

behaviour and the nature of the different groups in the population with varying 

levels of educational attainments. 

Education has a multi-pronged effect on human behaviour: 

1. It influences the level of living as higher educational attainments tend to pro­

vide in the first instance greater prospects of employment and gradual access 

to better employment in the modern sector with greater economic gains. Con­

sequently, it influences the life style of the individual and the norms of fertility 

behaviour. 

2. Education provides individuals with the necessary knowledge needed to regu­

late fertility. 

3. Education has an implicit bearing on fertility through: 

(a.) A higher degree of female participation in the labour force, 

(b.) A higher age at marriage. 

(c.) A greater receptivity to family planning programmes. 

.5 Is the Association of Education & Fertility Consistent 

An inverse relationship of education to completed family size has been well 

established in many studies. Knodel (1974:231) states " in general we expect 

increases in education or literacy to have a depressing effect on fertility at least 
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during the initial phases of the fertility transition. Education should foster the flow 

of communications of all types and thus facilitate the diffusion of new information 

and attitudes towards birth control and family size. Also increased education 

should contribute to the spread of rationality and secularism which may be crucial 

to the acceptance of family limitation ". 

Francine Van de Walle's (1980:463) Swiss analysis falls in line as she finds 

a definite negative association between education and marital fertility and a de­

crease in fertility which she refers as concomitant to a rise in educational level. 

She also found this relationship to persist and contends that " of all the social and 

economic variables that demographic transition theorists have advanced as factors 

influencing fertility behaviour, education is perhaps the most widely accepted and 

frequently studied. The negative relationship between education and fertility im­

plies that a high level of education is associated with both a low level of fertility 

and early fertility decline ". Caldwell (1980:248) argues that " the change result­

ing from education in terms of the increased cost of a child and decreased lifetime 

return is sufficient to cause falling fertility from the onset of mass education." 

The hypothesized relationship has been established in many empirical studies in 

contemporary developed and developing countries. Macro-level studies by Westoff 

and Ryder (1977) and Freedman (1973) have found education or literacy as the 

strongest inverse correlate of the crude birth rate. Moreover, micro-level analysis 

by Michael (1973) locates maternal education as a precursor of reduced family size. 

Nevertheless, this relationship is by no means consistent. In the mid - nine­

teenth century examples from European countries like Sweden, Germany, France 

and Hungary show that the fertility decline preceded the onset of literacy. France 

especially shows no association between literacy and marital fertility. Livi-Bacci 
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(1971) illustrated that in Portugal both in the thirties and in the sixties, there has 

been a strong correlation between illiteracy and lower fertility. His findings, being 

contrary to the hitherto accepted hypothesis related to the two variables, needs 

to await further analysis pertaining to any other relevant variables controlling this 

relationship. 

Van de Walle (1980), in her notes and commentary of studies, cites Belgium 

as an example of a strong positive association between the level of literacy and 

marital fertility. This is best explained by the fact that during the nineteenth 

century, the Catholic Church exercised a virtual monopoly in primary education 

and encouraged the formation of large families. Hence the degree of literacy in 

that context was an index of the fertility levels. But she reports the prevalence of 

the much hypothesized negative relationship in both Italy and Spain. 

Graff (1979) and Cochrane (1979) have both shown an increase in fertility 

with higher levels of education, such increases being interpreted as being closely 

associated with better health resulting in greater chance of conception. This in­

terpretation was deemed valid earlier in Sri Lanka when the converse did occur. 

In 1946, the census report documented that the fertility of the Ceylonese women 

was declining and that it was moving towards the familiar pattern of the small 

families of Western countries. Sarkar (1957) attributed it to epidemics like that 

of malaria which was then rampant in the island. According to him, epidemics 

and health conditions had then played a significant role in determining fertility 

trends. Sarkar's (1957:106) suspicions were that " a substantial proportion of the 

population live at a marginal level of nutrition and health. The hormone output 

and general vitality of these persons are such that they exist on the margin be­

tween sterility and fecundity as much as on the margin of life and death and a 
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slight change in health conditions or in the economic situation may suffice to tip 

the balance resulting in the booms and depressions in fertility." 

Hence inconsistencies arising in studies relating education to fertility need care­

ful analysis and interpretation of data. In an attempt to arrive at conclusions, data 

relevant to the study need to be analysed by controlling for cultural and religious 

factors. Relationships that have been recorded and which sway away from the 

much hypothesized negative association that fertility maintains with education 

may be attributed to include the following two factors. 

1. The religious factor, whereby those societies comprised predominantly of, for 

example, Muslims tend not be encouraged by contraception despite their ed­

ucational attainments. In addition, the Muslims tend to have large families 

which have a positive association with the wealth they hold. This is especially 

true in the north Nigerian context where the extended family system prevails 

amongst the Muslim communities. 

2. Inadequacy of data pertaining to educational levels attained by the population 

and children ever born could result in clouding the underlying relationship per 

se. 

In an attempt to establish the relationship that education has on fertility in 

Sri Lanka, it is relevant to examine whether the family size is in anyway related 

to the educational attainments of both the husband and wife. Hence it is worth 

pursuing to test the hypothesis that more years of schooling completed by the 

husband or wife leads to fewer children ever born to couples. Unlike at the 1981 

census of population, at the 1971 census exercise in Sri Lanka, information on total 

live births was collected from ever married women under 50 years of age in the 
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sample census blocks and the data were classified according to age at the same five 

levels of educational attainment. 

Table 2.7 derived from the 1971 census of population lends support to the above 

hypothesis. Computations in the table are based on data of ever married women 

15-49 by age, number of children born alive and by educational attainments. The 

table reveals that for all 5 year groups of the reproductive span, a steady decline 

in live births with the attainment of each successive higher level of education, 

thereby establishing an inverse relationship between educational level of women 

and the number of children ever born. Women in the age group 25-29 with no 

schooling have had on an average 4.3 children whereas those women with G . C . E . 

ordinary level achievements have 1.9 children which is expressive of a 55.8 per cent 

decline over the women with no schooling. Women with G.C.E.advanced level and 

higher attainments had only 1.3 children, recording a 31.6 per cent decline over 

those with G . C . E . ordinary level qualifications. Similarly, in the age group 35-39, 

those women who have had no schooling have had 6.1 children and women with 

G.C.E.advanced level and higher attainments only 2.9 children. A 40.1 per cent 

decline is observed in the G . C . E . ordinary level over the 1 to 4 grade in the same 

age group. Generally, women with educational attainments up to grade 4 have had 

on an average more than 6 children and those women in the same age group who 

hold attainments up to the G . C . E . ordinary level and above had on an average only 

3 to 4 children, recording thereby declines of 37.7 per cent and 27.8 per cent for the 

40-44 and 45-49 age groups respectively over the women who had schooling up to 

grade 4 of the same age groups. Thus the negative association is most striking after 

the G . C . E . ordinary level and does also hold good for all ages combined. The most 

conspicuous aspect of the findings is that the inverse relationship is maintained 
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and is consistent in all age groups, as one sees a gradual decline in the children 

ever born with a progressive rise in their educational attainments. Free education 

from the kindergarten to the university level was brought into force in October, 

1945, hence females below age 30 at the 1971 census would reflect its beneficial 

effects. This is evidenced by the performance of the female cohort aged 25-29 years 

which records the strongest impact of the scheme. 

Table 2.7: Average Number of Children ever born by Age and by 

Educational Attainment of Mother, Sri Lanka, 1971. 

Educational Level 

Age of No Grade Grade G . C . E . G . C . E All 

Mother Schooling 1-4 5-9 O.L. 'A' & Above Attainments 

15-19 1.1 1.1 1.0 0.7 N.A. 1.1 

20-24 2.2 2.0 1.7 1.3 1.1 1.9 

25-29 4.3 3.3 3.6 1.9 1.3 3.0 

30-34 5.1 4.6 3.9 2.7 2.2 4.2 

35-39 6.1 5.7 4.8 3.4 2.9 5.4 

40-44 6.6 6.1 5.4 3.8 3.5 5.8 

45-49 6.3 6.1 5.5 4.4 3.8 6.0 

15-49 5.2 4.5 3.7 2.6 2.7 4.3 

Source: Derived from Table 22, Sri Lanka Census of Population, 1971, Preliminary 

Report, 1974, pp. 98-101, Dept. of Census and Statistics, Colombo 

A similar examination of trends as at 1981 was not possible due to the non­

availability of data on the same lines at the 1981 census of population. This was 

due to questions on the number of children ever born and the number of children 
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living not being asked at the 1981 census rounds. One of the reasons that was put 

forth for this omission was that the Sri Lanka World Fertility Survey was carried 

out in 1975 and that data on fertility were being actively analysed and hence did 

not warrant such an enquiry at the 1981 census rounds. This nevertheless does not 

justify its exclusion especially on reckoning its value for a developing nation like 

Sri Lanka and also the lag of nearly six years between the World Fertility Survey 

and the 1981 census, a period of time that is long enough for behavioural patterns 

to change. However, to circumvent these constraints, indirect methods may be 

applied to elicit fertility trends and differentials that prevailed at the time of the 

1981 census. A technique termed the own children method of estimating fertility 

may be used in such situations. 

The own children method of approach to estimate fertility was elaborated by 

Grabill and Cho (1965), Cho et al, (1968), Cho (1971, 1973) and by Retherford and 

Cho (1978). It is basically a census or survey based reverse survival technique that 

may be utilized for estimating age specific fertility for a period prior to a census 

or survey enumeration exercise. The method involves the matching of enumerated 

children to mothers within the household on the basis of answers to questions 

on age, sex, marital status, relationship to head of household and the number 

of children surviving or ever born. The children so matched, classified by own 

age and mothers age are reverse survived, meaning thereby that the technique 

enables fertility estimates to be made by age of mother for years previous to the 

year of enumeration. This method may also be applied to estimate the number 

of women by age in previous years. After the necessary adjustments are made 

for any incorrect estimation and unmatched children (those children regarded as 

not own), age specific birth rates are calculated by dividing the number of births 
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by the number of women. These estimates may be computed for each of the 10 

to 15 years or groups of years preceding the census or survey rounds. Estimates 

are not computed beyond 15 years backwards, as any attempt to do so would 

tend to be ineffective as births must then be based on children aged 15 and above 

at enumeration, an age at which the probability of children living in the same 

household as their mother is very low and hence would encounter difficulties in 

effecting the matching process embodied in the technique. 

This method is regarded as satisfactory as the findings obtained by the appli­

cation of it match well with those obtained through the use of vital registration 

and survey data like the World Fertility Survey of 1975 and those of earlier cen­

suses. Therefore imputing this method to observe the continuing trends in fertility 

could be deemed reliable. Above all, the implicit advantage of the method is that 

it has the capacity to provide an excellent base for the study of differential fertility 

by utilizing census or survey data. It provides the benefit to tabulate birth rates 

by characteristics of the mother such as education and occupation, information 

which is normally collected in a census or survey, thereby enabling the researcher 

to study the determinants involved in fertility trends. 

Retherford who had been earlier identified with Cho in elaborating the own 

children method, had collaborated with Ratnayake et al, (1984) in Sri Lanka to 

apply it to elicit information on fertility differentials from the 1981 census data. 

Having chosen a ten per cent sample from the 1981 census returns, they prepared 

estimates of age specific fertility rates, total fertility rates, age specific marital 

fertility rates and age specific total marital fertility rates for the island and for 

the different social and geographical sub groups of the population. Table: 2.8 re­

veals trends in fertility vis a vis educational attainments of mothers within the age 
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range 15-49 years who have had schooling ranging from 0-5, 6-10, and 11+ years 

for the period 1966-70, 1971-75, and 1976-80. The findings reveal that the 1971 

trend seems to have continued to persist as it is seen that the total fertility rate of 

women who have had 6-10 years of schooling shows of about a child less than those 

mothers who have had lesser schooling of 0-5 years. Similarly, those mothers who 

were 11 years and above in school show a total fertility rate of a child less than 

those who had attended school for only 6-10 years. Looking at age specific fertility 

rates in respect of completed years of schooling of mothers, it may be observed 

that amongst the 15-19, 20-24, and 25-29 age groups the inverse relationship be­

tween fertility and educational attainment is very conspicuous. Table 2.8 not only 

reveals striking negative bearing between schooling of mothers and their fertility 

performance, but also a declining trend in fertility over the years between 1966 

and 1980. Thus superimposed on the overall declines in fertility over the years is 

the consistent negative association between educational attainment and fertility 

performance of mothers. Amongst the 20-24 age group, the age specific fertility 

rate was 251 per thousand women during the 1966-70 period for those mothers 

who have had 0-5 years of schooling, and it declined to 158 per thousand women 

with 6-10 years of schooling and to a mere 44 births per thousand women who 

had gone through schooling for 11 years and above. Hence the overall trend re­

vealed in Table 2.8 provides convincing evidence of the significance of education 

as a determinant in contributing to the fertility transition process in Sri Lanka. 

Observing these rather persistent declining trends, it is germane to refer to 

the fact that as a social measure the government had been consistent in its policy 

of providing the educational services free without withdrawing any segment of 

what was in force and on the contrary had enhanced the service by adding further 
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Table 2.8: Total Fertility Rates and Age-Specific Birth Rates by 

Completed Years of Schooling of Mothers, Sri Lanka, 1966-80. 

Educational Period T F R 15-19 20-24 25-29 30-34 35-39 40-44 45-49 

Attainment 

1966-70 5328 113 251 266 217 139 61 18 

0-5 1971-75 4487 92 219 231 183 112 46 14 

1976-80 4215 70 220 223 166 99 42 14 

1966-70 4269 44 158 234 213 136 54 14 

6-10 1971-75 3538 38 142 194 173 107 41 11 

1976-80 3146 35 138 177 145 88 35 11 

1966-70 3097 10 44 135 211 156 50 13 

11+ 1971-75 2556 4 35 122 169 125 47 9 

1976-80 2038 4 28 105 141 93 32 3 

Source: Ratnayakeetf al," Fertility Estimates for Sri Lanka," 

Colombo: Aitken Spence, 1984, p. 58. 

welfare components to it like the provision of free textbooks and mid-day meals to 

all students in primary and secondary education commencing in the late seventies. 

Having implemented this scheme, the government regarded as having seen the free 

education scheme to a stage of completion. 

The findings of the World Fertility Survey of 1975 lend support to this. The 

survey was based on a nationally representative probability sample. From a sample 

of 750 census blocks drawn from pre-determined zones, a sample of 8834 housing 

units was drawn from a list of all housing units in the selected blocks. Within 

each of these selected housing units all households were included into the sample 

and all ever-married women aged 15 to 49 were interviewed in detail. Findings are 
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based on a total of 6812 individual interviews which were completed representing 

an overall response rate of 89.0 per cent. 

The survey revealed that for all ever-married women the average number of 

children ever born was four (3.94). One woman in six had a family below replace­

ment level i.e. 0, 1 or 2 births. Completed parity was found to vary considerably 

with education; the more educated a woman, the lower was her parity. This was 

accounted for by the relationship that education had with age at marriage, an 

association that will be dealt later in this study. Table 2.9 gives the mean parity 

of successive five year age groups of all women, regardless of marital status and all 

ever-married women in 1971 and 1975. 

Table 2.9: Mean Number of Children Ever Born (current parity) by Age 

at the Census 1971 and the World Fertility Survey, 1975. 

All Women Ever- Married Women 

Census W F S Census W F S 

Age 1971 1975 1971 1975 

20-24 0.70 0.59 1.49 1.57 

25-29 2.05 1.74 2.72 2.59 

30-34 3.51 3.23 3.95 3.86 

35-39 4.84 4.45 5.14 4.89 

40-44 5.26 5.14 5.52 5.54 

45-49 5.37 5.59 5.61 5.94 

All 2.40 2.25 3.85 3.94 

Source: The Sri Lanka Fertility Survey, Summary Findings, 1976. 

Findings of a micro survey carried out in the multi-ethnic district of Puttalam 
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in Sri Lanka in 1980-81 by the writer serving as a principal investigator attached to 

the Demographic Training and Research Unit of the University of Colombo, with 

the view to eliciting the levels and differentials in fertility, again lends support to 

the negative association, as it does not depart markedly from the earlier findings 

arrived at using census and World Fertility Survey data. The sample studied in 

the Puttalam survey had two broad age bands: women under age 30 and those 

over age 30. Educational attainment was considered a convenient indicator of 

socio-economic status. Simple weighted means of codes were used to designate 

educational grades reached in school or university. They ranged from 0 (meaning 

no schooling) to 9 (for higher secondary and university). The highest level recorded 

according to this index in villages was 6.5 for women in the younger age band 

(below 30 years) while the lowest recorded index was 2.1. The higher index showed 

1.68 pregnancies per women since marriage and those with the lower index of 

educational attainment showed 2.1 pregnancies since marriage. 

The study also reflected the recent educational expansion in the country, as a 

comparison of the educational indices for the two broad age bands revealed that 

the overall index was 3.74 for women over 30 years and 4,68 for those in the younger 

age band, attesting thereby to a rise of 25 per cent in the average level of education 

in the entire sample for the younger cohort, who had benefited by the educational 

programmes which took a larger number into the fold during the past decades. 

In this regard, it is germane to refer to the perception held by women inter­

viewed at the Sri Lanka Demographic Health Survey, 1987, by educational attain­

ments. Table 2.10 refers to mean ideal number of children for ever married women 

by current age and by educational level. There is a striking inverse relationship 

between educational levels and the number of children desired. The relationship 
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Table 2.10: Mean Ideal Number of Children for Ever-Married Women 

by Current Age and Educational Attainment, SLDHS, 1987. 

Current Age 

Educational 15-19 20-24 25-29 30-34 35-39 40-44 45-49 All Ages Total 

Attainment 

No Education 2.9 2.7 3.0 3.5 3.7 3.9 4.5 3.5 3.5 

Primary 2.6 2.6 2.9 3.3 3.4 3.8 4.1 3.3 3.3 

Secondary 2.4 2.6 2.7 3.0 3.0 3.2 3.3 2.9 2.9 

Above Sec. 2.1 2.4 2.5 2.7 2.7 3.1 3.1 2.7 2.7 

Total 2.5 2.6 2.7 3.0 3.1 3.5 3.8 3.1 3.1 

Source: Sri Lanka Demographic & Health Survey, 1987,Colombo: 1988, p.89. 

is all the more conspicuous on observing the consistent pattern of decline as the 

educational levels of women increases from a no education status to that of more 

than secondary level. However the mean indicates the desire at the national level 

which had stabilised at 3.1 children. 

Hence women's educational attainments may be deemed to form a basis for 

fertility declines in Sri Lanka. Education determines the values and life styles. 

Women with few years of attendance at school are inclined to have larger fami­

lies, as with meagre schooling they probably find an adequate expression of their 

interests in life only within the family. If on the other hand, a higher educational 

level is attained, they tend to act differently as it leads to a change in aspirations 

whereby they derive satisfaction only through a larger degree of participation in 

community life which reduces the number of children desired. Therefore, with 

education and the resultant attainments therefrom, non-family interests tend to 
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dominate in their minds. 

The overall trend in Sri Lanka is towards a larger proportion of the popula­

tion attaining higher levels in education. While it is difficult to gather data on 

the factors underlying this surge, free education has had the greatest impact in 

effecting the transformation. It received added momentum in the late fifties with 

the switch over to learning in the national languages, Sinhalese and Tamil. The 

increase in educational attendance from 1971 to 1981 for those aged 5 to 20 by 

sex is shown in Table 2.11, which indicates the educational expansion in the coun­

try. The phenomenal increase observed in respect of age 5 at the 1981 census is 

however an outcome of the restructuring of the educational policy whereby the 

age of entry to school was lowered from 6 to 5 years. Generally the increase in 

proportions attending school during the 1971-81 period is an indication of the high 

degree of awareness prevalent amongst parents to provide the maximum available 

educational opportunities to their children. The table also reveals that both in 

1971 and in 1981, a decline in school attendance that begins at age 11, becomes 

more pronounced after age 14. This trend is accountable by the fact that the 

students at school begin to face the G . C . E . ordinary level examination which is 

the first public examination in their school career, and it is only those surviving 

this hurdle who proceed further; others leave school, recording a heavy drop in 

proportions attending school after age 14. 

Above all, the most noteworthy aspect is that the 1981 attendance rates dis­

played a rather consistently converging trend between the males and females up 

to age 15, showing an improvement in attendance of the females over the males. 

This exhibits firstly a positive trend amongst the females to gain access to the 

educational process per se, and secondly that they had in addition surpassed the 
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Table 2,11: Percentage of Persons Aged 5 to 20 Years and Attending School 

by Age and Sex, 1971 and 1981. 

Age 

1971 1981 

Age Male Female Difference Male Female Difference 

5 15.7 15.4 0.3 61.4 61.4 0.0 

6 60.8 59.4 1.4 87.9 87.5 0.4 

7 74.1 72.5 1.6 92.0 91.4 0.6 

8 77.8 75.8 2.0 92.6 91.9 0.7 

9 80.3 77.8 3.5 92.8 92.0 0.8 

10 79.8 76.4 3.4 91.0 89.8 1.2 

11 79.6 75.2 4.5 89.7 88.5 1.2 

12 71.6 66.8 4.8 82.8 82.2 0.6 

13 67.8 61.9 5.9 78.9 78.2 0.7 

14 60.2 54.2 6.0 71.0 70.6 0.4 

15 53.4 48.5 4.9 62.1 63.3 -1.2 

16 45.7 40.8 4.9 50.9 52.7 -1.8 

17 37.1 33.3 4.8 39.2 41.7 -2.5 

18 25.9 22.5 3.4 27.1 29.8 -2.7 

19 20.2 17.3 3.9 20.7 22.3 -1.6 

20 13.8 11.4 2.4 11.8 12.1 -0.3 

Source: Census of Population, Sri Lanka, 1971 General Report 

Census of Population, Sri Lanka, 1981 General Report 

males in this direction. 

McNamara (1977) views school attendance as leading parents towards a more 

compact family. While children are in school they do not contribute to support 
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the family and hence have less immediate economic utility but more long-term 

earning capacity. Fertility rates are higher in those countries in which children 

under 15 are economically active rather than in school. Arising from the above, 

one could conveniently establish a correlation between the school-going population 

and fertility. The larger the proportion below age 15 in school, the lower the 

fertility levels. Going by the school attendance for those in the age range 5 to 20 

for 1971 and 1981 presented in table 2.11, it could be postulated as helping if not 

determining the fertility transition process in Sri Lanka. 

Parents with an education themselves desire an even better education for their 

children. They are aware that a large family is more expensive to educate and 

that a small and well educated family will be in a better position to help them in 

their later life. In order to achieve these goals they not only realize that the family 

size needs to be limited but also give up traditional beliefs and customs like the 

preference for sons which detract from achieving it. 

2.6 Son Preference and its Significance in Fertility Trends 

In this regard it would be pertinent to delve into factors related if not identified 

with the preference that South Asian societies hold in respect of having a male 

child and the effects of female education and the changing roles of women. With 

the transformation that free education brought to bear on the Sri Lankan society, 

women began to hold equal economic value as men. The picture changed with 

education and employment opportunities being thrown open to all without any 

gender differentiation, weakening thereby the value that son preference held on 

that score. However, the cultural conduct, firmly entrenched in society, such as 

those associated with the right parents held to live with their sons in old age, and 
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others as carrying the family name and those related to performing the last rites 

on their death, would yet tend to retain some degree of desire to yearn for a male 

child. Drawing on the writer's experience of the cultural milieu surrounding our 

society, mothers derive pride having borne a son. Such feminine traits, though 

hard to unravel through studies, remain shrouded in their minds. Nevertheless, it 

is apt to gain insight into some thoughts on the subject of son preference. 

