
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I

-Pi\) - ftcG -0 0~
:O~b§O

WOMEN'S STATUS AND
FAMILY PLANNlNG IN BANGLADESH:
AN ANALYSIS OF FOCUS GROUP DATA

FINAL REPORT

Subcontract Number CI92 60A

RUTH SIMMONS, PHD, AND REZINA .MITA, M S S
DEPARTMENT OF POPULATION PLANNING AND INTERNATIONAL HEALTH

UNIVERSITY OF .MICIDGAN

THE POPULATION COUNCIL
ASIA & NEAR EAST OPERATIONS RESEARCH AND

TECHNICAL ASSISTANCE PROJECT

February 1995



I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I

TABLE OF CONTENTS

ExecutIve Summary

OvervIew

DIffusIOn of the Culture of ContraceptIOn Program Effects
on Young Women 10 Rural Bangladesh

Women's LIves 10 TransItion A Qualitative AnalysIS of the Fertility
Declme m Bangladesh

Appendix A -- Code Sheet

2

31

65



I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I

EXECUTIVE SUM:MARY

ThIS study Involved secondary analysIs of a substantIal set of focus group data from 1987-88
m Matlab Thana In Bangladesh, where the Family Planmng and Health ServIces Project had
been underway SInce 1977 That project was hIghly successful In mcreasmg famIly planmng
acceptance, and provIded a nch research base for studymg the dIffusIOn of famIly plannIng
and ItS effects The 1987-88 study Involved 36 focus groups Involvmg fieldworkers,
commumty women, husbands, educated women, and communIty leaders A paper from that
study, "Employment ill Fanuly Planmng and Women's Status m Bangladesh" was publIshed
m StudIes In FamIly Planmng (MarlApr 1992) The Intent of the present study was to
examIne the effect of family plannIng on women's status m Bangladesh, and to prepare
papers on that tOpIC

FolloWIng leads In the data Itself, two papers were prepared under tlus subcontract One dealt
WIth the effect of the famIly planrung fieldworkers on the knowledge and attItudes of young,
unmarned women towards fertIlIty and fanuly planmng, the other presents a qualItatIve
analysIs of the fertl1J.ty tranSItIon In Bangladesh, contnbutIng to the ongomg debate on
whether fertIlIty declme IS caused by demand-sIde or supply-sIde factors

1. "DIFFUSION OF THE CULTURE OF CONTRACEPTION: PROGRAM
EFFECTS ON YOUNG WOMEN IN RURAL BANGLADESH

ThIS paper shows that fanuly plannIng programs sometImes reach beyond theIr mtended
targets, namely to young, unmarned women Quab.tatIve mformatIon from the recollectIOns
of a rural Bangladeslu woman and focus group dIScussIons are utIlIzed

DIffuSIOn of famIly planmng concepts among thIS unexpected audIence m rural Matlab
Bangladesh, was first descnbed to the authors by Shamrran, a Matlab woman Her story
retold events that occurred durmg the InItIal arnval of the Matlab communIty-based famIly
plannIng worker In the late 1970s Shamrran and a fnend, unmarned pre-teens at that tIme,
became cunous about the nature of the worker's VISIt and hId outSIde the older women's
homes to hear the worker's messages The grrls mquIred about the meanmg of the
mformatIon from an aunt, the aunt helped them understand what they overheard

Shamlfan's story mdIcated that contraceptIve InformatIon was not WIdely aVaIlable to young,
unmarned women m the commumty Yet, her words descnbed the famIly plannmg field
worker as more than a velucle for contraceptIve InformatIon The fanuly plannmg worker
was a representatIve of modern Ideas and an InspIratIon for a new conSCIOusness about
reproductIve decISIon makIng She set an example for female mobIlIty, employment, and
modern dress, and through her work legItImIZed the use of contraceptIOn and commumcated
new Ideas about famIly SIze norms These new concepts strongly appealed to ShamIran

After the worker's VISIt-S, the newly acquIred mformatIon was duly passed on, Into a network
of female peers In the process, a group of women In theIr most ImpreSSIOnable years were
reached WIth informatIon about contraceptIve methods and new Ideas of reproductIve
behaVIOr ShamIran expounded upon these new Ideas to her more conservatIve and demure
companIOn, and made them a tOpIC of conversatIon WIth her peers IndIVIduals who are
knowledgeable about the Matlab communIty have confirmed that the patterns descnbed In the
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story COInCIde wIth theIr own recollectlons

Four focus group dIscuSSIOns were desIgned to further explore these Issues, newly mamed,
young women were asked to dISCUSS therr expenences m the late 1980s AddItIOnally, other
commurnty women were asked a set of questlons about young women The data were
denved from a study conducted 10 1987-88 m the Maternal ChIld Health and FamIly Planmng
Project 10 Matlab, Bangladesh Fmdmgs revealed that the dIffusIOn of new Ideas about
famIly SIze and contraceptlon were anchored m perceptlons of broader SOCIal change The
themes from Shamrran'S recollectlons of events from the prevIOUS decade were both
reaffrrmed and broadened All of the focus group partIcIpants were aware of the famIly
planmng worker's VISIt to theIr neIghborhood and famIlIes, and most talked about a growmg
awareness and cunosIty concermng the worker's VISItS

The typIcal first ImpresSIOn of the worker was that she was a doctor who gave out pIlls,
mJectlons, salIne solutlon and other medlCmes It was also clear that the commumty-based
worker had become a role model, and that her VISItS stlmulated a pattern of gradual learnmg
and growmg conSCIOusness about the worker's famIly plannmg tasks Data also mdIcated
that, for some partIcIpants, understandmg of the worker's fanuly planmng functIOns began
pnor to the onset of menstruatlon, for others menarche was the threshold Older women
commented that the young grrls were learmng much from the presence of the worker It was
clear that the commumty worker's presence m the VIllage set m motIOn a process of
observatlon, questlomng and even dIrect exchanges WIth the worker The young, recently
mamed women themselves credIted her for therr growmg awareness of the concept and
meamng of famIly planmng In contrast, the older women acknowledged that they had not
had such opportumtles to learn about thIs tOpIC

PrecIsely what IS bemg learned or dIffused could not be fully answered WIth the data from
thIS study The dISCUSSIons suggest that not only mformatlon and knowledge about
contraceptIve techmques and how to gam access to them IS commumcated, the very
IthmkabIllty" that women can control therr reproductIve lIve was also bemg establIshed

The receptlVIty of older women to the Idea of fertility control, and theIr dISCUSSIOn of these
tOpICS were also Important factors m the dIffuSIOn process Contraceptlve prevalence and
famIly planmng dISCUSSIons were mcreasmg among adult women, these mcreases contnbuted
sIgmficantly to the dIffuSIOn of new Ideas to young, unmamed women Almost all of the
young, recently mamed focus group partICIpants knew a contraceptIve user wIthm theIr
famIly or ban pnor to therr mamage Data also showed that the dIffuSIOn of famIly plannmg
mformatlon and Ideas occurred WIthIn a context where the underlymg assumptIOns and values
of reproductlve change were encountenng mcreasmg approval and where theIr ImplIcatIOns
for the status of women were begmnmg to be perceIved DIffUSIOn proceeded despIte
prevalent norms that unmamed, young women should be excluded from famIly planmng
dISCUSSIons, and despIte the fact that some mothers succeed 10 preventmg theIr daughters
from gammg access to contraceptlve mformatlon

Most partICIpants mdIcated they had dISCUSSed the worker's actIVItIes with theIr gIrl fnends
before theIr marrIages Such dISCUSSIons contlnued after marrIage, and prOVIded an
Important mechanIsm for the dIffuSIOn of knowledge about sexual matters and contraceptIOn
Because the newly mamed women were mcluded m conversatIOn WIth older women and WIth
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the famIly planmng worker, she provided an Important source of mformatIOn to her
unmamed peers

The role of the media m commumcatmg new Ideas about family Size and contraceptIOn has
also emerged as a central theme While the commumty worker, female relatives, peers and
other commumty women were Important sources of family planmng mformatIOn, the
mfluences of radIos, and even teleViSIon or pnnted matenals, were also mentloned RadIOS
were Widely available m the vIllages at the tlme the study took place, and m 1987 famIly
plannlllg broadcasts were regular and notlced by the young women mtervlewed ThIS
undoubtedly contnbuted to theIr knowledge and awareness as the young women stated that
they had heard a varlety of programs sponsored by the government famIly planmng program,
covenng the Importance of lImltlng cluldbearIng, that the two-child famIly IS a happy famIly,
what methods are available, how methods work, etc

ThIS paper suggests that the Matlab family plannmg worker acted as a catalyst m the
diffuSIOn of new Ideas and mfonnatlon to young, unmarned women who were not targeted
by the fonnal program strategies of the Matlab project Both the presence of the worker and
the medIa campaIgn proVided a stlmulus for conversatlons m WhiCh new knowledge and Ideas
were processed through lOteractlon among peers and famIly members The baSIC conclusIOn
of the paper IS that the Matlab famIly p1anmng program IS madvertently reachlOg an audIence
that was not targeted by the fonnal program strategy, girls and unmarned young women
were begmmng to be Inducted lOto the culture of contraceptIOn as part of theIr normal
process of SocIaIIzatlon

2. WOl\1EN'S LIVES IN TRANSmON A QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS OF THE
FERTILITY DECLINE IN BANGLADESH

In contrast to earlIer demograpluc and SOCIal SCience prediCtlons, a fertllIty decllOe IS well
underway m Bangladesh ThIS paper explores factors related to the decllOe USIng a
qualItatlve data set collected through focus group seSSIOns The baSIC argument presented
IS that the fertIlIty transitlon m Bangladesh has multIple determmants, many ot WhICh are not
easily Studied by exarnmlOg macro-level data

Dialogue WIth rural women of different ages m the Matlab commumties mdicates that
multlp1e dImenSIOns of Matlab women's lIves are bemg transformed, and together these
changes explaIn the 10terest m family llfmtatIOn and spacmg The presence of a strong
program IS a major contnbutmg 10fluence 10 the demograpluc tranSItion, but SOCIal and
economiC changes, as well as a new mental outlook, new Ideas and onentatIOns, also play
a mearungful role Changes are subtle and have not affected everyone equally, yet theIr
10fluence has emerged as a pervaSIve theme 10 these dIScussIons

Important components of the transitlon lOvolve changes 10 contraceptive use and famIly SIze
nonns The data show that family p1anmng has become a frequent tOpIC of conversatIon and
that women are aware of Widespread contraceptIve use 10 their commumtIes, and the onset
of fertlltty declIne Women explaJ.n that lower feruhty benefits them mdividually and also
benefits theIr famIlIes They belIeve that uslOg contraceptlves, even wIth theIr SIde effects,
IS preferable to bearIng mu1tlp1e chIldren as theIr mothers dId
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Women are also aware of broader changes that are affecting theIr lIves In areas that are
conventIonally consIdered demand-sIde determinants of fertIlIty decline -- economIC and
SOCIal changes WIth regards to economIc factors, the cost of lIVing IS perceIved to be
increasing Women speak about the fact that theIr famIlIes have less land than theIr parents
and attnbute thIS change to populatIon growth, land eroSIon, or the dIstress sale of land In
a SOCIety where SubsIstence agnculture IS stIll the donunant means of lIvelIhood, decreased
land holding ImplIes food shortages and mcreasmg problems In provIding for theIr famIhes
The nsmg cost of proVIding for children's needs IS also a major concern for women
Women speak of provIdmg for theIr children beyond the baSIC neceSSItIes of food and
clothing, they must be raIsed to theIr fullest potentIal by Investmg In theIr future LIkeWIse,
there IS an IncreaSIng Interest In sending both boys and gIfls to school Although educatIOn
IS aSsocIated WIth sIgmficant expendItures for many families, women recogmze that the future
of theIr chIldren rests WIth employment m the formal sector of the economy, and that
educatIon IS a major precondItIOn for securmg such employment

Among Important SOCIal changes are the dowry system, changes In famIly relatIOns, women's
emergmg sense of self-esteem and freedom, and overall modermzatIon Women aSSOCIate
downes WIth an mcreasmg finanCIal burden and hnk the cost to chIldbearing, hIgh dowry
costs are perceIved as reasons for lmutmg bIrths Women In Matlab commumtIes also
perceIve that famIly relatIons are not followmg the old patterns Data indIcate that the role
of parents and parents-In-law have become weakened, conjugal bonds are stronger, famIly
structures are changing, mtergeneratIOnal wealth flows are begmmng to reverse, and young
WIves are belIeved to have a degree of Influence that defies tradItIon Moreover, women are
begmmng to perceIve themselves as worthy mdividuals, capable of thInkIng and acting
Independently, and deservIng to enJoy at least some of the pleasures of modern lIfe There
IS agreement among the younger and older focus group partICIpants that the younger women
are even freer than those over thrrty The freedom to delay the onset of chIldbeanng IS a
central element m thIS tranSItIon

It IS also clear that women not only see therr own lIves m tranSItIon, they perceIve the world
around them to be In a process of change to whIch they attach the label of modernIty New
modes of transport, electncIty and the medIa have reached the villages, more schools are
beIng bUIlt, and more markets eXIst than m the past Exposure to a world beyond the
boundanes of tradItIonal rural commurutIes brmgs new Ideas, including SIgns of the
onentatIons and values of a commerCIalIzed, consumer SOCIety Women have begun to focus
on therr own well-beIng and are trymg to escape from what some perceIve as the drudgery
that charactenzed the lIfe of therr mothers They want to be part of the commerCIal culture
that IS emergIng around them WIthIn these asprratIons many children are VIewed as
"botheratIon", and the use of contraceptIon becomes an Important mechanIsm for attamIng
at least a small share of the attractIons of modern lIfe

The role of the Matlab MeR and famIly planmng program, especIally the commumty-based
worker In bnngIng about the tranSItIon In women's lIves IS also dISCUSsed Data reveal that
women often VIew the worker as a trusted fnend, someone they can rely on to help them
overcome fears of methods and medIate dIsputes about famIly planmng WIth relatIves The
worker has gone far beyond SImply proVIdmg access to methods, mdeed, she has helped
women put reproductIve decISIons In the "calculus of ratIonal chOIce", Influenced theIr famIly
SIZe preferences, and served as a role model for modernIZatIon The medIa, VIa repeated
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messages about famIly planmng, has also mfluenced women although not qUite to the extent
of the worker

The concluslOn suggests that the feI1J.hty transIllon should be Vlewed as a consequence of the
forces of both supply and demand, even though the demand-sIde determmants are much
smaller and dIfferent m nature than major structural transformatlOns stIpulated by
convenllonal demograpiuc theory Further, women are aware of the changes around them,
are conSCIOUS and dehberate actors m the femlIty tranSItIon, the program agents and medIa
help them to escape pre-establIshed cultural scnpts
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I. OVERVIEW

The ongmal mtent of the proposal to analyze the focus group data collected 10 Matlab 10
1987-88 had been to explore the broader effects of fanuly plannmg for women's lIves and
to establIsh a lInkage between program management and these larger effects of the program
on women's status

Much of the analysis followed the ongmal mtent of exammmg the effect of famIly plannmg
on women's hves Major efforts were put mto codmg data for analysis utIllzmg a computer
program for quahtatIve analysIs, Ethnograph Focus group transcnpts from seSSions WIth
commumty women (as opposed to seSSIons conducted WIth the Matlab workers) were coded
along several vanables relating to the effect of fanuly planmng on women's hves The codes
were entered mto the computer program, and prmtouts of transcnpt segments reflectmg each
of the codes are now avaJ.1able The code sheet for these vanables IS attached 10 AppendIX
A The data coded and reorgamzed through Ethnograph were partIally utIhzed for the
wntmg of the two papers However, gIVen the new drrectIons pursued 10 both of the papers,
additional codmg followmg more conventional hnes of quahtatIve analysIs were undertaken
for the purposes of these two papers

The two papers that have resulted from project actiVIties have dIverged somewhat from the
ongmal mtent TYPICal of quahtatIve work, the Matlab focus group study produced an
unexpected research lead, which makes a genumely new and sIgmficant contnbutIOn to the
field It showed that the Matlab project affected not only the so-called elIgIble couples, but
also had an effect on young unmamed women, even lIttle grrls WIth the exception of the
work by Alauddm and VanLandmgham, the Importance of a focus on the young had not been
dISCUSSed for Bangladesh The paper, "DIffuSIOn of the Culture of ContraceptIOn Program
Effects on Young Women m Rural Bangladesh", traces these effects and 10terprets them In

lIght of the lIterature on diffuSIOn of mnovatIon The paper was accepted by StudIes III

Fa.m.Ily Planmng and has been reVised m response to the suggestions by the reViewers It
will be publIshed m the January/February 1995 Issue of StudIes

The second paper IS entitled "Women's Lives m TranSItion, a Qualitauve AnalySIS of the
FertIlity DeclIne m Bangladesh" ThIs paper has also taken on a slIghtly dIfferent focus than
ongmally mtended, but the outcome warrants the endeavor Readmg the recent lIterature on
Bangladesh and especIally the volume by Cleland et al (1994) The Detenmnants of
Reproductive Change m Bangladesh reconfrrmed the Importance and umqueness ot the
qualItative data collected m Matlab An analySIS of these qualItative data shows a slIghtly
dIfferent pIcture than what Cleland et al conclude based on analySIS of avarlable
demographIc research and statistical mdicators Cleland et al conclude that In Bangladesh,
the mfluence of famIly plannmg programs and polICIes accounts for the onset of fertIlIty
declme While the mfluence of the program IS mdeed strong, (as one would expect gIVen
that the data come from Matlab), the data also show SOCIal and economIC change as well as
modermzmg trends to be Important factors affecung decislOns to lImIt famIly SIze and use
of contracepuon WhIle these changes may be objectively small, they amount to lIfe
transfonnmg expenences m the perceptIOns of the women mvolved m the transItIon

The subsequent sectIons of thIS report proVIde a descnptIon of the codmg process and the two
papers m theIr entIrety

