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Preface 
 
‘I am different from my mother, but yet there are similarities between us’. The differences are vividly 
visible in today’s contemporary society but how we are similar is less apparent. Generational change 
between my mother and me was evident as I often heard my mother telling me ‘during our time we were 
not like this’. Those were the girlhood growing up years when I neither sought explanation from my 
mother on what she meant by those words nor argued about these things. I used to hear these words almost 
everyday from my mother for various reasons, the most important of which were the times when I was not 
being girlish in my behaviour or for the various things that I did not do and yet was supposed to do being a 
girl. In the later years this was the topic of discussion in my friend’s circle in school and that was the time 
when I got to know that I was not the only one who behaved distinctly different from her mother. 
However, by the time I was 14-15 years of age my mother and me shared many more things than just the 
‘unexplained’ generational changes. She made me understand that some changes are necessary with the 
changing times while some changes can be compromised with. For example, she liked me riding a motor 
vehicle to college as it boosted my confidence levels and enabled me to be independent, while, on the 
other hand she disliked my wearing expensive clothes as it did not help in any way. During those times I 
could see how difficult it was for her to keep pace with the changing times as well as teach me values 
enabling me to be recognized as ‘my mother’s daughter’. She considered education to be the foundation 
that would enable most of the radical changes in my life. She wanted me to fulfill her cherished desire to 
pursue higher education as she could not pursue her higher studies in medicine because my grandmother 
did not allow her to stay away from home being unmarried. In contrast I left home for my further studies 
when I was 21 years of age. My mother completed her highest education at the age of 21 and began 
working as a school teacher. So at the age of 21 while my mother gained financial independence, I gained 
personal independence moving out of my parental home. My mother married at the age of 28 and gave 
birth to my elder brother at the age of 31 which was perceived as a very late age in the societal setup of 
those days. In the journey of my life, since I was 14 years, the close conversations that I have shared with 
my mother reveal to me that special bond between a mother and daughter coexisting alongside the 
generational changes. My inspiration for the topic of the doctoral research comes about from the tryst that 
I hold within myself about what ‘actually’ changes across generations and what ‘should’ change.  
 
The genesis of this study began when I was working on my Masters Thesis here at the University of 
Groningen. Based on the preliminary results from the secondary data analysis, the research objectives of 
the PhD research were framed. The research questions attempted at understanding the universality of 
higher education in the changing lives of women. Universality was focused at through the cross-cultural 
study of Karnataka (India) and the Netherlands. This study could be accomplished by my PhD scholarship 
from the Ubbo Emmius fonds and my fieldwork was funded by HERA (HEalthy reproduction: Research 
for Action) programme a collaboration between PRC (Population Research Centre), University of 
Groningen and NIDI (Netherlands Interdisciplinary Demographic Institute). I conducted a feasibility study 
in March 2003 and later my fieldwork in Bangalore from January 2004 to March 2004. During these trips 
I made extensive use of the libraries in JSS Institute of Economic Research, Dharwad, International 
Institute for Population Sciences (IIPS), Mumbai and the Tata Institute of Social Sciences Mumbai. I am 
extremely grateful to the cooperative library staff in these libraries. In my visit to IIPS, I had the 
opportunity to discuss my research with Prof T.K.Roy. I benefited a lot from the nice academic 
discussions that we had as regards the use of National Family Health Survey data and how best can the 
data speak for itself. I am thankful to Dr. B.M.Ramesh and Dr. Rajaretnam for their critical view on the 
research topic. While at Dharwad I often visited the building that houses the International Diploma Course 



on Reproductive Health Management. It was nice to meet Prof. Khan who is the coordinator of the 
programme and the students of the diploma course. I stayed at the University Guest House in Dharwad 
which has a mini forest beside it and the air smells so refreshing with the wafts from the eucalyptus trees. 
During the same time that I was in Dharwad, Monique Hennink from the University of Southampton was 
also in Dharwad for the workshop on Qualitative research methods. Sometimes Monique and I would 
together walk down to the guest house canteen for our breakfast. There on the breakfast table we would 
sometimes discuss about research while sometimes Monique would mention about her trip to the villages 
nearby Dharwad. I too had accompanied the Spandana workers one evening to a village nearby Dharwad 
to see how health workers were educating the village women about reproductive health issues with the use 
of flash cards. I liked talking to Sujata, Rajeswari and Jyothi and also saw the perseverance of their work. 
My Dharwad visit was also memorable as I met Bailey Aunty, Uncle and Arya. Sometimes in the evening 
Bailey Aunty would come and pick me up from near the bus stop inside the university campus and then 
she would take me around to show Dharwad town. Sometimes we ate chaat or dosa and every time Aunty 
would pay for it. I felt really very comfortable in Aunty’s company and her reassuring smile.  
 
During my fieldwork in Bangalore I stayed at the Guest house of Raman Research Institute (RRI). Though 
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Chapter 1 
Introduction 

 
 
1.1 Background 
 
‘Here cometh the new age woman’, is the headline of a newspaper article in the Times of India (TOI 
2004a), a leading Indian daily, which aptly describes women in the modern era. The New Age woman has 
evolved by renegotiating her role in society and moving out of the household into the workforce, which 
was traditionally the domain of men. A recent study by researchers at the Center for Future Studies, in 
London (2004), carried out among British women in their twenties, coined the term ‘contrasexual’ to 
describe the financially independent, confident woman of today. The contrasexual woman’s aspirations 
run counter-traditional, her career takes a higher priority than family, and she is usually not interested in 
having children. Though this study was conducted in the British context, the term has been widely adopted 
across societies to portray a global trend occurring in women’s lives today. All over the world we observe 
changes in the lives of women in several aspects: education, sexual behaviour, marriage, divorce, child-
bearing, living arrangement, and labour force participation. Further, these changes are closely inter-related 
and culture-specific in spite of their occurrence across the globe. This indicates women’s rising ‘primacy’ 
in contemporary times.  
  
Hence women’s traditional role as a homemaker, which was her predominant role, has given way to 
multiple roles; such as that of a career woman combining motherhood with household duties. These 
multiple roles evolve as women negotiate between dual-careers, opt for flexible working hours and part-
time work options, make career switch-overs, and restructure events in the life course. To a large extent, 
women’s life courses used to be institutionalised and their roles standardised in ways dictated by the 
cultural context as a result of which women in different cultures act differently to achieve a primary 
position in society. However, the extent of institutionalised and standardised patterns has steadily been on 
the decline across cultures. 
 
Women’s primary position in society has largely been both socially prescribed and normatively followed. 
In contemporary times, global trends in women’s innovative behaviour have brought about changes in 
women’s position in society that have become ‘established’. The innovative behavior is typically studied 
by the occurrence, timing, and ordering of life events in the life course. The structuration of the life course 
is culture-specific and individual behaviour is dominated by cultural norms. These norms are not solely 
responsible for individual behaviour, as the rules and resources prescribed by the social structure are also 
required for behaviour to be manifested. This leads us to two basic queries. The first is to understand what 
norms exist in a particular culture and the second is to understand the facilitating and constraining roles of 
the social structure. Thus on the one hand, the life course is culturally constructed and on the other it is 
reproduced by the rules guiding actions and the resources that empower these actions through social 
structure. When studying the life courses of individuals in a society, we observe gradual changes in the 
life courses. The dynamics in these changes are set in motion by time operating at four levels: historical 
events, role trajectories, changing social norms and continuity and change in individual development. In 
this study we analyse the impact of varying contextual circumstances on individual behaviour by 
differentiating women according to their year of birth, i.e. birth cohorts of women in a cross-cultural 
perspective. Ryder (1985: 12) introduced the cohort concept in the study of social change. He defined 
cohort as ‘the aggregate of individuals (within some population defined) who experienced the same event 
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within the same time interval’. The year of birth determines one’s future life course patterns to a great 
extent (Becker 1990). Time and the context-specific social conditioning explain how members of a 
particular cohort shape their lives and give meaning to their own biographies (Buchmann 1989). The 
biographies of every cohort are different from each other as they are based on the societal opportunities 
and constraints. In order to understand changes in the lives of women across time we make the link with 
the study of generations. Generations situate life in a historical context and focus on life course 
development of individuals across biographical and historical time. Mannheim (1928, cf. Becker 1990) 
identifies birth cohorts to be the foremost element in the formulation of the concept of generation. In our 
research birth cohorts are taken as an indicator of generations. Hence a generation in this study is defined 
as a cluster of adjacent birth cohorts. Older cohorts thus represent the generation of mothers while younger 
cohorts represent the generation of daughters.  
 
Higher educational attainment of women has been assumed to be a trigger enabling and capacitating 
change in women’s lives. Moreover, the changes in the lives of women eventually have their 
consequences on all aspects of society both for the present and the future generations. For example, in 
traditional societies a decision about the precise timing of motherhood rarely put a woman in any dilemma 
since traditional societies have pre-defined roles set for a married woman. However, with the various 
changes in circumstances and opportunities, women these days are faced with situations in which the 
decision of child-bearing needs to be taken after a very careful evaluation of the circumstances. Giele 
(2004) uses the concept of ‘gender innovators’ to highlight the ‘new career-oriented’ roles of women and 
the ‘new care-oriented’ roles of men. She does so by bringing about a comparison between the traditional 
and the modern gender roles and female innovators in recent times are considered to have redefined 
womanhood. 
 
An article in the Economic Times (a daily Indian newspaper also published by The Times of India) titled 
‘Job or child? Tech couples face hard choice’ describes the present-day dilemmas that are commonly 
faced by many urban couples in India (TOI 2005a). Another article in the Indian Express (2005) mentions 
about a recent email survey among women college toppers in well-known universities in the United States 
on their aspirations after the completion of their studies. The survey found out that these women were 
looking forward to a future of stay-at-home moms for themselves in spite of their higher education and 
longer duration spent in the educational sphere. They mention that ‘they have already decided that they 
will put aside their careers in favour of raising children’. Such dilemmas about long-term career options 
and full-time motherhood continue to exist as role conflicts amongst many women.   
 
It is important to note that though many of these decisions are to be taken primarily by women, the 
consequences of the decisions apply to the whole society. The extent to which women have a share in such 
decision-making depends on their position in the society as a whole, and specifically on factors such as 
educational levels and economic independence as a result of participation in the workforce. Moreover, as 
mentioned earlier, the influence of each of these factors is very context-specific. For example, according 
to a research by Matsuo (2003) in a study of transition to motherhood in Japan and the Netherlands, there 
is a significant difference in the patterns of extramarital births in these two countries. Though these 
countries are in similar stages of economic development, the culturally excepted practices of cohabitation 
and extramarital births in the Netherlands is absent in Japan.  
 
The social and the cultural developments influencing individual behavioural change are universal 
phenomena, but the pathways that have led to the behavioural change differ cross-culturally. However, in 
spite of the varying pathways, women’s higher educational attainment has been a feature bringing about 
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radical changes in the lives of women universally, i.e. across various cultures. Women’s higher 
educational attainment could be a strategy adopted by women to delay the occurrence of events in their 
life course. It is also perceived as a gain that allows women to do many more things, which would not be 
possible if they were less educated. The gain could be either in the form of improvement of women’s 
social status, achieved status or women’s autonomy. Universality of educational attainment can be 
established by studying the impact of higher education leading to postponement of events in the life 
course across cultures. These are mostly elaborated through the direct and the indirect effects of 
educational attainment on the occurrence, timing and sequencing of events in women’s life course. The 
direct effects of education are also known as the institutional effects of education which can be studied 
through the number of years of schooling attended by the woman and the age at graduation or the age at 
completion of highest educational level. The indirect effect is the effect of the increased opportunity costs 
and economic benefits of higher education that leads to the delay in the occurrence of events. The indirect 
effects are also known as the human capital effects which can be studied through the lens of various 
economic theories and the gains of these events are translated into human capital formation.  
 
This research focuses on the impact of educational attainment on the lives of women, both at the 
individual level and the societal level, in the cross-cultural contexts of India and the Netherlands. At the 
individual level the study reveals the linkages between women’s higher educational attainment and 
women’s changing lives centered on the events of first union formation and first birth. We observe these 
changes through the lived and the perceived life courses of women across cohorts. Due to the large 
diversity in the cultures within India, we focus on a region within India called Karnataka, one of the states 
in South India. Further, to study the change that has come about in the lives of women, we analyze the 
impact of educational attainment in different cohorts, thus bringing in temporal aspects. The changes that 
are related to educational attainment are, for example, age at first birth and age at marriage.  
 
In contemporary times, there has been an increase in women’s educational attainment in India and the 
Netherlands which has directly influenced women’s job opportunities in these societies. Hence women are 
now far less restricted to just the realms of the house and to the role of a ‘traditional homemaker’. 
Workforce participation has largely boosted women’s earning capacity, influencing their economic 
independence. These employment opportunities indirectly help in bridging the gap between the existing 
societal barriers to women’s participation in the labour market and at the same time project women as 
capable individuals who are no longer the weaker sex, a label that was commonly used in the past.   
 
As a cross-cultural study this research focuses on the similarities and differences of the impact of 
women’s higher educational attainment on their changing reproductive lives. Cross-cultural research is a 
new mode of innovative, comparative and cross-disciplinary research. We do not focus on the contents of 
education but broadly on the impact of levels of education and duration of educational enrolment on 
women’s lives across cohorts in Karnataka and the Netherlands. For instance, with the increasing level of 
education there is a distinct pattern of delay in age at the event of first childbearing.  
 
Changes in the sequential ordering of events in the lives of women are distinctly visible in today’s society 
and across cohorts. In the older cohorts sequential ordering usually comprised ‘completion of education, 
marriage and motherhood’, while in the younger cohorts it is ‘completion of education, embarking on a 
professional career for some years prior to marriage, continuation of work after marriage, motherhood, 
and back to work after maternity leave’. Hence marriage and motherhood, which confine women to home 
and childcare obligations, are lesser priorities in the younger generations in comparison to older 
generations which prioritized marriage and motherhood. 
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1.2 Rationale of this study 
 
There are not many studies revealing the impact of higher education on the changing lives of women as a 
continuum across cultures and societies. Hence studying the Karnataka and the Dutch women in a cross-
cultural perspective through this research introduces the continuum across time and space. Time is 
operationalised by birth cohorts and generations while space is signified by the socio-cultural contexts of 
Karnataka and the Netherlands.   
 
Research and its applicability have always made a distinction between the developed and developing 
countries, Western societies and the highly industrialised societies. This distinction has more to do with 
the prevailing social, cultural, political and economic contexts of the different societies that might 
facilitate or constrain any particular type of behaviour. Demographic literature also makes a distinction 
positing countries based on their stages of demographic transition. One of the principal demographic 
features of the second demographic transition is the decline in fertility from slightly above the 
‘replacement’ level of 2.1 births per woman to a level well below replacement (van de Kaa 1987). The 
changes in fertility precede and are related to other changes such as increasing empowerment of women, 
increase in women’s educational attainment, and rise in cohabitation as an alternative form of marriage. A 
good amount of research indicates that Netherlands is in the stage of second demographic transition 
(Lesthaeghe and van de Kaa 1986, van de Kaa 1987, 1988). However, there is still an ongoing debate 
about which phase of the first demographic transition Karnataka is presently in. Studies by Rajan (2005) 
and Sekher et al. (2001) clearly show the changes in the fertility transition experienced by the state of 
Karnataka in recent times. There has been a considerable reduction in fertility, and results from the NFHS-
1998-99 indicate that urban Karnataka has already attained replacement level fertility. Karnataka with a 
TFR of 2.13 (NFHS-1998-99) belongs to the late transition stage (Bongaarts 2003), while the Netherlands 
with a TFR of 1.72 (Council of Europe 2001) is in the post-transition stage.  
 
In the present cross-cultural research we constantly face the issue of traditional versus modern, for 
example, whether Karnataka is a traditional or a modern society.  According to van de Kaa (1988) the 
second demographic transition is a phenomenon of the post-industrial society. The societies in the 
Western world are largely termed as modern societies’ or ‘modern industrial societies’. Giddens (1999) 
makes a distinction between traditional and modern societies. According to him, in traditional societies, 
culture is handed down from generation to generation, which is accepted unquestioningly. Mouzelis 
(1991: 141) states that the concepts of modernity and modernisation are often criticised for their 
emphatically Eurocentric nature. For example, Giddens (1990) terms modernity as a Western phenomenon 
and an underlying characteristic of a modern society is that such a society should have adopted Western 
cultural values. According to Giddens (personal communication 2002), the structuration theory was 
developed in the 1980s and that nowadays, ‘notions like individualisation, plastic sexuality, etc. are very 
visibly becoming part of the middle-class world in the Indian cities’. 

 
We also observe that across time the distinction between traditional and modern societies is gradually 
diminishing and women everywhere face similar conflicts between work and family. The different choices 
and decisions they make are irrespective of the society in which they are live. The commonality of the 
problem is an indication that it is a universal feature in the changing lives of women in different societies.  
 
The present research attempts to examine the changes in women’s reproductive life course and the 
accompanying changes that result in their changing position in society. We study the reproductive life 
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course by distinguishing between the ‘lived’ life course and the ‘perceived’ life course. The ‘lived’ life 
course consists of occurrence, timing and ordering of events in an individual’s life and this can be 
observed objectively through ages at the occurrence of these events. The ‘perceived’ life course is the 
meaning given to the lived life course by the individual experiencing it, and this perception is subjective in 
nature. The lived life course is captured through secondary and factual data whereas the perceived life 
course is obtained through qualitative inputs from the individuals. This research investigates changes in 
the lived and the perceived reproductive life courses of women across cohorts of mothers and daughters in 
Karnataka and the Netherlands. The two societies are however at different stages of demographic 
transition which makes the comparison a challenge. Some questions arise, for example, about the 
similarities and differences between the changes in the lived and the perceived reproductive life courses 
across these two societies as a result of women’s educational attainment. Do the educational institutions 
have a bearing on the reproductive behaviour of women in these two societies? If so, how do they 
influence these processes over time?  
 
1.3 Research Objectives 
 
The main objectives of this research are as follows: 

- To understand the linkages between higher educational attainment of women and the timing of 
events in the lived life course and to determine whether the timing is perceived to be on time, 
early or late in the perceived life course. The important life events that this research focuses on are 
first union formation and first birth.  

- To get insight into the gains derived from higher education. The gains could be in the form of 
changes from ascribed to achieved status, role change, autonomy, changing schemas on wifehood 
and motherhood, combination of parallel careers and multiple roles of women. 

- To obtain insight into the universal and the context-specific features by comparing different 
cohorts of women in Karnataka and the Netherlands. 

- To form insight into the changing position of women in the society, which is also an indication of 
changing lives of women in Karnataka and the Netherlands.  

 
1.4 Research Questions 
 
This study has four important research questions: 
 
1) How does educational attainment of women influence the timing of first birth and first union in 
Karnataka and the Netherlands across different generations? 
 
2) How does women’s higher educational attainment influence their life course, as perceived by women 
themselves, across generations of daughters and mothers in Karnataka and daughters’ generation in the 
Netherlands?   
 

a) How is the timing of the events of menarche, first union, cohabitation, marriage and first birth 
perceived?  Early, late or on time? Why is it perceived to be so? 

b) How are transitions from one stage to another with the occurrence of events in the reproductive 
life course initialised through ceremonies as rites of passage?  

c) What knowledge regarding the dos and the don’ts did women have before and after the occurrence 
of the event and what were their sources of information?  



Higher Education and the Reproductive Life Course 

 6 

d) How does transition from one stage to the other in the reproductive life course lead to expected 
behavioural changes?  

e) How do women themselves perceive their role changes with the occurrence of first menstruation, 
cohabitation, marriage and birth of their first child?  

f) What do women perceive as gains in the form of advantages and disadvantages of attaining first 
menarche, cohabitation, marriage and birth of their first child?  

g) How are these gains related to women’s educational background, as perceived by women? 
 
3) How has women’s position in the society changed across generations of mothers and        daughters? 

a) How does women’s higher education influence their autonomy and decision-making capability as 
perceived by the women themselves? 

b) How has women’s higher education influenced their status as perceived by the women 
themselves? (Ascribed versus Achieved status).  

 
4) What features of educational attainment and the timing of first birth and first union are universal and 
which are context-specific?  
 
1.5 Approach to the study 
 
The issue of ‘changing lives of women’ in the cultural contexts of Karnataka and the Netherlands is the 
central focus of this research. These changes are studied both at the individual level as behavioural 
changes and at the societal level as changing position of women in the society. Behavioural changes are 
portrayed through the events of first union formation and first birth, the timing of occurrence of these 
events and how these events are sequenced across cohorts in coherence with the educational career. 
Higher educational attainment facilitated by expansion of the education system is a key indicator at the 
macro level that explains behavioural change at the individual level. Educational attainment is studied by 
classifying it into two categories – levels of educational attainment and educational enrolment. Both these 
categories enable us to understand the impact of educational attainment on events such as first union 
formation and first birth in the cultural contexts of Karnataka and the Netherlands. In order to understand 
changes in individual lives across time, women are differentiated into different cohorts based on their year 
of birth and birth cohort has been interchangeably used with the concept of generation. These changes at 
the micro level emerge as a social outcome revealed through the changing position of women in the 
society in recent times. This also explains how distinct patterns of delay in union formation and first birth 
are preponderant in the society as social outcomes. Such social outcomes could also be the result of 
women’s transition from ascribed status of being a woman – a weaker sex – to achieved status whereby 
higher education enables her to decide, choose and prioritise events in her life. The concept ‘position of 
women in society’ encompasses the status of women, women’s control over resources compared to that of 
men, the degree of their autonomy from men’s control, or other privileges and oppression that arise from 
society’s institutions (Mason 1993: 20).  
 
At the micro level we focus on the life course approach (Giele and Elder 1998) by which we situate the 
events of first union formation and first birth by studying them as parallel careers along with the 
educational career of women. We study how the educational career exerts an impact on the timing of first 
union formation and the timing of first birth in a woman’s lived reproductive life course. Meaning that is 
given to the events that have already taken place in a woman’s life is elaborated through an examination 
of the perceived life course. As elaborated in the preceding sections above, changes at the micro level are 
studied through the notion of birth cohorts. In order to study structural changes at the macro level we 
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focus on social change brought about by the processes of modernisation and globalisation in both the 
societies of Karnataka and the Netherlands. The social theory of Coleman (1990) enables us to study the 
structural impact of context on individual behaviour through individual background. This theory is also 
used as the background of the theoretical framework linking the macro and the micro levels. Gidden’s 
(1984) structuration theory explains the reciprocal relationship between the social structure and the 
individual agency across time and space in the individual life course. This theory deviates from the one-
way relationship between the macro and the micro levels and stresses on duality of structure. The duality 
of structure suggests the interdependence between structure and agency and also studies their recursive 
nature. The structuration theory also emphasises the importance of modality in understanding the 
structure-agency linkages which are interpretative schemes, facility or resources and norms. These 
modalities are the linking blocks between the macro and the micro levels of society, the examination of 
which enables us to understand how these are used in our day-to-day lives.   
 
Distinguishing the reproductive life course into lived and perceived life courses in the present cross-
cultural research enables us to apprehend the impact of women’s higher educational attainment on the 
events of first union formation and first birth both from the ‘emic’ and the ‘etic’ perspectives (Pike 1967, 
cf. Harris 1975). The emic approach is subjective in nature based on how the respondents view their life. 
The etic approach is objective in nature and reflects on the lived life course as viewed from the 
researcher’s perspective. Hence in this research, the emic approach highlights the perceived reproductive 
life course of women in Karnataka and the Netherlands, while the etic approach highlights the lived 
reproductive life course. As already discussed earlier, the lived life course is studied with the help of 
secondary and factual data whereas the perceived life course is examined through the responses from the 
qualitative study.  
 
1.6 Presentation of the thesis 
 
The thesis has been organised into ten chapters. The second chapter deals with the background and 
theoretical framework. We first give a background to the changing lives of women in the cross-cultural 
contexts of Karnataka and the Netherlands and stress the commonality of women’s changed lives. The 
theories considered include the life course theory which studies individual behaviour through the events of 
first union and first birth. As discussed earlier, behaviour is influenced by structural changes at the macro 
level. Coleman’s social theory (1990) in accordance with methodological individualism categorises 
society into two levels – macro and micro – and it studies the interaction between the context and the 
individual as macro-micro linkages. Gidden’s (1984) structuration theory explains the reciprocal 
relationship between the social structure and individual agency across time and space in the individual life 
course. These theoretical perspectives inform the conceptual framework for the present research. In 
chapter 3, we again elaborate the research questions and discuss the conceptual models for quantitative 
and qualitative research to answer specific research questions. In this chapter we also discuss the two 
datasets National Family Health Survey-2, 1998-99, and the OG 98 (Onderzoek Gezinsvorming 1998), the 
Netherlands, that are analysed. Chapters 4 and 5 study the lived life course of women across cohorts in the 
cross-cultural contexts of Karnataka and the Netherlands with the help of secondary data analysis of the 
survey datasets. Chapter 4 studies the impact of educational attainment on the timing of first birth across 
cohorts in Karnataka and the Netherlands. Chapter 5 deals with the impact of educational attainment on 
first union formation across cohorts in Karnataka and the Netherlands. Chapters 6 to 9 focus on the 
perceived reproductive life course of women and present findings based on in-depth interviews in 
Bangalore in Karnataka and Groningen in the Netherlands. In chapter 6 we discuss the events of menarche 
and marriage as perceived by the younger generation of respondents in Bangalore. In chapter 7 we discuss 
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the event of first birth and perceived autonomy amongst the younger generation of respondents in 
Bangalore. Chapter 8 deals with the responses of the older generation of women in Bangalore on their 
perceived reproductive life course. In this chapter we also draw a comparison between the older and the 
younger generations of women in Bangalore. Chapter 9 presents findings based on the responses of Dutch 
younger respondents on their perceived reproductive life course. In this chapter we compare the younger 
generation of respondents in Bangalore with that of the younger generation in Groningen. Chapter 10 
presents the conclusions of this research with a detailed discussion of important findings, limitations of 
this research and policy implications of this research.  



 
Chapter 2 

Background and Theoretical Framework 
 
 
2.1 Introduction 
 
Every society in contemporary times is facing the onslaught of ongoing rapid social and cultural 
transformations. The consequences of such changes are visible in the behavioural and ideational changes 
of individuals in the society. Some aspects of sweeping social change have directly affected women’s 
lives and what had been considered restrictive for women is no longer perceived to be so, both by the 
woman herself as well as the social and the cultural context in which she lives. Women and higher 
education as well as women and paid work command the central stage in the changing lives of women 
through a re-structuring of their life course. Enabling women to pursue higher education and their 
participation in the labour force also illustrate the role of changing societal institutions in recent times. 
Family set-up, religious and cultural prescriptions have become more accommodative in the passage of 
time, which earlier spearheaded the traditional role of women as ‘homemakers’. Educational, occupational 
and family careers no longer follow the stable, continuous and predictable course. Their respective 
influence on the life course is observable in the timing and sequencing of events in women’s life. Hence 
the changing structuration of the life course indicates women’s new position in today’s society.  
 
In the following sections we present the background and the theoretical approach to study the impact of 
women’s higher educational attainment on their changing lives. We focus on the events of first union 
formation and first birth; these events magnify change in the lives of women – in our case in Karnataka 
and the Netherlands. Hence the individual level occupies a central position in this research. However a 
multi-level approach enables us to understand the mediating influence of context on behavioural changes. 
The changes at the individual level are studied in cognisance with the lived and the perceived reproductive 
life courses of women in the cross-cultural contexts of Karnataka and the Netherlands. Distinguishing the 
reproductive life course into lived and perceived life course in the present cross-cultural research enables 
us to study the impact of women’s higher educational attainment on the events of first union formation 
and first birth both from the ‘emic’ and the ‘etic’ perspectives (Pike 1967, cf. Harris 1975). The emic 
approach focuses on studying the mediating influence of education on events of first union formation and 
first birth in the specific cultural contexts of Karnataka and the Netherlands and understanding it from the 
perspective of the people living in those cultures. In contrast the etic approach concerns the researcher’s 
perspective of understanding individual behaviour by comparing the events of first union formation and 
first birth across cultures against the background of women’s higher educational attainment. In this 
research, the emic approach highlights the perceived reproductive life course of women in Karnataka and 
the Netherlands represented by qualitative data, while the etic approach highlights the lived reproductive 
life course represented by the quantitative secondary data analysis. The emic approach of understanding 
individual behaviour is also termed as ‘verstehen’ by Weber (1947; cf. Coser 1977); it is characterised as 
an interpretative understanding of individual behaviour from the subjective meanings that actors attach to 
their own behaviour as well as the behaviour of others.  
 
The terminology ‘changing lives of women’ in itself connotes behavioural change at the individual level 
as well as the structural changes at the societal level. The individual level, also known as the micro level, 
is represented by life events, their timing of occurrence and how these events are sequenced across 
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cohorts. Higher educational attainment facilitated by expansion of the education system is a key indicator 
at the macro level that explains behavioural change at the individual level. For instance, women of the 
younger cohorts have a longer educational career in comparison to women in the older cohorts, 
influencing delayed events of marriage and first birth and the phenomenon of cohabitation as an 
alternative to marriage. These changes at the micro level emerge as a social outcome revealed through the 
changing position of women in contemporary society. This also explains how distinct patterns of delay in 
union formation and first birth are preponderant in the society as social outcomes. Such social outcomes 
could also be the result of women’s transition from ascribed status of being a woman – a weaker sex, to 
achieved status – whereby higher education enables her to decide, choose and prioritise events in her life. 
The concept ‘position of women in society’ encompasses the status of women, women’s control over 
resources compared to that of men, the degree of their autonomy from men’s control, or other privileges 
and oppression that arise from society’s institutions (Mason 1993: 20).  
 
At the micro level we focus on the life course approach (Giele and Elder 1998) by which we situate the 
events of first union formation and first birth by studying them as parallel careers along with the 
educational career of women. We study how the educational career impacts on the timing of first union 
formation and the timing of first birth in a woman’s lived reproductive life course. Meaning given to the 
events that have already taken place in a woman’s life is elicited by investigating the perceived life course. 
Changes at the micro level are studied through the conceptualisation of generations, thereby situating life 
in a historical context (Corsten 1999, Becker 1992, Ryder 1985). In order to study structural changes at 
the macro level we focus on the social theory of Coleman (1990). Macro-micro linkages and social change 
through processes of modernisation and globalisation constitute the structural impact of context on 
individual behaviour.  This theory is also used as the background of the theoretical framework linking up 
the macro and the micro levels. Gidden’s (1984) structuration theory explains the reciprocal relationship 
between the social structure and individual agency across time and space in the individual life course. This 
theory deviates from the one-way relationship between the macro and the micro levels and stresses on the 
duality of structure. This theory also emphasises the importance of modality in understanding the 
structure-agency linkages in the cross-cultural perspective through interpretative schemes, facility or 
resources and norms.  
 
Section 2.2 gives a background to the changing lives of women in the cross-cultural contexts of Karnataka 
and the Netherlands and shows the common denominator of women’s changed lives. Section 2.3 discusses 
the life course theory wherein individual behaviour is located as well as the events of first union formation 
and first birth. Section 2.4 focuses on the structuration theory of Giddens (1984) and discusses the 
concepts of structure and agency and how each mutually influences the other in view of the duality of 
structure. In section 2.5 we present the conceptual framework which is derived from a synthesis of the 
theoretical perspectives.  
 
2.2 Changing lives of women in the cross-cultural context: the commonality issue 
 
This section is divided into three subsections. In subsection 2.2.1 we discuss the commonality issue in 
women’s role shift from that of a traditional homemaker to a working woman in the cross-cultural context. 
In this section we shall discuss women’s management of multiple roles in recent times by focusing 
primarily on the domains of family and work. Educational attainment of women is an important indicator 
of the changes in women’s lives in Karnataka and the Netherlands. In subsection 2.2.2 we study the role of 
women’s higher education and how it has influenced the events of first union formation and first birth in 
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Karnataka and the Netherlands. Subsection 2.2.3 deals with the relevance of studying the changing lives 
of women especially in the cultural context of Karnataka.  
 
2.2.1 Multiple roles: family and work 
 
There has been ongoing research on the changing lives of women all over the world. Way back in 1956, 
Mydral and Klien together wrote a book titled ‘Women’s two roles: home and work’ focusing on the 
changing social conditions of women and how women can best sequence and combine the two roles in 
their life course. The authors argue that women’s ‘home’ role has been an ascribed role based on feminine 
abilities. While the ‘work’ role of women defers the acquired role argument and according to Mydral and 
Klien (1956: xv) ‘it is no longer a question of what women are physically and mentally capable of doing - 
women are fit for a much wider range of activities than merely those compatible with the commonly 
accepted idea of the weaker sex’. The role of a working woman was conceptualised by the authors as 
women’s changing needs and aspirations to develop their personalities to the fullest. In the book the 
authors also suggested necessary changes in public policy which would enable women to combine 
motherhood and working career through child-care facilities, more career and employment opportunities 
for women. The book largely focused on life and times of women across generations of mothers and 
daughters in the United States. It also dealt with statistics on women and work, comparing women 
internationally in the United States, England, France and Sweden.  
 
Mydral and Klien’s (1956) book aims to understand the shifts then seen in women and work. Formerly 
women used to work before getting married and becoming a mother. However, after marriage and 
motherhood they permanently withdrew from the workforce. This sequence began gradually changing and 
women started returning back to work some years after the child had grown up. The authors termed this as 
the ‘contemporary feminine dilemma’ (Mydral and Klien 1956: 135) in which marriage and having one’s 
own family is a satisfying experience for the woman on the one hand, while on the other is the need for 
enhancement of her personality. The authors suggested that women can successfully combine these two 
roles by chronologically sequencing education, family and work such that women can begin working 
again after the children are of school-going ages and do not need the undivided attention of the mother. 
Thus Mydral and Klien (1956: xvi) argued that ‘women need not forgo the pleasures of one sphere in 
order to enjoy the satisfactions of the other’. The authors pointed out that women in modern times live 
longer and bear fewer children, which allow them to begin a career in the later years. They note that this 
career could be combined with marriage and motherhood only after their children’s formative years. To 
depict the change across generations the authors compared the life span of an average woman in 1854 and 
1954 dividing life into different phases of education, work and family. However, the book was severely 
criticised for its one-sided view on women that focused especially on women as mothers, while neglecting 
to take into account fatherhood and the share of men in child-care obligations.  
 