Studies made on son's preference amongst various societies demonstrate that 

the fertility levels would be higher resulting in larger family sizes. Sheps (1963) 

had demonstrated that when couples desired to have two sons, the mean size of 

family would be 3.21, and that the family size would average to 2.75 if they desired 

a balanced sex ratio of a son and a daughter. If the intention was to have three 

sons, the average size of the family would rise to 3.88. Estimates made by May 

and Heer (1968) indicate that for an Indian couple to have 95 per cent probability 

of raising one son to adulthood, they need to have on an average 6.3 children. This 

derivation was however based on a simulation exercise designed to find whether 

son survivorship motivation required large families in India. It was an exercise on 

a computer simulation model to study the effects of mortality upon desired family 

size. Given the poor survivorship rate with an average expectation of life at birth 

of approximately 37.7 it is not surprising that they came up with a high average 

of 6.3 children to raise one son to adulthood. Coombs (1979:449), looking at the 

situation in Taiwan, where much weight is added to sex preference, regards the 

continuation of child bearing as a function of current sex composition of the family 

and that " women who have borne more girls than boys are more likely to have 

another child during the subsequent period." The likelihood was twice as much at 

the same parity. 
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Therefore, these studies suggest that in a society with a strong preference for 

sons, couples with more daughters would continue child bearing longer than those 

with more sons. However, Repetto (1972) gives an entirely different interpretation 

in respect of sex preference. According to him, the economic benefits that accrue 

through a male birth outweigh the others and that the resultant effect amongst 

those couples who already have a high proportion of sons is to continue bearing 

children and end up having large families. This is due to the economic value 

added to sons, and hence parents would feel a lesser need to restrict child bearing 

than those having more daughters who he considers would be under economic 

stress. This line of thinking would mean that it is only those families with more 

daughters who would move towards restricting fertility before they reach a high 

parity status. Rapetto's inference on such fertility behavioural pattern could have 

been arrived at on examining birth order data of India by sex of children for 

couples of completed fertility, according to which, couples with sons to begin with 

should show tendencies of restricting fertility on achieving the desired target for 

sons. The study however did not reveal such tendencies in the population which 

probably would have prompted to regard sons as an economic asset and that more 

sons would follow. 

Other studies have basically identified son preference with the economic value 

added to them as it has been contended as providing old age security to parents 

and hence regarded as risk insurance for them. Cain (1982) having delved in this 

area of interest for long indicates that in the absence of other forms of insurance 

for the poor in the countryside, it is having children that acts as the only way to 

mitigate risks and uncertainties. Therefore the inability to produce a son becomes 

an unmet need. Cain (1986:377) at a later point of time regards such a situation 
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as " reproductive failure " being an outcome of not having produced a son who 

survives and is able and willing to assume responsibility for the parents who come 

to a stage of being unable to fend for themselves. His argument centres around the 

fact that reproductive behaviour in South Asia is geared to meeting such desires 

and needs to result in high fertility. In reiterating his stand Cain (1986:376) adds 

that " under demographic circumstances, a woman's progression through life is 

marked by the successive transfer of her dependency from one category of male 

to another: first father, then husband, and finally son." Accepting this pattern of 

dependency for women, they could be subjected to and affected by sudden changes 

in their economic wellbeing if they lose the male on whom they depend. Therefore 

such dependency places them in a highly vulnerable position. 

Even in the matter of living arrangements, the daughters move away from the 

parental household on marrying to live amongst the husband's family, whereas a 

son on marrying would continue to live with the parents. Sometimes, even two 

sons with their families would remain in a single large parental household. In any 

event, the parents in the last stages of their life cycle would live with one of their 

sons and it is usually the youngest of them. Since the parental residential land is 

divided amongst the male issues, the other sons would also be living adjacent to 

them whereby parents could draw on their support as well. This is well established 

by Cain (1986) in his study of the Indian and Bangladeshi samples which revealed 

that 65 per cent of the Indian sample of the elderly, and 62 per cent of the elderly 

in Bangladesh lived with one or more sons. His study also revealed that 81 per 

cent of the elderly in the Indian sample and 91 per cent in the Bangladesh sample 

lived either with or adjacent to a mature son. 

In the absence of a son, when the parents have to live in the daughter's house-
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hold, it becomes a kind of atypical arrangement, which is deemed far from being 

satisfactory. It is because in the societal setting under review there is no accepted 

practice for a man to support his wife's parents, as such obligations are only to be 

directed towards his parents. This practice has been passed down the generations 

which entitles them with some form of proprietory rights to be in their son's abode, 

while it is regarded as an unusual arrangement to settle down to living with their 

daughters. This was amply testified in the study as only 2 in Bangladesh and 7 in 

India amongst the sample were found to be living in their daughter's households. 

Since the practice has such far reaching consequences to the parents at old age, 

they move towards adopting a male child. It is a step taken on being left with no 

options and it is often the offsprings of either a brother or a sister that they take 

up for adoption. 

In Bangladesh, son preference is all pervasive. Bairagi and Langsten (1986:305) 

in a study of Companiganj in rural Bangladesh revealed that " at parity four, 

women without a son had the shortest birth intervals and the second highest 

proportion of births. Women with one son and three daughters had much lower 

birth intervals and higher proportions of births than women with three sons and one 

daughter." The findings establish that those women who already have sons would 

bear less children as a follow-up and would have longer birth intervals than those 

women who have borne daughters. It is because they would continue child bearing 

longer and would end up with higher subsequent fertility than those couples with 

one or more sons. These trends indicate that women regard it worthwhile taking 

the risk trying for a son, as the desire to have a son outweighs the risk involved in 

adding a female child to the family. 

These findings tend to establish that in the rural settings in the sub-continent 
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large families become highly functional in nature and hence could be an outcome 

of conscious choice. But this nevertheless should not go unchallenged, because 

ignorance, especially in respect of contraception, and other aspects of society like 

traditional beliefs and cultural factors could contribute to large families and thus 

turn out to be less functional and problematic in nature. Above all, children 

preferably males cannot be regarded as insurance against any odds that the parents 

could encounter. Robinson (1986) is inclined to believe that they cannot provide 

insurance for parents against natural calamities which are a common occurrence 

today. He is right when you reckon calamities like the Bangladesh cyclone and 

the accompanying floods of 1988 and 1991. Above all, children cannot insulate 

their parents against turbulent political conditions which are again very common 

phenomena in the developing world today. Robinson tends to regard them as a 

liability in such situations. In these situations, male children could be conscripted 

to fight a cause. Independent of the above factor, they could nevertheless be 

considered an asset if they could become wage earners and thereby enhance the 

household income. This could be all the more valuable when the household is 

poor. But with large proportions of the households in many developing countries 

being landless e.g. in Bangladesh they are as high as 60 per cent (I.L.O.,1977), 

one is left to wonder how far children could contribute to farm labour. Above all, 

with unemployment soaring high in the developing countries, one has to be highly 

pessimistic about the quantum of demand that would be generated for labour so 

as to absorb them into productive employment. Within an economic framework 

offering such bleak prospects and with children having very limited opportunity 

to generate income, one has to be highly sceptical about the kind of insurance 

that they could offer to their parents. Moreover for children to come to the stage 

of being able to contribute to the family welfare, either through the process of 
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unpaid family labour or through wages earned outside the household, they need 

to be nurtured for a period of 15 to 20 years. Robinson contends that there is a 

net cost involved in caring and rearing them until they reach the stage of maturity 

to be able to shoulder such roles. It is a process which the poor could no doubt 

find difficult to fulfil. Pebley et al (1982) attribute the situation in Bangladesh, 

where fertility is high with a total fertility rate of 6.5 to 7.0 births per woman, to a 

substantial amount of unwanted fertility. Hence children have very limited utility 

value and as such are far from being functional and could be a reflection of the 

degree of ignorance that is prevalent amongst them. 

Vlassoff (1990) made a micro study of the value of sons in rural Maharashtra 

in India. It was centred on investigating the importance of sons to widows, and 

hence needs especially to be viewed as a test of the risk insurance hypothesis with 

the mother needing economic support and care with the demise of the father. Case 

studies of widows placed under varying situations were made. The general picture 

that emerged was one that questions the economic value of sons. It is because by 

having a son or two, one does not seem to ensure old age security. Each case has 

to be viewed in the light of its own strengths and weaknesses. Sons need to be in 

an economically sound position before being able to provide the old age support 

needed by the parents. The study discovered that widowed mothers who lived 

with their sons did not derive any support from them. On the contrary, widows 

had independent earnings which they derived from working in farms and in other 

areas of employment based on the skills they possessed like being self-employed 

as a tailoress. Therefore by working in the family farm or in the household they 

had built up assets on their own merit. Vlassoff cites the example of a widow 

whose son is a truck driver in Bombay who lives with his son in the truck itself, a 
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disappointing example of the much preferred and valued son not having even a roof 

above him. Sons in such a predicament cannot possibly provide much support to 

their parents as they themselves have problems to eke out an existence. There were 

other similar examples cited in the study where the sons were married and lived in 

the city but were unable to provide any financial support to the widowed mother 

as their financial strength could hardly meet the obligations they had towards their 

own families. Although these sons were of no help yet they appear to guarantee 

an inert satisfaction to the mother, thereby conveying to the researcher that the 

value of sons goes beyond economic considerations. Vlassoff (1990:17) also cites 

cases in the sample investigated which revealed that " widows who lived alone, or 

with married daughters or brothers, were better off economically than those who 

lived with, and were dependent on sons." Given all these negative aspects of sons, 

it needs to be regarded that mothers have always had a " hidden contentment " 

inert in nature that contributes to the desire to have them. These are basically 

attributes that need to be considered as having a religio-cultural basis. Amongst 

those regarded as important are those associated with the transmission of the 

family name and property, those related to performing the last rites to the parents 

and the belief accompanying it in respect of the parents soul reaching Moksha, 

meaning heaven. These are some of the non-economic elements which determine 

the desire for sons. Therefore financial considerations do not seem to perform 

any overriding function in respect of son preference. Above all, since studies have 

established that the route to prosperity is not necessarily through bearing sons 

as they do not become obvious assets to the parents, it is basically the emotional 

satisfaction of having sons that seem to be the significant factor. 

In this regard, it may be relevant to refer to linkages that have been established 
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between land and fertility by Stokes et al. (1986:306). According to them " the 

size of operational holdings is thought to have a positive influence on fertility, 

because households with larger holdings require more labour and are able to utilize 

family labour more effectively and this supports continued high fertility." This they 

designate as the land-labour demand hypothesis. What is embodied in their stand 

is the need for more able hands to work on the large landholdings, implying thereby 

the need for more males whose demand is relevant to the situation. This could be 

vital only to those who have to work their own land or land they had rented out 

for cultivation. Moreover, being a hypothesis put forth in the late eighties, one 

could question its validity in the light of the degree of mechanization that had been 

introduced in farming in most of the developing countries. The more laborious and 

time consuming processes like ploughing and threshing are carried out with the 

help of tractors. The weakness of the hypothesis stems from the linkages that are 

being established with holdings which are large. The hypothesis would tend to 

prove more plausible if the linkages are with smallholdings, which is in keeping 

with the landholding pattern of the developing world, where the application of 

machinery sometimes becomes impracticable and uneconomic. 

The authors also postulate to the contrary with the land-security hypothesis in 

which they contend that landownership is exerting a negative long term effect on 

fertility, due to the income accruing to equity and the resultant increase it would 

contribute towards old-age security. Evidence for this they say could be brought 

forth from the developing world where there are many absentee landlords who by a 

process of returns to equity generate a guaranteed income, and such a form of land 

ownership provides security through the returns accruing to equity. Cain (1986) 

regards it hard to conceive that such a mechanism would contribute to keep fertility 
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down as he points out that the absentee landlords that Stokes et al. (1986) refer 

to are a rarity in most of Asia due to a series of land reforms enacted during the 

1950s and 1960s which virtually dismantled the system. This is true in the case of 

Sri Lanka where the Paddy Lands Act of 1958 with its amendments thereto and 

the Land Reform Law of 1972 have both nailed the prospects of landlords gaining 

returns of the equity kind referred to earlier. The Paddy Lands Act provided 

security of tenure to farmers and regulated the tenancy rents. By this enactment 

the landlord lost his right to levy rents on farmers, a right that was transferred 

to the Commissioner of Agrarian Services and executed through the Cultivation 

Committees, a measure designed towards safeguarding more the interests of the 

tenant farmer than the absentee landlord. The 1972 Land Reform Law was a step 

taken to limit the size of holdings as it was laid down that the maximum limit 

of land a person over 18 years of age could own was 25 acres of paddy and/or 50 

acres of other agricultural land. This came as blow to the type of large landowners 

referred by Stokes et al., who derived revenue through equity payments which were 

deemed to form security at old age. Therefore in these settings it is difficult to 

assign to land the function to raise or lower fertility. Either way, the route would 

prove ineffective to contribute to son preference or to the contrary. 

Fawcett and Khoo (1980) having looked at the situation in the more developed 

economy and crowded country of Singapore tend to view children more as giving 

emotional and psychological satisfaction to parents than as providing utilitarian 

and economic services to them. Such an outlook if prevalent amongst parents could 

lead them to disregard any sex preference in the composition of their families. This 

attitude resulting in the decline in son preference needs to be attributed to the 

general decline in the economic reliance on children. 
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In Sri Lanka, parents who serve in the public sector are entitled to a handsome 

pension which is almost equal to the salary drawn by them at retirement. This 

provides coverage to the widows as well until death. Private sector and State 

Corporation employees have similar cover provided by the Employers Provident 

Fund ( E P F ) to which both the employer and employee contribute while in service, 

with the employer contributing almost thrice the sum contributed by the employee. 

The fund accrues an interest added by the Central Bank of Sri Lanka which acts 

as a custodian of the fund. There is in addition an Employees Trust Fund which 

provides social security for workers on retirement from employment. Those in 

the services of the universities in the country have a similar fund operated by 

the University Grants Commission. Moreover, life insurance being popular does 

ensure the well being of the families in the event of the untimely death of the bread 

winner. Finally, there are a variety of social security covers provided for workers in 

the event of injury, disability and old age. There is also a workmen's compensation 

scheme to safeguard against accidents and occupational hazards which they would 

encounter while performing their roles in employment. Above all, Sri Lanka has set 

a unique example, having established a national pension scheme for farmers. The 

Farmer's Pension and Social Security Benefit Scheme was introduced in 1987. With 

nearly 65 per cent of the population engaged in agricultural pursuits, the impact of 

its benefit tends to be widely felt. Therefore, sex preference aside, the existence of 

these superannuation schemes would enable parents not to rely generally on their 

children. 

2.7 Son Preference: The Changing Scenario in Sri Lanka 

The trend now in Sri Lanka is to have fewer children and this includes sons 

as well. It has primarily to be attributed to the costs involved in raising large 
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families. This aspect aside, there has been a converging trend in the roles played 

by the male and the female issues. These changes are an outcome of the growing 

equalization of opportunities and the emergence of a more egalitarian outlook in 

society. Weighing the two broad based determinants discussed for son preference, 

one leaning purely on cultural and emotional factors and the other basically eco­

nomic in nature, it could be said that the former, though deep rooted in society 

has very little material bearing on families unlike the latter which relates to the 

livelihood and security for the parents in their old age. However, economic factors 

have tended to lose some significance because of the movements towards equaliza­

tion of sexes and a more egalitarian outlook emerging in Sri Lanka and in some 

other societies in the developing world notably in East Asia. They are supported 

primarily by government policy which removes discrimination of women in areas 

of education and employment and tends to transform them from dependants to 

producers. These societal changes have led to a rise in the opportunity cost of 

children. Since these are changes which are an outcome of economic and social 

benefits they help lower fertility. 

All in all, welfare measures are the best contraceptive to curb fertility. Given 

the welfare policy measures in force in Sri Lanka, whereby women enjoy equal 

opportunities in the learning process and in employment which enables and entitles 

them to vie for positions with men in all walks of life, the preference for a son 

has lost its economic significance and is playing a diminishing role in the fertility 

decision making process. However, the Hindus and Buddhists who together form 

85 per cent of the country's population still desire to have a male child for various 

reasons. The male child would carry the parental name and above all the parents 

consider that their claims on a male child after marriage are greater than those on 
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a female child, an outlook which needs to be viewed as hinging upon a patriarchal 

societal setting. This could also be due to daughters moving away from them to 

form part of another household after marriage. A male child is also important to 

perform the last rites to the parents on their death. Furthermore, a mother in this 

societal setting tends to consider her life incomplete unless and until she gets the 

opportunity to play a dominant role as a mother-in-law in her son's home. This 

in a way compensates for the subservient role she played under her mother-in-law 

when she entered her household after marriage. These are some of the traditional 

behavioural patterns in society, having no bearing on economic factors which could 

contribute towards couples desire for male offsprings. But with the expansion in 

education and the concomitant widening outlook that had set into society these 

practices have tended to lose ground. 

However, the dowry system that is prevalent in Sri Lanka could yet add eco­

nomic value to a male issue. A girl would normally need much resources to be 

given away in marriage. In such situations a male child is regarded as an insurance 

birth as the male being the recepient of a dowry also looks after the interests of 

his female siblings at the time of his marriage by way of drawing on resources from 

his partner to be handed over to his sister awaiting to be settled in marriage. This 

financial support which he draws from his partner is termed a ' donation ' obtained 

for his sister. However, Mandelbaum (1970) feels that in South and South West 

Asia, there is a growing awareness that only an educated daughter can secure the 

addition of an educated and accomplished son-in-law, who holds a position in the 

modern sector, and that a dowry alone may not meet the need fully. This appar­

ently is a viewpoint which adds value for the education of women in the South 

Asian region. 
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As far as policies are concerned, Chowdhury and Bairagi (1990) provide affir­

mative evidence from a study in Matlab in rural Bangladesh of sex preference on 

fertility as Matlab provides strong evidence for desire for sons being dominated by 

economic considerations. They feel a programme to promote egalitarian attitudes 

towards children independent of the sex composition could lower fertility. There 

is quite a degree of consensus amongst researchers in this regard and would re­

inforce evidence in favour to account for the lowering of fertility in Sri Lanka in 

the light of the egalitarian policies and the resultant changing roles played therein 

by the women. In Sri Lanka, with equalization of opportunities in education for 

the sexes, women gained access to educational opportunities and qualified to vie 

for employment with men. The outcome was that in the eyes of the parents, the 

economic value of a son and a daughter converged, and hence on that count it 

became immaterial whether the offspring was a male or a female. Thus the educa­

tion of women does bring about the desired effect not only on fertility but also on 

dampening the desire to have a male offspring. A study by Freedman and Coombs 

(1974) of Indian cities provides evidence of this outlook as they report an inverse 

relationship between wife's education and sons desired. 

Finally, it is relevant to reckon the advances made in sex determination which 

do not result in the sex of the child being an outcome of chance but of positive 

selection. It is now known that couples could determine the sex of the child they 

desire to have. Techniques to establish either full or partial control to achieve the 

above had been outlined. The technique that is commonly reported is associated 

with the timing of intercourse relative to ovulation. There are other techniques of 

isolating the male engendering sperm in vitro. This sperm separation technique 

is regarded as a highly biased sex selection technique towards the production of a 
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son. With these techniques that help couples to determine the sex, the probability 

of having sons would be on the rise. However it cannot be used to increase the 

probability of bearing a daughter, hence regarded as being highly biased towards 

the production of sons. Research in the said area has not only meant that science 

has replaced a gift from god but may also unravel hitherto unknown demographic 

implications amongst populations adopting the method. The recent sperm sep­

arating technique invented by Dr. Ronald Ericcson in Wyoming, USA, basically 

involves separating the male and the female chromosomes. The sperm count in 

this method is done on specimens provided by would-be parents which carries the 

genetic information. Using the sample so provided and depending on the parents 

desire for the sex of the child, the sperm composition of the specimen is determined 

by laboratory techniques. The provision of more male sperms would result in male 

babies and more of female sperms would result in a female issue. Although the 

sperm is derived from and conceived in legitimate parents, the method involved is 

similar to that of the process of artificial insemination. The Ericcson method of 

sex selection has already been successfully tried out in highly populated countries 

like India, Nepal and in city states like Singapore. In India, the sex of about 15,000 

babies has been so determined. Therefore, if parents have a strong desire for sons 

and with the know-how in hand to achieve it, the son preference issue would not 

lead couples ending up with larger families in the process of trying to achieve a 

desired proportion of sons in their family composition. Hence, the question of un­

wanted births and the resultant larger family sizes could be averted. Nevertheless, 

one cannot be certain as to how soon these techniques will disseminate into the 

population because successful application of these methods would call for a satis­

factory level of awareness and an educational background to couples. Therefore, 

one has to be highly skeptical about its success in a society that is plagued by 
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illiteracy and the resultant inability to work out the modus operandi of the tech­

nique outlined. On the other hand the degree of literacy and the awareness shown 

in respect of family planning in Sri Lanka, the technique could successfully diffuse 

through the population. 

2.8 Conclusion 

With women in Sri Lanka entering almost all the services and professions 

through education, they were no longer looked upon as liabilities in the family 

who leaned heavily on their male siblings for support. Above all, males preferred a 

working partner over a dowry at the time of marriage. The effect of these changes 

was that females performed many of the economic functions which were hitherto 

being played exclusively by the males, with females gaining greater economic inde­

pendence. The upshot of these developments, set in motion by education, was that 

the preference for a son ceased to be a factor contributing to higher fertility, as it 

greatly decreased the perceived benefit of a male child against that of a female. 

Today women in Sri Lanka match men at almost all educational levels. The 

general rush now is to gain the necessary educational attainments so as to be 

able to obtain suitable employment in a competitive job-seeking context. In this 

regard, higher education became an asset that gave strength in the competition 

for employment, and parents came to realize that it would be a great drawback 

for their children unless their education answered the demands laid down by the 

modern sector for employment. 

The economic opportunities newly created by education for women are an 

aspect that improved women's status. It led to developing greater equality within 

the family leading to higher aspirations. With such rising aspirations the time 
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spent by parents on children does not tend to increase but begins to appear more 

valuable as it is spent more profitably to achieve new goals associated with the 

modern sector. 
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Chapter I I I 

Rising Age at Marriage : A Process in Fertility Transition 

1 Introduction 

The effects of an overall marriage reduction and higher age at marriage, with 

higher proportions remaining single and lower proportions married at different 

ages, upon fertility in developing countries have been adequately documented by 

Cho and Retherford (1974), Coale (1973), Coale and Tye (1961), Hajnal (1965), 

Smith (1976 & 1983), Yaukey (1973). More specifically its significance in Sri Lanka 

has been studied by Wright (1970), Fernando (1980), Little & Perera (1981), Lang-

ford (1981), Ogawa and Rele (1981), Caldwell et al (1982), E S C A P (1986),and by 

Retherford and Rele (1989). This evidence suggests that nuptiality reductions in 

the developing countries result in a retarding effect on fertility. Studies which 

sharpened their focus on Sri Lanka regard the country as an outlier amongst the 

group of developing nations, as its fertility transition is much more advanced than 

most, having experienced a substantial rise in the Singulate Mean Age at Marriage 

from 21.9 to 24.6 between 1960 and 1984. Recently, Tsui et al (1991) have high­

lighted how in Sri Lanka, despite girls leaving school at age 15 or 16, they do not 

marry until they are 24 and that by the time they have their first child they reach 

age 26. 

In this regard, Coale and Tye (1961), from data relating to Malays and Chinese 

in Singapore, demonstrate that delay in age at marriage can reduce the crude birth 

rates and population growth, even if completed family size is not reduced. This 
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is because the crude birth rate is a point of time performance, and in the process 

of phasing out having children, the declining birth rate will not be reflected in 

the completed family size. Early marriage behaviour is pro-natalistic in outlook, 

because a woman's fecundity, or the potency to conceive and produce a live birth, 

is highest in her early twenties. Postponement of marriage shifts child bearing to 

less fecund years while early marriage shifts it to the most fecund years of the 

reproductive span. 

Sklar (1971:172), indicated that the above relationship between age at marriage 

and fertilty was oversimplified. It is because it is not age at marriage per se that 

matters but a wide range of other factors that come into play in contributing if 

not determining delayed marriage, as in Sri Lanka. In this regard, reference needs 

to be made to the contribution made by an expansion in education in Sri Lanka, 

dealt with in the previous chapter. Consequent upon the economic success that 

women are able to gain through education, they achieve a kind of independence, 

freeing them from a state of economic vulnerability and enabling them to postpone 

the pressing need to lean for support through marriage. Albeit marriage is a 

necessary stage in the life cycle, women having gained autonomy through the 

process of gainful employment, have economic value and can postpone marriage 

thereby weakening any pressures for early marriage. 

Safilios Rothchild (1985), having studied data from 77 developing countries, 

shows that the singulate mean age at marriage (SMAM) has a striking corre­

lation with women's education and their economic strength. According to her, 

countries in which women are economically active and well schooled have higher 

SMAMs than do countries in which women are economically inactive and illiterate. 

Cochrane (1983), Smith (1983) and Standing (1983) show the significant relation-

85 



ship that female age at marriage has on economically active women. They contend 

that economic independence results in postponement of marriage and their line of 

thinking tends to converge in concluding that the effects of female education on 

fertility are routed through age at marriage, namely that educated women have 

higher ages of marriage resulting in lowered fertility performance. 