I
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Introduction

The concept of dIffusIOn has assumed prommence 10 recent dIScussIons of the fertIlIty

transinon and reproducnve change (Cleland and WIlson, 1987, Freedman, 1987, Casterl10e

et al , 1987, Montgomery and Casterl1Oe, 1991, Rosero-BIxby, 1991, K1OcaId, 1993, Pollak

and WatkIns, 1993), although ItS relevance to the field had of course been 10dicated earlIer

(Freedman and TakeshIta, 1969, Rogers and Shoemaker, 1971, Freedman, 1982, Retherford

and Palmore, 1983) In the most general sense, dIffuSIOn refers to a process whereby new

Ideas, 1Oformanon, pracnces or technology are dissemmated through a vanety of mechanIsms

that affect att1tudes and behaVIOrs at local, nanonal and 1Oternanonal levels One of the

central arguments of the dIffuSIOn hterature has been to emphasIze the pOSSIble 10dependent

role of chang10g Ideas and aspiranons 10 enhanc10g the femlIty tranSItIOn (Cleland and

WIlson, 1987, Freedman, 1982)

In lIterature of the European femlIty transinon, dIffuSIOn has referred to a process where new

Ideas about femlIty regulanon spread spontaneously or autonomously through a vanety ot

SOCIal, cultural and 110gmsnc networks There was no attempt to dehberately plan and

10fluence these trends through the formal 1Osntut1ons of SOCIety SImIlarly, modermzatIOn or

westermzat10n can act as the sources of IdeatIonal change affect10g femlIty behaVIOr through

complex but unduected 1Oteracnons By contrast, the advent of offiCially constItuted famIly

plann10g programs has added a strong element of SOCIal engmeenng 1OtO the process of

dIffus10g technology and new Ideas about contraceptIon and famIly SIze Programs

delIberately and conSCIously dIrect contracepnve 1Oformanon, "motIvatIon" and servIces at

specIfic populanons WIth whom they 10teract through personal or Impersonal commumcatIOn

New Ideas knowledge and pract1ces are then spread further as they are passed on to others

through 1Oformal SOCIal networks consIstmg, for example, of famIly members or peers

In thIS paper we show that as Ideas and mformat1on spread, they reach not only people the

program Intends to reach, but others as well ThIS phenomenon has been noted earlIer In the

TaIchung expenment of the 1960s, IUD acceptance spread to areas where no formal etforts

were made to recruIt acceptors (Freedman and TakeshIta, 1969) SImIlarly, the 1Oterventlons

Imnated wIth10 the Matlab project 10 Bangladesh have some 10fluence on women 10 the

proJect's companson area as well (PhIlhps et al , 1988) The so-called condom gap 10

3



Bangladesh has revealed that contraceptIves Intended for the publlc sector program have

found theIr way across the border Into Myanmar In these examples, the spread of Ideas and

practIces or technology crossed geograpluc boundanes

The key POint here IS that family planmng programs can act as the stimulus that sets In

motIon the spread of new Ideas, mfonnaoon, belIefs, behaVlors, and even technology beyond

fonnally targeted audIences DIffuSIOn effects may be both planned or unantIcIpated ThIS

paper descnbes the SOCIal mteracoon by WhICh new Ideas and infOrmatIOn spread to a very

young audIence that was not Intended to be reached Such unantICIpated effects became

VISIble m the course of a qualItaove study In Matlab, Bangladesh WhICh showed that the

presence of the commumty-based famIly planmng worker had an effect on young, unmarned

women and even on lIttle grrls

The potentIal effect of family planmng programs on younger women has been noted m

studIes of family plannmg m IndIa (poffenberger, 1971) and Turkey (Carpenter-Yaman,

1982) Both of these authors present eVIdence of the mdirect effect of programmatIc efforts

on the young WIth the exceptIon ofa paper by AlauddIn and VanLandingham (1989), polley

dIScussIons and related family plannmg lIterature on Bangladesh, by contrast, have

exclUSIvely focused on mamed women of reproductIve age GIven the predominantly

tradioonal and conservatIve nature of BangladeshI socIety, where the Idea of famIly planmng

has been uno} recently controversIal and the level of demand for fertIlIty regulation uncertaIn,

such focus was appropnate What has been mIssed, however, IS that IdeatIOnal change, set

m motIon through the fonnal family planmng program and other mOdernIZing trends, has

reached young women whose age and unmamed status reqUIres that they be modest and, at

least In theory, protected from knowledge about sexualIty and contraceptIOn When new Ideas

about fertIlIty regulatIon reach young, unmarned women In the years preceding the onset of

sexualIty and childbeanng, theu mfluence on future famIly SIze norms and contraceptIve

behaVIOr IS potentIally sIgmficant

The inSIghts Into these unantICIpated dIffUSIOn etfects were stImulated by a serendipItous

dIscovery made In the course of a focus-group study exammmg the relatIOnshIp between

women's status and famIly planmng In Matlab, Bangladesh, Shamiran, one at the staff

4
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members who facIlItated focus-group dIScussIons and who had grown up m the Matlab

treatment area, vIvIdly remembered the arnval of the commumty based faml1y planmng

worker m her local vIllage ten years earlIer when she was stIll unmarned Her story

suggested a fascmatIng pattern of how new Ideas about contraceptIon and norms regardmg

farmly SIZe were begmmng to reach young women pnor to theIr marnage We recorded It

m detaJ.1 and adjusted the desIgn of the focus-group study to explore these Issues further

We begm the paper wIth Shamiran's story and an mterpretatIon of the context withm WhICh

It occurred Story tellIng IS not usually conSIdered a methodologIcal tool for the study of

famIly planmng or the dIffusIOn of new Ideas However, tills method IS gamIng mcreasIng

recogmtIon as an Important approach m anthropology, socIOlogy and m the femimst lIterature

(Shostak, 1983, MIshler, 1986, Watson, 1992, Sarns, 1993, Lawrence-LIghtfoot, 1994) The

mformatIon contaIned In a story can emerge In the course of partICIpant observatIon, or m

m-depth IntervIews, ItS objectIve IS to capture how respondents themselves portray a senes

of InCidents and attach meamng to them We conSIder It Important to tell Shamiran'S story

because It shows the path through WhICh we gamed InSIght Into a dIffUSIOn process that has

remamed largely unrecogmzed In the lIterature It allows us to WItness how one woman

remembers leanllng about bIrth control and to note the CIrcumstances WIthIn WhICh such

learnmg occurred

Subsequent sectIons of the paper present fmdIngs from a focus-group study examInIng the

perspectIves and recollectIons of young women a decade later, when the program was more

establIshed In the commuruty These fmdIngs both reaffIrm and broaden the themes from

Shamrran's recollectIons of events from the preVIOUS decade In addItIon to the vaned and

complex contnbutIon of the famIly planmng worker, and of SOCIal and famIlIal networks, the

role of the medIa m communIcatIng new Ideas about famIly SIze and contraceptIon emerges

as a central theme The data also show that the dIffuSIOn of new Ideas about tamlly SIze and

contraceptIon IS anchored In perceptIons of broader SOCIal change

Shamiran's story or the unantICIpated effects of famIly planmng dIffuSIOn m the late 1970s

The InCIdents descnbed m the story occurred In the late 1970s m one ot the VIllages where

the Matlab famIly planmng project had selected and traIned local women to tunctIon as

5



commuruty-based outreach workers These vIllages are In a remote part ot southern

Bangladesh, accessIble maInly by nver transport, domInated by fishIng and agnculture and

marked by poverty and an essentIally stagnant economIc base (phIlhps et al , 1988, Rahman,

1986) They are charactenzed by a conservatIve, MuslIm culture where female lIteracy IS low

and where young, unmamed women lead a hfe of relatIve seclusIOn from exposure to

outsIders, partIcularly men In the late 1970s, exposure to radIOS and other forms ot

commurucatIon was mIrumal

UntIl 1975 tms area had been exposed to famIly planmng InformatIon and servIces through

the formal government program, whose Impact upon the rural populatlOn was margInal In

1977 a SpecIal contraceptIve dIstrIbutIon project undertaken by the InternatlOnal Centre for

DIarrhoeal DIsease Research (ICDDR,B) was reorganIZed Into the Matlab Maternal and ChIld

Health and FamIly Planmng Project (for a detaIled dISCUSSIon of thIS project and Its Impact

see Plulhps et al , 1982, 1988) The Impact of thIS project on contraceptIve prevalence was

ImmedIate and sustaIned, nsmg from 7 percent at the InCephon of the reorgamzed project to

20 percent wItmn three months and to 30 percent by the end of 1978, the approxImate tIme

when the events descnbed In the follOWIng story took place As descnbed elsewhere

(SImmons et al , 1992), the women who were appOInted as commumty-based tamlly plannmg

workers caused an uproar among many VIllagers when they first began to make theIr

household VISItS They were consIdered the InCarnatlOn of a devIl that appeared to bnng

mIsfortune to the VIllages, or were rudely compared to bItches In heat who chased after men

DespIte such devastahng comments, workers succeeded In establIshmg theIr trustworthIness

and credIbIlIty wlthm a relatIvely short penod of hme, and the Matlab project has been haIled

as an example of the land of program Impact that can be achIeved despIte the eXIstence ot

major soclo-economlc constraInts (phillIpS et al , 1988) In the story, we see MuktI' S Ma as

someone who VISItS the mamed women m ShamIran's bm on a regular baSIS, and who

appears to be a well-accepted and welcome VISItor The story IS based on the InItIal

conversatIon WIth Shamlran and a detaIled follow-up IntervIew WIth her to reconstruct the

events that had occurred a decade earlIer

One day In the mango and Jack fruIt orchard ShamIran and BanI, two young
grrls of 18 and 19 years, were tallang and laughmg among themselves They
had heard that the preVIOUS mght a marnage proposal had come for Bam Her
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parents were gOing to consIder It senously The gIrlS were talkIng about the
would-be husband of BanI and laughing

Suddenly, Shamrran saw a lady WIth a colorful san and a bag on her shoulder
She entered Into a house ShamIran saId "Look BanI, thIS lady IS weanng her
san the way I have seen my relatIves, who lIve In the CIty, wear theIr san "
After some tIme, they saw the lady coming out ot that ban and entenng
Shanuran's ban BanI SaId "Who IS she? Why IS she gOing to dIfferent
houses?" Sharmran answered "Let's go to our ban and see what she does "

The two young gIrls went to the ban and found the lady was talkIng WIth
Shamrran's aunt In a low VOIce A few other women of the ban were
surroundmg her Shamrran and BanI approached the group but Shamiran'S
aunt ImmedIately SaId "Go away, you are not supposed to JOin the dIScussIon
of older women" Shamrran had notIced that the lady had stopped talkIng
when she saw BanI and Shamiran

The two grrls left, but became extremely cunous about the dIScussIon and the
role of the lady Shamrran could IdentIfy her "She IS MuktI' s Ma (women In
rural Bangladesh are typIcally referred to as the mother ot one of her chIldren)
from another ban of the VIllage She used to come to our ban preVIously as
well But why IS she so dressed up and talkIng In such a low VOIce?
"Shanuran could not forget the lady The next day ShamIran went to her aunt
pleadmg "Please aunt, tell me what IS the secret of MuktI'S Ma'J What was
she tellmg you?" The aunt, a young woman, was qUIte fnendly WIth
Shanuran She laughed at her and SaId "No, not now, after some tIme When
you will be ehglble, then I WIll tell you " ShamIran held the hand of her aunt,
pleadIng "Please tell me," but the aunt replIed "No, when you WIll be
mamed, then I WIll tell you "

Shamrran rushed to BanI tellIng her "ThIS IS somethIng to do WIth the
mamed women, can you guess')" BanI also became excIted But they could
not reach any conclusIOn about MUktI Ma's work Finally, Shamiran SaId
"The next tIme MuktI' s Ma comes, we WIll lIsten to theIr conversatIon " BanI
was heSItant "No, no, we should not do that The aunt WIll mInd" But
Shamrran InSIsted "Nobody WIll know, we WIll Jude inSIde the room and
hsten Please do not say no " BanI then was convinced and they started
WaItIng for MuktI's Ma

Finally the day came when MuktI's Ma returned to ShamIran's ban Secretly
ShamIran and BanI entered the room and caretully lIstened to the
conversatIon It was dIfficult to hear, because the women were talkIng In a
low VOIce FIrst they heard MUktI'S Ma askIng about the date ot the women's
last penod Then she gave them some medICine and explamed how to use It,
tellIng them that If anyone had any problem then they should mtorm her
ImmedIately

Shamiran was so eXCIted that she came out ot the room and went to her aunt,
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sayIng "We have seen what MuktI's Ma saId to you and gave you We know
the story" The aunt SaId "DIdn't I tell you not to lIsten?", but Shamiran
replIed "Now I know" Then the aunt saId "Well, SInce you came to know
already, lIsten Those medicmes are for controllIng chIldbIrth If you do not
want any more cluldren then you can have those When you wIll want
another child then stop usmg those medICIneS and you can have the baby
You should not dISCUSS these wIth anybody When you WIll be mamed off
MuktI's Ma wIll go to you or I will tell you ok? No more questIOnIng, go "

Shamrran was amazed at her dIscovery She went to BanI and explaIned
everythIng BanI SaId "You should not say all these thmgs, I feel shy" But
Shamrran and BanI contInued to dISCUSS the tOPIC several tImes Shamiran
saId "I thmk MuktI's Ma IS domg a good Job I wIll have those medicmes
when I will be mamed off Bam saId "How dare you talk like that before
mamage" But Shamrran replIed "I thInk you should also thmk about these
medICmes, because you are gOIng to get mamed soon"

Then Shanuran went to school and dISCUSSed everythIng WIth the other young
guls of the vIllage Some of them knew about MUktI'S Ma and her work
Some dId not But everybody was mterested m talkmg to her One gIrl SaId
"I would like to work as she does Look at her, she wears her san so Olcely,
and goes to dIfferent bans My SIster told me she earns a good amount of
money " Others saId "But my father and grandmother SaId she IS not a good
lady" Shamrran replIed "Grandmothers and fathers are always behmd the
tImes They do not want to let guls go to school, I do not want to conSIder
theIr OpInIOn I like MuktI's Ma's work and I WIll have pIlls to control bIrth"
Some gIrlS SaId "Yes, I thInk we should have thIS medlcme, so we WIll not
have so many problems WIth too many chIldren WIth few chIldren we WIll
be able to keep our san clean and nIce " Everybody laughed together

It IS not surpnsIng that the appearance of the farmly plannmg worker would be notIced by

the two young women VISItors who are not related to the households of the ban or who are

unfaml.1Iar to ItS members are rare GIven the norms of female seclUSIOn, women - especIally

those Wlth SOCIal status and prestIge - would not normally VISIt other bans, certamly not

WIthOUt the accompamment of a male relatIve Thus, the very presence of a smgle woman

from a good famIly, wearIng a burkah whIch covers her from head to toe, sIgnaled a

departure from traditlon and the pOSSIbility of eXCItement The fact that the older women

attempt to hIde mformatlon about the worker's purposes from the young women fits

establIshed patterns of decency, whereby tOpICS related to sexualIty are not to be dIscussed

WIth elders Young, recently mamed women m the ban or peers are otten the source of

sexual mformatlon, mothers do not usually transmIt such mtormatIOn to theIr daughters

(Abdullah and ZeidensteIn, 1982, AZIZ, 1985)
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To anyone who has done fieldwork 10 rural South ASIa, It WIll not be surpnS10g that the

young women succeed wIthout much dIfficulty 10 theIr plans to secretly overhear the

worker's conversatIOn wIth the older women dunng her next VISIt to the barI Pnvacy or

secrecy are not easIly assured 10 houses were walls are thIn or consIst of no more than a

bamboo mat, where WIndows are open, and enclosed spaces small and cramped

It IS clear from the story that contraceptIve mformatIon was not WIdely aVaIlable to young,

unmamed women In the commumty, although some had learned about the famIly planmng

worker's role earlIer than Shamiran The Ideas represented by the famIly planmng worker

exerCIse a strong appeal to Shamiran, who begInS proclaImIng the values of change to her

more conservaTIve and demure comparuon, and engages In a set of conversaTIons WIth her

peers In quoTIng the final passage from Shamrran's story, Pollak and Watkms (1993)

conclude that ConversaTIons such as the one between Shamiran and her fnends expose

culture In the process of change (T)he accumulaTIon of such conversaTIons IS lIkely to

establIsh a commonalIty of percepTIon that these new contraceptIve techmques are aVaIlable,

that therr use IS preferable to a lIfe of contInual childbeartng and dIrty SarIS, and that theIr

use IS not only wIthm the calculus of conscIOUS chOIce but would be acceptable to theIr

fnends (p 486)

Shamrran's story allows us to WItness the mulTIfaceted dImenSIOns of the dIffUSIOn process

The presence of the famIly planmng worker In the commumty conSTItutes the "pebble 10 the

pond" that generates a new conSCIOusness about reproducTIve declSlon makmg, provIdes

mformaTIon about the means of contracepTIon, legITImates ItS use, and commumcates new

Ideas about family SIze norms Older women, such as mamed aunts, who were practlcIng

contracepTIon or merely took part m the conversaTIons WIth the worker - acted as a reference

group essentlal 10 unlockmg the secrets behInd the worker's VISIt and In affirmIng new norms

about contracepTIve use The newly acqurred 1OformaTIon does not remaIn a secret, but

passes on Into the network of female peers, who examIne and evaluate what has been learned

wIthm a context of some pnor knowledge about family planmng and Its controversIal nature

m the commumty In the process, a group of women In theIr most ImpreSSIOnable years are

reached WIth mformatlon about contraceptIve methods and new aspects ot reproductIve

behaVIOr 10 ways that were entlrely unantICIpated by the OtfiCIal dIffUSIOn strategIes of the
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Matlab project These strategIes were focused entirely on Interpersonal exchanges wIth

mamed women of reproducrrve age wIth a strong preference for WaItIng untIl a woman had

her fIrst child

It IS Important to ask to what extent tms story truly reflects the expenence of Shamiran

herself and of other young, unmamed women In the communIty WhIle Inaccuracy In some

of the detaIl IS to be expected In any InterviewIng process that reconstructs events from a

decade earber, IndIVIduals who are knowledgeable about the Matlab communIty have

confIrmed that the patterns descnbed In the story cOIncIde WIth theIr own recollectIOns As

