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Abstract
The thesis studies how the gender preferences for children are shaped by socio-cultural contexts
and local political economy. It explores how the politics of population and demographic change
takes place as a compounded effect of decisions taken by individual couples. The thesis starts
by tracing how, when, and why, the ‘simplistic’ statistic of child sex ratios in India came to be
considered a social issue that was worthy of policy and legal interventions. Situating the three
regions studied (Jammu, Kashmir and Ladakh), in this broad context, the thesis adopts a
comparative approach to understand how the value attached to children of different genders
might vary in regions that are geographically and socio-culturally very different from each
other. It was found that while in both Jammu and Kashmir, sons are preferred over daughters;
the local political economy and institutional arrangements determine whether a preference for
sons would mean the elimination of daughters before birth, their relative deprivation after birth,
their early marriage as a mobility strategy or severe restrictions on their mobility to ensure
control over their bodies. The villages in Kashmir were found to be relatively less daughter
averse, as evidenced by the relatively equal intra-household distribution of resources amongst
young children as opposed to the higher female child mortality and pervasive sex-selective
abortions in Jammu. While some factors were peculiar to each location, some others like
attitudes towards abortions, threats of sexual violation and harassment on the streets, and
psychological burden to protect ‘vulnerable daughters’ who were always a liability for the
family of birth versus ‘protector-provider’ role of sons were some of the factors common to
both the locations leading to a preference of sons over daughters. This was in stark contrast to
the villages in Ladakh where social arrangements and old age support structures have eased the
normative compulsions of having children in general and sons, forcing one to question the
patriarchal systems that seem inherent to societies and thus asserting that there are different

ways in which societies might organise themselves.
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