Accordingly, the high enrolment rates of female students in the schools and in 

the universities in Sri Lanka, coupled with the impressive literacy rates attained 

by women in the country, would encourage, and account for the rising trends in 

age at marriage. In addition to the above, are the interplay of cultural factors like 

the caste system, a dowry and horoscope matching, which form some of the pre­

liminaries reckoned for marriage and are associated with the society under review. 

They continue to remain embedded rather strongly into the fabric of society, and 

being insensitive to other societal changes tend to contribute further towards the 

marriage delaying process. 

In such a situation it may be contended that socio-economic and cultural deter­

minants rather than late marriage alone seem to be responsible for lower fertility. 

Hence, it may be more appropriate to contend these factors form the determinants 

of age at marriage and regardless of their direct impact on fertility levels, late 

marriers would have smaller completed families and higher levels of childlessness 

than earlier marrying cohorts. Moreover, delaying births to a later time due to 

a postponement of marriage has its effects on lengthening the generation result­

ing in slower population growth. By length of generation is meant the " mean 

interval between successive generations, and the length of a female generation is 

approximately equal to the average age of mothers giving birth to live daughters 

provided current age specific fertility and mortality rates prevail "(Multilingual 
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Table 3.1: Singulate Mean Age at Marriage by Sex, 1901-1987, 

Sri Lanka. 

Census Year Males females Difference 

1901 24.6 18.3 6.3 

1911 26.5 20.8 5.7 

1921 27.0 21.4 5.6 

1946 27.0 20.7 6.3 

1953 27.2 20.9 6.3 

1963 27.9 22.1 5.8 

1971 28.0 23.5 4.5 

1981 27.9 24.4 3.5 

1987 24.8 

Source: 1901 to 1921 figures from C I C R E D , The Population of Sri Lanka, 

(Colombo, Department of Census and Statistics, 1974), table:3.11. 

1946 to 1981 figures from Census of Population and Housing 1981, 

General Report, Vol. 3, p. 100 ( Colombo, Dept. of Census and Statistics, 1986) 

1987 figures for females based on Sri Lanka DHS Survey, 1987. 

Demographic Dictionary, 1958:44). 

The age at which women marry in Sri Lanka is high relative to other developing 

countries in South and South East Asia (Smith 1980). Trends in singulate mean 

age at marriage are shown on Table 3,1 for the census years 1901 to 1981. It 

has been rising steadily from 20.7 in 1946 to 22.1 in 1963 to 23.5 in 1971 and to 

an impressive level of 24.4 in 1981. Studies carried out earlier ( C I C R E D , 1974:13, 

Fernando, 1975:189) have all contended that the increase in the age at first marriage 

has been the most significant factor in the reduction of fertility in Sri Lanka. Jones 
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and Selvaratnam (1972:26) state that "the decline in the birth rate between 1953 

and 1963 was due primarily to changes in the age structure and to a rising age 

at marriage . The continuing decline between 1963 and 1968 occurred in spite of, 

rather than because of, changes in the age structure and was caused by continuing 

postponement of marriage and a decline in marital fertility among women over 25" 

(Fig.3.1). 

During the period 1946-61, the crude birth rate in Sri Lanka fell gradually from 

39 to 36. In the sixties however it took a path of rapid decline and it plummeted 

to 27 in 1974. After 1974 it kept fluctuating between 27 and 28 until 1981. The 

Total Fertility Rate fell from 5.0 in 1961 to 3.4 in 1980-82. Much of the decline 

in fertility during this period was attributed to the postponement of marriage 

with the singulate mean age at marriage for women rising by four since the end 

of the Second World War, making it one of the highest in the region. Further 

declines are documented thereafter both in the Crude Birth Rate and in the Total 

Fertility Rate. The C B R in 1982 stood at 27.6 and declined to 26.4 in 1984, it 

declined further to 23.4 in 1987 and the 1992 figures provided by E S C A P reveal an 

impressively low level of 20.9 births per thousand population. Equally impressive 

trends are observable in the Total Fertility Rate which is a more refined index of 

the fertility situation of a population. The T F R declined to 3.1 in 1985 and the 

1992 figures provided again by E S C A P indicate a further decrease in the T F R to 

2.5 births per woman in Sri Lanka. 

Therefore, marriage reduction through raising the age at marriage and decreas­

ing the proportions married at different ages has a negative impact on marital 

fertility, and in conjunction with the consequent process of increased generation 

length, should also retard population growth. 
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Probable Effects of Marital Postponement 

Based on the Sri Lanka Fertility Survey data, Ogawa and Rele (1981) state 

that in Sri Lanka where fertility occurs mainly through the process of marriage, 

changes in age at first marriage have a direct impact upon fertility variations. 

Having examined the magnitude of the effect of changes in age at marriage upon 

cumulative fertility, they found a significant negative relationship between the two 

variables. Those who married under 15 years of age have an average of 6.3 live 

births while those marrying between ages 22-24 had only 3.2 births. Moreover the 

effect of age at marriage upon the mean parity was also found to be strong, as 

there was a difference of 2.3 children between women who married under 15 years 

and those who married at ages 22-24 with a mean parity of 6.0 for the former and 

only 3.7 for the latter group of women. The E S C A P (1986) study on levels and 

trends of fertility in Sri Lanka attribute the phenomenal decline in the crude birth 

rate from 39 to 29 in the period 1946-81 to the postponement of marriage which is 

revealed in the rise of 3 years in the singulate mean age at first marriage of women 

from 21.3 to 24.4 during the aforesaid period. 

Agarwala (1965) indicated the probability of a 30 per cent decline in the birth 

rate of India if the female age at marriage was raised from 15.6 to 19.2. Chi­

dambaram and Zodegekar (1969) expressed doubt as to whether postponing the 

age at marriage for Indian women by a few years would necessarily raise the age of 

mothers at first birth. However empirical studies by Afzal (1967) and Majumdar 

(1973) in the sub-continent established the credibility of Agarwala's estimates. 

Similar findings have been put forth in China where fertility declines in main­

land China have been attributed to a marked rise in the age at marriage (Tien,1970). 
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This has been supported by Lesthaeghe (1974:332) who had demonstrated the ac­

tual impact of marital postponement on Chinese fertility. Unlike in Sri Lanka, any 

success in raising the age at marriage in China is attributed to legislative mea­

sures. This was basically mooted with the view to adopting a consistent effort to 

expand non-familial female roles in society and generally to improve the status of 

women. The turn of events in China occurred only after the great famine disaster 

in 1961-62 when 27 million deaths occurred. This triggered the Chinese into action 

whereby they started a new programme of birth control and alongside which, they 

commenced advocating late marriage to the mid-twenties and that early marriage 

was detrimental to health. This change in outlook resulted in fertility declining 

throughout the sixties. From 1971 onwards there was official acceptance of family 

planning programmes which went hand in hand with encouraging late marriage, 

longer gaps between births and fewer children. These efforts were supported by 

legislation from 1980 onwards when a new marriage law raised the minimum age 

of marriage of women to 20 and that of men to 22, although initially this had the 

effect of lowering a little the average age of marriage and raising the birth rate. 

The law is given stringent application as revealed by a warning issued in February, 

1989 by the Minister in charge of the State's Family Planning Commission that 

legal measures would be taken against those who violate family planning regula­

tions. This was an outcome of the findings that in 1987, 2.5 million children which 

amounted to 10 per cent of all births occurred to couples who had not reached 

the legal marriage ages of 22 and 20 for men and women respectively (Population 

Headliners April, 1989). With the view to highlighting the impact of this outlook, 

it is relevant to indicate the findings of the Chinese National Fertility Survey of 

1988 on age at marriage. According to the survey the unmarried women of repro­

ductive age accounted for 29.6 per cent of the total women of reproductive age. In 
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early 1987 the women's mean age at first marriage was 22.2 and women who got 

married under 20 years of age made up 19.9 per cent of the total married. The 

Chinese have even moved further by regarding late marriage alone as being an 

inadequate step and now advocate late child bearing within a framework of late 

marriage. 

.3 Nuptiality Determinants 

Marriage as an institution apparently varies from marriage in practice. The 

latter however cannot be viewed in isolation and independent of the many factors 

that contribute to it materializing. In an eastern cultural setting as in Sri Lanka, 

it is " workable," only on fulfilment of both economic and cultural conditions. 

But there are others that are demographic in nature. Dixon (1970:5) regards the 

availability of marriage partners as a major determinant in the process. Feasibility 

and desirability of marriage are two other areas he considers as contributing to the 

process. 

By availability of marriage partners is meant the balance in the age and sex 

composition in society so as to promote marriage, and any imbalance would di­

minish the " pool of eligibles." This may occur through a process of migration or 

through changes in the mortality patterns causing an increase in female life ex­

pectancy which would result in a smaller male-female ratio. Fernando (1975:183) 

contended that the increase in the imbalance of the sex ratio in Sri Lanka was 

partly due to unemployment which resulted in a significant emigration of males 

aged 25-34 by 1971. On an earlier occasion (1970:4) he had accounted for such 

imbalances as being determined by a decimation of the female cohort in the for­

ties due to high infant mortality rates caused by the malaria epidemic of 1934-38, 
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which he contends was reflected in the women in the reproductive age groups in 

1962 and in the following years and consequently on the birth rate during these 

years. According to Fernando, the other factors which contributed to the decline in 

the birth rate in 1963 were the rise in the average age at marriage and the decline 

in the percentage of currently married women in the age groups 25-29 and 20-24 

as compared with 1953. Therefore the diminution of the female cohort and the 

upward shift in the average age at marriage would have tended to depress child 

bearing in the early sixties. 

.4 Postponing Trend in Age at First Union & at Marriage 

Table 3.2: The Percentage Distribution According to Age at First 

Marriage of Ever-Married Women aged 25-49 who were Married 

Before 25 years of Age 

Age at First Marriage 

Age of Under 15-17 18-19 20-21 22-24 Mean Median 

Mother 15 Age Age 

25-29 12.1 23.7 18.0 18.5 27.5 18.9 18.5 

30-34 14.8 27.6 22.9 17.6 17.1 18.1 17.3 

35-39 17.0 29.1 18.7 16.8 18.6 17.9 17.0 

40-44 15.5 31.7 21.4 17.3 14.1 17.7 16.8 

45-49 16.1 29.0 21.2 17.8 16.9 17.9 17.1 

25-49 14.9 27.9 20.3 17.6 19.3 18.2 17.4 

Source: World Fertility Survey, Sri Lanka, 1975, First Report, Table, 4.2, p.60. 

Table 3.2 indicates that the mean age at marriage of women has risen consider-
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ably over the years even among marriages occurring before 25 years of age. Among 

those aged 45-49, as many as 45.1 per cent married under the age of 18 while those 

marrying early among the 25-29 age group was 35.8 per cent. On the other hand, 

the proportion of those belonging to the age group 45-49 marrying at ages 22-24 

was only 16.9 per cent, whilst those 25-29 years of age marrying between years 

22-24 was 27.5 per cent. These patterns clearly reveal the prevailing upward trend 

in age at marriage in the country. Generally, the World Fertility Survey findings 

reveal that the proportion marrying at ages above 20 is higher among women in 

the younger cohorts than in those amongst the older cohorts. 

Table 3.3: Age Specific Fertility Rates & Marital Fertility Rates, 

1963, 1970 (Registration Data) and 1974 ( W F S ) . 

Age Specific Fertility Rates Age Specific Marital Fertility Rates 

Age 1963 1970 1974 1963 1970 1974 

Group 

15-19 52 38 31 354 449 339 

20-24 228 172 146 396 408 357 

25-29 278 238 161 344 323 240 

30-34 240 219 158 270 253 189 

35-39 157 134 126 175 151 139 

41-44 46 38 43 53 42 53 

45-49 7 6 6 8 7 7 

T F R 5.04 4.22 3.35 

Source: World Fertility Survey, Sri Lanka, 1975, First Report, Table 5.13, p.98. 

Table 3.3: indicates a marked decline in the Total Fertility Rate from 5.04 in 
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1963 to 3.35 in 1974. The T F R now stands at 2.5 (1992). Besides, the decline in 

the Age Specific Fertility Rate and the Age Specific Marital Fertility Rates during 

the ten year period for the age groups 15-19, 20-24, 25-29, 30-34 and 35-39, Table 

3.3 also reflects the varied degrees of impact of the declining trends in fertility on 

the different age groups during such a short span of a decade. 

Table 3.4 The Percentage of Women Who Want No More Children or 

Have Been Sterilized, by Current Age, Family Size and Years 

Since First Marriage 

Current Age Family Size Marital Duration 

Under 20 14 0 2 Under 10 33 

20-24 30 1 14 10-19 78 

25-29 47 2 50 20-29 92 

30-34 68 3 73 30+ 96 

35-39 80 4 87 - -

40-44 87 5+ 93 - -

45-49 94 - - - -

Source: World Fertility Survey, Sri Lanka,1975, First Report, Table 6.1. p. 107. 

Table 3.4 shows that about half of the women aged 25-29 wanted no more 

children with an expected progressive increase with age. In respect of family size, 

the desire for no more children reached the 50th percentile point as early as the 

second child with a continuing sharp rise to 73 per cent in the case of the third 

child. As for marital duration, among those who had less than 10 years of married 

life, 33 per cent seemed not to want any more children. Here again the percentage 

takes a sharp increase to stand at 78 per cent for marital duration of 10 to 19 
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Table 3.5: Mean Number of Children Ever Born to Ever Married 

Women by Age at First Marriage & Duration 

Since First Marriage , 1987 

Age at First Marriage 

Duration Since < 15 15-17 18-19 20-21 22-24 25-27 

First Marriage 

0-4 0.8 1.0 1.0 0.9 1.0 0.9 

5-9 2.4 2.3 2.3 2.3 2.3 2.0 

10-14 3.3 3.4 3.2 3.1 2.9 2.7 

15-19 4.0 4.3 4.1 3.8 3.4 3.5 

20-24 5.2 5.1 4.6 4.5 4.0 3.6 

25-29 6.1 5.7 5.4 4.9 3.9 -

30+ 7.4 6.3 5.6 - - -

All Marriage 

Durations 5.6 3.8 3.2 2.9 2.6 2.1 

Source: Derived from the Report of the Sri Lanka Demographic & Health Survey, 

Colombo: 1988, Table 3.7, p. 46. 

years. The above trends are an indication of the lessening value of children. 

The Sri Lanka Demographic Health Survey (1987) provides further evidence 

of both the continuing postponements in the age at first union and in the age at 

marriage. Table 3.5 derived from the survey establishes that across all marriage du­

rations, the age at first marriage has a strong effect on fertility. The most effective 

correlation is visible as the table reveals that the average number of children ever 

born to women married before age 15 is 5.6 whereas for those marrying between 

ages 25 and 27 years is only 2.1. This finding is attributed purely to fewer years 
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of exposure to the risk of conception before the waning stage in female fecundity. 

Moreover, the survey had identified trends in age at marriage by examining the 

experience of different cohorts. Findings revealed that women who are currently 

between the ages 25 and 40 married at an older age than women who are cur­

rently aged 40 and above. It is because it was found that the proportion of women 

married by age 20 in the age cohorts 20-24, 25-29, 30-34 and 35-39 had remained 

approximately at 30 per cent, whereas amongst older cohorts of 40-44 and 45-49, 

the proportion married by age 20 is much higher at 41 and 50 per cent respectively. 

Therefore, the findings of the Sri Lanka Demographic and Health Survey (1987) 

corroborate the findings of the Sri Lanka World Fertility Survey (1975) whereby 

more women in the younger age cohorts appear to have delayed marriage than 

those in older cohorts, a pattern which seems to have got well entrenched in the 

nuptiality behaviour as it had persisted for well over a decade. 

In this regard, it is pertinent to make reference to the later age at first marriage 

of men, as it exercises a significant drag effect on women's age at first marriage. 

The figures for men as revealed in Table 3.1, also shown an upward trend after 

showing signs of having stabilised around 27.0 until the mid forties, but the average 

rose to 28.0 in 1971, then dropping slightly to 27.9 in 1981. 

In Sri Lanka, when marriage is matched, it is customary to expect the bride to 

be about 5 to 7 years younger than the groom. There is thus a kind of compelling 

cultural need that the male at the time of entering marriage should be older than 

the female. It is part of the societal structure, where elders are to be highly 

respected, and in a traditionally male dominant set-up as in Sri Lanka a husband 

would want to command respect on that count as well. There are however other 

demographic implications to a rise in the age at marriage of the male as it tends to 
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exert a corresponding upward pressure on the marriage age of the women as well. 

The singulate mean age at marriage revealed at the censuses (Table 3.1) shows 

that the female age at marriage had a more striking rise than that of the male 

resulting in the narrowing gap in the age difference between the male and the 

female indicative of a rise in female age at marriage taking effect independent of 

the males age. This has resulted in narrowing down the age difference between 

the Sri Lankan spouses which stood at 6.3 years in 1953 then to 5.8 in 1963 and 

tapered further to 4.5 and 3.5 at the census years of 1971 and 1981 respectively. 

.5 Sex Imbalance and Marital Prospects 

Although men outnumber women in the total population by 3 to 4 percentage 

points in Sri Lanka, they do not exceed the latter in the marriageable age groups 

when comparisons are made between 5 years older cohorts of men with 5 years 

younger women within the reproductive age groups. With the view to ascertaining 

the availability of the appropriate age group for marriage, such a comparison is 

meaningful. Table 3.6 shows the sex ratios in the various marriageable age groups 

for the period 1946-81. It throws light on the availability of males at the different 

marriageable ages in relation to females five years younger at the censuses. Looking 

at men aged 20-44 with women aged 15-39, it may be observed that from 1963 

onwards (when fertility declines in Sri Lanka have been adequately documented), 

there were 91.1 males aged 20-44 for every 100 females aged 15-39 in 1963, declining 

to 84.9 men at the 1971 census and to 82.1 in 1981. The degree of imbalance seems 

to be even greater when comparisons are made with men aged 25-29 and women 

aged 20-24 where in 1963 there were only 85.1 men to match the younger cohort of 

women, dropping rather drastically to 73.4 in 1971. In this regard, it is pertinent to 
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mention the degree of accuracy of age reporting in Sri Lanka at the 1971 and at the 

1981 censuses as determined by the ESCAP study (1986) through the application 

of the Myers' Index which measures age heaping. The Index ranges from 0 denoting 

no heaping to 90 when all ages are reported at a single digit. The study revealed 

that at the national level, the 1971 census recorded an index of 16.6 for males and 

22.2 for females. There was a significant improvement at the 1981 census when 

the index revealed a score of 8.9 for males and 11.0 for females. 

One of the most striking features revealed in Table 3.6 is the reduction of the 

male cohort aged 25-29 in 1971 resulting in the sex imbalance of 73.4 men for 

every 100 women aged 20-24. In an attempt to account for this phenomenon it 

is necessary to first look into the unemployment situation which then prevailed 

in the land and the impact it had with regard to this. In 1969/70, 6.0 per cent 

of the male population aged 25-34 were unemployed and the 1971 census figures 

indicated a further rise to 11.0 per cent when 18.0 per cent of the labour force 

in Sri Lanka were unemployed (Fernando, 1975:183). The upshot of this basically 

unfavourable employment situation was two pronged: one led to the emigration 

of the unemployed in search of jobs and may be regarded as those choosing the 

path of least resistance, and the other was the angry reaction of the disgruntled 

elements who rose against the state, both of which had demographic implications 

later. The background to all this was that the government of the land changed 

hands in 1970, when a more socialist-oriented government was voted into power. 

Unfortunately, the new regime failed or was unable to fulfil the expectations of 

the youth who expected the new set-up to resolve the worsening unemployment 

situation in the country. On seeing no visible improvement in sight, the group of 

Sinhalese militants under the banner of " Che Guevera " (now referred to as the 
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Table 3.6: Sex Ratios in the Marriageable Age Groups, 

Sri Lanka, 1946-1981. 

Age Group 1946 1953 1963 1971 1981 

M(20-24) 

F(15-19) 

103.7 116.4 88.3 90.6 89.7 

M(25-29) 

F(20-24) 

97.9 99.7 85.1 73.4 78.1 

M(30-34) 

F(25-29) 

91.2 84.5 95.9 77.7 73.3 

M(20-34) 

F(15-29) 

97.9 100.2 89.3 81.1 83.6 

M(20-44) 

F(15-39) 

101.1 101.7 91.1 84.9 82.1 

M(40-44) 

F(35-39) 

88.0 86.5 83.4 87.0 80.4 

Source: Fernando, D.F.S," Changing Nuptiality Patterns in Sri Lanka, 1901-

71" Population Studies, Vol. 29, No. 2, July 1975, table 4 for 1946-71 figures, 

1981 figures derived from Census of Population and Housing 1981, Population, 

All Island Tables, Vol. 2, Part 1, table 4. 

JVP), a movement which was hitherto dormant, rose against the state with an 

ill planned programme of militancy to overthrow the government and establish a 

socialist state of an extreme nature. This unfortunately resulted in dismal failure 

of the disillusioned youth as they fell victim to it since the government successfully 

crushed the uprising with military assistance drawn from its friendly neighbouring 

countries in the region. The government with the view to quelling this unexpected 
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revolution virtually adopted a highly ruthless policy of " search and kill " which 

led to many thousand deaths amongst the youth, although their numbers were 

neither documented nor accounted for. 

Generally, the ages 20-34 for men and 15-29 for women are regarded as the 

marriageable age ranges for men and women respectively in Sri Lanka. Hence 

the ratio of men 20-34 to women 15-29 would become an effective index of the 

availability of partners for marriage. Table 3.6 reveals that this proportion declined 

from 89.3 men per 100 women in 1963 to 81.1 in 1971. The 1981 picture of the 

said age range shows signs of the number of available men picking up with a ratio 

of 83.6, whereas the ratio of men 30-34 to women 25-29 had dropped from 77.7 

men per 100 women in 1971 to 73.3 men per 100 women in 1981. 

These kinks in the trends in the ratios of the above age groups lend further 

support to the reduction of the male population of these age ranges during the 

1971 insurgency referred to earlier. It is because those men who are in the age 

range 30-34 at the 1981 census would have belonged to the age range 20-24 at the 

1971 census and would have by virtue of their age been the highly vulnerable age 

range that would have engaged in militancy, which is reflected in the low ratio of 

that cohort of men in 1981, a ratio of 73.3 men of 30-34 years of age per 100 women 

belonging to 25-29 years of age. 

Comparisons of the sex ratio of men of older age cohorts to cohorts of women 

younger by 5 years has relevence in the context of marriage in Sri Lanka as it is 

an accepted practice and may even be regarded as an adherence to cultural norms 

prevalent amongst the Sinhalese, Tamil and Muslim communities who would all 

want the female to be younger by at least 5 years in age to the male at the time 
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of marriage. But in the light of the prevalence of the kind of imbalances in the sex 

ratio amongst men and women of marriageable age groups, the marital prospects 

of Sri Lankan women tended to be weak if not bleak. Such demographic trends 

progressively weakened the prospects of marriage for women over the years. 

.6 Never Married and Currently Married Population 

It is also relevant to look at trends in the proportions never married and cur­

rently married over the years for both males and females as this reflects the preva­

lent changing nuptiality patterns in the land. Tables 3.7 and 3.8 show the never 

married and the currently married proportions for men and women in quinquennial 

age groups from ages 15 to 49 respectively for the census years 1946 to 1981. The 

overall picture is one of an increase in the proportion never married for both males 

as well as females in all age groups over the years. However, the increase in the 

proportion never married has been far greater in the case of the females than the 

males with the rise being more significant in the younger age groups; amongst the 

15-19 age group, 75.0 per cent of the girls were single in 1946 and this proportion 

has risen steadily over the years and in 1981 reached a very strikingly high level of 

90.1 per cent remaining single recording thereby a modest 20 per cent rise in the 

unmarried women. But the 20-24 and the 25-29 age groups show spectacular rises 

in the proportions single, the former showing a 88 per cent rise in the unmarried 

and the latter a very high percentage of 157 in the unmarried component over the 

aforesaid period (Fig.3.2). Census figures of 1946 show that only 29.4 per cent 

women aged 20-24 were unmarried, and this figure had risen to 55.3 per cent in 

1981 with increases being recorded at each census in between. The proportion of 

unmarried females of 25-29 years of age recorded a two and a half fold increase 

from 11.8 per cent in 1946 to 30.4 per cent in 1981. The overall cumulative effect 
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is readily visible in the light of a 57.0 per cent increase observed in the never mar­

ried women 15-49 over the 1946 to 1981 period. Based on the above non-marriage 

pattern for young women over the years, it could be concluded that women in Sri 

Lanka have increasingly postponed marriage, as is corroborated in Table 3.1. 