Sharmran's story revealed, for some young women learmng about the worker's functIOns

rmght have occurred wItmn a context of personal, or parental dIsapproval ot the use of

contraceprron SInce the lnIrral communIty response to the presence of the Matlab taml1y

plannmg worker was hostile, not all young women would have expenenced exposure to the

new mformarron as posIrrve or enlIghtenmg Moreover, cross-pressures mIght have been

generated by a contrast In the general tenor of the debate among peers and parental responses

to the worker's presence It should also be noted, however, that the young women descnbed

In tms story come from relarrvely well-to-do and more modern famIlIes because formal

schoolmg for gIrls IS not affordable to the poor and not necessanly consIdered deSIrable by

the more traditlonal famIlIes Thus, gIrlS who do not attend school would have more lImIted

exposure to peers

The dIffUSIOn of contraceptIve Ideas to young unmarried women In the late 1980s When

we heard Shamiran's recollecb.on of her encounters WIth the communIty based famIly

plannIng worker, four focus-group seSSIOns WIth young, recently mamed women were added

to the study, and a set of questlons about young women were Incorporated Into the gUIdelInes

for the seSSIons WIth other communIty women In order to explore the possIble Influence of

the communIty worker's presence on adolescent women, we InitIally contemplated

IntervIeWIng unmamed gIrls In theIr teens ThIS Idea was qUIckly rejected In a SOCIety

WhIch values female seclUSIOn and modesty, espeCIally In young, unmamed women,

parb.cIpab.on In a focus-group dISCUSSIon would not have been allowed or mIght have had

negatlve reperCUSSIOns IntervIeWIng recently mamed women, askIng them to reflect upon

the years pnor to theIr mamage and upon the role of the commumty worker In theIr lIves
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at that nme, seemed a more feasIble approach The consIderable dIfficultIes mvolved In

arrangmg sesSIOns WIth young, recently mamed women, WhICh we dISCUSS below, reaffirmed

the WIsdom of not seelang to IntervIew unmamed ones

The day precedmg the focus-group seSSIOn, one of the moderators (herself a reSIdent of

Matlab WIth conSIderable expenence m arrang10g other data collecnon acnvitles In the local

commumty) Idennfied appropnate partICIpants together WIth the famIly planmng worker and

sought the penmssIOn of older relanves After much explammg, she was usually able to

obtaIn such permISSIOn However, It was not uncommon to find that consent had been

WIthdrawn the next day SInce It IS a reqUIrement of focus-group research that partICIpants

assemble m one place, some of the young women must leave theIr own household and theIr

ban In order to do so Even though one of the moderators would always accompany them,

elder women 10 the famIly were heSItant to grant permISSIOn These CIrcumstances reflect

the extent of SOCIal control exerted on recently mamed women and the lImIted exposure they

have to mfluences commg from beyond the boundanes of theIr husband's famIlIes, theIr own

parents, and theIr ban In one mstance, resentment agamst one of the faml1y plannmg

workers who was known as haughty and unsupporuve of commumty women, especIally when

they needed help WIth SIde effects or other problems, also complIcated the process of

obtaImng permISSIon

A total of 15 recently mamed women partICIpated In these speCIal focus-group seSSIOns

TheIr average age was 16 7 years, they had been mamed between 6 months and a year SIX

partICIpants had no formal educatIon, the mean years of schoolIng was three The husbands

of these young women worked In agnculture or fishmg (6), m servIce (4) as shopkeepers (2),

as a day laborer (1), a taIlor (1), or was a student (1) We refer to these focus-group

partICIpants as the young, recently mamed women 1

The seSSIOns lasted several hours and were typIcally mterrupted by relanves who came to call

one of the partICIpants aslang her to return home In one seSSIOn, for example, a temale

relanve came and told two of the partICIpants "Your husbands have come trom the field,

ImmedIately go home or your husband WIll beat you" The seSSIOn was mterrupted for

several hours, to allow these two women to return home and attend to theIr domestIC
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responsIbIlITIes One eventually came back to contmue the seSSIOn, the other was beaten by

the husband because she had not returned 10 tIme to have hIS food ready when he amved

home from hIS field, she dId not return When we subsequently VIsIted her, we found that

even her mother-1O-Iaw lIved m fear of her son She felt unable to protect her daughter-1O

law, even though she had granted permIssIOn for her to attend the seSSIon

DespIte these troublesome clfcumstances, the seSSIons produced on the whole nch

1OformaTIon, confrrnung and elaboraTIng the themes contaIned 10 Shamlran's story but also

mtroducmg new ones In partIcular, the medIa emerged as an Important 10fluence and the

SOCIal learnmg that occurs through the famIly appeared more promment than 10 ShamIran'S

story Not all seSSIOns, of course, were equally productIve In one, two of the partIcIpants

were so shy, they hardly contnbuted at all One of them was only fourteen and the other

two were SIXteen years of age They had been mamed for SIX months Given the shyness

of the partlcipants 10 thIS sessIon, the moderator often resorted to lead10g questIOns The

analysIs has excluded any reference to answers produced under such CIrcumstances

PartIcIpants 10 the other three seSSIOns were slIghtly older and had been mamed somewhat

longer, WhICh seemed to make It eaSIer for them to express theIr VIews 10 front ot strangers

The focus-group study of older women conSIsted of 17 seSSIOns wIth partICipants between the

age of 20 and 45 from different Villages of the Matlab project area ThIrteen of these seSSIOns

were compnsed of women with no or mmlmal level of educaTIon TheIr husbands worked

predommantly 10 agnculture, but also as owners of local shops or small busmesses, as

teacher, local pnest, or craftsman The partICIpants of four remammg seSSIOns had a least

an eIghth grade educaTIon, theIr husbands worked 10 farmmg, busmess, as VIllage doctor or

10 a servIce pOSITIOn We refer to these focus-group partICIpants as the older women 2

Focus-group seSSIOns were taped and translated verbatIm by BangladeshI translators

QuotatIons from these transcnpts are extenSIvely utIlIzed 10 presenTIng find10gs Except tor

mmor edItonal changes, quotatIOns have not been altered from their ongmal translatIOns The

mtent here IS to convey as much as pOSSIble the tone of the ongmal conversatIOns With the

exceptIon of quotatIons that cover a conversatIOnal sequence, we typIcally present passages

from several tocus-group seSSIons
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As was true for Sharmran and her peers In the late 1970s, the process of SOCIal InteractIon

by whIch dIffusIOn of contraceptIve InformatIon and Ideas to young, unmamed women takes

place In the 1980s Involves the farmly planmng worker, mothers, female relatives as well as

other commumty women, and peers The role of the media, however, constItutes a departure

from the preVIOUS pattern Below, we dISCUSS each of these Influences In turn

The role of the famIly planmng worker All of the young, recently mamed focus-group

partICIpants were aware of the commumty health worker's VISIt to theIr neIghborhood and

theIr fanub.es However there were dIfferences In the extent to whIch they understood her

farmly plannrng role The shy and very young partICIpants In one focus-group knew only that

the worker VISIted theIr fanuIIes They mdIcated that they dId not understand anythIng about

her purpose, dId not overhear any conversatIon, and dId not dISCUSS any of these Issues WIth

anyone pnor to theIr marnage RetIcence to acknowledge knOWIng about contraceptIve use

may have mfluenced theIr responses to our questIons, but ObVIOusly, not all the unmamed

young women, especIally not those who are very young, learn about famIly planmng pnor

to theIr marnage PartICIpants m the other three groups, however, talked about a growIng

awareness and cunosIty concernmg the worker's VISItS

The first ImpreSSIOn typICally was of the worker as a doctor, (VIllagers address her as doctor,

often refemng to her as "lIttle" doctor m contrast to nurse mIdWIves and phySICIans) who

gave out pills, InJectIons, salIne solutIon and other medICIneS They also realIzed that "she

was a doctor for mothers and chIldren, not for fathers" In one of the seSSIons, partICIpants

remembered talkrng to the worker and bemg extremely Impressed by her Undeterred by the

negatIve comments of some vIllagers, they decIded that they lIked her, and began WIshIng

they mIght one day become such a "doctor" themselves

FITst we feared Mahmuda and gazed at her when she moved from place to
place We thought, If we could only become a person lIke her

I also thought a lot I asked her how she applIes her knowledge as a doctor,
and requested her to take me along She replIed "What WIll I do WIth you,
If you come along') WIll you be able to practIce lIke me')"

I InSISted "If I carry your bag, and move WIth you, one day I WIll be able to
become a doctor lIke you?"
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The commumty-based worker has become a role model, although ImtIally some ot young

gIrls feared her because she gave mJectIOns 3 The notIOn that she IS a doctor IS remforced

by the consIderable maternal-and-chIld health components ot the Matlab project, especIally

10 the later years of the 1980s

The worker's VISItS stImulated a pattern of graduallearn10g and grow1Og conSCIOusness about

the worker's famIly planmng tasks

I was very cunous and used to ask Mahmuda (the worker) every day what IS
tlus, and what IS that, ultImately I came to know

I heard Mahmuda advIsmg women about the methods that SUIt them and saw
aunts takmg methods We youths dISCUSSed among ourselves that as the
babIes are born, Mahmuda gIves dIfferent thmgs We gathered by the SIde of
Mahmuda and asked her what IS the thmg that she holds on We ran way
when Mahmuda raIsed her hand to gIve us a splash

Our cunosity mcreased and we started hstemng to her conversatIOn wIth
mothers, SIsters, and aunts

I and NIlufer lIstened to the conversatIon and saw her handmg over medicme
to a young lady, whom we used to call SIster We two started observIng
her(wantmg to know) what happens to her Why IS she takIng medIcme'}
NIlufer one day asked her about the medIcme She SaId "You WIll not
understand, It IS for famIly planmng " After some months we came to the
conclusIOn that her belly IS not gettIng fatter bIgger Then we were sure that
thIS IS for bIrth control

As MukU's Ma IS here that IS why we have access to adopt famIly plannmg
She IS commg to our mother, aunt, SIster, relatIves and neighbors and we have
been observmg her smce our childhood

As the last quote mdicates, the worker IS known to some partICIpants from theIr early

chIldhood on For some, understandmg of the worker's famIly planmng functIOns begms

pnor to the onset of menstruation, for others menarche IS the threshold

I could realIze all these (thmgs)from a tIme when I was not mamed Actually
you can say when menstruatIon had not yet started

I dId understand they came to teach our mother about the way of controllmg
bIrth Then I was not so bIg, before menstruatIOn had started
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At the age of 10-12 years I understood why they were comIng and after
menstruatIon thmgs became more clear

I understood thIS at the age of 10/11 years

We are seeIng Mahmuda VISItIng US WIth methods SInce the dawn of our
understandIng

Wlule some young focus-group partICIpants acknowledge that theIr mothers succeeded In

preventIng them from overhearIng theIr conversatIons WIth the worker, the older women

acknowledge that gIrls are learmng much from her presence For example

The guls are observIng Mahmuda (the worker), who comes to theIr ban and
talks WIth theIr mothers, aunts, and sIster-In-laws They qUIte often lIsten to
what she ways and have learned many thIngs Then they themselves deCIde
that they WIll not gIve bIrth to many chIldren, and wIll take contraceptIves
from the mght of mamage

Many gIrls specIally the newly mamed gIrls have learned a lot There are
workers In almost all the villages and most of the women are USIng
contraceptIon The young gIrls hear from behInd and learn about famIly
plannmg

They (the young gIrls) gather and try to lIsten to Mahmuda and have by now
understood almost everythmg

These patterns are qUIte SImIlar to what Shamlfan remembered from the late 1970s, although

they occur earlIer m llfe for gIrls In the 1980s The commumty worker's presence In the

VIllage sets In motIon a process of observatIon, questIomng and even dIrect exchanges WIth

the worker The young, recently mamed women themselves credIt her for theIr growIng

awareness of the concept and meanIng of famIly planmng "If we would not have seen

Muko's Ma dunng our early age, we do not thInk that we could realIze what famIly planmng

IS or how It could be useful to us" They acknowledge the sIgmficance of thIS learnIng for

theIr later lIfe "Yes, we also then thought we WIll be practIcing famIly planmng later dunng

our tIme," or "the root of the deCISIon was founded then" By contrast, the older women

acknowledge that they dId not have such opportumtIes "Our mothers and aunts dId never

dISCUSS famIly planmng and they were not VISIted by tamlly planmng doctors So, we

couldn't learn anythIng"
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Moderator How dId thIS attItude grow?

PrecIsely what IS bemg learned or dIffused IS, of course a complex Issue that cannot be tully

answered wIth the data from thIS study The above quotatIons suggest, though, that not only

mformatIon and knowledge about contraceptIve techmques and how to gam access to them

IS commumcated, the very "thmkabilIty" that women can control theIr reproductIve lIves IS

also bemg establIshed As has been argued m the demographIc lIterature, placmg

reproductIve control withm the calculus of ratIonal chOIce (Coale, 1973) and establIshmg

numeracy about chIldren (Van de Walle, 1992) are Important elements m the fertIlIty

tranSItIon

Has the process of dIffuSIon created IdeatIonal change regardmg famIly SIze preferences?

The data from the study of young women are too lImIted to address thIS questIOn 4 However,

there are glImpses mdiCatIng that the worker contnbutes m clanfyIng the Importance of

smaller family SIze m a soclo-economlc context where there IS increaSing awareness of the

costs mvolved m raISing, educatIng and marrying chIldren, where populatIon growth has

created pressures on the land, and where the demands ot an mcreasIngly monetIzed economy

and the overall level of poverty suggest that fewer chIldren are deSIrable The followmg

exchange from one of the focus-group seSSIOns WIth the young, recently mamed women

Illustrates the interactIve effect of larger SOCIal context and the worker's role

Woman 1

Woman 2

Woman 3

Woman 1

Woman 3

Woman 4

Everybody wants few children

How one can keep a family small that IS the major thought of the people now

People now understand the benefit and the misenes of small and bIg famIlIes
The poverty compelled people to adopt famIly planmng

No, lIsten apa, the government has mtroduced famIly planmng and the doctors
are gomg house to house and explammg to people again and again, people are
also gettIng Interested after contInuous lIstemng from the doctor We now
thmk, well what doctors are tellmg that IS nght We WIll have fewer chIldren

More children make so much nOIse and dIsturbance to the mother, It IS
unbearable TIns one does not have cloth, that one wants tood, another one
IS SIck, and arrangmg mamage IS also a tough thmg

People have now realIzed that the root of all ffilsenes lIes WIth too many
chIldren So they lIke to be happIer WIth fewer numbers of chIldren
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The role of female relanves and other commumty women The receptIvIty ot the older

women to the Idea of ferTIlIty control, and theIr dISCUSSIOn of these tOpICS are Important

factors ill the dIffusIOn process The mcrease m contracepnve pracnce (from less than 10

percent to a prevalence rate m the ITIld fortIes at the nme of the focus-group study) and

concomItant mcreases m fanuly planmng dISCUSSIOns among adult women, contnbute

sIgmficantly to the dIffuSIOn of new Ideas to young, unmamed women The mfluence of the

worker occurs m a context where mothers, aunts, or sisters-m-law and other commumty

women are pracncmg and talkmg about famIly planmng Almost all of the young, recently

mamed focus-group partICIpants knew a contracepnve user wIthm theIr famIly or ban pnor

to theIr mamage They grew up surrounded by a culture of contraceptIOn where, as one of

the partICIpants phrased It "famIly planrnng has become lIke dal-bhat", (nce and pulses) 1 e

somethIng very common ThIS culture of contracepnon IS defined by the extenSIve

avaIlability, acceSSIbIlIty and use of contracepnve methods, WIdespread and mcreasmgly open

dISCUSSIon of the tOPIC among adults, and by a structure of belIefs affirmmg the value of

fertIlIty control These belIefs are shared by the young women and expressed in such

statements as

It IS good to have less chIldren m thIs age People who have 5-6 chIldren are
facmg senous problem In reanng them up If they have had 2-3 chIldren,
they would have become educated and establIshed,

or In the acknowledgment that the use of contracepnon creates greater freedoms for women

Mothers take Copper T, mJecnon So repetinon of bIrths WIthin a short penod IS
bemg aVOIded Methods are being taken to prevent and delay bIrths, faCIlItate
worlang and free movement of mothers m all respects

The dIffuSIon of family planmng mformanon and Ideas thus occurs WIthin a context where

the underlying assumpnons and values of reproducnve change encounter mcreasmg approval

and where theIr ImplIcanons for the status of women are begmmng to be perceIved 5 If the

above quote sounds lIke program propaganda, thIS IS preCIsely because the worker's message

has been heard and accepted as valId As a result, the potentIal benefits of contraceptIve use

are apprecIated by the young women However, as WIll be seen from later quotatIons, not
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only posInve mformatIOn about contracepnve use spreads, the negatIve ImplIcatIOns espeCIally

about SIde effects are learned as well

ObVIously, the older women who use contracepnon are themselves mfluenced by the presence

of the famIly planmng worker and the Matlab project In fact, the hIgh contraceptIve

prevalence m the commumty IS m large measure a reflecnon of the project's actIvItIes As

mnovanons become WIdely accepted, they are spread through multIple sources In the

eVIdence presented here, the worker and famIly members are SImultaneous and mutually

InteractIve Influences on the young, unmarned women begmmng from an early age The

presence of the famIly plannmg worker In the commumty IS nonced and observed, but a

member of the famIly, the ban or - as we WIll dISCUSS later- a peer unlocks the mystery of

her VISltS DIffuSIOn proceeds despIte prevalent norms that unmamed, young women should

be excluded from famIly planmng dISCUSSIOns, and despIte the fact that some mothers succeed

