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This paper  examines ideas about possible ways in which the ex- 
tent of  women ' s  autonomy, women ' s  economic  dependency,  and 
other aspects of their position vis-h-vis men influence fertility in 
Third World populations. Women's position or "status" seems likely 
to be related to the supply of children because of its links with 
age at marriage. Women's  position may also affect the demand for 
children and the costs of  fertility regulation, though some con- 
nections suggested in the literature are implausible. The paper ends 
with suggestions for future research." 

How relations be tween the sexes affect and are affected by the rate at 
which individuals reproduce  themselves forms one of the most  fruitful 
areas of intellectual interchange be tween sociology and demography. As 
has been  evident to sociological and demographic  scholars during the 
past two decades, the social institutions of  gender seem likely both to 
constrain and be constrained by fertility patterns. Feminist scholars con- 
cerned with explaining the institutions of gender have frequently pointed 
to the role played by demographic patterns. For example, Guttentag has 
hypothesized that throughout human history, the ratio of females to males 
of  marriageable age (itself a reflection of past fertility levels) has been  
an important determinant  of the respect  w o m e n  are accorded (Gutten- 
tag and Secord, 1982). Other  feminist scholars have suggested that re- 
product ive patterns and levels are one determinant  of women ' s  f reedom 
from male control, a regime of high and uncontrolled childbearing re- 
ducing their autonomy and one of low and controlled fertility at least 
making possible, even if not inevitable, increased freedom. 

This paper, which is oriented toward demographic  issues rather 
than gender structures, focuses on the other side of the interrelation 
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be tween  women ' s  position and demographic  patterns: on how women ' s  
position vis-~t-vis men influences fertility. Demographers have long sought 
to explain variation in fertility, especially the secular decline of  fertility 
associated with the modern  demographic  transition. The general idea 
that fertility is at least in part  de termined by the extent  to which w o m e n  
of  reproduct ive age are able to act on their own behalf, are economi-  
cally independent  of  men, or  are in some other  way equal or  inferior 
to men  has existed for several decades. Thus far, however,  more  specific 
ideas about  the possible impact  of  female autonomy or status on fertility 
have remained scattered in the literature. No single, agreed-upon theory 
of gender  relations and fertility has arisen. In what  follows, ideas (arid 
secondarily evidence)  about the ways in which gender  inequality may 
influence fertility in developing countries are reviewed in order  to make 
clearer the likely paths of influence. 

As has been noted elsewhere (Dixon, 1975, 1978:6; Mason, 1984, 
1986), the concept  of  women ' s  "status" or  posit ion is ex t remely  con- 
fused. Alternative terms, such as "gender  inequality," "status of  women,"  
"sexual stratification," "female autonomy," "female dependency,"  and 
"male dominance" are frequently used interchangeably. To add to the 
confusion, single terms are often given alternative meanings. For ex- 
ample, the term "status" is used by some individuals to refer to women ' s  
versus men 's  average position across a variety of social, economic,  and 
political hierarchies, but  is used by others to refer specifically to wom- 
en's relative prestige, that is, the respect  or es teem accorded them by 
virtue of  their gender. The resulting confusion about  terminology means 
that the precise factor hypothesized to be  a determinant  of  fertility lev- 
els or change is often unclear. Knowing whether  a particular empirical 
analysis has measured "women 's  position" in a reasonable way is, in 
these cases, difficult. 

Further confusion about the definition and hence  proper  empirical 
study of women ' s  position exists because of disagreement as to whether  
it is the social institutions of  gender  that constrain virtually all members  
of  a populat ion or instead the positions of  individual w o m e n  on certain 
social hierarchies that are most important for fertility. Some authors (Cain, 
1984; Caldwell, 1986; Smith, 1986) are clear in arguing that it is the 
social institutions of  gender  that influence fertility, rather than the po- 
sitions of individual w o m e n  that result in part  f rom these institutions 
but  that also result f rom a variety of  other  factors, including the social 
class or caste of  the family, the personalities of  family members ,  and so 
on. Other  authors are unclear on this issue or imply that it is women ' s  
socioeconomic positions that are likely to determine their fertility. This 
disagreement has important implications for the level of  analysis at which 
empirical studies of  women ' s  position and fertility should be  conducted 
(Smith, 1986). Until it is settled, it too contributes to the difficulty of 
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judging  w h e t h e r  pa r t i cu la r  s tudies  do  o r  do  no t  p r o v i d e  re l evan t  tests  
o f  ex is t ing  ideas  a b o u t  the  impac t  o f  w o m e n ' s  "pos i t ion"  on  fertil i ty.  

Finally, a l te rna t ive  theo r i e s  of  fer t i l i ty  d e t e r m i n a t i o n  p o i n t  to  dif- 
fe ren t  aspec ts  o f  w o m e n ' s  pos i t i on  vis-~t-vis m e n  as i m p o r t a n t  for fertil-  
ity. For  example,  in Cain's ( 1 9 8 4 )  theory  of  ch i ld ren  as a potent ia l  source  
o f  socia l  secur i ty ,  i t  is w o m e n ' s  e c o n o m i c  d e p e n d e n c y  on  m e n  that  is 
a rgued  to  b e  cri t ical .  In  Ca ldwel l ' s  ( 1 9 8 2 )  t h e o r y  of  ch i ld r en  as a po-  
tential source  of  weal th  (also see Degler, 1980; Dyson and Moore,  1983), 
it  is r eproduc ing  women ' s  decision-making au tonomy in relat ion to  male 
family m e m b e r s  or  their  mothers-in-law that is important .  Measuring e i ther  
o f  these  d imens ions  at  t he  individual ,  househo ld ,  c o m m u n i t y ,  o r  soc ie ta l  
level  is diff icult  enough.  W h e n  one  adds  the  ambigu i ty  o f  w h e t h e r  the  
p r o p e r  d i m e n s i o n  has b e e n  measured ,  the  diff icult ies o f  judging  the  sig- 
ni f icance o r  impl ica t ions  o f  pa r t i cu la r  s tudies  a re  magnified.  Because  
these  fundamenta l  d i s ag reemen t s  abou t  the  i n d e p e n d e n t  var iable  make  
i t  diff icult  to  c o n d u c t  a s tandard  r ev i ew  of  the  l i tera ture ,  this  p a p e r  em- 
phasizes  ideas. The  e v i d e n c e  suppo r t i ng  or  con t r ad i c t i ng  these  ideas  is 
de -emphas ized ,  t hough  w h e r e  c lear -cu t  ev idence  is available,  it  is no ted .  

Al though this p a p e r  takes an ec l ec t i c  a p p r o a c h  to the  def in i t ion  
of  w o m e n ' s  pos i t ion ,  the  r e v i e w  that  fo l lows is b o u n d e d  by  a focus o n  
the  pos i t i on  o f  w o m e n  in  re la t ion  to men.  The  c o n c e r n  he re  is w i th  
the  p o w e r  re la t ions  o f  two  b r o a d  classes of  h u m a n i t y  or  w i th  the i r  rel- 
ative c o n t r o l  o f  r e sou rce s  o r  re la t ive  p res t ige  and h o w  these  inf luence  
the rate at which  w o m e n  bear  children. Ideas or  studies that seem pure ly  
c o n c e r n e d  w i t h  var ia t ion  in w o m e n ' s  s o c i o e c o n o m i c  pos i t ion ,  no t  w i th  
the i r  pos i t i on  in  r e l a t ion  to  men,  a re  ignored.1 

Unfor tunate ly ,  p r ec i s e ly  wha t  involves  an in t e r -gende r  r a the r  than  
in t r a -gender  c o m p a r i s o n  is f r equen t ly  unclear .  Take, for  example ,  t he  
case  o f  female  e d u c a t i o n  and e m p l o y m e n t .  Al though  s o m e  au thors  a rgue  
tha t  t he  leve l  o f  female  e d u c a t i o n  o r  pa r t i c ipa t i on  in p r o d u c t i v e  (es-  
pec ia l ly  w a g e )  e m p l o y m e n t  is i r r e levan t  to  w o m e n ' s  pos i t i on  unless  i t  
is c o n t r a s t e d  w i th  m e n ' s  e d u c a t i o n  o r  e m p l o y m e n t ,  o the r s  a rgue  tha t  
abso lu te  leve ls  o f  s choo l ing  o r  e m p l o y m e n t  a re  t hemse lves  ind ica t ive  