Table 3.7: Proportions Never Married (Single) Aged 15-49, 

by Sex, Sri Lanka, 1946-81. 

Age 

Group 

1946 1953 1963 1971 1981 Age 

Group Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female 

15-19 98.8 75.4 98.7 75.7 99.0 85.0 99.4 89.4 99.0 90.1 

20-24 80.5 29.4 83.5 32.5 84.7 41.3 86.6 53.2 83.5 55.3 

25-29 43.4 11.8 45.4 12.8 50.2 17.1 53.2 24.6 51.5 30.4 

30-34 22.4 6.6 21.7 7.5 26.1 8.3 25.6 10.9 24.9 15.8 

35-39 12.5 4.3 11.8 5.4 13.1 4.8 13.4 5.8 12.6 8.9 

40-44 9.3 4.1 8.7 5.0 10.3 4.3 9.2 4.7 8.3 5.9 

45-49 7.6 3.4 7.6 4.4 7.4 3.9 8.0 4.1 6.9 4.5 

15-49 46.8 24.9 46.4 25.3 49.6 31.1 53.6 37.6 52.1 39.1 

Source: Computed from reports of the censuses of Ceylon & Sri Lanka, 1946, 1953, 

1963, 1971 & 1981, Dept. of Census and Statistics, Colombo. 

With the marriage age gap having to be maintained between males and females 

in Sri Lanka, and with almost 90.0 per cent of the females in the age range 15-19 

remaining single at the 1971 and 1981 census takings, the men aged 15-19 have 

consistently remained unmarried in the said age group, varying only by 0.6 per 

cent between 98.8 and 99.4 during the period 1946-81. But the trends in the 

never married men in general are less significant than those of women. As much 
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as the proportions never married were high for women in the age group 15-19, 

similar high proportions unmarried among men had been recorded in the 20-24 

age group. It was 80.5 in 1946 rising to 86.6 single in 1971 and with an upturn in 

the trend marrying among men, the 1981 proportions never married dropped to 

83.5 per cent. Similar rise in proportions unmarried may be noticed in the 25-29 

age group amongst men, which having risen from 43.4 per cent in 1946 to 53.2 in 

1971, dropped to 51.5 in 1981, reiterating the upturn in trends in the currently 

married proportion for men which rose from 46.2 in 1971 to 48.0 per cent in 1981 

(Table 3,8). 

Since the analysis is confined to the age range 15-49 for the never married 

men and women, the residue approximates to the proportion currently married 

as most widows and widowers fall outside the 15-49 age range, the only marital 

status that would remain within it are those divorced and legally separated who 

are few in Sri Lanka. The general picture that emerges from Table 3.8 in respect 

of the currently married is one of declining proportions especially amongst the 

younger age groups. This again is more pronounced amongst the females than 

the males. A revolutionary trend is seen amongst the females 15-19 of age which 

shows a decline from 23.9 per cent currently married in 1946 to a mere 9.7 per cent 

in 1981. Similarly the 20-24 and the 25-29 age groups show continuing declines 

in the proportions currently married with the 20-24 age groups indicative of a 

drop in proportions married from 68.4 per cent in 1946 to 43.7 per cent in 1981 

(Fig.3.3). Moreover, amongst the 25-29 ages the proportions during the aforesaid 

period dropped from 84.4 per cent to 67.9 per cent. These are again an indication 

of the degree to which marriages are increasingly postponed in Sri Lanka resulting 

in a concomitant rise in age at marriage. 
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Table 3.8: Proportions Currently Married Aged 15-49, by Sex, 

Sri Lanka, 1946-81. 

Age 

Group 

1946 1953 1963 1971 1981 Age 

Group Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female 

15-19 1.1 23.9 0.9 23.6 0.9 14.7 0.6 10.4 0.9 9.7 

20-24 18.9 68.4 15.8 65.8 15.0 57.6 13.3 45.9 16.2 43.7 

25-29 55.1 84.4 53.3 84.4 49.0 81.0 46.2 73.4 48.0 67.9 

30-34 75.3 87.1 76.4 87.7 72.8 88.6 73.4 85.8 74.3 81.2 

35-39 84.2 85.4 85.4 86.5 85.2 89.8 85.0 88.9 86.2 86.1 

40-44 86.0 78.4 87.2 80.7 87.0 86.1 88.7 86.9 89.9 86.1 

45-49 86.0 71.5 86.5 73.8 88.6 81.6 89.1 83.5 90.5 83.6 

15-49 51.0 68.0 51.5 68.9 49.1 65.1 45.5 59.0 47.1 57.8 

Source: Computed from reports of the censuses of Ceylon & Sri Lanka, 1946, 1953, 

1963, 1971 & 1981 Dept. of Census and Statistics, Colombo. 

The pattern amongst the currently married men had been one of declines in 

proportions until 1963 and an increase in the proportions thereafter. A deviation 

from the above sequence is however noticeable amongst the 20-24 and 25-29 age 

groups for men where the declines in the proportions currently married persisted 

until 1971, a phenomenon that could find plausible explanations in the arguments 

put forth earlier in respect of the reduction of the above cohorts of men. It basically 

hinges on the unemployment situation at home which impelled the emigration of 

employment seekers to countries which were more promising and provided lucrative 

employment. In addition to the above was the 1971 uprising of the militants, the 

combined effect of which contributed to a " marriage squeeze " situation during 
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the 1963-71 period which is reflected in the nuptiality trends. 

3.7 Changing Nuptiality Behaviour and Fertility 

Table 3.9 reveals an expansion in the number of women in the reproductive ages 

between 1963 and 1981 from 46.3 per cent to 52.2 per cent, recording a 12.7 per 

cent increase. But this had been accompanied by developments of an anomalous 

nature in the area of nuptiality whereby the proportion of currently married women 

dropped from 65.1 per cent to 57.8 per cent with a concomitant rise of 25.7 per 

cent in the proportions of the never married women from 31.1 to 39.1 percent. 

Therefore, one sees a nuptiality behavioural pattern that is conducive to fertility 

declines. 

It may be contended that marriage patterns affected the long-term fertility 

decline in three ways: a rise in the age at marriage, a decline in proportions mar­

rying especially during the prime child bearing ages, and above all a fall in marital 

fertility. The overriding function of the above gets well established on finding that 

the age-sex structure of the female population in Sri Lanka has changed in a man­

ner so as to be favourable to high fertility. This is evidenced by an increase in the 

proportion of the female population in the child bearing ages of 15-49 from 22.2 

per cent in 1963 to 25.5 per cent in 1981 recording thereby a 15 per cent increase 

(Table 3.10). Despite this expansion in women in the reproductive age groups, the 

age-specific fertility rates (ASFRs) show a declining trend in each age group dur­

ing the 1962-82 period. Table 3.11 indicates phenomenal declines especially in the 

more fertile age groups and the limited performance at the beginning of the repro­

ductive span of 15-19 and the waxing and waning trends observable thereafter are 

basically an outcome of the physiological ability of a woman to reproduce which 
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Table 3.9: Women in the Childbearing Age (15-49) as a Percentage of 

the Total Female Population and Women Currently Married and Never 

Married as Percentage of Women Aged 15-49, 1963, 1971 and 1981, 

Sri Lanka. 

1963 1971 1981 

Percentage of Women 

15-49 to the total 

Female Population 

46.3 49.0 52.2 

Currently Married 

Women aged 15-49 

as a percentage 

of total Women 15-49 

65.1 59.0 57.8 

Never Married Women 

aged 15-49 as a 

percentage of total 

Women 15-49 

31.1 37.6 39.1 

Source: Computed from reports of the censuses of Ceylon & Sri Lanka, 

1963, 1971 and 1981, Dept. of Census and Statistics, Colombo 

wanes off with the diminution of their fecundity as they proceed from menarche to 

menopause. Hence, granting this behavioural pattern within the reproductive age 

span, it is the declines in fertility performance over the years of women belonging 

to these ages that are striking. 

Table 3.11 reveals a persistent decline in ASFRs over the years that is consistent 

to all age groups within the reproductive span of women. ASFRs are those based 

on a narrower age range computed either by single years or for five year age ranges 

109 



Table 3.10: Age Distribution of Women as a Percentage of the 

Total Population, Sri Lanka, 1963-1981. 

Age Group 1963 1971 1981 

15-19 4.7 5.3 5.3 

20-24 4.2 5.0 5.1 

25-29 3.5 3.7 4.3 

30-34 3.0 2.8 3.7 

35-39 2.9 2.8 2.8 

40-44 2.0 2.1 2.3 

45-49 1.9 2.0 2.0 

Total 22.2 23.7 25.5 

Source: 1963-1971 figures computed from Annex I I I (statistical tables) Table: 6, 

United Nations, Economic & Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific, Bangkok, 

1976, Population of Sri L a n k a , S T / E S C A P / 3 0 , p 396-397, figures for 1981 com­

puted from Census & Population and Housing, Sri Lanka, 1981, All Island Tables, 

Vol. 2, Part 1, Table 3, p 7. 

and forms a more refined index of fertility than the crude birth rate as it reflects 

exclusively the performance of those women who are at risk to conceive and give 

birth. The A S F R s shown in Table 3.11 for the 1962-87 period provide adequate 

evidence of the transition to the lower level of fertility that is in force. During 

the 1962-72 period the declines amongst the younger age groups 15-19, 20-24 and 

25-29 have been pronounced with declines ranging from 18 per cent to 23 per 

cent, whereas the 1970-82 period displays prominent declines amongst the older 

age groups within the reproductive span, with declines ranging from 25.5 per cent 

to 35.0 per cent in the 30-34, 35-39, 40-44 and 45-49 age groups. This reflects 
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a transformation of the desire amongst women to limit their family size which 

would result in a reduction in the size of completed families. On comparing the 

1962-64, 1970-72 and the 1980-82 periods, the declines in A S F R ' s are apparent 

taking into consideration each age group within the reproductive span 15-49 over 

the years, with the behavioural pattern in the age groups within the 15-49 age 

range maintaining its waxing and waning rhythm at progressively lowered fertility 

levels with the passage of time. Further evidence in this direction is brought to 

bear through data drawn from the Sri Lanka Demographic and Health Survey of 

1987 which reveals further consistent declines in the A S F R ' s during the 1982-87 

period establishing thereby the continuing falling trends in fertility denoting that 

Sri Lanka is experiencing a transition to substantially lower levels of fertility. This 

is substantiated by the fall in the total fertility rate ( T F R ) which aligns with the 

falling A S F R s being an index of the average number of children ever born to a 

woman during her entire reproductive life span and hence regarded as a sum of all 

A S F R s . 

This transformation is an outcome of changes taking effect in marriage and 

in the nuptiality patterns. Firstly, the pace of increase in age at marriage which 

has long been considered as the highest in the region (Smith 1980:3). However, 

the most significant factor contributing to the decline needs to be attributed to 

a change in the proportions marrying. The cumulative effect of a decline in the 

proportions marrying in Sri Lanka as revealed in Table 3.8 is indicative of the 

degree of the impact it could have on the declines in fertility. The proportions 

married amongst women of age groups 15-49 in 1963 was 65.1 per cent. It dropped 

to 59.0 per cent in 1971 and to 57.8 per cent in 1981, recording thereby a 11.2 

per cent decline in cumulative proportions married in the reproductive age groups 
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Table 3.11: Age-Specific and Total Fertility Rates, Sri Lanka, 

1962-64, 1970-72, 1980-82 and 1982-87. 

Age Group 1962-64 1970-72 % Decline 1980-82 % Decline 1982-87 % Decline 

15-19 52 40 - 23.1 39 - 2.5 38 -2.6 

20-24 229 179 - 21.8 173 - 3.4 147 -15.0 

25-29 280 227 - 18.9 197 - 13.2 161 -18.3 

30-34 239 200 - 16.3 149 - 25.5 122 -18.1 

35-39 156 131 - 16.0 89 - 32.1 71 -20.2 

40-44 46 41 - 10.9 26 - 36.6 23 -11.5 

45-49 7 6 - 14.3 4 - 33.3 3 -25.0 

T F R 5.0 4.1 - 18.0 3.4 - 17.1 2.8 -17.6 

Source: United Nations, Economic Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific, 

Bangkok, 1986, " Levels & Trends of Fertility in Sri Lanka: A District Level 

Analysis " Asian Population Studies Series, No: 62F Annex Table 4, p. 39, 1982-

87 figures based on the Sri Lanka DHS Survey, 1987. 

between the 1963 to 1981 period. In this regard, it could be observed that there 

are significant declines in the proportions marrying amongst women belonging to 

younger age cohorts especially those in the 15-19, 20-24, and 25-29 age groups. 

These trends need to be regarded as a clear reflection of the impact that rising age 

at marriage has on the nuptiality behaviour of the population. 

Coupled with this transformation is the declines that took effect in marital fer­

tility which need to be regarded as playing a predominant role in lowering fertility, 

as it is found to be the component where the changes have been more conspicu­

ous than those due to declines in the proportions marrying. Age specific marital 

fertility rates ( A S M F R ) for 1962-64, 1970-72 and 1980-82 periods are shown in 
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Table 3.12. The 35-39 age group shows an impressive 40.0 per cent decline in 

marital fertility and the marital fertility amongst the 30-34 age group has declined 

by 32.0 per cent. It undoubtedly reflects the potency of the declines in marital 

fertility that had taken place during the two preceding decades. The declines in 

proportions married at the younger reproductive ages are associated with the in­

crease in the Singulate Mean Age at Marriage (SMAM) reported earlier. This 

eventually gets reflected in lowering the T F R . This line of argument does also find 

support through a data analysis study by Retherford and Rele (1989) who through 

a process of decomposing data on age-specific proportions married and age-specific 

marital birth rates for two four year periods at a twenty year interval in Sri Lanka 

between 1960-64 and 1980-84 have shown the roles that nuptiality and marital fer­

tility had played in fertility transition in the country. They observe a substantial 

decline of 1.91 children in the T F R from 5.16 to 3.25 over the period of study. This 

they account for by a 40 per cent decline in nuptiality and a 60 per cent decline in 

marital fertility, an outcome of the falling proportions married between ages 15-44 

accompanied by a fall in the marital fertility and an increase in the SMAM. 

However, the exceptional behavioural patterns reflecting a relatively high fer­

tility performance of the 20-24 age groups rather consistently during the 1962-64, 

1970-72 and 1980-82 periods which when viewed independently and in relation to 

earlier and later cohorts of women warrants explanation. The answer tends to he 

again in the levels of the singulate mean age at first marriage of women over the 

years which remained high ranging between 22 and 24. Thus, having postponed 

marriage the tendency is certainly not to postpone having children and the tempo 

of childbearing is high with marriage, reflected in a higher age specific marital 

fertility performance amongst the 20-24 age groups. Hence, childbearing is now 
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Table 3.12: Age-Specific Marital Fertility Rates, Sri Lanka, 

1962-64, 1970-72 and 1980-82. 

Age Group 1962-64 1970-72 1980-82 

15-19 356 388 377 

20-24 397 391 394 

25-29 346 310 288 

30-34 270 233 184 

35-39 173 148 104 

40-44 54 47 31 

45-49 8 7 5 

Source: United Nations, Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pa­

cific, Bangkok,1986, " Levels & Trends of Fertility in Sri Lanka: A District Level 

Analysis, " Asian Population Studies Series, No 62 F Annex: Table 6, p 45. 

concentrated in a relatively short time period soon after marriage, because most 

couples would want only two or three children and the first birth occurs soon after 

marriage. This is followed by the inclination not to progress to higher parities 

thereafter resulting in a steady drop in the age specific marital fertility rates and 

a decline in the family size identified by the World Fertility Survey too. 

The transition documented above is all the more unique when viewed against 

the progressive expansion of women in the reproductive years during the 1963-81 

period, a change which should normally be accompanied by a corresponding rise 

in the fertility performance, but there are forces opposing this and counteracting 

these effects. Hence the answer to this anomaly lies in the efficacy of the social 

transformation that is in force in the Sri Lankan society which despite the expan­

sion in the proportion of women in the reproductive age groups 15-49, has had 
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counter effects working in the opposite direction. The upshot of it all is visible in 

a rise in age at marriage, a fall in the proportions marrying, a concomitant rise in 

the proportions never married and the resultant declines observed in the marital 

fertility. The combined effect of them all could be deemed as having contributed 

to a downward trend in fertility in the country. 

.8 Socio-Economic Factors Delaying Marriage 

The above situation, which is an outcome of sex ratio imbalances and nuptial-

ity behaviour of the population, is demographic in character. There are however 

other non-demographic factors which have contributed to delayed marriages in Sri 

Lanka, notably economic constraints. This leads us into the feasibility aspect of 

marriage which is basically centred around economic deterrents. Matras (1971) and 

Ryder (1969) are among those who have attributed changing nuptiality patterns to 

economic fluctuations. It is argued that " better times " lead to younger marriages 

and that periods of economic recession are characterised by postponement of mar­

riages. It has also been documented that the high levels of unemployment among 

males have resulted in delayed nuptiality in Sri Lanka ( C I C R E D , 1974:13-14). 

Delving a little into the past, Sri Lanka prospered from the late forties to 

the mid fifties when the country had a very favourable balance of payment situ­

ation brought about by the attractive prices it fetched through the export of its 

three principal products: tea, rubber and copra. The situation tended to change 

subsequently with an increase in the welfare measures adopted by successive gov­

ernments, which coupled with an increase in prices of imports affected the economy 

adversely. According to the 1969/70 socio-economic survey, 85.5 per cent of the 

males aged 15-24 and 11.1 per cent of males aged 25-34 were unemployed. This 
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high proportion of unemployment amongst the 15-24 age group has since improved 

as according to the 1981 census reports, the proportion unemployed had dropped 

to 60.8 per cent, whereas the proportion unemployed amongst the 25-34 age group 

had increased to 24.5 per cent. In this regard it is necessary to emphasize the fact 

that in Sri Lanka marriageability varies with girls and boys. Girls are considered 

marriageable in terms of age, but to be considered marriageable a boy should have 

a job. The boy's age, talents, and personality are not regarded as criteria for qual­

ifying for marriage. In the Sri Lankan societal setting, it is employment that is 

regarded as providing the personableness to a male. Above all, girls do not wish to 

marry boys who are without jobs and, with the prevalent unemployment situation, 

the boy apparently has to wait longer to seek suitable employment. Consequently, 

the girls have to wait longer for marriage. 

In addition to the above, there has been a further change in the social struc­

ture. Many girls now desire to be economically independent and do yearn for a 

" status " - very different from the type of girls who wish to serve as housewives 

and be dependent fully on their husbands. The general expansion in education, 

examined earlier in the study had resulted in more and more women wanting to 

play roles outside their homes. Moreover, most men now also prefer their wives 

to be employed. There is now a definite change in the light of the high cost of 

living and tax relief for families in which husband and wife both earn, resulting in 

a preference for a wage earning wife. This trend is seen not only in the urban mid­

dle class but also in the rural areas. Hence, the upshot of these developments has 

meant that unemployment has been a major factor in determining if not delaying 

the process of marriage. A general trend towards a postponement of marriage is 

attributed to it, more so at a time when the boy and the girl mutually feel that 
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they should both be employed, in order to lead a comfortable life. 

Furthermore, marriage in Sri Lanka has its special characteristics. It is gen­

erally accepted that marriage is an arrangement that is worked out with much 

precision, based on many considerations. Compatibility between the parties to be 

married has to be struck on many fronts. The parties to be married should be­

long to the same ethnic group. Although there are mixed marriages resulting from 

a process of self-selection mainly between the Tamil and Sinhalese communities, 

they do not occur in significant numbers as they do not receive parental approval. 

Ethnic individuality aside, there is in Sri Lanka, a social hierarchical stratifica­

tion, the caste system which is well entrenched in society. It is a form of social 

construct woven into the fabric of the Sri Lankan society. The division that it 

brings to bear on society is determined by birth and prevails amongst the two ma­

jor ethnic groups, the Sinhalese and the Tamils who are either Buddhists, Hindus 

or Christians. The system has an occupational basis. Those engaged in farming, 

called the Vellalar (Tamil) and Goigama (Sinhala) are regarded as belonging to 

the highest in the hierarchy. Lower down in the line were the Kovias who served 

the higher Vellalar. Others down in rank were the barbers and the washermen. 

The fishermen who live mostly along the coasts were called the Karayar (Tamil) 

and the Karavar (Sinhala). The tree climbers, named as the Pallar (Tamil) and 

Durawa (Sinhala) were branded as outcastes in the system. There were in addi­

tion, the 'untouchables,' who belonged to the Paraya caste, who were scavengers 

and performed services for the dead. Such social calibration sometimes stretches 

to the extent of those identified with the different castes living areally within well 

segregated geographic entities. 

It is not the intention of the writer to delve into the details in respect of the 
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social stratification resulting from the caste system but to bring to light an area of 

social practice reckoned for marriage. The above is intended to provide an insight 

into how this social organization bisects society in Sri Lanka. 

Despite the educational expansion and a resultant broadening of outlook amongst 

the people, it is an identity that continues to be maintained and marriages amongst 

different castes is not encouraged, for it is regarded as staining if not blemishing 

the honour and prestige of a family. Hence, mixed marriages amongst those be­

longing to different castes are less likely than amongst different ethnic groups. This 

is because in the event of it occurring, would have far reaching consequences. If for 

example a boy belonging to a " higher caste " weds a girl of " lower caste ", the long 

term effect is that the girl's family would proudly lay claims of relationship with 

that of the boy's family, an elevation in status to them but which has the opposite 

effect for the boy's family and is considered detrimental being regarded as having 

adverse effects on the marriage prospects of the other members of the family yet 

to be married. It becomes a kind of permanent stigma which is irreversible. There 

are other interesting immediate effects of such a mix-up. It manifests in the form 

of boycotting the wedding ceremony itself, as on attending the wedding one has 

to take part in the feast that follows, In this situation, the higher caste families 

would deem it demeaning to sit alongside and amongst those of the so-called low 

caste as they partake in it, an embarrassment they would strive to avoid. In effect, 

even in the event of a man is highly qualified and professionally placed, the parents 

of the female who belong to a higher caste will not consider him for marriage, de­

spite the occupational strength and the associated status he holds as the overiding 

determinant in the decision making process is caste. Academic and professional 

achievements neither could compensate nor help conceal the social stigma a low 
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caste holds as it is regarded as staining the family honour of a higher caste. 

Having dealt with the aspects related to caste in marriage, there are in addition 

others, where in all cases the bride has to be a virgin and be younger than the 

groom. The above in agreement, sets the match-making process in motion, but 

there are other more rigid areas of matching that are sought involving horoscopes of 

those to be married. Comparing horoscopes is an important feature when arranging 

marriage. Unless the horoscopes closely match, the parties do not venture on 

marriage. It is worth looking at this feature in more detail. 

3.9 Determinants and Consequences of Horoscope Matching 

Horoscopes of individuals form a document providing evidentiary value of the 

nature of one's life and hence spells out the stellar influences on the life of a human 

being on earth. The basic elements incorporated into them are the planetary 

positions, the asterisms or fixed stars, the signs of the Zodiac and the circle of 

Houses. It is cast by astrologers and the entries embodied in it speak of the 

character, the many facets of one's personality, abilities and potentialities, or in 

other words it is a record in which is constituted the sum total of the characteristics 

of an individual as he or she goes through the life cycle as determined by the 

planetary positions at the time of birth. 

When a child is born, the parents make note of the accurate time of birth 

and an astrologer is called upon to cast a chart (horoscope). The horoscope so 

cast forms the primary aid of the astrologer giving the position of the planets in 

relation to the houses, the signs and the earth at the exact moment of birth of the 

child. This information becomes vital to the astrologer as it provides the necessary 

leads to plot the relative positions of the other planets for the ensuing years. Once 
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this information is gathered, the astrologer will be able to interpret the various 

relationships to obtain a " reading ". Perinbanayagam (1982:120) contends that 

" such operations are based on neither whimsy nor charlatanry. Rather they are 

subject to a rigid discipline that ensures that only particular relationships have 

given meanings ". The planetary positions portray the sequential influences on 

the life of a person. From observations of the horoscope, the astrologer will be 

in a position to form a number of conclusions about one's life cycle in respect 

of one's abilities, character, career, health, life's partner, wealth, children, and a 

range of other characteristics which make up one's life. It is my intention to delve 

into this aspect which is related to marriage matching in fair detail solely because 

not much has been said and documented in this direction. It is an area that has 

not been reckoned by demographers and population geographers as contributing 

to delays and difficulties encountered when attempts are made by parents to get 

their children married. 