In prevennng theIr daughters from gammg access to contracepnve InfOrmatIOn News about

contraceptIve use Involvmg regular admmIstratIon ot InJectIOns, or even home-based IUD

Insertlon IS not eaSIly concealed In an enVIronment where pnvacy does not eXIst As one of

the young women remarked "We used to know from people that they use [contraceptIOn]

If a couple takes any such method, the news somehow spreads"

WhIle norms about excludmg young women from access to contraceptIve mformatIOn

connnue to be strong, the funlIty of aSSUrIng adherence to thIS norm 10 datly practIce IS

becommg Increasmgly apparent When mothers take theIr small chIldren on theIr lap whIle

talkmg WIth the famIly planmng worker, they may mISS the pomt of transItIOn where the

young chIld begInS to grasp the content of the conversatIOn WIth growmg awareness that

gIrls are begmmng to learn about contracepnon, efforts to actually hIde the mtormatIOn from

them may SImply decrease Thus In the late 1980s when contraceptIve use has ceased to be

the mnovatIon It had been a decade earlIer, gIrls and unmamed young women are begmmng

to be Inducted Into the culture of contraceptIOn as part of theIr normal process of

socIalIzanon

DIscusslOn WIth peers

Except for the one group that clatmed no knowledge ot the worker's tamlly planmng tunctlOn
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pnor to mamage, most of the other partICIpants IndIcate they dIscussed the worker's

actIVItIes WIth theIr grrt fnends

We have had dIscussIOns WIth our grrl fnends of our age I have told my
fnends that when methods WIll be avatlable In our place, we WIll adopt these
We saId we won't take 10 or 12 chIldren What need IS there to have so
many children

At another POInt In the seSSIOn, the same young woman

commented

We saw a newly mamed couple talang methods but couldn't ask them what
they were domg Many women's body was swollen after talang InjectIon and
many other expenence SIde effects One woman whIle takmg the copper T
reacted VIolently and left the cllmc and later dIed We thought a lot and
sometImes had fun over the Issue Our mothers asked us what we used to talk
so much

All the young grrls of the same age dISCUSSed

We dISCUSSed WIth our mamed fnends

We dISCUSSed that she explaInS to people to control bIrth and prOVIdes them
WIth pills and the Copper T

(We dIscussed) how many chIldren we would have, what method would be
SUItable for us, for example the Copper T, operatIon etc Whether we should
adopt family planmng or not, all those tOpICS

Someone knew more than others When they used to dISCUSS WIth each other
then they came to know m detatl

We dISCUSSed that we WIll take method when we'll have our famIly and WIll
take a chIld after 2 to 3 years

CommumcatIon patterns In rural Bangladesh are strongly shaped by gender and age As

mdicated earlIer, famIly plannmg IS on the whole stIll conSIdered a senSItIve subject between

older women and gIrlS or young women As such commUnICatIOn, IS not sanctIOned by the

norms of tradItIonal culture, especIally WIth mothers, the older women know WIth less

precISIOn what goes on In peer networks As one partICIpant put It "(The elders) do not
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The role of peers m the dIffuSIOn process IS multIplIed by the fact that an mcreas10g number

of gIrls are allowed to go to school ThIS proVIdes them access to a network of peers WIth

whom they would otherwIse not have the opportumty to meet and talk However, because

sendIng gtrls to school IS assocIated WIth monetary expenses and other costs, the number of

gIrls who attend school IS stIli lImIted

The Influence of the medIa WhIle the commumty worker, female relatlves, peers and other

commumty women are Important sources of famIly planmng mformatIon, the 10fluence of

radIOS, and even televlSlon or pnnted matenals, IS also mentIoned The young women hear

a vanety of programs sponsored by the government famIly planmng program, covenng the

Importance ot lImItIng chIldbeanng, that the two-chIld tamlly IS a happy famIly, what

methods are avaIlable, how methods work, etc For example 10 the follOWing exchange

women mdicate a focus on the charactenstics of contraceptlve methods

know that the gIrls know so many thIngs The young gIrls do not say anything In front ot

theIr mothers or aunts They talk about It WIth theIr fnends, newly mamed SIsters and

sisters-m-law It However, as the above quotatIons Illustrate, there are no bars to dISCUSSing

these tOPICS WIth gIrl fnends Such dISCUSSIOn contInues after mamage, and proVIdes an

Important mechanIsm for the dIffuSIOn of knowledge about sexual matters and contraceptIOn

As the newly mamed woman IS now Included m the conversatIon With older women and WIth

the farmly planmng worker, she proVIdes an Important source of infOrmatIOn to her

unmamed peers

Moderator

Woman I

Moderator

Woman 2

Women 3

Do you lIsten to radIO programs regularly? What are the programs normally
played by the radIO?

The radIO plays vanetles of programs songs, talks of dIfferent people, famIly
plannIng programs etc

Can you tell me what are the texts of a famIly planmng program?

The texts of a famIly plannIng program vary SometImes we find that a man
has been narratIng how he has been able to check the bIrth ot a baby or how
a woman has been able to overcome the SIde effects of Maya Bon etc

One lady says she has been us10g famIly planmng for SIX years She has
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In another group of women, one commented on the motIvatIonal aspects of radIo programs

Another recently mamed woman however IndIcated that 10 her case the learmng came

Although the mtervIews do not allow us to IdentIfy when the young women began lIstemng

to such programs, It seems plausIble that thIS began pnor to, and not after, marnage

taken 9 babIes and wIll not take any more now

Copper T IS for three years then It IS to be removed

Apa ImtIally for one or two months are may be some vertIgo, some nausea,
but after some tIme It becomes normal It IS the same as InjectIOn also

SometIme they say about the sIde-effect of Maya Bon, at the same tIme they
explam the meanIng and how the Maya Bon functIons

As she VISItS US we began understandIng that methods are aVaIlable now and
that It IS good to take methods They (CHWs) helped us know and understand
that actually methods are of great help to people She was the one who
CIrculated the message of family planmng and made It popular 10 the
commumty The radIO has been talkmg, but dId not put these thIngs 10 the
hands of the people

Woman 2

All the tIme they say, a son and a daughter IS enough and they WIll have peace
m the future and there will be no cnSIS of food, clothmgs That's why
government has mtroduced fanuly planmng

Woman 1

Woman 4

At the hme the focus-group IntervIews were conducted, radIOs had become WIdely aVaIlable

m the villages They were clearly a stronger Influence on these young women than on

Shanuran, who grew up at a tIme when radIOS were rare and the famIly planmng content of

programs ltmIted In 1987, famIly planmng broadcasts were regular and were notIced by the

young women we IntervIewed ThIS undoubtedly contnbuted to theIr famIly plann10g

knowledge and awareness As one part1CIpant put It, women "learn from the doctor (that IS

from the worker) and from radIOS, and the educated gIrls learn by themselves II One of the

young women mdicated that WIthout the presence of the worker 10 the commumty and the

dIscussIOns whIch ensue, the knowledge obtamed from the medIa remams abstract
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specifically from the radIo II No, Mahmuda dIdn't help me understand At first, I heard the

advertIsement m the radIO and came to understand the matter "

The older women also acknowledge the mfluence of the radIo One partICipant remarks

perceptIvely that It IS not always easy to sort out the relatIve weight of the vanous sources

of mformatIon that affect the young women's knowledge of famIly planmng

GIrls eventually learned about contraceptIves They also mdirectly followed
Momtaz [the worker] The trend of age made them cunous to know about
famIly plannmg Often they follow our dIScussIon We don't exactly know
who formally told them about family planmng but Momtaz's ViSits to US and
the maSSive radIO programs on farruly planmng certamly and sIgmficantly
contnbuted m theIr learnmg about family planmng methods and Its UtilIty and
Importance Often they follow our dIscussIOn We don't exactly know from
whom they have learned

ConclusIOns and ImplIcatIOns for research and polIcy

In thIS paper we have suggested that the Matlab famIly planmng worker acted as a catalyst

m the diffusIOn of new Ideas and mformatIon to young, unmarned women who were not

targeted by the formal program strategIes of the Matlab project The family planmng worker

was Important m the diffusIOn of mformatIOn and Ideas In the late 1970s when the Matlab

project had recently been InItIated, and her role contInued to be strong In the 1980s In the

presence of a stronger medIa mfluence and Increased acceptance of the culture of

contraceptIon wltlun the commumty

The diffusIOn process descnbed here IS a complex one and does not conSIst only ot SImple

dyads between the worker and young women The "pebble In the pond" model much more

accurately defines the sIgmficance of the worker Her presence as well as that of the medIa

prOVide a stImulus for conversatIons m WhiCh new knowledge and Ideas are processed

through mteractIon among peers and family members 6 These are the salIent SOCIal

networks of the young women In these tradItIonal, conservatIve Villages of rural Bangladesh

Thus, "women's gOSSIp" (Watkins, 1992) assumes an Important Influence In the process of

demographIc change whIle contact WIth agents ot the tamlly planmng program serves as a

major Impetus for conversatIons about contraceptIon and famIly SIze
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PrecIsely what IS bemg dIffused IS not as easIly specIfied as the components of the network

through whIch It IS bemg commUnIcated As we IndIcated above, some of the comments

made by the young focus-group partICIpants suggest that the program Introduced the concept

or "thmkability" that women can control theIr reproductIve ltves, p1acmg reproductIve control

withm the calculus of ratIonal chOIce and establIshIng numeracy of chIldren Closely related,

though worthy of dIfferentIatIon from the thmkabIllty of reproductIve chOIce, IS the

leglomacy of fert1llty regulatIon Clearly thIS IS also bemg communIcated both through

commumcaoon WIth peers and elders, and through the SOCIal IdentIficatIon WIth the worker

as a symbol of modernIty Sumlarly, the medIa messages also legItImate fertIlIty regulatIon

as appropnate behaVIOr wIthm a modem lIfestyle

SInce the data presented here have concentrated on the expenence of gIrls pnor to theIr

mamage, the quesTIon of whether the means of fertIlIty control are made aVaIlable 10 thIS

process of dIffuSIon has lImIted applIcabIltty Informaoon and knowledge about contraceptIve

techmques, how they work and even of the SIde-effects are spreadmg However, the actual

avaIlability of methods IS not as relevant for young, unmarned women Of course, It IS

becommg clear to them that the means are Indeed aVaIlable withm the commumty and WIll

be avaIlable to them once they are mamed

Undoubtedly more controverSIal and complex IS the quesoon of whether the dIffUSIOn of new

Ideas and values regardIng family SIze deSIres has occurred A long-stand1Og and contmUIng

debate WIthm the popu1aoon field surrounds thIS Issue as well as the questIon of the

contnbuoon of program effort to the fertilIty tranSItIOn (DaVIS, 1969, Hernandez, 1981,

Pntchett, 1994) Much demographIC theory and analySIS suggest that programs have no

effect on family SIze deSIres, and that, at best, they mobIlIze or crystallIze latent demand for

lower farruly SIze Our data on the young, unmarned women do not allow us to address thIS

quesTIon WIth depth and conclUSIveness The fact that survey data from both the treatment

and the companson area of the project reveal parallel reductIOns In famIly SIze deSIres

(Koemg et al , 1992) would suggest that preferences have remaIned unatfected by the MatIab

program, or that the government and the Matlab program have had SImIlar effects on tamIly

SIze desues However, to enorely dIsavow the 10fluence of dIffUSIOn effects on famIly SIze

deSIres would mIsrepresent the VOIces of focus-group partICIpants, who attnbute an mfluence
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to the worker that IS broader than the mere commUnICatIOn ot 1OformatIon, the plac10g ot

reproductIve behaVIOr wIthIn the calculus of ratIonal chOIce, or the legItImatIOn ot these new

Ideas

The dIffusIOn of famIly plannmg Ideas to young, unmamed women and the process by WhICh

It occurs, IS part of a larger configuratIon of new 10fluences that affect rural, tradItIonal

commumtIes In Bangladesh Some of these mfluences have already been Identified above,

namely radIOS, televISlon, and somewhat greater access to educatIonal opportUnItIes,

espectally for grrls Other changes mclude some Increased exposure to urban employment,

Improved transportatIon faCIhtIes, mcreased electnfication of rural areas, and the gradual

penetratIon of a commercIal economy mto the rural sector In fact, both exposure to the

worker and to the medIa sImply not only a confrontatIon WIth new Ideas about contraception

but sIgmfy exposure to the mfluence of modernIty as well These changes do not amount

to a SOCIO-StruCtural transformatIon of the type that IS conventIonally assocIated WIth tertilIty

dechne (Cleland et al ,1994) Nonetheless, they encourage a new outlook on hfe and

engender a set of asprratIons WhICh are emmently compatIble WIth the Idea and practIce ot

modern bIrth control

There are several ImphcatIons from these find10gs for both research and pollcy The analySIS

presented here IS based on a small, exploratory study purSUIng an 10SIght that arose 10 the

course of a larger study The results presented 10 thIS paper cannot be VIewed as definItIve

or complete eVIdence on the Issue of program effects on the young In Bangladesh

AddItIonal research on the dIffuSIon of contraceptive knowledge, attItudes and aspIratIons to

grrls and young, unmamed women would ObVIOusly be deSIrable It would be espeCially

Important to examme whether the female workers 10 the national, government run program

have had sImIlar effects on thIS audIence However, extreme sensItIvIty to the vulnerabIlIty

of young women must be exhIbIted 10 such studIes to assure that young women do not suffer

negatIve repercussIOns as a consequence of theIr partICIpatIOn In the research

The unantICIpated benefits that result from the presence ot a communIty based tamIly

planmng worker 10 a tradItIonal, rural commumty have several ImphcatIons tor polIcy FIrst,

these findmgs are Important In the context of the broader polIcy debate about the tuture role
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of female workers Wlthm the natIonal family planmng program There has been much

dIScussIon of the role of female workers m the Bangladesh program (SImmons et al , 1988,

1992, Plulltps et al ,1994) WIth the mcreased natIonWIde prevalence of contraceptIve use,

questIons about the need for contInued relIance upon female outreach workers have been

raIsed The findmgs from thIS study underscore prevIous arguments about the sIgmficance

of the female outreach worker m rural Bangladesh commumtIes WhIle the data presented

here do not allow us to generahze to Bangladesh as a whole, It IS hIghly plausIble that some

of these effects would occur there as well Our findmgs Imply that Investments In the

employment of women as commumty-based fanuly plannmg workers may have had Important

pay-offs beyond what had been expected While tlus paper does not reVIew the multIple roles

of female workers In the natIonal program, Its findmgs suggest addItIOnal eVIdence for theIr

cntIcal contnbutIon m rural areas

Our findmgs also draw attentIon to the need for programmatIc attentIon to the contraceptIve

needs of young mamed women As Alauddm and VanLandmgham (1989) have argued,

there has not been enough attentIon to these needs of younger women From everythmg we

learned m the focus-group dIScussIons, It IS clear that the new generatIon of young women

may have great mterest 10 contraceptIve use early on 10 theIr mamed lIves

We WIsh to conclude WIth a caveat The findmgs presented here should not be Interpreted

to Imply that SImIlar effects on the younger generatIon can be expected In all program

settIngs where women are employed as outreach workers The findIngs presented here are

dependent upon a SOCIal context where women's exposure to the outsIde world IS mInImal,

and where women and especIally young, unmarned women lead a lIfe of relatIve IsolatIOn

from the larger Influences of the commumty and SOCIety

Notes

1 In order to establIsh a samplmg frame for focus-group seSSIons, the 80 VIllages In
WhIch commumty-based workers are actIve, were dIVIded Into four cells based on
theIr perceIved level of SOCIo-economIC development and the performance of the
worker A focus-group seSSIOn WIth young unmamed women was conducted In a
village of each of these cells In order to assure that they retlect the dIfferent settIngs
and worker performance levels Beyond thIS there was no attempt to randomly select
villages or partICIpants
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3

4

5

6

Focus-group seSSIOns for these older women were also selected from the tour cells
descnbed In (1) WIthIn thls framework four seSSIons were delIberately chosen to
represent women Wlth at least an 8th grade educatIon, and two to represent women
who were consIdered opposed to famIly planmng The remammg groups were
composed of women between the ages of 20-30 and between the ages of 30-40

The argument that the commumty based famIly planmng worker has become a role
model should not be read to Imply, however, that all workers are equally and
umversally apprecIated by all commumty women In fact neganve reports about one
partIcular worker were not only Wldespread but extremely Intense

Focus-group study undertaken In the treatment area of the Matlab proJect, not In Its
comparIson area Survey data from both treatment and companson area Indicate that
m 1984 famIly SIZe preferences between these areas were SImIlar, whIle contraceptIve
use rates In the treatment area were 39 percent as contrasted WIth 17 percent In the
comparIson area It has been argued that the contrIbutIon of the IntenSIve Matlab
outreach project has ttus ImplIes the Matlab project has been Instrumental In redUCIng
the SOCIal, psychologICal and other costs of contraceptIon while not affecnng the
underlymg clImate of demand (Cleland et al , 1994)

In fact dunng the fieldwork we were so startled about the overall level of approval
of fanuly planmng and the worker that we added four focus-group seSSIOns WhICh

/ delIberately sought out women who were IdentIfied by the famIly planmng worker as
representIng the most extreme form of opposltlon wlthIn the commumty Therr
OppoSItIon was clearly delIneated by a personal rejectIon of the use of contraceptIOn
WlthOUt any attempt to Judge or condemn the use of contraceptIon by others Overall,
the number of IndIVIduals In thIS group WIthin the commumty appeared to be small

Of course, there are other sources of mformatIon beSIdes the worker or the media,
especially WIth Increasmg exposure to urban, modermzIng Influences However,
these are not the subject of ttus paper
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Bangladesh has provIded scholars and populatIon professIOnals wIth a double surpnse In

contrast to earlIer demographIc and SOCIal SCIence predICtIOnS, a fertIlIty declIne was

ImtIated In what IS one of the poorest countnes In the world, producIng a ShIft m total

femhty from 7 bIrths per woman to about 5 by the late 1980s, and an contmued declIne

In the early 1990s (Cleland et al , 1994) WIth a fertIlIty tranSItIon well underway, a

second puzzle presents Itself what are convIncIng explanatIons of such a declIne? Is

conventIonal demographIc theory WhICh VIews femhty declIne as the consequence ot

soclo-econonuc or other structural transformatIon of SOCIety a valId explanatIon for

demograptuc change In Bangladesh? Or IS It more persuaSIve to VIew the onset of the

fertIhty tranSItIon as a reflectIon of an ever groWIng level of poverty m Bangladesh,

wtuch compels couples to opt for a smaller number of chIldren? Have the dIffUSIOn of

new Ideas and modernIzmg trends been responsIble? AlternatIvely, to what extent can

demograptuc change be attnbuted to the maSSIve Investment m resources, polIcy

comnutments, and operatIonal measures In the famIly planmng program?