McLaughlin et al. (1988) studied how the lives of American women have changed by comparing women 
across different cohorts. The cohorts within a broader historical perspective comprised three generations 
of grandmothers, mothers and daughters. According to the findings, each of these generations has 
experienced a different life pattern in the area of education, participation in the labour force paralleled 
with a decline in marriage and fertility. The changing lives of women from different perspectives in 
various regional contexts have also been widely researched by Gerson (1985), Hochschild (1989), Hakim 
(2000, 2003), Moen (1992), Sørensen (1983, 2004) and Giele (2004). These researchers generally agree 
on the rising majority of women as ‘primary individuals’ in the advanced industrialised countries. Elder 
(1988) in his foreword to the book on the changing lives of American women refers to women as primary 
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individuals in recent times by introducing the concept of the ‘new woman’. Women were at the center 
stage of change both in their personal lives as well as their social lives. They gained greater independence, 
more personal control over their own lives and life outcomes. Women had a say in their own lives by 
which they could time events in their life course in accordance with their career needs and fulfilment of 
personal desires.  
 
Thus change is largely studied as a transition in progress, both in the lives of women as well as at the 
societal level, and as having certain facilitating and constraining characteristics. These changes stress upon 
the fact that women’s life course in contemporary times is marked by multiple roles, some of which are 
societal expectations while some are based on one’s personal preference and choice. Hence on the one 
hand, women can choose to be educated and not participate in the labour force, or on the other hand to be 
educated and work as well. The different choices that women make regarding higher education and its best 
utilisation by participating in the workforce lead them to their distinct life courses. So by following 
distinct life courses, these women are labeled as role innovators (Giele and Holst 2004, Giele 2004). 
Giddens (1991) regards the distinct life courses as individual biographies and the role innovators behave 
the way they do in order to colonise the future as more women follow the same life course in the course of 
time. Giele (2004) uses the concept of ‘gender innovators’ to highlight the ‘new career-oriented’ roles of 
women and the ‘new care-oriented’ roles of men. She does so by bringing about a comparison between the 
traditional and the modern gender roles and views female innovators in recent times as redefining 
womanhood. Hakim (2003) discusses how the possibility for women’s different roles was enabled by the 
contraceptive revolution, equal opportunity laws, expansion of white-collar occupations, creation of jobs 
for secondary earners and the increasing material wealth that dominated personal preference for a 
particular life style choice.  
 
Similar type of research in the Indian context that studies the changes in women’s life is limited, though 
women’s educational attainment and their labour force participation have increased across time. Research 
that has been conducted is divided into two groups according to Rajadhyaksha and Smita (2004). One line 
of research focuses on women’s opportunities for higher education and employment in the job market by 
the patriarchal structure of society (Ramu 1989, Chanana 1988, Dube 1988). These studies elaborate how 
the constraints exerted by the patriarchal structure are largely because men were reluctant to accept their 
role reversal from that of a breadwinner of the family to participation in the domestic roles in the 
household. The second type of research focuses on multiple roles of women in the Indian context and 
examines how women negotiate and cope with their different roles (Rajadhyaksha and Smita 2004, Basu 
1999, Ramu 1989). In all these studies the target groups were urban, high educated, working women.  
 
One of the earliest studies on urban working women in India was by Kapur (1970). Her research set the 
ball rolling on discussion about the changing lives of women in the Indian context. Studies in the 1970s 
and the 1980s amongst the urban high-educated women concluded on the contrast between the modern 
and traditional roles of women by emphasing women as ‘primary individuals’ (Rani 1976, Unwalla 1977, 
Narayana 1982, Hemlatha and Suryanarayana 1983). Participation in the labour market in the 1970s and 
the 1980s was considered exceptional as societal norms were critical towards women working outside the 
realms of the house. As such, many women adhered to the traditional roles of wife and motherhood. The 
balance between the traditional and modern roles was achieved through the support of husband, 
employing domestic help and use of household labour saving devices such as electric grinder instead of 
the traditional grinding stone, vacuum cleaner and washing machine (Rajadhyaksha and Smita 2004). 
Until the 1980s there were hardly any studies on the changing lives of women in India. In the period from 
mid-1980s till mid-1990s, research shifted from women and work to studies of dual-earner couples and 
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comparison of dual-earner couples with single-earner ones. Research by Ramu (1989), illustrated how 
dual earner couples in the city of Bangalore in Karnataka coped with work and family pressures. The job 
opportunities of high-educated women were in the urban areas and the prevailing structure of the family in 
India was changing from extended families to nuclear families. Thus on the one hand, women were 
striving to be independent by being employed and on the other the traditional family support was missing 
(Ramu 1989). In addition, men still held the position of being the provider of the family (ibid). Hence, 
egalitarian relations in the society were yet to be realised in this period of the working status of woman 
(Rajadhyaksha and Smita 2004). Liberalisation of the market economy and the advent of economic 
reforms formed the crux of the studies on women, work and family from mid-1990’s to date. The shift of 
focus now is from dual-earner couples to dual-career couples (Rajadhyaksha 1996, Pande 2000). 
According to Rajadhyaksha and Smita (2004) Indian women continue to balance between the family life 
and work life.  
 
‘The role of women, especially the role of married women, has been changing quite dramatically in the 
Dutch society since World War II’ (De Jong Gierveld and Liefbroer 1995: 104). According to the authors 
the changes were observable both in women’s private family lives as well as in the public sphere such as 
educational attainment and labour force participation of women. With women going out to work, 
egalitarian relationship between spouses and the sharing of household tasks have become common 
phenomena. The national policies have also given a helping hand in bringing about changes in the lives of 
Dutch women. Van Nimwegen and Esveldt (1991, cited by De Jong Gierveld and Liefbroer 1995: 103) 
identified three important policies concerning fertility. The first policy deals with educating the public 
about contraceptives and providing access to contraceptives, the second deals with direct monetary 
incentives for parents and the third policy enables women to combine motherhood and work by providing 
women with maternity leave, parental leave and childcare facilities. Van de Kaa (1997: 6) mentions that 
the period of the 1950s was the heyday of the ‘bourgeois’ family. During this period the age at marriage 
was very low and marriage was universal in nature. Marriage marked the beginning of sexual relationships 
and the family formation behaviour. If a woman worked before marriage then marriage was the end of her 
occupation career (Manting 1994). This period was also the era of the patriarchal type of family where 
women with children were discouraged from going out to work and the husband earned the family income 
(van de Kaa 1997: 6).  
 
The significant changes and developments that have taken place since the mid-1960s are explained by van 
de Kaa (1987) as the transition of European societies from the first to the second demographic transition. 
Van de Kaa (1987: 11) pointed out four basic features of the second demographic transition: 
 

• Shift from the golden age of marriage to the dawn of cohabitation 
• Shift from the era of the king-child with parents to that of the king-pair with a child 
• Shift from preventive contraception to self-fulfilling conception 
• Shift from uniform to pluralistic families and households 

 
The factors behind these changes are summarised in the explanatory framework by van de Kaa (1988: 14). 
According to him, the changes are categorised into three dimensions of structure, culture and technology 
and these dimensions are highly interdependent and interrelated. The structural explanation refers to the 
process of modernisation as a development of post-industrial society and welfare state (van de Kaa 1988). 
Women’s increased educational attainment and labour force participation are some of the factors which 
explain the postponement of union formation behaviour and motherhood. Liefbroer (1999) and Liefbroer 
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and Corijn (1999) study how educational attainment of women and their labour force participation lead to 
postponement of union formation and first birth.  
 
Hence studying the dual roles of women in contemporary times enables us to understand how these roles 
have developed in the historical passage of time across different societies bearing distinct cultural 
connotations of women and work. At the same time these studies enable us in understanding how women 
accommodate their work with their family role and vice versa (how they accommodate their family role to 
their role as working mothers). Moen (1992) discusses the adaptive and accommodating strategies of 
women’s dual roles in American society, while similar research on Indian women has been discussed by 
Ramu (1989). Moen (1992) in her study categorises working mothers into four groups – captives, the 
conflicted, the copers and the committed. According to Moen (1992: 42), the ‘captives’ are the group of 
working mothers who reluctantly remain in the labour force due to preordained personal and economic 
factors. Examples are single mothers who meet the economic needs of the household. The ‘conflicted’ 
group of working mothers is those who are at the crossroads of their working career and motherhood and 
strive to deal with both roles adequately. Unlike the captives, this group of working mothers is more likely 
to leave their jobs when they can no longer cope with the dual pressures of being a good mother as well as 
a good employee. ‘Copers’ are the group of women who successfully combine their working career with 
that of motherhood. This group of women work while their children are young, and they do so either by 
reducing the demands of one or both of their roles or by prioritising them (Moen 1992: 43-44). Working 
mothers who fall in the ‘committed’ category have been defined by Moen (1992: 44) as those how have 
high occupational aspirations coupled with a strong commitment to marriage and family life. Thus this 
group of women on the one hand is strongly committed to their work to the extent that they delay their 
family life while on the other hand they are unwilling to sacrifice family life for their career. Ramu (1989) 
in his study of the urban married working wives in India classifies married women into four groups. They 
are the traditional housewives, the neo-traditional wives, the reluctant homemakers and the reluctant 
working wives. ‘Traditional housewives’ are the group of women who refuse to be persuaded by their 
husbands or others to seek gainful employment because of their own negative attitude and temperament 
towards paid work (Ramu 1989: 54). ‘Neo-traditional wives’ are those who willingly seek paid work but 
are fully aware of the fact that combining two roles brings about a ‘double burden’ (Ramu 1989). Those 
married women who have the aptitude for work but are not allowed to work by their husband due to 
traditional ideas of women and work fall in the category of ‘reluctant homemakers’. This category of 
women carries on family roles against their own wishes (Ramu 1989: 55). ‘Reluctant working wives’ are a 
group who are just the reverse of reluctant homemakers. This group of women participates in the labour 
force against their will perhaps due to personal and economic necessities (Ramu 1989). Thus while 
Moen’s (1992) study emphasises the dilemma of dual roles for working mothers, Ramu’s (1989) study 
reveals the dilemma of dual roles in the lives of working wives. From these studies we observe the 
coherence in dilemmas that women face coping with their dual roles in contemporary society. This 
dilemma seems to be a common denominator irrespective of the societal and cultural context of the 
woman herself.  
 
Here we observe that the reasons why women enter into the labour force in both India and the Netherlands 
seem to be similar. The role conflicts, dilemma and adaptation to the different roles in the life course of 
working women also show similarity. However while the Western society has moved ahead with gender 
egalitarian structures in the society (Giele 2004, Hakim 2000, 2003, 2004, Moen 1992) traditional sex-role 
stereotypes are still perpetuated in the Indian context (Rajadhyaksha and Smita 2004, Basu 1998, 
Jejeebhoy 1995, Ramu 1989). We also observe the commonality of research on the changing lives of 
women and the differences in the different cultural contexts. The discussion of women, work and family is 
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based on the important premise of women’s autonomy and their position in society (Mydral and Klien 
1956, Moen 1992, Ramu 1989). These concepts have been dealt with differently in the cross-cultural 
context of this research while we find the resonance in their universality yet bringing out their 
universality. In 1956 when Mydral and Klien studied women’s roles at home and work, the concept of 
women’s dual roles was a pervasive phenomenon only in the highly industrialised countries of the world. 
However, the authors mentioned that ‘to all those in the underdeveloped countries – the problems 
presented here do not apply at the present time – problems similar to those presently experienced in 
industrialized countries are likely to arise elsewhere at some later time, when other countries reach phases 
in their economic development corresponding to those reached in the industrialized West’ (Mydral and 
Klien 1956: xvii). While research on women, work and family in the modern industrialised world hardly 
focuses on autonomy of women per se but more on women’s choices, preferences and decisions (Hakim 
2000, 2003), autonomy of women has been an important issue of research on women, work and family 
studies in India (Ramu, 1989, Rajadhyaksha and Smita 2004, Jejeebhoy 1995, Basu 1996, Parasuraman et 
al. 1999).  
 
2.2.2 The role of women’s higher education 
 
In contemporary times, societies have largely witnessed the expansion of the educational system and 
increased numbers of women participating and pursuing higher education than before. We also observe 
that women’s educational attainment has facilitated them with better jobs and earning capacity in 
comparison to women in the older cohorts. Studies on the changing lives of women in India and the 
Netherlands have discussed women’s educational attainment as a major propeller of the ongoing changes. 
In India where still a large number of women do not attend schools, studies have also focused on threshold 
levels of education. Jejeebhoy (1995) considers educational threshold in the Indian context as an important 
variable in understanding how many years of education are necessary for a woman so that she can have a 
say of her own in various matters in her life and influence her capability of decision making. Studies by 
Parasuraman et al. (1999) have also focused on threshold level of education. Most of this literature has 
also propounded on the fact that women’s lives are intertwined in the patriarchal system of the Indian 
society. This opens a new window on women’s changing lives in the Indian context and offers a different 
perspective than the Western studies on women’s changing roles.  
 
Women’s educational attainment has significantly increased over the past decades in the Netherlands 
(Matsuo 2003, Gustafsson et al. 2001, Gustafsson 2001, Beets 1999, De Jong Gierveld and Liefbroer 
1995); this has caused a widespread postponement in women’s age at first union formation and birth of the 
first child. In a similar way educational expansion has affected women’s lives in India (Bhat 2002, Dreze 
and Murthi 2001, Parasuraman et al. 1999, Velkoff 1998).Parasuraman et al. (1999) opines that changes in 
women’s education in India are changes that are coming about slowly but surely. According to these 
authors, despite the changes in the levels of women’s education a large gender gap still remains as 
daughters are disallowed from pursuing higher education while sons are allowed to attend school to the 
fullest of their ability. Over the years the impact of education has become stronger on events such as first 
union formation and first birth in both the cultural contexts of Karnataka and the Netherlands. Hence the 
longer the duration of enrolment in education the greater is the delay in marriage and first birth. Research 
evidence by Skirbekk et al. (2004) reveals the delaying effect of age at graduation on the timing of first 
marriage and first birth in Sweden. The reasons for such delay in the events of first union formation and 
first birth amongst high educated women have been widely researched in India as well as in the 
Netherlands. Role incompatibility between the student role and adult roles of being married and being a 
mother have been often cited as one of the reasons for the delay (Hoem 2000, 1986, Liefbroer and Corijn 
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1999, Blossfeld and Huinink 1991, Jejeebhoy 1995, Jain and Nag 1985). Thus there is a strong preference 
for completion of education followed by participation in the labour market and achieving a secure 
economic position as prerequisites for a married relationship and parenthood (Manting 1994, 
Oppenheimer 1988). At the same time there is a prevalence of age norms which dictates the proper age for 
marriage and birth of the first child. However, these age norms are translated differently by higher 
educated women in comparison to women with less education. Higher educated women are considered to 
value qualities such as self-fulfilment, autonomy, creativity and independence and hence are more likely 
to delay union formation and birth of the first child (Barber et al. 2002, Beets 1999). In the Indian context, 
research evidence shows that in recent times the prolonged education career of women is leading to the 
postponement of marriage to later ages (Basu 2002, 1996, Jeffery and Basu 1996, Jejeebhoy 1995). 
Studies by Parasuraman et al. (1999) and Jejeebhoy (1995) illustrate that women’s higher education in the 
Indian context plays an important role in enhancing her autonomy thus indirectly leading to a delay in 
marriage and motherhood. Jejeebhoy (1995) has hypothesised three routes through which educational 
attainment of women can delay age at marriage. Firstly, educated girls have a greater say in their lives, in 
the decision to marry, selection of a suitable marriage partner and thus can resist early arranged marriages. 
Secondly, education enhances premarital employment that brings financial benefits for the women which 
leads to postponement of marriage. Thirdly, educated women are less ‘marriageable’ at an early age as 
their marriages cost more and finding a suitable partner from the small pool of marriageable educated men 
at an early age is difficult. Thus marriage is delayed amongst these women. Jejeebhoy (1995) makes a 
passing reference to the delayed marriages amongst high educated women in India due to the increased 
number of years these women spend enrolled in education, while Das and Dey (1998) point out that 
educational attainment of women has helped to bring in new ideas about marriage such as delayed 
marriages, intercaste marriages and love marriages. However, studies by Jeffery and Basu (1996), 
Vlassoff (1996) and Visaria (1996) cast doubts about the validity of women’s higher education and 
autonomy in the Indian context. Basu (1992) also states that higher education enables women to have a 
courtship period before marriage which facilitates a better understanding of the man whom the woman 
will marry. According to the author, it eventually leads to a relationship based on compatibility.  
 
Also school as an institution instils values that lead to preference for delayed marriage and delayed 
parenthood amongst high educated women (Thornton et al. 1995, Lesthaeghe and Surkyn 1988, Caldwell 
1982). Jansen and Kalmijn (2002) distinguish between family-oriented and career-oriented individuals. 
The former are less likely to opt for careers of education and work and this result in them entering into 
stable union and family formation early. As career-oriented individuals are more likely to emphasise on 
their education and working careers, this delays union formation and starting a family. According to 
Oppenheimer (1997) higher educated women tend to marry less as the opportunity costs of foregoing a 
professional career from full-time employment to part-time are much more than women with less 
education. Higher education also increases the opportunity costs of having children, as a result of which 
these women bear fewer children (Liefbroer and Corijn 1999, Blossfeld 1995, Becker 1991). Becker 
(1991) relates economic benefits of educational attainment to marriage and birth of the first child through 
income effect and price effect. Becker’s view on marriage is based on traditional sexual division of labour 
in the household. Increase in educational attainment enables women’s participation in the labour force 
facilitating their economic independence. Thus increase in women’s employment and economic 
independence weakens the institution of marriage because the sexual division of labour in the household 
becomes more disadvantageous for women and also increases the unattractiveness of staying at home. 
According to Liefbroer and Corijn (1999: 48) the price effect influences the relationship between 
educational attainment of women and family formation; this is because by being employed part-time or by 
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quitting the labour market altogether, high educated women have to give up much more income than low 
educated women. 
 
Gustafsson (2001) gives an economic explanation for the association between higher levels of education 
and women’s age at first birth. The opening lines of her article begin with ‘Increasingly young women in 
all European countries educate themselves for a lifelong labour market career’ (Gustafsson 2001: 225). 
According to her, ‘women’s career costs’ in the form of wage loss during withdrawal from the labour 
force at the event of pregnancy and loss of human capital investments and of returns to these investments 
explain the postponement of first birth amongst high educated women in the European context.  
 
2.2.3 Relevance of women’s changing lives in Karnataka 
 
Morgan and King (2001) published an article titled ‘Why have children in the 21st century? Biological 
predisposition, social coercion, rational choice’ about extensive changes in the societal and cultural 
framework in recent times. Their main research question was ‘why have children in settings where the net 
economic costs of children are clearly substantial?’. A recent newspaper article in a leading daily edition 
of an Indian newspaper ‘The Times of India’ (TOI 2004b), carried an article with the headline ‘Single and 
successful women - Be happy you’re single’. This article pointed out that amongst the high educated 
working professionals in India, marriage as an institution is slowly beginning to assume new definitions. 
Unlike the traditional definition of marriage by Kapadia (1965) wherein marriage provided the legal 
sanction to sexual union between couples, in modern times, marriage is defined as a relationship that 
fosters mutual respect, trust and independence (TOI 2004b). Hence it is clear that traditional concepts 
surrounding the institution of marriage and the choices of women are being subjected to challenge and re-
definition.  
 
The focus of attention in this particular study is the changing lives of women in the cross-cultural 
perspectives of Karnataka in South India and the Netherlands. As noted in the previous section, there is a 
good amount of literature and research evidence about the changing lives of Dutch women due to their 
higher educational attainment. In the Indian context, the dramatic changes in the lives of women are 
steadily beginning to receive due attention in the form of research evidence (Rajadhyaksha and Smita 
2004, Parasuraman et al. 1999, Ramu 1989) and newspaper articles as illustrated in the following table:  
 
Table 2.1 List of Newspaper articles depicting women and change in India 
Title of the article Name of the newspaper Date 
Woman power? Is it for real or just 
a myth? 

The Times of India April 4, 2005 

Single & splurging, life can’t be 
sweeter 

The Economic Times 
 

March 3, 2005 

Dual stress: working couples 
trauma 

The Times of India September 21, 2004 

Marriage knots: Live-in or give in The Times of India September 29, 2004 
Job or child? Tech couple face a 
hard choice 

The Times of India April 27, 2004 

What the Indian woman wants The Times of India January 16, 2003 
 
These newspaper articles attribute women’s higher educational attainment as one of the key proponents of 
change in their lives. The changing lives of women is viewed in the perspective of higher educational 
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attainment influencing women’s entry into the labour market as well as simultaneously influencing the 
timing of events such as union formation and first birth.  
 
2.3 Life course theory 
 
The early studies of life course were life cycle models that concentrated on single role sequence. For 
example, the life cycle of individuals was portrayed as ‘children mature, marry and have children who 
then grow up and start a family as the cycle continues into another generation’ (Elder et al. 2003: 7). In 
recent times life course studies concentrate on bridging the gap between social dispositions and individual 
preferences for a particular behaviour (Settersten 2003, Giele 2004). Moen (1992) and Hakim (2000, 
2003, 2004) study the link between multiple roles of women – family and work – in relation to marriage 
and family formation in the individual life course. This reflects the changing role of women in the society 
from that of a traditional homemaker to that of a contributor to the household income. It is also an 
indication of changes in individual behaviour in order to cope with these changes.  
 
In the following subsections we discuss how the life course theory is used in the present research which 
distinguishes life course into the lived life course and the perceived life course. In the subsection 2.3.1 we 
elaborate what we mean by the lived life course. Subsection 2.3.2 elaborates on the perceived life course 
and the similarities it shares with the life story approach. Change across life course is explained by the 
concept of generations in subsection 2.3.3. This section deals with understanding life course development 
as externally manifested by the occurrence of unique historical events. These events reveal how societies 
change under the influence of such historical events and at the same time bring how societies bring about 
change in individual behaviour and reasoning for such behaviour. In this subsection we also examine how 
generation is conceptualised in the present research and its link with birth cohorts. Generational changes 
are linked to stages of economic development of societies. We also discuss modernisation and 
globalisation as two important engines of social transformation that have influenced the changing lives of 
women in Karnataka and the Netherlands.  
 
2.3.1 The lived life course 
 
Elder (1985) distinguishes the genesis of life course research in two important phases. The first phase was 
the phase before 1940 and the second phase was 1960 and after. According to Elder (1985: 23), in both 
these phases social change acquired problematic meaning for individuals and for the society as a whole.  
Individuals in the society considered social change as altering their life course and the changing life 
trajectories were expression of this change. Life course studies have also focused on shifts in the multiple 
roles of women over the passage of time. Through her research on changing life course of women activists 
in the historic women’s suffrage movement, Giele (1995) raised questions of innovations in women’s life 
patterns. From her research she could observe how women first changed their roles and then began to 
change the larger institutions of work and family of which they are a part. Giele (2002, 2004) and Giele 
and Elder (1998) identify four universal factors by which innovations occur in typical life patterns. They 
are as follows: 

- location in time and place 
- linked lives that stem from participation in social institutions and groups 
- agency that expresses individual goals and  
- timing of life events that represent strategic adaptations. 

 



Chapter 2: Background and the Theoretical Framework  

 19 

Both Giele and Elder differed in their approach to the study of life course. From Giele’s (1995) work we 
can conclude that she based her theory more on the relations between the individual and the surrounding 
social structure while Elder’s (1994) research has concentrated more on the micro level where the 
individual is the focus.  
 
In our research we combine both the approaches by Giele (1995) and Elder (1994). We focus on the 
events of first union formation and first birth at the micro level; this enables us to understand the changing 
lives of women at the micro level through shifts in the age at first union formation through marriage and 
cohabitation and birth of the first child. The relation between the individual and the surrounding social 
structure is studied by the impact of women’s higher educational attainment on the changing lives of 
women at the micro and societal levels in the form of women’s changing position in Karnataka and the 
Dutch society.  
 
Hence the events of first union formation and first birth are situated in the reproductive life course, which 
is studied in parallel with women’s educational career. With the occurrence of these events the educational 
career runs the risk of being terminated, completed or continued. The termination of the educational career 
can take place (i) before the marital or fertility event has occurred, (ii) after the event has taken place, or 
(iii) coinciding with the occurrence of the event. For instance, traditionally in the Indian context, 
attainment of menarche sometimes coincided with the termination of a girl’s education. Jeffery et al. 
(1988) and Khan and Singh (1987) observe that this was because parents were concerned about keeping 
their daughters ‘chaste’ and hence married them off following the attainment of menarche. Jejeebhoy and 
Kulkarni (1989) state that a girl’s education is often terminated before the event of menarche for reasons 
such as taking care of the younger siblings at home, distance of the school from the house or lending a 
helping hand in household chores. As discussed earlier in section 2.2.2, role incompatibility, dual role 
expectations and incompatible careers also lead to termination of education career. We also observe in 
section 2.2.2 that events such as first union formation by marriage and first child birth take place only 
after completion of the educational career. Sometimes adjustment and adaptation to the different roles as 
well as facilities, such as crèches, day-care centres and support of the extended family, enable women to 
continue with their education career after getting married or becoming a mother. Thus in conjunction with 
the multiple roles is the concept of career. A career is defined as a ‘chain of stable and transition periods 
pertaining to a given domain’ (Willekens 1989: 8). Hence studying the parallel processes enables us to 
understand behavioural patterns as outcomes of interactions between multiple processes in the individual 
life course (Willekens 1999).  
 
2.3.2 The perceived life course 
 
In this section we discuss how the present research has conceptualised the perceived life course in order to 
understand first union formation and first birth in the cross-cultural contexts of Karnataka and the 
Netherlands. The concept of culture thus becomes important in understanding how the sequence and 
timing of these events are different but yet similar amongst the same group of high educated women in 
Karnataka and the Netherlands. So culture provides the normative and meaning-giving rules influencing 
prevalence and perception of certain ideas. For example, consider the perception of right age at first birth 
amongst high educated women in Karnataka and the Netherlands. The right age may be perceived as being 
after the completion of educational career irrespective of the cultural contexts, while social norms of late 
motherhood and cultural significance of motherhood may also influence women’s perception of the right 
age of becoming a mother.  
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As stated earlier, our research makes a distinction between the ‘lived’ life course and the ‘perceived’ life 
course, the study of which directly links to the etic and emic approaches. The lived life course views life 
manifested by the occurrence, sequence and timing of events as life progresses. The perceived life course 
views life from a cultural standpoint as meanings are attached to events based on cultural background as 
well as the background based on personal endowments such as higher education. The lived life course thus 
is based on empirical facts and the information is derived through secondary data, while the perceived life 
course is constructed from primary information collected in the form of oral and autobiographical 
narratives. The distinction between the lived and the perceived life courses shares similarity with the 
distinction between the life history and the life story approach. Matsuo (2003: 68) describes the life 
history approach as the study of events in objective terms (for example, age at event), while the life story 
approach studies events in subjective terms (for example, meaning given to the events). Thus similar to 
the life story approach, the perceived life course focuses on the mental processes and cognitive schemes 
based on cultural background. This influences how individuals perceive the events that have taken place in 
their life course and give meaning to them. These cognitive schemes work within the framework of needs, 
goals, opportunities and constraints allowing individuals to interpret and construct reality depending on 
the cultural context in which these individuals are located. These cognitive schemes are termed as 
schemas (D’Andrade 1992, 1995) and cognitive maps (Abeles 1990). By emphasising the cognitive 
patterns in the cultural context we view the facilitating and the constraining aspect of culture. DiMaggio 
(1997: 282) argues that the cognitive aspect of culture should not be ignored ‘if we are interested in how 
culture enters into people’s lives and for any explanation of culture’s impact on practices we rest our 
assumption about the role of culture in cognition’. The author distinguishes between two types of 
cognition – automatic cognition and deliberative cognition. Automatic cognition occurs in routinised 
behaviour and heavily relies on culturally available schemas (D’Andrade 1995). Deliberative cognition, 
which occurs when individuals are sufficiently motivated, enables them to think critically and reflexively 
irrespective of the dominating cultural context (DiMaggio 1997). For instance, the cultural schema on 
motherhood in India requires women to care for their children in the initial growing up years of the child’s 
life. However, working women have to deliberately give up this cultural schema of motherhood and leave 
the child in day care centres while they go to work.   
 
Perceived timing of events such as menarche, first union and first birth in the cross-cultural context 
elaborates the theoretical link between the lived and the perceived life courses. While menarche is 
biological in character, the occurrence of first union and first birth is dependent on the individual 
background such as ongoing educational career. The perception of age at occurrence of these events as 
early, late or on time refers to formal and informal aspects of age structuring (Settersten and Mayer 1997). 
Formal age structuring operates at the level of social structure and social institutions. On the other hand, 
informal age structuring refers to how individuals and groups in a society divide the life course into 
meaningful segments, define the kinds of behaviour appropriate for individuals of different ages and 
clarify notions that exist about the proper timing and sequencing of life events and transitions (Settersten 
and Mayer 1997: 235-236). Thus even though the importance of cultural contexts has not been specified in 
the abovementioned definitions of formal and informal age structuring, one needs to keep in mind that the 
age structuring is sensitive to cultural differences. Perception of timing of events in the life course also 
suggests the relevance of age norms and age expectations. Settersten and Mayer (1997: 242) categorise 
age norms into statistical age norms, optimal age norms and prescriptive and proscriptive age norms. 
According to them, statistical age norms depict statistical regularity of timing of events followed by a 
majority of the population or sub groups of the population. The optimal age norms refer to collective 
notions about the best, ideal or preferred ages to experience various life transitions. The prescriptive and 
proscriptive age norms refer to collective, shared expectations about when certain transitions ‘should’ or 
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‘should not’ occur. The perceived timing of events is also dependent on the age expectations that are 
based on cultural and social conventions prevalent in the society.  
 
Occurrence of events in the life course enables transitions from one stage of life to the other. In the lived 
life course, transitions are represented by events and the duration of time spent between two events. 
However, in the perceived life course, transitions are indicated by ceremonies that mark the initiation into 
specific transitions in the life course. These ceremonies are based on the cultural context of the 
individuals. For example the event of menarche that is celebrated as ‘rite de passage’ in rural south India 
denotes a new status for adolescent girls (Hutter et al. 2002). This is specific to and understandable only 
within that particular society. Hutter (1998: 83) mentions that traditionally in Indian society menarche 
indicates maturity and in Kannada, the local language of her research area, menarche is termed as 
‘dodakke’, which means ‘becoming big, grown up’. Hence the development across stages requires the 
presence of certain attributes that facilitate transition from one stage to the other and these attributes are 
related to domains in life. For example, attributes such as educational attainment, marital status and 
parental status are relevant in the domain of education, marriage and parenthood in the individual life 
course. Willekens (1999: 27) terms this as the ‘developmental readiness’.  
 
Knowledge and its sources in the perceived life course works through the representational function of the 
cultural meaning system. The representational function defines the knowledge and beliefs specific to 
cultures about what is out there and what can be done with it (D’Andrade 1984: 96-97). Transitions from 
one stage to another in the life course are based on knowledge that is derived both by formal and informal 
means. Local institutions, professional management, religious community, and mass media are the formal 
means of knowledge. Knowledge that is derived from members within the family circle such as mother, 
older sister, and those beyond the family circle for example close friends, peer groups are typically 
informal means of knowledge. Educational and cultural background of individuals could influence the 
type of knowledge that is received and interpretation of such knowledge. Educational background of 
individuals also facilitates decision and action in accordance with the knowledge that is received (de 
Bruijn 1999). For instance, in the context of Karnataka local beliefs associate menarche with pollution 
which requires knowledge about do’s and don’ts during the days of the menstrual cycle (Hutter et al. 
2002). Miller (2003) studies women’s narratives on first-time motherhood and knowledge about 
motherhood mediated through professional and expert bodies of knowledge. Expected behavioural change 
is also a part of the perceived life course wherein the cultural meaning system through its directive 
function plays an important role. The directive function directs behaviour through social pressure and 
external sanctions and also through intrinsic motivation to conform (D’Andrade 1984: 97).  
 
The occurrence of events also leads to perceived role change, which is influenced largely by social 
expectations of roles. Linton (1988) defines roles as shared normative expectations that prescribe and 
explain behaviour. According to him, roles are dynamic aspects of status, and social group membership 
comes about with a package of statuses and roles. Status is the relative social position of an individual 
within a group, while role is the part that society expects us to play in a given status. Goffman (1977) 
examined social interaction taking place in a society by means of role-taking and role-playing. Role-taking 
is the form of social interaction where we judge our own behaviour from the other’s perspective. Role-
playing is the form of interaction where the situation and the roles are created to some extent before 
individuals act. Roles are like tags allowing people to know what they should expect from each other. For 
example, the role of a mother is a societal expectation, which undergoes change as a result of women’s 
educational attainment. Recent research by Hakim (2003, 2004), Giele and Holst (2004) and Moen (1992) 
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on women’s role and the changes in women’s roles prevalent across time emphasise gender roles, 
expansion of role opportunities for women and multiple roles that women combine in their life course.  
 
The perceived life course also focuses on perceived gains. According to the dictionary the meaning of the 
word ‘gain’ is acquiring something by means of increase or addition. We study perceived gains in two 
categories. First is the perceived gain of acquired attributes such as higher educational attainment and 
having a working career. The second is the perceived gains of the events in the individual life course. In 
her theory of marriage timing, Oppenheimer (1988) discusses the gains of marriage. She observes that 
decrease in gains of marriage is induced by the economic independence of women, which also results in 
delayed marriage.  
 
