OR its many successes in
Fi teracy, education, longlife, and

low infant mortality — life-
quality measures approximating high
consumption societies — Kerala has
received much international attention.
Because it asks the right questions,
Kerala’'s Demographic Transition is
urgently important. Kerala within In-
dia began the 20th century with an
economic-resource base and a cultur-
a history similar to the rest of India.
This book looks at the demographic
transition which India must achieve,
and asks, from the perspective of the
Kerala success, why has Indiafailed?
Kerala demonstrates a classic demo-
graphic transition — alarge-scale hu-
man behaviour change — declines
first in death rates, followed in due
course by falling fertility rates, reach-
ing to a desired balance point, zero
population growth, abalance of births
and deaths. The success of the Kerala
demographic transition and the all-In-
diafailureare clear facts.

Among the plethoraof incomplete
explanations, another hard-datadiffer-
ence is aso clear — life expectancy
for females has always been higher in
Kerala than in India. The sex ratio
(number of femalesper 1000 males) has
been favourable to females and has
regularly increased throughout the
20th century in Kerala, asin most hu-
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man populations. Theall-Indiaexperi-
ence has been opposite; the sex ratio
has been unfavourable to females and
the proportion of females has de-
creased throughout the 20th century.
No other data consistently sets Kera-
laapart from the rest of India.
Keralascholars, including Zacha-
riah and Irudaya Rajan, point out that
within India, Keralaisapoor statewith
aparticularly bad record of agricultur-
a and industrial growth. On economic
growth measures, Kerala is the worst
in India. Hereisthe importance of the
book, Kerala's Demographic Transi-
tion takes a direct look at the desired
goal, a demographic transition, while
accepting as much as may be useful
from Marxian and Keynesian dogma.
The plain evidence of arapid popula-
tiontransitionin alarge-but-poor pop-
ulation casts doubts over generations
of scholarly studies based on the tra-
ditionsof Marx and Keynes. For schol-
ars this is scary, uncertain ground —
each and every aternative to, or mod-
ification of, long-held beliefs in the
redeeming power of economic growth
isextremely contoversial.
Kerala’sDemographic Transition
offers 16 papers presented at the 1994
International Congresson Kerala Stud-
ies. Theforeword iswritten by thefirst
chief minister of Kerala, E. M. S. Nam-
boodiripad. E. M. S. led afreely-elected

communist government and estab-
lished an egalitarian political agenda,
surviving much opposition from the
conservative centre in New Delhi and
a dozen hotly-contested state elec-
tions since 1957. The dean of Keraa
demographers, Zachariah offers this
and some other historical background.
The second editor, S. Irudaya Rajan,
does the heavy lifting, supported by
another much-published demogra-
pher, P.N. Mari Bhat.

Following the introductory chap-
ter, the various papers are classified
into four parts entitled Demographic
Transition, Determinants, Conse-
guences, and Migration. Overall the
writers demonstrate that it is not nec-
essary to wait for mgjor action in the
economic sector in order to usher in
demographic changes. The contribu-
tors conclude that the Kerala experi-
ence demonstrates the effectiveness
of well-thought-out social policiesand
programmes on the desired human
behaviour, small-family choices. Ta-
bles abound, 156 of them. The list of
acronyms isimpressive, 95 — AERC
(Agro-Economic Research Centre) to
ZRG

T. M. Thomas I saac, chief econo-
mist at Kerala's Centre for Develop-
ment Studies, offers a most complete
analysis of the popular ideathat Kera-
|a’'s successes may be based on wealth
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remitted from the Gulf states, income
which does not enter directly into the
calculations of state domestic prod-
uct in India. Without complaining
about thefailure of the Indian govern-
ment to maintain any semblance of
control or records on remittance in-
come, Isaac points to large numbers
of Indian workers who have gone to
the Gulf; their estimateisthat 40 to 50
per cent of those who went to the Gulf
cametherefrom Kerala. Searching for
potential effects on the comparative
demographic transitions of India and
Kerala, the essential questionisraised
by Isaac: How much has remittance
income favoured Kerala contrasted to
al-India?