In a recent analySIS, Cleland et al (1994) have taken a forceful pOSItIon on these

questIons, arguIng that the data do not support the conclUSIOn that fertIhty declIne has

been dnven by SOCIO-economlC development, nor that It IS predommantly a function of

nsmg levels of poverty

Instead, they conclude that the eVIdence supportIng the mfluence ot the government

program IS very strong, and suggest that,

For Bangladesh the relanve Importance and pnmacy of the demand and supply
SIde factors should be reversed The CruCIal change that has taken place concerns
acceptability of and access to bIrth control, and not structural change that has
dnven down the demand for children (p 134)

WhIle the eVIdence for a demand-onented theory of fertIlIty declIne In Bangladesh IS

VIewed as weak, the authors nonetheless acknowledge that Bangladesh IS atfected by

changes WhICh, though not amounnng to the SOCIO-structural transformatIons typIcally

aSSOCIated WIth fertIhty declIne, may have profound mfluence The authors argue
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Though these changes have not yet brought growing prospenty, theIr
collectIve Impact represents an element of modermzatlon, wIth unknown
but perhaps profound, effects on outlooks and expectatIOns It IS
unlIkely that famIly planmng would have t10unshed In the absence at all
these changes Thus the results of our analysIs should not be regarded
as an emphatIc rejectIon of demand theones of fertIlIty declIne There IS
SImply InSUffiCIent eVIdence, partIcularly on adult perceptIOns of the
economICS of childbeanng, to JustIfy such a clmm

In tlus qualItatIve analySIS of focus group intervIews WIth women In Matlab on

precIsely such adult perceptIons of not Just chl1dbeanng but more generally the

nature of change wIth10 rural SOCIety, I argue that women's hves In Bangladesh are

10 transItIon MultIple dImenSIOns of theIr hves are being transformed, and

together these changes explmn the Interest 10 famIly lImItatIOn The presence at a

strong program IS a major contnbutIng Int1uence In the demographIC tranSItIOn, but

SOCIal and economIC changes, as well as a new mental outlook, new Ideas and

onentatIons, also play an Important role The ShIftS that have taken place are

subtle and have not affected everyone equally They do not amount to a major

transformatIon of economIC and SOCIal structures, nor to the emergence of entIrely

new patterns of thought and action But theIr Int1uence emerges as a pervaSIve

theme 10 the many long conversatIons wIth rural women of dIfferent ages In the

Matlab commumtIes as they seek to explaIn thIS world and the role of

demograpluc change wIth10 It

The baSIC argument presented here IS very sIml1ar to the analySIS ot Caldwell et al

(1988) on the causes of demographIC change In south IndIa The Increased

economIC burden of large famIlIes, an increasIng Influence of a monetIzed

economy as well as cntIcal changes In schoolIng and the IncreasIng penetratIOn of

elements of modern urban lIfe In the VIllage, together WIth the Int1uence of the

program, were seen as the causes of the onset of the fertIlIty transItIon In south

IndIa Although Bangladesh had not reached the same level of adult lIteracy as

south IndIa, the parallels are Important

As IS clear from the above quotatIon, Cleland et al regret the absence at eVIdence
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on people's perceptlons regardmg the economICS ot childbearmg Caldwell et al

emphatlcally affirm the Importance of lIstemng to the partICIpants 10 the process ot

SOCIal change as well, argumg that, "The reasons for thIS (fertIlIty decl1Oe) are

known to the partlCIpants, and any reported mystery IS the product of the nature at

large-scale surveys and not of SOCIal forces so deep that they are neIther notIced

nor understood by the actors" (p 67) In thIS paper I present data from a focus

group study WIth women 10 the Matlab VIllages 10 southern Bangladesh, WhICh

suggests that those who partlCIpate 10 the fertIlIty tranSItIOn are not paSSIve actors

m tlus lustonc process of change, but are knowledgeable of the multlple changes

that affect theIr lIves 1

Of course, the Matlab VIllages do not represent all of Bangladesh, and 10 that

sense the arguments presented here have lImItatlons m explanatIOns of the fertIlIty

transItlon for the country as a whole Smce the eIghty VIllages covered by the

Matlab project are m one of the more conservatIve regIOns of the country 10

southern Bangladesh, reachable mamly by nver transport, SOCIO-economiC change

and modernIzmg mfluences mIght be even stronger 10 other areas On the other

hand, smce programmatIc mfluences are unusually strong 10 Matlab gIVen the

SpecIal nature of the Matlab MCH-FP proJect, conclUSIOns presented here are

lIkely to overstate the mfluence of the program 10 companson WIth other

dImenSIOns of change LimItatlons also anse from the fact that the data deal WIth

only women's perceptlons, and not those of men as well

The paper begms WIth a presentatlon of women's perceptIOns of changes 10

contraceptlve use and femhty, and then descnbes the changes they expenence 10

the economIC and SOCIal cIrcumstances of theIr lIves, 1Oclud1Og theIr VIews ot the

10fluence of modernIty The final part of the paper IS devoted to women's

reactlons to the famIly planmng program as represented by the Matlab commumty

based famIly planmng worker and by the media The conclUSIOn draws on InSIghts

from the debate on deconstructIOn 10 the SOCIal SCIences In an etfort to place the

dIvergent conclUSIOns about the tertIlIty transItIOn In Bangladesh mto perspectIve
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TRANSITIONS IN CONTRACEPTIVE USE AND FERTILITY

In 1988 when data collectIOn for thIS study was completed, contraceptIve

prevalence 10 Matlab had reached 52 percent, WIth almost half of thIS prevalence

bemg accounted for by Depo-provera, and the remamder by the pIll, stenlIzatIOn

and to a much lesser extent the IUD, condoms, foam, and tradItIonal methods

Smce then, prevalence has surpassed 60 percent

The focus group data show that women are not only aware of WIdespread

contraceptIve use 10 theIr commumtIes, but they are also aware of the onset of

fertIlIty dechne Statements such as the follow1Og are common

In our mother's penod, a mother had 7-8 chIldren By the grace of the
AlmIghty our development has been made Nowadays we all use method

They (people) have fewer chIldren now Not more than four

They (mothers) used to have many chIldren, whIle we have relatIvely tew

At present the people have 7 or eIght chIldren, that IS those who do not
adopt a method Many are usmg famIly planmng methods, users have four
to five children

In the past people dId not practIce famIly planmng and Llsed to have 10-12
children Nowadays, couples have less chIldren because they use tamIly
plannmg methods more After three they take operatIOn

People use contraceptIon hence have few chIldren so they are better now

ASSOCIated WIth thIs awareness of the changes m contraceptIve behaVIOr and

fertIlIty IS the recogmtIon that the normatIve context ot contraceptIve use has been

altered Although norms of shyness and modesty contmue to dIctate a certam

reluctance to address tOpICS of reproductIve behaVIOr, espeCIally for young women,

partICIpants acknowledge that famIly planmng has become a trequent tOpIC ot

conversatIon While once a subject that could barely be dIscussed 10 whIspers,

there now IS an emergmg culture of contraceptIOn even 10 remote rural areas of

Bangladesh To use the words of a very young focus group partICIpant - tamIly

planmng has become lIke dhal-bhat (nce and pulses), that IS lIke very ordmary or
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common food Barners that eXIsted 10 the past are beg10mng to crumble

"husbands tell theIr WIves to use famIly planmng even on the mght of marrIage",

or 10 the past "mothers dId not allow theIr daughters to talk about famIly planmng,

now mothers do not object If theIr daughters learn about famIly planmng "

Women are clear that lower fertilIty benefits them mdividually and also benefits

theIr families, but they frequently VOice concerns about the dangers of

contraceptive use In fact, they belteve that contraceptive use ImplIes a sacnfice

WhIch women take upon themselves because of the benefits at lower fertilIty They

generally do not belIeve that theIr spouses should use contraceptIOn, because they

fear for the well-bemg of theIr husbands, upon whose strength and support they

depend Alternatively they argue that men are SImply not ready to bear the

responsIbIlIty of contraceptIve use

We opt for famIly planmng along WIth problems It IS better than to have a
child

My husband was also 10 favor of contraception then I deCIded, It IS better
to use method, If there IS any SIde-effect then I mIght dIe, whIch IS better
than all these botheratIOns

People ask me what I am do1Og I reply that I am tak10g methods They
express concern of what destruction I am do1Og to myself by takmg famIly
plannmg methods

If the women dIe after takmg method, then It IS alnght, but women cannot
go WIthout men

As I am unable to take any famIly planmng method because of Asthma and
am suffenng a lot, stIll my husband WIll not use anythmg I have told hIm
many Urnes but he WIll not understand

They (men thmk that they WIll lose theIr work power after vasectomy
They will not be able to work hard Very few men ltke to use condom
They do not feel better WIth condom

Thus, women are conSCIOUS of the fertIlIty tranSItIOn and the contraceptIve

revolutIon that IS affecting theIr commumtIes As the tollowmg part ot the paper
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demonstrates, they are also aware of broader changes that are affectIng theIr lIves

m areas that are conventIonally consIdered demand-sIde determInants of fertIlIty

declme

ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL CHANGE

WIth hvmg standards stagnant and broad IndIcators of the level of poverty

approxImately unchanged, Cleland et al (1994) concluded that there has not been a

major socIo-economIc change m Bangladesh that would explaIn the fertIlIty

dechne A slIghtly dIfferent perspectIve emerges from the analySIS ot women's

perceptIons They do see change In the matenal and SOCIal CIrcumstances of theIr

lIves and acknowledge the mfluence of new Ideas ThIS change IS relatIvely small,

by no means amountIng to the maSSIve structural transformations that are

conventionally aSSOCIated WIth a ferul1ty declme Yet from the perspective of

women these changes are full of meanmg and sIgmficance for reproductIve

decIsIOn-makmg The central themes m the focus groups Include the cost at

lIvmg, the expenses mvolved In raISIng chIldren, educatIonal aspIratIOns tor

cluldren (mcludmg daughters), changes In family relatIons, the dowry system,

women's SOCIal pOSItion, and the mfluence of modem lIfestyles and Ideas

The cost of bvmg The perceptIOn of the contraceptive revolutIon IS embedded In

a broader conSClOusness of alteratIOns m people's lIvelIhood and means of

SUrvIVal Above all women speak about the fact that theIr famihes have less land

than therr parents and attnbute thIS change to population growth, land erOSIOn, or

the dIstress sale of land In a SOCIety where SubSIstence agnculture IS stIll the

dommant means of lIvelIhood, decreased land holdmg Imphes food shortages, and

many women remember, or at least beheve, that resources were more plentIful

when theIr mothers were young WhIle some famihes, espeCIally those who can

rely on the mcome from formal wage earners, are perceIved to be well otf, there

IS a pervaSIve sense among the partICIpants that most people cannot keep up WIth

the mcreases m the cost of lIvmg
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There IS less of everythIng Lands are gettIng dIvIded

Many people are lOSIng land by flood erosIOn, and the rest IS taken for road
constructIOn

Say there were five members In one's house Those five members gave
bIrth to 10 dllldren From those 10 chIldren 20 more human beIngs are
born All these people are now shanng the land property that IS beIng
dIVIded among them

The volume of land and property has decreased wIth the Increase of
populanon

Land decreased through fragmentatIon When there are 10 sons In a famIly,
land must automancally reduce AgaIn, If there are too many daughters In a
farruly, parents are obhged to sell pomons of theIr land to meet the
expenses of the daughters' mamage

ThIngs were more In the past, but now we do not get plenty of vegetables
and fish due to the populanon Increase

There IS food problem Due to exceSSIve raIn or flood we are unable to
culnvate enough good crops The land has become subdIvIded The yIeld
of a year IS not enough for all the famIly members

GIven the shortage of land together wIth the IncreasIng commerCIalIzatIOn of the

economy and pnce Increases, WhICh are also mentIOned as a sIgmficant trends,

women face IncreaSIng problems In proVIdIng for theIr tamilIes

We have to thmk tWIce before eanng If we eat everythIng In a day, how
will we pass other days Moreover, we have to buy clothes for ourselves
and our chIldren, there are educanonal expenses too

Nowadays money has less value, whIle the pnce of commodInes has
Increased The more people are earnIng, the more IS theIr expendIture

EarlIer our parents could buy a bag full of thIngs by sellIng cow's mIlk
But now even a person who IS earnIng goes to the market WIth Taka 300,
and he will not be able to fIll up thIs shoppIng bag WIth commodItIes

Yes, nowadays a bag cannot be filled

Compared WIth the past the condItIon IS not good The cost of good tood
has Increased rapIdly We cannot afford to eat nch toad We lIve mostly on
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nce, pulse, or spmach

EmphatIcally one woman declared that there was no progress m these

commumtIes

How could there be development We lack everythmg so much that we
often become bewIldered Should we gIVe tood to our chIldren only or
should we wear (clothes) and take food also?

In SpIte of the many laments about the detenoratIOn of economIC CondItIonS,

women also realIze that some famIlIes m the commumty, namely those able to

secure employment, work m contractmg or m a vanety of other Jobs, are better

off The new asprratIOns for the future of theIr chIldren, dIscussed later m the

paper, must at least partIally be grounded m the recogmtIon ot the dIfferentIal

matenal cIrcumstances that apply to those who begm to partICIpate m the modern

sector of the economy, and those who do not

The cost of chIldren Withm an economIC context where the condItIOns of

lIvelIhood are perceIved to be detenoratmg for many members of the commumty,

the cost of raIsmg chIldren IS a major concern for women The conversatIOns

revealed that ratIonal calculatIons about the relatIOnshIp between food and other

supplIes, and the number of chIldren m a famIly are very much part of women's

conSCIOusness For example

Those who have fewer chIldren have the advantage of feedmg theIr chIldren
better than those who have many

I need to clean my chIldren WIth soap WhICh I don't have How could I
then do the Job If there IS one chIld we can move freely WIthout havmg
any anxIety

People now understand that If there IS only one mouth It can be fed by
anythmg, but If there are several mouths, ashes would not be enough to
feed them

People have fewer chIldren now They have less because they can take
better care and proVIde them more WIth theIr neceSSItIes
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We don't want too many babIes because we can't afford to feed them well,
or bnng them up well

They know they wIll not be able to rear theIr chIldren, WIll not be able to
provIde proper food, clothmg, educatIOn, so they adopt family planmng to
keep the famIly small

We feel that If we have many chIldren our health would break down and
we would not be able to build them up as Ideal men So what need of
havmg more chIldren We WIll try to educate them, provIde them WIth
good clothes, food and WIll ensure our good health and WIll be mIghty In
all respects But those who do have many chIldren couldn't gIVe them
adequate food, clothmgs and educatlon

Themes pertammg to the qUalIty of cluldren begm to emerge In the above

quotatlons It IS not enough for children to be fed and clothed, they must be raised

to therr fullest potentlal by Investlng m theIr future EVIdence presented In

subsequent sectlons of the paper will bUIld further upon these notIOns,

demonstratlng that women perceIve the raisIng of chIldren as IncreasIngly costly

and thus consIder It In theIr own best Interest to have "qUalIty" chIldren

EducatIOn The dommant theme that reverberates throughout all of the focus

group transcnpts, whether women m theIr teens, twentIes, thirtles or fortIes are

talkmg, IS that they see theIr lIves m transItlon The world IS not what It used to

be, stable and predIctable They perceIve sIgmficant change In the value of

educatlon, m the way famIly members relate to each other, In the tinanclal

transactlons Involved In marnage, and more broadly speakIng, In the emergence of

a modem lIfestyle

While overall lIterary and educatIonal levels may not have changed much over the

past decade as Cleland et al indIcate, aspiratlons certainly have Reterences to

the deSIre for, or Interest In, sendIng chIldren to school appear In relatIOn to many

dIfferent conversatlon tOpICS

Now people have more Interest In educatIOn than betore About educatIOn
everybody's Interest IS growmg
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Now both the guardIans and the chIldren themselves have realIzed the
Importance of educatlOn So chIldren show theIr Interest thus the guardIans
become mterested and send theIr chIldren to school

Parents are puttIng efforts to make theIr chIldren educated wIth theIr
lumted resources Let us see to what extent Allah helps us

We dIdn't take care of the educatlOn of our older chIldren But we have to
thmk of the younger ones Let us see how Allah helps us

Education mvolves expenses even though pnmary schools are tree Books,

appropnate clothmg and related educational supplIes constitute sIgmficant

expendItures for many famIlIes WhIle women's aspiratlOns are begmmng to focus

on the education of theIr children, they also acknowledge that realIzmg these hopes

may depend on forces beyond theIr control

New educational aspiratlOns are assocIated WIth related changes In women's

approach to the qUalIty of children Women are not only Interested In sendmg theIr

ch1ldren to school, they also contrast theIr approach to chIld-reanng WIth that of

theIr mothers

We take more care (of chIldren) We try to keep them neat and clean, do
not allow them to roam about m the sun We gIVe them better tood and are
always forcmg them to study EarlIer the mothers dId not bother whether
the children stUdIed or not But we are always forCing them to study

(our mothers) were only busy WIth husking, bOIlIng ot paddy cooking and
other household dutIes They used to glVe bIrth to many chIldren, but they
dId not care very much about theIr chIldren, where they were gOIng or not,
what they were eating

There IS Interest m the education not only of boys but of gIrls as well As IS clear

from the followmg comments, the reason for thIS Interest IS closely related to the

marnage of daughters, to be dISCUSSed In greater detaIl In the subsequent sectIon

deahng WIth the dowry system
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The value of educatIOn IS more than before Even those who eat hand to
foot Will also send theIr daughters to school

Educated daughters can be mamed off to worthy men and both educated
sons and daughters WIll be able to lIve better We also WIll reqUIre less
amount of money 10 theIr mamage
Many th10gs have changed Nowadays people provIde educatIon to theIr
cluldren, specIally gIrls Then they look for an educated and well off
groom While earlIer the people used to marry off theIr daughters to any
groom They never used to see whether he came from a respectable famIly,
whether he was educated or not

EducatIon IS seen as one of the major mechanIsm for people to attaIn theIr VISIon

of a better lIfe Women argue that

The children WIll lead a better lIfe And the parent WIll be proud of them
EducatIon has the hIghest value now Everyone wants to SIt In the

upper class Don't we want to be 10 upper levels?