We observe that women’s need to be economically independent in India was confined to a small group in 
the older generations, unlike the younger generation of women. Amongst the older generation even though 
they attained higher education, the perceived need to work used to be limited by societal norms. However, 
in the present times, supportive husbands, who have begun to acknowledge their wives’ right to work, 
have enabled women to pursue their working career (Rajadhyaksha and Smita 2004). In addition, women 
had to overcome the limitations set by culture and the kinship structure of the society (Jejeebhoy 1996, 
Caldwell 1993). The study by Matsuo (2003) reveals how work has become increasingly attractive 
amongst Japanese women in the younger generations while marriage has become less attractive. However, 
in the older generation her findings suggest that marriage and childbearing were much more important 
than work and education. Similarly for the Dutch women, their felt need to move out of the traditional role 
of a housewife encouraged them to participate in the labour force; this participation was a gain for women 
(Crouch 1999). However, this was possible only when the relationship between spouses became more 
egalitarian and a marginal shift in the distribution of household chores took place (De Jong Gierveld and 
Liefbroer 1995, van de Kaa 1987). Studies in gender-stratified societies reveal that women gain from 
being higher educated and this also leads to personal as well as economic gains. Personal gains could 
include aspects such as enhancement of one’s own personality by being higher educated, or increase in 
courage and confidence or sense of independence by being a working woman.   
    
2.3.3 Life course and generations 
 
In order to understand changes in individual lives across time we make the link with the study of 
generations. Life course and generations situate life in a historical context. At the same time they focus on 
life course development of individuals across biographical and historical time. In the previous sections we 
have already observed how the individual life course is shaped by social and cultural transformations. 
Hence focusing on the concept of generation emphasises time as an indispensable concept in life course 
development. In our research generations are taken as the units of analysis to study life course 
development and changing life course at the micro level and broader social change at the macro level.  
 
Generation as a concept first became the topic of research because of an article published in 1928 by Karl 
Mannheim ‘Problem of generations’. Mannheim in his article on the one hand distinguishes three levels at 
which generations can be formed, and on the other hand he works out the interplay of these levels in his 
explanation of the ‘unifying factors’ of generations (Corsten, 1999). By the unifying factor he meant the 
compatibility amongst the different generations to coexist side by side. Since then, over the decades the 
topic of generation has gone through several transformations. Many theoretical approaches that cover a 
wide range of subjects from anthropology, political and cultural sociology have been used to explain the 
concept over time. Generations have also been studied in the various categories of cultural generations 
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(Mannheim, 1952), historical generations in the form of cohorts (Ryder, 1985, Glenn, 1977) and political 
generations (Alwin, 1992).  
 
Etymologically the word generation is derived from the Greek word ‘geneses’. It refers to genealogies as 
lines of descent. Generations do not exist one after the other; two or more generations exist side by side. 
As no single generation stands alone, the definition of a generation is dependent on comparisons across 
multiple generations. But each generation differs from the others due to certain events and patterns that 
representatively mark that generation. However, generation has been defined as “the grouping of a number 
of cohorts characterized by a specific historical setting and by common characteristics at an individual 
level (biographical characteristics, value orientations and behavioural patterns) and a systems level (size 
and composition, generational culture and specific organisations and social networks” (Becker, 1992: 
222). The generational differences on the one hand depict the life course development leading to change in 
the individual behavioural patterns and on the other hand the social change occurring at the macro level of 
the society. 
 
Generations and the life course development of individuals are comparable because generations can be 
termed as a set of individual life courses. Thus people who are born in the same time period experience 
similar events that occur in that historical phase and hence have similar biographical phases (Corsten 
1999). For example, women born in the late 1940s in the Netherlands experienced the post-World War II 
reconstruction whereas women born 10 years later experienced the silent revolution i.e. introduction of the 
contraceptive pill in the 1960s. On the other hand, people who were born in the same time-period 
experience historical events in the same sequence in their lifetime (Corsten 1999). For example, a girl who 
was born in the year 1949 in Netherlands experienced the post-World War II reconstruction in her 
childhood, while in her formative years she was exposed to social conditions brought about by prosperity 
and peace, and in her adulthood she experienced relatively favourable opportunities brought about by the 
changing situations due to women’s emancipation of the 1960s.  
 
Becker (1985) worked on the concept of generation and differentiated generation into four different types. 
They are the pre-war generation (people born between 1910 and 1930), silent generation (people born 
between 1930 and 1940), protest generation (people born between 1940 and 1955) and the lost generation 
(people born between 1955 and 1970). He described the generations in general by means of their 
characteristics and the ways by which one generation could be differentiated from the other in terms of the 
changing opportunities and constraints. Becker’s work also incorporated the socialisation hypothesis and 
the hypothesis of relative scarcity to conceptualise generations in his study.  
 
Becker (1985) through his study of generations tried to emphasise the linkage between the micro level 
(individual behaviour) and the macro level (structure). The life course differences were presented at the 
micro level of individual behaviour when observed across different generations, while social change could 
be identified by studying the macro level of structure of the society. Coleman (1990) has elaborated 
further on the macro-micro linkages of individual behaviour through ongoing social change at the societal 
level. These were emphasised by the usage of terms such as ‘generational units’, ‘generational culture’, 
and ‘generational style’. Recent studies by Alwin and McCammon (2003) and Alwin (2002) reveal the 
macro-micro linkages. The patterns of generations have been tested over time by various scholars 
including Blossfeld et al. (1993), Inglehart (1990), Alwin (1990, 1992), van Rijsselt (1992), Becker (1989, 
1985), de Graaf (1988) and Gadourek (1982). Each of them emphasises a different aspect of generation. 
While Inglehart (1990) and De Graaf (1988) studied the changes in value orientation, Gadourek (1982) 
examined the generational differences in the redefinition of roles due to social change in the Netherlands 
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in the 1970s. Blossfeld et al. (1993) analysed the intergenerational differences in the family formation 
process by using case studies of Germany and the Netherlands. Van Rijsselt (1992) in his research tested 
the two hypotheses of socialisation and the scarcity of human needs, which is the basic crux for 
formulating the concept of generations in many of the studies. One of his important conclusions was that 
inter-cohort differences in attitudes and value orientations eventually lead to generational differences. 
 
In our research birth cohorts are taken as an indicator of generations both in quantitative and qualitative 
data analyses. Hence generations in this study are defined as a cluster of adjacent birth cohorts. The 
argument for the conceptualisation of generations in this study uses the hypothesis of scarcity based on 
Maslow’s theory of hierarchy of needs and the hypothesis of socialisation by Inglehart (1977). According 
to the hypothesis of scarcity (Inglehart 1977: cf. Becker 1992: 223), ‘once physical needs and the need for 
physical safety are satisfied, a human being will need non-material satisfaction, in particular self-
development’. Inglehart’s (1997: 223) hypothesis of socialisation predicted that experiences in the 
formative period in the life course take root more firmly than the experiences from other phases in life. 
Ryder (1985) also confirmed through studies that experiences in the formative period have a deeper 
impact on the lives of youth. Since 1977, the socialisation hypothesis by Inglehart has been recast as 
‘formative security’ (Inglehart 1990: 121-124).   
 
In recent times, based on economic development of Karnataka and Dutch society, conceptualisation of 
generations takes into account shifts in opportunities and constraints. These shifts are assumed to be 
dependent on stages of economic growth of these societies. According to Rostow (1970) the stages of 
growth are an economic way of looking at whole societies and all societies fall within one of the five 
categories that he formulated: the traditional society, the preconditions for take-off, the take-off, the drive 
to maturity and the age of high mass consumption. The traditional society was based on agrarian economy 
and a hierarchical social structure. Women’s role in this traditional society as traditional housewives, 
taking care of the house and hearth, has been outlined in the works of Becker (1991). Women’s role in the 
family and in the society at large was subservient to that of the men (Boserup 1981, 1990). Traditional 
society according to Boserup (1990) was part of the subsistence economy. According to Rostow, the 
preconditions of take-off usually came about due to external intrusion by more advanced societies. 
Economic progress was perceived to be possible and a necessary prerequisite for societies to grow. The 
economic ideal of societies based on industries, trade and services was much sought after (Rostow 1970). 
Boserup (1990) draws a parallel to this stage of economic development of increasing population density 
and the change from a system of tribal ownership of land to a system of peasant production. Women’s 
primary role still remained traditional, and early marriage and dowry prevailed. Women worked in family-
owned agricultural fields while those who did not work on the fields were considered as an economic 
burden for the husband’s family (Boserup 1990: 135). The stage of take-off is termed as the ‘great 
watershed in the life of modern societies’ by Rostow (1970: 7). During this stage industries expanded 
rapidly, provided employment to people and expansion of urban areas came about. This was also the stage 
of modernisation of the society. Thus work shifted from the agricultural sector to the manufacturing 
sector. According to Rostow, the Indian economy was in the take-off stage of economic development in 
the 1950s after independence from the British. A shift from westernisation to modernisation was observed 
in this stage of economic development in India. Boserup terms society in the take-off stage as capitalist 
enterprises based on wage labour and that ‘the creation of such enterprises can be a means to liberate 
women from family obligations and unhappy marriages, but in most societies there are many obstacles to 
such a process’ (Boserup 1990: 136). Some of the obstacles that were prevalent in the traditional family 
hierarchy excluded women’s participation in the labour force and women were submissive. In the next 
stage of economic development, developing economies sought to extend modern technology over the 
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whole front of its economic activities, to become a participant in the international economy (Rostow 1970: 
9). This stage is termed as the ‘drive to maturity’. Social transformation by means of globalisation can be 
a predominant process in this stage of economic development. Due to the interconnected nature of this 
process, globalisation provides huge opportunities for economic growth. Globalisation here is defined as 
an expansion of technology in different societies. The fifth stage of economic development by Rostow is 
the age of high mass consumption. Van de Kaa (1988) in the explanatory framework of the second 
demographic transition views technology as one of the important dimensions that has brought about 
changes in the lives of women. In the year 1991, liberalisation of the Indian economy also facilitated the 
advent of globalisation in the country. Women’s changing lives in the globalised economies of Karnataka 
and the Netherlands have already been discussed in section 2.2 of this chapter.  
 
Thus we have observed how shifts in opportunities and constraints take place as societies progress in their 
economic development. Hence studying individuals across generations helps us in understanding the 
historical influences on events in the life course and it also facilitates our understanding of social change 
affecting individual lives. In the following paragraphs we shall discuss modernisation and globalisation as 
two important processes that have influenced women’s lives in stages of economic development.  
 
 Modernisation 
In the Netherlands, the process of modernisation is taken to be one of the major dimensions leading to 
social changes and making an impact on the life course of women. Modernisation is included within the 
structural change discussed by van de Kaa (1987, 1988), Lesthaeghe and Surkyn (1988). This process of 
social change has its consequences in the emergence of the post-industrial society and the welfare state. It 
is characterised by increased standard of living, emergence of strong social security, increased functional 
differentiation, increased structural complexity, increased mobility, rise in the overall level of male and 
female education and increase in women’s participation in the labour force (van de Kaa 1988: 14 cited in 
the explanatory framework for the second demographic transition).  
 
In Karnataka social change through westernization came about as a result of the colonial rule of the British 
(Srinivas 1972). This process of social change can be attributed to by an admiration for the English way of 
life, the English language, changes in the clothing habits, food habits and major life style changes that had 
been absorbed in the Indian way of life (Srinivas 1972). There was also the expansion of the system of 
education, and English was the medium of instruction at schools. In the same way as westernisation, 
modernisation in India was colonially controlled in the initial stages and the end of the colonial rule in 
India brought about the termination of externally imposed modernisation (Dube 1973). Modernisation is 
thus equated with westernisation and it implies the progress of the society towards conditions inherent in 
industrial society and a bureaucratised social structure (Altbrach 1976). Around the 1950s, the cultural and 
social transformation of the Indian society had much to do with mass media connectivity and access to 
radio and films. It was during this time that modernisation as a process of social change enabled women to 
pursue higher education (Kumar 2001). The transition from traditional to modern societies however did 
not bring about women’s participation in the labour force. In the 1950s the traditional structures of Indian 
society which were still intact prevented women from taking up jobs (Kumar 2001, Tandon 1998). 
Women were usually underpaid in comparison to men and working women were considered as having a 
bad character (Tandon 1998). Marriage was constructed as being more important than women’s career 
(Ramu 1989).  
 
Thus in India, westernisation came about with the opening of English-medium schools and it was through 
modernisation that greater numbers of girls were sent to these schools to acquire education (Singh 1993). 
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The relationship between girls’ education and the process of modernisation in a developing country such 
as India can be explained in two ways: when girls go for higher education they feel more secure about 
their future and in doing so their attitudes change from a traditional way of thinking to a more modern 
outlook.  
 
Globalisation 
Globalisation as a process of social change is defined as ‘the intensification of the world-wide social 
relations which link distant localities in such a way that local happenings are shaped by events occurring 
many miles away and vice versa’ (Giddens 1990: 64). Castells (1996, 1998) argued that the process of 
globalisation triggered the beginnings of a new economy, a new society and a new culture through a set of 
three interdependent processes. They are the advent of the information technology, flourishing of socio-
cultural movements such as feminism, and an economic crisis of both capitalism in the West and statism 
in the former Soviet empire and China (Castells 1996, 1998).  
 
In our research globalisation is not directly related to technological advancement but has more to do with 
the linking up of distant localities through worldwide social phenomena. In other words, it stresses on the 
universality of the influences of higher education of women and their labour force participation that lead 
to individualism, higher needs orientation and cultural change portrayed by the cultural meaning system of 
the society. Van de Kaa (1987) hypothesised that the transition from first to second demographic 
transition was from altruism to individualism. 
 
The trend towards decentralisation in India and the liberalisation of the market economy has brought about 
the economic restructuring in the country. The economic liberation of India and the burgeoning Indian 
economy since 1991 connected India to the globalised world. Women began participating in the 
employment sector. During this period the country also saw a boom in multinational companies and the 
information technology spawned services such as software industries and call centres. The higher 
education of women enabled them to join the skilled labour force (Rajadhyaksha and Smita 2004, Kumar 
2001). Globalisation brought about exposure to the mass media and other print media such as newspapers 
and books. The mass media linked up the lives of women in India to those in far-off countries. In this way 
the processes of change and development were linked in different parts of the world. The observed 
influence on the lives of women as a result of technological changes are that women relate themselves 
with the experiences of other women in the world and thus become more knowledgeable. Giddens (1991) 
has also referred to this type of globalised behaviour of women. According to him, when individuals 
decide to move away from routinised to innovative behaviour, they often seek to ‘colonise the future’ 
through such innovative behaviour. We shall cover this in detail in the following section. 
 
2.4 Structure and agency: Emphasis on duality of structure 
 
The essence of structuration theory is that it bridges the gap between agency and structure, often referred 
to in demography as the nexus between individual behaviour and social institutions (Mills 2000: 14). The 
main focus of the structuration theory is on the two central concepts ‘structure’ and ‘agency’. The theory 
also lays emphasis on dualism between structure and agency, known as duality of structure, which reflects 
the interdependence between structure and agency as well as their recursive nature. According to Giddens, 
structure and agency are not two separate concepts but two ways of considering social action. Time-space 
distanciation is another feature of this theory that enables us to situate the cross-cultural context of the 
present research as well as the study of the changing lives of women across generations of mothers and 
daughters. However, one of the major criticisms of Giddens’s structuration theory, as mentioned by 
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Giddens himself, is its inapplicability to the developing countries of the world. According to Giddens the 
reason why this theory cannot be applied to the developing countries is because concepts such as pure 
relationship, plastic sexuality or individualisation and capitalism are unimaginable in some of the 
developing countries (Giddens 1990; cited by Mills 2000: 44).  
 
Structure defines both the rules guiding actions and the resources empowering actions hence referring to 
the interdependent dimension in which the social system operates (Giddens 1984, 1981). The 
interdependent dimension is defined as ways by which people’s practices are shaped by the enabling and 
constraining nature of structure which conversely produces and reproduces structure. Social systems are 
patterns of relations in groupings of all kinds, from small intimate groups to social networks to large 
organisations (Giddens 1991). Examples of system are families, peer groups and communities in which 
patterns of relation are either face-to-face or exist across time and space. Thus social systems are 
empirically observable, intertwining and relatively bounded social practices that link individuals across 
time and space (Sewell 1992: 6). Structure provides the rules but exercises no direct control over the 
individuals. Individuals in turn adhere to these rules because of ontological security leading to routinised 
behaviour. It is ontological because individuals base their knowledge, trust and security of their existence 
on it (Mills 2000).  
 
The individuals that carry out the actions are termed as agents. According to Giddens, human agents are 
knowledgeable and capable and can act in innovative ways. This capability to be innovative can transform 
behaviour in the long run. In order to behave in a particular way, Giddens (1984) suggests that we first 
look into the notions that attribute special social and cultural meanings to particular events, actions and 
ideas. Based on these notions, individuals deviate from routinised behaviour to innovative behaviour.   
 
Figure 2.1 depicts the structuration framework of Giddens (1984). From the figure, it can be seen that 
social structure and human interactions are distinguished into three dimensions and the recursive character 
of these dimensions is illustrated by the linking modalities. As human actors communicate they draw on 
interpretative schemes to help make sense of interactions. At the same time these interactions modify the 
interpretative schemes, which are embedded in the social structure as meaning of signification (Giddens 
1984, Mills 2000).  
 
Figure 2.1 The structuration framework 
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Similarly, the facility to allocate resources is enacted in the wielding of power and it recursively 
reproduces social structures of domination. The legitimation structure is produced through moral codes in 
the form of norms that help in determining what can be sanctioned in human interactions (Giddens 1984: 
25).   
 
2.4.1 Macro and micro levels in social theory 
 
Similar to the distinction between structure and agency by Giddens, in accordance with methodological 
individualism, Coleman (1990) argued that to explain social systems, the direct relation at the macro level 
is threefold. The first applies to the independent variable characterising the society and the dependent 
variable the individual; the second is with both the independent and the dependent variables characterizing 
the individual and the third is with the independent variable characterising the society (cited by de Bruijn 
1999:19). The approach by Coleman implies the relevance of several analytical elements in the theoretical 
framework (cited by de Bruijn 1999:19) as follows:  
 

i) a theoretical approach to assess the context of individual behaviour (macro level)  

ii) the mechanisms by which the context influences and structures individual action (macro-
micro connection)  

iii) a theory of individual behaviour (micro level) and  

iv) a transformation mechanism (micro-macro connection)  

Coleman’s (1990) social theory of the micro and the macro levels is presented in Figure 2.2.  
 
Figure 2.2: Macro and micro levels in social theory 

 
        
 
         
 
 
 
 
 
 (Source: Coleman, 1990; cited by de Bruijn, 1999:18) 
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and the right age for motherhood are in contrast to how high educated women perceive their roles as a 
‘wife’ and a ‘mother’. The choice and the decision-making ability of high-educated women are reflected 
in societal outcomes due to their changing position in the society. The context has a structuring impact on 
behaviour since it draws people into commonalities, dependencies and interdependencies (de Bruijn 1999: 
21). According to de Bruijn (1999), the context is multidimensional, multilevel and fragmented. In the 
present research, the multidimensional context is revealed by the social and cultural facets of Karnataka 
and the Netherlands. The multilevel dimension focuses on the universal and the context specific aspects of 
women’s higher education in relation to individual behaviour and social outcomes in the society. The 
social context can be termed as the ‘structure of institutions’ that embody information about opportunities 
and restrictions, consequences and expectations, rights and duties, incentives and sanctions, models, 
guidelines and definitions of the world (de Bruijn 1999:21). A demographic phenomenon, which is solely 
at the individual level (micro level), is associated with a large number of societal, structural and cultural 
aspects. These aspects are also observed to exist at the macro-level. The direct macro level relationships 
can either be statistically inferred (Coleman 1990) or causally inferred from the individual level 
(Willekens 1999). Thus it is important to study both the macro and the micro levels in conjunction with 
each other.  
 
2.4.2 Importance of modality in structure-agency linkages 
 
As already discussed we employ the structuration theory by Giddens (1984), in addition to Coleman’s 
social theory (1990), because the structuration theory explains the duality of structure, which is not taken 
into account in the latter theory. The other reason why we use structuration theory is because it explains 
the structure-agency linkages in our day-to-day lives across time through modalities. The modalities thus 
act as linking blocks between the macro and the micro levels of the society. The modalities defined by 
Giddens are interpretative schemes, facility and norms. Interpretative schemes are stocks of shared 
knowledge that enable human agents to interpret behaviour and interact with others meaningfully. The 
interpretative schemes are the ways by which the values and norms in the society orient individuals to a 
particular mental schema and thus influence their action (Mills 2000, D’Andrade 1995). The interpretative 
process is enabled by the institutional properties of signification structure through a set of rules. These 
rules allow certain types of interactions and meanings in social interaction and through these interactions 
the rules are reproduced, enacted and modified. Facilities are resources that provide the necessary 
authority to individuals to achieve a desired outcome. They enable accomplishing goals through the use of 
power. Power is exercised by the institutional property of domination. According to Giddens, for human 
agents to act, they must posses the appropriate allocative and authoritative resources. Norms are the rules 
that dictate the legitimation structure in the form of informal morals or formal legal regulations (Giddens 
1984 cited by Mills 2000: 15). Thus norms define the institutional standards of behaviour.  
 
2.5  Elements of the life course by Giele and Elder (1998) 
 
In this section we explain the important elements of life course as proposed by Giele and Elder (1998) and 
integrate these concepts into Coleman’s (1990) conceptualisation of macro-micro levels in social theory 
and the structuration framework of Giddens (1984). We integrate development and change across life 
course with trajectories of development at the societal level. We discuss these macro-micro linkages 
against the background of methodological individualism forwarded by Coleman (1990) and important 
elements of the life course paradigm proposed by Giele and Elder (1998). 
 
The four important elements of the life course paradigm outlined by Giele and Elder (1998) are: 
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- the human agency 
- location in time and place 
- linked lives and  
- timing of lives. 

 
These elements will be elaborated in the subsections that follow. In the previous sections we have 
explained the linkages of lived and perceived life course with parallel careers of education and the 
embeddedness of these interlinkages within the social and cultural contexts. This embeddedness also 
enables us to understand how events at the micro level and social outcomes at the macro level are 
influenced (Willekens 1999).  
 
2.5.1 Human agency 
 
Human agency is typically where individual behaviour takes place and hence is central to the life course 
paradigm. According to Giele and Elder (1998: 10), the concept of human agency is referred to as 
individual goal orientation wherein individual lives are organised around goals and achievement of such 
goals. This goal-directed nature of individual lives influences their decisions and motives to meet their 
own needs. Individual goals are dependent on the cognitive approaches that individuals assume in the 
context of institutional and personal backgrounds. Thus individual goals are culture-and society-specific, 
both of which have a constraining and facilitating effect on individual behaviour (Giddens 1984). This is 
also referred to as ‘cultural embeddedness’ from the perspective of human agency in social cognitive 
theory (Bandura 2002). This theory distinguishes between three modes of agency: (i) personal agency 
which is exercised individually, (ii) proxy agency in which people secure desired outcomes by influencing 
others to act on their behalf, (iii) collective agency in which people work together to secure what they can 
not accomplish on their own (Bandura 2002: 269-270). In our research the lived and the perceived life 
courses of women at the micro level in the cross-cultural contexts explains human agency. According to 
Bandura (1991, 1997), the cognitive mechanism that guides and motivates individual behaviour is 
perceived as self-efficacy. It is the belief that individuals have about themselves and their capabilities, 
which exercises control over their level of functioning and other events that affect their lives (Bandura 
1991: 257). Individuals make their choices through these beliefs of efficacy. In comparison to the 
perceived self-efficacy is the perceived collective efficacy which represents shared beliefs by collective 
action (Bandura 2002). The two types of efficacies influence individual behaviour and are considered to 
be common across cultures. However, the way in which they are structured, developed, exercised and put 
to use are different cross-culturally. In Karnataka and the Netherlands, the perceived self-efficacy of 
higher educational attainment of women could be the same. However, expression of this perceived self-
efficacy in first union formation and birth of the first child in India might be different from that in the 
Netherlands. This links to the two characteristics that Giddens (1984) has identified to be present in a 
human agent. He considers human agents to be knowledgeable and capable of adopting innovative 
behaviour. Here we observe that women’s high education in the cross-cultural context provides them the 
ability by which they can decide to ‘delay’ these events in their life course. At the same time the cultural 
norms and cultural meanings attached to these events also influence women’s choice and decisions to 
delay, which is a goal in itself.  
 
The structuration framework of Giddens and methodological individualism by Coleman reveal that 
individual behaviour can neither thrive on its own and nor does it perpetuate on its own. The influence of 
structure is essential in enabling and constraining individual behaviour. The cultural meaning system 
enables us to understand how individuals in different cultural contexts adapt themselves to their local 
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environment by which they structure interpersonal activities (D’Andrade 1984: 116). Giddens’s concept of 
structure is seen to provide rules and resources enabling or constraining behaviour while D’Andrade 
(1992) relates institutions in the society through norms and sanctions which direct individual behaviour. 
D’Andrade (1984) observes how schemas are culturally oriented with their roots in the cultural meaning 
system. A schema is a ‘conceptual structure that makes identification of objects and events possible’, and 
it forms a ‘person’s internal representation of his/her environment’ (D’Andrade 1992: 28). Hence for 
schemas to motivate behaviour and initiate action, individuals first attribute meaning to facts around them. 
Strauss and Quinn (1997: 6, cited by Hutter and Ramesh 2003) explain that ‘a person’s interpretation of an 
object or event includes an identification of it and expectations regarding it and often a feeling about it and 
thus a motivation to respond to it’. So the schemas also highlight the social and cultural expectations 
regarding proper behaviour and the proper roles to be played in those situations (Hutter and Ramesh 
2003). The perceived timing of events in the perceived life course explains the social and cultural 
expectations and prevalence of age norms and age expectations. The schemas on menstruation in the rural 
south Indian village relate to segregation because menstruating women are considered to be polluting 
(Hutter and Ramesh 2003, Hutter et al. 2002). The age norms and age expectations as regards the age of 
marriage and first childbearing in India are part of the schemas on marriage and motherhood. Here we 
observe how the cultural meaning systems influence individual behaviour with the help of cultural 
schemas on marriage and motherhood.  
 
D’Andrade (1992, 1995) observes that individual behaviour is the outcome of schemas that function as 
goals that motivate and instigate actions. When an object or event is interpreted, it passes from lower-level 
goals to higher-level goals. According to D’Andrade (1992: 30), individual action is determined by top-
level goals which are also known as the ‘master motives’ or ‘ultimate goals’. Top-level schemas serve the 
dual function of initiating action autonomously as well as providing a goal for the action to take place. 
Goals such as love, success and security are part of the top level motives. The middle-level motives 
consist of schemas for issues such as marriage and job. These schemas cannot instigate action 
autonomously and require the help of other goal-schemas (D’Andrade 1992: 31). The third level or lower-
level motives are entirely dependent on higher-level schemas to instigate action. For example, schemas for 
shopping, going to the bank occur at this level. Drawing a parallel between levels of schemas are 
Maslow’s theory of human motivation (1970), Rokeach’s cluster of goals (1973) and Lindenberg’s 
motivational cluster (1990). While Maslow’s theory of motives typifies a universal motivational structure, 
the cluster of goals and motivational cluster relate motives to the context in which individuals live. 
However, there are studies that refute the universal nature of Maslow’s theory of motivation (Chagnon 
1977, cited by de Bruijn 1999). Maslow (1970) identifies five basic needs in a hierarchical order. The 
lowest being physical survival needs, then the need for safety and security, followed by social needs such 
as a sense of belonging, then the need for self-esteem and the higher-order need is the need for self-
actualisation. According to Maslow, individuals first cater to their lower-order needs and then move up in 
the hierarchy to achieve higher-order needs.  
 
To understand individual behaviour with the help of social theory, the normative and the interpretative 
rules hold significance (de Bruijn 1999). Normative rules are those that prescribe, direct and regulate 
individual behaviour while interpretative rules are the rules that provide meaning (Hargreaves 1980). A 
nice example about how marriage as an institution is changing in India is illustrated in a recent newspaper 
article in The Times of India (TOI 2004c) an Indian daily as well as in Hindu Business Line (The Hindu 
2005). These articles stated that amongst the higher educated working women professionals, marriage as 
an institution at the macro level is slowly beginning to assume new definitions. The article indicates that 
being married is considered less respectable amongst this group of women as women nowadays need to be 
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higher educated as well. Thus at the micro level, women seem to have the opportunity to delay marriage in 
order to attain higher education. Considering marriage as less respectable in comparison to high education 
is the normative rule for this group of women as reported in this article. The higher educated working 
women professionals postpone marriage to be economically independent or they prefer remaining single 
until they find a suitable man. Hence we observe how the lives of women have become intertwined within 
the contexts and these contexts in turn construct, organise and define the life course. 
 
In our research women’s higher educational attainment can influence women’s perceived autonomy in the 
cross-cultural context. Perceived autonomy is studied in five major dimensions of women’s lives in 
Karnataka and the Netherlands based on Jejeebhoy’s (1995) classification of autonomy. They are:  
 

- perceived knowledge autonomy which is gained from education which enhances women’s 
knowledge through exposure to the wider worldview. This wider exposure leads to changes in 
women’s attitudes and behaviour enabling them to adopt different lifestyles 

- perceived decision-making autonomy concerns how education reinforces women’s say in family 
decisions and decisions concerning their own lives and well-being. An educated woman not only 
makes her own decisions but she is also confident that she can carry out her decision.  

- perceived physical autonomy in interaction with the outside world indicates how an educated 
woman faces fewer constraints on her physical mobility by means of greater contact with the 
outside world.  

- perceived emotional autonomy is obtained from education which brings about a shift in loyalties 
and ensures greater bonding of conjugal families from the extended kinship structure. There is a 
more egalitarian relationship between spouses because of better inter-spousal communication. 
This brings about greater bonding and intimacy between spouses and between parents and 
children.  

- perceived economic and social autonomy concerns how education enhances women’s self-
reliance in economic matters, which is basic for social acceptance and social status. It also 
enhances her access and control over economic resources by providing her with economic 
independence. This legitimates self-reliance rather than reliance on her husband or child to attain 
social status and acceptance.  

(Source:  Jejeebhoy 1995: 37) 
 
Perceived autonomy is manifested differently in different cultures and societies. As Jejeebhoy (1995: 7) in 
her study points out women’s autonomy as individuals is conditioned largely by the extent of gender 
stratification in their society. Mason (1993) and Cleland and Rodriguez (1988) in their studies on the 
developing countries recognise the fact that reproductive behaviour is also strongly conditioned by the 
degree of gender stratification in a culture. In this research we will address the question “What happens in 
societies where gender stratification is not observable through equal access to economic resources”? 
Jejeebhoy (1995) bases her classification of patriarchal gender-stratified societies on the definition by 
Radcliffe Brown (1952). Patriarchal societies are those that can be characterised by patrilineal descent, 
patrilocal residence, inheritance and succession practices which exclude women, and hierarchal relations 
in which father or his relatives has authority over family members. According to Jejeebhoy (1995) 
patriarchal societies being more non-egalitarian are less developed and can be regarded as gender 
stratified (Jejeebhoy 1995). On the other hand, societies that are more developed have fewer gender 
disparities, propagating egalitarian gender relations (Jejeebhoy 1995). Studies by Dyson and Moore 
(1983) show that women in South India exhibit more egalitarian gender relations by playing a more 
decisive role within the family and outside it than women in the northern part of India. The state of 
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Karnataka that this study focuses on is located in South India. The Dutch context presents a much more 
egalitarian culture than Karnataka. Egalitarian gender relations play an important role in this cultural 
context with women sharing the same platform as men in all walks of life (De Jong Gierveld and 
Liefbroer 1995). Thus in a patriarchal gender-stratified culture as that of Karnataka, the educational 
threshold to attain autonomy is realized through high levels of educational attainment. Whereas in the 
Dutch cultural context where everyone has equal access to resources the education thresholds to attain 
autonomy are lower. Apart from the different cultural traditions located in different types of society what 
becomes very relevant is the status attained by means of individual autonomy of women. It is defined as 
the relative social position of an individual within a group (Linton 1988). Hence when women attain 
higher education they also attain a better position in the society. The social position is an indirect indicator 
of women’s perceived autonomy. Across generations this social position is achieved in stages. Thus we 
can say that perceived autonomy of women comes about in stages, and each stage is reached by a different 
generation.  
 
Apart from perceived autonomy, women’s higher educational attainment enables them to make a 
transition from ascribed status to achieved status as formulated by Linton (1988). Ascribed statuses are 
those that come naturally by birth. Such types of status cannot be chosen. Examples are the family into 
which one is born, being born a male or a female, born in a particular caste. Achieved statuses are those 
that can be acquired by obtaining attributes in our life course. Attributes help individuals to gain in the 
social prestige thus enabling them to acquire an established position as a result of their accomplishments 
(Linton 1988). These types of attributes can be termed as enhancers to the status that is achieved. Higher 
education becomes a status enhancer for women that facilitates them to make this transition (Kasarda et al. 
1986). The status enhancement perspective by Kasarda et al. (1986) uses the dimensions of social 
mobility, namely those that are upwardly mobile as opposed to those who are non-mobile. Educational 
attainment of women comes into the picture in their study as a status enhancer that has influenced fertility 
across time. The authors recognise the transition that women make from a status dependency on their 
fathers or husbands to an independent status. Thus a transition from ascribed status to achieved status is 
implied. Studies by de Graaf and Luijkx (1992) and de Graaf and Kalmijn (2001) have systematically 
looked at the trends in status attainment from ascription to achievement in the Netherlands across 
generations of women. The former relate status attainment as a process attributed to the changes at the 
societal level. De Graaf and Luijk have particularly looked at how the status attainment across generations 
takes place by means of educational attainment prescribed by the Blau and Ducan model in 1967. De 
Graaf and Kalmijn’s study in 2001 explains intergenerational occupational mobility in the Netherlands via 
the indirect channel of educational attainment. In the Indian context, Srinivas (1972) studied the 
intergenerational transmission of social status as a consequence of people moving from ascribed status to 
the achieved status. Srinivas (1972) explains the transmission by means of westernisation. Westernisation 
facilitated movement from traditional ways of life to Western lifestyle. In Srinivas’s study (1972), English 
education was a means by which people could adopt a Western lifestyle and hence achieved status in the 
society. He has however not worked on educational attainment per se. The studies by de Graaf and Luijkx 
(1992) and de Graaf and Kalmijn (2001) do not clearly define the key concepts in their studies i.e. 
ascription and achievement. Srinivas (1972) has provided the explanation of the concepts of ascription and 
achievement but it is limited to the Indian context only.  
 