Following current usage (e.g., Dyson and Moore, 1983; Caldwell, 1986), the term "fe- 
male autonomy" is used here to refer to power relations between the sexes, especially 
within households and families. The normal condition in contemporary societies appears 
to be male control of female family members rather than equality or female control of 
males; hence, the extent of women's autonomy from male control or from the control of 
male representatives such as the mother-in-law is a natural way in which to phrase inter- 
sex power relations. The terms "female dependency" and "female resources" will be used 
to refer to the extent to which women are economically or materially dependent on male 
family members. Although female autonomy and dependency or resources are positively 
correlated, they are conceptually distinct, as historical examples in which women enjoyed 
relatively high levels of autonomy despite their dependency suggest (e.g., Degler, 1980). 
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o f  the  a u t o n o m y  or  d e p e n d e n c y  tha t  w o m e n  are  l ike ly  to  en joy  in re- 
la t ion  to  men.  Thus  l i t e racy  is said to  give w o m e n  access  to  k n o w l e d g e  
tha t  i m p r o v e s  the i r  barga in ing  p o s i t i o n  in r e l a t ion  to  men ,  even  if  m e n  
typ ica l ly  are  e d u c a t e d  at a m o r e  advanced  level.  Still o t h e r  au thors  
(Caldwel l ,  1986)  a rgue  that  ne i t he r  e d u c a t i o n  no r  e m p l o y m e n t  are  di- 
r e c t  ind ica to r s  o f  female  status o r  au tonomy,  regard less  o f  w h e t h e r  they" 
are  m e a s u r e d  in  abso lu t e  t e r m s  o r  in c o m p a r i s o n  w i th  men .  It  is ex-  
t r e m e l y  difficult  to  d e c i d e  a p r i o r i  w h i c h  o f  these  pos i t i ons  is cor rec t .  
Here ,  ideas  o r  e v i d e n c e  involv ing  w o m e n ' s  e d u c a t i o n  o r  e m p l o y m e n t  
a re  n o t e d  on ly  if  the  p o s i t e d  re la t ionsh ips  to  fer t i l i ty  s e e m  l ikely to  in- 

2 vo lve  the  p o w e r ,  r e sources ,  o r  p re s t ige  o f  w o m e n  in re la t ion  to  men.  
T h e  effects on  fer t i l i ty  o f  w o m e n ' s  e d u c a t i o n  o r  e m p l o y m e n t  p e r  se  a re  
b e y o n d  o u r  purv iew.  

The  fo l lowing  d i scuss ion  is o rgan ized  a c c o r d i n g  to  t he  Nat ional  
A c a d e m y  of  Sc ience ' s  f r a m e w o r k  of  fer t i l i ty  d e t e r m i n a n t s  (Bula tao  and 

Lee, 1983:Ch. 1). Table  1 lists the  i n t e rmed ia t e  fer t i l i ty  d e t e r m i n a n t s  
f rom this f r a m e w o r k  tha t  a re  po ten t i a l l y  in f luenced  b y  w o m e n ' s  posi-  
t ion. As the  tab le  shows,  the  n u m b e r  o f  c h i l d r e n  b o r n  ref lec ts  t h r ee  
ma jo r  factors:  ( 1 )  the  supp ly  o f  ch i ldren ,  that  is, h o w  many  c h i l d r e n  
wil l  b e  b o r n  in the  a b s e n c e  o f  de l i be ra t e  fer t i l i ty  cont ro l ;  ( 2 )  the  de-  

TABLE 1. I n t e r m e d i a t e  Fer t i l i ty  D e t e r m i n a n t s  Po ten t i a l ly  I n f l u e n c e d  
b y  W o m e n ' s  Social  Pos i t ion .  

Supp ly  o f  C h i l d r e n  

1. Nuptiality 
a. Women's Age at First Marriage 
b. Marital Disruption and Remarriage 

2. Breastfeeding 

D e m a n d  for C h i l d r e n  

1. Gender Preferences for Children 
2. Value of Children 
3. Costs of Children 

Fer t i l i ty  Regu la t ion  a n d  Dec i s ion  Making  

1. Use of Contraception 
2. Factors Entering into Fertility Decisions 

z Cochrane's (1979) excellent review of education and fertility pays relatively little at- 
tention to the possible consequences of education that operate through a shift in women's 
power, resources, or prestige vis-a-vis men. This is partly because, as Cochrane notes, the 
relative power of husbands and wives in fertility decision making has ambiguous impli- 
cations for fertility unless one sex consistently desires fewer children than does the other, 
an issue that Cochrane understandably regards as beyond the scope of her review. 
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mand for children, i.e., how many children are desired; and (3)  fertility 
regulation and decision making. Each of these major determinants in 
turn is a function of more specific variables. For example, the supply of 
children rd lec~ women's exposure to sexual intercourse, which in most 
studies is treated as synonymous with their exposure to marriage and 
with practices such as breastfeeding that affect women's  ability to con- 
ceive or carry a pregnancy to term. 3 

EFFECTS OF WOMEN'S POSITION ON THE SUPPLY OF 
CHILDREN 

Female Age at First Marr iage 

In the developing countries, female age at marriage usually has an 
inverse relationship to fertility, primarily because it influences the pro- 
portion of the reproductive years that women  are exposed to sexual 
intercourse. Figure 1 illustrates the main paths througth which female 
autonomy has been hypothesized to influence age at marriage. The ex- 
tent of women 's  freedom of action or decision making is thought to 
influence age at marriage through four intermediate variables. These ef- 
fects may be direct or may operate indirectly through women's  edu- 
cation and premarital employment. (Most studies have found education 
and employment positively related to the average age at which women 
marry in developing countries; see Smith, 1983.) The four intermediate 
variables are: 

1. Size o f  Dowry .  In societies with the institution of dowry, fe- 
male educational levels are usually positively associated with the size 
of  the dowry; in non-dowry societies, they are often positively associ- 
ated with other types of  marriage expenses. Both of  these may increase 
the age at which young women first marry by increasing the time needed 
to accumulate a sufficient dowry (Lindenbaum, 1981).4 

2. Ar ranged  Marriages. Female education and the extent to which 
young women enjoy freedom of action or decision making are both 
thought to influence age at marriage by affecting whether  marriages are 
arranged or instead contracted romantically. Arranged marriages tend 
to occur  at an earlier age than marriages contracted by the partners 
themselves (Dixon, 1975; Dyson and Moore, 1983), often because of 
parental desires to preserve women's  sexual purity in arranged marriage 

3 The list in Table 1 omits variables that are thought to have little quantitative impact on 
fertility (e.g., female nutritional levels, which appear to affect the supply of children only 
under extreme conditions; Bongaarts, 1980) or that are unlikely to be influenced by wom- 
en's position. 
4 In a dowry system, causation may also run in the reverse direction. The older the bride, 
the more dowry parents may have to offer in order to find her a partner. 
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• .4 Female + Size of Dowry/ 
Education age Expenses 

/ /  a ~  " x  

Autonomy .~. + at First 
from Male ~. - -  + / # f  Marriage 

\ \  + ~  Ability to Work 

+ ~ Employment / ~ to Prolong Daughter's / 
of Women Employment 

FIGURE 1. Hypothesized Effects of  Female Autonomy and Other Vari- 
ables on  Female Age at First Marriage 

systems (Cain, 1984). Education is also thought to westernize women ' s  
views of the family. This, too, may p romote  a desire to marry romanti- 
cally rather than by arrangement  and may consequently lead to a post- 
ponemen t  of  marriage (Caldwell, 1983). 

3 . -4 .  W o m e n ' s  D e s i r e  o r  Abi l i ty  to  Work ;  P a r e n t a l  D e s i r e s  
t o  P r o l o n g  D a u g h t e r s '  E m p l o y m e n t .  Female au tonomy and premar-  
ital employment  are thought  to influence both  women ' s  and parents '  
desires to pos tpone  marriage. In cultures that expect  married w o m e n  
to contr ibute economically to their in-laws' household, parents whose  
daughters are capable of working for pay may try to delay the daughter 's  
marriage in order  to prolong their enjoyment  of  her  earnings (Salaff and 
Wong, 1977). Where  w o m e n  work  before marriage (itself determined 
in part  by the extent  to which they are given the f reedom to leave the 
confines of  the home) ,  the exper ience  of working may affect their own 
aspirations and attitudes (Blake, 1965; Salaff and Wong, 1977). Earning 
a paycheck may give w o m e n  a taste for independence,  thereby pro- 
moting a later age at marriage; it may also encourage a desire to marry 
romantically or  enhance women ' s  ability to do so (Salaff, 1981 ). 