(We) will have good days In the future as our chIldren are gettIng
educatIon

The statements Just quoted draw a connectIon between educatIOn and a better,

more secure future Women recogmze that the tuture of theIr chIldren rests wIth

employment 10 the formal sector of the economy They understand that educatIon

IS a major precondItIon for secunng such employment, an Investment In the tuture,

not Just for men but also for women

Our chIldren are bemg sent to school because It IS our duty to educate
them What WIll happen later, whether they WIll benefit by educatIon, IS
left to be seen, because they are now In the process at learn1Og, not
bnngmg Income to the house For example, to begm a busmess we need
capItal to Invest Our chIldren are not our capItal as yet We are In the
Investment stage, provIdmg books, pens and so on WIthout whIch there can
be no educatIon

LIfe had a dIfferent mean10g to our forefathers For them chIldren were a
source of Income So, as soon as the chIldren would grow up, they would
send them to the field for cultIvatIon work But now we send them to
school on the Idea that they would be employed somewhere atter theIr
educatIon to earn theIr lIvelIhood
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Changes III famIly relatIOns: Women 10 the Matlab commumtIes perceive that

famIly relatIons are not followmg the old patterns The role at parents and parents

m-Iaws have become weakened, conjugal bonds are stronger, tamlly structures are

changmg, mtergeneratIonal wealth flows are begmmng to reverse, and young

WIves are belIeved to have a degree of mfluence that defies traditIOn The

decreasmg role of the mother-m-Iaw, whose pOSItIOn 10 the traditIOnal extended

farmly was strong IS reflected 10 the followmg quotes

No, they (the mother 10 laws) do not say anythmg All the deCiSions are
made by the husband and the WIfe In spite of thIS WIll the bndes care or
lIsten? We used to value our mother-m-Iaw's opmIOn and deCISIOns But
nowadays the bndes do not care Rather than the mother-m-Iaw has to
lIsten to the bndes' order

Nowadays sons are more mclIned to theIr WIves not to the mothers
(women) do not lIsten to theIr mothers-m-Iaw or theIr husbands It is the
husbands who lIsten to theIr WIves more Men used to lIsten to their
parents before, but now they act accordmg to their WIves demands They
WIll do whatever theIr WIves say They Will even rebuke their parents for
theIr WIves

Son's WIves say they would not lIve JOIntly With their fathers and mothers
m-Iaws as they say there lacks peace 10 a Jomt tamIly

By contrast, the bond between husband and WIfe IS vIewed as strengthened, and

couples are "takmg lIbertIes" 10 front of theIr chIldren that would have been

consIdered shockmg 10 the past They talk to each other 10 broad daylIght, or

dISCUSS farruly planmng

Our sons and theIr WIves don't need the mghtfall to come They can talk
dunng the day

No, they (the young women) never used to talk WIth their husband about
such affaIrs (when they should have chIldren, how many they should have)
The bndes used to stay WIth theIr mothers and sisters-m-law most at the
tIme But now we stay near our husbands, take our meal together 10 tront
of our parents-m-Iaw

Nowadays the bndes WIll stay near the husband all day long They WIll Sit
WIth theIr husbands holdmg theIr neck even 10 tront at the children
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Sons become more selfish and seek theIr own happiness after marnage
They pay less attentIon to parents, who have done so much for them
SometImes the wIfe forces her husband to qUIt his parents to aVOid theIr
responsIbIlItIes and to lIve happIly

EarlIer we used to call our husbands as "Apm" (with honor) but now the
gIrls Will address theIr husbands as "TumI" (intormal you) In front of
everyone

Increased Interest In estabhshIng nuclear households was also mentIoned When

women explamed thIS change, the new hfestyle theme and the Influence ot a

somewhat dIversIfied economy where some can rely on regular incomes and others

not, were mentIoned

There are too many people And a smgle person's Income cannot serve all
Moreover, the people have become more self-centered They want to do
everythmg and enJoy the lIfe by themselves They think that they WIll not
be able to lIve better If they stay WIth theIr parents or brothers

They (extended farmlIes) do not have a congemal relatIOnshIp There IS
lack of love and affectIon and cooperatIon Moreover, there IS always some
sort of quarrel If there IS monetary msolvency and few earnmg members
but many feeding members That's why they get separated

OpmIOns were dIVIded over the Issue of whether sons can still be relIed upon to

support parents 10 theIr old age

If some of these statements, especIally those involvmg the role of women withm

the famIly, seem surpnsmgly strong, It should be remembered that these are

conversatIons 10 whIch women compare themselves to standards they feel

dommated the lIfestyle of an older generatIon They may perceIve changes in theIr

SOCIal hfe that an outSIder would conSIder extremely small From a sUbjectIve

pomt of VIew of women who have seen the old ways of lIfe, however, the new

patterns may appear genUInely transformmg For them, the old rules have lost

some power, though by no means all, and tradItIOnal bonds are not as strong as

they used to be WIth old tIes weakemng, new ones emerging and, as we WIll see

later on, honzons broademng, the tranSItIon in reproductIve behaVIOr beginS to
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appear more h.ke a strand In a seamless web ot change rather than an Isolated

phenomenon

The dowry system and Its effect on women's posItIOn Changes In marnage

transactIons from a system of bnde pnces to downes are ot recent ongIn In

Bangladesh, and have been asSOCIated wIth the forces of modermzatIOn and the

emergence of the cash economy (Lmdenbaum, 1975) A ShIft towards downes

sigrufies a detenoratIOn of women's pOSitIOn, rendenng them increasIngly

vulnerable to forces over WhICh they have no control Concerns about how to

procure the resources needed to pay for downes has assumed the proportIOns of a

fmancIaI cnSIS for familIes, especIally SInce amounts reqUired to arrange a

satIsfactory marnage are perceIVed to be IncreaSIng If parents cannot assemble the

requITed resources for a daughter's marnage, she stays unmarned beyond what

villagers conSIder "marnageable" age, an Image that conjures up VISIOns of over

npe or SPOIlt frUlt The assets reqUlred for downes lead tamilIes to sell land and to

Incur other heavy finanCial responsIbIlltIes If parents fad to make contractually

establIshed dowry payments, theIr daughters are lIkely to be sent back home

Husbands may choose to remarry because they seek another dowry, and women

have to submIt to the suffenng thIS ImplIes

While the dowry system WIth Its relentless finanCIal burden has decreased the

status of women, ItS l10kage to the cost of chlldbeanng IS pOSSIbly one ot the

elements 10 the new calculus of reproductive chOIce For example

Nowadays the bndegrooms demand a lot of money, a constructed house,
wnst watch, radIO, bIcycle The bnde's parents are unable to meet such
demands and hence are unable to marry off theIr daughters

And spealang of guls - daughters - one needs 10 to 12 thousand taka to
gIVe a daughter In marnage ThiS IS another reason why people want tewer
babies"

Everyone cannot afford to spend such a large amount of money So they
have to beg or borrow money from other people

I also dId not have much money So I borrowed money trom others and
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marned off my daughters I had to spend Taka 50 thousand So Isn t It a
great problem for us" We have a headache as our daughters are
surpassmg marnageable age but we are unable to gIVe theIr hand In
marnage

There was no such problem before When I got marned my In-laws gave
me a parr of earnngs, a necklace, three SarIS and they brought sweets and
had fun But now no such thmg happens The parents are afraId If a
proposal comes for theIr daughters From where WIll they get so much
money" ThIS IS our greatest problem Even greater than food problem

In the past days there were very much less cost Involved In the marnage of
grrls So people gave theIr daughters In marnage easIly at the early age
But not the bode groom's party demand one tola of gold, a wnstwatch,
radIO, cassette changer, bIcycle, cash money etc as dowry, They cannot
afford these thIngs WhICh causes delay m theIr daughter's mamage

Now some people's daughters are engaged In pursUIng educatIOn By thIS
lime therr guardIans manage money for the daughter's marnage So these
cases there IS delay In theIr daughter's marnage They want to ensure good
for therr daughters by makmg them educated

The heavy weIght of the dowry In parent's financIal calculatIons was summarIzed

by one woman when she SaId "GIrlS have become a rope around theIr parents

neck"

There also IS a potentIal lmk between the deSIre for women's educatIOn and the

dowry system Educated young women may reqUIre less of a dowry, are lIkely to

be conSIdered a more a deSIrable marnage match by some than uneducated ones,

or poSSIbly mIght be able to earn an Income themselves Thus whIle there are

costs associated WIth the educatIOn of gIrls, potentIal advantages are perceIved as

well Certamly, conSIderatIons of the future pnce of marnage of daughters are

lIkely to have assumed a compellmg mfluence In planmng famIly SIze

Women's emergmg sense of self-esteem and freedom WhIle the Increased

payments and expectatIons of the dowry system sIgmfy a detenoratIOn In women's

status, theIr conSCIOusness appears to be movIng In a dIrectIOn at greater strength

In fact, one of the surpnses In these data IS women's emergIng sense at

themselves as worthy indIVIduals capable of thInkmg and actmg mdependently, and
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deservIng to eIlJoy at least some of the pleasures at modem life Such self-esteem

IS not what one expects in a culture that extols women's honor but traditIOnally

depnves them of a sense of personal efficacy That old patterns are changmg IS

clear from many POInts 10 the conversat1ons

No woman used to go out from the house before As the country has
obtaIned independence, so they (women) have become independent too

I was mamed in the month of Bhadra and the country obtaIned
mdependence(check) in the month of chana Since then the women have
become 10dependent

Yes, (women are) very much mdependent They are receIv10g more
educat10n and are wIllmg and fit to earn theIr own liVIng

There has been lots of Improvement The women are gett10g educated
and are able to work We are able to earn money, mIX WIth dIfferent
people, we are freer than before are able to move around the VIllage

We also encourage our daughters to get educated so that they WIll be able
to get a Job and earn for maInta10mg a better Me These were not betore
The gIrls were kept under the veIl, they were not allowed to do anyth10g

Women are also aware that some of these changes Involve underlyIng tensIOns and

dIsapproval from men For example one woman commented, "My husband gets

annoyed qUIte often He says that when I come from the bazaar, I see many young

gIrls about 19 or 20 years of age walkmg along the road, stanng at the people and

somet1mes laughmg" Accord1Og to the norms at the tradItIOnal SOCIety l women

(let alone young ones) are not to be seen 10 public places unless they are covered

by a burkah For men who have been SOCIalIzed wIth10 a culture that dIctates

women's honor must be protected by hIdmg them from public gaze, the SIght of

young women who freely examme the world around them IS shockIng The focus

group pamcIpant went on to explam "No woman used to go out trom the house,

SpecIally to the bazaar, before The men used to buy all the essential commodItIes

But now they go to the market themselves If they want a small thIng "

WhIle contraceptIve use IS at tImes VIewed as a sacnfice, It IS also an Important
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mgrechent m women's new freedom In explammg why women tend to be more

mterested m famIly plannIng than men, for example, one woman pomted out that

"women have become very much concerned about themselves They want to lIve

ill peace and happmess, as they suffer maxImum" Women m rural Bangladesh

work extremely hard, and they are the ones who bear the burden of raIsmg many

chIldren WIth contraceptIOn aVaIlable and mcreas10gly legItImIzed, and WIth the

concomItant emergence of the Idea that women have a nght to be concerned about

therr own well-be1Og and not only about that ot others, the benefits at

contraceptIve use are begmnIng to be apparent They WIll have more tIme and

energy to develop a closer bond WIth therr husband, and to take better care at theIr

health The connectIOn to theIr health condItIon IS also clear trom the trequent

comment that "women's health condItIon detenorates If they have frequent bIrths"

There IS agreement among the younger and the older focus group partICIpants that

the younger women are even freer than those who are over thIrty The freedom to

delay the onset of chIldbeanng IS a central element 10 thIS tranSItIon As one of the

older women put It

Nowadays all are very conscIOus(about famIly planmng) EspeCIally the
grrls They want to remam young and pretty So they tell theIr husbands on
the nIght of mamage that they do not want many chIldren The husbands
also agree as they too want theIr WIves to remmn young and theIr breasts to
remmn po1Oted But we dId not say such a thmg to our husbands We were
shy to talk about thIS That's why we have as many chl1dren as our
husbands wanted

Though sIgmficant, the emerg10g sense of self-esteem and freedom expenenced

especIally by the younger women, does not Imply substantIal undermInIng of the

mstItutIon of patnarchy Women continue to depend m large measure upon the

presence and support of theIr husbands or theIr sons EarlIer comments about

women's reluctance to see men use contraceptIOn serve as examples of thIS

contInued dependence

ModerrnzatlOn Women not only see theIr own lIves m transItIon, they perceIve
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the world around them to be 10 a process of change to WhICh they attach the label

of modernity New modes of transport, electncIty, and the media have reached the

villages, more schools are be10g bUIlt, and more markets eXIst than 10 the past

Exposure to a world beyond the boundanes of tradItIOnal rural commumties bnngs

new Ideas, Includ10g sIgns of the onentatIons and values ot a commercIalIzed,

consumer SOCiety

Yesterday, a motor-cycle was gOIng by My daughter came runmng to fetch
me In order to see the motor-cycle My daughter IS now see10g thIS and I
myself also saw It But did my mother see such a thmg before? It's new In
the village Changes are takIng place day by day

EarlIer we did not have any electnclty, but now there has been electncity
supply m the village Almost each and every ban has electncIty There are
hOSpItalS and small cllmcs 10 dIfferent places Hence we get treatment
facllJ.tIes There were very few schools and colleges betore But now there
are lots of schools and colleges There are also more weekly markets and
bazaars

The people before were satIsfied WIth only one cloth All the tamlly
members could use a SIngle parr of shoes In turn

Nowadays the people wear clothes In competitIOn It another person has
five sans I Will reqUIre eIght sans We reqUIre three, four paIrs ot shoes
Before the people used to walk barefoot, or used to wear sandals made of
wood Before seven brothers would share one shIrt But now there IS
competItIon among brothers as well If a brother has a new shIrt another
one Will try to make two ShirtS They WIll not even allow each other to
wear each other's clothes

EducatIon has 10creased and all are modern Everyth10g has changed Boys
and grrls are growing up together

The generations are changmg Time are also changmg People now want to
be modem, they want to lIve up to date They want to lIve and eat well

People are begInmng to wear clothes In competItIOn and expect more tor theIr

lIves than the bare mlmmum essentIals for survIVal In want10g to lIve up to date

and be modem, younger women contrast their own expectatIOns WIth those of theIr

mothers A self-congratulatory sense of supenonty pervades some of the remarks
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They were aloof from all other fancIes Only they thought of paddy and
eatmg But nowadays whether we eat properly or not we want to spend
some money on fancIes We want beautIful sans and ornaments, cosmetIcs

LIsten Apa, we can easIly follow what program or song IS beIng played In
a radIO or how a Lux soap dIffers from a Llfeboy but our mothers are qUIte
blank In thIS regard

Mothers cannot wash the body wIthout a BangIa soap, but we use Lux,
Casco, Gacotus, Lemondew They do not know the names even

We know about dIfferent types of bangles and request husbands to bnng
those, but old people say only about rubber bangles As we have seen all
these In our days so we can say about thIS

We can ask for organdl san, but they are happy wIth thIS sImple and
ordmary san

An older woman laughingly comments on the dIfference In her lIfestyle and that of

her daughters and daughters-m-Iaw liMy mother was sImple lIke me She was not

modern and wIth the tImes (Daughters)wear dIfferent sans The gIrlS and the

daughter-m-Iaws wear alIke SometImes, we also wear them, when they offer us "

Almost sounding lIke the mother of a teenage daughter In an IndustnalIzed socIety,

another older partIcIpant acknowledges that women have to purchase the newly

avaIlable consumer goods for theIr daughters, and allow them to depart trom the

tradItIonal dress-code for women

You see, In our tImes we never used Snow (a cream) and powder, but we
have to buy these for our gIrlS ThIS IS a must for them In our tImes we
wore only sans, but they wear Shalwar-kameez (trousers and long shIrt)
We have to buy them the thmgs that are aVaIlable these days

Havmg fewer chIldren IS VIewed as an mtegral part of the VIew of a better and

more comfortable lIfe

They (the women) have taken famIly planmng methods fOf thelf own
happiness and peace They want to lIve better, so that they do not have any
trouble getting food and beautIful clothes
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We are better off, because you know Apa, we were eIght brothers and
SIsters My mothers was lean and weak I never saw her In good health
She had no time to take rest She spent the whole day In cooklng and
washmg But I am free from all such sort ot botheratIon I have only three
dll1dren I am able to take rest, look after my children properly