2.5.2 Location in time and place 
 
Location in time and place in the life course paradigm refers to the cultural background (Giele and Elder 
1998: 9). In other words it is the embedded life course in cultural contexts and shaped by the historical 
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events that individuals experience over their lifetime (Elder et al. 2003: 12). Thus individual behaviour not 
only takes place within the precincts of the social and cultural contexts in which the individual is situated 
but also draws the meaning of events from the cultural background (Giele and Elder 1998). The cultural 
background prescribes rules prevalent in a particular historical period and the birth cohort of the 
individual. Thus cultural background provides the basis for individual behaviour. 
 
Hence for behaviour to take place it is essential to link this element to human agency. As we have already 
discussed in the previous section dealing with human agency, human agents become need-and goal-
oriented depending on the cultural meaning systems in which they are located. The mental schemas that 
motivate and instigate action are also called cultural schemas (Quinn and Holland 1987). The cultural 
meaning facilitates what people must know in order to act the way they do and interpret their experiences 
in the distinctive way that their cultures prescribes (Quinn and Holland 1987). Thus schemas change with 
the passage of time and across generations of mothers and daughters. Hutter and Ramesh (2003: 15) state 
that ‘schemas can be passed on from one generation to the other’. These changes can refer to changes in 
schemas that both motivate and demotivate certain behaviour. According to D’Andrade (1984: 96) the 
cultural meaning system has four functions: which are representational, constructive, directive and 
evocative. The representational function refers to knowledge about the surrounding environment, the 
constructive function creates cultural entities that people adhere to, the directive function directs 
behaviour through social pressure and external sanctions as well as by intrinsic motivation to conform, 
while the evocative function evokes feelings (D’Andrade 1984: 96-101). In the section on human agency 
we have already discussed how cultural schemas are embedded in the cultural meaning system which 
influences individual behaviour.  
 
The context can thus be defined as the environment or the setting (social, cultural, economic and political) 
around an individual, which provides the rules and regulations, models and guidelines for behaviour to 
take place. For example, to prove her fecundity in rural Karnataka, a woman needs to be a mother soon 
after the consummation of marriage takes place; this is a context specific challenge for women in the 
Indian context (Hutter, 1994). Thus proving her fecundity soon after marriage imparts the cultural 
meaning of the position she is able to establish in her society with the birth of her first child. ‘The social 
environment, in all its differentiation is seen as the major contextual ingredient in the explanation of 
individual behaviours and the resultant outcomes at the societal level’ (de Bruijn, 1999: 21). The social 
context can be related to the social institutions like the family, local community structures like the social 
networks, public administrative arrangements like legislation, stratification system and the labour market 
and the gender system of a society (McNicoll 1994). The social institutions discussed here resemble the 
concept of structure introduced by Anthony Giddens (1984). In addition to the social context, the cultural 
context also influences individual behaviour. It is through the cultural meaning systems in the society and 
individuals behave according to the prescribed cultural norms. Culture provides the normative, 
interpretative and meaning giving rules (D’Andrade 1984) thus facilitating a particular type of behaviour 
or restricting it. For example delaying marriage and motherhood may seem convenient for higher educated 
women in Karnataka as they gain time to enhance their career prospects, but the cultural significance of 
marriage and motherhood disallows further delays after certain age. Thus women may delay their 
marriage only until a certain age, which is culturally permissible, after which they eventually marry.  
 
2.5.3 Linked lives 
 
Linked lives are defined as interdependent lives by which individual lives are intimately connected to the 
lives of others (Giele and Elder 1998). In the life course paradigm it is referred to as social integration 
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(Giele and Elder 1998: 9). Linked lives are lived interdependently and socio-historical influences are 
expressed through this network of shared relationships (Elder et al. 2003: 13). Linked lives are hence 
interdependent lives whereby the social ties among individuals facilitate both in recreating and 
reinterpreting life courses through shared individual experiences (O’Rand 1996). It includes cohort effects 
or in other words collective influences at a particular historical period represented by generations. Thus by 
means of social ties, individuals share and interweave experiences to integrate social interaction with 
individual behaviour. Liefbroer (1999) studied the transition from youth to adulthood as a chain of linked 
processes that has its influence on ‘family-life events’. The opinions, behaviour and careers of significant 
others have an influence on the individual choice processes. Thus individuals in the society have set 
definitions of their world around them and these definitions of the world in turn influence their behaviour. 
Changes in the timing of first union and first birth across generations of mothers and daughters studied 
through the lived and the perceived life courses enable us to understand linked lives.  
 
In the present research, the temporal and cultural location is illustrated through changes in individual 
behaviour across different birth cohorts of women in Karnataka and the Netherlands. The birth cohorts are 
then categorised into generations of mothers and daughters. For instance, women of the older generation 
in Karnataka might have identified themselves primarily as homemakers. Other women too in the same 
generation followed similar societal and cultural norms. Thus we observe how the historical and cultural 
location influences individual behaviour. Individuals experience institutional and social ties by being 
members of the social network. The institutions provide the rules and resources and through social 
networks events are co-experienced and replicated. Individuals thus do not function solely in the society, 
they always function as collectives and their involvement in goal-oriented groups (Giele 2004). Some of 
the goal-oriented groups are education and work; for an individual these instil a greater sense of 
association with a particular group. Individual role expectations are both in the societal domains as well as 
how the individuals themselves perceive their role. These are observed through the social timing of events 
and roles as wife and mother. The very fact that a woman in a particular cultural context should marry at a 
certain age or become a mother by a certain age already indicates the societal expectations that shape 
individual behaviour.  
 
2.5.4 Timing of life events 
 
According to Elder et al. (2003: 12), the developmental antecedents and consequences of life transitions, 
events and behavioural patterns vary according to their timing in a person’s life. The cross-cultural 
contexts present two distinct cultures as well as two different types of society. The Dutch cultural context 
that has seen a transition from standard biography to choice biography (Liefbroer 1999, Liefbroer and De 
Jong Gierveld 1994) represents the post-traditional (modern) culture (Gauntlett 2002). Standard biography 
represents the standard ordering of life events in the life course of a woman. Mills (2000) describes them 
as the ‘classical life paths’. These include the normal ordering of events such as leaving the parental home, 
entry into the labour market or leaving parental home to enter into marriage and subsequent childbirth. 
Mills (2000) states that new stages in the life course emerged, for example living independently without a 
partner, cohabitation, conceiving and having a child prior to or in the absence of marriage. The 
‘destandardisation’ of the life course gave rise to an egalitarian society wherein everyone had equal access 
to the economic resources and there was often less gender disparity (Liefbroer 1999). The cultural context 
of Karnataka could be seen as a rather traditional culture wherein tradition provides individuals with fairly 
well-defined roles. Adherence to patriarchy is one of the basic tenets of a traditional culture (Jejeebhoy 
1995, Basu 1992). The life course of a woman is subsumed under the standard ordering of the life events. 
Jejeebhoy (1995) classifies such a type of society that is still patriarchal as gender-stratified society  
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2.6 The Conceptual Framework 
 
Following the theoretical perspectives, this section explains the conceptual model, which is illustrated in 
Figure 2.3. This is the basic conceptual model of the present research and gives an overview of the whole 
research by highlighting concepts that have emerged from the theoretical framework and how these 
concepts depict inter-linkages. The model in Figure 2.3 also summarises how these concepts are related to 
each other in the cross-cultural context and integrated in order to explain the influence of women’s higher 
education on their changing position in society. This framework also serves as a tool for answering and 
analysing the research questions. The first research question focuses on individual behaviour 
conceptualised by the timing and sequencing of events such as first union, marriage, cohabitation and first 
birth in the reproductive life course of women in the cross-cultural contexts of Karnataka and the 
Netherlands. The second research question links up the macro level with the micro. In this research 
question we attempt to study how the changes in educational structure and educational expansion have 
influenced educational attainment of women, which in turn affect the timing of first union formation, 
marriage, cohabitation and birth of first child. The third research question enables us to understand how 
women perceive their higher educational attainment as an influence on their life course across generations. 
The fourth research question illustrates how women’s position in the society has changed across 
generations of mothers and daughters in the cross-cultural context. Separate conceptual models are also 
adopted for the secondary data analyses in chapters 4 and 5 and qualitative in-depth interviews in chapters 
6, 7, 8 and 9. These have been depicted in figures 3.1 and 3.6 respectively in chapter 3.  
 
The conceptual framework takes into account the time dimension both at the macro and the micro levels. 
Incorporation of the notion of time gives the conceptual framework a dynamic approach. Macro-level 
changes are studied through institutional time, which refers to how education as an institution has evolved 
with the help of the educational reforms in Karnataka and the Netherlands. The timing of life events forms 
an integral part of the life course development at the micro level. Hence the dimension of time at the 
micro level takes into account biological, historical and social time. Biological time refers to the 
chronological age of an individual at which particular events such as marriage, cohabitation and the birth 
of the first child occur in the reproductive life course of women. It is also referred to as chronological time 
by Willekens (1999). Historical time takes into account historical events that play a role in shaping 
individual lives. Here we study historical time by categorising women into birth cohorts based on their 
‘year of birth’ in Karnataka and the Netherlands. Historical time is also connected to the relationship 
between generations of mothers and daughters in the cultural context of Karnataka. When social and 
cultural meaning is attached to chronological age, it refers to the concept of social time. These come about 
in the form of age norms and age expectations in terms of a particular stage of life course development. In 
the present study they are revealed through the perceived and socially expected age at events of marriage, 
cohabitation and first birth in terms of being early, late or on time.  
 
The basic conceptual model as shown in Figure 2.3 is structured according to the social theory of Coleman 
(1990) by distinguishing broadly between the macro and micro levels. Context and the social outcome 
signify the relevant components of the macro level conceptualised through aspects of social change 
engendered by the processes of modernisation and globalisation. The social outcome at the macro level is 
the position of women in society in the cross-cultural contexts of Karnataka and the Netherlands. At the 
micro level, individual background and individual behaviour is linked through the life course perspective. 
The educational career of women forms the individual background while the lived reproductive life course 
and perceived reproductive life course form the basis of individual behaviour. The life course perspective 
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facilitates studying the changes in individual behaviour across birth cohorts. The change in individual 
behaviour in turn is re-reflected back at the macro level in the form of the social outcome of women’s 
position in the society.  
 
The context is thus multi-dimensional and multi-level (Willekens 1999, de Bruijn 1999). Multi-
dimensionality enables inclusion of the social and cultural dimensions that explain individual behaviour. 
The social dimension incorporates the immediate environment and the social institutions. These 
institutions provide rules and resources that facilitate and constrain individual behaviour. The cultural 
context includes the cultural meaning system with the help of which people adapt to their environment and 
structure interpersonal activities (D’Andrade 1984). The cultural meaning system contains normative 
properties and sanctions which direct individual behaviour. Because of its multi-level dimension, the 
context enables cross-cultural comparison of Karnataka and the Netherlands. Hence in order to understand 
the social outcome, which is the changing position of women in society, the causal mechanisms involved 
in producing this outcome need to be addressed (Coleman 1990). So, on the one hand the social theory of 
Coleman (1990) makes a distinction between the context and the individual represented by the macro and 
the micro levels respectively, while on the other it explains individual behaviour with the help of 
contextual factors which are expressed as social outcomes at the macro level. Thus ‘the theory begins and 
ends at the macro level, but in between dips to the level of the individual’ (de Bruijn 1999:18). 
 
Apart from the social theory of Coleman (1990), we also incorporate Giddens’s structuration theory 
(1984) into the conceptual framework. This theory brings about the relationship between the structure and 
the agency, which is also a distinction between the macro and the micro levels. The theory brings together 
the subjective and objective approaches in understanding the structure agency linkages. The subjective or 
interpretative approach emphasises the role of human agency in shaping social systems, while the 
objective approach stresses on facilities and constraints on social action imposed by the institutional 
framework. In the present research, structure refers to the institution of the educational system in 
Karnataka and the Netherlands. It is through the structure that social action by human agency (which is 
individual behaviour here) takes place. Agency is located in the micro level represented by individual 
behaviour. This exists in relation to the societal level changes through aspects of social change that affect 
individual behaviour. Individuals refer to the rules and resources provided by the institutional framework 
of the society for behaviour to take place at the micro level. The human agents drawing upon the rules and 
resources in their daily lives interpret, enact, reproduce and modify social actions. The recursive 
interaction between structure and agency over time gives rise to social structure at the macro level.  
 
The link between structure and agency in our daily activities is transmitted through the modalities within 
the structuration framework at two time points. These modalities at time t are interpretative scheme, 
resources and norms. The modalities are drawn upon by the social actors in their interaction with other 
actors and are the medium for the reproduction and modification of the institutional properties of the 
social system. The interpretative schemes are stocks of shared knowledge that social actors use to interpret 
behaviour and interact with each other in a meaningful way. Resources are the stocks of tangible and 
intangible assets, which facilitate and enable individuals to act. They are allocative (material) resources 
and authoritative (power) resources (Giddens 1984). The institutional properties of domination influence 
the allocative and authoritative resources. Norms as modality are the rules dictating the ‘ways of doing 
things’ providing moral sanction to the social action. They define the institutional standards of behaviour 
and are shaped by expectations of social actors as regards their rights and obligations. Modalities at time  
t +1 include socially expected role changes, perceived autonomy and perceived ascribed and achieved 
status.  
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Hence in comparison to the social theory of Coleman (1990) which highlights the one-way stance of the 
macro level affecting individual behaviour at the micro level, Giddens’s structuration theory (1984) 
explains the social structure and the human agency in relationship with each other through modality as the 
‘duality of structure’. The structuration theory thus contains the basic elements of the social theory of 
Coleman (1990) but in addition argues for the recursive nature of the structure and agency linkage. The 
social theory however does not elaborate on how the macro level influences the micro level. It is for this 
reason we use the concept modality in order to understand the linkages between the structure and the 
agency. The social theory of Coleman does not take into account the time perspective whereas time space 
distanciation is a central concept of the structuration framework.  
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Figure 2.3 Conceptual Framework 
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Chapter 3 
Data and Methodology 

 
 
3.1 Introduction 
 
In this chapter we shall discuss the data and the methods that are used in this study. But before we go on to 
explain the data and methods, we discuss what cross-cultural research entails. In the following sections we 
shall also elaborate on how will the present cross-cultural research enables us to understand the impact of 
women’s educational attainment on their lived and perceived reproductive life courses across generations 
of mothers and daughters hence influencing women’s position in society. Cross-cultural research is a 
common research tool used by cultural anthropologists to understand people in different cultures and it is 
based on historical experiences. This method serves its purpose in presenting cultural differences by 
comparing cultures as well as pinpointing on the uniqueness of different cultures. The importance of 
cross-cultural research is underlined by Ember and Ember (2001: 2) who state that without cross-cultural 
comparison we are unable to talk or write about what may be universal and variable about human cultures 
or to discover why the variation exists. As comparisons constitute the basis of cross-cultural studies, 
Ember and Ember (2001: 13) identify four types of comparison in cross-cultural research: (i) comparisons 
based on geographical areas, (ii) comparisons based on size of the sample, (iii) whether the data used are 
primary or secondary, and (iv) whether the data on a given case pertain to just one time period or two or 
more time periods. The cross-cultural context in the present research focuses on two diverse cultural 
contexts of Karnataka, in India, and the Netherlands.  
 
The research questions which have already been detailed in the introduction to this thesis (Chapter 1) are 
reproduced here to throw some light on the conceptual models developed for the quantitative and 
qualitative research. The broad research questions are as follows: 
 

- How does educational attainment of women influence the timing of first birth and first union in 
Karnataka and the Netherlands across different generations? 

- How does women’s higher educational attainment influence their life course, as perceived by 
women themselves, across generations of daughters and mothers in Karnataka and daughters’ 
generation in the Netherlands? 

- How has women’s position in the society changed across generations of mothers and daughters in 
the cross-cultural perspective? 

- Which features of educational attainment and the timing of first birth and first union are universal 
and which are context-specific? 

 
This chapter is divided into four broad sections. In section 3.2 we discuss the reasons for selecting 
Karnataka and the Netherlands to study the changing lives of women in both these societies. In this 
section we also explain why Bangalore – one of the urbanised cities in the southern state of Karnataka – 
was selected. The crux of the section 3.2 is its focus on universality in the cross-cultural contexts of 
Karnataka and the Netherlands, discuseed in detail in the subsection 3.2.1. Higher educational attainment 
of women has been considered to be a trigger enabling and capacitating change in women’s lives. Hence 
subsection 3.2.2 discusses universality in the cross-cultural context through the role of education. The 
methodology of this research is part quantitative and part qualitative. Section 3.3 deals with the 
methodology for the quantitative research based on secondary data analysis of national surveys of 
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Karnataka and the Netherlands. This section is divided into 6 subsections. In section 3.3.1, we discuss the 
conceptual model developed for the quantitative research. In section 3.3.2, we describe the datasets used 
for secondary data analysis of Karnataka and the Netherlands. The two datasets are The National Family 
Health Survey-2 (NFHS-2, 1998-99) for the state of Karnataka and the Netherlands Family Fertility 
Survey (OG 98). Section 3.3.3, deals with the operationalisation of the variables based on the datasets that 
enable us to answer specific research questions. In section 3.3.4 we discuss the educational profile of the 
study population derived from the dataset. From the secondary data we have the information on the 
different educational levels of the study population. However there is no information on their age at 
graduation. Based on available information from the dataset we have imputed the age at graduation of 
women in the datasets. This method is discussed in section 3.3.5. Section 3.3.6, deals with the life tables 
as a tool for secondary data analysis. In section 3.4, we discuss the methodology for the qualitative 
research. This section has been further divided into nine subsections. In the subsection 3.4.1 we study why 
qualitative research was required to answer the research questions. The conceptual model developed for 
the qualitative research as well as definitions of the concepts are discussed in subsection 3.4.2. An 
overview of the two research settings Bangalore and Groningen where the in-depth interviews were 
conducted is provided in subsection 3.4.3. The process of conducting in-depth interviews is explained in 
detail in subsection 3.4.4. Subsections 3.4.5 and 3.4.6 focus on how the respondents were selected for the 
in-depth interviews and the profile of these respondents respectively. The semi-structured questionnaire 
with the list of questions and probes are discussed in the subsection 3.4.7. The reflections on the fieldwork 
are presented in the subsection 3.4.8, and the last subsection 3.4.9 deals with the response and quality of 
the data derived from in-depth interviews. Section 3.5 ends this chapter with some concluding remarks.  
 
3.2 Reasons for selecting Karnataka in comparison to the Netherlands 
 
A typical question that could arise in the mind of the reader is ‘why compare Karnataka and the 
Netherlands when they are so diversely different?’ The two cultural contexts are both distinctly diverse 
and unique in character. The differences between the two cultures are undeniable. However we are 
interested in exploring both the uniqueness as well as identifying the similarities between these cultural 
contexts. The two subsections that follow this section elaborate the reasons why Karnataka was chosen as 
a study area and used in comparison to the Netherlands. In subsection 3.2.1 universality as one of the 
important aspects discussed. Women’s educational attainment is defined here as a universal feature which 
influences the timing of events such as marriage and birth of the first child. In the subsection 3.2.2 we 
examined the role of education that leads to changes in the lives of women irrespective of the social 
cultural contexts.  
 
3.2.1 Focus on universality 
 
Demographic developments of these societies reveal the different stages that Karnataka and the 
Netherlands occupy in the process of demographic transition. Van de Kaa (1987: 18) clearly states that an 
important indication that a country has transited from the first demographic transition to the second is the 
extent to which the total fertility rate (TFR) has dropped below the replacement level. While the total 
fertility rate in the Netherlands has declined from a high 3.04 in the year 1965 to 1.51 in 1985, after a 
stable period it rose to 1.72 in the year 2000 (CBS 2001). In Karnataka, the TFR has declined from 2.9 
children per woman during the NFHS-1 1992-93 survey to 2.13 children per woman during NFHS-2 
1998-99 survey. In 1998-99 it stood at 1.89 for women aged 15-49 in the urban areas and 2.25 for 
similarly aged women in the rural areas (NFHS-2, 1998-99). Thus Netherlands has long achieved 
replacement level fertility and has been termed by van de Kaa in 1987 as one of the forerunners of the 
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second demographic transition. According to IIPS (2001), Karnataka is on its way toward achieving 
replacement level fertility. However, there is still an ongoing debate about the stage and phase of 
demographic transition in Karnataka. The decline in fertility levels leads to the decline in TFR. According 
to Coleman and Garssen (2002: 439) until the 1960s fertility in the Netherlands was higher than the 
European average while at the end of the 1980s fertility fell below the European average and at the end of 
the 1990s it hovered somewhat above the European average. In comparison fertility has continued to 
decline in Karnataka. Research by Rajan (2005) and Sekher et al. (2001) indicate that fertility transition 
has taken place in Karnataka. According to the authors, there has been a considerable reduction in fertility 
and NFHS-1998-99 illustrates that urban Karnataka has already attained replacement level fertility. 
According to the classification of total fertility rates drawn up by Bongaarts (2003), Karnataka with a TFR 
of 2.13 (IIPS 2001) belongs to the late transition stage.  
 
The second demographic transition is characterised by the changes in marriage and family formation 
behaviour observed in the mid-1960s (van de Kaa 1987). A strong prevalence of unmarried cohabitation, 
union formation at relatively late age and a very late age at first birth was characteristically observed (van 
de Kaa 1987, De Jong Gierveld and Liefbroer 1995). The basic features of this transition involve four 
related shifts as summarised by van de Kaa (1987: 11). They are: 
 

- Shift from the golden age of marriage to the dawn of cohabitation 
- Shift from the era of the king-child with parents to that of the king-pair with a child 
- Shift from preventive contraception to self-fulfilling conception 
- Shift from uniform to pluralistic families and households 

 
These shifts were facilitated by the developments in the structural, cultural and the technological 
dimensions of society that had an impact on individual behaviour. The structural dimension refers to 
modernisation, development of the post-industrial society and the welfare state. The cultural dimension 
refers to the silent revolution and value orientations of the post-modern society. The technological 
dimension refers to the second contraceptive revolution and the spread of televised information. At the 
same time women’s emancipation became a key issue with changes observable both in the private sphere 
as well as the public sphere. Egalitarian relationships between spouses, joint responsibility of the husband 
and the wife in the household chores and balanced division of labour were observable in the private sphere 
of family life. Thus women’s private role had changed from that of a housekeeper taking care of the home 
and hearth to that of a public role as women began taking up paid jobs to contribute to the family income. 
Structural change through increased educational attainment of women and their labour force participation 
enabled them to postpone union formation and birth of the first child (Liefbroer 1999). Women’s 
participation in the labour force thus on the one hand enabled their economic independence and on the 
other hand it slowly began discouraging traditional marriage where women had to forgo their working 
career in order to take care of their children. Hence cohabitation as an alternative to marriage was more 
preferred due to the increasing need for flexibility, individual freedom and independence (Manting 1994). 
Liefbroer (1999) mentions cohabitation as being more preferable because gender roles in a cohabiting 
relationship are less well defined and ensure stronger position for women through increased autonomy. 
Technological change facilitated increased availability of contraceptives which decreased the risks of 
unwanted pregnancy, increased sexual freedom and allowed couples to determine the size of their families 
and resulted in an extended postponement of first birth (cited by van de Kaa 1997: 10; original from 
Moors 1974).  
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The country of India is fast changing. The majority of women who are highly educated and residing in 
urban areas have working careers and are increasingly adopting a more individualised lifestyle. However, 
‘highly educated women’ in the Indian context are small in number and uncommon. This group defies 
cultural stereotyping that exists in the different regions of the country as their lives tend to follow a similar 
course, irrespective of region. In the present research we focus on the state of Karnataka which constitutes 
one of the southern Indian states; the others being Andhra Pradesh, Tamil Nadu and Kerala. The states of 
southern India depict a picture of development as one of the driving forces of fertility transition and the 
prevalent gender systems that play a central role in explaining the pace at which fertility transition 
proceeds (Sathar et al. 2001, Bongaarts and Watkins 1996). Studies by Dyson and Moore (1983) and 
Mason (2001) show that women in South India enjoy more egalitarian gender relations because of a more 
decisive role within the family and outside it as compared to women in the northern part of India. This 
egalitarian gender relation tends to enhance female individual autonomy that plays an important role in 
determining patterns of reproductive and contraceptive behaviour (Sathar et al. 2001). Karnataka has been 
immensely affected by the convergence and the combination of the ongoing programmes to improve 
demographic, socio-economic and educational transition to achieve rapid population stabilisation. The 
state is also undergoing rapid urbanisation and industrialisation. The level of urbanization in Karnataka is 
higher than the national average. Industries in Karnataka have been increasing in importance over time as 
well. A large number of public sector companies have been established as well as a growing number of 
software companies that provide abundant employment opportunities. The cultural context of Karnataka 
can be described as traditional wherein tradition provides individuals with more or less clearly defined 
roles. It is largely patriarchal in nature and the life course of women follows a standard ordering of life 
events. Jejeebhoy (1995) classifies such a type of society which is patriarchal in nature as gender-stratified 
societies (see Chapter 2 for an elaborate discussion).  

 
From the preceding discussion we have an overview of the state of Karnataka and why it is relevant for 
cross-cultural comparison. Cross-cultural similarities and differences are identified with the help of 
quantitative data analysis as well as the qualitative data derived through in-depth interviews of women in 
Bangalore and Groningen. More about these research settings is discussed in Section 3.4.3.  
 
In recent times there has been a surge in research on women and work in the IT industry as a substantial 
number of women have begun working in the IT industries. Kelkar (2004: 7) states that the IT industry has 
constituted the basis of the redefinition of traditional gender norms. Apart from women’s participation in 
the IT labour force, work participation rate of women in Karnataka has increased from 29.4 in the 1991 to 
31.8 percent in the year 2001 (Census 2001). Rapid economic liberalisation and growing industrialisation 
coupled with urban development have created a variety of opportunities for women with diverse 
educational and occupational skills. An already phenomenal increase in women’s employment in the 
informal sector supports the above statement. The informal sector is the sector where women form a major 
part of the workforce. It becomes easier for a woman to work in the informal sector as labour is hired on 
terms that are flexible, time-bound and easily dispensable. In the year 2002, the proportion of women 
working in the informal sector increased from 92 percent to 96 percent according to the reports of the 
Second National Labour Commission 2002. This massive incorporation of women into paid workforce has 
marginally increased their bargaining power and undermined the legitimacy of men’s domination as 
providers of the family. Research by Rajadhyaksha and Smita (2004) and Pande (2000) shows that in the 
recent times there has been an increase in the number of dual earner and dual career couples in India. 
Ramu (1989) observes in his research finding on dual earner couples in Bangalore that the traditional role 
of women as a mother and wife was very much dominant in the cohort 1949-1960 where women were not 
allowed to work outside the household domain. However, in the younger cohort of women the traditional 
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role of women has shifted from that of a wife and mother to a contributor in the household income through 
higher educational attainment (Ramu 1989, Chanana 1988). The authors mention that in the younger 
cohorts modern values reinforce the need for dual earner families for the better economic foundation of 
the family. In recent decades the higher educational attainment of women has enabled women in the 
urban, middle and upper classes to enter the labour force (Rajadhyashka and Smita 2004, Gothoskar 2000, 
Kelkar 2004). Marriage in the olden days used to bind women to undertake familial roles. However in the 
recent decades even married women from the urban middle and upper classes are increasingly seen as 
working women. This shift in the marital role of women from a housekeeper to that of a contributor in the 
household income can be perceived as the beginning of a change in the marital and family structures as 
well as in the status and position of women in the Indian society (Kelkar 2004).  While changes in the 
married women’s lives in Bangalore are a recent phenomenon, changes in the lives of Dutch women have 
come about since World War II.  
 
Thus we observe the similarity and the differences that exist in the cross-cultural context. Social and 
cultural developments influencing individual behavioural change are universal phenomena. However, the 
pathways that have led to behavioural change have been different cross-culturally. Thus this study is not 
an outright comparison of the two different cultural contexts of Karnataka and the Netherlands but it sets 
forth to amplify the universal feature of educational attainment leading to changes in the lives of women.  
 

3.2.2 The role of education 
 
Both in Karnataka and the Netherlands, the educational attainment of women has increased over the past 
few decades. In the Netherlands, the female gross enrolment rate in secondary education increased from 
68.8 per thousand women in 1970 to 126.4 per thousand women in 2000, while the female gross 
enrolment rate in tertiary education increased from 11.1 in 1970 to 56.8 in 2000, and the average years of 
female schooling from 7.5 in 1970 to 9.1 in 2000 (World Bank, World Development Indicators 2000). In 
India, the female gross enrolment rate in secondary education increased from 14.1 in 1970 to 40.1 in 1999, 
while the female gross enrolment rate in tertiary education increased from 2.2 in 1970 to 8.3 in 1999, and 
the average years of female schooling from 1.2 in 1970 to 3.7 in 2000. Over the same period, the illiteracy 
rate decreased from 81.5 percent to 54.6 percent (World Bank, World Development Indicators 2000). 
 
The educational reforms and the increase in women’s educational attainment can be observed from the 
increasing literacy levels in Karnataka. Results from NFHS-2 suggest that illiteracy of women still stands 
at 55 percent amongst ever-married women aged 15-49 in Karnataka in comparison to 58 percent of 
illiterate women for the whole of India. However it should be noted that the level of illiteracy has declined 
from 62 percent as observed in NFHS-1 (1992-93) to 55 percent as observed in NFHS-2 (1998-99). The 
level of illiteracy is found to decline with age i.e. from 61 percent at the ages 45-49 to 53 percent in the 
age group15-29. This suggests that there is an ongoing change in the higher educational attainment of 
women found largely amongst the younger cohorts of women in the NFHS-2 survey. However amongst 
the literate women the largest proportions are those who have completed primary school i.e. 5-7 
completed years of education. There has been an increase in the proportion of women from 14 percent in 
NFHS-1 (1992-93) to 20 percent in NFHS-2 (1998-99) who have completed high school i.e. 10-11 
completed years of education. Data from the same survey for the highest level of education show that 
amongst the ever-married women aged 25-29 at the time of survey, (belonging to the birth cohort 1970-
1976), 12 percent of them had completed higher secondary education and above.  
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In the state of Karnataka, Bangalore has the highest literacy rate for females amongst the other districts in 
the state of Karnataka (Census 2001 highlights). According to the 2001 census of India, the female 
literacy rate in urban Bangalore was 78.9 percent in comparison to 68.8 percent in the year 1991. The 
female literacy rate in the state of Karnataka for the year 2001 was 57.4, which has increased from 44.3 
percent in the 1991 Census.  
 
In the light of the preceding discussion it is evident that changes have come about in women’s lives 
irrespective of the cultural context in which they are situated but still we need to further examine the 
dynamics. For the Dutch women, the changes in their lives have come about at an earlier point in time as 
compared to the women in Bangalore. However, as can be observed the role of education in the changing 
lives of women is similar in the cross-cultural context. Higher educational attainment marks a turning 
point in the life course of the individual women by making available a variety of choices and biographical 
decisions. This then leads to changes in the future life course of women. In order to understand 
generational changes in the timing, occurrence and sequencing of reproductive life events in the 
reproductive career of women in the cross-cultural context we have framed three hypotheses. Firstly, we 
hypothesise that demographic transition comes about as a ripple effect across generations of women in the 
cross-cultural set ups. It is a process moving from stages of massive differences to stages of convergence. 
This indicates a kind of universal pattern in the shifts in reproductive life course of women. Secondly, we 
assume that the older cohort of Dutch women might more or less resemble the younger cohort of 
Karnataka women in their reproductive career. They are hypothesised to resemble each other, as each 
cohort is considered the proponent of change in their own cultural context. Thirdly, what makes these 
shifts in the reproductive career of women a universal pattern is the assumption that higher educational 
attainment is an important characteristic that influences changes. This has been very clearly evident in the 
Dutch context with the support of abundant secondary literature. How higher educational attainment of 
women has influenced their lives in Karnataka needs to be outlined in this study. It is assumed that among 
this group of higher educated women, the timing of occurrence of reproductive life events in the 
reproductive career could show more overlap with the pattern amongst the Dutch women. Thus in the 
words of Giddens (1990), ‘colonising the future’ is an apt description of a universal social change in the 
lived and perceived reproductive life courses of women irrespective of the cultural context.  
 
We have theorised higher educational attainment of women either as a strategy to delay the occurrence of 
events in their life course or as a gain which allows them to do many more things which would not be 
possible if they are less educated. We try to assess the benefits wwomen derive from their educational 
attainment. Is this gain similar cross-culturally? The gain could be either in the form of social status, 
achieved status or women’s autonomy. How can these be linked to higher educational attainment? 
Generally speaking it can be presumed that the more years of schooling the more ‘time’ a woman has 
gained. While a higher educated woman has gained time through the number of years of schooling which 
would enable her better job opportunities, a lower educated woman has gained the social status of being a 
married woman and a mother much earlier than a higher educated woman. This gain of time then reflects 
the attitudes and behaviour of women according to their levels of education. 
 
