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PREFACE

As the alleged population problem and its many consequences has featured
prominently in debates related to Indian development, the fact that South
India, a region of more than 200 million inhabitants, crossed replacement
level in the mid-1990s, is not a well-publicized feature of India’s demo-
graphy. This silent revolution concerns not only the most famous progres-
sive regions where literacy is now almost universal or where the hi-tech
export economy is booming, but a larger landmass of 630,000 sq. km. This
vast area includes the drought-prone tracts of the Deccan, where dry agri-
culture has made little progress for decades and the densely-forested areas
of the Western and Eastern Ghats, where isolated tribal settlements are
the main indications of human presence. This profound and probably
irreversible transition in reproductive behaviour occurred merely a few
year later than in Chian, but it was not associated with any spectacular
economic growth or sweeping progress in human development on a large
scale. The discrepancy with China is even more striking when one con-
siders the absence of any aggressive family planning campaigns that have
proved incompatible in the past with India’s democratic institutions.
While modesty suggests that this book may not offer the ultimate ex-
planations about the circumstances that brought South India on par with
developed countries, where fertility rates have already slipped under the
replacement levels, this collection of articles aims at providing a rich and
diverse information base on the various demographic trajectories of south
Indian states. As chapters will illustrate, fertility transition is mainly a
process of progressive reproductive change akin to social change and can
be best understood as a continuous evolution that tends to sustain itself
in ways that make additional change gradually more likely. Causation
may be regarded here as cumulative, since each facet of behavioural
changes affecting the reproductive setup, such as the decision among
some to delay one’s marriage or to adopt contraception, alters the social
perception of fertility, which in turn facilitates further local changes within
or across social formations. As a result, fertility levels observed in South
India tend now to be always lower than what any other socioeconomic
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features like literacy, economic development or urbanization would imply.
The southern states tend to be often regarded as exceptions or special cases
that cannot be directly compared to the rest of India. Nor can we assume
the family planning administration to have been much more efficient
in this part of the country and to represent the decisive ingredient in this
rapid change. The fact is that the clusters of low fertility that can be ob-
served in south India imperfectly coincide with administrative boundaries
within which bureaucracy operates. This suggests that local, endogenous
factors have played a significant role in shaping the progress of fertility
decline beyond the better known impact of structural economic or edu-
cational change, or of the regional implementation of population policies.

South India’s singular experience is no statistical or sociological anom-
aly, but the results of cumulative processes that started very early in parts
of South India and probably spread more extensively through the region
than anywhere else in India. The present volume documents the various
phases of this rapid evolution, by offering a detailed review of most of the
social and demographic information related to this decline and by testing
some of the main explanatory frameworks. What emerges is chiefly the
importance to describe regional contexts in greater detail to understand
the social mechanisms that sustain the diffusion of the new, Malthusian
family norms. It may be fair to say that the formal tools of demography
may prove less able than a qualitative approach to fathom the driving
force of local changes.

The seeds of this volume were sown in April 1998, when the editors
organized a three-day conference at the Centre for Development Studies
in Thiruvananthapuram, on ‘South Indian fertility transition in a com-
parative perspective’. This meeting brought together many colleagues from
India and France and gave us the opportunity to consider the many differ-
ent angles to approach fertility change in India. We realized that the
diversity of demographic experiences of each region in India was indeed
difficult to cover with a unique set of tools, whether they were sophisti-
cated modelling techniques or specific disciplinary approaches. The idea
of a collective book entirely devoted to the history of fertility change in
the south Indian states, was born at this occasion. We take this opportunity
to thank P.N. Mari Bhat, Ashish Bose, Jean-Pierre Bocquet-Appel, Yves
Charbit, N. Krishnaji, K.S. James, P.S. Nair, P.K. Panda, K.N. Raj,
N. Ravichandran, K. Srinivasan, Jacques Véron and K.C. Zachariah, who
participated in this original seminar and Jean-Luc Racine for his distant,
but efficient support for this occasion. Though the chapters in this volume
have been written long after the conference with other contributors who
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joined us, the initial event helped to exchange seminal ideas about the ways
to approach the regional diversity of India’s demographic transformations.

In attempting to develop an integrated understanding of the rapid
demographic changes whose impact on South India was clearly demon-
strated by the 2001 census results, we opted for a more systematic approach
of every state and decided to devote one or more chapters on each region.
This was complemented by additional contributions shedding light on
the broader historical and geographic perspectives of changes in the repro-
ductive behaviour in India. Thus, we have a chapter providing a geographic
approach to the analysis of demographic data in South India. Another
chapter was also commissioned to reconstitute the history of fertility during
the colonial period. In spite of the interest generated by the rapid develop-
ments over the two last decades, it is crucial to link up the final phase of
the demographic transition in South India to the evolution in the Madras
Presidency, where the fertility landscape was far from flat and monotonous.
Similarly, several chapters compare South India with the rest of India,
using original cartography or statistical analysis, and thereby stress the
original character of the South Indian demographic narrative.