Women have begun to focus on theIr own well-be1Og and are tryIng to escape from

what some perceIve as the drudgery that charactenzed the lIfe of theIr mothers

TheIr honzons are expandmg Women are better otf because, as one of them put

It, "now they are more exposed and get to hear many th10gs They watch, they get

to know" Women want to be part of the commercIal culture that IS emergmg

around them WIthm these aspIratIons many chIldren are VIewed as "botheratIOn",

and the use of contraceptIOn becomes an Important mechamsm tor attaIn10g at least

a small share of the attractions of modern lIfe

THE ROLE OF THE FAl\1ILY PLANNING PROGRAM

In the Matlab VIllages women are exposed to two programmatIc Int1uences - those

of the government family planmng program, WhICh reaches them predommantly

through the medIa, and through the specIal Matlab MCH-FP program, whIch

affects theIr hves pnmanly through the commumty-based tamily planmng worker

Both of these constItute sIgmficant mnovatIOns 10 women's lIves, although the

mfluence of the worker IS lIkely stronger than that ot the medIa

The presence of the Matlab MCR and famIly planmng project has been a major

mfluence m the hves of local women Just as In the government famIly planmng

program, the hnk to rural women IS a commumty-based famIly planmng worker,

who VISItS women on a regular baSIS In contrast to the publIc sector program,

however, the scope and IntenSIty of contacts between the worker and commumty

women dIffer conSIderably Contact IS bI-weekly, and contraceptIve and maternal

and child health servIces are real and have been sustaIned over tIme (PhIllIps et al

1988) The mfluence of the commumty-based famIly planmng worker on women's

hves IS multifaceted, transcendmg In several respects conventIOnal notIOns of the

functIons of "systems of suppli' Hav10g earlIer In the paper IdentIfied women's

percepnon of the determ10ants of demand, I now examme theIr perceptIons ot the

51

I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I



I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I

mfluence of the famIly planmng program, or system ot supply

A trusted fnend. A preVIOUS paper dISCUSsed at length the transItIOn of the

commumty's opimon about the Matlab commumty based tamlly planmng worker

Imttaily portrayed as a "devIl woman" who had come to the vIllages to destroy the

commumty's well-beIng, the worker succeeded 10 gam10g acceptance for her

professlOnal role, establIshed herself as a SOCIal leader and mamtamed her honor

as a woman (Simmons et al 1992) One quote may sutfice to charactenze the

transltlon to her role wIthm the commumty

People satd, she will loll all the women by teed10g them those medIcmes
Women used to hIde themselves, on seeIng Mahamuda (the worker) commg
to her house Mahamuda spent her whole day explaInIng and makIng the
women easy to talk to her After her contInUOUS sayIng and seeIng her day
after day, she became famous to the women

There are dIfference In the performance of IndIVIdual workers and not all of them

are necessanly equally apprecIated, one was WIdely dIsltked for her arrogant

personalIty and lack of support to women when they felt they needed her

Nonetheless, most are so hIghly respected by both women and theIr husbands that

In one of the focus groups, women commented In response to the moderator's

questlons whether they conSIdered the worker a relatIve

Woman 1 We thmk of her as more than a relatIve

Woman 2 Her feelmg for us, her behaVIOr towards us, concern tor us are
much more pleasant than (that of) a relatIve

Sumlarly

Women I She has become so close that she IS more than our SIster

Woman 2 We do not feel better if we do not see her tor one or two days We
WIsh that she was able to VISIt us every day We hke to chat WIth
her

Overcommg the fear of contraceptIOn A recurrent theme 10 comments on the
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worker's role IS the reassurance she proVIdes to commumty women about

contraceptIve methods, and about that fact that she WIll assIst women it they

expenence any dIfficultIes As one woman put It "She IS able to overcome fear

about methods That's why so many women are takmg tamily planmng methods

OtherwIse many women would not have taken famIly planmng methods" If a

worker does not perform thIs function, as was true In one case, she was heavIly

cntIclZed WIth several negatIve comments about her faIlure to aSSIst women WIth

SIde-effects

Overcommg the oppositIOn of famIly members. When women opt to use

contraceptIon WIthout mformmg their famIlIes, the worker IS frequently called

upon to medIate when others dIscover It "She explaInS the benefit ot faml1y

planmng methods to the husbands and mother-In-law and makes them understand

why the woman IS USIng a method"

PrOVIdIng access to the means of contraceptIOn Women In Matlab are well

aware of the fact that the faml1y planmng worker dlstnbutes contraceptIves,

proVIdes contraceptIve InJections, and faCIlItates access to clImc-based methods

For example, "If anyone wants to get stenlIzed, then Rekha (the worker) makes all

the arrangements She goes to the Matlab Centre and fixes the schedule Then she

makes arrangements for the boat Takes the clIent wIth her Stays there dunng the

operatIon and afterwards and then bnngs her home "

The thmkablbty of reproductive decISIOns: Coale (1973) argued that one of the

precondItIons for fertIlIty declme IS that reproductIve declSlons must be perceIved

to fall withm the calculus of ratIonal chOIce Van de Walle (1992) expanded on

tlus Idea to POInt out that "numeracy about chIldren" Histoncally, thmkmg about

chIldren ill numencal terms became part of people's mental outlook as they passed

through a process of reproductIve change Some ot the comments trom commumty

women speak to these Issues qUIte explICItly For example, one woman commented

that people who have adopted contraceptIOn have tour chIldren, but those who

don't "have no measunng rod" Others also confirm the notIon that prevIOusly the
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very concept of famIly lImItatIon dId not eXIst, and that the worker had a major

part m mtroducmg It For example m response to questIOns about why people want

fewer cluldren, or about the role of the worker, women SaId

It IS due to the famIly planmng program If thiS program had not been
Introduced no one would have reduced fertilIty The people used to beg
food and stay III fed before StIll they wanted many chIldren Was there
any such force before, as they are now saymg "two are enough')" They
used to say "God WIll gIVe as many as he Wishes We have no hand over
hIS deSIres"

We see Mahamuda here WIth famIly planmng methods She taught us at the
same tlme that God has gIven us the strength to deCIde about bIrth control

For the first tIme Momtaz had gIVen us a clear concept of tamlly planmng
As she IS our close person, and as she IS a most relIable one, and as she IS
gIVmg us contlnuous help, we deCIded to take famIly planmng

Tlus, as well as the earlIer comment that those who do not control theIr fertIlIty

"have no measunng rod", affirm how clearly partICipants m the fertIlIty transltlon

perceIve the changes that are transformmg theIr lIves, and how strong a role the

worker plays m these changes The above comments also suggest a strong

mfluence over famIly SIze preferences, a tOpIC that Will be addressed m greater

detaJ1 below

Influencmg fanuly SiZe preferences- WhIle many tocus group participants credit

the worker WIth convmcmg women to use famIly planmng, It IS not always easy to

dIsentangle whether they are refemng to the proVIsIOn of the InformatIon and

means, the commumcatlon of the thmkabIllty of reproductIve chOIce, the creatIOn

of demand for methods by overcommg fear or famIly OpposItIOn, or to her

Influence In readJustmg famIly SIze preference However, some comments address

the Issue qUIte dIrectly whIle also acknowledgmg the complexIty of the Issue For

example, when the moderator asked whether the worker can stop those who want

more chIldren from havmg another bIrth, women answered that thIS depends on

the SItuatIon and that the worker cannot force anyone Fmally one woman

asserted "We have restncted our famIly SIze and other women also were
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convmced by the persuasIon of M and are restnct10g their taml1y SIze "

Other comments also support a strong mfluence ot the worker and the program

People are observ1Og that, by havmg few chIldren, they are now enJoY1Og a
happy famIly lIfe 10 whIch the worlang ot CHW (the worker) has great
contnbutIon They realIze that such comfort would have not been possIble
If they had many chIldren

(people have fewer chIldren) because the government IS tellmg them to
have few cluldren They are Impos1Og thIS on the people OtherwIse would
people want to reduce fertIlIty forcmgly'J2 They are talang famIly plann10g
methods after lIstemng to the speeches from tIme to arne

Debi goes from VIllage to VIllage and explams that too many chIldren IS a
problem for mothers The women have begun to understand

However, 10 the same seSSIons a woman also affirms the autonomy ot reproductIve

decislon-makmg "It struck our mmd that If we take many chIldren, how could we

gIVe them educatIon, dress them up " The SImultaneous 10fluence ot the

compellmg SOCIal CIrcumstances and of the worker are well represented 10 the

passage whIch followed the above comment

Moderator Who taught you these Ideas'J

Woman 1 AutomatIcally such Idea came 10 our m10d

Woman 2 By perSIstently hearIng about famIly plann10g and ItS advantages,
women's conSCIOusness has been shaped

Woman 3 We became convmced that faml1y planmng would ensure well-be1Og
for us

In one comment, the relatIonshIp between the SOCIal and economIC factors that

create demand for famIly lImItatIOn and the worker's role 10 provld1Og access to

methods was lUCIdly summanzed

One needs 10 to 20 thousand taka to gIVe one's daughter 10 marnage ThIS
too IS a problem It causes one a lot ot wornes, WhICh tell upon one's
health Under the CIrcumstances, one has to use one ot the bIrth-control
methods adVIsed by "the doctor" There are too many mouths to teed so
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one has no chOIce but to go for a bIrth-control method Some choose
InJectables, some prefer copper-T, some condoms some people think that
InJectables are qUIte good Others however complaIn of their side-etfects
Nevertheless, they contInue to use that method as the need to lumt tamily
size IS urgent

The worker as socmlleader, modermzmg mfluence and role model The

mfluence of the Matlab worker by far exceeds her formally defined family

planrnng and health functIOns She mediates conflIcts In the commumty, especially

conflIcts between husbands and WIves, adVIses women on marnage arrangements,

and IS consulted In finanCIal transactIOns She makes a wIde range ot suggestIOns

to women about how they should lead theIr lIves And women generally

acknowledge her enlIghtemng Influence, though not always as ViVidly as In the

folloWIng remark

She gave us the Idea about many thIngs She saId that "BhabI, thIS IS good
and that IS bad You should act accordIngly" You see If a dIrty pot IS
rubbed WIth ash every day, It WIll become clean So lIke thIS she also came
from tIme to tIme and explaIned everythIng Thus helped to remove the
black dIrt from our mInd It turned whIte Gradually we came to lIke her
She helps us a lot

The Imagery of black dIrt beIng removed from women's mInds suggests that

women themselves perceIve they are exposed to new Ideas and mfluences Not

only does the worker prOVIde access to contraceptIOn, she proVIdes a lInk to

modern trends and Ideas She IS an agent of the Matlab famIly planmng proJect,

but also of forces of modernIty and change, In whIch the role of woman remaIns

less restncted and confined than ill the past In a SOCIal and cultural context where

women are tradItIonally sheltered from outSIde Influences, the sIgmficance of her

contnbutIon to the lIves of local women IS powerful In the words of one of the

partICIpants "She IS the one who has helped women become more conscIOUS about

themselves " Many VIew her as a role model they Wish they could emulate, or that

suggests a path that the daughters mIght be able to pursue
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We ourselves feel that had we been educated lIke Bethar Maa, we too could
have worked outsIde the home and earned money Un tortunately, we don't
have any educatIon

If any of theIr daughters don't want to go to school, her parents persuade
her by telhng her that by learnmg she wIll be able to wear saree lIke
Mahmuda and could be able to practIce as a doctor and earn money

The mfluence of the media: Just as the worker represents two mfluences, the

medIa also have dual effects on women. AvaIlablllty ot radiOS had become

WIdespread 10 the Matlab VIllages at the tIme the focus group sessIons were

conducted Women conSIstently report that they are aware of the radIO programs

on faml1y planmng and acknowledge theu 1Ofluence, although trequently thiS

Influence occurs In conjunctIon With the Interpersonal exchange with the worker

We heard many thIngs on the family planmng program but dId not belIeve
10 them We came to understand more and belIeved It atter M explaIned
everythIng clearly to us

In the past we heard about methods but dId not belIeve But now we lIsten
to the radIO and Mahmuda comes to us and explaIned about methods, we
understood the famIly plannIng methods MaInly Mahmuda's VISit made the
people aware of contraceptIves Imtially we refused Mahamuda but after
her repeated motivatIon people understood

By contInUOUS persuasIOn ot M and by regular lIstemng to the radiO'S
family planmng program our deSIre for contraceptIon got the shape

Husband used to lIsten to the radIO program on tamI1y planmng where
people are asked to take famIly planmng Everyone IS lIstemng to the radIO
program and what IS SaId In It After lIstemng to the radIO he asked to take
family planmng (check thIS quote 16 9)
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CONCLUSION

ThIs paper has traced women's perceptIOns of how theIr hves are chang10g

through a textual analysIs ot focus group data conducted with women 10 the

Matlab commumty The central dImensIons of thIS change consIst ot the new

culture of contracepnon, 10creases m the costs of lIv10g and [(usmg tamilIes, nsmg

educanonal asprranons, changes m famIly relatIOns and m women's SOCial pOSItIOn

and sense of freedom, the growmg mfluence of modermzatIon, as well as of the

presence of a strong program whose key elements are the medra and the

commumty-based famIly planmng worker In analyzmg these changes I tound

myself mcreasmgly skepncal of the major conclusIOn drawn by Cleland et

a1 (1994) m theIr study of fertIlIty declme m Bangladesh TheIr concluSIon that

Bangladesh "appears to possess no teatures that are conducIve to fertIlIty declIne

except for a strong, persIstent government commItment to reducmg populatIon

growth"(p Xl) SImply does not fit the pIcture that emerges trom the data dIscussed

ill tlus paper

I do not dIsagree WIth sIgmficance of the supply-sIde tactors m explammg the

fert1l1ty tranSItIon 10 Bangladesh The data from thIS study support the conclUSion

that a very strong programmanc mfluence as represented both by the medIa and

especIally by the Matlab commumty-based famIly planmng worker eXIsts The

mfluence of the supply-sIde IS partIcularly strong m Matlab, but the eVIdence ot a

programmanc effect 10 other parts of the country IS persuaSIve as well However,

ill lIght of the data presented here one cannot conclude that these are the only

factors that are new 10 rural commumnes EVIdence of SOCIo-economiC change and

of modernIzmg mfluences has clearly emerged from thIS analySIS ot tocus group

data collected ill the late 1980s

Have the VIllages served by the Matlab project become so thoroughly transformed

by the acnVInes of the research staff and SpecIal project actiVItIes that Matlab

women's percepnons have no relevance for the remaInder ot Bangladesh? Such

effects cannot be completely brushed aSIde Exposure to outSIde 10tluences

represented by
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researchers, IncludIng foreIgners, and other project statf has been consIderable and

has undoubtedly enhanced the mOdernIZing trends that eXIst elsewhere as well as

contnbuted to an enhanced resource base through the creatIOn ot project generated

employment But to argue that these account for even a substantIal portIon of

women's perceptIons of change In theIr lIves appears exceSSIve More lIkely than

not, the lessons from Matlab about the occurrence ot SOCIal and economIC change

have sIgmficance for the country as a whole, Just as earlIer Matlab had

sIgmficance In demonstratIng the potentIal for programmatIC effects

In concludIng that there has been some change In the SOCIal and economIC spheres

of hfe, I do not Wish to Imply that these amount to a major stmctural

transformatIon of the SOCiety and the economy I concur WIth Cleland et al that

lugh matenal standards of hVIng have by no means been attaIned, and that levels

of poverty have not reached new heIghts eIther However, Incremental change In

several Important spheres of women's lIves can be clearly seen In the data

presented here Some of these were also noted by Cleland et al , tor example, the

increasing fragmentatIon of land holdIngs, and mcreased schoolIng, although the

authors do not attnbute any sIgmficance to these m theIr overall conclUSIOn

The conclUSion I draw IS that relatIvely Incremental, or small change WIth SOCIal,

economIC and mOdernIZing components on the demand-SIde combmed WIth

substantIal Inputs on the supply SIde account for the onset of the tertilIty transitIOn

In Bangladesh The POInt here IS that what appear to be small changes as measured

by objectIve mdicators, are not necessanly so small or InsIgmficant In terms of the

actual hfe expenence of people The changes In women's pOSItIOn are ObjectIvely

speakmg mimmal, but theIr sUbjectIve meaning, espeCIally In conjunction WIth a

strong programmatic Influence, may be suffiCIently lIfe- transtorming to engender

new aspIrations WIthin WhICh smaller famihes make eminent sense
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DeconstructIOnIst theory In the SOCIal SCIences provIdes a usetul perspectlve on the

type of dIsagreements that the expenence of Bangladesh has ehcIted over tIme, and

to WhICh thIS paper contrIbutes 3 DeconstructIonIst theory argues that there can be

no stable or lastIng pnncIple, theones or doctrInes Instead knowledge IS always In

a process of be10g constructed, then taken apart by cntical analySIS

(deconstructIonIsm) and eventually reconstItuted (reconstructed) mto new

mtellectual frameworks WIthout wantmg to sound too presumptuous, I suggest

that the dIalogue on fertIllty and Its dechne 10 Bangladesh can be understood

Wlthm the lOgIC of such a deconstructIomst process

Theory constructIon over questIons of the potentIal tor tertIlIty declIne 10

Bangladesh began WIth statements about the pnmacy ot demand, as Illustrated

most prommently 10 the wnt10gs of Cam (1981) and Demeney (1975) who saw

eVIdence of strong soclO-economic and cultural supports tor hIgh fertIlIty norms

Wlth lIttle potentIal for a supply-sIde role WIth a fertIlIty declIne well underway,

Cleland et al (1994) mherently "deconstruct" arguments about the pnmacy ot

demand m order to do JustIce to the Important contnbutlOn of the forces of supply