The broken paths in Figure 1 indicate the controversy over whether 
it is female au tonomy that influences age at marriage or, instead, age at 
marriage that influences female autonomy. This controversy may be more 
apparent  than real, arising in part  because different authors focus on 
different levels of analysis or on female autonomy at distinct points in 
the life cycle. If one thinks in terms of individuals, then how much  
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schooling a young woman  has had, or whether  she has worked for pay 
before marrying, may well influence the extent  of her autonomy as a 
wife after marrying. So, too, might the age at which she marries. On the 
other hand, at an institutional level, whether  w o m e n  generally are se- 
cluded and controlled or are instead given f reedom of action and de- 
cision making seems likely to influence their marriage age through the 
paths shown. Viewed in this way, the primary causal paths illustrated in 
Figure 1 seem plausible. Studies designed to test these paths at an in- 
stitutional (i.e., aggregate) level would be highly worthwhile.  

Marital  D i s r u p t i o n  a n d  Remarriage 
Like age at marriage, marital disruption and remarriage are con- 

sidered here  as potential  determinants of  child supply- because they af- 
fect exposure  to sexual intercourse. The potential  impact  of  gender  in- 
equality on these variables has largely been  ignored in the social 
demographic literature. Moreover, a glance at comparat ive divorce sta- 
tistics suggests there is no simple cross-national relationship be tween  
gender inequality and the incidence of marital disruption. Countries as 
diverse in their gender systems as Egypt and the United States have very 
similar divorce rates (United Nations, 1984:720). 

The literature does suggest, however,  that womeri 's  control of ma- 
terial resources may be positively related to the incidence of marital 
disruption, hence  negatively related to fertility. A study by Ackerman 
(1964),  for example, suggests that divorce rates tend to be  higher in 
societies where  kinship organization gives w o m e n  a natal kin group on 
whom they can rely for economic support than in societies where women 
are fully incorporated into the husband's kin group. Also, Hull (1977)  
has suggested that one reason lower class w o m e n  in Central Java have 
a higher incidence of divorce than middle class w o m e n  is that lower 
class w o m e n  usually work  for pay and consequently are not entirely 
dependent  on the husband's  support  for their survival. (A similar hy- 
pothesis has been  posited for the United States where  women ' s  occu- 
pational status is positively related to the propor t ion  divorced; see Ha- 
vens, 1973.) The idea that women ' s  economic  au tonomy encourages or 
facilitates marital disruption seems plausible, although under  ex t reme 
conditions of  male control, divorce rates may be high precisely because 
men  do not have to obtain permission from the wife or  her  kin group 
to initiate a divorce. Studies focusing on such intricacies in the rela- 
tionship be tween female dependency  and divorce or remarriage clearly 
are needed. 

Breastfeeding 
In non-contracepting populations, the incidence, duration, and in- 

tensity of  breasffeeding can strongly influence the supply of children 
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and hence fertility (Bongaarts, 1982). Both female education and em- 
ployment have frequently been cited as important determinants of  
breastfeeding behavior. The significance of these variables for fertility 
remains unclear, however, as does their relationship to women 's  auton- 
omy or dependency. Although the statistical association between female 
education and breastfeeding seems to be consistently negative in both 
developing and developed countries (Nag, 1983), the effects on fertility 
of this relationship often are small because better-educated women use 
contraception at high enough rates to compensate for the lost anovu- 
latory effects of breasffeeding. One reason that women's  autonomy per 
se may encourage a reduction in breasffeeding is ff autonomy encour- 
ages innovative behavior (as Caldwell, 1986, has suggested) a n d  f f  

adopting new forms of  infant feeding is innovative in a given cultural 
context. Studies exploring the link between women's  position and 
breasffeeding are needed. 

Whether women's gainful emplo)anent influences breasffeeding and 
whether  such effects operate through female autonomy or dependency 
are equally controversial. Mthough studies of Malaysia and the Philip- 
pines suggest that type or location of work may affect the intensity or 
duration of breasffeeding (Nag, 1983), analysis of World Fertility Survey 
data from eight countries Clain and Bongaarts, 1981) claims to have 
found no effects of type or fact of employment on the duration of breast- 
feeding. 5 Moreover, Van Esterik and Greiner (1981)  report that very few 
women  cite their employment as a reason for abandoning or avoiding 
breastfeeding. They suggest that women's  employment  is much over- 
rated as an explanation for declines in breasffeeding. After reviewing 
the literature on women's  work and breastfeeding, Nag (1983)  con- 
cludes that the location of work probably h-lfluences the intensity of 
breasffeeding, even it ff does not influence its incidence or duration. 
This effect, however, seems wholly mechanical, having to do with the 
difficulties of feeding a baby while working away from home, rather than 
with inequality between the sexes. Thus the impact of women's  position 
on fertility via breasffeeding seems questionable, unless in social sys- 
tems that give women  relatively great freedom of action and choice, 
women choose bottle feeding as a form of innovative behavior. 

In sum, women's  autonomy indeed seems likely to influence the 
supply of children, primarily by affecting age at marriage. In some cir- 

5 JaJn and Bongaarts' results are actually somewhat more complex than they portray them 
to be. In two countries--Bangladesh and Panama--women who worked away f rom home 
ceased breasffeeding five to six months sooner than did those working on a family farm, 
a difference estimated net of the wife's education, urban-rural residence, and the husband's 
occupation. The effects of employment away from home in the remaining six countries 
were much smaller, however. 
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cumstances ,  w o m e n ' s  e c o n o m i c  i n d e p e n d e n c e  may  also e n c o u r a g e  mar- 
ital d i s rup t ion  o r  l o w  ra tes  o f  remarr iage ,  b o t h  o f  w h i c h  m a y  r e d u c e  
fertil i ty.  Rela t ive ly  h igh  levels  o f  female  au tonomy,  howeve r ,  may  b e  
assoc ia ted  w i th  an inc reased  supp ly  o f  c h i l d r e n  if  a u t o n o m y  leads  to  a 
cessa t ion  o r  r e d u c t i o n  of  b reas t feed ing  w i t h o u t  a c o m p e n s a t i n g  rise in 
the  use  of  con t r acep t ion .  These  poss ib i l i t ies  are  w o r t h y  o f  fu r the r  s tudy,  
espec ia l ly  in popu la t ions  w h e r e  the  average  age at first mar r i age  remains  
l ow and w h e r e  a r ise  in mar r i age  age c o n s e q u e n t l y  c o u l d  have  a m a r k e d  
impac t  o n  fer t i l i ty  levels.  6 

EFFECTS OF WOMEN'S POSITION ON THE DEMAND FOR 
CHILDREN 

G e n d e r  P r e f e r e n c e s  

The  usual  a s sumpt ion  in the  d e m o g r a p h i c  l i t e ra tu re  is that  the  po-  
s i t ion  of  w o m e n  as c o m p a r e d  w i t h  m e n  d i r ec t ly  in f luences  the  per-  
c e i v e d  value  of  sons  versus  daugh te r s  and  h e n c e  d e t e r m i n e s  pa ren ta l  
p r e f e r e n c e s  for  c h i l d r e n  o f  each  g e n d e r  (Arno ld  and  Idu, 1986).  W h e r e  
t he  ro les  o f  w o m e n  and  m e n  are  re la t ive ly  und i f fe ren t i a ted  and  w o m e n  
c o n t r o l  impor t an t  resources ,  pa ren t s  wi l l  p r e s u m a b l y  p e r c e i v e  male  and 
female  ch i ld r en  to  have  a m o r e  equal  value  than  in se t t ings  charac te r -  
ized  by  m o r e  e x t r e m e  forms of  g e n d e r  d i f ferent ia t ion  and inequal i ty .  
The  e x t e n t  to  w h i c h  pa ren t s  do  o r  do  no t  p r e f e r  ch i l d r en  of  one  g e n d e r  
ove r  c h i l d r e n  o f  the  o t h e r  may  in tu rn  inf luence  fer t i l i ty  if the  fo l lowing  
cond i t i ons  hold:  ( 1 )  pa r en t s  typ ica l ly  des i re  re la t ive ly  small  families; ( 2 )  
pa ren t s  typica l ly  c o n t r o l  the i r  fert i l i ty,  i.e., use  s o m e  means  to  s top  bear -  
ing c h i l d r e n  w h e n  a d e s i r e d  pa r i ty  level  o r  s ex  c o m p o s i t i o n  has b e e n  
reached ;  and  ( 3 )  s ex  p r e f e r e n c e s  are  s t rong  and involve  c o m b i n a t i o n s  
o r  n u m b e r s  o f  boys  and girls that  are  un l ike ly  to  o c c u r  w i th in  the  de- 
s i red pa r i ty  (Wi l l i amson ,  1983).  