The horoscope is used as a tool and forms a vital guide when one is at the 

threshold of marriage. The eastern outlook towards marriage is that it should not 

be ephemeral in nature and on the contrary is regarded as a " a thousand year 

crop ", meaning thereby that one does not take any chances when embarking on it 

and hence would want it to be a lasting bond between the couple and the parties 

involved. Evidence to substantiate this outlook towards marriage in the Sri Lankan 

society is revealed in the findings of the Sri Lanka World Fertility Survey which 

documents that 96 per cent of all ever married women have experienced only one 

marriage with only a mere 4 per cent having been married twice or more. Having 

noted earlier the deterministic nature of the horoscope for one in every stage of the 

life cycle, horoscope matching becomes an important procedure when marriages 
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are to be arranged and unless the horoscopes are in agreement, the parties do 

not venture on marriage. Being wedded to this line of thinking, it needs to be 

acknowledged that astrology and astrologers come to play a significant role in the 

decision-making process. Marriage is one that is included in this broad domain, 

and there are of course other areas commonly warranting consulting an astrologer, 

namely that of siting a house and a well on a block of land, determining auspicious 

moments for various household ceremonies and the sowing of seed by farmers etc. 

The most critical decision in the life of a Hindu or a Buddhist to which an as­

trologer makes a contribution is in the contracting of marriage. However, parents 

would normally come to this stage in the process only when satisfaction is reached 

in areas pertaining to caste, class, income, and occupation. With self selection not 

given popular acceptance, marriages are arranged by the family. Perinbanayagam 

(1982:138), states " this process is no doubt arduous as very exacting forms of 

etiquette and protocol are observed in contracting a marriage. The first step in 

the process is for the father of an eligible female to discover suitable males. This he 

accomplishes by conducting inquiries among friends, relatives and amongst mar­

riage brokers. The identification process establishes the caste, class and occupation 

of the prospective groom as well as the reputation and connections of the family. 

If the parents of the young man and the male himself, who speaks through his 

parents initially are willing to pursue the matter, the father of the female requests 

for the horoscope of the male and gives in turn the horoscope of his daughter." 

The exchange of the horoscopes is done simultaneously to prevent either parties 

making any adjustments in the charts with a view to making a "marginal" match 

"stronger." Moreover, the matching of horoscopes besides the astrological aspects, 

enables the parties to take time to consider the marriage. As often, marriage bro-
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kers who enter the picture to make matching have their interests basically centred 

around the financial benefits that would accrue to them by helping to contract the 

marriage rather than the long term interests of the parties to be married. Hence 

it becomes a just cause for buying time during which period of time they make 

the necessary inquiries, study the prospective partner even when he or she is at a 

distant location. 

Nevertheless, Perinbanayagam (1982:138-139), regards that " the investigation 

as thus far conducted is not considered adequate. After all, all that is known is the 

past conduct and present disposition of the young man. It is common knowledge 

that all human beings change, just as their fortunes in the world do. The good 

and the honourable become mean and dishonourable, and their fortunes too can 

undergo changes for better or worse. The world and its inhabitants are subject 

to forces beyond their control, as is evidenced by the changes that it and they 

experience. No simple theory of causation would explain such changes, and in 

any case no such comprehensive theory is available. It is held that a rational 

decision can never be made in matters of this sort, as a human being who enters a 

relationship generally increases his experiences and undergoes a variety of changes. 

Changes in character and attitude in disposition and manners, in the course of a 

life are ubiquitous, and these changes have commensurate influences on the people 

implicated in the life of the person in question. Hence, one must not only know 

what a person is like at a given moment in time but how he will turn out in the 

future, how the constellation of forces that will inevitably affect a person as he 

passes through life will affect the relationships that he will have to undergo in the 

future." Therefore it was vital if not crucial to look into or foresee what was in 

store for the future and astrology was consistently held as a very satisfactory tool 
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towards gaining knowledge in that direction. 

Horoscope matching not only would signal the degree of compatibility between 

the male and female to be married but would in addition predict the future trends 

in their life, the children they would bear etc. Hence it is a reading which not 

only provides a current verdict of the partners to be but also how the marriage 

would eventually turn out in the distant future, as it tells of the constellation of 

forces acting in the long-run that will inevitably affect a person as he/she passes 

through the many phases of the life cycle within marriage. Hence, in an attempt to 

have some knowledge of the future trends in life of the intending bride and groom, 

astrology is deemed to be a satisfactory if not an acceptable tool. 

When marriage matching is attempted through astrology using the charts of 

the prospective bride and groom, an astrologer analyses the many elements in each 

of the charts with the view to striking compatibility. The elements of astrology 

are the planets, the asterisms or fixed stars, the signs of the zodiac and the circle 

of houses. There are basically 12 aspects that are compared meticulously when 

contracting marriage. 

1. Graha (Planets) This is the position of the planets and is set up by dividing 

the globe into 12 sectors and each position of the sector is called the Graha 

or the House. The 12 Houses are Aries, Taurus, Gemini, Cancer, Leo, Virgo, 

Libra, Scorpio, Sagittarius, Capricorn, Aquarius, and Pisces. The Graha of an 

individual is ascertained both by the time of birth and the specific location 

where the event occurred on planet earth and hence its significance lies in the 

distribution pattern of the planets in the 12 Houses at the time of the birth 

of the subject. Each House is ruled by one of the nine planets, namely Sun, 
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Moon, Mars, Mercury, Jupiter, Venus, Saturn, Ragu (Dragon's tail) and Kethu 

(Dragon's head). These planets have dual effects as some have benevolent 

effects and others malevolent effects on individuals. Moon, Jupiter, Mercury, 

and Venus are regarded as planets that play benevolent functions, whilst Sun, 

Mars, Saturn, Ragu (Dragon's tail) and Kethu (Dragon's head) have ill effects 

on subjects. Nevertheless, each planet has five qualities and they are that of 

ruler, exalter, debilitator, enemy and friend. These functions tend to change 

with time as they are determined by the degrees on which they stay over the 

respective Houses. 

Arising from the above, individuals come under both beneficial and detrimen­

tal effects of the planetary settings under which they were born. In the process of 

match-making for marriage, if the chart of a female is found to be mostly influ­

enced by planets and constellations which have less benevolent effects, a search has 

then to made for a male ruled by similar planetary qualities or those that possess 

qualities to counter such ill effects of the female chart and vice-versa. These are 

methods often adopted to tide over situations in individuals charts so as to strike 

compatibility. A good example of such malevolent aspects on charts occurring is 

when the male or female's chart has planet Mars located in the seventh House 

and hence comes under Mars affliction. This is regarded as unlucky and highly 

detrimental. Therefore subjects with such afflictions could only marry those with 

similar afflictions whereby the ill effects get nullified. Hence, the planetary setting 

and their disposition in the two charts needs to be compatible for fulfilling the 

requirements of marriage. 

2. Tali (Longevity of marriage) Tali is the chain that the groom ties round the 

neck of the bride at the most auspicious moment in the marriage ceremony. 
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This is linked with longevity of the union as the woman wears the tali round 

her neck only while the husband lives. If the husband dies the wife loses 

the right to wear the tali. This area of compatibility on being achieved is 

deemed to provide longevity to married life. It is again a constellation related 

aspect of match-making whereby the stars with which the subjects are identified 

have concomitant association segments of the body like the foot, hand, neck, 

thigh. For example those born under the constellatory influence of Magha and 

Achuvini, are both associated with the head. Within the framework of these 

astrological determinants, compatibility could be established only when the 

constellatory links are identified with different segments of the body. 

Yoni (Sexual compatibility) This is a vital aspect reckoned in deciding the 

degree of compatibility. Based on the time and date of birth, the subject 

is identified with certain animal species of either sex and hence becomes an 

interesting process of establishing agreement. Animals used in the astrological 

determination process includes the horse, elephant, lion, goat, deer, cat, rat, 

tiger, bull, mongoose and the snake. The subject gets associated with the 

female or male species of an animal based on the constellations. An individual 

born with constellation Revathy is associated with the female elephant. Those 

born with the ruling star being Bharani are linked with the male elephant. 

Similarly, Magha is represented by the male rat and Citra by the Tigress. In 

the process of establishing agreement amongst charts if the male and female 

are both horoscopically associated with female animals, the compatibility is 

said to be optimum, but if both happen to be associated with male animals the 

agreement is moderate. In the event of the female to be matched is associated 

with a male species of the animal and the male with the female species, the 
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compatibility virtually has zero value. Moreover along with this aspect being 

in agreement, the animals representing the male and the female have to be 

friendly e.g. the tiger and the bull, the cat and the rat cannot be matched as 

there is inborn enmity between them as one forms the prey to the other. Hence, 

harmony could only be struck if they are represented by friendly animals with 

the sexual compatibilities referred to earlier. 

4. Naksatra (Asterism) This is an important element in astrology and is again 

derived from the date and time of the birth of the subject and forms a vital 

ingredient in the match-making process. Every subject born is identified with a 

star or the constellation of the day. There are 27 in number each with its ruling 

qualities and determinant characteristics of the day. If the male and female are 

born on the same naksatra (asterism), the compatibility is achieved with ease. 

Generally 2 to 3 stars rule each House. A focus on asterisms permits a more 

detailed sub-division of the Zodiac and helps the science of astrology to be more 

precise, affording astrologers to work out with greater accuracy the prediction 

exercise. It enables to predict the varied characteristics and fortunes that go 

along with the varying dates and times of birth. In the interpretational pro­

cess, it assists to calculate the varying combinational effects with the planets. 

All in all, the asterisms aid a more refined interpretation of the characteristics 

of the subjects thereby enabling compatibilities made to be exact. It has the 

quality to allow for shades of meaning to be embodied in horoscopic interpre­

tations and thus becomes a route to making horoscopic determinations more 

accommodative in their application. 

5. Ganam (Divine support) When subjects are born under the influence of con­

stellations or stars, they also come under the influence of certain species which 
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are divine, human or demonic and they become identified with one such species 

and these elements in a chart are utilized in the match-making process. In an 

effort to match Ganam it is necessary to seek for partners with similar species 

i.e. the human with human, the divine with the divine and the demon with 

the demon in their respective charts. Nevertheless, the matching of the human 

with the divine is within tolerable limits, but the human with the demon and 

the divine with demon is declared as highly incompatible. Therefore it becomes 

necessary always to look for another with the demonic species to match one 

with a demonic Ganam. 

Mahendram (Male heirs) In arranging marriages concern is expressed about off­

spring, especially as to whether there would be male issues. This has relevance 

in the context of the prevalent outlook in society where there is a preference 

for a male child to be the heir and to carry the name of the family uninter­

ruptedly and of lesser significance is to perform the last rites for the parents 

on their death, an area dealt with in the earlier chapter. In the horoscopes, 

this is a determination based on the location of the sun and the rising star at 

the time of birth of the subject under consideration. Since this element in the 

chart has bearings on the fertility performance, the comparison to determine 

the compatibility is made by having the female chart as the basis whereby the 

potentialities and the location of the fifth House in respect of her House of as­

cendance is reckoned. For example, if the female was born under the influence 

of Aries, the fifth House from that House of ascendance becomes Leo which 

has the ability to give children. In the absence of a favourable fifth House loca­

tion which has the potency of providing children in the female chart, a viable 

alternative is to seek a favourable fifth location in respect of the male chart. 
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Here again, the potentialities of the fifth House are determined both by the 

occupation and the aspectation of the planet. 

7. Rasi (Sign of the zodiac) It refers to the position of the Moon in the female's 

chart. A female to be matched for marriage to a male in respect of the element 

Rasi in the chart, the male's position of the Moon should stay more than 

six houses away from the female's chart so as to have optimum compatibility. 

However, if the location of the moon is in the same house for both the male 

and the female, it is regarded as compatible. The following are some of the 

detrimental effects predicted in astrology of lesser locations away from the 

Moon. 

(i) If the location of the Moon in the male's chart is only two houses away from 

that of the female, it is predicted to result in sudden accidental death. 

(ii) If the location is three houses away, the result is a state of eternal sorrow, 

(in) Fourth and fifth locations predict a life filled with misery. 

(iv) The sixth location away is predicted to lead to loss of children. 

8. Rasi-athipathy (Lord of sign) This is again a determination made, using the 

position of the Moon on the charts of the subjects, especially that of the female. 

It is based on the nature of the houses which the Moon occupies in the male's 

and female's charts. Accordingly, compatibility can only be struck if the House 

in which the Moon is in occupation for the male is friendly with the House 

occupied by the Moon for the female. For example, if the Moon for the female 

is located in the House of Venus, agreement in matching could only be reached if 

the Moon in the male's chart occupies the House Jupiter, as Venus and Jupiter 
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are regarded in astrology as friendly. On the other hand, if the moon in the 

male's chart occupies the House sun, it is deemed incompatible as the planet 

sun and moon have enmity astrologically built into them. 

9. Vasiyam (Attractiveness) This aspect speaks of the mutual attraction for one 

another. In this regard, opinion is voiced that there is no standard beauty that 

results in passion and that a girl who is regarded as beautiful by one in this 

respect does not find similar acceptance by another and that beauty and the 

resultant passion is generally in the beholder's eye and self respectively. All 

this according to astrology is determined by planetary positions and asterism 

of the charts that are compared. Accordingly, a particular male being attracted 

by a female and vice-versa is determined by the respective Houses to which the 

subjects being matched belong. Therefore such mutual planetary attraction 

has meaning only amongst those having planetary cum constellationary agree­

ments. If the male and female belong to the same House the outcome becomes 

one where the personal attraction between them would be at its maximum. 

Some examples of Houses between which compatibility in respect of attraction 

could be achieved are Aries and Leo, Sagittarius and Pisces, Gemini and Virgo. 

This is an aspect that is given much weight in horoscope matching for marriage. 

10. Vetai (Mental compatibility). This again is an area which cannot be general­

ized, but would tend to match in accordance with and within the framework of 

astrological determinants. Here again for the marriage union to be binding, the 

constellatory ties are needed. The male and the female need to be identified 

with stars which ' attract ' and not repel in their association with each other. 

11. Viritcam (Compatibility with vegetation) This is an element used in astrology 
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which makes comparisons based on the vegetation with which the subject is 

identified. This is again determined by the date and time of birth and hence 

has its bearings on the constellations that rule them e.g. subjects ruled by 

Magha are associated with the banyan tree while those under the influence 

of Visaka are identified with the wood apple tree. In thus identifying with 

the type of vegetation, the significance lies in finding whether the tree with 

which the subject is associated is latex borne or not. The banyan tree is latex 

borne whereas the wood apple tree is not. This characteristic of the tree with 

which they are linked is an index of the fertility of the male or the female. 

If the horoscopes matched are both associated with latex bearing trees, they 

are expected to prosper in life and would be blessed with children. If the 

position of the female's constellations associates her with a non-latex tree and 

is matched with a male identified with a latex bearing tree, the couple would 

have very limited issues as it is deemed a moderate match in respect of fertility. 

If parties matched are both linked with non-latex bearing trees, the fertility 

performance would be very low and could even result in the loss of their children 

and possessions. Hence this element in horoscope matching throws light on the 

reproductive ability of the partners matched and depending on how much value 

the parties add to its outcome, they either pursue with the marriage or drop 

off. 

12. Ayul (Longevity). This would foretell the length of life that the couple would 

lead. It also has the quality of having mutual effects whereby a weak chart 

of one could gain strength by better planetary positions of the other. Hence 

the final outcome is the interplay of the two charts which is pronounced as the 

verdict. 
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Therefore horoscopes could establish causal links between planets asterisms 

and the individual. Included amongst those characteristics it could foretell are 

the character, abilities of a person, and the state of health. It thus has the ca­

pacity to estimate and predict the relationships amongst partners. With such 

conceptualizations, it becomes possible to make inferences regarding compatibility 

and related aspects between subjects born under the given signs. Amongst the 

above elements discussed in horoscope matching Graha, Vasiyam, Yoni, Tali, and 

Ayul are regarded as vital as they determine aspects such as general agreement, 

mutual attraction, sexual satisfaction, happiness and above all longevity in life 

respectively. 

In considering the above range of components in a chart, each one is com­

pared and judgement passed about the degree of compatibility which is declared 

as optimum, moderate or totally incompatible. Based on the above individual 

judgement of compatibility a measurement on the holistic compatibility situation 

is given a percentage. A percentage above 80.0 per cent is deemed as satisfactory 

for a consummation of marriage. Once a decision is arrived at, the astrologer's 

recommendation is used to justify it. A decision so made, based on astrological 

recommendations almost becomes a marriage made in the heavens. It is thus ob­

vious that fulfillment and optimal matching of all these elements in the charts 

represent severe constraints to match making and result in delayed marriage. 

In this regard, it is necessary to elaborate on the significance of Karmic forces, 

a belief that is built into both Hindu and Buddhist religions and how they form 

astrological determinants. Karma is deemed basically as what you " reap " in 

return for what you " sow ". In otherwords, one's good deeds bring forth rewards 

of a positive nature, whereas those of an evil nature bring destruction and misery 
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in return. Therefore, it is by and large a method of accountability of the good and 

evil that you accrue both in the present life and in subsequent incarnations. The 

following linkages would throw better light on the above. The planetary positions 

at birth cause the degree of affliction to which an individual would be subjected 

to, and it is Karma that determines the planetary positions at birth, in other 

words an individual is born in accordance to the Karmic causations. Therefore, 

it is Karmic determinants that are manifested and echo in one's life in the form 

of afflictions. Arising from this, it needs to be said that if an individual is born 

with an adverse combination of planetary positions such as Mars in the Seventh 

House, it is regarded as an outcome of his or her having failed in the duties in 

the earlier birth which has resulted in being born under such planetary afflictions. 

Therefore, the time of an individual's birth, which forms the basis for casting his 

or her chart (horoscope) is purposively related to one's Karma. Karmic forces 

arrange the positions of the planets at the time of birth and astrology acts as a 

tool to discern if not decipher such characteristics in an individual, thereby giving 

earthly interpreters a chance to ascertain, explain and account for one's life on 

earth. 

Sometimes when marriage does not occur for a girl who has reached mar­

riageable age, the entire household is worried as they feel they have failed to fulfil 

their parental responsibilities towards their daughter. Perinbanayagam (1982: 146) 

states " as horoscopes of the grooms come and go and as grooms come to see the 

girl and reject her - on account of her looks or the insufficiency of her dowry, the 

household becomes unhappy and anxious, and the self esteem of the girl as well as 

of the parents ebbs slowly to a lower and lower tide ". In such painful situations, 

the parents would get eager to find what the girl's chart has in store for her. On 
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finding that Venus is afflicted, they attribute these disappointments and delays to 

it, because when Venus is causing it, conditions for love, courtship and marriage 

are inhibited. This enables the parents to have some form of consolation as the 

delay in their daughter's marriage is something that is regarded as beyond their 

control and attributed to horoscopic determinants. Such Venus afflictions are con­

sidered as an index of Karmic weight which the parents and the girl are destined to 

go through. The only consoling aspect is that such afflictions have a time period, 

e.g. the scourge of Venus lasts for a stipulated period of about three and a half 

years, and after which the clouds tend to clear for the girl and she would not only 

marry but also lead a happy life. 

The other major planet which afflicts prospects of marriage and delays mar­

riage is Mars, as it has the quality of hindering and not promoting to accomplish 

matrimonial links. This is all the more detrimental in the event of Mars being 

found located in the Seventh House on a girl's chart; it acts as a repellent for mar­

riage as such a planetary position is said to bring ruin and destruction to the one 

who marries her. However, one could horoscopically circumvent such a situation 

by looking out for a match with similar planetary combinations and constellations 

in the chart which would expunge its effects. In such instances, it becomes a pro­

tracted procedure finding such a match, born with Mars in the Seventh House, 

a constraint again deemed as being determined by Karma. Delays in such cases 

could be inordinate as it is not only finding a groom with Mars in the Seventh 

House, but the sample needs in addition to be an accomplished one and hence 

does contribute to delays in arranging marriage. 

Marriage as such in Brahaminic/Karmic theory is fore-ordained. One marries 

according to the law of Karma, the fact that one gets married at all, the age at 
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which the marriage takes place, the nature of the spouse, the number of children 

that one begets, the nature of the children and as to how long the marriage would 

last (in terms of the longevity of the spouse's life), whether it would be a happy 

union are all regarded as Karmic determinations. Therefore, the various aspects 

of the chart become indices of the Karmic weight of each person. The features of 

the chart that are chosen for comparison nevertheless have a logic to them. Each 

of them is related by means of one theory or another to the Brahaminic theory of 

marriage , a patriarchal system in which a virgin is given in marriage to a man who 

establishes a household and produces children. The wife is bound to the husband, 

one and only, and at his death loses status, power and privileges and becomes 

an evil omen. She normally cannot re-marry and is barred from all religious and 

domestic ceremonies. Hence parents would never desire their daughter to be put 

to such an embarrassing state for others to regard her as a sight of bad omen, not 

welcomed on happy occasions, like for weddings to bless the newly wedded couple 

etc. The above traits built into the societal setting mean that they would not take 

any chances, but ensure that by a meticulous process of matching find a partner 

for marriage that would be long-lasting. By and large, Karmic forces are said to 

manifest their power through planetary afflictions, and astrological reasoning could 

be put forth for problems arising out of Karmic determinants. Therefore, someone 

who believes in a world ruled by Karmic law, would regard every step taken by 

him to be in accordance to his destiny and determined by Karma. 

Although statistical evidence is hard to find, the writer having lived in this 

societal setting most of his life and mingled with the people, shared their problems 

and having served as a university teacher with men and women undergraduates 

of marriageable age would vouch for these as contributing to delays in marriage. 
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They form examples of how marriages could be delayed, explanations which are 

totally outside the scope of demographic considerations that affect societies which 

regard horoscope matching as a unnecessary prelude to marriage. 

This leads us to accepting that events in an individual's life are pre-determined 

by planetary positions at the time of birth and that compatibility in marriage is 

also achieved within the same framework of determinants. Hence marriages so 

consummated tend to be lasting and frictionless, which again is the effect of the 

interplay of planets. Arising from the above, it may then be inferred that the power 

of these constellations would be enacting universally. On granting this fact, could 

it be used to account for the high divorce rates and the resultant broken homes in 

a Western society where such procedures are not followed and where horoscopes 

do not form a document of Karmic identity of individuals ? 

.10 The Dowry System: A Determinant of Delayed Marriage 

Having dealt with Karmic considerations which delay marriage, there are oth­

ers which are of a purely economic nature which stall the process of marriage, in 

particular the prevalence of the dowry system which influences how soon a girl can 

find a partner. A girl with a " dowry power " can lure and virtually buy over a well 

placed boy into marriage. In fact a man who is professionally accomplished as a 

doctor, engineer, accountant or as a university teacher is offered a very handsome 

dowry and lured into marriage. Hence the occupational security and the position 

held by the man along with his family background are also reckoned in marriage. 

The dowry also acts as a status symbol to the girl who is to enter a new household. 

In fact the parental wealth gets transferred in her name and the husband could 

only draw on it with the consent of the wife. In situations where the parents are 
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not economically sound, the girl has to earn to collect her dowry and to make the 

jewellery. This is now made possible by the educational expansion in the country 

and the opportunities for employment being thrown open to women equally as for 

men. In such situations marriage tends to get postponed resulting in late marriage. 

The effect of the dowry system on marital postponement cannot be generalized 

in the Sri Lankan context as it varies amongst the major ethnic groups. This is due 

to the prevalence of varying attitudes and practices amongst them. In Sri Lanka 

there are three types of marriages amongst the population. They are the General, 

Kandyan and Muslim. The Tamil and the Low Country Sinhalese population come 

under the General marriage, whereas the Kandyan Sinhalese and the Muslim pop­

ulations come under the Kandyan and Muslim marriage respectively. According to 

the 1973 registration data, the mean age at marriage for males and females under 

General marriages was 27.7 and 23.3 respectively and for the Kandyan marriages 

it was 26.7 for males and 21,7 for females, whereas for the Muslim marriages it 

was 25.9 and 19.4 for males and females respectively. 

These varying mean ages at marriage for the different ethnic groups have impli­

cations with their attitudes and practices towards the dowry system. The Tamils 

and the Low Country Sinhalese who fall under the General marriages category 

are effective adherents to the dowry system as it is somewhat inbred into them. 