3.3 Methodology for quantitative research 
 
In this section we present the methodology adopted for the quantitative research to answer the following 
research questions:  

- How does educational attainment of women influence the timing of first birth and first union 
in Karnataka and the Netherlands across different generations? 
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- Which features of educational attainment and the timing of first birth and first union are 
universal and which are context-specific? 

 
These research questions are answered in chapters 4 and 5 which deal with the quantitative data analysis 
of secondary datasets of NFHS-2 for Karnataka and OG 98 data for the Netherlands. These research 
questions are also well represented in the theoretical framework (see Chapter 2) using the life course 
approach, the study of generations across historical time, and examines the impacts of modernisation and 
globalisation to identify the direct and indirect effects of educational attainment in women’s lives.  
 
 
3.3.1 Conceptual model for quantitative data analysis 
 
The conceptual framework used for the data analysis is depicted in Figure 3.1 below. The figure illustrates 
the conceptual framework adopted for chapters 4 and 5 on quantitative data analysis using solely the 
social theory of Coleman (1990) as the background. The framework enables us to understand how higher 
educational attainment of women influences the timing of first union and first birth in the cross-cultural 
perspectives of Karnataka and the Netherlands. The context at the macro level is conceptualised by the 
educational structure and the educational expansion in Karnataka and the Netherlands. The 
democratisation of higher education and the reduction in the costs of education have resulted in 
accessibility of education for greater numbers of youngsters. Hence the educational structure influences 
individual educational careers as increasing numbers of women pursue higher education which results in 
prolonged enrolment in the educational arena. The longer the duration spent in education the greater is the 
delay in age at first marriage and first birth. Most of these effects are direct effects of educational 
attainment on the individual life course. However, there are several indirect effects of educational 
attainment contributing to the delay. These could be in the form of labour force participation of women 
and increased material and career aspirations of high educated women which often lead to role 
incompatibility. Hence as increased numbers of high educated women marry at later ages and attain 
motherhood at higher ages it results in a changing pattern of first marriage and first birth as a social 
outcome. The time dimension at the macro and micro levels gives the framework a dynamic approach. At 
the macro level we consider institutional time which enables us to understand the educational reforms in 
the cross-cultural context. De Bruijn (1999: 145) refers to the evolution of the various institutions that 
make up the social context. At the micro level we consider biological and historical time. Biological time 
takes into account the chronological age at the occurrence of first union and first birth while historical 
time relates to development and change across cohorts of women. Hence the macro-micro scheme of this 
conceptual model in Figure 3.1 enables us to understand the effect of educational structure (macro) on 
individual behaviour (micro) which leads to demographic patterns as social outcomes at the macro level.  
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Figure 3.1 Conceptual framework for the quantitative data analysis 
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3.3.2 Description of Karnataka NFHS – 1998-99 and OG 98 
 
In order to answer the research questions specified in section 3.3, secondary data from NFHS- 2, 1998-99 
for the state of Karnataka and OG 98 for Netherlands have been analysed. In this section we describe the 
two datasets used in the present research: 

• The National Family Health Survey – 2, 1998-99 for the state of Karnataka, implemented by the 
Ministry of Health and Family Welfare, Government of India, New Delhi and  

• Netherlands Fertility and Family Survey (Onderzoek Gezinsvorming) of 1998, implemented by 
the Central Bureau of Statistics in the Netherlands  

 
National Family Health Survey-2, for Karnataka (1998-1999) 
 
The National Family Health Survey (NFHS) 1998-1999 is the second round of an earlier successful survey 
conducted in 1992-1993. The survey was funded by the United States Agency for International 
Development (USAID) through the Opinion Research Corporation Company (ORC) Macro International. 
Additional support for the nutritional components of the survey was provided by United Nations 
International Children’s Emergency Fund (UNICEF). Technical assistance for the survey operation was 
provided by the ORC Macro and the East-West Centre, Honolulu. The Ministry of Health and Family 
Welfare, Government of India (MOHFW) in New Delhi appointed the International Institute for 
Population Sciences (IIPS), in Mumbai as the nodal agency for this project on the whole. This survey was 
a household sample survey covering a sample size of 90,000 ever-married women in the age group 15-49 
living in 26 states of India. The overall sample size comprised more than 99 percent of India’s population.  
 
Houselisting and data collection for the state of Karnataka was done by the Population Research Centre in 
the Institute for Social and Economic Change (ISEC) Bangalore. Along similar lines as the first round of 
the survey held in 1992-93, the second NFHS’s principal objective was to provide information on state 
and national estimates of fertility, the practices of family planning, infant and child mortality, maternal 
and child health and utilisation of health services provided to mothers and children. In addition, the survey 
also provides indicators of quality of health and family welfare services, women’s reproductive health 
problems and domestic violence and includes information on the status of women, education and the 
standard of living.  
 
Karnataka is one of the states of India situated in the southern part of India. The NFHS 1998-1999 for this 
state was conducted in the period 22 March 1999 to 8 September 1999. Information was collected from 
4,273 households out of which 4,374 eligible women in the age group 15-49 were interviewed. The 
overall sample size for Karnataka was 4,000 completed interviews including the eligible women. The 
sample was designed to provide estimates for the state as a whole and for its rural and urban areas 
separately. The required sampling rates for rural and urban areas were determined by allocating the 
sample proportionally to the population of the two areas.  
 
The state was divided into urban and rural areas and within each domain of place of residence the sample 
was selected in two stages: the selection of Primary Sampling Units (PSUs) which are villages (in rural 
areas) or census enumeration blocks (in urban areas), with probability proportional to population size 
(PPS) at the first stage, followed by the selection of households within each sample area so as to achieve a 
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self-weighting sample of households with each domain (i.e., so as to give every household in the domain 
equal chance of being included in the survey).  
 
Data was collected through three types of questionnaires: the village questionnaire, the household 
questionnaire and the women’s questionnaire. The village questionnaire collected information on the 
availability of health care and education facilities, availability of amenities for electricity, telephone 
connection, road and rail connectivity, bank, post office and other related facilities synonymous with 
development.  The household questionnaire listed all usual residents in each of the sample household 
along with any visitors who slept in the household the night before the interview. For each listed person 
the household survey collected basic information on age, sex, marital status, relationship to the head of the 
household, education and occupation. The eligible women from household sample who were identified 
were asked questions from the women’s questionnaire. However, not all eligible women from the 
household sample were included in the women’s sample. While 4,621 women were identified as eligible 
in the household sample only 4,374 women were included in the women’s sample. The non-response rate 
involved 247 cases and these women could not be interviewed primarily because of their unavailability at 
home in spite of the repeated household visits and 0.4 percent of the eligible women refused to be 
interviewed (IIPS 2001). Thus the women’s sample selected concerned only ever-married women in the 
age range of 15-49 at the time of the survey.  
 
Amongst the eligible women selected for the women’s sample, information was collected from them 
through the women’s questionnaire. The questionnaire can be divided into 9 subsections. They are as 
follows: 
 

a) Background characteristics that included questions on age, marital status, education, employment 
status and place of residence. Questions were also asked about the background characteristics of 
the women’s husband.   

b) Information on women’s age at the birth of their first child and subsequent births, complete birth 
histories and pregnancy histories. Information was also collected on the total number of children 
ever born by sex, live births, still births and abortions.  

c) Questions specific to quality of care were also posed to the respondents. They included visits by 
the health care worker and the health services utilised by women.  

d) Information on knowledge and use of contraceptives.  
e) Sources of family planning 
f) Antenatal, delivery and postpartum care 
g) Breastfeeding and health 
h) Reproductive health and  
i) Status of women 

 
According to IIPS (2001: 10-11), the survey succeeded in achieving a high overall response rate of 92 
percent for the whole of India. The response rate was 90 percent in urban areas and 93 percent in rural 
areas. Non-response at the individual level was primarily due to eligible women not being at home despite 
repeated household visits while only 0.4 percent of eligible women refused to be interviewed.  Sample 
weights were adjusted for the differential non-response in different geographical areas used for both 
households and women who were interviewed.  
 
The women’s sample that was interviewed with the women’s questionnaire included only ever-married 
women. However, for our analysis in order to understand the impact of educational attainment on events 
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such as marriage and birth of the first child we wanted to include never-married as well in the sample. One 
way of doing this was by merging the household file which includes both ever-married and never-married 
women with the women’s file which includes only ever-married women. The household file gives us 
information about the union status of women at the time of the survey, but it does not provide any 
information about women’s age at first birth and birth histories. This information has been collected 
through the women’s questionnaire and is present in the women’s data file. An attempt to merge the two 
files proved futile as not all ever-married women in the household sample were included in the women’s 
file. However, as the household file includes never married as well as ever married women, it proved 
useful in giving us information on the number of women who were never married by age and across birth 
cohorts. This information enables us to observe the cohort changes in the age at marriage and first birth by 
adjusting for the proportion of unmarried women.  
 
Thus first marriage and first birth patterns among the ever-married women in the women’s data file gives 
us information based on partial observation. A delay in marriage and first birth is not noticeable if we 
observe only ever-married women. The background information of women in the household sample 
derived from IIPS (1998: 40) clearly indicates that the proportion of unmarried women among younger 
cohorts has increased substantially. Since first childbearing follows closely on the heels of marriage in 
Karnataka and cohort change is almost negligible amongst married women, it is important to take 
unmarried women into account. This information is derived from the household file which includes all 
women (never-married and ever-married) by their union status at the time of survey, their current age and 
age at marriage for the married women. Thus we get a frequency distribution of number of women 
married and not married, 15-49 years of age at the time of the survey (see chapter 4 Table 4.1). NFHS-2 
includes only ever-married women aged 15-49 at the time of survey in the woman’s file. Hence the 
adjustment of information on unmarried women in the women’s file which includes only ever-married 
women enables us to observe cohort changes in first marriage and first birth behaviour across birth cohorts 
in Karnataka. We use this analysis to depict cohort changes in marriage and first birth in Karnataka in 
chapters 4 and 5. Apart from using the information on proportion of unmarried women by age across 
cohorts no other information from the household file was employed for any other analysis in this research. 
Hence for all the other analyses, the women’s file was solely used to analyse the impact of education 
attainment on the timing of first union and first birth across generations.    
 
Netherlands Fertility and Family Survey (Onderzoek Gezinsvorming 1998) 
 
The purpose of the Netherlands Fertility and Family Survey (OG 98) is to collect information on 
background characteristics, partnership and family formation behaviour in the Netherlands. This 
information is collected to complement the associated population statistics already available. The survey is 
conducted once in every five years. The last survey before OG 98 was conducted in 1993. OG 98 was 
conducted in the period February to May 1998 by Statistics Netherlands (Central Bureau of Statistics 
Netherlands) (de Graaf and Steenhof 1999: 35-36). The target population of the survey included Dutch 
men and women aged 18-52 years as on 1 January 1998. There were 4.2 million Dutch men and 4 million 
Dutch women aged 18-52 at the time of the interview and born in the period 1945-1979. The sample 
population was taken from the Municipal Population Administration (Gemeentelijke 
Bevolkingsadministratie or GBA), which is also the main source of statistical information on Dutch 
population from different municipalities of the country. Sampling was random and was done in two 
stages. Firstly, the municipalities were selected according to the structure of the Dutch population. Out of 
the total 572 municipalities, 262 municipalities were selected. In the second stage, men and women were 
drawn out separately from the 262 municipalities based on the 14,000 addresses. All women who were 
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included in the survey were born in the period 1945-1979. Of the selected married women, their husbands 
were also interviewed regardless of their age. The same holds for those cohabiting but not married women 
whose children have been officially recognised by the male partner. The male partner in this case was 
interviewed. Thus a total of 5,450 women and 4,717 men were interviewed by means of a structured 
questionnaire.  
 
The face-to-face interviews made use of electronic questionnaires by the CBS fieldworkers. The electronic 
questionnaire was run by a computer programme BLAISE. The fieldworkers were instructed beforehand 
about the purpose of the survey and the possible problems that might arise. The respondents were notified 
in advance by mail (letter) about the visit by the fieldworker. The fieldworker made at least 3 visits per 
address in the event of absence or unavailability of the respondents. All respondents who participated in 
the interview were given a telephone card worth €1.3 euros (NLG 2.5) for their cooperation.  
 
With the help of the structured questionnaire, information was collected on background characteristics of 
the respondents, living arrangements, intentions and behavioural outcomes of family formation and 
extensive information on cohabitation and marriage (Matsuo 2003: 45). The questionnaire was divided 
into 10 subsections as listed by Matsuo (2003: 46):  
 

a) Residential preference (Woonwens) 
b) Partnership and partnership formation (Relatievorming) 
c) Children: females (Inventarisatie kinderen [vrouwen]) 
d) Children: males (Inventarisatie kinderen [mannen]) 
e) Societal position and time allocation (Maatschappelijke positie/tijdbesteding) 
f) Work and children (Werken en kinderen) 
g) Fertility and birth expectations (Vruchtbaarheid en toekomstverwachtingen kinderen) 
h) Attitudes (Attituden) 
i) Background (Achtergrond) 
j) End of the interview (Besluit interview) 

 
Sample weights were employed to ensure that the sample population was representative of the population 
of the Netherlands. It was carried out separately for men and women. The background variables that were 
used for weighting were year of birth, marital status, position of the respondent in the household, country 
of birth, type of city/village and the number of inhabitants per municipality. The number of live born 
children was additionally included for weighting the women’s sample.  
 
OG 98 survey also faced non-response and sample errors like all surveys. The response rate of the survey 
has not been documented. Matsuo (2003: 46; based on correspondence with drs. A de Graaf 2003) states 
that the response rate is not possible to provide and CBS used a sophisticated sample design for the 
survey. However, de Graaf and Lodewijckx (2000) report that the public willingness to participate in 
surveys in the Netherlands is lower than in other countries. The authors also mention that in OG 93, the 
response rate at the household level was 48.5 percent whereas at the individual level it was 90.3 percent. 
Matsuo (2003: 46) states that the rate of response to OG 98 can be assumed to be close to those figures. 
This is the reason why the results of OG 98 should be interpreted with caution as it does not fully 
represent the population in the Netherlands.  
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The Scientific Statistical Agency (Wetenschappelijk Statistich Agentschap or WSA) of the Netherlands 
Organisation for the Scientific Research (Nederlandse Organisatie voor Wetenschappelijk Onderzoek or 
NWO) has made the data available as a public use file.  
 
Matsuo and Willekens (2003) created a subset of the original OG 98 dataset made available by the 
Statistics Netherlands (CBS). This subset of the original OG 98 dataset is referred to as MWOG03 in our 
research (see Section 3.3.5). The dataset created by Matsuo and Willekens (2003) converts the Public Use 
Data File of the OG 98 for female respondents into an event history data structure which facilitates event 
history analysis. The new dataset created highlights events related to leaving the parental home, 
cohabitation, marriage and childbearing. These events are ordered and sequenced into an event history 
data structure as required in event history analysis, i.e. each event should have an origin state, a 
destination state and the dates in which these events occurred (Matsuo and Willekens 2003). The dates 
were recoded into century month codes for more accuracy in event history models. The event history 
dataset also identified inconsistencies in the data, incorrect ordering of events and missing events specified 
in the original OG 98 dataset. For example, as Matsuo and Willekens (2003: 3) state, ‘particular sequences 
of events may not be possible like the birth of second child before the first or certain plausible events like 
marriage before leaving the parental home. Events may be missing such as second marriage is reported 
while information on first marriage is missing’. In the present research this dataset by Matsuo and 
Willekens (2003) is used for the secondary data analysis for the Dutch context.   
 
3.3.3 Operationalisation of the variables 
 
In this section we shall discuss how the different concepts presented in the conceptual model in Figure 3.1 
have been operationalised for Karnataka and the Netherlands. The operationalisation of variables is also 
based on the available information about these concepts from the datasets used for the secondary data 
analysis.  
 
The timing of first birth is one of individual behaviour at the micro level. The first birth marks the 
transition of a woman into motherhood. Hence motherhood stands out as an altogether new role in the 
women’s life course. This variable is operationalised by the age of the woman both in months and years 
when the event of first birth took place in the woman’s life course. Century month codes are the measure 
of number of months since the beginning of the century (Mills 2000: 86). January 1 1900 is termed as the 
beginning of the century (Blossfeld and Rohwer 2002). CMC of any event can be calculated if we already 
have information on the month and the year of the event. It is calculated through the following formula: 

 
CMC = (Year of the event-1900)* 12 + Month of the event 

 
For example, January 1900 is CMC 1 [(1900-1900)*12 + 1)] and January 1990 is CMC 1081 [(1990-
1900)*12 + 1].  
 
Both the surveys – Karnataka NFHS 1998-99 and OG 98 – are event history structure files which give us 
information about the CMC date of first child birth for all the respondents and the CMC date of birth of 
the respondent in the dataset. This facilitates calculation of the age at first birth. The data analysis for the 
cross-cultural context includes within its purview only women who have had the event of first birth before 
the survey ended. Those women who did not experience first child birth before the survey ended were 
considered as right-censored cases. Out of the 3,567 women (women born after 1976 are not included in 
the sample) considered in the present analysis from NFHS-2, Karnataka, 3,382 women had experienced 
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first birth before the survey ended. This constitutes 95 percent of the women considered in the analysis. 
Whereas, out of 4,230 women considered in the Dutch context (as women born after 1965 are not 
included), 3,269 women had experienced the birth of their first child by the date of the survey. This 
constitutes 77.3 percent of women considered in the analysis. It is noteworthy to mention the number of 
women included in this study who did not experience the event of first birth before the survey date in 
Karnataka and the Netherlands. It shows that 185 women (5.2 percent) out of 3,567 women in Karnataka 
did not experience their first birth, while for the Dutch context 961 women (22.7 percent) out of 4,230 
women considered in the analysis did not experience the event of first birth.  
 
First union formation in the Karnataka context is operationalised by the age at consummated marriage. In 
the first round of NFHS i.e. in 1992-1993, age at formal marriage and age at consummation of marriage 
were treated differently. This was largely due to the prevalent social practice of marrying off a girl at an 
early age and only after she attained puberty she was allowed to co-reside along with her husband. 
However the NFHS-2 in 1998-1999, presents statistics on age at formal marriage as well as age at 
consummation of marriage (IIPS 2001). This depicts the gap between formal marriage and the time when 
the wife starts residing with her husband. This difference according to IIPS (2001: 41) is negligible in both 
rural and urban areas. They also mention that ‘prastha’, ‘gauna’ or similar practices that introduce a lag 
between marriage and cohabitation are not important in Karnataka or they usually take place at the same 
time as the marriage’ (IIPS 2001). For an explanation of these terms see Chapter 5 and Chapter 8. Hence 
the age at marriage in NFHS-1998-99 is also the age at consummation of marriage. In the Netherlands, 
first union formation is associated with cohabitation and marriage. The sub set of the original OG 98 
dataset created by Matsuo and Willekens (2003) records the CMC of first union (cmfunion) as well as 
carries information on first marriage (cmcma1) and first cohabitation (cmcco1).  
 
The following is an overview of the educational structure in Karnataka and the Netherlands.  
 
Structure of education in Karnataka 
 
According to the National Policy on education in India 1992, all states and union territories in India have 
adopted a uniform structure of school education called 10+2 system (Ministry of Education, Government 
of India 1992).  
 
Figure 3.2 illustrates the education structure in India which is also the same for the state of Karnataka. In 
Karnataka the age at which children begin Standard one (first year of primary school) is 6 years. The 
academic calendar for Karnataka begins in the month of June and ends in the month of March (personal 
communication, Hallad, May 2003).  
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Figure 3.2 Structure of Education in India 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Development of Education in India, 1990-1992 http://www.education.nic.in/htmlweb/strchar1.htm 
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Table 3.1 Educational categories and the ages at which it is completed, Karnataka  
Educational categories Age when education begins and is completed 

Primary level (Class 1-4) 
Upper primary (Class 5-7) 

Secondary school (Class 8-10) 
Higher secondary (10+2 pattern) 

Higher education (7-9 years more) 

6-10 years 
11-13 years 
14-16 years 
16-18 years 
19-27 years 

Source: National Policy on Education, 1992; Ministry of Education, Govt of India 
 
Here we illustrate how NFHS 1998-99 has categorised the different levels of educational attainment. In 
the National Family Health Survey, educational attainment of women is considered as one of the 
background variables, which is assumed to influence the timing of life events in the life course of the 
women.  Women in this survey were asked about their highest educational level (represented by the 
variable v106 in the women’s file). Women state their educational level as no education, primary, 
secondary or higher. The dataset also gives us information on the single years of education for all the 
respondents who had been to school and whether the respondent was still studying or not. The single years 
of education helps in determining the total number of completed years of education, hence the category of 
highest educational attainment. Censored cases include those women who stated that they were continuing 
with their education at the time of survey, of which there were 2.  
 
Based on the highest educational level of the women and the single years of education, NFHS-2 classifies 
the educational attainment of women in the survey as having no education, incomplete primary, complete 
primary, incomplete secondary, complete secondary and higher. The classification has been reproduced in 
Table 3.21. 
 
Table 3.2 Completed number of years of schooling for categories of highest educational level, 
NFHS-2, Karnataka 
Highest educational level * Completed number of years of schooling 
No education 
Incomplete primary 
Complete primary 
Incomplete secondary 
Complete secondary 
Higher 

0 years of schooling 
4 years of schooling 
5 years of schooling 

6-9 years of schooling 
10 years of schooling 

11-19 years of schooling 
Source: NFHS-2, 1998-99, Karnataka *2 missing cases 
 
We shall now explain the structure of the education system operating in the Netherlands. 
 
Structure of education in the Netherlands 
 
The Netherlands Family Fertility Survey uses the International Classification of Education (ISCED) to 
measure educational attainment. In 1976 UNESCO created the ISCED (OECD 1999). As can be observed 

                                                 
1 Although the number of years of education at each level (primary school, middle school, secondary school and 
higher secondary school) is different in different states, to facilitate comparison of educational attainment among 
states, the NFHS-2 tabulations use the same levels in all states (five years of primary school, three years of middle 
school, two years of secondary school, and two years of higher secondary school) (IIPS 2001: 23). 
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from Figure 3.3, in the Dutch context school attendance is compulsory from the age of 4 till the age of 12, 
which is the duration of primary education, lasting 8 years. Thus all children begin schooling from the age 
of 4.  
 
Figure 3.3 Structure of Education in the Netherlands 
 

 
Source: www.dutch-vet.nl; * VET field is Vocational Education and Training 
 
The academic calendar for Dutch schools begins in the month of September until the end of June 
(Ministry of Education, Culture and Science 1998, Netherlands). Children with handicap can attend 
special schools from the age of 3 till the age of 20. The curriculum in these schools runs closely with the 
mainstream curriculum of regular schools. Children from the age of 12 start secondary education, which 
can be categorised into four types: 
 

!" Pre-vocational education (VBO)1 which lasts for 4 years 
!" Junior general secondary education (MAVO)2 which lasts for 4 years 
!" Senior general secondary education (HAVO)3 which lasts for 5 years 
!" Pre-University education (VWO)4 which lasts for 6 years 

 
                                                 
1 Voorbereidend Beroepsonderwijs (preparatory vocational education) 
2 Middelbaar Algemeen Voortgezet Onderwijs (intermediate general secondary education) 
3 Hoger Algemeen Voortgezet Onderwijs (senior general secondary education) 
4 Voorbereidend Wetenschappelijk Onderwijs (pre university education) 
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Secondary education lasts from 4 to 6 years, depending on the type of secondary school. Beyond ower 
secondary education is the upper secondary education that comprises higher vocational education (HBO)5 
which lasts 4 years and university education (WO)6 which also covers 4 years. However students can be 
registered up till 6 years for higher education which is completed by the ages of 20 to 22 years depending 
on the type of upper secondary school. The tertiary education, which usually ends at the age of 26 years, 
follows the upper secondary education (Mackinnon et al. 1997). Historically the education system in the 
Netherlands has seen a massive change from the private education based on religious divisions to the 
present-day state or municipality-run schools. The divisions based on religion i.e. separate schools and 
colleges for Catholics and Protestants have weakened since the late 1960s, a result of the decline in 
religious beliefs and practices (Mackinnon et al. 1997).  
 
In OG 98 dataset, information has been collected on the respondent’s highest completed education, 
highest attended education and education that the respondent was attending at the time of the survey. All 
these variables have been categorised in a similar way i.e. primary, secondary lower, secondary higher, 
first step high, second step high and third step high. The information on the highest completed education 
has been used to calculate the number of years spent by the respondent in school. The coding of the 
categories in the survey has been done in the way as shown in Table 3.3 (based on email from de Graaf, 
June 4 2003).  
 
Table 3.3 Completed number of years of schooling for categories of highest educational level, OG 
98, the Netherlands 
Highest educational level * Years of schooling 
Primary education 
Secondary lower (MAVO, VBO etc.) 
Secondary higher (HAVO, VWO, MBO) 
First step high (HBO) 
Second step high (WO) 
Third step high (Dr.) 

11 years of schooling 
12 years of schooling 
14 years of schooling 
18 years of schooling 
19 years of schooling 
22 years of schooling 

Source: Personal communication with de Graaf, 4 June 2003; *221 censored cases 
 
From this table we can get further information on the completed number of years of schooling that 
constitutes categories of highest completed education. For example, for a female respondent in the OG 98 
survey who said that her highest completed education is MAVO or VBO i.e. secondary lower, we now 
know that she has completed 12 years of schooling. Those women who stated that they were still 
continuing on with their education are treated as censored cases. In our sample size 221 women stated that 
they were continuing with their education.   
 
To study the changes across time in the cross-cultural perspective women have been categorised into 
different birth cohorts. This has been done keeping in mind the distinctness of each cohort from the others 
both socially and demographically (Ryder 1985) (see chapter 2). The birth cohorts situate individuals in 
historical time subjected to social and cultural processes. The birth cohorts have been categorised in a 
similar way for both Karnataka and the Netherlands as those born 1960 and before, 1961-1965, 1966-1970 
and 1971-1976. For an elaborate discussion please refer to Chapter 2 (see section 2.5.3). Each birth cohort 

                                                 
5 Hoger Beroepsonderwijs (higher vocational education) 
6 Wetenschappelijk Onderwijs (university education) 
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has a uniform five-year period distribution. This is with the exception of the upper range for the oldest 
cohort, which is in accordance with the year of birth of the oldest women in each of the surveys. In the 
context of Karnataka the oldest cohort includes women who were born between 1949 and 1960, while for 
the Dutch context, the oldest cohort includes those women who were born between 1945 and 1960. This 
uniform categorisation of birth cohorts has been done to facilitate comparability of the timing of first birth 
across different generations of women in Karnataka and the Netherlands. The focus is more on the equal 
five-year distribution of the birth cohorts than the percentage distribution of women in each cohort. This 
has been done keeping in mind the historical setting of both the cultural contexts and the typology of 
generations as summarised by Becker (1990) for the context of Netherlands. For the Karnataka context no 
literature exists on the typology of generations. To present the results of the secondary data analysis, we 
use the five-year categorisation of birth cohorts. From this categorisation we then move ahead to working 
with different generations of women. These five-year birth cohorts would then come to represent one 
generation of women. In Table 3.4 we observe the age range of women at the time of the survey by their 
birth cohorts for both Karnataka and the Netherlands.  
 
Table 3.4 Age range of the women at the time of survey by their birth cohorts 

Birth cohorts Age at the time of survey 
Karnataka (1998-99) 

Age at the time of survey 
Netherlands (1998) 

Born in 1960 and before 
Born in 1961-1965 
Born in 1966-1970 
Born in 1971-1976 
Total no of women 

39-49* 
34-38 
29-33 
23-28 
3567 

38-53** 
33-37 
28-32 

---- 
4230 

*the oldest year of birth is 1949; **the oldest year of birth is 1945 
 
Tables 3.5 and 3.6 depict the percentage distribution of women both in the Karnataka and the Netherlands 
dataset by their birth cohorts.  
 
Table 3.5 Number and percentage of women by birth cohorts, Karnataka 

Birth cohorts No. Percentage 
1949-1960 
1961-1965 
1966-1970 
1971-1976 

Total 

1128 
669 
751 
1019 
3567* 

31.6 
18.7 
21.1 
28.6 
100.0 

*907 cases not included as these women are born after 1976  
 
Table 3.6 Number and percentage of women by birth cohorts, the Netherlands 

Birth cohorts No. Percentage 
1945-1960 
1961-1965 
1966-1970 

Total 

2492 
956 
782 

4230* 

58.9 
22.6 
18.4 
100.0 

*1220 cases not included as these are women born after 1970 
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3.3.4 Educational profile of the study population 
 

Karnataka 

Table 3.7 gives the percentage distribution of women by their educational categories across birth cohorts 
in Karnataka. Across birth cohorts of women in Karnataka, women with no education have declined from 
53.4 percent in the cohort born 1960 and before to 46.1 percent in the cohort 1971-1976. NFHS-2, 
Karnataka also reports a decline in illiteracy from 62 percent as found in NFHS-1 (1992-93) to 55 percent 
at the time of NFHS-2 (1998-99) (IIPS, 2001). However among women who are literate, across all birth 
cohorts, the largest proportion has incomplete secondary school education. Thus while illiteracy has seen a 
decline of 7.3 percentage points from the oldest to the youngest cohort, the proportion attaining completed 
secondary education has increased by 3.3 percentage points for the same birth cohorts.  

Table 3.7 Percentage of women by their level of education, Karnataka, different birth cohorts 

Educational categories 1949-1960  1961-1965 1966-1970 1971-1976 Total 
No education 
 
Incomplete primary  
(4 years of schooling) 
 
Complete primary 
(5 years of schooling) 
 
Incomplete secondary 
(6-9 years of schooling) 
 
Complete secondary 
(10 years of schooling) 
 
Higher 
(11-19 years of 
schooling) 
 
Number of women 

53.4 
 

11.5 
 
 

4.5 
 
 

14.9 
 
 

8.2 
 
 

7.5 
 
 
 

1128 

52.6 
 

8.2 
 
 

4.8 
 
 

16.4 
 
 

9.0 
 
 

9.0 
 
 
 

669 

48.9 
 

8.4 
 
 

4.5 
 
 

16.0 
 
 

10.4 
 
 

11.8 
 
 
 

751 

46.1 
 

8.1 
 
 

4.2 
 
 

17.9 
 
 

11.5 
 
 

12.2 
 
 
 

1019 

50.2 
 

9.3 
 
 

4.5 
 
 

16.3 
 
 

9.7 
 
 

10.0 
 
 
 

3567* 
*907 cases not included (as these women are born after 1976) 
 
Table 3.7 is based on the categorisation of educational level as defined by NFHS- 2 (see Table 3.2). In the 
cohort of women born 1971-1976, not only has illiteracy declined, but there has been an increase in the 
proportion of women with incomplete secondary, complete secondary and higher education when 
compared with the cohort of women born 1966-1970. From this we can also say that women in the cohort 
1971-1976 have been attending increased number of years of schooling when compared to the other 
cohorts of women in Karnataka. It thus shows how different younger cohorts of women in Karnataka are 
and the rapid changes taking place in Indian society.  
 
Within each birth cohort we can observe that apart from a substantial proportion of women who have no 
education, the distribution of women in the other educational categories has shifted from lower levels of 
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education in the older cohorts to higher levels of education in the youngest cohort. Excluding the women 
with no education, 46.6 percent had at least some education in the cohort 1949-1960 which is the oldest 
cohort. Out of the women who had some education in this cohort, 11.5 percent of the women had 
incomplete primary education or have had 4 years of schooling as their highest educational level. Among 
the rest of the women who further pursued their education the proportion with incomplete secondary 
education in the oldest cohort was 14.9 percent and very few have higher education which involves 11-19 
years of schooling. The scenario already seems to change in the cohort born 1966-1970 with 48.9 percent 
of the total women in the cohort without any education, whilst the proportion of women attaining 
incomplete secondary, complete secondary and higher educational level is increasing. A parallel is shown 
by the birth cohort of women born 1971-1976.  
 
Hence if women without formal education are left out we can see from Table 3.7 above that of the women 
with at least some education, incomplete primary i.e. 4 years of schooling and incomplete secondary i.e. 6-
9 years of schooling were clear signifiers of high education in the cohort 1949-1960. While in the cohort 
born 1971-1976, these signifiers were either incomplete secondary education i.e. 6-9 years of schooling or 
complete secondary i.e. 10 years of schooling and higher i.e. 11 to 19 years of schooling. Thus with this 
shift in educational signifiers we can conclude that bigger numbers of young women in Karnataka pursue 
higher education which could influence their age at first birth. We also observe the same from Figure 3.4.  
 
Figure 3.4 Percentage of women by educational levels across cohorts, Karnataka  
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The Netherlands 

In OG 98, the educational categories considered are primary, secondary lower (which includes MAVO 
and VBO), secondary higher (which includes HAVO, VBO and MBO), first step high i.e. those with an 
HBO degree, second step high i.e. those with a WO degree and third step high i.e. those with a doctorate. 
Table 3.8 shows the distribution of women included in the study by their educational categories across 
birth cohorts in the Netherlands.  
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Table 3.8 Percent distribution of women by educational categories, the Netherlands, different birth 
cohorts 
Educational categories 1945-1960 1961-1965 1966-1970 Total 

Primary 
(11 years of schooling) 

 
Secondary lower 

(MAVO, VBO etc) 
(12 years of schooling) 

 
Secondary higher 

(HAVO, VWO, MBO) 
(14 years of schooling) 

 
1st step high (HBO) 

(18 years of schooling) 
 

2nd step high (WO) 
(19 years of schooling) 

 
3rd step high (Dr.) 