On this point, Thomas | saac mar-
shals the recent Reserve Bank of In-
dia’s estimates on remittance inflows
on current account for Indiaincluding
Kerala. On the reasonable assumption
that all RBI under estimates apply
equally to the reports for India and
Kerala, we can see a rupee impact of
worker’sremittancesin the Keralaper
capita domestic product versus the
impact of such remittances on the In-
dia per capita domestic product. For
the peak year of such remittances (to
both Indian and Kerala), 1987-88, we
see these numbers (p 187): Tota re-
mittancesto India— 29,566, per capita
sharefor Indians— 3.4, Total remittanc-
es to Kerala — 8362, per capita share
for Malayalees—28.8.

Isaac goes on to show that the
per capita expenditures increases in
Keralarelativeto India(in view of the
otherwise zero-growth economy of
Kerala) could be attributed to increas-
ing remittanceincome. In 1960-61 the
ratio of Keralaper capitaexpenditures
to India per capita expenditures was
0.828. Andthat ratioincreasedto 1.177
by 1989-90 (p 189). Particularly since
this small increase in the low per cap-
itaincomes of Keralahascome so late
inthe demographic transition of Kera-
la, Isaac does not try to apply aweak

income argument against the robust
diffusion explanations of Rajan and
Bhat.

At thecoreof thisbook, Mari Bhat
and Irudaya Rajan show that transi-
tion in fertility occurred in Keralain
the absence of a significant structural
changein the economy. And they turn
this coin over, explaining that large
declinesin fertility also did not have a
desired impact on Kerala's economy.
On this point, they conclude, that
structural change is not a necessary
condition for fertility to reach the re-
placement level (pp 71, 74). Although
not politically correct, these evalua-
tive observationson therecord of Ker-
ala’s demographic transition are
accurate.

Bhat and Rajan enumerate the
facts supporting their analysis that
Keralasfertility decline is more con-
sistent with the diffusion hypothesis:

(i) increase in female age at mar-
riage was not an important factor in
the decline of fertility in Kerala. It ac-
counts for only 15 per cent of the de-
cline between 1961 and 1981,

(i) fertility declined asknowledge
of contraception was becoming wide-
spread;

(iii) declineof fertility wasextreme-
ly rapid; within 30 years fertility has
reached near replacement level while
it took over 50 years for mortality to
reach current levels and its transition
is not yet complete;

(iv) the statistical analysis shows
that fertility declined even more from
the changes in the effect of adult fe-
male literacy than from the changesin
the level of literacy; and

(v) fertility declined more among
non-Muslims than Muslims, suggest-
ing that compatibility of contraception
with religious and social norms and
valuesisan important factor inthedif-
fusion process (p 75).

A demonstration of demographic
transition requires good data, enough
time, and a large population. Indiais

large enough, the 20th century may
be time enough, and the hard data will
just do. The base line of the hard data
was evident in the earliest population
counts in India. The numbers of fe-
males per 1,000 males, called the sex
ratio, wasabnormally low in India, and
has declined ever since. Kerala's con-
trary behaviour was also noticed ear-
ly. The female-to-maleratio in Kerala
was normal and has regularly in-
creased. We should not be surprised
that India, observed by western-
trained economists and demographers
trying to apply aMarxian or aKeyne-
sian analysis to the whole of India,
would need to see Keralaas an anom-
aly. Thefact that Kerala has an indig-
enous population larger than Canada
(or the sum of 6 small European na-
tions) has presented an overpower-
ing difficulty for the anomaly
characterisation.