Accordingly, it is reflected in the higher mean age at marriage for both males and 

females. The Kandyan Sinhalese, although they accept and grant a dowry, hold 

an intermediary position. 

On the other hand amongst the Muslims it is totally absent and they have 

an entirely different system whereby the groom pays what is termed the mehr to 
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acquire his bride. By mehr is meant an offering that the groom needs to make 

by law which however has more of a religious connotation but does form a basic 

ingredient in the legal procedures associated with marriage amongst the Muslims. 

Therefore the mehr is embodied in the marriage ritual and forms an essential part 

of it. The background to this practice which is woven into the holy Koran is based 

on the fact that the girl by contributing to the process of marriage is deemed to 

satisfy the sum total of the elements that make up a married life and hence the 

mehr becomes a grant the male reciprocates with having achieved the marital state. 

Above all, the practice finds justification in view of the behaviour that accompanies 

marriages amongst Muslims, such as for example when the grant of the mehr tends 

to stand in good stead to insulate against situations where in the event of the girl 

being divorced, she could yet last until she marries again. Nevertheless, in the 

process of practising mehr, it has the quality of being flexible enough and takes 

many modified versions which are more relaxed than what has been laid down 

conventionally. The above would account for the wide gap in the mean ages at 

marriage between the Muslim men and women, where the Muslim women have 

the lowest mean age amongst the groups and the men with a relatively high mean 

age at marriage similar to the other two groups, as they are saddled with the task 

of bearing the total cost involved in the marriage exercise. Similar practices are 

common in Africa e.g. in Zimbabwe, it is termed labola meaning bride price. In 

Nigeria it varies from one tribe to another. The Ibos refer to it as akirika nwangi 

meaning dowry on behalf and in honour of the bride. The procedure involves 

when a man identifies a woman to his liking, he goes across to her parents with 

cola nuts and wine to discuss the prospects of marriage and as to what he could 

offer as bride price. Amongst the Hausas it is a less demanding practice as it is not 

given rigorous application. In these societies it is practised by all, independent of 
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their religious identity, whereas in Sri Lanka the adherents are only Muslims. The 

salient difference lies in the fact that in Sri Lanka except the Muslim community, 

all others pay a dowry to the man. 

According to the dowry system, the bride's parents at the time of marriage 

grant her a dowry in the form of cash, dwelling house, jewellery and arable or non-

arable lands. In addition to the above, the bridegroom's parents could demand 

what is termed a " donation " or " key money " for any of the groom's unmarried 

sisters. This is a kind of " beyond dowry " deal and often happens in cases where 

the parents of the groom are not economically sound but who have an educated, 

professionally qualified son whom they " utilize " at the time of giving him out in 

marriage. This in short is demanding a second dowry for the female sibling with 

whom the groom was brought up, with the sole intention of getting her settled in 

marriage. In the Sri Lankan societal setting, it is a kind of obligation that the 

male sibling has to fulfil towards the sister. In this regard, it could be said that 

there are instances of some most eligible males, holding good positions either in 

the public or private sector, staying unmarried for long, due to an unmarried sister 

in the family. The outlook, especially amongst the Tamils is one where there is a 

sense of guilt in the mind of the young lad to forge ahead into marriage leaving 

behind a sister to remain a spinster with an unmet need. Moreover, the parents 

of the young man who marries under these circumstances are also unhappy that 

their son is to be married as they look upon the move as one where their son is to 

provide a married life to a girl without providing or paving the way for a similar 

life for his sister. It is an expression of having let down his female sibling. 

Attitudes similar to this have been observed in South India (Caldwell et al 

1982: 709), where it has been pointed out that " most families still feel an unease at 
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having a single menstruating female under their roof and the search for the husband 

begins, the dowry payable mounting as time passes, clearly showing a concept 

akin to that of damaged goods ". A semblance of this outlook is what prevails 

in Sri Lanka, a land with religious, cultural and other related social affinities. 

Furthermore, problems pertaining to settling female siblings in marriage has led 

to the practice of dual-marriages also termed inter-marriages. According to this 

practice, a brother along with his female sibling from one family enter wedlock 

with a pair of siblings in another family. In such situations, dowry transactions 

do not gain dominance as both families give their sons out in marriage with the 

primary intention of settling their daughters. Hence it becomes a marriage deal 

that accrues mutual benefit. However, in such cases, care is taken to see that the 

grooms are equally placed professionally, so as to provide no room for bargaining in 

that direction. Normally, in such arrangements the grooms on either side are highly 

desirable individuals being characterised by education and urban employment. 

Apart from the above, another ill effect of the dowry system is where a man 

would be reluctant or shun to marry a girl who is one amongst three or four other 

girls in a family. Marriage into such a family is considered as virtually taking 

over and being saddled with a fair share of the responsibilities of seeing his sisters-

in-law through marriage, having entered the household as a son-in-law. Such a 

marriage is often avoided and not given parental encouragement either because 

the man has to continue playing his roles as a son and bear the responsibilities of 

finding the dowry and other related needs for his own female siblings. This could 

even occur after leaving the parental household; Caldwell (1982: 722) referring 

to the South Indian experience states " help from sons does not cease even with 

partition especially in crises or for dowry expenses for their sisters or for funerals 
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and festivals ". 

Hence, economic constraints affect the feasibility aspect of marriage which is 

reflected in delays in the arrangement of marriage. Most parents of daughters 

experience a series of problems in arranging a marriage, difficulties in finding a 

potential husband for their daughter whom they approved and whose parents ap­

proved of their daughter in turn. Normally, disagreements arise about the size of 

the dowry and other related problems of raising the money needed for both the 

dowry and the wedding expenses. Thus most marriages either get inordinately 

delayed or do not materialize due to the dowry factor. 

The most unfortunate aspect of all is that the dowry forms an essential part of 

the marriage ritual, among both Tamils and the Sinhalese. The charge has often 

been made that while in traditional society the dowry was a means of maintaining 

the independence and integrity of the wife, it has now become so commercialised 

in the society of today that marriage has ceased to exist as a moral contract. In 

fact the abolition of the dowry system never became a rallying cry of the women's 

movement in Sri Lanka. The first and the last attempt to deal legally with this 

problem was made in October, 1938, when it was proposed in the then legislature 

that it should be made illegal to grant or accept dowries. The proposer, De Zoysa, 

called the dowry system a social evil and in addition drew attention to its obnoxious 

effects: there have been cases when young women have committed suicide because 

their parents were not rich enough to give them dowries. He also tried to appeal 

to male pride: " for a young man of character and ability to insist that the bride's 

parents should give him a dowry is not only immoral but also shows that there is 

no character, no manliness ". The motion was dealt with humorously by several 

members of the legislature only to be defeated by one vote (Jayawardena, 1986: 
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130, Quoting Hansard, 27 October,1938). 

3.11 Conclusion 

Finally, desirability of marriage influences the timing of nuptiality. It relates 

basically to the incentives regulating decisions when to marry and whether or not 

to marry. The incentives especially that of education and female labour force 

participation are positively correlated with age at marriage (Palmore and Ariffin, 

1969; Bogue, 1969; Dixon, 1975). These factors have an important bearing on 

nuptiality behaviour in Sri Lanka, an area which receives attention later in the 

study when looking at the changing roles of women. 

Arising from the above it may be contended that the phenomenal decline in 

fertility in Sri Lanka during the post independence era may not necessarily be 

associated with the pace of economic growth. The rates of change in fertility 

appear to bear little correlation with a change in per capita income. Developing 

nations like Sri Lanka are confronted with very different set of circumstances and 

the truth appears to be that a complicated mix of variables are at work, some 

economic and others not. 

Rising age at marriage has been adequately documented as a major deter­

minant in effecting fertility declines. Amongst the underlying factors those of 

availability, feasibility and desirability of marriage have been much discussed. The 

changing demographic compositions, especially the sex imbalance, have determined 

the availability factors. Economic fluctuations resulting in the "ups" and "downs" 

of the times tend to either promote or impede the feasibility factor related to mar­

riage. However the desirability component stands out distinctively in the decision­

making process of women resulting in a postponement of marriage leading to expo-
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sure to marital life for only a limited period during the reproductive spell resulting 

in the obvious effect on fertility. 

142 



Chapter IV 

Women's Progress and Social Change 

4.1 Gender Inequality: Its Causes and Consequences 

4.1.1 Introduct ion 

" I think it is clear that we are unlikely to make much progress in understanding the 

impact of women's position on the fertility transition without abandoning the use 

of standard fertility surveys and the statistics that governments normally collect. 

These sources have two signal shortcomings. First and most important, they do 

not measure the aspects of women's position that are theoretically relevant to the 

fertility or mortality transition; and second they are normally collected from widely 

- dispersed probability samples of national populations and thus do not permit 

systematic comparisons of women situated in settings governed by different gender 

traditions." (Karen O. Mason, 1987:16) 

Generally, women are accorded a lower status in society vis-a-vis men. The 

term 'weaker sex' assigned to them in a way endorses this prevalent attitude. 

However, assigning such status to women should not underrate the contribution 

they make to the family building process, as they perform valuable domestic roles 

while managing the home which despite their high economic value tends to get 

undervalued due to its invisible nature. Sundaram and Leng (1985:6) state that 

" Women must be freed from their identification with housework if their status is 

to be enhanced. The low social and economic value accorded to housework trans-

143 



lates into low societal estimation of those women who are confined to housework 

without other avenues to prove their worth. The under-valuation or non-valuation 

of domestic work derives from its unpaid and private nature, typically divorced 

from market exchange. Since the rate of remuneration is frequently taken as a 

measure of the importance or worth of the work performed, unpaid housework is 

often regarded as socially insignificant. As the products of domestic labour do not 

enter the market directly, such labour is not considered economically productive. 

It has no exchange value and therefore no value in the capitalist market economy." 

Relevant to the above is the fact that the proportion of women in the labour 

force is the popularly used index to gauge the degree of women's participation in 

economic activities. But it does not provide any coverage of those activities that 

women perform within the household. Hence the quantum of women in the labour 

force becomes an inadequate measure, as it fails to reflect the degree of gainful 

roles that women perform. Sivard (1985:11) regards women as " a minority in the 

coventional measures of economic activity because those measures under-count 

women's paid labour and do not cover their unpaid labour. The value of women's 

work in the household alone, if given economic value, would add an estimated one 

third to the world GNP." With the prevalence of such growing consciousness in 

this direction it is relevant to focus attention on the kind of corrective measures 

that were outlined by the United Nations so as to gain effective application during 

the last census round in most countries of the world. In India where women 

play multitudinal roles, they expected the 1991 census to bring out the hidden if 

not the invisible contribution that women make in building up society. This was 

achieved by enumerators eliciting information from women on the kind of work 

they engage in the home, and on the farm. The groundwork to achieve maximum 
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success, bearing in mind the degree of illiteracy that prevails amongst the Indian 

women, has been done through pre-planned poster campaigns and other efforts 

disseminated through the media. This helped to keep the response errors to the 

minimum. Sadik (1990:2) indicates that " as mothers, producers or suppliers of 

food, fuel and water, traders and manufacturers, political and community leaders, 

women are at the centre of the process of change." This amply justifies the efforts 

undertaken to enumerate all work done by women at the 1991 census round. 

Efforts to fathom the contribution made by women arose due to deficiencies 

that were highlighted by critics who maintained that the multi-faceted roles per­

formed by women failed to get into statistical records, and hence they claim that 

their contribution remained clouded if not hidden. The error seemed glaring when 

the Census of India in 1981 revealed that only 15 per cent of the country's work­

force were women. This led to the feeling that women who supported everyone else 

were made to appear a dependent group. The revelation of such shortcomings in 

the earlier census-taking exercises has prompted the need for adequate measures 

to be taken to make the count more gender responsive, with a view to bringing 

out the weighty and hidden contributions made by women in the nation-building 

process. Ideally, women would primarily improve their image in society and above 

all would enable researchers to fully understand the determinants of social change 

now underway in the developing societies. 

4.1.2 Status of Women: I ts Obscuri t ies 

While attempting to look at women's role in any societal setting, the term 

"status of women" does not seem to convey any clear cut notion and hence does 

lack some degree of clarity. This is because it could also refer to a hierarchy that 
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exists amongst women which highlights the differences between them in respect of 

their power, prestige, and the resources they possess under their control. Hence, it 

could tend to reflect the division that exists between the educated, the powerful and 

the resourceful and those who lack such qualities. Therefore, it may not necessarily 

convey the meaning of women's "position" versus that of men in respect of these 

areas. The apt meaning needs to be one of inter-gender relationship rather than 

intra-gender. Thus " gender inequality " may be deemed a more appropriate 

term to highlight the discrepancies that exist between the sexes in measures which 

popularly form the benchmarks for drawing the distinction, namely that of power, 

prestige and the control of resources. 

It was basically in the sixties that demographers began to write and argue 

that the status women held, firstly within the family, and secondly in the soci­

ety at large, had demographic implications. Amongst those who initially identified 

themselves with this somewhat illusive if not an elusive concept were Ridley (1968), 

Dixon (1975) and Germain (1975). This concept and the associated line of thinking 

tended to gather momentum with the passage of time when studies probed deeper 

into those variables that formed the basic determinants in bringing forth fertility 

transition. Although the status, and the resultant roles that women play, may 

not form a core variable in most theories of fertility transition, it had neverthe­

less entered the mainstream of demography, especially that of social demography. 

Caldwell (1982), Cain (1982), Dyson and Moore (1983) and Jayawardena (1986) 

have dealt adequately with the status of women in respect of gender inequality 

and its implications in the demographic scene. 
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4.1.3 Consciousness of W o r l d Bodies and Organizat ions 

At this juncture, it is pertinent to refer to the roles played by the United 

Nations to alleviate the position of women. As a world body it was conscious of the 

inequality that permeated the lives of women, and it initiated steps to better their 

position in society. Its efforts resulted in the Decade of Women (1975-85) which 

was meant to focus attention on equality, development and peace, which formed 

the basic themes for action. This was an outcome of the resolution passed at the 

World Conference in Mexico City in 1975 to mark International Women's Year. 

However, it was a culmination of the action taken by the women's movements which 

were active from 1960 onwards and gradually gained strength due to the avowal 

by the governments and the United Nations to act with a sense of commitment 

against the discrimination perpetrated on women, which began to be reckoned as 

a canker on modern society. At the Mexico sessions, both the Decade of Women 

and a World Plan of Action were outlined so as to identify the problems facing 

women and to map out a programme of action to bring redress to them. The plan 

basically contained 155 articles which formed the guidelines for national action 

through the decade and was addressed to governments for action with a view to 

eliminating discrimination. It was nevertheless felt that achieving whatever that 

was set out in the plan of action rested upon the creation of conditions for the 

equal enjoyment of human rights, such as those of social, economic, cultural as 

well as those of civic and political significance. The achievement of equality was 

above all crucial in the plan of action and to accomplish it education was regarded 

as an effective mechanism. 

The subject continued to be very much alive and gained importance at world 

gatherings of professionals and policy makers in the population field as women's 
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roles and the effects of changing them continued to come up for discussion. In 

this regard Mexico City once again became the chosen forum for action when the 

World Population Conference (1984) came to be held there. A declaration made 

at these sessions was of quite a different nature from that made at the earlier 

conference held in Bucharest (1974). With the view to laying curbs on fertility, 

the Mexico Conference maintained a different outlook and the proposals arising out 

of its deliberations reflected an increasing awareness of the fact that the success 

of population policies were dependent on them being set within an appropriate 

framework of social and economic development. Accordingly, the Mexico sessions 

laid greater emphasis on the fact that for population programmes to reach beyond 

the goal of fertility reduction, they should seek to improve the status of women and 

enhance their roles in the family, the community and in the society at large. To 

achieve this, it was felt that all institutional economic and cultural barriers which 

preclude a fuller female participation in the economy and in society should be 

removed. This outlook expressed at the Mexico sessions established the close links 

that exist between the status of women resulting from gender inequality and that of 

population dynamics. Consequent to voicing it at such World gatherings by those 

engaged in population activities, a lively debate now exists amongst researchers as 

to the social and cultural factors encouraging fertility control in different countries 

at different points of time. The timing of a decline in marital fertility is clearly not a 

direct function of economic development in isolation, but reflects more specifically 

societal changes and in particular changing attitudes and values towards child 

bearing, family size and above all the role of women and children in the family and 

in society. 

148 



4.1.4 Some Consequences of G e n d e r Inequal i ty 

Hence fertility performance may be related to gender inequality, which tends to 

manifest itself in many forms within the household and in the process of interacting 

firstly with the husband and then with the rest of the members of a patriarchal 

household. Fertility tends to be high amongst populations where the women feel 

insecure in life and where they are led into playing highly subservient roles to their 

husbands. When a woman enters a household through the process of marriage and 

finds herself not being accorded the rightful treatment, there could always be a 

potent danger of her being divorced by her husband even without her consent. For 

example, according to the prevalent Sharia Law in Muslim communities in West 

African Countries like Nigeria, the procedure is so very easy if not convenient for a 

man to divorce his wife. It involves only pronouncing four specified times that he 

wishes to divorce her in the midst of a few members of the community. Under such 

situations of gender insecurity, women yearn to have children to provide support 

for themselves in later life or to help bind the husband effectively to the family. 

In other situations when a woman enters a " strange household " through 

marriage and finds limited or no social or economic support from within, she would 

remain virtually isolated and in a vulnerable position amongst her husband's kin. 

Under such circumstances, she can strengthen her position in the family and begin 

to command respect only when she bears a child, preferably a son. It is only by 

such performance that she gets herself woven into the fabric of the new family. 

Hence, it is only through bearing children that a woman gains status and power in 

such a societal setting. Such a need to entrench herself in the new familial setting 

does contribute to high fertility. Thus Dyson and Moore (1983) are of the view 

that if women are self supporting through employment and remain economically 
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independent from their husbands within the household, the need to propagate in 

order to strengthen their stand will be less pressing or minimal. 

Another apt example that may be cited as having a functional relationship 

relevant to gender inequality especially in the developing countries is the degree 

to which women get saddled with arduous household chores. In such societies the 

ideal woman worthy of praise is deemed to be one who retires for the day after the 

rest of the household and wakes up before them all. Implicit in this behaviour is 

the gender inequality of going to bed after and rising before the husband. Oppong 

(1983:554) contends that " as long as older children provide valued domestic ser­

vices, women as housewives will want more children, particularly when household 

labour is arduous and time consuming." Therefore, in situations where the gender 

inequality results in women being subjected to hard work coupled with the strong 

prospect of children providing future economic security, the chances to limit fer­

tility again become minimal. Studies by Cain (1978, 1980) and by Cain, Khanam 

and Nahar (1979) reveal that when women's status within the household is such 

that they are heavily dependent on the male family members within it; children 

tend to have added value as a form of risk insurance. They further emphasize the 

fact that it is an outcome of constraints placed on women from seeking employ­

ment due to the practice of the system of Purdah prevalent especially in the Indian 

sub-continent. It requires that women be in seclusion, thereby preventing them 

from getting into the wider world for employment. High fertility thus becomes an 

outcome of women playing a more and more subservient role within the household 

with very limited prospects of dealing and interacting with those outside it, in the 

community at large. 

They live in isolation deprived of the stimulation and self development which 
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one would derive from social exchange. To quote Sundaram and Leng (1985:7) " 

Being confined to the petty and mundane details of home-making greatly limits 

their capacity for social involvements and severely curtails the development of their 

full human potential. The net result is their low social status." 

Mason (1987:732) feels that women being powerless could as well result in the 

converse situation where " their voice in fertility decisions is unlikely to be heard, 

should their husbands or in-laws decide to restrict child bearing, it is hard to 

imagine they would be able to continue to bear children to enhance their personal 

economic security." On the other hand, if male dominance leading to their desire 

for sons could contribute to high fertility, then they have to face strong pro-natalist 

pressures and have no freedom to determine their fertility performance. This is 

evident in societies especially in India, where the prime task of the woman is to 

produce male heirs to the family. This sex preference gives rise to higher fertil­

ity. In such situations, the larger interest of the family gains precedence over the 

wife's own wishes and intentions, and unfortunately weakens her health through 

continuous child bearing. This may not be the case amongst those who are able 

to avail themselves of the facility for scanning now available in India for scanning 

which makes couples aware of the sex of the child and opt to abort the foetus 

at an early stage of gestation. However, the only redeeming factor in situations 

of high fertility is that the woman would feel secure with her own issues around 

as they would provide a sense of security and stability for her future. Therefore 

it tends to satisfy if not answer the needs and desires of both the husband and 

wife; the former by providing patrilineal descent, central to the prevalent social 

organization, and the latter by promising a source of future security because the 

son remains in the household on marrying and provides the necessary support for 
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the family. In contrast, daughters move away at marriage to lean on others for 

support and care, and thus parents cannot expect support from their daughters 

after marriage. 

Thus, gender inequality may result in either high or low fertility situations. 

Basically, gender inequality results in women being placed in a helpless state, 

unable to determine their child bearing pattern or the family size they desire. 

4.1.5 Women's Autonomy, C h i l d S u r v i v a l & Fert i l i ty 

Arising from the above is the issue of female autonomy and the resultant 

egalitarian outlook within the household that would help in the decision-making 

process relevant to fertility. Mason (1987:736) states that " female autonomy may 

also influence contraceptive use by determining the egalitarianism of the husband-

wife relationship. Equality of spouses is supposedly linked with the likelihood of 

their communicating about fertility control, which in turn is argued to influence 

the use of contraception or at least the effectiveness of its use." Therefore, it is 

believed that when a more egalitarian outlook prevails between gender, greater 

concern would be shown to the wife's health in arriving at decisions on fertility. 

This would be unlikely in a situation where the authority to decide lies with the 

male whose decision would centre around only the benefits that would accrue 

by additions to the family. Thus all evidence points towards establishing that 

the seclusion of women contributes to their retreating to a powerless and insecure 

position resulting in a desire to strengthen their foothold within the familial setting 

through higher fertility performance. 

One of the basic linkages deemed to have existed between mortality and fer­

tility is that when mortality was high fertility also tended to be high. This was 
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apparently the pattern that persisted in most populations at the initial stage of the 

demographic transition process. What is mainly behind this behavioural pattern, 

especially in the developing countries, in respect of fertility is that of insurance 

births, ie. when mortality was high and the resultant survivorship rates were low, 

fertility performance had to be high so as to achieve the desired family size. When 

mortality began to decline, the process had greater effect in the developing coun­

tries than in the developed countries as the pace of decline was faster. This was 

because, unlike in the developed world, it occurred independent of any conspic­

uous economic development and was determined primarily by exogenous factors, 

an outcome of imported technology associated essentially with the provision of 

better health and medical care which altered the hitherto prevalent morbidity and 

mortality patterns of countries. Having accounted for the factors contributing to 

the transformation at the macro-level, it is necessary that the ideal conditions also 

prevailed at the micro family level. In this regard, it is necessary to sharpen the 

focus on women who are mothers, and their position vis-a-vis that of men needs 

to be reckoned with. 

It has been contended that the level of autonomy and the economic indepen­

dence that women enjoy contributes to child survival (Dyson and Moore, 1983; 

Caldwell, 1983). Granted the above conditions women have greater freedom and 

above all if they are educated have greater ability to handle a situation as they 

possess the " know how " in respect of nutrition, medical care and above all preven­

tive immunization. Being accorded the climate for economic independence helps 

them to procure the essentials for the child, and given the freedom to decide for 

themselves without consulting their husbands or other members of the household 

ensures prompt attention to the child which would in turn contribute to greater 
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survival. Caldwell (1986) in his study on " Routes to low mortality in poor coun­

tries " analysed data from 99 developing countries, and states that the populations 

which lagged behind the desired level of mortality decline were predominantly in 

Muslim lands. This he attributes to the seclusion of women that is consistent 

amongst Muslim populations. However, Caldwell (1986:175) notes " these mor­

tality differences are not necessarily inherent in the religions nor immutable. The 

central aspect of the relationship between Islam and mortality level is undoubt­

edly the separate and distinctive position of women operating partly through their 

access to education but also in many other way6." Adhering strictly to the tenets 

laid down in the Holy Koran, the men have to protect the women folk, and hence 

should keep them secluded. This outlook leads to low levels of female schooling and 

limited or no access to employment, which keeps them away from mingling with 

those outside the household. Furthermore, Caldwell cited Raphael Patai (1971) 

as saying " in the traditional Muslim view the education of girls was considered 

not merely unnecessary and superfluous but positvely wrong," and in citing Lip-

sky (1959) he indicates that " public opinion has never really sanctioned formal 

edcuation for girls either in or out of the house." With such emphatic viewpoints 

being voiced in respect of education for women, Caldwell (1979 and 1986) in re­

viewing several studies found a consistently inverse relationship between education 

and child mortality. Thus the positive relationship between female schooling, child 

nutrition and their survival has been well documented if not established. 