In principle,  then, populat ions  such as Korea's  o r  Taiwan's in which  
average  de s i r ed  family size has fal len d ramat ica l ly  and fer t i l i ty  r egu la t ion  
has b e c o m e  c o m m o n ,  b u t  in w h i c h  a des i re  for  sons  r emains  s t rong,  
may  e x p e r i e n c e  a level ing-off  o f  fer t i l i ty  above  r e p l a c e m e n t  b e c a u s e  o f  

6 One of the few studies to relate indicators of women's position to child supply, child 
demand, and fertility regulation simultaneously--and to total fertility--was conducted 
for the state of Tamil Nadu, India, for the 1970-1980 period (Jejeebhoy, 1986). In 1970, 
when Tamil Nadu was relatively undeveloped, female education and the age difference 
between spouses (Jejeebhoy's primary indicators of female status) were positively related 
to the supply of children, primarily because higher status women were less likely to 
breasffeed and were more likely to be fecund than were thcir lower status counterparts. 
In 1980, however, the effects on child supply had shifted, primarily because higher status 
women tended to postpone marriage. 
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strong preferences for boys (Chang, Freedman, and Sun, 1981; William- 
son, 1976). In practice, however, the example of both Korea and Taiwan 
suggests that sex preferences may have litde impact on fertility'. In both 
Taiwan and Korea, fertility ks now at or below the replacement level 
(Chang, Freedman, and Sun, 1987; Population Reference Bureau, 1986). 
Despite strong son preferences expressed in past surveys, Taiwanese 
and Korean couples are currently bearing children at an extremely low 
rate. 7 

If the impact of  sex preferences on fertility is questionable for low 
fertility countries like Taiwan and Korea, it is even more questionable 
for high fertility countries like Bangladesh, where the number of chil- 
dren desired by couples remains large and fertility regulation is rela- 
tively rare. In Bangladesh, son preferences are very strong indeed (Ahmed, 
1981), but these preferences appear to have little impact on fertility 
(Ben-Porath and Welch, 1972; Bairagi and Langsten, 1986). In principle, 
however, sex preferences are potentially relevant to fertility levels in 
any country that undergoes demographic modernization. In particular, 
a strong preference for sons may act as a drag on fertility decline as a 
population adopts fertility regulation and otherwise experiences a de- 
dining demand for children (Cain, 1984). 

Although most authors seem to assume that sex preferences reflect 
something about a society's gender role system, there is little under- 
standing of  the factors that determine these preferences in a given pop- 
ulation (see Williamson, 1976, who reviews the available evidence with- 
out reaching any definitive conclusion about the determinants of  son or 
daughter preferences in developing countries). Mead Cain's work on 
Bangladesh (Cain, 1978, 1980, 1984; Cain, Khanam, and Nahar, 1979) 
suggests that the seclusion of women and their inability to be econom- 
ically serf-supporting lies at the root of a very strong preference for male 
children among rural Bangladeshi women. It is gender inequality in the 
control of material resources, in other words, that Cain identifies as crit- 
ical. s 

Whether women's  economic dependency- on men can alone ex- 
plain cross-cultural variation in sex preferences is unclear, however. In- 
deed, it seems likely that other factors enter into the equation (see Wil- 

Y In Taiwan, at least, the preference for sons has weakened (but has not disappeared) 
during the period that fertility has fallen to below-replacement levels; see Chang, Freed- 
man, and Sun, 1987. 
8 .An alternative hypothesis for why parents in Bangladesh value sons has been offered by 
Lindenbaum (1981). She suggests that it is sons' value as inheritors and workers of land 
that leads them to be highly valued (perhaps by fathers more than by mothers, although 
she does not make this clear). This hypothesis, however, seems inconsistent with Ahmed's 
(1981) finding that son preferences basically do not vary by socioeconomic character- 
istics in Bangladesh. 
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liamson, 1976:19-24).  For example, Bulatao (1975)  finds that parents 
in the Philippines value both sons and daughters for economic  reasons, 
but for different ones; sons because of  their potential  contributions to 
income and daughters because of their potential  contributions to work  
in the household ( the Philippines is one of the few countries where  
women  prefer daughters over  sons; see Williamson, 1983). Because 
daughters typically help their mothers  with household chores  through- 
out the Third World, one must ask why this factor usually fails to pro- 
duce a greater desire for daughters. Clearly, there must  be counter- 
vailing factors, such as the expense of dowries or the early loss of  
daughters' help through marriage, that lead parents in many Third World 
countries to perceive daughters to have relatively little net  value com- 
pared to sons. Studies that a t tempt  to identify "the determinants  of  sex 
preferences would be  very worthwhile,  especially in countries where  
highly lopsided preferences may act as a drag on fertility decline if and 
when  demographic modernization occurs. 

l ~ e  Value  o f  C h i l d r e n  

Four possible values to parents of children of either sex that may 
influence the total demand for children have been argued to reflect some 
aspect of  gender  inequality. These are (1 )  the value of children as in- 
surance against a divorce; (2 )  their value.as validators or  securers of  
women ' s  position in the family; (3 )  their value for economic  or political 
gain, that is, as a source of loyalty, labor, wealth, or household help; and 
(4 )  their value as "risk insurance," that is, as sources of  economic  sup- 
por t  in widowhood,  old age, or  times of disaster. 

C h i l d r e n  As I n s u r a n c e  Aga ins t  Divorce .  Dixon (1975)  sug- 
gests that where women are economically dependent on men and where 
men  have greater prerogatives than w o m e n  to initiate a divorce, rela- 
tively large numbers  of  children may be viewed by w o m e n  as one way 
to bind a husband to them, either because this will satisfy the husband's 
demand for children (or  sons) or because it will create a sense of  ob- 
ligation to continue to support  the wife. A study of slum w o m e n  in 
Rabat, Morocco, conducted by Mernissi (1975),  however,  suggests that 
children's value as insurance against a divorce may be condit ioned by 
other factors. Mernissi found that even though children had indeed been 
seen as divorce insurance by w o m e n  prior  to their migration to Rabat, 
children lost this value once  families moved  to the city. The main rea- 
sons for this were  the loss of a natal kin group that would enforce a 
woman 's  claim to her husband's support  once she had borne him five 
or six children and the increasing value men placed on wives'  sexuality 
in the urban context.  In Rabat, w o m e n  were  interested in restricting 
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their fertility so they would remain sexually attractive to their husbands. 
Their sexuality rather than their fertility was viewed as the best insur- 
ance against divorce. 

In writing about Bangladesh, Lindenbaum (1981)  has suggested 
that the value of  children as insurance against divorce reflects the avail- 
ability- to w o m e n  of  their extended kin network. Her observations, how- 
ever, lead to the opposi te  conclusion f rom Mernissi's. In Bangladesh, 
where  a woman 's  kin ne twork  is supposed to support  her  after a di- 
vorce, and a woman  therefore does not  have to fear a divorce as much  
as she would otherwise, the value of children as anti-divorce insurance 
is said to be  lower than where  no such support  exists (cf. Ackerman, 
1964). Thus the extent  to which w o m e n  have access to their natal kin 
group has more  than one possible relationship to this particular value 
of children. Regardless of  the availability of  kin, however,  w o m e n  who  
enjoy relatively high control  of  material resources presumably find chil- 
dren less important  as a form of anti-divorce insurance than do those 
who  are economically dependent  on a spouse. Whether  this in turn con- 
tributes to a reduct ion in childbearing requires further study. 