The first meeting in Thiruvananthapuram also gave us the opportunity
to formally launch the ‘South India Fertility Project’ (SIFP), a joint pro-
gramme that was supported from its inception by the Wellcome Trust and
the French Institute of Pondicherry. This programme started effectively
only in 1999 and brought together colleagues from five main institutions:
the Centre for Development Studies in Thiruvananthapuram; the Insti-
tute for Social and Economic change in Bangalore; the departments of
Population Studies at Bharathiar University in Coimbatore and Sri
Venkateshwara in Tirupati; and the French Institut de Recherche pour
le Développement. Over the course of the last four years, the members of
the SIFP included the editors, N. Audinarayana, S. Gunasekaran,
S. Krishnamoorthy, P.M. Kulkarni, K.N.M. Raju, T.V. Sekher and
P. Ramachandran. Several dynamic doctoral students and post-doc
scholars, such as S. Aliyar, M. Chakrabarty, S. Oliveau, P.N. Rajna,
P. Ramesh, M.N. Sivakumar, T. Thenmozhi and S. Vella have also helped
us at various stages of the project. Travelling across South India to
Bangalore, Coimbatore, Pondicherry, Tirupati and Thiruvananthapuram,
we met regularly to device a common approach to study fertility decline
in regions as diverse as Kottayam or Gulbarga, whose fertility differentials
are hardly narrower than those that characterize Kerala and Bihar. This
book partly represents the fruits of this long collaborative work by mem-
bers of the SIFP and several chapters derive from the first phase of our
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joint projects. Initial drafts of the regional analyses of fertility decline in
Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka, Kerala and Tamil Nadu were prepared by
each team and discussed. Preliminary versions of two regional studies
were published in Economic and Political Weekly before the publication of
this book and other chapters were also presented at various scientific
forums to solicit comments and reactions from our colleagues.

The backbone of this comparative venture was the development of an
original geographical information system (GIS) at the French Institute of
Pondicherry, based on the disaggregated census data at the micro level.
This spatial database helped us to assess the extent of fertility differentials
as obtained in rural South India and to later redirect our research towards
specific regions that were recently investigated by the SIFP (these studies
are, therefore, not incorporated in this volume). Our GIS led to a detailed
estimation of regional variations across regions within South India, as
well as within each state. As several chapters in this book will stress, this
is probably the most salient feature of fertility decline as revealed by our
investigations. What these spatial differentials entail goes much beyond
the apparent peculiarity of the local variations in fertility levels, as it
points to the nature of social change itself. The distinctively spatial char-
acter of our research interest is yet another illustration of the geographic
turn given to this volume. Except for Oliveau’s chapter, all the maps pre-
pared for this volume were drawn by Christophe Z. Guilmoto, with the
assistance of the staff of the Population and Space programme at the
French Institute, who helped us to overcome out initial difficulties with
cartography and spatial modelling.

The research carried out by many of the contributors was made possible
at the outset by the financial support of the Wellcome Trust, which pro-
vided a substantial research grant (GR053522) to what was initially
regarded as an overambitious programme to create an original GIS from
scratch for a region of 200 million inhabitants. The grant shared between
the participating institutions allowed us to launch several research oper-
ations ranging from data acquisition to field-based surveys and student
stipends. We thank S. Balakrishnan, W. Ewart and G. Goding at the
Wellcome Trust office in London for their support over the years and their
patience with the bureaucratic idiosyncrasies of the French administration.
Additional support from the Delhi office of the United Nations Popu-
lation Fund (UNFPA) to Christophe Z. Guilmoto also contributed to
the strengthening of our database, and we are in particular grateful to

M. Vlassoff.
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All SIFP participants enjoy unrelenting backing from their respective
institutions and our initial thanks go to the many directors and adminis-
trative secretaries that have supported the project over the years. Patrice
Vimard, then head of the Laboratoire Population-Environnement-
Développement (LPED) research unit in Marseilles, also offered constant
backing over the years. We also express our sincere thanks to our col-
leagues R. Amuda, S. David, F. Houllier, Chandan Mukherijee, ]J-P Muller,
Sébastien Oliveau and especially Sattiya Vingadassamy, in Pondicherry
and Thiruvananthapuram, for their support at various stages of the project.