World-wide policy makers are
concerned with the tardiness of the
Indian demographic transition, and
this reviewer cannot resist adding a
few comments from other sources.
Barbara Miller has looked at Indian
population growth, exclusive of Ker-
ala, and provides us with a tool to
see the cause of India s abnormality,
the declining female-to-male ratios,
especially inlocationswherethe birth
rates remain stubbornly high. The
measurable key to this phenomenon
may be called a fatal daughter syn-
drome which engenders negative (so-
cial psychological) impacts on the
capacity of femalesto createlife-qual-
ity levels necessary to encourage
small-family choices.

Important differences in the Indi-
an heartland, contrasted to Kerala, can
be seen in the family structures of two
important land-owning castes, |leaders
in the diffusion processes, the Raputs
of North Indiaand the Nayars of Ker-
ala. Rajput family structure appears
likean extremely-rigid characterisation
of the upper level of the middle class
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in Victorian England, a central theme
in many 20th-century romantic nov-
els. The contrasting family structure
of theNayarsismoredifficult for West-
ern scholars to perceive.

Consider the population-growth
effects of the differencesin the family
building strategies among the Rajputs
and the Nayarswithin their respective
class hierarchies. Among the highest
classes of the Nayars, a few daugh-
ters entered into marriages with Nam-
budiri sons. Going down the Nayar
class hierarchy at each step a poten-
tial for a few daughters to marry up
was created. In addition, Nayar per-
mission to not marry at all, further re-
duced the number of brides in the
marriage market. Daughters available
for marriage were valuable family as-
sets —a potentia for improvement of
the status of each family up the Nayar
hierarchy.

With no status utility for daugh-
ters at the top of the Rajput class
hierarchy and no allowance for non-
marriage, the Rajput class-improving
strategy became more son oriented.
Families with wealth impoverished
themselves by paying large dowries
to marry their daughters up. Ranking
families could replenish their wealth
by accepting the daughters and dow-
ries from families lower in the class
hierarchy. At each level of the hierar-
chy, from the top to the bottom, the
perceived status solution was having
more sons. Within the Rajput caste the
more-sons solution long ago became
a strategy of less daughters.

The effect of the Rajput less-
daughters strategy may be first noted
in the ratio of femalesto malesin the
surviving populations of Indian states
following the Rajput pattern. In addi-
tion, the effect of the less-daughters
strategy is further revealed in the ab-
normally high death rates of Rajput
girls ages 0 to 10 as contrasted to the
death rates of Rajput boys of the same
age. This abnormally high death rate

for girls, found in lesser degrees
throughout India (excepting Kerala),
accounts for the abnormal long-time
decline in the Indian ratio of females
to males.

This Rajput solution to a per-
ceived excess-daughter problem,
when emulated by other communities
and other localities throughout India,
isafundamental causefor delay of the
demographic transition in India.

Robin Jeffrey provides the most-
readable account of Nayar family
structure, its empowering effect on
Nayar females, and the diffusion of
thisfemale power throughout all Hin-
du castes and the large Muslim and
Christian communitiesof Kerala.

Concurrently, Jean Dreze and
Amartya Sen aso note the wide gen-
der-status contrast. In fact, it is rather
striking that the demographically back-
ward regions of India (where mortali-
ty, and also fertility, are particularly
high) tend to be those where gender
relations are highly unequal. . . gen-
der inequality does not decline auto-
matically with the process of economic
growth (pp 175, 178).

With themore recent datain hand,
Zachariah isno longer able to refer to
the fertility decline of Kerala as an

anomaly ashe couldin his 1984 World
Bank report. Quality of life and stan-
dard of living are different.

Zachariah and Rajan have set a
benchmark. Thewidely-held belief that
declines in mortality followed by de-
clinesinfertility are primarily aconse-
guenceof high economic growthisnot
supported by real-life evidence. As a
policy-leading theory, demographic
transition needs a larger ecosystem
definition. This reviewer ventures an
oversimplification of the lesson of the
Keraaexperiencewithin India: men can
create standard of living withinthelim-
its of ecosystem capacity, but only
women create the higher life-quality
levels which inspire small-family
choices.
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