C h i l d r e n  As Val ida tors  o r  S e c u r e r s  o f  W o m e n ' s  P o s i t i o n  in  
the  Family.  That children are important as a source of "status" to women 
is an idea found in the literature for some t ime (Blake, 1965). Especially 
when  a woman  must  marry into an extended-kin household of strangers 
and must  live without  the economic  or social support  of  her  natal kin 
or without  an independent  economic  base, she usually is without  se- 
curity or  respect  until she has borne  at least one child or son (e.g., 
Srinivas, 1977). Indeed, Wolf (1972)  suggests that one of the most  im- 
portant  ways w o m e n  in this position can gain power  is through their 
children (especially sons), something that presumably provides an in- 
centive for relatively high fertility. In this view, the more  that w o m e n  
are able to earn money  or subsistence independently of  the husband or 
his kin, or the less that they are removed  from their own kin (physically, 
emotionally, or  economically),  the lower will be their need to secure 
or validate their posit ion by bearing children (Dyson and Moore, 1983). 
Islam also may be associated with women ' s  need to secure a position 
in the family by childbearing (van de Walle and Ouaidou, t985) ,  per- 
haps because w o m e n  in Islamic cultures often live in seclusion and are 
economically dependent  on male kin (Caldwell, 1986). 

It  is important  to recognize, however,  that when  w o m e n  have eco- 
nomic au tonomy and social support  from their natal kin, their demand 
for children may nonetheless be  high..As Ware (1977)  notes, in much  
of  West Africa w o m e n  are expec ted  to be  largely self-supporting and 
are rarely secluded within a household of  strangers far from their  own 
kin, yet  they typically have very high fertilit3~ desires. In such cases, 
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other values of children, not affected in the same way by economic 
independence or integration with natal kin, apparently take precedence.  

Ch i ld ren ' s  Value for  E c o n o m i c  Gain.  There are several sug- 
gestions in the literature about the impact that gender inequality may 
have on the value of children for economic gain or support. One sug- 
gestion is that the more arduous is women's  work (both  domestic and 
extra-domestic) and the more it is normatively acceptable to use child 
labor in the household, the greater will be the economic value of chil- 
dren to their mothers (Oppong, 1983). To be sure, whether  the ar- 
duousness of women's  work is an aspect of  gender inequality rather than 
of economic or class position is unclear. Heavily burdened women  may 
value children for their labor even when their work burdens are no 
greater than their husbands'. 

A second suggestion focusing more  clearly on gender inequality 
is that the more heavily women  are involved in non-maternal roles (pri- 
marily, in productive work), the less they will value children as sources 
of support because of their ability to support themselves (Germain, 1975). 
This idea seems plausible for women whose employment  provides a 
relatively good income. It is less plausible for poor  women, however, 
whose work, as studies by Bunster B. (1983)  and others (e.g., Merrick 
and Schmink, 1983) suggest, often requires the assistance of  children, 
either on the job (if  the mother  is self-employed) or in the home. For 
these women, it is quite conceivable that involvement in "alternatives" 
to the maternal role enhances, rather than reduces, the economic value 
of children. Thus, whether  women,s economic independence has a pos- 
itive or negative impact on the perceived labor value of children is likely 
to vary by economic class and with the nature of their employment. 

A third suggestion as to how gender inequality may relate to chil- 
dren's economic value is found in Caldwelrs (1982, 1983) theory of 
the demographic transition. Caldwell argues that in pre-transition so- 
cieties, children and other descendents have great value to a kin group's 
senior men because gender and age inequalities insure that these men 
reap the benefits of children's labor and loyalty (not  just when children 
are young, but  also when they reach adulthood). Caldwell in turn argues 
that children lose their economic value when the "emotional nuclea- 
tion" of  the family occurs, children becoming instead a net  economic 
drain for the older generation. One aspect of  the family's nucleation is 
the reduction of  gender inequality, In Caldwell's theory, then, the de- 
gree of gender inequality within the family is indirectly related to chil- 
dren's economic value because it is associated with the family's general 
form. As families nucleate, gender inequality declines a n d  children lose 
their economic value. 

Cain (1982)  has criticized this theory for failing to take into ac- 
count  the responsibility for child support that senior males, who reap 
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the  benefi ts  of  ch i ldren ' s  labor, f requent ly  shoulder.  9 To this cr i t ic ism 

might  be  added another .  While  the  emot iona l  nuc l ea t ion  of the family 

weakens  the ties b e t w e e n  adults  and  their  w ide r  k in  group, it does no t  

necessar i ly  weaken  gender  inequal i ty  or may at least leave m a n y  forms 

of inequal i ty  intact.  Indeed,  the wes t e rn  conjugal  family that Caldwell  
claims serves as a mode l  for family change  in  the deve lop ing  wor ld  has 
b e e n  v iewed  by m a n y  authors  as involv ing  cons iderab le  gende r  in- 

equality, especially in the form of w o m e n ' s  e c o n o m i c  d e p e n d e n c y  on  
their  husbands.  1° W h e t h e r  a r educ t i on  in  gender  inequal i ty  is e i ther  
necessary  or sufficient to i nduce  a fertility change  is thus unclear .  

C h i l d r e n ' s  V a l u e  as  R i s k  I n s u r a n c e  o r  O l d - A ge  Sup-  

p o r t .  Mead Cain (1978 ,  1980, 1984; Cain, Khanam, and Nahar, 1979)  
has b e e n  the major  p r o p o n e n t  of the idea that ch i ld ren  may have value 

to w o m e n  as a form of "risk insurance,"  this value be ing  d e t e r m i n e d  in 

par t  by  w o m e n ' s  e c o n o m i c  d e p e n d e n c y  o n  male family members .  The 
par t icular  set t ing he  has emphas ized  is South Asia (Bangladesh and  In- 
dia) ,  and he has re la ted Bangladeshi w o m e n ' s  n e e d  for "risk insurance"  

in  the form of ch i ld ren  to ( 1 ) their  inabi l i ty  to fend for themselves  eco- 
nomical ly,  g iven the pract ice  of purdah and the denial  to w o m e n  of 
e m p l o y m e n t  oppor tuni t ies ;  ( 2 )  the fairly great  l ikel ihood of their  be- 

coming  widows,  g iven wide  age differences b e t w e e n  spouses; ( 3 )  the 
absence  of credit ,  social insurance,  or  s ta te-provided suppor t  for the 
dest i tute;  and ( 4 )  the b r eakdown  of the  t radi t ional  extended-family  sys- 

t em in  the  face of increased  poverty,  such that widows  can no  longer  
rely on  their  brothers- in- law for e c o n o m i c  support .  Cain suggests that 

this leaves w o m e n  wi th  on ly  one  hedge  against the possibi l i ty of a des- 
titute widowhood,  namely children, especially sons. (Bangladeshi w o m e n  

apparent ly  feel that a g rown  son  will  suppor t  them, even  if a brother-  

9 This criticism seems more relevant to Asia, where Cain has done most of his empirical 
research, than to sub-Saharan Africa, where Caldwell's original work on fertility was con- 
ducted. In Africa, women frequently are responsible for feeding and housing their chil- 
dren, even though it is their husband, senior brother, or father-in-law who reaps many of 
the benefits of these children. 
lo Part of the confusion here seems to be between changes in the pr/macy of the husband- 
wife relationship and changes in gender inequality per se. Kinship systems can shift from 
a focus on parent-child relationships to an emphasis on the conjugal relationship without 
economic inequality between the sexes disappearing (although this shift usually involves 
an increase in companionship between spouses). In fact, the opposite seems to occur in 
many parts of the Third World (and historically in the West): With a move to the conjugal 
family system, the wife's role in production often is reduced and her role in domestic 
activities increasingly emphasized as her "true calling" (see, e.g~, Hull, 1977; Degler, 1980). 
What can be seen as an increase in women's economic dependency on their husbands, 
however, is indeed accompanied by a decline in fertility in many cases, as Caldweil pre- 
dicts. Thus, whether certain forms of gender inequality are really relevant to children's 
economic value is unclear. 
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in-law will not;  one  w o n d e r s  how long it will  be  before this t radi t ion 

is also u n d e r m i n e d . )  Thus, in  Cain's  view, w o m e n ' s  e c o n o m i c  depen-  
dency  o n  men,  in  comb ina t i on  wi th  the nuc l ea t ion  of the  family, in- 
creases children's value as risk insurance. Cain, Khanam, and Nahar, (1979)  

suggest the  pers i s tence  of high fertil i ty in  Bangladesh may in  part  reflect  

this relationship.  11 
Although Cain's ideas are plausible, ch i ldren ' s  value to w o m e n  as 

a form of risk insurance  may ul t imately  have little to do wi th  the per- 

s is tence of high fertility in societies such as Bangladesh. To the ex ten t  

that w o m e n  in these societies are powerless,  their  voice in fertility de- 
cisions is unl ikely  to be  strong. Should their  husbands  or in-laws decide 

to restr ict  childbearing,  it is hard to imagine they w ou l d  be able to 
c o n t i n u e  to bear  ch i ld ren  to enhance  their  personal  e conomic  security. 

