SON PREFERENCE IN HARYANA :
STRUCTURES AND STRATEGIES

. By ’
v
Jyoti Sapru (nee Dar)

Humanities and Social Sciences Department

Submitted

in fulfillment of the requirements of the degree of Doctor of Philosophy

to the

Indian Institute of Technology, Delhi
December 2006



CERTIFICATE

" I am satisfied that the thesis presented by Jyoti Sapru (nee Dar), entitled ‘Son Preference
in Haryana: Structures and Strategies’ submitted to IIT-Delhi is worthy of
consideration for the award of the degree of Doctor of Philosophy and is a record of the
original bonafide research work carried out by her under my guidance and supervision and
that the results contained in it have not been submitted in part or full to any other

university or Institute for the award of any degree/diploma.

I certify that she has pursued the prescribed course of research.

(Dr. RAVINDER KAUR)
Associate Professor

Department of Humanities and Social Sciences
IIT-Delhi, New Delhi 110016



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

I take this opportunity to thank my guide, Dr. Ravinder Kaur, Associate Professor,
Department of Humanities and Social Sciences (HUSS), IIT Delhi, for guiding me
through the years of my doctoral studies and for sharpening my thought process on gender
issues.

I thank the women and men of the village of Jakhauli in Sonipat district of Haryana, where
I conducted my field study, for volunteering to answer my questionnaire and share the
stories of their lives with me.

I also thank the Anganwadi workers, without whose valuable inputs and untiring
cooperation, this study would not have been completed. The valuable time and help
rendered by the medical staff and health workers at the PHC, near Jakhauli, is
unforgettable.

I 'am grateful to Dr. Surjit Singh Bhalla, for allowing me to avail of the services and help
of the staff member in his office, Tirtho, in the tabulation and statistical calculations of the
data collected during my field study. I thank Tirtho too for his efforts and support.

I'am grateful for the help rendered and the guidance provided by Prof. Upadhyay and Prof.
Mohan, the faculty in my research committee.

I am grateful to Mr. Ashok and Mr. Ram, at the Post Graduate Studies Department, IIT-
Delhi, for their cooperation, guidance and understanding throughout the period of my
doctoral studies. I cannot thank enough the administrative staff at the Department of
Humanities and Social Sciences, IIT — Delhi, Ms. Pramila, Mr. Dharamveer and Mr. Shiv
Pal, for their support, assistance and encouragement during the period of my doctoral
studies.

[ am also very grateful to Mrs. Sharma and Ms. Shubi of Sharma Photostat, Nalanda
Hostel, IIT Delhi, without whom I would have been unable to complete my doctoral thesis
in time.

My husband Abhay, who encouraged me during my doctoral studies and proof read parts
of my thesis, provided inputs for the glossary and formatting some of the tables at the last
minute.

My parents, who encouraged me to complete the thesis and my husband, Abhay’s mother,
who provided silent support and never complained once about my preoccupations during
the seven years of my doctoral research and who is regrettably now no more and unable to
have had the pleasure of my doctoral thesis seeing the light of the day.

Last, but not the least, my son, Keshav, who bore my doctoral studies and the preparation
of the thesis with fortitude and understanding.

ti Sapru (n¢e Dar)



ABSTRACT

This thesis explores the phenomenon of son preference in Haryana and the structures and
strategies that define its persistence in the face of burgeoning socioeconomic
development. The phenomenon is studied through the impact it has on the lives and value
of girls/women in the son preferring and daughter discriminating society of Haryana. The
framework used in the thesis is of the prevailing socioeconomic conditions and cultural
ideologies in Haryana, that push individual couples/families, at the household level, to
strategize a ‘value trade-off” between girls and boys in order to maximize the ‘returns on
their investments’, in their children and their own future. The patriarchal structures of and
material conditions surrounding marriage, work and reproduction, as the three pillars (re)
constructing female agency, strategy and identity, substantiate the argument for and
attempt to tackle the issue of son preferring practices and explore new linkages/realities in

the lives of girls/women and their families.

This thesis addresses the questions: Why have sex ratios remained low over such a long
period (a century, especially in Punjab and Haryana)? In other words, why do changing
circumstances still support son preference and daughter discrimination in northern India
and specifically in Haryana? Is culture only a broad ‘convenient’ ideological framework
within which this phenomenon is explained, whereas the underlying determinants are to be
found in the individual strategies of couples/families, which are a response to socio-
economic and cultural factors? The thesis makes the argument that there are factors
exacerbating investment in sons and foeticide of girls and the continuing low sex ratios do
not point to a structural change at present, yet individual strategies, at the household level,
attempt to chalk out the best scenario for existing girls, and may even contest existing
structures. By exploring the individual strategies of couples/families, at the household
level and‘within the nuclear family setting, the study finds new realties, strategies, power
equations and links within the very culture and socioeconomic conditions that discriminate

against girls.
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