(22 years of schooling) 
 

Number of women 

9.3 
 
 

26.0 
 
 
 

42.6 
 
 
 

17.3 
 
 

4.3 
 
 

.5 
 
 

2333 

5.8 
 
 

24.9 
 
 
 

47.3 
 
 
 

16.2 
 
 

5.1 
 
 

.5 
 
 

924 

5.6 
 
 

19.4 
 
 
 

49.6 
 
 
 

17.7 
 
 

7.3 
 
 

.4 
 
 

768 

7.8 
 
 

24.5 
 
 
 

45.0 
 
 
 

17.1 
 
 

5.1 
 
 

.5 
 
 

4025* 
*1425 cases missing (as women born after 1970 are not included) 
 
The lower percentage of women, who had primary education i.e. 11 years of schooling as their highest 
educational attainment across all birth cohorts, indicates the fact that primary education is mandatory and 
compulsory for all children in the Dutch context. However in India even though primary education is 
compulsory many children do not go to school to obtain primary education. From Table 3.8, it can be 
observed that the majority of Dutch women across all birth cohorts have had secondary higher education 
i.e. 14 years of schooling as their highest educational level. Whilst in the cohort 1960 and before (oldest 
cohort) the proportion of women who had secondary higher education was 42.6 percent, this increased to 
49.6 percent in the cohort 1966-1970. This increase is an increase by 7 percentage points when compared 
to the oldest cohort. In addition, it can be observed from table 5.9 that amongst the younger cohorts of 
women i.e. born 1966-1970, there has been an increase in the percentage of women attaining 18 years and 
19 years of schooling when compared to the cohort born 1960 and before and 1961-1965. In a similar 
manner it is observed that in the subsequent cohorts, there is a decrease in the percentage of women 
attaining 11 years and 12 years of schooling (primary and secondary lower educational categories). The 
intercohort changes by levels of education are also illustrated in Figure 3.5.  
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Figure 3.5 Percentage of women by educational levels across cohorts, the Netherlands 
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The percentage distribution of women according to their educational categories within each birth cohort 
shows a shift from lower levels of education in the cohort born 1960 and before to higher levels of 
education in the cohort born 1966-1970. This shift also manifests itself in the increasing number of years 
spent in school. Across cohorts we observe an increase in the proportion of women pursuing higher 
secondary education which is 14 years of schooling. In the cohort born 1960 and before, 42.6 percent of 
women had higher secondary education (14 years of schooling) and this increased to 49.6 percent in the 
cohort 1966-1970.  In the cohort 1966-1970 a shift can be observed as 17.7 percent of them had 1st step 
high (HBO) education or 18 years of schooling and 7.3 percent of them had 2nd step high (WO) education 
or 19 years of schooling as their highest education.   
 

Figures 3.4 and 3.5 illustrate the increased education level of women from older to the younger cohorts 
both in Karnataka and the Netherlands. It is also observed for the literate women both in the Karnataka 
and the Dutch contexts that women in the younger cohorts attain higher education and thus spend more 
number of years in schooling. The younger cohort of women in Karnataka depicts change through the 
increasing number pursuing higher education.  

 

3.3.5 Imputation of age at graduation 
 
Imputation is considered to be a common way of dealing with missing, invalid and incomplete responses 
in large survey datasets. It can also be called a gap-filling mechanism. From the available information in 
the survey datasets based on certain assumptions we attempt to impute the century month code (CMC) at 
graduation. Here graduation means completing highest education level attained. The survey datasets are 
National Family Health Survey-2 for the state of Karnataka (1998-99) and OG 98. Information on 
educational levels is from the OG 98 file while the CMC is from Matsuo and Willekens (2003).  
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We give a brief overview of what information we already have from the Karnataka NFHS-2 and OG 98 
dataset. The OG 98 dataset gives us the year (gebjr_op) and the century month code (cmcb_op) in which 
the respondent was born. It also gives us information on their highest completed education (opl_hb), 
highest attended education (opl_hg) and education now attending (opl_nu). All these variables have been 
similarly categorised according to primary, secondary lower, secondary higher, first step high, second step 
high and third step high (See Section 3.3.3). From these variables in the dataset we already obtain a 
broader picture of the educational profile of the respondents in the survey.  
 
In a similar way as the OG 98 data, the NFHS-2, Karnataka gives us information on the year of birth of 
the respondent (v010) and the century month code of her birth (v011). Apart from this the education-
related variables in the dataset are highest educational level of the respondent (v106), which broadly 
classifies the respondents into those with no education, primary, secondary and higher education (see 
Section 3.3.3). Another variable education in single years (v133) gives us the number of years that the 
respondent has attended school. The respondents were also asked a question about whether they were still 
in school and the variable used for a respondent still in school is (v148). The variable educational 
attainment (v149) gives us information on how much of education the respondent has had. This variable 
includes both completed education as well as incomplete education as the woman’s highest educational 
attainment.  The variable has been categorised as no education, incomplete primary, complete primary, 
incomplete secondary, complete secondary and higher. Table 3.6 above gives us the information on the 
number of years of schooling associated with the educational categories in NFHS-2, Karnataka.  
 
The Netherlands 
 
The total number of women in OG 98 is 5,450, out of which 5,229 women had already completed their 
highest level of education. Precise information on the number of women still in education could not be 
derived from the OG 98 data file. After knowing the number of years of schooling that a woman has had, 
the next step was to know her age at graduation (age_grad). We assume two things, the first being that all 
the respondents have cleared their exams and have been duly promoted to the next class. And the second 
assumes that everyone begins school at the age of 4. This variable gives us the number of years of 
education that the respondent had since she began her schooling.  Thus to derive the age at graduation 
(age_grad) we simply add the numbers of years of schooling to 4 i.e. the age at which the respondents 
have begun school:   

 
Age_grad = (yofedu+4) (in years) 

 
The CMC birth of the respondent (cmcb_op) is already available in the MWOG03 dataset. We then 
calculate the month of her birth (month) in the following way: 

 
month=cmcb_op-(gebjr_op-1900)*12 

 
Now to calculate CMC at graduation (cmc_grad) we assume that every respondent completed her 
education in the month of June. June is the month in which the school calendar year ends and September 
is the month in which it begins. Here two scenarios need to be taken into account which is very much 
related to the month in which the woman gained admission to school. The first scenario is the case when 
the woman is born sometime between January and September. In this case she begins her schooling in the 
stipulated month of September i.e. the beginning of school calendar year. For these women the CMC at 
graduation (cmc_grad) is calculated in the following way: 
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Cmc_grad = cmcb_op-{(gebjr_op-1900)*12 +age_grad}+6 

 
Here gebjr_op is the year in which the respondent is born and 6 indicates the month of June when the year 
ends. The second scenario takes into account all those women born in the period October to December. 
These women have to wait for September in the following year to gain admission to school. The CMC at 
graduation for these women is calculated as follows: 

 
Cmc_grad = cmcb_op-{(gebjr_op-1900+1)*12 +age_grad}+6 

 
Here gebjr_op is the year in which the respondent is born and 6 indicate the month of June when the 
school year ends. As we are looking at completed education we thus take into account the month of June 
when the school year ends. For example, a child born in October 2000 would not have reached 4 years in 
September 2004. She thus has to wait until September 2005 when she is 4 years and 11 months to begin 
her schooling. This is the reason why 1 is added in the formula above.  
 
Taking the abovementioned criteria as pre-requisites the variable highest completed education (opl_hb) 
has been used to calculate the number of years spent by the respondent in school. The coding of the 
categories in the survey has been carried out as indicated in Table 3.3 (personal communication with de 
Graaf (2003), (see Section 3.3.3). This variable has been called years of schooling (yofedu). For example a 
woman who stated that her highest completed education is lower secondary; we now know that she has 
had 12 years of schooling.  
 
Karnataka 
 
In the Karnataka NFHS-1998-99, dataset there are two variables that have been used to categorise 
educational attainment of women. The variable highest educational level (v106) broadly categorises the 
women in the dataset into none, low, middle and high educated. However, another variable called 
educational attainment (v149) has distinct categories wherein the respondent states her highest attained 
education, which can be any level of education either completed or incomplete. In the estimation of CMC 
of graduation both the complete and the incomplete educational levels are considered individually. The 
other education related variable in the dataset is education in single years (v133). From this variable we 
get to know how many years of schooling the respondent had since the time she began her schooling. All 
the women in the survey have been assumed to begin their schooling at the age of six. This is supported by 
the National Policy on education (1996), undertaken by the Department of Education, Government of 
India.  
 
The new variable is age_grad and it has been arrived at as follows:   

 
Age_grad = v133+6 (in years) 

 
Thus we know two things, first how educated the respondents in the survey are and second their total 
number of years of schooling. From this information we proceed to calculate the CMC of graduation 
(cmc_grad). For this we need to keep in mind the school calendar in Karnataka, which is June to March. 
We also know from the dataset the CMC of birth of the respondent that facilitates us to calculate the 
month of birth (m_op) of the respondent in the following way: 

 



Higher Education and the Reproductive Life Course 

 66 

m_op = v011-trunc(v011/12)*12 
 
According to this month of birth of the respondents (m_op), we place them into two categories. One 
category consists of women who were born in the period January to June and have completed their highest 
education. These women would be aged 6 at the time they gain admission to school. Their CMC of 
graduation (cmc_grad) is calculated in the following way: 
 

cmc_grad = {((age_grad+v010)*12) +3} 
 
The other category consists of women who are born in the period July to December and who have 
completed their highest education. These are the women who are aged less than 6 years at the time of 
admission. They thus have to wait till next June to gain admission to school. The CMC of graduation of 
these women are calculated thus: 

 
cmc_grad = {((age_grad+v010+1)*12+3} 

 
For example, a child born in January 1996 would be aged 6 years and 4 months in June 2002 when she is 
admitted to school. This girl would fall in the first category of women. However if a girl child is born in 
July 1996, she would then be 5 years and 11 months in June 2002. This child would then have to wait till 
June 2002 to be admitted to school. Hence this girl would fall in the second category of women. This is 
precisely the reason why one is added in the formula just elaborated. The 3 in the last two formulas given 
indicates the month of March when the school year in India ends, assuming that these women have 
completed their highest education at the end of the academic year. V010 indicates the year of birth of the 
respondent taken for the dataset. 
 
As the dataset of Karnataka, also pertains to women whose highest educational level is either incomplete 
primary or incomplete secondary education, a different method for estimating their CMC of graduation is 
adopted. Herein we select all those women who had incomplete highest education. We then assume that 
they must have discontinued their education in the middle of the academic year i.e. in the month of 
October indicated by 10 in the following formulas and v010 indicates the year of birth of the respondent. 
Again we consider amongst these women the ones who are born in the period of January to June and July 
to December. Their CMC of graduation is calculated in the following way:  

 
cmc_grad = {((age_grad+v010)*12)+10} 

 
For those women who were born in the period July to December and whose highest education, is 
incomplete, their CMC of graduation is calculated as follows: 

 
cmc_grad = {((age_grad+v010+1)*12) +10} 

 
Next we examine the basis of the assumptions and the limitations to arrive at the conclusive imputation of 
CMC age at graduation for both the datasets. The estimation of CMC of graduation (cmc_grad) is a rough 
estimate telling us the precise time in months when the respondent has completed her education. We call 
this a rough estimate because of the paucity of information and the various assumptions involved. The 
paucity of information is the exact month in which the women began their schooling and the month in 
which they have ended it. This makes it necessary to estimate the CMC of graduation for both datasets. In 
the case of Karnataka, some of the respondents have cited their highest educational level as either 
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incomplete primary or secondary education. However we do not know the month in which these women 
disrupted their education career. These women are assumed to disrupt their education in the middle of the 
academic year. It is for this reason that the month of October is considered as the month in which these 
women must have stopped their education. We also assume that almost all children begin their school 
when they turn 4 for the case of Netherlands and 6 in the case of Karnataka. However some women in the 
dataset must have hastened or postponed their school entrance. This is not known from the dataset and all 
the respondents have been assumed to begin their school at age 4 in the Netherlands dataset and age 6 in 
the Karnataka dataset. All women in both datasets are also assumed to have a smooth and uninterrupted 
educational career without any repeat classes. In a real world situation this can never be the case. The 
estimation of CMC of graduation does not distinguish between the curriculum and type of education 
imparted by the various educational institutions in both Netherlands and Karnataka. Paucity of 
information from secondary literature disallows the inclusion of the different year-by-year changes in the 
education system of both countries. The CMC of graduation thus assumes similarity across different 
cohorts of women in both the datasets. 
 
The preceding provides a useful exercise to highlight the importance of the CMC of graduation on the 
different demographic events in the life course of women in both countries. It could also emphasise and 
substantiate the institutional effect of education on the timing of other life events.  
 
3.3.6 The life table 
 
The life table is used as a quantitative method of data analysis in this research. Life tables describe age-
specific decrement and survival rates for a population. Preston et al. (2001: 38) state that in its classical 
form the life table displays various pieces of information about the dying out of a birth cohort. Thus age is 
an important variable in life table analysis.The traditional life table is a single decrement life table 
focusing on transition from one state to another. It originally studied transitions from the state of being 
alive to death. Thus death was the absorbing state. In this research we make use of single state life tables 
to study first birth behaviour across cohorts and by different levels of women’s education in Karnataka 
and the Netherlands. The life table uses the empirical transition rates estimated from the data to complete 
the cohort experience of incomplete cohorts. In addition to the single state life tables, multiple decrement 
life tables are used. In the present research we use the multiple decrement life tables to study multiple 
exits from the state of being single to marriage or cohabitation. Blossfeld and Rohwer (2002) term it as 
multiple-destination model.  
 
The survival analysis is designed to summarise time to event data, taking into account censoring. This is 
because of the fact that both the surveys are retrospective surveys. Censoring takes place at the time of 
survey for all those women who did not marry or cohabit and those who did not have their first child 
before the survey date. As the NFHS-2 sample includes women who are ever-married thus censoring is 
not used for the timing of first union formation (marriage). For the Dutch context, censoring has been 
taken into account both for the timing of first birth and first union. The time to the event of first birth is 
measured at the time from birth of the respondent to the birth of the woman’s first child. In a similar way 
the time to the event of first union is measured as the time from birth of the respondent to the time of first 
union. The events are calculated in century month codes. A status variable is also created which is coded 
as 1 if the event of first birth or first union has taken place. It is coded as 0 if the event has not taken place 
and the observation is censored. The censoring occurs at the time of survey and in the life table analysis it 
is assumed that censoring takes place in the middle of the month. The survival curves are graphical 
representations of the percentage of population surviving according to their ages. If the event is first birth, 
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then the survival curve can be interpreted as the proportion of women who did not yet have their child at 
particular ages.  
 
3.4 Methodology for Qualitative Research 
 
In this section first the conceptual framework for the qualitative research is presented in Figure 3.6 after 
which we define and operationalise the concepts in this conceptual model.  This model is based on the 
theoretical framework and provides additional support to answer the research questions directing the 
qualitative research. The present research is a cross-cultural study on the impact of higher educational 
attainment on the changing lives of women in Karnataka and the Netherlands. It attempts to study these 
changes across generations of daughters and mothers in the same cross-cultural perspective. Evidence 
from secondary literature reveals the linkages between women’s higher educational attainment and 
women’s changing lives centered on the events of first union formation and first birth. Hence, being 
higher educated reflects two simultaneous and interrelated achievements for women. Firstly, a higher level 
of education refers to the variability of educational attainment in a society at a particular point in time. It is 
also referred to as the level of investments in the educational sphere (Blossfeld et al.1995). The second 
type of achievement is the educational enrolment. These two concepts are interrelated. Longer enrolment 
in the educational arena leads to higher levels of education and vice versa. Higher education’s impact on 
marriage and first birth has been observed to increasingly delay the occurrence of these events while in 
Dutch society in addition to these events being delayed, they are also avoided (Blossfeld et al. 1995, 
Sobotka 2004, Matsuo 2003). The impact of longer educational enrolment is observable in the delayed 
timing of entry into marriage and motherhood (Blossfeld and Huinink 1991, Marini 1984, 1985, 
Parasuraman et al. 1999, Jejeebhoy 1995). Hence, longer educational enrolment influences women’s entry 
into marriage and motherhood. However, there is also an opposing force that which women face during 
the pursuit of higher education, namely the occurrence of marriage or first birth could disrupt or terminate 
the education career (Marini 1984, Jejeebhoy 1995). This is largely due to the fact that educational career 
and motherhood are considered incompatible (Blossfeld and Huinink 1991, Blossfeld et al. 1995). On the 
other hand, higher educational attainment enables women’s participation in the labour market and 
increases their opportunity for economic independence. Thus education indirectly creates other avenues 
for women outside the home. We observe that in contemporary times women are far less solely restricted 
to the realms of the house and the role of ‘traditional homemaker’. They have increasingly taken on dual 
roles as a working woman as well as a working mother.  
 
We hypothesise in our study that women’s higher educational attainment is a strategy adopted by women 
in order to organise the other spheres of her life such as the personal, familial and occupational. Strategy 
refers to the tactics people use to balance their needs and wants within the characteristics of the macro-
level opportunity structure and individual life stages to reach the best possible level of life satisfaction 
during the life course (Bosveld 2001). The concept of strategy thus elaborates the life plans that each 
individual undertakes in the background of socially defined rules and norms by relating it to past 
experiences. Thus on the one hand, the woman attempts to keep up with the societal expectations, and on 
the other she herself tries to balance her needs and wants. A woman can use higher educational attainment 
as strategy to order and organise the timing of her first child birth i.e. the beginning of reproductive career. 
However, strategies need not be the same across cohorts. In the older cohort marriage was perhaps the 
only way by which a woman could attain her independence. Marriage not only brought with it leaving the 
parental home, it also endowed status of a married woman and legitimated her control over her own 
household. Very much similar to this is the work of Das Gupta (1996) wherein she argues that the rise and 
fall of women’s status and autonomy is highly age graded across her life cycle. Marriage thus brought 
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with it a marital status, which is above of that of an unmarried woman. Status is further enhanced by 
motherhood with the birth of the first child and later in life as a mother-in-law.  
 
We also hypothesise that by strategising their behaviour, women achieve certain gains (see Section 2.3.2). 
This gain can be acquired firstly when there is desirability for this gain and secondly when the factors 
limiting this gain have been overcome. Women of the younger birth cohorts in India are observed to have 
a different life style when compared to their mothers. This change is assumed to have come about when 
women felt the desire for it. Desirability becomes not the only thing, it is necessary for these women to 
also overcome the limitations imposed by culture and the kinship structure of the society (Jejeebhoy 1996, 
Caldwell 1993). Adaptation to new forms of behaviour is determined by three preconditions as formulated 
by Coale (1973). These are readiness, willingness and ability. The notion of readiness refers to the fact 
that the new forms of behaviour must be advantageous to the actor, i.e. the utility must be evident and 
outweigh the disutility (Lesthaeghe and Vanderhoeft 2001). The notion of willingness refers to 
considerations of legitimacy and normative acceptability of the new pattern of behaviour. Willingness to 
adopt a new behaviour is first evaluated against the normative structure existing in the society at that point 
of time. The notion of ability refers to the accessibility to the innovative behaviour (Coale 1973). Thus the 
gains could be in the form of better career opportunities for the woman, change from ascribed to achieved 
status, role change, autonomy, changing meaning of ‘wifehood’ and ‘motherhood’, combination of 
parallel careers and multiple roles of women as well a bigger range of choices for women.  
 
Thus the aims and objectives of the qualitative research are twofold. Firstly the study assesses whether 
women’s higher educational attainment is a strategising behaviour in their life course in the cross-cultural 
perspectives of Karnataka and the Netherlands. Secondly the study attempts to understand how this 
strategising behaviour leads to gains by individual women. Hence the research questions addressed by the 
qualitative research are as follows: 
 
••••    How does women’s higher educational attainment influence their life course as perceived by the 

women themselves, across generations of mothers and daughters in Karnataka and the daughter’s 
generation in the Netherlands? 
- What is the perceived timing of events such as; menarche, first union, cohabitation, marriage and 

first birth: early, late or on time? 
- How are transitions from one stage to another with the occurrence of events in the reproductive 

life course initiated through ceremonies? 
- What knowledge did women have before and after the occurrence of the event and what had been 

their sources of information?  
- How does transition from one stage to the other in the reproductive life course lead to socially 

expected behavioural changes?  
- How does transition from one stage to the other in the reproductive life course lead to socially 

expected role changes? 
- How do women perceive their role changes themselves with the occurrence of first menstruation, 

cohabitation, marriage and birth of their first child?  
- What do women perceive as gains (advantages and disadvantages) from attaining first menarche, 

cohabitation, marriage and birth of their first child?  
- How are these gains related to women’s educational background, as perceived by women? 

 
••••    How has women’s position in society changed across generations of mothers and daughters? 
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- How does women’s higher education influence their autonomy and decision-making capability as 
perceived by the women themselves? 

- How has women’s higher education influenced their status as perceived by the women 
themselves? (ascribed versus achieved status) 

 
3.4.1 Need for qualitative research 
 
The secondary data analysis of the datasets NFHS-2, 1998-99 for the state of Karnataka helped us in 
identifying the target group of women for qualitative research. Secondary data analysis revealed that the 
cohort of women born 1971-1976 displays an innovative pattern of behaviour as regards the timing of 
marriage and first birth when compared to the older birth cohorts. Women in this cohort are observed to 
delay marriage and first child birth and the proportion of women who have completed 11 to 19 years of 
schooling in this cohort has increased in comparison to the older cohorts in Karnataka. We thus already 
have evidence of the relationship of higher educational attainment of women linked with their delayed age 
at marriage and first child birth from the secondary data analysis. This evidence is also corroborated by 
research findings and secondary literature. The secondary literature also substantiates the indirect effects 
and the institutional effects of women’s educational attainment on the timing and sequencing of events 
such as marriage and first birth in the reproductive life course (see Chapter 2, Section 2.2.2; Kasarda et al. 
1986, Jejeebhoy 1995, Jeffery and Basu 1996, Basu 1996, Parasuraman et al. 1999, Cochrane 1979, 
Caldwell 1982, 1988, Caldwell et al. 1982, 1983).  
 
Thus it is revealed that on the one hand the higher educated women in Karnataka seem to be following a 
universal pattern of delayed first marriage and consequently delayed timing of first birth shown by the 
higher educated women in the cultural context of the Netherlands. While on the other hand we find the 
youngest cohort in the Karnataka context to be displaying an innovative pattern of behaviour, which is 
distinct from the older cohorts.  
 
The secondary data allows us only a partial observation of the linkages between women’s higher 
educational attainment and individual behaviour outcomes. Marriage and first child birth being delayed by 
higher educated women in both the cultural contexts do not provide us with enough and convincing 
evidence to conclude on women’s changing life patterns at the micro level and changing position of 
women as the social outcome. Thus through qualitative research we uncover the underlying mechanisms 
of how higher education influences women’s choice and preference. At the same time, the qualitative 
research also attempts at determining whether higher educational attainment is a strategy adopted by 
women in order to achieve different gains. The qualitative research in the cross-cultural perspective 
enables us to understand how women in the two different cultural contexts make use of their higher 
education in relation to the social cultural facilities and constraints. So in order to have greater insight, 
both quantitative and qualitative researches are necessary on this issue. The quantitative analysis focuses 
on the timing of completion of highest education level, marriage, cohabitation and first birth and thus can 
be termed as the life history approach. While the qualitative research focuses on the how these events are 
linked to the changing lives of women as perceived by women themselves in the cross-cultural perspective 
and hence is termed as life story approach. Matsuo (2003) in her study of Japanese and Dutch women 
across different cohorts also uses the life history and the life story approaches to explain postponement of 
motherhood.  
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3.4.2 Conceptual model and definition of concepts 
 
Figure 3.6 illustrates the conceptual framework for qualitative research. This framework is used for the 
chapters on qualitative research findings in chapters 6, 7 and 8. Similar to the other two conceptual models 
as depicted in Figure 2.5 and 3.1, this framework also uses the social theory of Coleman (1990) as the 
background by using the basic elements and making the distinction between the macro and micro levels. 
The macro level consists of the context and the social outcome while at the micro level; individual 
background and individual behaviour play a key role.  In order to overcome the ‘one-way influence’ of the 
macro level on the micro level individual background and individual behaviour and to employ modality to 
understand the macro-micro linkages, Giddens’s structuration theory (1984) is incorporated into the 
conceptual framework. The fundamentals of Giddens structuration theory represented in the framework 
are structure, modality and agency. Hence the conceptual framework is divided into two dimensions: the 
macro level which depicts the societal level, and the micro level which depicts the individual level. The 
macro level also represents structure as formulated in Giddens’s structuration theory. The micro level is 
represented by agency, which is in other words the human actor or the individual agent. With the 
progression of time, changes are observable both at the macro and the micro levels hence making the 
model dynamic. At the macro level the changes are studied as social change that societies face through the 
processes of modernisation and globalisation. Modernisation and globalisation thus represent the context 
at the macro level. The context consists of the institutions of the society, which provide the rules, and thus 
guide individual behaviour. At the micro level, changes are studied according to the life course 
perspective. The life course approach studies the ordering, sequencing and timing of events from birth to 
death. However, we focus on the reproductive life course and menarche, union formation by marriage or 
cohabitation and firstbirth. The important assumption here is that individual agents do not solely follow 
the rules provided by the institutional setup at the macro level but they also produce, reproduce and 
transform the rules as well as the institutional framework. The same has been argued by Giddens (1984) 
and D’Andrade (1995). At the individual level are the elements of individual background and individual 
perception on behaviour. While the individual perception of behaviour is shaped by the individual 
background, the context influences individual background. According to de Bruijn (1999:185) individual 
background distinguishes two separate aspects that fuel the processes of behaviour formation into personal 
endowments and life course development. We however include only the personal endowments that 
underlie the individual background in the form of higher educational attainment and work force 
participation of women. In this research, the educational and working careers of women are personal 
endowments that seem to influence women’s choice and decision on the sequencing and timing of events 
such as age at marriage, age at cohabitation and age at first child birth. These personal endowments of 
education and work are considered to influence women’s perceived reproductive life course. In our 
research we make a distinction between the lived reproductive life course and the perceived reproductive 
life course. In the lived reproductive life course we observe the timing, sequencing and occurrence of 
events such as menarche, marriage, cohabitation and the birth of the first child. While the perceived 
reproductive life course deals with how individuals perceive the timing, sequencing and occurrence of 
these events. For example, the lived reproductive life course of a woman is illustrated by her age at 
marriage (26 years) and her age at first child birth (28 years). However, the perception of these ages as 
being a right age to marry and give birth to the first child explains the perceived reproductive life course 
of this woman. In a similar way other events such as menarche and the beginning of first union are lived 
experiences at particular ages and at the same time are perceived as early, late or on time by the women 
themselves.  
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The individual behaviour is influenced by the personal endowments of education and work. Hence the 
individual behaviour in the conceptual framework for qualitative research focuses on individual 
perceptions of behaviour. As the conceptual model is observed from the interactionist perspective, the 
interaction between the structure and agency or in other words the macro-micro linkages can be 
understood in terms of modalities. These modalities are the forms of ‘via-media’ between the structure 
and the agency which link institutional properties to the social actions in day-to-day activities across time. 
Hence at time t, the structure-agency linkages through modalities can be explained with the help of 
interpretative schemes, resources and facility, norms and socially expected role changes. The individual 
background of education and work is influenced by the modalities that lead to individual perception of 
behaviour. The perceived reproductive life course is located within the individual perception of behaviour 
which reflects the meaning women attach to their lived reproductive life course. Thus perceived timing of 
events, perceived role changes, perceived gains and the perceived role conflicts are means through which 
women give meaning to their lived reproductive life course.  
 
These individual perceptions of behaviour also give rise to perceived autonomy of women and perceived 
status change from ascribed to achieved arising from higher education and a working career. Hence at 
time t + 1, perceived autonomy and perceived status become the modalities that explain how individual 
perception of behaviour and the women’s position in the society are linked to each other. The social 
outcome in this conceptual framework is the position of women in the Karnataka and the Dutch societies.  
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Figure 3.6 Conceptual Framework (for qualitative data analysis) 
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In the following paragraphs, concepts employed in the conceptual framework will be defined and 
operationalised in the qualitative research.  
 
••••    Micro Level 

This level consists of the main elements of individual background and individual behaviour. This level is 
also known as the agency represented by the human agents and social actors.  
 
Agency 
This is at the micro level and is a concept taken from Giddens’s (1984) structuration theory. Agency has 
been defined by Giddens as the ‘capability of the individual to make a difference to a pre-existing state of 
affairs or course of events’ (Giddens 1984: 14). He views agency as the transformative capacity and in 
which human action and practices are inherent. Thus human agency is replicated by the behaviour of 
individuals. Transformation in action and practices comes about when individuals move from routinised 
way of life to innovative ways (Giddens 1984). In the qualitative research, the focus is on individual 
behaviour which will be studied in relation to the societal-level changes.  
 
Reproductive Life Course 
The reproductive life course delineates the fertile years of a woman’s life beginning from menarche and 
ending at menopause and identifies life events such as marriage, age at graduation, first birth and entering 
into the labour force. Life events are the most basic element of the life course (Willekens 1999). As events 
occur they are related to a chain of person states, sequence of stages and each stage confers the individual 
with status (Runyan 1984, Willekens 1999, Heinz and Kruger 2001). For example, the event of marriage 
confers marital status to the individual. However, as Willekens (1999: 25) points out, individuals 
experience the events and go through the stages in infinitely varied ways. This is because the events and 
transitions are culturally and institutionally determined. Thus the life course approach at micro level 
enables situating life events and studying individual behaviour across historical and social time. However, 
in this study we focus only on the reproductive life course of women situating it in the social, cultural and 
historical contexts. The events that we focus at are menarche, cohabitation, marriage and first birth. The 
important assumption is that the timing of these life events both influences and is influenced by women’s 
age at completion of highest education level, which we term as age at graduation. This assumption is 
based on several literatures and research findings mentioned in chapter 2. Studying the life events along 
the reproductive life course across different birth cohorts and generations of mothers and daughters 
imbues the life course approach with dynamism in our research. 
 
Individual background 
Individual background deals with the personal endowments that influence individual behaviour. The 
educational and working careers are the two important personal endowments that we focus on in the 
qualitative research. These personal endowments enable the ability to choose and also impact on women’s 
personality characteristics through individual autonomy of women. The abilities to choose and to decide 
are assumed to influence the timing, occurrence and sequencing of events in the reproductive life course 
while the personality characteristics enable women to combine and cope with parallel careers of work and 
motherhood.  
 
Individual behaviour  
The qualitative research focuses on the perceived life course of women across cohorts in Karnataka and 
the Netherlands at the level of individual behaviour. At this level, we distinguish individual perception of 
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behaviour as illustrated in Figure 3.6. In our qualitative research, we focus on women’s own perception of 
the events that shape their reproductive life course. We also discuss women’s perception of the timing of 
events and answer questions about why they perceive the age at occurrence of these events as early, late or 
an age on time. Perceived role changes for the respondents themselves, for members of the family such as 
parents and others such as friends, members of the opposite sex, grandparents, and other elders in the 
household are also studied in the perceived life course. Related to the role changes are the perceived role 
conflicts that highlight how women in the cross-cultural context balance and combine multiple roles in the 
individual life course. Perceived gains of higher education and working career and perceived gains from 
the events of menarche, marriage, cohabitation and birth of the first child also form an indomitable part of 
the perceived life course. Thus related to the perceived gains is the status that women attain through the 
occurrence of such events, for example, the marital status brought about by the event of marriage, or the 
birth of first child conferring the status of motherhood.   
 
Historical Time 
The historical events that shape the reproductive life course of women in the cross-cultural contexts of 
Karnataka and the Netherlands are defined as historical time. Historical events in the formative years of 
life provide individuals with a unique experience, which they carry along with them shaping their own 
lives. Thus groups of people who share the same historical event are termed as generations. Considering 
the dimension of historical time at the micro level enables us to understand how historical events shape 
individual lives and how these in turn influence the larger societal framework. In a similar way social 
change at the macro level takes place as older cohorts are succeeded by younger cohorts.  
 
Social Time 
Social time as defined by Elder (1994: 6) is the ‘incidence, duration, and sequence of roles and relevant 
expectations and beliefs based on age’. Social time also includes the age norms that prescribe the proper 
timing of events and events that occur later or earlier are viewed in terms of late or early ages.  
 
••••    Macro level 

The macro level is also termed as the structure, a concept which is taken from Giddens’s structuration 
theory. This level consists of the processes of social change that occur in society.  
 
Structure 
Structure has been defined by Giddens (1984) as the interdependent dimension through which social 
systems operate. Structure in this present research refers to the institutions such as the education system, 
labour market, family and society at large. It is through these structures that the social action by human 
agency takes place. Human agency is the individual behaviour. According to Giddens (1984) structure 
works through the three aspects of signification, domination and legitimation as outlined in the 
structuration framework (see Chapter 2). For a specific process of social change to take place in the 
society, the three aspects of structuration, domination and legitimation must be undergone. Signification 
illustrates how individuals from different cultural contexts communicate with each other through cultural 
schemas. Thus individual behaviour makes use of the interpretative scheme that facilitates cultural 
interpretation. Domination works through the enabling and the capacitating resources of individuals. This 
argument is in line with Giddens’s (1984) definition of resources. According to him resources are 
allocative and authoritative. Legitimation is perceived in the form of informal morals or formal legal 
regulations (Giddens 1984 cited by Mills 2000). It illustrates how individual behaviour is affected by the 
sanctions imposed on individuals through the normative regulations in the form of societal norms.  
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In the present research the two aspects of social change operationalised at the macro level are the 
processes of modernisation and globalisation. Both these concepts will be defined in the cross-cultural 
context after which we shall discuss how these concepts have been operationalised in the present research. 
These concepts are taken as a background for the present study and have been defined in Chapter 2. 
 