High fertility may persis t  in societ ies like Bangladesh only  because  m e n  
value sons or  large families as m u c h  as w o m e n  do, though perhaps  for 

different reasons. Thus, unless  one  can  argue that gende r  inequal i ty  is 
the cause of  men's desires for high fertility, too, the hypothesis  that  
gender  inequal i ty  p roduces  high fertility by  making ch i ld ren  valuable 
to their  mothers  for purposes  of insurance  against risk is quest ionable .  12 

In  sum, then,  there  are several plausible  hypothes ized effects of 
w o m e n ' s  pos i t ion  on  par t icular  values of children.  W o m e n ' s  e c o n o m i c  

d e p e n d e n c y  may enhance  the value of sons as risk assets and the value 

of ch i ldren  as p ro t ec t ion  against marital  d i s rupt ion  or as securers  of 
status or power  wi th in  the family. Whe the r  these effects are likely to 

have a p r o n o u n c e d  impact  on  fertility is less clear, however .  Some ef- 
fects of w o m e n ' s  pos i t ion  are hypothes ized  to operate  because  of s t rong 
son preferences, and whether  such preferences influence fertility in most  

set t ings is quest ionable .  Also, even  ff w o m e n ' s  pos i t ion  s trongly influ- 

H Cain attempts to test these ideas at an institutional level by analyzing country-level 
statistics from the Worm Fertility Surveys (Cain, 1984). In this analysis, be relates the 
average age difference between spouses (his indicator of what he terms patriarchy, that 
is, the institutions that govern the degree of female economic dependency) to the total 
fertility rate (TFR) and to measures of son preferences. Although the results are consistent 
with this theory--the larger the age difference between spouses, the higher the TFR and 
the stronger the son preferences--the least satisfactory part of the analysis involves the 
linkage between son preferences anti fertility. (Cain's measure of son preferences, for 
example, shows Korea to have mild daughter preferences, rather than the extremely strong 
son preferences that most other studies find for that country.) As Cain himself recognizes, 
the use of the spousal age difference as an indicator of dependency and risk is also less 
than ideal. 
~z That gender inequality lies behind men's high fertility desires is possible, as the section 
on gender preferences noted. Where the social system makes males more valuable than 
females, men may want sons--not just children in order to enhance their social position 
or increase their protection against risk. As was noted above, however, whether son pref- 
erences are responsible for high fertility in populations like Bangladesh's is questionable. 

732 



Social Position and Fertility 

ences a particular value of children, o ther  conditions may influence al- 
ternative values of  children differently, with the result that fertility fails 
to change as one would expec t  on the basis of  gender  inequality alone. 
Furthermore,  when  gender  inequality is very extreme, the value of chil- 
dren to w o m e n  may have little impact  on fertility because w o m e n  will 
be  unable to determine their own  childbearing patterns. Studies of  how 
gender  inequality relates to fertility via the value of  children need to 
pay close attention to these possibilities. 

Costs  o f  C h i l d r e n  

All of the child costs thought  to be  linked with female status (not  
all of them necessarily moneta ry)  are opportuni ty  costs, rather than di- 
rect  costs. Three main hypothesized paths of  influence are illustrated in 
Figure 2. First, the more  restr icted married w o m e n  are, the fewer  their 
opportunit ies to engage in rewarding activities that compete  with child- 
bearing and hence  the lower  the opportuni ty  costs of  additional chil- 
dren. In other  words, when  w o m e n  are secluded in the household, they 
lose little by bearing numerous  children. When their au tonomy permits  
them to engage in alternative activities, including remunerat ive  em- 
ployment,  however,  the opportuni ty  costs of children are potentially 
greater. 

Second, insofar as women ' s  au tonomy influences their education, 
it may influence the costs of  children by  affecting women ' s  potential 
wage levels. (This is the dominant  hypothesis of the New Home Eco- 
nomics approach to the determinants  of  fertility.) The higher women ' s  
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po ten t i a l  wage  levels  are,  the  m o r e  m o n e y  t hey  ( a n d  the i r  famil ies)  fore- 
go w h e n  the i r  t ime  is d e v o t e d  to  ch i ldbea r ing  and  rea r ing  r a the r  than  
to  r e m u n e r a t i v e  e m p l o y m e n t ,  In this  way,  g rea te r  a u t o n o m y  for w o m e n  
m a y  resul t  in h ighe r  ch i ld  cos ts  and  h e n c e  l o w e r  ferti l i ty.  

Although this connec t ion  be tween  female educat ion  and child costs  
has b e e n  a rgued  b y  e c o n o m i s t s  famil iar  w i t h  the  Th i rd  W o r l d  (e.g.,  
Standing, 1983),  the  a s sumpt ion  impl ic i t  in this  hypo thes i s  that  w o m e n  
c a n n o t  r ea r  c h i l d r e n  wh i l e  s imu l t aneous ly  engaged  in p r o d u c t i v e  activ- 
i t ies  is ques t ionab le  for  m a n y  Th i rd  W o r l d  w o m e n ,  p e r h a p s  for  a ma- 
jo r i ty  o f  t h e m  (Mason  and  Palan, 1981).  13 Rural Th i rd  W o r l d  w o m e n  
typica l ly  have  ch i ld  ca re  he lp  avai lable  ( i nc lud ing  f rom the i r  o w n  chil-  
d r e n )  o r  a re  r e spons ib l e  for  tasks that  b l e n d  easi ly  w i th  ch i ld  care.  Even 
w o m e n  e m p l o y e d  in m o d e r n  s e c t o r  jobs  o f ten  have  re la t ives  o r  servants  
w h o  can  ca re  for  the i r  c h i l d r e n  w h i l e  t hey  work ,  m e a n i n g  tha t  t he  op-  
p o r t u n i t y  cos t s  they" face m a y  b e  no  g rea t e r  than  those  faced  b y  the i r  
rura l  coun te rpa r t s .  Thus, a l though  these  c o n n e c t i o n s  b e t w e e n  female  
a u t o n o m y  and  chi ld  cos t s  m a y  b e c o m e  m o r e  i m p o r t a n t  in the  future,  
the i r  c u r r e n t  ro l e  in d e t e r m i n i n g  fer t i l i ty  in  many  Thi rd  W o r l d  coun-  
t r ies  is deba tab le .  

The  th i rd  h y p o t h e s i z e d  pa th  t h rough  w h i c h  female  a u t o n o m y  is 
said to  in f luence  chi ld  cos ts  is b y  affecting the  na tu re  o f  the  husband-  
wife  re la t ionship .  As Ca ldwel l  ( 1 9 8 3 )  and O p p o n g  ( 1 9 8 3 )  have  argued,  
female  a u t o n o m y  is a s soc ia ted  w i th  a re la t ive ly  egal i tar ian  and  compan-  
iona te  re la t ionsh ip  b e t w e e n  spouses.  Coup les  w i t h  an egal i tar ian  rela- 
t ionsh ip  m a y  in tu rn  l o o k  to  each  o t h e r  for  p sych ic  and emo t iona l  sat- 
isfaction, r a the r  than to  the i r  ch i ldren ,  s o m e t h i n g  that  impl ic i t ly  raises 
the  p sych ic  cos ts  o f  chi ldren .  A psycho log ica l  emphas i s  on  the  conjuga l  
r e la t ionsh ip  s eems  unl ike ly  to  p l ay  a ma jo r  ro le  in fer t i l i ty  dec i s ions  
unt i l  ve ry  late  in the  d e m o g r a p h i c  t ransi t ion.  Never the less ,  this  possi-  
b i l i ty  is w o r t h y  o f  fur ther  s tudy  in se t t ings  w h e r e  family re la t ions  are  
beg inn ing  to  re f l ec t  W e s t e r n  influences.  