Dyson and Moore (1983) re-inforced evidence in this direction from their study 

in India which corroborates the above stand by maintaining a dichotomy in the 

societal settings between northern states on the one hand, and the southern and 

eastern states on the other, reflecting two different demographic regimes. The 

154 



north they claim is a more secluded society than the south and the east, and has 

both higher mortality and fertility levels than in southern and eastern India. Fur­

thermore the kinship structure in the north tends to isolate women from their natal 

kin and thereby make them relatively powerless. They observe the practice of Pur­

dah; the extent of female illiteracy coupled with the absence of female employment 

and the strength of son preference are all especially marked in the north. Dyson 

and Moore's state level data indicate that there is greater survival in the south­

ern states where female autonomy and the associated economic independence are 

higher than in the northern states. This they are able to establish independently 

of the dichotomy in culture between the north and the south, and of the fact of 

the overriding factor being the prevalent negative relationship between childhood 

mortality on the one hand and women's employment and literacy on the other. 

All in all, the point at issue is the bearing it all has on the fertility performance 

of a population. In the light of the existing, well established relationship that it is 

the lowering of mortality that acts as a precursor to lowering fertility, one expects 

high fertility amongst the population in the above societal setting. The upshot is 

that when women have their autonomy intact in their familial setting and are free 

from seclusion, thereby leading them into education and gainful employment, the 

child survival should be higher. Such sequential progress would have its repercus­

sions in lowering their fertility performance. The converse would tend to operate 

when women are shrouded by a veil of seclusion, and all that follows would not be 

in the interests of child survival resulting in a high mortality and fertility situation. 

Hence the position women hold in the household and in society becomes crucial in 

determining mortality levels, a conditional route to fertility levels. 
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4.1.6 Women's Autonomy & the Fert i l i ty Lower ing Process 

Studies have elucidated many possible relationships between women's auton­

omy and the core variables in demography. Since the area now under review is 

confined to fertility, the discussion basically focuses, on that variable. Women's 

autonomy has therefore to be regarded as an intervening variable determined by 

other changing social or economic factors which set in motion the fertility transition 

process. In this regard, it is said that those who marry early enjoy less autonomy 

as they lack the means to survive without marriage. Hence female age at marriage 

and autonomy are positively correlated, and so the autonomy of women tends to 

get routed through age at marriage. Consequently if female autonomy proves ef­

fective enough for them to avoid early marriage, it would contribute to lowering 

their fertility performance. Pressure for early marriage could only be weakened if 

women held educational achievements that enabled them to engage in gainful em­

ployment in the modern sector. Therefore, such autonomy capable of postponing 

marriage is achieved only on women fulfilling certain conditions which help them 

into viable alternatives for early marriage. The primary factor in this chain is ed­

ucation, as better education for women confers upon them a status arising out of 

their capabilities leading to autonomy, which is derived through gaining economic 

independence achieved by playing productive roles in employment. This implies 

that fertility is determined by the opportunity cost factor involved in bringing up 

children. Moreover, education would equip women adequately to be in a position 

to discuss and establish dialogue with their male counterparts on matters relevant 

to reproduction and contraception so as to arrive at the desired family size. This 

again is autonomy derived from the same source, the wife's schooling, and hence 

cannot be regarded as a quality inherent in women. Therefore, with the kind of 
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educational attainments documented in respect of the Sri Lankan women espe­

cially after the 1940's, it could be implied that they have acquired the necessary 

qualities that equip them to gain the desired autonomy to help lower fertility. 

These are some generalizations that exist in the relationships between female 

autonomy and fertility, and it is best to focus attention on the kind of outlook 

that prevails in Third World situations like in Sri Lanka. If female participation 

in the labour force is a kind of mechanism that contributes to bringing about a 

transition to lower fertility, it operates differently from what is hitherto accepted: 

this view regards women in employment as having freedom from control by others 

within the family or household especially the husband and his representatives and 

as thus deriving autonomy which determines lower fertility. It is not the transfor­

mation in this direction that matters, because even in the event of women's active 

participation in economic production, enhancing the household income, it does not 

automatically confer on her domestic autonomy. This is because there is the tradi­

tion of male dominance whereby wives more or less turn over all their wages to the 

husband who has central control over the household resources. This is commonly 

referred to as patriarchy, which reduces women to be dependent and powerless in 

every respect within the household. Therefore, it is a situation, where despite her 

earning, her autonomy may be minimal. Greenhalgh (1985:266) suggests that a 

variety of social institutions may keep money-earning women powerless and unable 

to take decisions on their own. His work provides evidence for the fact that " the 

roots of women's subordination lay first and foremost in the family system." 

In this connection, whether women's employment contributes to their auton­

omy or not could be disregarded as it is not necessarily the route to the process of 

transformation; rather the transformation hinges on economic factors. Hence, what 
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is crucial in this respect is the fact that once women are liberated and freed from 

seclusion they derive the desired autonomy to enable them to engage in gainful 

employment away from home. It is this component in the transformation process 

that would lower fertility as the opportunity cost of children becomes potentially 

higher. It is thus a vicious circle, as the mother setting out to earn has economic 

motives. Having done so, whether she is economically independent or not in the 

household is immaterial as it plays a more passive function in the whole process. 

The more decisive factor inhibiting fertility is not her autonomy per se but the dif­

ficulties encountered in bringing up children on being placed in the new situation 

where she steps out for employment. 

4.2 The Sri Lankan Scene 

4.2.1 The Traditional Setting 

The traditional Sri Lankan society was highly caste oriented and patriarchal 

in nature, the former trait contributing to a sectarian outlook and the latter mak­

ing it a male dominated society with women playing subordinate functions. The 

hierarchical caste system comprised the 'high' and the 'low' castes, a classification 

which had occupation as the basis. Those engaged in cultivation, i.e. the farm­

ers, belonged to the highest rank and those engaged in occupations such as toddy 

tapping (the 'climbers') and the drummers formed the lowest stratum. In this 

setting the women were absolutely powerless, their voices unheard and their roles 

confined to the home. Above all, the ethical code spelt out for the ideal woman 

by the two major ethnic groups who belong to the two dominant religions of the 

land, Hinduism and Buddhism, is one that demands the woman to be unfailing 

in her domestic duties. In this regard, it is germane to refer to the fact that the 
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Hindus expect the woman to regard her husband as the 'Visible God'. With the 

image of the husband being put on a pedestal on a par with the gods, she is per­

sonified as his virtual devotee, a position never to be deemed as one that could 

contribute to dialogue leading to decision making regarding the family. It is only 

when women form part of the social, economic cultural and political processes in 

society that they contribute to the decision-making process which may determine 

among others, the number of children they would desire to have in the family. 

4.2.2 The Changing Scene and its Aftermath 

Sri Lanka came under foreign domination for nearly four and a half centuries, 

the Portuguese, the Dutch and the British each controlled the island for a century 

and a half from 1505 to 1948. This exposure to foreign rule was the beginning of 

the process of transforming the Sri Lankan society which was deeply entrenched 

in traditionalism. Changes were made possible by the new forms of government, 

the legal system and the economic activities that came to be introduced by the 

rulers. However, it was not until the coming of the British in the late eighteenth 

century that women began to contribute by participating in economic activities. 

The introduction of the plantations brought forth a change that was to have long-

lasting effects on the life and style of Sri Lankan society. " The plantation form 

of economic organization which began with the introduction of coffee, to be fol­

lowed later by tea, rubber and coconut kept rapidly developing during the British 

occupation. It was the expansion of plantation capitalism that led to the rise of a 

Sri Lankan bourgeoisie and working class by the latter decades of the nineteenth 

century" (Jayawardena, 1986: 116). There was thus filtering into society a differ­

ent brand and flavour in its setting, varying very much from the prevalent tiers in 

society determined hitherto by the caste structure of the population. Therefore the 
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changes that were to surface thereafter were being spearheaded by groups which 

had a new and different identity, calling themselves either the bourgeoisie or the 

working class. 

The introduction of the plantations brought forth a transformation which re­

sulted in production units of large dimensions. In order to encourage this move, 

crown land was sold cheaply to encourage large holdings. Above all, it meant the 

birth of commercialism through agriculture, necessitating the employment of much 

unskilled labour. Because of the labour shortage in the country, coolie labour was 

brought in from South India under the indenture contracts, to work on the plan­

tations. They were drawn from the lowest rank in society and formed a poverty 

stricken and illiterate lot. In addition to the men, the women who came along were 

enrolled into gainful employment on the plantations. This was a notable change 

from the previous pattern which kept women out of the arena of employment. 

Nevertheless, the women in Sri Lanka are unaffected by certain stringent societal 

norms that the women in the sub-continent are bound by, for example those associ­

ated with Purdah, child marriage and a taboo on remarriage of widows. Alongside 

these is the rather dreadful practice of suttee, a requirement for a woman to submit 

herself to the funeral pyre of the husband in the event of his death preceding hers. 

4.2.3 The Clamour by Women: its Resultant Effects 

The voice of women clamouring for equal rights with men surfaced first in 

the nineteenth century and continued into the early twentieth century. It was the 

growth of educational opportunities for girls that made advances in this direction 

possible. However, education in pre-colonial Sri Lanka was largely the function of 

monasteries which were open mainly for men. The Dutch who ruled from 1656 
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to 1796 established parish schools which were part of their evangelical functions, 

and education was used as a means to an end, the end being conversion to their 

faith. Most of these institutions were co-educational and any scholarly activities 

the women engaged in the late eighteenth century, they owed to them. 

The British who took over the country from the Dutch in 1796 continued 

to maintain the same pattern of co-educational parish schools and in the early 

years of the nineteenth century founded a girls school in Colombo, the capital of 

the country. While under British rule, the main co-educational programmes were 

carried out by the Christian missionaries who started their work during the first 

quarter of the nineteenth century. They first established schools mainly for the 

boys who were converts to their respective brands of Christianity. However, the 

affiliation of these converts to the new faith was ephemeral in nature as they failed 

to adhere to it for long, and tended to revert back to their religion of birth on 

marrying. To circumvent this problem of converts falling back on their original 

faith, they had to establish sister schools to each of the boys schools with the sole 

intention of providing Christian wives to those coming out of the boys schools. 

Nevertheless, it assured the girls of quality education and a future that they could 

look forward to. 

This resulted in girls gradually gaining ground in education, and thereby the 

foundation was being laid for a transformation which was to take effect in the 

decades to follow. By 1868, they had established twelve Sinhalese or Tamil schools 

for girls known as vernacular schools. The Morgan report of 1869 which made rec­

ommendations on educational policy, proposed that girls schools be opened wher­

ever possible (Jayawardena, 1986:119). When the country was under the British, 

the influence of the girls high school movement in Britain came to be felt in the 
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colony as well during the second half of the nineteenth century. As for the task of 

implementing it, the government preferred to leave it to the missionaries with the 

provision of state assistance. Within this framework of schools that began to func­

tion, there was a major breakthrough in secondary education which took place in 

the late nineteenth century with the advent of the Cambridge examinations. With 

its introduction into the school system, the demand for a Cambridge certificate 

was found to be steadily on the ascent. 

These developments led to a change in aspirations amongst the girls who were 

going through schooling. Their prospects of playing roles outside the home were 

becoming brighter and promising. Furthermore, with the opening of the first E n ­

glish Training College in 1902, opportunities sprung up in the teaching profession 

as they began enrolling women by the year 1908. This should be regarded as the 

beginning that led to women manning the greater proportion of this profession 

today. Much greater opportunities came women's way when the Cambridge ex­

aminations were thrown open to them as it led them into coveted professions like 

medicine. It meant that a profession much adored in the country had now come 

to be within their easy reach. Thus a stage began to be set for freeing women 

from the traditional roles they were hitherto accustomed to playing within the 

limits of the household. It was the exposure to education that began the process 

of emancipation and made women realize the restraints laid down on them by tra­

ditionalism. " With the expansion of education for women and the emergence of a 

group of professional middle-class women, especially teachers and doctors, political 

consciousness among women grew in the first decades of the twentieth century, a 

few joining nationalist organizations " (Jayawardena, 1986:127). 

Following these developments, others occurred at the macro-level. The high-
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point of it all was in 1931 when the Donoughmore Commission, which was ap­

pointed in 1927 by the Secretary of State for the Colonies in the British govern­

ment, granted universal franchise to every citizen above the age of 21 years. In 

cognizance of the fact that women were gradually coming into the limelight of 

political activities, the commissioners recommended that the right of franchise be 

extended to women as well. This was indeed a remarkable step forward, and a 

milestone for the progress that women were actively seeking. The significance of 

this move is seen when viewed with the background of the country being still a 

colony under the British and a right that the women of Sri Lanka had succeeded in 

achieving only three years after it was extended to the women of Great Britain. In 

this regard, it needs to be highlighted that Sri Lanka was one of the first countries 

of Asia and Africa to have achieved this coveted entitlement of women's suffrage. 

Once franchise was granted in 1931 to the women of Sri Lanka, there were 

already amongst the population women who were knowledgeable and competent 

to enter the echelons of the legislature. The outcome was that the women of Sri 

Lanka began to play an active role in exercising political power, with two women 

being among those elected to sit in the State Council of the country during the 

1931-36 period. These developments amongst women were modest achievements 

when compared to what followed thereafter in Sri Lanka with education coming 

within the right of all and ceasing to be restricted to the privileged. This has had 

its desired effects on the entire transformation process that the society underwent. 

Findlay and Findlay (1987:22) state " the introduction of mass education had 

undoubtedly been one of the most important determinants of the timing of fertility 

decline in less developed countries. This is true because the educational level 

attained by the female is an important determinant of the attitudes of fertility 
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control and above all the education of children has been critical in altering the 

social and economic organization of the family by transforming them from the role 

of ad hoc producers to that of consumers, laying the foundation for a better life 

within the household economy." 

Improvements in educational attainments and the work status of women are 

two of the most significant changes that have occurred in Sri Lanka since the 1940s. 

The outstanding feature is that the rate of change has been far more striking for 

females than for males. Women play a vital role in the development process, 

both at the macro level of nation building and at the micro level of community 

development. It is often said that to educate a man is to educate an individual 

and to educate a women is to educate a family, meaning thereby that it is the 

woman as a mother who disseminates knowledge and communicates freely with the 

children and the other members of the household. When women are not adequately 

educated, they depend on others to make decisions and are not mentally prepared 

to innovate. Any family planning programme becomes ineffective, as these women 

will have very limited or no access to the message of family planning that is being 

disseminated through the media, especially those presented and circulated in print. 

This leads us into accepting that fertility transition has necessarily to be identified 

and associated with the changing roles of women in society. In the Sri Lankan 

context, this was made possible by many factors, but as documented earlier in this 

study, an improvement in the educational attainment of women played a significant 

role in achieving it. With social developemnt given pride of place in the country 

during the post-war period, education got a fillip with the introduction of free 

education in the early 1940s. This meant, there was equal access to the facility 

of learning to both male and female alike at the primary, secondary and at the 
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tertiary levels. The resultant impact on the educational system was a notable 

increase in the co-educational schools which increased from 77.5 percent of the 

total number of schools in 1945 to 94.1 percent in 1971 resulting in an expansion in 

the enrolment of female students. This minimised if not came close to eliminating 

the hitherto prevalent gender disparities and was reflected in the concomitant rise 

in the proportion of female enrolment into schools from 42.4 percent in 1946 to 49.7 

percent in 1982. These developments began to bring about notable changes that 

became evident in the age specific school participation rates3 in the country. By 

1971, the participation rates for female students aged 10-14 was 72.0 percent, with 

the males representing a lesser 70.5 percent rate. Amongst the 15-19 age group 

the females showed a 17.4 percent participation rate with the males at only 15.2 

percent (Population of Sri Lanka, 1976:215). Educational statistics provided by 

the Ministry of Education and Higher Education show that the school enrolment 

rates for the 15-19 age group in 1991 was 20.6 for females and 18.9 for males. The 

1991 figures also record higher enrolment ratios for females from age 11 upwards. 

Table: 4.1 reveals the percentage of girls in schools by grades. The proportion 

of girls in grades 11-12 for the years 1970 and 1982 exceeds that of boys, with the 

girls representing 50.9 percent and 59.2 percent respectively. This represents an 

increase of 16.3 percent during the aforesaid period. Again the proportion of girls 

in the 6-12 grades in 1982 exceeds that of boys with the girls accounting for 51.9 

percent of the total. The 1991 figures also show that the girls outnumber the boys 

in the grades 6-10, 11-12 and 6-12. 

The policies outlined in the 1940s to remove sex disparities in education by 

3 The age specific school participation rate is defined as the number of school going children in a 
particular age group per 100 of the total population in that age group. 
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Table 4.1: Percentage girls in Sri Lankan schools by grades, 

Sri Lanka, 1963-1991. 

Grades 1963 1970 1982 1991 

1-5 45.5 46.5 48.2 48.2 

6-10 47.1 49.8 50.8 50.2 

11-12 47.9 50.9 59.2 54.3 

6-12 47.2 49.8 51.9 51.1 

1-12 46.0 48.1 49.7 49.6 

Source: Ministry of Education Administration Report, 1963, School Census, 1970 

k 1982, Figures for 1991 computed from Table: 22 of Educational Statistics 

of Sri Lanka, Ministry of Education and Higher Education, Colombo: 1992. 

providing equal educational opportunities for all began to reflect in the enrolment 

trends over the years. Table 4.2 shows the age-specific enrolment rates during the 

1971-1991 period. Although the gap between girls and boys in the number enrolled 

has been narrow, it is interesting to note that by 1981 the female enrolment had 

outnumbered the males. The enrolment for the 5-14 age group had a negligible 

difference of only 0.1 percent between the sexes. In the 15-19 age group the female 

enrolment showed an excess of 12.9 percentage points over the males. This trend 

where the girls outnumber the boys persists in the 20-24 age group as well, but 

with a lower percentage point of 0.2 only. In 1991, the 15-19 age group of girls 

again outnumber the boys by a lesser 5.9 percentage points and the girls in the 

20-22 age group exceed the boys by 1.8 percentage points. However, the writer is 

inclined to believe that the rates and the differences ought to be more striking in 

bringing to light the female attendance over the years but may be clouded because 
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Figure 4.1 Rise in Female Enrolment to Universities 
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Table 4.2: Percentage of school enrolment in Sri Lanka by 

age and sex, 1971-1991 

1971 1981 1991 

Age 

Group M F Difference M F Difference M F Difference 

5-14 66.8 63.7 3.1 83.8 83.7 0.1 88.3 87.4 0.9 

15-19 36.5 32.4 4.1 29.0 41.9 -12.9 36.7 42.6 -5.9 

20-24 9.4 7.8 1.6 6.1 6.3 -0.2 3.1 4.9 -1.8 

(N.B. 1991 figures show only the 20-22 age group.) 

Source: Census of Population and Housing, 1981, General Report, Dept. 

of Census &: Statistics, Colombo, 1986 for the 1971 &: 1981 figures, the 

1991 figures were computed from Table: 21 of Educational Statistics of 

Sri Lanka, Ministry of Education k. Higher Education, Colombo: 1992. 

the 1991 figures shown in Tables 4.1 and 4.2 are those which exclude 408 schools 

in the Northern and Eastern provinces where the political disturbances and the 

unsettled situation precluded the collation of data. Hence the true picture of female 

student enrolment and participation fails to unravel. A moderate progress between 

1981-1991 may be deemed to have been caused by the non-availability of data of 

the total school-going population in the country. 

Thus the overall pattern has been one where the 'women to be' were benefitting 

by an educational programme that was meant to reach all, irrespective of their eco­

nomic background and without any bias towards the sexes. These trends recorded 

at the secondary school level soon began to echo in the enrolment rates of the uni­

versities, where a progressive increase in female student enrolment was observed 
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(Fig.4.1). When the University of Ceylon was established in 1942, women formed 

only 10.1 percent of the student population whereas by 1970 the proportions rose 

to 44.4 percent (Table: 4.3). 

Table 4.3: Student enrolment in Universities by sex, Sri Lanka, 

1942-1990. 

Year Total Male Female % Female 

1942 904 813 91 10.1 

1945 1,065 932 133 12.5 

1950 2,036 1,655 381 18.7 

1955 2,431 1,781 650 26.7 

1960 4,723 3,587 1,136 24.1 

1965 14,210 9,631 4,579 32.2 

1970 11,813 6,570 5,243 44.4 

1975 12,648 7,496 5,152 40.7 

1980 17,494 10,544 6,950 39.7 

1984 18,962 10,689 8,273 43.6 

1985 18,913 10,753 8,160 43.1 

1986 19,966 11,390 8,576 43.0 

1987 24,640 14,118 10,522 42.7 

1988 29,471 16,915 12,556 42.6 

1989 28,260 16,171 12,089 42.8 

1990 31,447 17,926 13,521 43.0 

Source: Report of the National Council of Higher Education, University of 

Sri Lanka and Statistical Handbook, 1983, 1986, 1989, 1990, Statistics on 

Higher Education in Sri Lanka, University Grants Commission, Colombo. 
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The percentage of female enrolment in the universities appears to have fluc­

tuated thereafter and stood at 43.0 percent in 1988. The notable kink in 1960 

indicating an enrolment rate of 24.1 percent after recording a 26.7 percent enrol­

ment rate in 1955 is attributable to the creation of two Pirivena Universities which 

were meant to be seats of higher learning for the Buddhist clergy. These were 

however later transformed into regular universities. Jayawardena and Jayaweera 

(1985) are inclined to believe that the decline in the proportion of female enrol­

ment during the 1970s is due to the creation of the male-dominated engineering 

university in the outskirts of the city of Colombo, now named as the University of 

Moratuwa. However, the persistent political unrest after 1983 disrupted the nor­

mal functioning of the university examinations as they remained closed for long 

periods of time. Hence the sudden increase in enrolments especially after 1987 is 

due to the inclusion of the final years of the disrupted 1986-87 academic year who 

could not have completed their courses and were added to subsequent admissions. 

Similarly, the 1987-88 and the 1988-89 enrolments came to be unduly high on ac­

count of again the final years not being cleared by the universities due to their 

closure and hence gives a cumulative picture in admissions. A closer picture un­

furls on looking at Table 4.4, which shows only undergraduate entry yearly. The 

trend is one where women show entry levels always above 40 per cent. Recent 

figures indicate that female entry had been on the rise and now accounts for 47.8 

per cent of the total admissions to the universities. 

Table 4.5 shows the proportion of women students qualifying for entry to uni­

versities by subject stream during the 1981-91 period. Except for the physical 

sciences, women seem to outnumber the men in all other subject streams. In Arts, 

the proportion of women have been consistently the highest, with proportions as 
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Table 4.4: Undergraduate entrants to Universities, Sri Lanka, 

1981-1991. 

Year Total Male Female % Female 

1981/82 5064 2897 2167 42.8 

1982/83 5111 2922 2189 42.8 

1983/84 5233 3027 2206 42.2 

1984/85 5145 2921 2224 43.2 

1985/86 5036 2805 2231 44.3 

1986/87 4991 2737 2254 45.2 

1987/88 5558 3203 2355 42.4 

1988/89 5431 3156 2275 41.9 

1989/90 6077 3398 2679 44.1 

1990/91 7235 3778 3457 47.8 

Source: Statistical Handbooks, 1983, 1986, 1989, 1990, Statistics on Higher 

Education in Sri Lanka, University Grants Commission, Colombo. 

high as 70 per cent in 1990. In Biological Science which includes students aspir­

ing for medical studies, the women have again outnumbered the men. Commerce 

and Management Studies, which is relatively a recent subject stream leading to 

professional management programme of studies, also has greater proportions of 

women qualifying for entry. Only the Physical Sciences which lead to studies in­

cluding Engineering, Architecture, Quantity Surveying and Pure Science continue 

to remain a male bastion. Still more remarkable is that the total proportion of 

women qualifying outnumbered that of men all through the 1981-91 decade. Such 

impressive qualifying rates provide convincing evidence of the degree of women's 

involvement in higher education. It is not only an index of the progress that is 
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being made by women but also of the events to follow. It reveals that the trans­

formation now in force in Sri Lanka in respect of women has, far from reaching 

the stage of narrowing or removing any prevalent gender disparities, shows that 

women are taking greater strides in both general and higher education compared 

to men. 