Social Outcome 
The social outcome is what we conclude from the qualitative research and focuses on the changing 
position of women in the Karnataka and Dutch society. De Bruijn (1999) distinguishes between two types 
of outcomes: one is individual and the other is social. Individual outcomes are observable at the micro 
level in the form of individual behaviour change, for example, the relevance of events such as marriage, 
cohabitation and first birth in the reproductive life course of high educated women in the two cultural 
settings. The social outcomes on the other hand are outcomes at the societal level or the macro level.  
 
Thus ‘gains’ that educational attainment brings about in a woman’s life can also be viewed as her 
acquisition of autonomy. Autonomy has been defined as ‘the ability – technical, social and psychological 
– to obtain information and use it as the basis for making decisions about one’s private concerns and those 
of one’s intimates’ (Dyson and Moore 1983: 45). Autonomy has been observed to vary by region, level of 
income, social and cultural factors such as the kinship system, caste system, religious factors, historically 
established agricultural systems that either limited or facilitated the economic role of women (Jeffery and 
Basu 1996, Dyson and Moore 1983, Cain 1993, Boserup 1970). Thus women’s autonomy has largely been 
determined by the societal traditions. To understand the autonomy of women as one of the ‘gains’, which 
is the result of women’s educational attainment, it can be viewed in terms of the addition of an attribute. 
Jejeebhoy (1995) has summarised five separate yet interdependent aspects of autonomy, which are central 
in the education-fertility relationship. 
 
In the present research the social outcomes are operationalised as the position of women in Karnataka and 
Dutch society, explained by ascribed and achieved status in relation to women’s higher education and 
workforce participation of women. Indicators of women’s autonomy as a result of education – knowledge 
autonomy, decision-making autonomy, physical autonomy, emotional autonomy and economic and social 
autonomy along with self- reliance – also help us to draw firm conclusions about the position of women in 
Karnataka and Dutch society. 
 
Institutional time 
At the macro level the dimension of time adopted to understand social change is institutional time. 
According to de Bruijn (1999: 145) institutional time refers ‘to evolution of various institutions that make 
up the social context’. Thus the dimension of institutional time helps us to understand how the institution 
of education within the society has transformed across time resulting in changes such as greater job 
opportunities for women and culturally prescribed meanings of working women.  
 
Modality 
We argue that the macro-micro linkages are not unidirectional but exist in close mutual interaction. Here 
we take into account modality, a concept taken from the structuration theory of Giddens (1984). 
Modalities link structure and the agency. Individual actors draw upon the modalities in their interaction 
and thus reproduce or transform the institutional properties of the structure. The modalities are 
interpretative scheme, resources or facility and norms. Higher education of women and their labour force 
participation are operationalised as the resources that facilitate a certain type of behaviour, which would 
not have been possible if women had low levels of education. The resources provide the necessary 
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authority to individuals to achieve a desired outcome. They also enable women to accomplish goals 
(Giddens 1984). Increased standard of living, individualism and higher needs orientation serves as the 
modality of norms which are the rules or ways of doing things. Norms are shaped by the expectations of 
actors as regards their rights and obligation. Norms as modalities can also be linked to the individual 
background at the micro level through social expectations of role change for the woman herself, her 
parents and others. The last mentioned include everyone apart from parents such as grandparents, friends, 
relatives or members of the opposite sex. Interpretative schemes as modality are used by social actors to 
interpret behaviour and interact with one another in meaningful ways. Behaviour is interpreted with the 
help of cultural schemas which are the shared knowledge of a group of social actors. According to 
D’Andrade (1992: 34) the cultural meaning systems are related to the institutions of the society and direct 
behaviour through the normative properties and sanctions. The cultural schemas influence individual 
behaviour at the micro level in how women perceive their role change for themselves, their parents and 
others. In the individual background we study the socially expected role change while with regard to 
individual behaviour we assess how women themselves perceive their role change after attaining 
menarche, being married or in partnership and being a mother. In Chapter 2 (see section 2.4.2) we have 
discussed why modality is necessary to study the structure-agency linkages.  
 
3.4.3 Research setting 
 
The qualitative research was conducted in Bangalore, the state capital of Karnataka, and in Groningen, a 
province of the Netherlands. In this subsection we shall discuss about both research settings to give the 
reader an insight into the two locales.   
 
Bangalore 
 
The city of Bangalore is the state capital of Karnataka, one of the southern states in India. After the arrival 
of the British, the city was given the anglicised name of Bangalore, originally named ‘Bengaluuru’ 
(Wikipedia visited on 9/7/2004). Bangalore is the fifth largest city of India with a population of 6.5 
million according to the 2001 Census. Ten years before that, the city was designated as an urban 
agglomeration with a population of more than 2 million. It is a vibrant cosmopolitan city, housing major 
industrial and commercial centres. The census highlights for the year 2001 mention that amongst all the 
districts of Karnataka, Bangalore is the smallest in area (2190 square kilometers) but registered the highest 
population in the Census of both 1991 and 2001. Hence, amongst all the districts of Karnataka, Bangalore 
has the highest density of population (2979 persons per square kilometer). Bangalore is known as a city of 
contrasts and is nicknamed variously as ‘India’s Silicon Valley’, ‘Garden City’, ‘City of Pubs’ and 
‘Shopper’s Paradise’. It is known as India’s Silicon Valley because it is home to a large number of 
software industries, computer and technology companies and information-technology-enabled services 
like the call centres. Bangalore plays host to a number of multinational companies especially computer 
hardware and software giants such as IBM, Dell, Hewlett-Packard, Siemens and Motorola. Indian IT 
giants such as Infosys, Satyam and Wipro also operate in Bangalore. Apart from IT industries, Bangalore 
also has a number of other industries, for example Hindustan Aeronautics, Bharat Electronics, Bharat 
Heavy Electronics and Hindustan Aeronautical Limited. Bangalore also has many academic institutions 
such as the Indian Institute of Science, and the headquarters of the Indian Space Research Organisation. 
All these provide a large job market and create an upsurge in employment especially of women. 
According to Sekher et al. (2001: 4747), ‘the city of Bangalore exercises tremendous influence on the 
urban growth of the state by attracting a large number of migrants particularly from the neighbouring 
states’. They also stated that the city accounts for 27 percent of the urban population in Karnataka. Much 
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of this growth is also attributed to rapid industrial expansion. Thus the cosmopolitan nature of Bangalore 
has enabled social mobility of women and workforce participation of women (Kelkar and Nathan 2000, 
Kelkar 2004, Ramu 1989).  
 
Educational reforms and the growing number of women in pursuit of higher educational levels can be 
observed from the increasing literacy rates in the state of Bangalore. Bangalore has the highest literacy 
rate for females amongst the other districts in the state of Karnataka (Census 2001 highlights). According 
to the 2001 census of India, the female literacy rate in urban Bangalore was 79 percent in comparison to 
68.8 percent in the year 1991. The female literacy rate in the state of Karnataka for the year 2001 was 57.5 
percent, which has increased from 44.3 percent of 1991 Census.  
 
Groningen 
 
The province of Groningen is to the north-east of the Netherlands with Germany in the east and North Sea 
to the north. The name of the province has been in use for about two centuries. Before 1800, it was called 
‘Stad en Lande’ (meaning City and Province) or ‘Groningen en Ommelanden’ (Groningen and Hinterland) 
(Regionaal Historisch Centrum, http://www.groningerarchieven.nl). The city of Groningen is the capital of 
Groningen Province, and the city is also known informally as Stad (city). The area of Groningen City is 
79.6 square kilometers and its population in 2004 was 574,384, with a population density of 246 persons 
per square kilometer. Amongst women aged 15 and 64 years that constitute the employable group, the net 
labour force participation of women is 50.5 percent in Groningen in comparison to 54.4 percent in the rest 
of the Netherlands (Statistics Netherlands 2005). The city is known for its fairly big proportion of students 
due to the University and the Hanzehogeschool. In addition to the academic function, Groningen hosts 
companies such as KPN (the Dutch telephone company), Gasunie (Natural gas research organisation), a 
sugar factory (SuikerUnie and CSM), as well as software companies.   
 
3.4.4 Process of conducting in-depth interviews 
 
Qualitative research was conducted in both Karnataka and the Netherlands through in-depth interviews 
among high educated women. In-depth interviews are a common tool of data collection in qualitative 
research (Harvey-Jordan and Long 2001), which enable the researcher to gather more detailed knowledge 
about a certain issue as well as enables a deeper understanding of ‘how the apparently straight forward is 
actually more complicated’ (Wengraf 2001: 6). In-depth interviews are also known as semi-structured 
interviews in which the interviewer prepares questions to be posed to the respondents in advance through 
a series of open-ended questions and extensive probing. The in-depth interviews undertaken in the present 
qualitative research made use of a detailed list of questions and probes to elicit responses on the perceived 
life course in the cross-cultural context. This method of interviewing was also very effective in discussing 
sensitive topics in the different cultural contexts, for instance, discussing the topic of menarche amongst 
younger and older generations of respondents in Bangalore. Discussing the onset of sexual relationship 
and decision to become a mother amongst Dutch women in Groningen was also perceived as a sensitive 
issue. Ingham et al. (1999: 158) suggests that during discussion of a sensitive topic the interviewer needs 
to be open-minded and accepting. The list of questions framed was specific in their phrasing, keeping in 
mind that respondents might find it difficult to share their private thoughts and actions with an outsider. 
We also kept in mind the ethical issues while conducting the in-depth interviews. An oral consent was 
obtained from the respondents at the start of the interview in which the respondents were provided with a 
brief introduction of the research stating its purpose and its main features in simple words and making use 
of the local terminology. This is done to familiarise the respondent with the research, and gain trust of the 
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respondent before beginning to conduct the interview. It also enables the respondent to decide whether or 
not to participate in the interview. The consent form also specifies about maintaining the confidentiality 
and anonymity of the responses and not disclosing any aspect of the interviewee’s private life divulged 
during the interview. We also stated in the consent form that the information provided by the respondent 
would be used only for scientific purposes. We also sought permission from the respondents to record the 
interview and also mentioned the estimated duration of the interview. Thus after the consent form was 
read out to the respondent she could either refuse to be interviewed or proceed with the interview. If the 
respondent agreed to be interviewed then she was required to sign the consent form. There was no strict 
rule about the language of interaction during the interviews. Respondents were asked to interact in the 
language with which they felt comfortable to express themselves. For the respondents in Bangalore, they 
were asked to choose between the local language Kannada, Hindi and English, while for respondents in 
Groningen they were asked to choose between Dutch and English. All the respondents of the younger 
generation in Bangalore and all respondents in Groningen opted for English as their language of 
interaction during the course of the interview while two women from the older generation in Bangalore 
spoke in the local language Kannada and one respondent interacted in Hindi.  
 
Thus after obtaining written consent we began with the interviews. Even though the interviews were 
taped, brief notes were taken during the course of the interview. These notes proved to be useful in 
understanding the context while transcribing the interviews. Hennink (2001) suggests that taking notes 
during the course of the interview indicates to the respondents that their words are important. The taped 
interviews were then transcribed as detailed as possible by listening to the tape. Harvey-Jordan and Long 
(2001: 220) defines transcribing as the procedure for producing a written version of the interview. All the 
interviews were transcribed in English and those interviews that were in Kannada and Hindi were 
translated into English. Irrespective of most of the interviews being in English, respondents sometimes 
made use of local phrases and words. We have been careful in not translating these local phrases and 
words into English as they carry the essence of the cultural context and sometimes these convey a suitable, 
special meaning typical of the cultural context. Hence it is through these transcripts that the interviews 
were analysed. The analysis did not involve the use of any computer package. The transcripts were read a 
number of times after which the key categories were identified. These categories were then related to the 
research questions and the theoretical framework. Respondents were quoted in order to ground the 
analysis and provide credibility to the interview data analysis.    
 
3.4.5 Selection of respondents 
 
Results from the secondary data analysis revealed that the high educated women constituted a special 
category in comparison to women of the other educational categories. Cohort changes from the oldest to 
the youngest cohorts are also clearly observable from the secondary data. The cohort of women born 
1971-1976 in Karnataka is found to be a special cohort that depicts innovative behaviour of delay in the 
marital age as well as delay in the age at first birth. Large numbers of women in this cohort pursued higher 
education and there has been an increase in the labour force participation of women (see Section 3.4.3). 
Newspaper articles in leading daily newspapers in India report that numerous expanded job opportunities 
in recent times were brought about by the advent of software industries and multinational companies 
(MNCs). These articles also time and again discuss the changing role of Indian women from ‘traditional’ 
to ‘corporate’ woman. The youngest cohort revealed by the Dutch dataset comprised high educated 
women born in the cohort 1966-1970. There is an ample amount of secondary literature for the Dutch 
context that focuses and studies the changing lives of Dutch women across cohorts. Thus backed by 
evidence from secondary data and secondary literature sources we identified the target group of 
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respondents for the in-depth interviews. The present research aims at understanding the linkages between 
women’s higher educational attainment and their changing lives along their reproductive life courses as 
well as women’s changing position in society. The main events in the reproductive life course that we 
focus on in the in-depth interviews are menarche, union formation by cohabitation and marriage, and first 
birth. In order to understand women’s changing position in society we address the topic of women’s 
autonomy and its types as discussed by Jejeebhoy (1995) in the in-depth interviews. The target group of 
respondents selected comprised high educated and working women in urban areas. The urban areas are 
assumed to provide better educational and career opportunities. Keeping these requirements in mind, we 
chose the city of Bangalore representing the Karnataka context. (For a detailed description of Bangalore as 
an urban agglomeration, please see Section 3.4.3.) For the Dutch context, we used Groningen as our 
research setting largely because the cosmopolitan aspects of these two cities are comparable.  
 
As we are studying the events in the reproductive life course, the respondents selected for the interview 
were required to be married or living together with their partner and should have had at least one child. 
For interviews with women in Bangalore, respondents were required to be married, while for the 
respondents in Groningen the criterion of marital status included married women as well as women who 
were living together with their partner without being formally married. This is how first union formation 
has been conceptualised in the secondary data analysis of the cross-cultural context. 
 
Women who have completed their graduation formed the target group of respondents in Bangalore, while 
the educational qualification of women in the Netherlands was HBO/University or higher. Evidence from 
secondary literature suggests that higher education is closely related to increased participation of women 
in the labour force. Thus, in both the cultural contexts the respondents selected were also working women. 
However, we did not distinguish between women working in the private sector and the public sector in our 
target group. In Bangalore, women working in the private sector comprised software professionals in IT 
industries, management staff in business companies, and doctors in private hospitals. Respondents in the 
public sector comprised women scientists, lecturers, and technical staff in government-run institutions.  
 
Change is a central theme of this research. As we have already mentioned in the theoretical and 
conceptual framework (see Chapter 2), at the macro level it is social change that we focus on, while at the 
individual level it is changes in women’s lived and perceived reproductive life courses across cohorts. 
Thus the respondents interviewed in Bangalore were categorised into two different cohorts, with an age 
gap of 20 years. This gap between cohorts also represents the generational gap and that is why the older 
cohort is termed as the mother’s generation while the younger cohort is termed as the daughter’s 
generation in the in-depth interviews. In the Dutch context, respondents who were interviewed in 
Groningen were in the age range of 31 to 37 years at the time of the interview. Thus they roughly 
belonged to the birth cohort 1966-1970, the youngest cohort in the secondary data analysis dealt in 
Chapters 4 and 5. Unlike the case of Bangalore, we focus only on a single cohort in the Dutch in-depth 
interviews, while the change across generations is presented as perceived changes by this cohort of 
women.  
 
In Bangalore, 31 respondents in total were interviewed, out of which there were 6 pairs of mothers and 
daughters, while the remaining 19 women belonged to both older and younger cohorts. Thus in all, 15 
women were interviewed from the older cohort (aged 50 and above), while 16 women were interviewed 
from the younger cohort (aged 27 to 38 years). Only the younger cohort was required to be higher 
educated, working, married, and with at least one child. For the women in the older cohort the criteria 
required were that they should be older than 50 years, living in and around the city of Bangalore, and 
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willing to participate in the interview. The in-depth interviews in Groningen comprised 10 respondents, all 
of whom were in the age range 31 to 37 years at the time of the interview.  
 
In the research settings of Bangalore and Groningen we adopted the following procedure for identifying 
potential respondents for the in-depth interviews. A sift questionnaire was prepared and, in addition to 
explicitly seeking consent for participation in the in-depth interviews, this questionnaire also contained 
some questions to determine whether the women met the necessary criteria for the in-depth interviews. At 
offices of various companies, research institutions, and hospitals, women were approached and requested 
to fill in this questionnaire. The sift questionnaire is found in Appendix A. In addition to the sift 
questionnaires, respondents were also contacted by the snowball method, friends and acquaintances of 
women who filled in the sift questionnaire provided contact details of other potential respondents.  
 
3.4.6 Profile of the respondents 
 
Bangalore 
 
At the beginning of each interview the respondents were asked about their background characteristics such 
as age, marital status, highest level of education and place of residence. Respondents were also asked 
about their husband and information was collected on the husband’s highest educational level, whether 
working or not, his occupation and his working hours. In addition to the background information about the 
respondents, information on personal details on the timing of events such as age at menarche, marriage 
and first birth were also obtained. Respondents were also asked about their working career, for example, 
age when they began with their first job, their occupation, job type whether government or private sector 
and their working hours. In the same way, education career is also constructed retrospectively by eliciting 
information on highest educational level, age at completion of highest education level, whether education 
was disrupted at any point in time and age when the respondents first left home for further education.  
 
The age of the respondents in the younger cohorts, who are also known as the daughter’s generation, 
ranged between 27 to 38 years at the time of the interview. These women belonged to the birth cohort 
1966-1979, which overlaps with the cohort of our primary interest, 1971-1976. Among the 16 women in 
the younger cohort, all of them were married and mother of at least one child. Further, they were all 
graduates or their education level was graduate and above, and working at the time of the interview. Exact 
details about their educational qualifications and their occupation are provided in Table 3.9.  
 

Table 3.9 Educational and occupational profiles of respondents in the younger cohort in Bangalore 

Educational profile No. of women Occupational profile No. of women 
BA and BSc.  
MA and MSc 
MBA degree 
Ph D 
MBBS 
MPhil 
 

5 
5 
2 
2 
1 
1 

Lecturers 
Scientists 
Teachers 
Software professionals 
Managers 
Editorial staff 
Doctor 
Freelance journalist 

3 
2 
2 
3 
2 
2 
1 
1 
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Apart from information on educational and occupational profiles respondents were also asked about their 
age at the time of completion of highest educational level, age when they first began working, age at 
menarche, age at marriage and age at the birth of their first child. The median age at the occurrence of 
events amongst the younger cohort of women in Bangalore is illustrated in Table 3.10. 
 
Table 3.10 Median ages at the occurrence of events for younger respondents in the interview 
sample, Banglaore 
Events  Median age at events 
Age at menarche 
Age at marriage 
Age at first child birth 
Age at completion of highest education 
Age at first job 

12.5 years 
26.5 years 
29 years 
24 years 
23 years 

 
The majority of the women in the interview sample had only one child i.e. 75 percent, except for 4 women 
(25 percent) who had 2 children at the time of the interview. Out of the 16 respondents, most of them had 
completed their highest educational level and worked before getting married, except 4 respondents who 
were still continuing with their education and 2 of them who did not work before their marriage. At their 
age at first child birth all the respondents had completed their highest education and were working.  
 
Women were also interviewed from the older cohorts, which represents the mother’s generation. The total 
number of women interviewed in the older cohort was 15 whose current age at the time of the interview 
was between 53 to 78 years. These women thus belonged to the birth cohort 1925 to 1950. The education 
level of these respondents varied and all of them had at least some education. Their educational profiles 
are illustrated in Table 3.11. 
 
Table 3.11 Educational and occupational profile of respondents in the older cohorts in Bangalore 
Educational profile No. of women Occupational profile No. of women 
Completed 2nd Standard 
Completed 10th Standard 
SSLC 
Intermediate degree 
BA and BSc. 
MA and MSc 

1 
1 
2 
2 
7 
2 

Teachers 
Library Assistant 
Professional Editor 
Editorial work 
(part time) 

5 
1 
1 
1 

 
As regards the occupational profile of these respondents during the time of the interviews 5 of them were 
still working as teachers, l worked as a library assistant, 1 as a professional editor and 1 respondent 
worked part time at the age of 70, engaged in editorial work. Out of total 15 respondents, 10 of them were 
previously or presently working while 5 of them did not work at all. The median age at the occurrence of 
events amongst the older cohort of women in Bangalore is illustrated in Table 3.12 
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Table 3.12 Median ages at the occurrence of events for older respondents in the interview sample, 
Bangalore  
Events  Median age at events 
Age at menarche 
Age at marriage 
Age at first child birth 
Age at completion of highest education 
Age at first job 

14 years 
22 years 
23 years 
18 years 
21 years 

The median age at menarche amongst the older cohort of women was 14 years while the median age at 
marriage and first child birth was 22 and 23 years respectively. These women completed their highest 
educational level on an average at the age of 18 and of the women who joined the workforce their median 
age at first job was 21 years. An equal proportion of them (i.e. 5 mothers) had 1, 2 and 3 children 
respectively, and the mean number of children amongst this group of women was 2.   
 
Groningen 
 
The age of the respondents in Groningen at the time of the interview was 31 to 37 years and they belonged 
to the birth cohort 1967-1973. The educational profile and the occupational profile of 10 respondents who 
were interviewed are shown in Table 3.13.  
 

Table 3.13 Educational and occupational profile of respondents in the interview sample, Groningen 

Educational profile No. of women Occupational profile No. of women 
Completed HBO 
Completed PhD 
Completed University 

3 
4 
3 

Teachers 
Social Worker 
Project Managers 
Jurist 
Professor 
Consultant 

2 
1 
2 
1 
2 
1 

 
The median age at occurrence of events in the life course of these women are shown in Table 3.14. 
 
Table 3.14 Median ages at the occurrence of events amongst the respondents in the interview 
sample, Groningen  
Events  Median age at events 
Age at menarche 
Age at first serious relationship 
Age at first child birth 
Ag at leaving parental home 
Age at completion of highest education 
Age at first job 

12 years 
18.5 years 
30.5 years 
19 years 
25.5 years 
24 years 
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3.4.7 List of questions and probes 
 
A list of questions was formulated in order to answer the main research questions. In-depth interviews 
focused on how events such as menarche, marriage or cohabitation and first birth are perceived by high 
educated working women in the different cultural contexts of Bangalore and Groningen. The in-depth 
interviews also enable us to understand how educational attainment is linked to women’s autonomy in the 
various spheres of their life. It is assumed that the changing lives of women are greatly dependent on the 
historical context and the conditions of socio-economic development of the society. Thus respondents’ 
perception of their own generation is also a major theme included in the list of questions.  
 
The questions pertain to three important events in the reproductive life course of women: (i) menarche, (ii) 
marriage/cohabitation, and (iii) motherhood. Questions on different types of autonomy as operationalised 
by Jejeebhoy (1995) and respondents’ perception of their own generation were also included in the list of 
questions. Each of these broad themes had many sub themes. The events at the micro level were socially 
and culturally situated by asking respondents how they perceive their age at which these events occurred. 
These events are also culturally situated by the enquiring about the ceremonies that mark the events of 
menarche, marriage or cohabitation and birth of first child. Perceptions on role change, social expectations 
of the different roles through transition from one stage to the other, status, perceived gains of menarche, 
marriage and motherhood, gains of being higher educated and gains of having a working career were also 
identified. In order to understand the linkages between higher education and autonomy, we included 
questions on five different types of autonomy as operationalised by Jejeebhoy (1995) such as (i) 
knowledge autonomy, (ii) decision-making autonomy, (iii) physical autonomy, (iv) emotional autonomy, 
and (v) economic and social autonomy and self-reliance.  In addition, respondents were asked about their 
perception of one’s own generation and generational similarities and dissimilarities between the 
respondent and their mother. The list of questions is included in Appendix B.  
 
Also included within the list of questions were the probes to the questions in order to elicit better response. 
These probes were also cues to incorporate different aspects, which the respondent might not find worthy 
of mentioning. For example when we discussed about role change brought about by the event of marriage 
some of the probes were ‘changes in her day-to-day activities’, ‘type of dress to be worn’.  
 
The list of questions used for the in-depth interviews amongst women in Bangalore and Groningen were 
similar to each other. The language used was English in both contexts. However some specific wordings 
and concepts were sometimes translated into Hindi or in Dutch for the women in Bangalore and 
Groningen, respectively.   
 
3.4.8 Reflections on the fieldwork 
 
This section describes the researcher’s reflection on the fieldwork. It is a type of retrospective report 
discussing the researcher’s experience of conducting the in-depth interviews in the two cultural contexts 
of Bangalore and Groningen.   
 
In-depth interviews in Bangalore 
 
The in-depth interviews in Bangalore were conducted in a two-month period starting from 3 January 2004 
to 3 March 2004. In the first two weeks of the researcher’s stay in Bangalore, time was spent interacting 
with people, discussing about the research and visiting educational institutes and offices with the sift 
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questionnaire (see subsection 3.4.5). It was very disheartening during the initial weeks as no respondents 
came forward to participate in the interview. The time constraints of being a working mother were one of 
the most recurring reasons for non-participation. These women worked from 9 to 5 after which they 
rushed back home to be with their children and family, cook dinner after which there was little left of their 
day. And during the office working hours it was not possible for them to participate in the interview. 
Some offices did not allow my entry and I was asked to wait outside the gates of the office to talk to 
people after the office hours. This period continued for about 12 days after which I conducted my first 
interview. It was an interview with a scientist, which lasted for 3 hours. The initial rapport with many 
people set the ball rolling soon. Women mentioned my research to their friends and relatives. Some of 
them met the required criteria and also agreed to be interviewed. An appointment about the time of the 
interview and the place of the interview was agreed with the respondent in advance. In most of the cases, 
the respondents found it convenient to be interviewed at their own house. Interviews were conducted on 
days that the respondents had an off-day or during the weekends on Saturdays and Sundays. The preferred 
time for interviews at home was during the afternoons when the children were asleep and it was relaxing 
for the respondent herself. Some interviews were also conducted after office hours, when I accompanied 
the respondent home. Usually in these cases her mother or the mother-in-law looked after the kids while 
the interview was conducted in another part of the house. The duration of each interview was between 
three to four hours. Sometimes it was not possible for the respondents to spend that much time in one 
stretch. In such cases the interview was divided into two parts: life events followed by autonomy and 
perception of generations. So one part of the interview was conducted after which a fresh appointment was 
made for the next part of the interview. At times such as on public holidays more than two interviews 
were scheduled on the very same day as women did not go to work. Some interviews were also conducted 
in the respondent’s workplace in a quiet place for example, a conference room or a seminar hall. 
Sometimes appointments were forgotten and at the last minute the interview would be postponed to 
another date and time. As all the respondents were high educated women, they preferred giving the 
interview in English.  
 
Amongst the older generation of respondents the researcher was faced with an entirely different problem. 
It was the question of having trust. Most of the older respondents had not interacted with the researcher 
before the interview. They were often told about the interview by their daughters, daughter-in-law, friend 
or an acquaintance. Thus the researcher was called to their house for the interview only if there were other 
family members in the house as well. Amongst the older cohort, some respondents could express 
themselves better in the local language Kannada or in Hindi (the national language of India).  
 
In-depth interviews in Groningen 
 
The cultural context of Groningen was new for the researcher as she is from a different cultural context. 
At first focus group discussions were decided on. Flyers were printed with a brief discussion about the 
research and the criteria required in the respondents. With prior permission from the respective authorities 
the flyers were dropped into randomly selected post-boxes (post vakjes) at the workplaces. After a few 
days it was evident that it was difficult for women to have some free time and meet at one particular place 
on a stipulated date. It was difficult to impose the timing of one person on another person. However, 
women were willing to be interviewed at their own home at a time suitable for both the researcher and the 
respondent. Thus, in-depth interviews were conducted. Getting to know about the respondents was a 
snowball effect through personal contacts and friends and colleagues at the researcher’s workplace. A 
prior appointment was made with the respondent about the timing of the interview. The interviews were 
conducted in English. However, the respondents were asked to feel free to talk either in Dutch or English 
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as long as they expressed themselves. However, all the interviews were in English and respondents did use 
Dutch in instances where they could not express themselves properly in English. Most of the interviews 
were conducted at the house of the respondents on the days when the respondents had a day off. 
Sometimes the interviews were scheduled during the evening after dinner and after the children had been 
put to bed. At times the interviews were conducted during the late afternoons as well and during those 
times someone looked after the children. Of the 10 interviews conducted, only two of them were 
conducted at the workplace of the respondent in a quiet room without any disturbance. By conducting in-
depth interviews the researcher was directly introduced to Dutch culture.  
 
3.4.9 Response and quality of data 
 
It was challenging to conduct the in-depth interviews. In spite of many difficulties the respondents were 
cooperative and cordial during the interviews. Some of the difficulties have been discussed. In-depth 
interviews are long and require a lot of time. These working women rarely have so much time to spare. 
This hastens the responses and there is hurry on the part of the respondents to get over with the interview 
as soon as possible. Sometimes respondents are not so patient with the long duration of interviews which 
also influences the responses. At times responses were affected by the language barrier between the 
respondent and the researcher, especially amongst the older group of respondents in Bangalore. In this 
group the responses were also affected by the inability to remember accurately the age at first 
menstruation or the age at completion of highest education.  
 
As most of the interviews were in English it was easy to comprehend and understand them. The interviews 
were transcribed both by the researcher and a transcriber. For the interviews that had been transcribed, re-
listening to them and checking the transcripts was done by the researcher. For the one interview that was 
in the local language Kannada, it was translated into English and transcribed. As the interviews were long, 
the transcripts had to be read many times to code the variables. All the interviews were manually analysed 
by the researcher and quoted for better explanation in Chapters 6, 7, 8 and 9. The background information 
of the respondents was entered into Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) and the percentage 
distributions, and median ages at all events were analysed in the SPSS.  
 
Every respondent received a small gift at the end of the interview. Respondents in Bangalore were given a 
Dutch souvenir while the Dutch respondents received an Indian gift.    
 
3.5 Concluding remarks 
 
In this chapter we have described the data and methods used in this research. This research uses both 
quantitative and qualitative methodology for data analysis to study the lived and the perceived life courses 
of women across cohorts in the cross-cultural contexts of Karnataka and the Netherlands. The reasons 
behind selecting Karnataka and the Netherlands for this cross-cultural study were elaborated in Section 
3.2. Focus on universality, irrespective of the diverse cultures, and the role of education have also been 
emphasised in this section. The methodology and the conceptual models for the quantitative (Section 3.3) 
as well as the qualitative (Section 3.4) aspects in this research have been elaborated in this chapter. Hence 
this chapter lays the basis for the research which will be elaborated in the ensuing chapters of this thesis.  
 
 



Chapter 4 
Educational attainment and the timing of first birth 

 
 
4.1 Introduction 
 
In the previous chapter we discussed the data sets used in this study and the methodology adopted for the 
analysis of the data. The conceptual framework illustrated in Figure 3.1 gives an overview of the macro-
micro linkages enabling typical union formation and first birth patterns as social outcomes at the macro 
level. In chapter 3 we have also indicated that this study makes a distinction between the lived and the 
perceived life courses of women across generations of mothers and daughters. The lived life course is 
studied through the secondary data analysis of survey data sets whereas the perceived life course is studied 
through qualitative data derived from in-depth interviews of women in Karnataka and the Netherlands. 
Chapters 4 and 5 will focus on the lived life course emphasizing the events of first birth and first union 
respectively. Chapters 6, 7, 8 and 9 focus on the perceived life course of women retrospectively 
reconstructed by the women themselves, giving meaning to their lived life events. As has already been 
discussed in chapters 2 and 3, this study focuses on the impact of higher educational attainment on the 
changing lives of women in the cross-cultural perspective. Chapters 4 and 5 thus enable us to understand 
the impact of women’s educational attainment on the timing of first birth and first union in Karnataka and 
the Netherlands. In chapter 3 we have already observed how levels of women’s educational attainment 
increased across time both in Karnataka and the Netherlands. Thus we adopt a cohort approach in order to 
understand the changes in the timing of first birth and first union in Karnataka and the Netherlands. The 
chapters on quantitative and qualitative data analyses lay emphasis on the universality of educational 
attainment as well as the context specificity that exists cross-culturally. For a discussion on universality 
and how it focuses on the commonality of the influence of higher education on the timing of events in the 
lived life course, see Chapter 3, section 3.2. Another important issue that we focus on is the context 
specificity underlying the influence of educational attainment on the two cultures (Karnataka and the 
Netherlands); here we look into the cross-cultural differences.  
 
The present chapter is the first amongst the quantitative chapters and focuses on educational attainment 
and the timing of first birth. This chapter answers the following research questions:  
 

- How does educational attainment of women influence the timing of first birth in Karnataka and 
the Netherlands across different cohorts?  

- Which aspects of educational attainment and the timing of first birth are universal and which are 
context-specific?    

 
Events such as menarche, first union and first birth are sequentially arranged in the reproductive life 
course, and specifically, the event of first union precedes the event of first birth. However, we first focus 
on the event of first birth in this chapter and later in the following chapter we study the event of first union 
for the following reason. In the present cross-cultural study, union formation behaviour takes on various 
meanings and forms. However, we do not associate first births with the different types of union formation 
behaviour as it is beyond the scope of this study; in fact, we study the events of first birth and first union 
as individual events in themselves. Basu (1992; original from Hobcraft 1985) suggests that when 
comparing life courses of women in a cross-cultural perspective, it is more suitable to begin the 
comparison with the event of first birth and not through comparisons of age at the beginning of sexual 
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relationship or union formation behaviour. In view of this we focus on first birth in this chapter while in 
the next chapter, i.e. Chapter 5, we study first union as an intervening event in the lived reproductive life 
course of women in Karnataka and the Netherlands. 
 