~3 The study that is usually cited in support of the idea that even in the agricultural sectors 
of Third World countries, women may find it difficult to work and rear children simul- 
taneously is an analysis of Malaysian data by DaVanzo and Lee (1983). This study, how- 
ever, is as consistent with the ease of combining maternal and productive responsibilities 
as with the opposite idea. DaVanzo and Lee report that a substantial proportion of women 
working in agriculture (about one-third) did their work unaccompanied by their younger 
children. ~hile this may mean that it would have been difficult to have children accom- 
pany them, it may also mean that it was unnecessary for their children to accompany 
them because of the availability of acceptable child care substitutes in the home. Also, a 
relatively large proportion of Malaysian agricultural workers are rubber tappers, a form 
of extractive work that makes demands on workers distinct from the more typical agri- 
cultural tasks in which Asian and African women engage (for example, rubber tapping is 
usually done very early in the morning, before children are awake). Thus, whether the 
Malaysian results can be generalized to most rural Third World women is unclear. 
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EFFECTS OF WOMEN'S POSITION ON FERTILITY 
R E G U L A T I O N  AND D E C I S I O N  MAKING 

Use of  Contraception 

Many of the relationships discussed thus far have implications for 
contraception, sterilization, and abortion, because they involve the de- 
mand for children, which when smaller than the supply of children may 
motivate deliberate fertility regulation. Here, however, we focus on hy- 
potheses specifically relating gender inequality to contraceptive use. (The 
same processes may also affect the use of  sterilization and abortion, al- 
though this is rarely discussed in the literature.) Figure 3 depicts the 
relevant hypotheses. 

A key factor argued to intervene between women's  autonomy and 
the use of contraception is the ability or willingness to engage in the 
innovative behavior (Caldwell, 1986). Where women's autonomy is great, 
their education is likely to be relatively great, and better educated women 
are not  only more likely to engage in innovation, but  typically have 
more knowledge of contraceptive methods or of how to acquire them 
than do less educated women  because of their literacy, greater famil- 
iarity with modern  institutions, and greater likelihood of rejecting a fa- 
talistic attitude toward life. There is good evidence that, for whatever 
reason, women's  education does indeed promote  the use of contracep- 
tion in most developing countries outside of tropical Africa (Cochrane, 
1979). Autonomy may also influence the use of contraception by de- 

+ ~, Female + ~Contraceptive 

/ / / /  " ' ~  Ability/Willingness \ 
/ / "  ~ to Engage in \ \ 

/ ~ / / "  ~ / ~ +  Innovative Behavi°r ~ X 

' - t  \ \ +  
Autonomy ~ / Contraceptive 

from ~ Use 
Male Control ~ ~ Female _ + Dependency f / f fCZ 

\ ~ ~uali,y 
+j, Couple / / ~ of ........... 

Husband-Wife Communication 
~ Relationship / 

_ ~  Double Husband's R e s i s t a n c e / /  
-- ~k Sexual - + ~ t0 Wife's Use 

Standard of Contraception 

FIGURE 3. Hypothesized Effects of Female Autonomy and Other Vari- 
ables on  Contraceptive Use 
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termining women ' s  dependency  on their in-laws (Dyson and Moore, 
1983). Of course, dependency on in-laws will reduce the likelihood of 
contracepting only if in-laws oppose the restriction of fertility. This may 
not always be  the case (Caldwell, Reddy, and Caldwell, 1982). 

Female autonomy may also influence contraceptive use by deter- 
mining the egalitarianism of the husband-wife relationship. Equality of  
spouses is supposedly" linked with the likelihood of their communicat ing 
about fertility control, which is in turn argued to influence the use of  
contraception or at least the effectiveness of  its use. The evidence in 
support  of  this hypothesis is apparently weak, however  (Beckman, 1983; 
Hollerbach, 1983). 

Finally, in some cultures, women ' s  au tonomy and status are said 
to influence contraceptive use by  influencing the extent  to which the 
couple abides by a sexual double standard. Where such a double stan- 
dard exis t s - -making it acceptable for husbands but not wives to have 
pre- or  extra-marital sexual r e l a t ions - -men  may worry  that the use of 
female contraceptive methods will free their daughters or  wives to vi- 
olate this norm. A related idea is that men  in cultures with a tradition 
of machismo will resist the use of  contraception, not  only because they 
find it important to insure a wife's sexual loyalty, but also because they 
believe frequent pregnancies provide proof of their sexual potency. There 
is some evidence to support  this last hypothesis (Beckman, 1983). 

Factors  E n t e r i n g  in to  Fer t i l i ty  D e c i s i o n s  

There are two main ideas in the literature about the impact that 
changes in gender inequality will have on the terms in which fertility 
decisions are made. One is the idea that as husbands and wives become  
more  equal, the w4fe's fertility desires play an increasingly important  
role in fertility decisions. While this seems plausible, certain mitigating 
possibilities should be  noted. Some cultures may give wives a relatively 
strong voice in fertility decisions, even though wives are given little 
power  in other  areas, because childbearing is regarded as a female do- 
main. For example,  this may explain why Egyptian wives '  fertility pref- 
erences apparently have more  impact  on contraceptive use than do hus- 
bands'  preferences (Haltouda et aL, 1983; cf. Knodel, Havanon, and 
Pramualratana, 1984, for a similar pat tern in much  more  egalitarian 
Thailand). Also, wives'  increased voice in fertility decisions may have 
little impact on fertility if their fertility desires are similar to their hus- 
bands'. Although some scholars argue that husbands and wives typically 
have different fertility desires, at least in pre-transition settings (Cald- 
well, 1983), the evidence suggests this frequently is not the case (Mason 
and Taj, 1987). Further, even when  the sexes disagree about family size, 
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it is often women,  not men, who  want  more  children (Mason and Taj, 
1987). 

The other  main idea about  the impact  of  gender  relations on the 
terms of fertility decisions is that a more  egalitarian relationship be- 
tween the sexes is likely to increase the weight given to the wife's health 
and well-being in fertility decisions. Egalitarian couples are likely to worry 
about  the health consequences for the wife of  having an additional child, 
whereas men in male-dominated families are likely to decide about  ad- 
ditional children in terms of their own needs and interests. Hollerbach 
(1983)  reports  there is some evidence to support  this idea, although it 
is derived from relatively few studies and requires further confirmation. 
If further studies of  this relationship are conducted,  it will be important  
to learn whether  increased concern  with health consequences affects a 
couple 's  comple ted  fertility or only the timing of their births. 

SUMMARY 

The most  plausible hypotheses about  the paths through which as- 
pects  of  women ' s  position may influence fertility in developing coun- 
tries can be summarized by  the five models shown in Figure 4. These 
models suggest that women ' s  position may influence fertility through 
child supply, child demand, a n d  child costs. 

First, women ' s  au tonomy is likely to be inversely related to the 

1. Women's ~ Importance of + 
Autonomy Early Marriage ~, Fertility 

2. If  women want fewer children than men or favor fertility control: 

+ Female Voice 
Women's ~ in Fertility 

Autonomy ~ + Innovative 

"-~ Behavior 

+ 
Son Dependency - - - - - . _ _ _ _  

3. Women's 
Dependency ~ Children as 

Security Assets 

Fertility 

+ (9) 
~ Fertility 

+ 

4. Women's + Opportunity Costs -- 
Autonomy of Children ~" Fertility 

5. Women's + Husband's Concerns -- 
Status ~" for Wife's Well-Being ~ Fertility 

FIGURE 4. Summary of  Primary Paths th rough  which Aspects of  Worn- 
en 's  Social Position May Inf luence Fertility 
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importance or urgency of marriage for daughters, something that should 
influence age at marriage and hence the supply of  children. 

Second, in settings where  women  want  fewer children than men 
do or have a more  positive attitude toward fertility control, the greater 
is their autonomy, the more  power  they will have in fertUit3T decisions 
and the more  likely they will be to engage in innovative behaviors, such 
as using m o d e m  contraceptives. These should in turn reduce  fertility 
by  reducing either the demand for children or the psychic costs of fer- 
tility regulation. 