In makIng thIs valuable contrIbutIon to our understandIng, the authors nonetheless

contInue to remforce an unhelpful theoretlcal stance In the populatIOn field That

theoretIcal stance conSIsts of a tendency onented towards mutually exclUSIve

supply-versus-demand explanatIOns of fertIlIty declIne, and the concomitant

preffilse that demand-SIde determInants must be ot major proportIons m order to

exert an mfluence

An appropnate II reconstructIon" of the eVIdence for Bangladesh suggests the

SImultaneous effect of both demand and supply 4 It turther suggests that In the

presence of strong systems of supply, relatIvely small or Incremental change In

soclo-economic condItIons or mOdernIZIng mfluences may produce a sIgmficant

fertIlIty decl10e A strong program magmfies demand-SIde etfects by helpIng

people understand that the world around them IS changIng, and to mterpret such

change In the context of deCISIOns about famIly SIze and the use ot contraceptIOn
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The reconstnlctlomst approach suggested here In no sense undermInes the

Importance of supply-sIde determInants However, by emphaSIZIng both supply and

demand It takes a dIfferent readIng on some of the data presented by Cleland et

al , 10terpretlng them 10 hght of the qualItaave eVIdence ot women's perceptIOns

of the changes 10 theIr hves As pomted out above, Cleland et al dIscard the

eVIdence of shnnkmg farm SIze and mcreased school1Og 10 theIr conclUSIOn

Listemng to women's VOIces and mterpret10g them m lIght ot theory that allows

for the sImultaneous and mteractlve etfects of supply and demand suggests a

dIfferent conclUSIOn Shnnkage m farm SIze, and Increased schoolIng may be

small, but In conjUnctIon WIth strong program mfluence and other modermzIng

Influences In the economy and the socIety, these contnbute toward the creatIOn of

a new calculus of reproductlve chOIce that lends support to smaller tamilIes, and to

the use of modem contracepaon

The use of qualitatlve data and a focus o~ the perceptIOns ot those who partIcIpate

In the femlIty transltlon plays an Important role 10 reachIng these concluslOns

QuantItaave Indicators are InevItably dIstant from actual tertilIty decislOns

QualItatIve data focused on the subJectIve, mterpretatIVe and contextual stones

and explanaaons of the actors themselves allows us to see the "situatlOnal

fleXibilIty of acaon" and to see people 10 the process ot SOCIal change as more

than "role bozos who dully act out pre-establIshed cultural scnpts" (Fuchs and

Ward, 1994 p 490) Women are aware of the changes around them, are

conSCIOUS and delIberate actors In the fertIlIty tranSItIon, the program agents and

media help them to escape pre-establIshed cultural scnpts

Notes

1 The data for this paper are based on a focus group stud)' WIth women 10

VIllages covered by the Matlab MCH-FP project 10 southern Bangladesh A total
of 21 focus groups were uahzed for thIS paper conSistIng ot seSSIons With
commumty women In theIr teens, theIr 20s, 30s and 40s, and With women who
had at least 8 years of educatIon To assure representatIon ot commUnity women
from dIfferent types of VIllages covered by the Matlab proJect, the project area
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was dIvIded Into a fourfold matnx, defined by the tamily planmng worker's
performance and by the nature of the SOCIo-economIC settmg, mcludmg measures
of conservansm, poverty, accessIbIlIty, educatIOn and land value

2 A better translanon than "forcIngly" probably would have been "del1berately"

3 For a recent dIScussIon of deconstrucnomsm see Stephan Fuchs and Steven
Ward, 1994

4 Tlus argument has been made at a general level by George SImmons, 1992
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APPENDIX A

ReVISed Codes
Impact of CHW and Fanuly Planmng on Commumty Women's LIves

28 Apnl 1993

la) Influences on InfonnatlOn, OpmIOllS, and BehavIOr
Concernmg Contraceptive Use and Reproductive DeclslOn-Makmg
(lNFL):

Passages rn wluch Commumty Women state that contraceptive use andlor
reproductIve declSlon-makmg IS mfluenced by an Identlfiable external
factor Influence can be eIther 1) a Commumty Health Worker, or 2)
another person or general SOCIal phenomena or mstitutIOn (1 e , radIO,
educatIon, modernizatlon) When sub-codmg, a baSIC dIstmctIOn IS made
between the two broad categones of mfluences ApplIcable sub-codes are
CHW (Commumty Health Worker) and OTH (all other mfluences )

ThIS code rncludes all passages that CIte others as mfluencmg mtormatIOn,
opmlOns and behavIOr WIth respect to contraceptIve use and reproductIve
decislon-makmg and mcludes mfluences on Commumty Women as well as
on others, eIther wIthm or beyond the commumty boundanes Passages
where women dISCUSS startIng, sWItchmg, or discontmumg methods are also
mcluded

Examples of INFL/CHW are

"She does not say drrectly that you should stop haVIng more
children But tnes to make them understand the SItuatIOn And
those who understand thIS tell lahanara to gIVe them FIP methods
that will be SUItable for them They even [go] tor tubectomy WIth
Jahanara" (l 28)

"She tells them m a beautIful manner that 'BhabI' If you have many
chIldren you WIll not be able to provIde them wIth good tood,
clothes and educatIOn Your health condItIon WIll deterIorate and
your chIldren WIll also become unhealthy" (l 28)

"She explaIned to us once, tWIce and thnce Then gradually we
started know FIP And then went wah her to take a method"
(1 23)

"We get the methods from you through DebI Sarkar and use them"
(11 13)
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Examples of INFL/om are

"Yes, I heard about F/P from my elder COUSIn'S wIfe She had got
tubectomlsed And then told us everythIng" (1 23)

"That IS our mam news We are very Interested to hear of FP and
accordmgly take preparaoons to apply It" (11 9)

"Someone went to Dhaka and took FP methods Some women took
pIlls" (452)

"I have a Bhabi who IS educated Say (CHW]'s house IS far off
from here She will come here dunng her duty tIme But I may
ImmedIately need somethmg Say, you are educated and you are
BhabI m my relaoon I went to you So you wIll gIve me
necessary advIce" (4 65)

Ib) Effects SpeCIfically Attributed to ContraceptIOn. FamIly
PlannIng and FamIly SIze Norms (EFCTI

ThIS mcludes all references to effects on CommunIty Women
specIfically attnbuted to contracepoon, famIly plannIng and famIly
SIze norms Both "posIove" and "negaove" effects are Included
ThIS mcludes references to Irregular method use or absence ot use,
discontmuahon and perceIved sIde eftects Includes etfects ot
changmg famIly SIze norms (1 e , haVIng fewer/more/the same
number of cluldren) on CommunIty Women Instances In WhICh
words of Commumty Health Worker are reIterated are Included

Examples of EFCT are

"People have to understand and they are really benefitted by the use
of FP method They could not mamtaIn theIr famIly properly but
now they can" (28 16)

"They can properly educate theIr chIldren for theIr development and
for therr well 11vmg" (21 13)

"Because they can lIve In peace atter takmg food and to educate
theIr children If they've lIttle famIly they'll be In peace" (21 13)

"Those we have a very tew chIldren are hvmg In peace and who
have more children are suffenng too much At first the phySICIan
tned to conVince my chIld's grandmother, aunt you don't want your
daughter-m-law to take contraceptIve" (21 37)
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2)

3a)

CHW Perceived as Beln~, or Not Being, a Role Model to Commumtv
Women fRO LE)

Instances where Commumty Women eIther refer to the CHW as a role
model for themselves or for theIr daughters, or cases where the CHW IS
Viewed as someone they should try not to emulate

Examples of ROLE are

"It does not matter WhICh job they do We don't WIsh that our
chIldren WIll do Parol's work after completIon of theIr educauon If
Parol had had more educauon she mIght have got hIgher
(prestIgIOus) job In these days pnmary teachers have more
facilitIes If she could pass M A she would have JOined In pnmary
school as a teacher (21 39)

"We also hope to have job lIke thIS If we get then wIll do"
(2842)

CHW's SOCial Influence (SD.

References to the Commumty Health Worker's SOCIal Influence 10 matters
beyond the dIrect health and famIly planmng conslderauons at the
Commumty Women ThIS SOCIal mfluence Includes the moderauon of
dIsputes, the offenng of financIal adVIce, helping WIth deCISIons, and bemg
an Important guest at SOCIal gathenngs ThIS mt1uence IS exerCIsed
expressly because the Commumty Health Worker IS regarded as a
commumty leader

Examples of SI are

"Yes, If we are upset or angry Jahanara comes and helps us She
tnes to resolve the conflIct and helps us cool down by explamIng In
dIfferent ways We do not feel better If she does not come one day
If we ask her she WIll say 'I had to go tor duty at another place,
now tell me what I can do ' (1 28)

CROSS-CODE WIth EFCT "As tor example, once I had to buy a
pIece of land, when I bought that land, Parul came to me and SaId,
'you saved money from dIfferent SIdes only because you have httle
chIldren But could you buy thIS land It you had more chl1dren')'
Parol knows a lot of thIngs and she explaIn those to us" (21 34)

CROSS-CODE WIth EFCT and RUSB "I myself took copper-T
WIthout my husband's consent He started a row as soon as he
came to know about It Then Jahanara came and explaIned to hIm
that 'what's wrong WIth It Everyone IS takIng FP methods You
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3b)

4)

WIll lIve better If you have less chIldren Your wite WIll also look
beaunful" (1 25)

CROSS-CODE with EFCT and HUSB "Yes, once I had a
mIsunderstandmg wIth my husband about the use of the Copper-T
DebI Sarkar explamed to my husband" (11 27)

CHW's Health Role (HLTH):

References to the role that the CHWs fill as health educators and/or health
care provIders, mcludmg passages where women reter to geographIcal
areas not covered by CHW or to earlIer penods of tIme 10 WhIch CHWs
dId not eXIst

Examples of (HLTH)

"We thInk of her as good now We run to her In case of any
troubles, SIckness, etc Many times we get good medIc10es If we
tell her name to the doctors" (l 20)

"Dunng my babIes' SIckness, I myselt take care ot them Though I
have no father-m-Iaw, my mother-1O-law also takes care of them I
also take [the] adVIce of our lady doctor what and how I should do,
what would be good to do" (4 12)

ExpresSIOns of Attitudes toward and Feelmgs aboIlt CHW fA TTD

AttItudes toward and feeltngs about the CommunIty Health Worker
expressed by members of the communIty (1 e , CommUnIty Women, theIr
husbands and theIr mothers-In-law) Includes how these attItudes and
feelIngs have or have not changed throughout the course of the CommunIty
Health Worker's employment m the communIty Also 10cludes passages
refernng to the reianonship between, and changes over tIme In the
relatIonshIp between, the CommunIty Health Worker and communIty
members

Examples of ATTl are

"Now she IS lIke a SIster to us and we talk very treely WIth her"
(11 8)

"We conSIder her as a relatIve We talk to her, SIt together and
take tea" (21 20)

"Parol has been workmg for ten long years Now she IS more than
a relative" (21 22)
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5)

"At first, specially the first day when she came, we thought of her
as very bad She came and started talkIng about chIldren's health
and forbade us to allow them to play 10 the sun But we thought
that she was very inconsIderate tellIng us about thIS and that If the
children do not enJoy and play now then when wIll they') We dId
not lIke her grumbling" (1 19-20)

"Though she IS not our relatIve [but] she IS our relatIve Had she
rmsbehaved with us then we would speak III ot her" (1 22)

"She comes to see all the women As you are perCeIVing all of us
as same, Jahanara also sees lIke that Both her left eye are equal
(She's perCeIVing both the good and the bad, she doesn't
dIfferentIate anything) She takes those who want to get
tubectomlsed to the hOSpItal And gIVes other pills, injectIons and
copper-T She helps all of us whenever we need help trom her"
(l22)

Attitudes toward and relatIOnshIp WIth Husband (HUSE)

Statements about general changes In relatIonshIps, as well as changes In
sexual relatIonshIps, With husbands, and changes 10 husband/Wife
commumcatlOn These statements may be In reference to other couples
Issues raised Include who should use contraceptIon, the husband or the
WIfe, and ways In WhICh deCiSions regardmg reproductIon are made Also,
passages dealmg WIth how husbands and wives mtluence each other In thIS
regard

Examples of HUSB are

"I understand everythIng and after so many days I am not afraid of
method My mother-In-law SaId If I take method then I WIll not be
able to eat my husband's food and my husband SaId, I WIll tell you
when you need method My husband wants more chIldren, how
can I dIshonour hIm')" (19 14)

"We do not talk of such matters (delaying or discontInuIng
contracept:I.ve use) WIth our husbands" (19 19)

"Women use method after conVInCIng their husbands" (21 28)

"Husband and Wife They deCide It together If they do not
decide It together, husband can divorce her" (21 29)
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6)

7)

Purdahl"Inner Purdah" (PURD)

Includes any reference to the Idea of purdah and/or "mner purdah" ThIS
SOCIal system, WhIch mSIsts upon stnct segregatIon ot the sexes, allocates
to men control over resources and mfluence and confers status to women
Vlcanously through theIr associatIon WIth men (Abdullah and Zeidenstem,
1982)

Examples of PURD are

Intervzewer "Does thIS mean that as a result ot [the CHW's] work,
people m the commumty now feel that for certaIn purposes It IS
alrIght for women to leave theIr ban')"
Commumty Woman "Everyone speaks hIghly of Debt Sarkar and
thmk because of her there WIll be much Improvement" (l I 29)

"She mamtams purdah whIle she moves she used to talk WIth
people In need and m good mmd but doesn't break purdah" (19 24)

Woman's RecogmtIOn of RIght to Make ReproductIve DeClsIOns and
Perceived Control/Lack of Control Over ReproductIve DeCISIOn Makmg
(RPRO)

Acknowledgment of contraceptIve use as a woman's nght In some of
these passages the speaker WIll not choose to exerCIse thIS nght, but WIll
acknowledge that the chOIce mdeed should be the woman's to make

Also, acknowledgment of control or absence of control over thIS area of
theIr llves and the repercussIOns of reproductIve decisIOn-makmg
References to surreptItIous or secret use are mcluded Passages coded WIll
often overlap wIth RUSB, but RPRO should be a much more narrow code

Examples of RPRO are

"The chIld IS born to a mother The pam IS borne by the mother
not the father How they wIll understand So then [we] take the
decISIOn to use method Women sutfer more than men so they
decIde ftrst" (28 31)

"It IS good to have thIS nght" (9 19)

"ThIS IS our legal nght mdeed, because we suffer the most" (21 31)

CROSS-CODE WIth RUSB "I then tell them that Just because he
IS the father [thIS] does not mean that he has the sole nght of
parenthood, because fifty percent ot the contnbutIOn IS mme"
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8)

(11 14)

CROSS-CODE wIth INFL/OTH and HUSB Inrerviewer "Who
makes the decIsIOn [to use contraceptIon] first?"
Community Woman "It IS the wIfe apa, atter the bIrth ot our
daughter my husband asked me to take [the] operatIon But my
father-m-law dIdn't allow me Yet another daughter was born
Then It was decIded that we wIll go for a son and WIll stop there
whatever the outcome may be" (4 60)

Statements about Chan~es over Tlllle ConcernIng Reproductive
DecISlon-Makm~(TI!\1E):

IntergeneratIonal changes or stabilIty In attItudes towards reproductive
declsion-makmg Passages In whIch women reter to their mother's,
daughter's or others' Views on reproductIve declSlons

Examples of TIME are

"We took those faCIlItIes as soon as we got mamed Because we
had those matenals In our tIme But our mothers dIdn't have these
facilitIes dunng their tIme" (21 32)

"No, the people dId not take FP methods before There were no
such methods avaliable at that tIme ThIS has changed over time"
(1 12)

"At the tIme all the people wanted many chIldren They dId not
have any poverty Many chIldren were a bleSSIng for them" (1 26)

lntervzewer "Do you thmk that you are dItferent from your
mother?"
Community Woman "Yes, we thInk before takIng ChIld" (28 32)

"[O]ur mothers had more problems We have tew chIldren but my
mother had 8 chIldren In all respects we are better off' (19 15)

CROSS-CODE With POSI "I am not better otf than my mother
We were many brothers and SIsters but my mother had a very bIg
landed property and plenty of food gram And my brothers are also
domg Job The only dIfference IS we have few chIldren and she has
many" (19 15)

71



I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I

9)

10)

PerceptIOns of Women's PosItion or Role In Socletv at La! ge
Includm~ References to Women's EducatIOn (POSn

Passages pertalmng to women's pOSItIon and/or role In SOCIety Includes
references to women's educatIon, Independence and dowry Excludes any
references to women's reproductIve nghts

Examples of POSI are

"Yes, I do thmk we are rather [more] free than our mothers"
(28 32)

CROSS-CODE WIth ROLE "Elderly people now regret that as they
have no educatIOn, they couldn't do the job lIke Mahmuda (CHW)"
(19 23)

CROSS-CODE WIth ROLE" the parents now ask theIr
daughters to go to school hopIng that [they] mIght earn tor theIr
daughters a Job hke that of Mahmuda" (19 25)

CROSS-CODE WIth PURD "There IS no fault In earmng If you can
mamtam your prestIge My daughter used to do a job If she could
mamtam her prestIge to earn money and It she could lIve In peace
WIth her husband then It would be an honor So, why should I
guard agaInst her dOIng a job?" (21 38)

Youm:: Women/Girls (YW)

Any passage that mentIons the younger generatIOn ot women

Example of YW are

"Yes, they wIll learn to have fewer chIldren after they are mamed"
(11 27)

"PreVIOUS days gIrls were scolded even when they SaId anythIng
about therr own mamage GIrlS used to run away If they heard
about theIr own mamage But present days maIdens usually speak
about theIr own mamage" (21 36)

CROSS-CODE WIth INFL/om and TI1\1E "They are lIstemng all
about famIly planmng properly from radlO and TV and they are
learmng as we They know [more] than LIS" (21 33)

CROSS-CODE WIth ATTl, INFL and TI1\1E "They have learned
from us They also dISCUSS themselves The gIrls are observIng
Mahmuda (CHW), who goes to theIr barl and talks WIth theIr
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mothers, aunts, and sister-m-law They qlllte otten hsten to what
she says and have learned many thmgs Then they themselves
decIde that they wIll not gIVe bIrth to many chI1dren, wI11 take
contraceptIves from the mght of marnage" (19 19)
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