Table 4.5: Proportion of women qualifying for entry to Universities 

by subject stream, Sri Lanka, 1981-1990. 

Subject 

Stream 

1981 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 1990 

Arts 59.7 61.2 62.8 64.9 63.5 64.8 65.3 66.6 67.0 70.7 

Commerce &; 

Management 

Studies 

53.6 50.5 54.7 51.5 51.0 54.6 55.8 54.6 52.7 56.3 

Physical 

Science 

24.3 25.1 20.2 21.7 21.5 16.7 22.3 21.1 23.0 20.9 

Biological 

Science 

55.3 55.8 55.0 57.2 55.9 53.9 57.3 56.7 55.5 54.8 

Total 53.2 52.6 54.9 56.3 55.2 56.0 56.4 56.8 56.4 59.4 

Source: Statistical Handbooks, 1983, 1986, 1989, 1990, Statistics on Higher 

Education in Sri Lanka, University Grants Commission, Colombo. 

These trends provide ample evidence of the fact that the status of the sexes 

did not matter in respect of educational achievements and stood more in favour 

of the women. Above all, the facility of free education removed all obstacles that 

prevailed at the micro family level for female education. It is because there was 
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no need anymore for the parents to show resistance to educating their daughters 

and only to value investing in educating their sons. Subsequently, there has been 

a significant improvement in the record of progress of women's education in Sri 

Lanka, the effect soon reflected in the literacy rates of women which virtually 

doubled between 1946 and 1981 from 43.8 percent to 83.2 percent recording a 90.0 

percent rise over the years (Table 4.6). Coupled with this trend is the narrowing 

down in the differences in literacy rates between the sexes from 26.3 percent to an 

impressive 7.9 percent during the aforesaid period. 

Table 4.6: Percentage of females and all island literates, 

Sri Lanka, 1881-1981. 

Census Year Females All Island 

1881 3.1 17.4 

1891 5.3 21.7 

1901 8.5 26.4 

1911 12.5 31.0 

1921 21.2 39.9 

1946 43.8 57.8 

1953 53.6 65.4 

1963 67.5 77.1 

1971 70.9 78.5 

1981 83.2 87.2 

Source: Derived from table 10.1 of Census of Population and Housing, 1981, 

General Report, Dept. of Census &; Statistics, Colombo, 1986. 

The age-specific literacy rates for males and females in 1971 and 1981 (Table 
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4.7) indicate that in all age groups there has been an improvement in female lit­

eracy, several cohorts of women showing much improved levels of literacy. With 

the likelihood of the literacy levels improving at adult ages during the intercensal 

period being minimal, the probable explanation is that of a more effective enumer­

ation at the 1981 census bringing to light the higher literacy prevalent amongst 

the population. Some allowance should be made for errors in reporting, but they 

cannot be significant enough to change the prevalent trends in literacy. In this 

regard, it is necessary to add that these increases have not been affected by any 

definitional changes, as there has been consistency in this respect at the different 

censuses. The inquiry made was to ascertain whether a person could " read and 

write with understanding a short statement on everyday life in at least one lan­

guage." It was applied in accordance with the United Nations recommendation 

for the 1980 round of population and housing censuses. This definition is that of 

the United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organization ( U N E S C O ) " 

Recommendation concerning the International Statistics " adapted by the general 

conference at its tenth session, in Paris on 8th December 1958. 

The noteworthy feature of the trend in literacy is that there has been a greater 

magnitude of improvement in female literacy than in male literacy over the years. 

The most remarkable achievement is that in each age group, the percentage increase 

in literacy amongst women had far outstripped that of men. The improvement in 

the said direction during the years 1971-81 as revealed in Table 4.7 is all the more 

striking as it echoes the following: 

(i) Female literacy per se had taken significant strides in all age groups during 

the intercensal period. 
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Table 4.7: Literacy rates of males and females aged 10 Years 

and over by age group, Sri Lanka, 1971 and 1981. 

1971 1981 Percentage Increase 1971-81 

Age 

Group Male Female Male Female Male Female 

10-14 83.7 82.3 90.0 89.6 7.5 8.9 

15-19 88.3 85.1 90.8 90.0 2.8 5.8 

20-24 91.0 83.1 93.1 90.4 2.3 8.8 

25-29 91.0 78.3 94.2 90.2 3.5 15.2 

30-34 90.4 73.8 94.4 87.9 4.4 19.1 

35-39 86.3 62.5 93.3 83.1 8.1 33.0 

40-44 86.7 61.3 92.2 77.9 6.3 27.0 

45-49 84.0 54.4 89.8 71.5 6.9 31.4 

50-54 83.3 51.3 89.8 70.0 7.8 36.5 

55-59 79.1 45.3 88.5 66.2 11.9 46.1 

60-64 75.6 41.0 86.7 63.2 14.7 54.1 

65-69 73.5 37.5 84.5 59.8 15.0 59.5 

70-74 69.9 31.8 82.9 56.3 18.6 77.0 

75 + 60.8 23.8 78.8 51.1 29.6 115.0 

Source: Derived from table: 10.4, Census of Population Housing, 1981, 

General Report, Dept. of Census & Statistics, Colombo, 1986. 

(ii) Consequently, the percentage increase of female literacy compared with 

that of male literacy increases during the period show the latter having heavily 

lagged behind the former in achievement. 

(iii) The overall picture shows that women are taking greater strides in edu-
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cation towards uplifting themselves resulting thereby in a converging trend in 

literacy between the sexes. This is revealed by the significant reductions in 

the difference in literacy levels between men and women from 33.5 percentage 

points at the turn of the century in 1901 to a mere 7.9 points as revealed by 

the 1981 census. 

4.3 Women in Labour Force: An Agent in Fertility Transition 

4.3.1 Changing Concepts, Definitions and the Labour Force 

It is now seen that expansion in the provision of education has had greater effect 

on women than on men. Regular schooling leading women into higher education 

enabled them to participate in the labour force especially outside the agricultural 

and domestic service sectors, leading to higher ages at marriage and the resultant 

smaller families. Therefore the process of social change which drew women into the 

fold of education and thereby into labour force participation was deemed highly 

desirable in the context of their reduced fertility performance. Based on data 

reported in censuses, surveys and other studies, Agarwal (1972) observed nearly 

20 years ago that a rise in age at marriage, a rise in educational level and decline 

in fertility go together with higher activity rates of women, especially in the age 

group 15-24. 

Census data of Sri Lanka over the years reveal a trend towards a greater degree 

of female participation in the labour force (Table 4.8). Generally in interpreting 

census figures pertaining to labour force participation, one has to act with caution 

as negative variations in the rates do not necessarily represent a lower degree 

of participation but might reflect the outcome of changes in the definition of the 

economically active population. Such definitional changes no doubt pose difficulties 
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when comparisons are attempted with the view to looking at trends over time, for 

example the censuses prior to 1946 used the " earner " concept to enumerate the 

economically active population, while the censuses since 1946 used the " gainful 

worker " concept. The gap between these two concepts based on their definitions is 

too wide to make any meaningful comparisons. It is because by " earner " is meant 

the breadwinner on whom the dependants depend for their support, whereas by " 

gainful worker " is meant those who take part in the production of economic goods 

and services, including unpaid family workers in an economic enterprise as well as 

persons who work for pay or profit. On occasions, however, only those pursuing a 

gainful occupation are included in the working population. In this regard it needs 

to be mentioned that despite maintaining consistency from 1946 as to the use of 

the " gainful worker " concept to measure the economically active population, the 

definition of the said concept was given varied application from census to census, 

thereby posing problems when comparisons have to be made. 

Under the circumstances, for purposes of analysis of trends it is necessary to 

have a closer look at these definitional changes and it was found that at the 1946 

and 1953 censuses there was consistency maintained in the definition of the gainful 

worker concept whereby in addition to the employed, the unemployed persons 

with previous experience were enumerated as part of the gainfully employed. But 

in 1963, all those without employment, independent of their earlier history in 

employment were deemed to be unemployed and were enumerated only if they were 

in the process of actively seeking employment. In 1971, there was again a shade 

of variation whereby all those without employment were considered unemployed 

if they were available for work irrespective of whether they were actively seeking 

employment or not. The gainful worker or occupation concept with such shades 
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Table 4.8: Growth of population and labour force by sex, 

Sri Lanka, 1946-1981. 

Census Population Percent Labour Percent Crude 

Year Increase Force Change Activity Rate 

1946 M 3,532,218 - 2,041,524 - 57.8 

F 3,125,121 - 570,000 - 18.2 

1953 M 4,268,730 20.9 2,268,740 11.1 53.1 

F 3,829,165 22.5 724,609 27.1 18.9 

1963 M 5,498,674 28.8 2,736,046 20.6 49.8 

F 5,083,390 32.8 715,661 -1.2 14.1 

1971 M 6,531,361 18.9 3,312,469 21.0 50.7 

F 6,158,536 21.2 1,175,670 64.3 19.1 

1981 M 7,568,253 15.9 3,736,188 12.8 49.4 

F 7,278,497 18.2 1,280,385 8.9 17.6 

1. Labour Force denotes population aged 10 years and over. 

2. The Crude Activity Rate represents the labour force as a percentage of the 

total population. 

Source: 1946-63 figures derived from UN, E S C A P , Bangkok, Population of 

Sri Lanka, 1976, table 189, the 1971-81 figures derived from Dept. of Census & 

Statistics, Census of Population and Housing, Sri Lanka, 1981, General Report, 

table 11.1. 

of variations in the definition was adopted up to 1971 but at the 1981 census an 

important change came into effect whereby the " labour force " concept came to be 

adopted for the first time. This concept is based on the individual activities during 
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a brief time interval, either a week or a month. The labour force concept however 

tends to be an inadequate measure to reflect the labour force participation rates for 

a country like Sri Lanka which is predominantly agricultural in nature and hence 

fails to be adequately sensitive to the seasonal variations in the type of employment 

opportunity which the economy is able to offer, for example those who are in active 

farming activities may be excluded from being counted as economically active if 

they do not engage in any farm work during the reference period stipulated by the 

census exercise. Hence it turns out to be an inadequate measure of the degree of 

participation into the labour force in a developing context as in Sri Lanka where 

the predominantly agricultural population is engaged only in seasonal employment. 

The above account of the changes in definition adopted at the censuses in the 

past proves useful in interpreting trends in the female labour force in Sri Lanka 

as revealed in Table 4.8. Census figures indicate that the rate of increase of the 

total female population in all intercensal periods is higher than that of the male 

population, and the rate of increase in the female economically active population 

has been higher than the rate of increase of the female population. Thus while the 

economically active male population increased by 83.0 per cent between 1946 and 

1981, the female component increased by 125.0 percent during the aforesaid period. 

As a result the proportion of females in the total economically active population 

which was 21.8 percent in 1946 rose to 26.2 percent in 1971 but declined slightly 

to 25.5 percent in 1981. The entry of such a significant number of females into the 

labour force contributed to the rapid growth of the economically active population 

in general. However, both the crude and the refined activity rates dropped during 

the 1971-81 intercensal period, the former from 19.1 percent to 17.6 percent and 

the latter from 33.2 percent to 29.1 percent (Tables 4.8 and 4.9). These declines 
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essentially reflect the change from the gainful worker concept to that of the labour 

force concept that was applied at the 1981 census, and hence might be regarded 

as spurious in nature, 

Table 4.10 which shows the percentage of age specific female participation 

rates in the census years 1946-81, indicates that there is an overall trend towards 

a greater female participation in the labour force over the years. Any kinks in the 

trend revealed in the table may be attributed to the definitional changes mentioned 

earlier. Granting, that consistency was maintained during 1946-1953, the figures 

in Table 4.10 indicate an increase in almost all the age groups. The increase may 

also be attributed to the fact that unpaid family workers, 56 percent of whom 

were females, were included in the 1953 enumeration of the gainfully occupied 

population but were excluded at the 1946 enumerations. 

The age group proportions in 1963 show a generally declining trend over the 

1953 proportions and may be regarded as an outcome of a change in definition 

which might have decimated the number, as at the 1963 census exercise, it was 

all those without employment whether previously employed or not who were con­

sidered unemployed and were enumerated only if they were actively seeking em­

ployment. It could be contended that the " active seeker " aspect might have 

brought the proportions down in 1963 and the figures need to be regarded again 

as of somewhat spurious in nature (Fig.4.2). Furthermore, those lower proportions 

needs to be attributed to the under estimation of the economically active popu­

lation, particularly that of females in the 1963 census (Population of Sri Lanka 

1976:258). 

Again in 1971, there was a change whereby all those without employment were 
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Table 4.9: Growth of the population aged 15-59 and the 

economically active population aged 15-49 by sex, 

Sri Lanka, 1946-81. 

A G E S 15-59 

Census Population Percent Labour Percent Refined 

Year Increase Force Increase Activity Rate 

1946 M 2,072,390 - 1,822,396 - 87.9 

F 1,746,559 - 486,298 - 27.8 

1953 M 2,398,773 15.7 2,044,820 12.2 85.2 

F 2,046,924 17.2 628,804 29.3 30.7 

1963 M 2,889,200 20.4 2,441,931 19.4 84.5 

F 2,612,973 27.7 657,800 4.6 25.2 

1971 M 3,575,086 23.7 3,038,885 24.4 85.0 

F 3,363,494 28.7 1,117,627 69.9 33.2 

1981 M 4,383,329 22.6 3,461,775 13.9 79.0 

F 4,255,015 26.5 1,236,265 10.6 29.1 

1. Labour Force denotes Economically Active Population Aged 15-59 

2. Refined Activity Rate represents the proportion of the Economically Active 

Population aged 15-59 amongst the total population aged 15-59. 

Source: 1946-63 figures derived from UN, E S C A P , Bangkok, Population of 

Sri Lanka, 1976, table: 190, the 1971-81 figures derived from Dept. of Census & 

Statistics, Census of Population and Housing, Sri Lanka, 1981, General Report, 

table 11.2 

considered unemployed if they were available for work immaterial of whether they 
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Table 4.10: Female age-specific activity rate, Sri Lanka, 1946-90. 

Age Group 1946 1953 1963 1971 1981 1990 

10-14 11.8 9.9 4.3 3.9 2.4 4.6 

15-19 24.3 27.7 21.6 26.7 19.0 26.9 

20-24 23.8 28.7 29.3 43.1 36.8 63.8 

25-29 26.3 28.6 27.7 40.2 36.5 58.3 

30-34 28.8 30.1 25.0 35.2 33.7 62.3 

35-39 31.1 32.3 25.9 32.9 32.1 55.6 

40-44 33.7 34.6 25.9 30.8 28.7 51.8 

45-49 33.4 35.6 26.0 29.5 25.6 47.9 

50-54 28.4 35.8 21.4 24.7 19.8 34.5 

55-59 32.6 34.1 17.5 17.6 13.3 31.3 

60-64 22.8 30.1 11.4 11.0 7.6 13.3 

65 + 23.1 23.1 6.0 5.6 4.1 -

Source: Population of Sri Lanka, E S C A P , Bangkok, 1976, table 191 for 

1946-71 figures, 1981 figures computed from, Dept. of Census & Statistics, 

Census of Population and Housing, Sri Lanka, All Island Tables, Vol.2, part 1. 

1990 Figures from I L O Year Book of Labour Statistics,1992. 

were " active seekers " of employment or not. The introduction of this change 

would have undoubtedly made larger numbers to be enumerated as unemployed. 

This, coupled with the under-estimation of the economically active females at the 

1963 census, would have raised the proportions of those participating, a fact clearly 

reflected in almost all the age groups in 1971. 

Finally, the general decline in the proportions in 1981 is due to the switch from 
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the gainful worker to the labour force concept as outlined by the United Nations. 

The basic tenet of the labour force concept, which was adopted for the first time in 

a census exercise in Sri Lanka, was to measure individual activities during a brief 

time interval, usually a week or a month. This certainly would tend to decimate 

the proportions, as in a country like Sri Lanka where the greater proportion of 

those economically active are in agricultural employment which by its nature is 

seasonal in character and such variations in employment opportunities are bound 

to influence the numbers enumerated as economically active. The scenario changes 

significantly after 1981. Since the 1991 census of population was not taken in Sri 

Lanka, data on female activity rates provided by the I L O reveals a virtual surge 

in female activity rates thereafter (Fig.4.2). 

Having discussed the data in the light of the definitional and conceptual variety 

that was applied to determine the economically active population over the decades, 

it might be inferred that the overall pattern that emerges is one that reflects a 

greater female participation in the labour force. Any visible kinks in the trends 

shown in the figures therefore may be attributed to the changes in definitions and 

concepts which were applied at the different censuses. 

4.3.2 Shifting Trends in Women's Occupational Activity 

Census data during the 1971 to 1981 period indicate a total increase of 21.7 

percent in non-agricultural occupations with the percentage share rising from 51.2 

percent to 55.2 percent in 1981. Table 4.11 shows the distribution of both the 

agricultural and non-agricultural occupations during the 1971 to 1981 intercensul 

period. The most striking aspect of the change has been that, while there was a 

decline of females engaged in agricultural occupations by 7.8 percent, their growth 
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Table 4.11: Employed persons in agriculture, non-agricultural and 

in non-agricultural white collar activities by sex, Sri Lanka, 

1971-1981. 

(in thousands) 

1971 1981 1971-81 

Occupational 

Activity Number Percent Number Percent Number % Change 

Agricultural T 1782.1 48.8 1847.0 44.8 64.9 3.6 

Occupations M 1287.2 45.3 1390.4 42.8 103.2 8.0 

F 495.0 61.1 456.6 52.4 -38.4 -7.8 

Non-Agricultural T 1866.7 51.2 2272.3 55.2 405.6 21.7 

Occupations M 1551.2 54.7 1858.0 57.2 306.8 19.8 

F 315.5 38.9 414.2 47.6 98.7 31.3 

Non-Agricultural T 651.0 34.9 853.2 37.5 202.2 31.1 

White Collar M 540.0 34.8 651.6 35.1 111.6 20.7 

Workers F 111.0 35.2 201.5 48.7 90.5 81.5 

Source: Derived from Dept. of Census & Statistics, Census of Population 

and Housing, Sri Lanka, 1981, General Report, tables 12.1 and 12.2. 

in non-agricultural employment far exceeded that of the males, with the females 

showing an increase of 31.3 percent and the males lagging far behind with only 

a 19.8 percent rise. Furthermore, amongst the non-agricultural occupations, the 

share of the white collar workers4 among all non-agricultural workers increased 

from 34.9 percent in 1971 to 37.5 percent in 1981. Again, this transformation 

4 This category within the non-agricultural workers consists of the major groups, professional, tech­
nical and related workers, administrative and managerial, clerical and related and sales workers. 
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is particularly significant amongst the females with their share in white collar 

occupations rising from 35.2 percent in 1971 to 48.7 percent 1981. Moreover, there 

has almost been a doubling of numbers from 111,000 in 1971 to 201,500 in 1981 

indicative of an impressive 81.5 percent rise over a decade. This has been a very 

significant change from the hitherto observed trends in the female workforce which 

would tend to reflect in their life styles. 

Looking at the occupational profile from the point of view of employment of 

females in some of the major occupational groups, there are very interesting reve­

lations on women. Table 4.12 reveals that there has been a 142.4 percent increase 

during the 1971-81 intercensal period in the total administrative and managerial 

workers category and here again, the relative increase in the number of women far 

exceeds those of the men. Women in these occupations showed an increase of 312.5 

percent as against an increase of only 132.1 percent for men. Furthermore, in the 

clerical and related workers category there was only a 38.3 percent rise in the total, 

but women in this category showed an increase of 196.4 percent in contrast to only 

a 19.7 percent rise amongst the men. Women in professional, technical and related 

occupations increased by 58.4 percent while there was only a 23.9 percent rise seen 

in men (Table 4.12). Similarly, in the sales workers category, despite there being 

a modest increase of 15.9 percent in the total, there was a marked rise of 39.3 

percent in women sales workers, much above the 14.3 percent increase for men. 

In contrast, female agricultural workers, in a predominantly agricultural country 

like Sri Lanka, recorded a decline of 7.8 percent during the aforesaid period. In 

Table 4.12, the agricultural population has been classified along with fishermen. 

But in Sri Lanka, with fishing being exclusively a male occupation, the decline 

in participation of women purely reflects their lesser involvement in agricultural 
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Table 4.12: Some major occupational categories of the employed 

population, by sex, Sri Lanka, 1971 and 1981 

(in thousands) 

1971 1981 1971-81 

Some Major 

Occupational 

Categories Number Percent Number Percent Number % Change 

Professional T 178.5 4.9 246.4 6.0 67.9 38.0 

Technical &: M 105.2 2.9 130.3 3.2 25.1 23.9 

Related Workers F 73.3 2.0 116.1 2.8 42.8 58.4 

Administrative T 13.9 0.4 33.7 0.8 19.8 142.4 

&; Managerial M 13.1 0.4 30.4 0.7 17.3 132.1 

Workers F 0.8 0.0 3.3 0.1 2.5 312.5 

Clerical &t T 186.1 5.1 257.4 6.2 71.3 38.3 

Related Workers M 166.5 4.6 199.4 4.8 32.8 19.7 

F 19.6 0.5 58.1 1.4 38.5 196.4 

Sales Workers T 272.4 7.5 315.7 7.7 43.3 15.9 

M 255.1 7.0 291.6 7.1 36.5 14.3 

F 17.3 0.5 24.1 0.6 6.8 39.3 

Agricultural T 1,782.1 48.8 1,847.0 44.8 64.9 3.6 

Workers & M 1,287.2 35.3 1,390.4 33.8 103.2 8.0 

Fishermen F 495.0 13.6 456.6 11.1 -38.4 -7.8 

Source: Derived from Dept. of Census & Statistics, Census of Population and 

Housing, Sri Lanka, 1981, General Report, table 12.3. 

employment. 
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Therefore all evidence establishes that there has been on overall increase of 

women's participation in the labour force, and census data reveal a virtual surge of 

women into the professional, technical administrative, managerial and white collar 

positions in employment. It is not merely an expansion in the female participation 

in the labour force, but significantly women have begun to play occupational roles 

that reflect a change in aspirations as they take up occupations which they were 

hitherto either deemed incompetent to handle or banned. The former limitation 

was removed by the expansion in female education, and the latter by legislative 

measures which outlawed sex inequality in employment. Moreover, the increase 

in the proportion of women employed in the categories of public administration, 

defence, education and health services was made possible by the recruitment pol­

icy permitting females to be employed in many services hitherto reserved only for 

men. The teaching and the health professions have for many years been the prin­

cipal avenue of employment for educated women, and the rapid expansion of these 

services, that formed part of the wider programme of the state to provide free 

welfare measures contributed to an increase in the number of women employed in 

these services. In 1971, 47.6 percent of those engaged in educational services were 

women and their proportion rose to 54.5 percent in 1981, with 58.4 percent of all 

teachers serving in the country being women. As for medical, dental and health 

services, the proportion of women rose from 35.6 percent in 1971 to 42.6 percent in 

1981 with 91.2 percent of professional nurses serving in the country being women. 

Assuming a further expansion of the educational and health services in the coun­

try, the employment opportunities for women in these areas would continue to be 

on the rise in the future. 

The above picture reveals that women have progressively come out of the home 
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based role to play their part outside it. This transformation has helped bridge 

the dichotomy that existed between men and women, whereby the former only 

participated in occupational roles with the latter confined to home management 

involving arduous and unrenumerative activities. 

In Table 4.10, the age-specific activity rates of women aged 15 to 44 over the 

1946-81 census years could be seen. It reveals a progressive increase, with any 

negative trends attributable to the changing definitions and concepts explained 

earlier. These higher activity rates of women would align with higher age at 

marriage, a rise in the educational level and a decline in fertility in Sri Lanka. 

Such changes and the changing roles played by women in society tend to have a 

direct bearing on the process of fertility transition . 

4.3.3 Women's Work & Fertility: Are Links Always Negative? 

Although the simplest hypothesis has been that fertility is inversely related to 

women's labour force participation, some types of work are conducive and tend 

to be in harmony with the child-raising process. Thus in the demographic pre-

transitional stage women had played minimal roles towards income production 

and only then in agriculture and other home-based small-scale cottage industries 

where women mainly turn out handicrafts which are now a tourist attraction. 

This pattern of being economically active was not in conflict with their roles as 

home makers and mothers. When women handle economic activities which are 

home-based or are associated with farmsteads which form part of the residential 

agglomeration, no constraints are laid on the fertility behaviour. It was the transi­

tion which made women engage in employment in the modern sector that came into 

conflict with motherhood and the accompanying roles at home. Hence women's 
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