Third, the greater is women ' s  economic  dependency,  the more  
important  children will be  as security assets and the stronger will be 
preferences for sons. Under certain demographic  conditions, the latter 
may help to maintain high fertility, as will the former  under  most  de- 
mographic conditions. 

Fourth, the seclusion of w o m e n  is likely to lower the opportuni ty 
costs of  children. Insofar as female autonomy leads to higher levels of 
female education, it should increase the opportuni ty costs of children. 
Both of these should affect the demand for children. 

And finally, the greater the equality of  the sexes, the more  the 
wife's health and well-being are likely to enter  into fertility decisions. 
This means that where  health considerations dictate limiting childbear- 
i n g - o r  lengthening interbirth intervals--higher  female status may be 
associated with lower fertility-. 

C O N C L U S I O N S  A N D  R E C O M M E N D A T I O N S  

This paper  has demonstrated the variety of  paths through which 
aspects of  gender  inequality are hypothesized to influence fertility and 
the intermediate determinants of  fertility. The extent  to which w o m e n  
have autonomy from men's  control in their day-to-day lives or  are eco- 
nomically independent  from male family members  has been argued to 
affect their age at marriage, their desires for children, the costs of  chil- 
dren, and the use of  contraception. Although many of the hypothesized 
effects of  women ' s  position have yet  to receive empirical support,  and 
although some of them are less than completely  plausible, gender  in- 
equality nonetheless seems likely to have s o m e  influence on fertility. 
Certainly the idea that relations be tween the sexes influence fertility in 
developing countries is wor thy  of considerably more  attention than it 
has received in the empirical literature to date. 

One shortcoming of the review presented in this paper  has been  
the failure to assess systematically how social context  may condition 
the impact of  women ' s  position on fertility. There is plentiful evidence 
suggesting that the processes through which female status influences 
fertility indeed vary by context. At least two recent  studies have found 
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the impact on fertility of indicators of female autonomy greater where  
some degree of modernization has occurred than under  pre-modern 
conditions (Jejeebhoy, 1986; Lloyd, 1986). Cain ( 1 9 8 4 ) h a s  also sug- 
gested that women's  economic dependency on male family members 
should have implications for the decline of fertility only in conjugally- 
oriented family systems. Future studies need not only to examine female 
autonomy more  directly than has been done in the past, but also to be 
sensitive to social context  when  they do so. 

One of the most serious problems with past empirical studies of 
gender inequality and fertility has been a failure to measure the con- 
ceptually-relevant dimensions of gender inequality. Education and em- 
ployment are the two most commonly used proxies for women's  status 
or autonomy. As was noted earlier, the actual relationship of these vari- 
ables to women's  autonomy, resources, or status is problematic. Both 
women's  level of schooling and the rate at which they engage in pro- 
ductive employment,  moreover,  tend to serve as proxies for other  fer- 
tility determinants. For example, high levels of female schooling may 
indicate high child costs rather than a high level of female autonomy, 
a rise in child costs being one factor important for the decline of fertility 
both in contemporary Third World populations (Caldwell, Reddy, and 
Caldwell, 1982; Nag and Kak, 1984) and historically (Lindert, 1978). 

Other measures of female autonomy commonly used in past stud- 
ies include household type (conjugal versus joint or stem), the age dif- 
ference between husband and wife (e.g., Cain, 1984; Jejeebhoy, 1986), 
and the relative responsibility of husband and wife for household de- 
cision making (as reported by wives, e.g., Hogan, Chamratrithirong, and 
Smith, 1986). Each of these has proven problematic in at least some 
settings. For example, Sathar (1986)  finds that nuclear family house- 
holds in Pakistan have higher fertility levels than extended-kin house- 
holds, a pattern seemingly contradictory to the usual assumption that 
wives in nuclear households enjoy more autonomy than do wives in 
(patrilineally) extended-kin households. Sathar's interpretation is that 
extended-kin households are likely to split apart when  the fertility level 
of the constituent conjugal units becomes high. Thus household type 
may say more about past fertility levels than about wives' autonomy. 
Problems with wives' reports of conjugal decision making may also ex- 
plain why Hogan, Chamratrithirong, and Smith, (1986) fa i l  to find any 
decisive relationship between wives' decision-making power  and fertil- 
ity in Thailand. 

Another problem with past studies of gender inequality and fer- 
tility has been their tendency to focus on individual-level cross-sectional 
relationships, rather than on aggregate, dynamic relationships. As Smith 
(1986)  and others (Cain, 1984; Mason, 1984) have suggested, the ex- 
tent of female autonomy, resources, or status is from some theoretical 
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points of view a characteristic of social systems rather than of individ- 
uals. Most men and women in a given culture, community, or class ex- 
perience the same gender-based opportunities and constraints. Studies 
of gender inequality and fertility consequently need to examine vari- 
ability between relevant aggregates, not just between individual women. 
Relatively few studies have done this, however, and some that have done 
so have encountered other problems) 4 

One type of study that would be valuable for understanding the 
links between female status and fertility is the intensive "controlled 
comparison" (see Caldwell, 1985, for similar suggestions). By this, I mean 
a study focusing on a relatively few communities or aggregates that have 
many factors in common but vary in their institutions of gender. Each 
community or aggregate is then studied intensively using a variety of  
data collection techniques, including surveys and participant observa- 
tion. 

Such studies offer at least two advantages over large-scale aggre- 
gate studies. First, because the number of aggregates is kept small enough 
for a single observer or small research team to study each unit inten- 
sively, the measurement of complex and elusive phenomena is more 
feasible than in a large-scale study. The measurement of variables not 
normally collected or published for larger aggregates is also straight- 
forward. Second, controlled comparisons offer the advantage of permit- 
ting the researcher to examine the impact of gender inequality on fer- 
tility or mortality while minimizing the "noise" created by covariates. 
Because the units involved are chosen deliberately so as to reduce other 
sources of variation, attention can be focused on female autonomy, sta- 
tus, or resources. Several examples of controlled comparisons can be 
found in the literature, including Mead Cain's work (Cain, Khananl, and 
Nahar, 1979) and a study in progress by Safilios-Rothschild and Mbu- 
rugu (1986). 

Other types of multi-level analyses also seem promising for un- 
derstanding how gender inequality's impact on fertility varies according 
to social context  (Smith, 1986). Sophisticated statistical methods for 
conducting multi-level analyses have recently been developed (Mason, 
Wong, and Entwisle, 1983; Wong and Mason, 1985), making quantita- 

t4 One of the most ambitious aggregate-level studies of women's status and fertility was 
conducted by Ward (1984), who used a world system's theoretical framework. Unfor- 
tunately, Ward's failure to consider developing countries separately from developed coun- 
tries renders her results difficult to interpret. Aggregate studies conducted by Cain (1984; 
see footnote 11) and by Safilios-Rothschild (1985) are also difficult to interpret and at 
best provide suggestive rather than definitive evidence of the impact of women's position 
on fertility. 
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t i ve  a p p r o a c h e s  m o r e  r e l i a b l e  t h a n  in  t h e  past .  T o  b e  sure ,  g o o d  indi-  

c a t o r s  o f  f e m a l e  s ta tus  m a y  n o t  a lways  b e  ava i lab le  fo r  s u c h  analyses.  In  

p r i n c i p l e ,  h o w e v e r ,  ana lyses  tha t  s i m u l t a n e o u s l y  e x a m i n e  t h e  i m p a c t  o f  

soc ia l  c o n t e x t  a n d  i n d i v i d u a l  s i t u a t i o n  o n  fe r t i l i ty  c a n  p r o v i d e  a c l e a r e r  

p i c t u r e  o f  g e n d e r  i n e q u a l i t y ' s  i m p a c t  o n  fe r t i l i ty  t h a n  h a v e  s tud ie s  c o n -  

d u c t e d  o n l y  at  t h e  i nd iv idua l  o r  a g g r e g a t e  leve l .  Cer ta in ly ,  r e g a r d l e s s  o f  

t h e  m e t h o d o l o g i e s  t ha t  a r e  u sed ,  t h e  j o i n i n g  o f  s o c i o l o g y  and  d e m o g -  

r a p h y  in f u r t h e r  s tud ie s  o f  g e n d e r  i n e q u a l i t y  a n d  fe r t i l i ty  w o u l d  b e  

w o r t h w h i l e .  
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