The event of first birth marks the transition to ‘motherhood’, which brings about with it a myriad of 
changes in a woman’s life. The event usually interrupts her educational career, her participation in the 
labour market, personal and professional aspiration for success, imposes limitations on her physical 
mobility and is an invasion of the personal space of a woman (see chapters 6 and 9). On the other hand 
some of the respondents in the in-depth interviews have found the event to be a satisfying experience of 
womanhood (see chapters 7 and 9). Hence the event of first birth has significant social and cultural 
connotations attached to it. The social connotation attributes to women the social role of mother while the 
cultural connotation acts both as a constraining and facilitating factor leading to her status enhancement in 
the society. Several researchers have widely agreed on women’s educational attainment as an important 
determinant of first birth and first union. Women’s educational attainment has significantly increased over 
the past decades in the Netherlands (Matsuo 2003, Gustafsson et al. 2001, Beets 1999, De Jong Gierveld 
and Liefbroer 1995) and this increase has caused a widespread postponement in women’s age at first birth 
and union formation behaviour. Beets (1999) regards the Netherlands as the ‘world champion of late 
parenthood’. In a similar way educational expansion has affected women’s lives in India (Bhat 2002, 
Dreze and Murthi 2001, Parasuraman et al. 1999, Velkoff 1998). Parasuraman et al. (1999) contend that in 
India changes in women’s education are coming about, slowly but surely. According to the authors, 
despite these changes in the levels of women’s education a large gender gap still remains as daughters are 
discouraged from pursuing higher education while sons are given priority to further their education. 
Educational attainment influences the timing of first birth in three ways: (1) level of educational 
attainment, (2) duration of education and (3) nature of education (Beets 1999). Each of these has its own 
specific effect that leads to a later age at first birth. Higher educated women are more likely to become 
mothers at later ages than women who are less educated. Over the years the impact of education has 
become stronger in the cultural contexts of both Karnataka and the Netherlands, as more women tend to 
pursue higher education, which involves prolonged enrolment in the educational arena; this eventually 
influences the timing of first birth. However, the relationship between higher education and timing of first 
birth is not always possitive. More and better education of women brings about incompatibility between 
the parallel careers of work and motherhood (Blossfeld and Huinink 1991); it increases the opportunity 
costs of having children thereby resulting in fewer births (Liefbroer and Corijn 1999, Blossfeld et al. 1995, 
Becker 1991, 1981); and it leads to massive ideational change in the society (Gustafsson et al. 2001).  
 
Prolonged and higher education of women is related with delay in the timing of motherhood; however the 
relationship is not always explicit. This can be explained through the direct and the indirect effects of 
education on the timing of first birth. The direct effects of the delay of motherhood are observed in various 
researches in recent times in Karnataka and the Netherlands (Rajan 2005, Sekher et al. 2001, Dreze and 
Murthi 2001, Parasuraman et al. 1999, Beets et al. 2001, Beets 1999, Liefbroer and Corijn 1999). 
Blossfeld et al. (1995) suggests that the reasons for the delay in the timing of first birth could vary across 
modern and traditional societies. According to the author, the predominance of the ‘family system’ and the 
so-called  ‘incompatibility of labour force participation and the family system’ are two factors which vary 
across modern and traditional societies and these factors play an important role in determining the extent 
of influence of higher educational attainment on the delay in the timing of the first birth. Research 
literature also shows that the impact of educational attainment on the timing of first birth has increased 
across cohorts (Matsuo 2003, Coleman and Garssen 2002, McLaughlin et al. 1988). Beets et al. (2001) 
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suggests that in the Netherlands, about half of the rise in the age at first birth between cohorts 1931-1940 
and 1961-1965 is attributed to the rise in the educational levels of women.  
 
The indirect effects of educational attainment on the timing of first birth can be observed in the following 
way. Higher educated women spend a longer time in education, and because combining student roles and 
motherhood roles is difficult to cope with, there is a delay in first births (Blossfeld and Huinink 1991). 
Higher educational attainment of women enables their participation in the labour market, which brings 
about their economic independence. This increases the opportunity costs of children leading to less 
demand for children which indirectly leads to the delay in first births (Becker 1991). Dual roles of being a 
working woman and a working mother may lead to incompatibility and role conflicts, hence women 
choose between ‘family building career’ and ‘working career’. Whilst higher educated women set their 
working career as their foremost priority, less educated women prioritise family building career (Beets et 
al. 2001, Moen 1992). Women’s higher education also plays an important role in improving her autonomy 
thus indirectly leading to a delay in motherhood (Parasuraman et al. 1999, Jejeebhoy 1995). However, 
there have been several studies in the Indian context that question the validity of the link between 
women’s higher education and autonomy (Jeffery and Basu 1996, Vlassoff 1996, Visaria 1996). 
Sometimes, women with higher education and with working careers do not necessarily enjoy 
independence and autonomy; this suggests that the link between women’s higher education and their 
autonomy depends on other factors.  
 
Higher educated women have better access to information and hence have greater control over their 
fertility career (Sobotka 2004). It is generally known that higher educated women value certain qualities 
differently from the lesser educated women. According to Beets (1999) higher educated women tend to 
value qualities such as self-fulfilment, creativity and independence. The study by Manting (1994) reveals 
that higher educated women prefer cohabitation to marriage. Since cohabitation is considered as less 
stable and binding on the partners (for example, see Manting 1994), these women tend to delay becoming 
mothers because of the unstable nature of the relationship. In Chapter 9 we observe that when a woman in 
a cohabiting relationship in the Netherlands conceives a child she enters into a formal marital relationship. 
Skirbekk et al. (2004) study the impact of age at completion of education on the timing of first birth. The 
authors observe that in recent times because of women’s prolonged educational enrolment, their transition 
to adulthood roles in the form of participation in the labour force and birth of the first child is delayed. 
Thus not only have women’s educational levels influenced the timing of first birth but also the age at 
which they complete their highest level of education.  
 
This chapter is divided into four broad sections. Section 4.2 discusses some of the methodological issues 
about the secondary data analysis in this chapter. In section 4.3 we provide a descriptive analysis of the 
event of first birth amongst women in Karnataka and the Netherlands. In that section we also study the 
similarities and differences in the timing of first birth across birth cohorts in Karnataka and the 
Netherlands. Section 4.4 examines how the timing of first birth is influenced by the level of educational 
attainment of women in Karnataka and the Netherlands. In section 4.5 we look at the impact of age at 
graduation on first birth amongst women in Karnataka and the Netherlands across birth cohorts. By 
focusing on the age at graduation we emphasise the importance of educational thresholds on the timing of 
first birth. It is essential to study the relevance of educational thresholds for Karnataka where a substantial 
number of women still do not attend school and as such have ‘no education’. In section 4.6 we outline 
some conclusions of this chapter.  
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4.2 Methodological Issues 
 
In this section we shall first briefly discuss the usefulness of birth cohorts and how we have categorised 
them depending on the secondary data set and the information available in the dataset. Next we elaborate 
separately on the Karnataka NFHS-2 data set and the OG 98 dataset for the Netherlands giving an 
overview of the different variables that are used for analysis and the methods used to analyse the data. 
After giving a brief overview of the variables in the dataset we discuss the methods used to analyse the 
data.  
 
In order to understand the changes in the impact of women’s educational attainment on the timing of first 
birth we consider the cohort effects. As discussed in chapter 2, individual behaviour to a large extent is 
dependent on the historical period in which the individual is born. This enables individuals to belong to 
particular birth cohorts and each cohort is distinct from the others, both socially and demographically 
(Ryder 1985). The birth cohorts situate individuals in historical time and place specifying social and 
cultural underlying processes. These specifications then link historical change to developmental processes 
in our lives (Elder 1998). The birth cohorts in this study have been categorised in a similar way for both 
Karnataka and the Netherlands: those born in 1960 and before, 1961-1965 and 1966-1970. Birth cohort 
1971-1976 is included for Karnataka which forms the youngest and the most recent cohort while the same 
has not been included for the Dutch dataset due to censoring. In the Karnataka dataset the oldest cohort 
includes women who are born in the years 1949-1960 while in the Netherlands dataset it includes women 
born in the years 1945-1960. The birth cohorts also represent the historical setting of both the cultural 
contexts. Becker (1990) has summarised the typology of generations for the Dutch context aggregating 
birth cohorts. For the Karnataka context no literature exists on the typology of generations. For a detailed 
discussion, please refer to chapter 2, section 2.5.   
 
From the original 4374 ever-married women in the NFHS-2 dataset for Karnataka the present analysis is 
based on 3567 women in the birth cohorts 1949-1976. Women born after 1976 are excluded which results 
in a decrease in sample size by 807 women. Out of 3567 women, the number of them who had 
experienced the event of first birth before the survey ended was 3382, that is 95 percent of the women 
considered in the analysis. The median age at first birth amongst these women was 18 years. In the 
Netherlands OG 98 dataset, among the total number of 5450 women, irrespective of their union status, 
4230 women belonging to the birth cohorts 1945-1970 were taken into consideration for the present 
analysis. Out of this total of 4230 women considered in the analysis, 3269 women had experienced the 
event of first birth before the end of the survey, constituting 77.3 percent of the women. Their median age 
at first birth was 26 years.  
 
Thus women born after 1976 in Karnataka and those born after 1970 in the Netherlands have not been 
included largely because most of these women had not experienced the event of first birth until the survey 
date.  These cases have been treated as right-censored cases. NFHS-2 survey for Karnataka was conducted 
in the year 1999 while OG was conducted in the year 1998. Thus the age range of the women included in 
our study was broadly 22-49 years of age at the time of the survey in Karnataka while in the Netherlands 
women were in the age range 28-53 years. We have used age truncation because of the fact that many 
younger women did not experience the event of first birth by the survey date. These women were treated 
as right-censored cases that probably might have given birth after the survey was completed. Thus we are 
dealing with information that is incomplete and partially observed. The incompleteness of the information 
is taken into account by the life table analysis. The life table uses the empirical transition rates estimated 
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from the data to complete the cohort experience of incomplete cohorts. It assumes that women who were 
childless at the time of the survey follow the same first childbearing pattern as women in the survey with 
at least one child.  
 
The life table completes the cohort experience using age-specific transition rates. The transition rates are 
estimated by dividing the number of events during a given age interval by the duration of exposure to the 
risk of the event during the same interval. Hence the transition rate is an occurrence-exposure rate. It is 
noted that the first marriage rate estimated for Karnataka excludes women who were not yet married at the 
time of the survey. Similarly, fertility rates are marital fertility rates as it includes only ever-married 
women in the age range 23-49. In the Dutch dataset we include women irrespective of their union status in 
the age range 28-53. So we observe the age-specific marital fertility rates of ever-married women in 
Karnataka across birth cohorts and different educational level. This is then compared to the age-specific 
fertility rates of all women irrespective of their union status by birth cohorts and different educational 
levels in the Netherlands. As we do not include women born after 1976 in Karnataka and those born after 
1970 in the Netherlands, we are restricting the age-specific rates of first childbearing to women who were 
at least 23 years old in the Karnataka survey and 28 years old in the Netherlands survey.  
 
The level of educational attainment in both Karnataka and the Netherlands is defined by the number of 
years of schooling that women have acquired. We distinguish the educational levels into low, medium and 
high. In Karnataka the levels of educational attainment have been distinguished into low, middle 
incomplete, middle complete and high. The analysis includes women who attended school at least once, 
thus all women with no schooling are excluded in the analysis of Karnataka dataset.  
 
Apart from the levels of educational attainment we also study the impact of women’s age at graduation on 
the timing of first birth. In chapter 3, section 3.3.5 we described the procedure adopted to estimate the age 
of graduation both in months and years. In the cross-cultural perspective we have calculated the duration 
between age at completion of highest education and the age at first birth. This duration is studied across 
birth cohorts by educational levels of women. The duration between completion of education and the 
timing of first birth helps us to understand how women across cohorts have moved away from what used 
to be the standard timing of social roles such as completion of educational career, marriage and followed 
by motherhood toward a choice perspective.  
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4.3 First birth in Karnataka and the Netherlands 
 
In Figure 4.1 we present the percentage distribution of women by their age at first birth in the survey 
populations of NFHS-2, Karnataka and the OG 98, the Netherlands.  
 
Figure 4.1 Age distribution at first birth of women in Karnataka 1998-99 and the Netherlands 1998 
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From Figure 4.1 the early ages of first child birth in Karnataka and the later ages in the Netherlands are 
evident. The median age at first child birth in Karnataka and the Netherlands is 18 and 26 years 
respectively. It can also be observed from Figure 4.1 that there is less variation in the timing of first birth 
in Karnataka while more variations are observed in the Dutch context. The variations are depicted by the 
spread of the distribution. It seems that women in Karnataka tend to follow typical age norms, which are 
associated with appropriate ages for first childbearing. These age norms can be culturally prescriptive 
which dictate when women ‘should’ normally have their first child. The prevalent age norms also imply 
the sociological meaning attached to age and motherhood as a stage in the life cycle of women. It hence 
suggests a normative pattern of first childbearing in the Karnataka context. We shall discuss this in greater 
detail in chapters 7 and 8 that are based on qualitative data analysis of in-depth interviews. Also studies 
have shown that in the cultural context of India, a married woman establishes her position in her 
husband’s family by proving her fertility with the birth of her first child (Khan and Singh 1987, Hutter 
1994, Koenig and Foo 1992, Basu 1992, Jejeebhoy 1995).  
 
The Dutch context shows heterogeneity in the timing of first birth depicted by the spread of the graph. 
This seems to reflect well the choice behaviour of women in the Netherlands (Liefbroer and De Jong 
Gierveld 1994). The onset of choice behaviour came about since the 1960s when the normative pressures 
were relaxed and the standard life course of women seemed to be replaced by choice biography (Liefbroer 
and De Jong Gierveld 1994). Heterogeneity can also be explained by the variations across covariates such 
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as age, educational level of women, socio-economic characteristics or marital status (Lesthaeghe 2000). 
These also explain the second demographic transition of the Dutch society (van de Kaa 1987) which has 
been elaborated in chapter 2.  
 
4.3.1 Birth cohorts in Karnataka 
 
Before we go on to study the cohort changes in the timing of first birth in the Karnataka context, it is 
necessary to make the link between the timings of marriage and first birth. This is done primarily by 
assuming that marriage and first childbearing are closely connected to each other and childbearing is 
within the precincts of marital union. Thus a delayed age at marriage will lead to later ages at first 
childbearing. Marriage as union formation behaviour is dealt with in the next chapter. In the present 
chapter we incorporate the event of marriage to enable us to adjust first birth patterns of women in 
Karnataka across cohorts for the proportion of unmarried women. Karnataka’s NFHS-2 survey collected 
information only on ever-married women. Since marriage is closely linked with childbearing in Karnataka 
and cohort change is almost negligible amongst married women, it is important to take unmarried women 
into account. Table 4.1 shows the percentage distribution of unmarried women by birth cohorts at exact 
ages of 18, 20 and 22 in Karnataka. This table has been derived from the NFHS-2 state report for 
Karnataka (IIPS 2001: 40 Table 3.3) that gives information on the percentage of ever-married women by 
specific ages based on the current age of women at the time of the survey. From the information on 
percentage of women ever married we have derived the percentage of unmarried women by exact ages, as 
depicted in Table 4.1.  
 
Table 4.1: Percentage of ever-married women that are still unmarried at various exact ages, by 
birth cohorts Karnataka  
Birth Cohorts 18  years 20 years 22 years 
1960-1964 
1965-1969 
1970-1974 
1975-1979 

39.6 
37.1 
45.8 
53.7 

24.1 
22.1 
29.0 
36.3 

16.3 
13.3 
20.3 
-- 

Source: NFHS-2, 1998-99, Karnataka state report (IIPS 2001: 40) 
 
Table 4.1 clearly indicates that the proportion of unmarried women amongst younger cohorts has 
substantially increased across birth cohorts. However the increase is striking amongst women in the 
younger cohorts in comparison to the older cohorts. It strongly suggests that women in the younger 
cohorts delay marriage much more than the women in the older cohorts. The proportion of women 
unmarried at exact age 18 has increased from 39.6 percent in the cohort 1960-1964 to 45.8 in the cohort 
born 1970-1974 and further to 53.7 percent in the cohort born 1975-1979. Similarly it is observed to be 
the case for women of exact age 20. The proportion of them unmarried across cohorts has increased from 
22.1 percent in the cohort 1965-1969 to 29 percent in the cohort born 1970-1974 and further to 36.3 
percent in the cohort 1975-1979. Although Table 4.1 suggests an early age pattern of marriage in 
Karnataka, the increase in the proportion of unmarried women across birth cohorts is a reminder of the 
ongoing changes taking place in Karnataka. Since marriage and childbearing are closely linked in the 
Indian context (Basu 1992), we observe the abovementioned propensity of women in the younger cohorts 
to remain unmarried longer and a delay in the timing of first birth.  
 
A detailed discussion of the procedure adopted to adjust the proportion of unmarried women in the sample 
of Karnataka dataset has been explained in Appendix C at the end of this chapter. By comparison, the data 
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for the Netherlands pertained to the population of all women irrespective of their union status and 
therefore no adjustment was necessary.  
 
The cumulative proportions of women at first birth by age are illustrated in Table 4.2 and Figure 4.2. As 
these cumulative proportions are adjusted for the proportion of unmarried women, the changes in the 
event of first birth across birth cohorts can be attributed to a delay in marriage. Table 4.2 depicts cohort 
changes in the proportion of women at first birth by particular ages in Karnataka. For instance, we can 
ascertain the proportion of women who had their first child by the age 20 or 25 across different cohorts.  
 
Table 4.2 Proportion of women with at least one child by age and birth cohort, Karnataka  
Age 1949-1960 1961-1965 1966-1970 1971-1976 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 
18 
19 
20 
21 
22 
23 
24 
25 
26 
27 
28 
29 
30 
31 
32 
33 
34 
35 
36 
37 

3.4 
8.6 
17.5 
28.1 
41.9 
52.6 
61.2 
68.0 
73.8 
78.7 
82.9 
84.8 
87.2 
88.8 
90.0 
91.2 
92.1 
93.0 
93.3 
93.7 
94.0 
94.2 
94.5 
94.6 
94.7 

2.6 
8.2 
18.9 
29.1 
42.2 
53.2 
61.4 
69.6 
74.4 
77.9 
83.5 
86.4 
89.2 
90.7 
91.7 
92.7 
93.5 
93.7 
93.9 
94.2 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 

3.6 
10.0 
19.3 
31.5 
43.6 
54.3 
63.2 
70.9 
75.5 
79.3 
82.7 
85.6 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 

4.4 
10.6 
20.3 
30.8 
39.8 
47.3 
55.4 
62.9 
68.0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 

Note: Adjusted for the proportion of unmarried women 
          
 
In the cohort 1949-1960 by age 38, 94.7 percent of women had their first child, which leaves the 
proportion of childless women at 5.3 percent. Similarly by age 33 in the cohort 1961-1965, 94.2 percent 
had their first child and 85.6 percent by age 25 in the cohort 1966-1970. Hence the proportion of those 
remaining childless by age 33 and age 25 in these cohorts are 5.8 and 14.4 percent, respectively. For the 
women in cohort 1971-1976, not only are the cumulative proportions of women at first birth declining, by 
age 22, the proportion of childless women is 32 percent.  
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Figure 4.2 Observed cumulative proportion of women at first birth by age and birth cohorts, 
Karnataka  
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Note: Adjusted for the proportion of unmarried women 
 
As can be observed from Figure 4.2, the cumulative proportion of women with at least one child has 
dropped in the cohort 1971-1976. This drop is distinctly observable when compared to the older birth 
cohorts of women. We can safely say that as women in the cohort 1971-1976 marry later this causes a 
change in their first birth behaviour. Until age 16, the proportion of women in this cohort with at least one 
child was higher than the rest of the cohorts. However, after age 16, the proportion of women with a first 
child declines. At age 17, the drop is only slightly visible but from age 18 onward, a clear difference is 
observed when compared to the older cohorts. At age 18, while 54.3 percent of women in the cohort 1966-
1970 had their first child it is 47.3 percent in the cohort 1971-1976. By age 22, 75.5 percent of the women 
in the cohort 1966-1970 had their first child while it is 68 percent for the cohort 1971-1976. This decline 
of 7.5 percent and the proportion of childless women by age 22 hints at the uniqueness of the cohort 1971-
1976 when compared to the other cohorts in Karnataka. From Table 4.1 we have also observed the change 
in marriage behaviour of the younger cohort of women in Karnataka.  
 

The changes across cohorts become even clearer when the absolute changes are compared with 
differences with the reference cohort 1949-1960 which is the oldest cohort in Karnataka. This cohort is 
taken as the reference cohort and the first birth pattern of the younger cohorts are compared to the oldest 
cohort. Thus keeping the oldest cohort as the standard we observe how the absolute changes in the age at 
first birth have progressed in the younger cohorts. We derive the absolute change by subtracting the 
cumulative proportion of women at first birth in the younger cohorts from the cumulative proportion of 
women at first birth in the reference cohort 1949-1960. Though the cohort changes are already observable 
in Figure 4.2, the absolute changes across cohorts illustrated through the differences with reference cohort 
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accentuate the cohort changes showing distinctly at what ages was first birth delayed across cohorts and 
by what proportion.  
 
Figure 4.3 Difference across cohorts compared to reference cohort 1949-1960, Karnataka  
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Figure 4.3 illustrates the differences with Figure 4.2 in much greater detail. As can be observed from 
Figure 4.3, each birth cohort when compared to the reference cohort seems to behave in a different manner 
as regards first birth. The cumulative first birth rates across all birth cohorts are more than the reference 
cohort for all ages of first birth with the exception of the cohort 1971-1976. In this cohort the first birth 
rates until age 16 are more than in the reference cohort, but from the age of 17, the first birth rates steadily 
decline. This has been also indicated in Figure 4.2. The steady decline is the result of fewer births and 
delays in first birth occurring in the cohort 1971-1976. Women in this cohort in their early 20 have 6 
percent fewer first births than women in the older cohorts. This delay can be attributed to the delay of 
marriage that has begun from the age of 17 in the younger cohort of women as is observed in Table 4.1. 
Also observed from Figure 4.3 is that the delay in first childbearing was not evident for the older cohorts 
of women in Karnataka. It is a pattern observed clearly and distinctly amongst the youngest cohort of 
women in Karnataka.  
 
4.3.2 Birth Cohorts in the Netherlands 
 
The age-specific first birth rates by birth cohorts depict a substantial change from the oldest to the younger 
cohorts as shown in Table 4.3. This change is also very significantly distinct from the cohort changes 
taking place in the Karnataka context. Also evident from Table 4.3 is the fact that not only do Dutch 
women have their first birth at later ages, a large group of women have their first child after the age of 30. 
Table 4.3 also suggests that a large number of women give birth to their first child before age 20. Across 
birth cohorts the rate of teenage childbearing increases. This can be supported by the research findings of 
Matsuo (2003) and Coleman and Garssen (2002). 
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Table 4.3 Age specific rates (per 1,000) of first birth by birth cohorts, the Netherlands  
Age 1945-1960 1961-1965 1966-1970 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 
18 
19 
20 
21 
22 
23 
24 
25 
26 
27 
28 
29 
30 
32 
33 
34 
35 
36 
37 
38 
39 
40 
41 
42 
43 

0 
0 
0 
0 
0 

0.4 
4.8 
8.1 

18.3 
32.3 
40.7 
46.9 
87.1 
100.5 
118.5 
144.6 
136.1 
135 

124.4 
148.6 
113.8 

89 
82.7 
90.2 
74.3 
43.8 
39.6 
14.9 
13.1 

0 
4.1 
4.8 
5.3 

0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 

2.1 
4.2 

12.6 
11.7 
31.3 
26.7 
54.9 
43.6 
62 

68.8 
69.6 
105.9 
120.2 
150.5 
146.9 
153 

136.6 
120.1 
125 

115.9 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 

0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 

6.4 
9 

18.2 
18.5 
22.9 
37.2 
38.7 
56.6 
66.4 
86.3 
100.1 
131.1 
166.7 
167.3 
212.8 

0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 

 
 
The age-specific rates of first births as depicted in Table 4.3, indicates variations in the timing of first birth 
amongst Dutch women. At ages below 28, the age-specific rates of first birth decline across birth cohorts 
as first births are postponed much more amongst women in the younger cohorts in comparison to the older 
cohorts. However, after age 30, the age-specific rate of first birth increases much more in the younger 
cohorts than the older cohort of women. Thus we observe a declining age-specific first birth rate until age 
28 from cohort 1945-1960 to 1966-1970 after which we observe a catching up behaviour of the delayed 
first births after age 30 illustrated by the increasing age-specific first birth rates across cohorts. Women in 
the cohort 1966-1970 are aged 28-32 years at the time of the survey, hence this cohort is partially 
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observed. In Table 4.4, the life table estimate of cumulative proportion of women with at least one child 
also illustrates change in first birth patterns across birth cohorts in the Netherlands.  
 
Figure 4.4 and Table 4.4 reveals that a substantial postponement of first child birth has taken place 
amongst women in the cohort 1945-1960 and 1961-1965. This postponement of first child birth further 
continued until cohort 1966-1970 but the intensity of change is of a smaller magnitude in comparison to 
the change from cohort 1945-1960 to cohort 1961-1965. At age 28, while 64.5 percent of women in the 
cohort 1945-1960 had their first child, this proportion decreased by 17.3 percent points in the cohort 1961-
1965. Furthermore from cohort 1961-1965 to 1966-1970, it was a decline of only 1.2 percent. At age 31, 
76.6 percent of women in the oldest cohort already had their first child while 67.6 percent of them were 
first time mothers by this age in cohort 1961-1965. In the youngest cohort of women in the Netherlands it 
is observed that the proportion of mothers increased from 67.6 percent in the cohort 1961-1965 to 70.5 in 
the cohort 1966-1970. By age 32 we observe that the proportion of childless women has increased from 
21.3 percent in the cohort 1945-1960 to 28 percent in the cohort 1961-1965. The very fact that 29.5 
percent of the women in the youngest cohort i.e. 1966-1970 are childless at age 32 suggests that first 
childbearing is largely postponed to later ages. This is also supported by research findings from Coleman 
and Garssen (2002) and De Jong and Steenhof (2000). This pattern is very unlike the Karnataka pattern of 
the proportion of women at first birth across birth cohorts. The percentage of women giving birth to their 
first child later than age 30 is distinctly lower in Karnataka when compared to the Netherlands.  
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Table 4.4 Cumulative proportion of women with at least one child by age and birth cohort, the 
Netherlands  
Age 1945-1960 1961-1965 1966-1970 
15 
16 
17 
18 
19 
20 
21 
22 
23 
24 
25 
26 
27 
28 
29 
30 
31 
32 
33 
34 
35 
36 
37 
38 
39 
40 
41 
42 
43 
44 
45 

0.0 
0.5 
1.3 
3.1 
6.3 
10.1 
14.3 
21.8 
29.6 
37.0 
44.5 
52.5 
59.0 
64.5 
68.9 
73.6 
76.6 
78.7 
80.4 
82.2 
83.5 
84.2 
84.9 
85.1 
85.3 
85.3 
85.3 
85.4 
85.5 
85.5 
85.5 
 

0.0 
0.2 
0.6 
1.9 
3.0 
6.1 
8.6 
13.6 
17.4 
22.5 
27.8 
32.9 
40.0 
47.2 
55.1 
61.7 
67.6 
72.0 
75.4 
78.4 
80.9 
80.9 
80.9 
 

0.0 
0.0 
0.6 
1.5 
3.3 
5.1 
7.3 
10.7 
14.2 
19.1 
24.4 
31.0 
37.9 
46.0 
55.0 
62.5 
70.5 
70.5 
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Figure 4.4 Cumulative proportion of women at age at first birth across birth cohorts, the 
Netherlands  
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The cohort changes observed in Figure 4.4 are discussed further by observing the differences across 
cohorts compared with the reference cohort 1945-1960 as illustrated in Figure 4.5. The difference with the 
reference cohort is calculated in the same way for the Karnataka dataset. The cumulative proportions of 
women at first birth of the subsequent cohorts are subtracted from the age-specific cumulative proportions 
of women of the oldest cohort i.e. cohort 1945-1960. This oldest cohort is taken as the reference cohort. 
The absolute changes compared to the reference cohort are illustrated in Figure 4.5. For all subsequent 
birth cohorts of women when compared with the reference cohort a delay in the age at first birth is 
observed. The delay in the timing of first birth is the most striking in the cohort 1961-1965 when 
compared with the cohort 1966-1970. However the common strand that runs through is that delay in the 
timing of first birth has been observed across all cohorts of women in the Netherlands. First birth is 
delayed for all ages in the cohorts 1961-1965 and 1966-1970 when compared with the benchmark cohort 
of 1945-1960. However this change in first birth behaviour is narrow at ages until 21. After this age the 
gap widens and is the widest at ages 25-27 after which it slowly begins declining at later ages. However, 
after age 30, the lines start getting closer to each other, which indicate the catching up behaviour of the 
later cohorts. It is observed that after age 30, women in the cohort 1966-1970 in comparison with women 
in the cohort 1961-1965 show faster catching up behaviour. Coleman and Garssen (2002: 447) mentions 
that the ‘population of the Netherlands has postponed its births more than any other European country but 
has also had the strongest ‘catching up’ or recuperation of births to mothers over age 30’. Thus not only 
are the first births being delayed across birth cohorts but most of the delayed births are later realised above 
age 30.  
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Figure 4.5 Difference across cohorts compared to reference cohort 1945-1960, the Netherlands  
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4.3.3 Comparison: Karnataka and the Netherlands 
 
While Figures 4.2 and 4.4 situate the first birth patterns across different cohorts of women in Karnataka 
and the Netherlands, Figures 4.3 and 4.5 provide further elaboration. The first birth patterns both in 
Karnataka as well as the Netherlands show a delay in the timing of first birth. This delayed behaviour is 
substantially a phenomenon observed for the cohort of women born 1971-1976 in Karnataka, while for the 
Dutch context this behaviour seems to be strongly present in the cohort born 1961-1965. According to 
Lesthaeghe (2001), Coleman and Garssen (2002) and Bosveld (2001), postponement of first birth was 
already distinctly pronounced in the cohorts of 1950. This trend continued on steadily from the older to 
the younger cohorts. In Karnataka, first birth is delayed because of a delay in the timing of marriage as 
observed amongst the youngest cohort of women. However, as the youngest cohort of women are aged 22 
years at the reference year 1998-99, we are restricted to observing only a part of these women’s 
reproductive lives. Caldwell (2001), Caldwell and Caldwell (1988), Caldwell et al. (1983) and IIPS (2001) 
findings also show that female age at marriage was found to have persistently risen over a period of time. 
The delay in the timing of marriage amongst the youngest cohort in Karnataka does not however indicate 
that these delayed marriages would eventually never take place at all. However Jones (2001) suggests that 
the highest proportions of unmarried women are in the urban areas and amongst the best educated. In 
Netherlands there is a fast and steady postponement of first births followed by a strong catching up after 
the age of 30. This behaviour is not a recent phenomenon in the Dutch context as it is highly pronounced 
even in the cohort 1961-1965 as shown in Figure 4.6. Also what is interesting in the Dutch context is that 
while the delay of first birth behaviour was so predominant in the cohort 1961-1965, however in the 
subsequent cohort there is a relative decline in this delayed behaviour. Another interesting finding is the 
presence of age-related norms as regards the timing of first birth which is prevalent in the Karnataka 
context and absent in the Dutch context. Thus Dutch women can choose the age at which they want to 
give birth to their first child whereas in the Karnataka context society prescribes the standard norms of age 
at first birth. The findings thus substantiate the normative pattern of first childbearing in the Karnataka 
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context vis-a-vis the choice pattern of first childbearing in the Netherlands, an instance of standard 
biography amongst the Karnataka women as opposed to the choice biography of the Dutch women.  
 
The first birth pattern is examined in relation to the educational attainment of women in Karnataka and the 
Netherlands. For the Karnataka context as we have observed from Table 4.1, women in the youngest 
cohort are delaying the timing of marriage, as portrayed in Figure 4.2 where the cohort of women born in 
1971-1976 show a delay in the timing of first birth when compared to the older cohorts. Delay in the 
timing of marriage can be explained by the increase in educational opportunities for women in the 
Karnataka context across birth cohorts. In the Dutch context, delay in the first birth pattern or the rising 
age at first motherhood has been one of the elements in a series of demographic trends labelled as the 
second demographic transition since the 1960s. This also has its links with the educational attainment of 
women as a pathway to their economic success, independence and social status. Delay in the timing of 
first birth and the role of educational expansion in the Dutch context can be explained by the institutional 
effect of education, which makes motherhood and educational career incompatible. Section 4.4, studies 
the impact of educational attainment on the timing of first birth in Karnataka and the Netherlands. The 
impact of educational attainment of women on the timing of first birth will be studied across birth cohorts 
of women in Karnataka and the Netherlands. 
 
4.4 First birth by level of educational attainment 
 
Educational attainment vis-à-vis increased number of years of schooling is assumed to have a direct effect 
on the age at first childbearing. In societies where childbearing is within the realms of marital union, long 
years of formal education invariably delay women’s entry into marriage and thus increase age at first 
childbearing (Hirschman and Rindfuss 1982, Rindfuss et al. 1983, Hirschman 1985, Westoff 1992, 
Jejeebhoy 1995, Basu 1996). Thus we look at the median ages at first birth across birth cohorts of women 
by their educational levels in Karnataka and the Netherlands.  
 
4.4.1 All cohorts combined: Karnataka and the Netherlands 
 
Karnataka 
We observe from Table 4.5 that the median age at first child birth increases with the increase in women’s 
educational level. However, we should be cautious in interpreting these results due to the fact that the 
table includes only those women who had at least some education, thus leaving out women with ‘no 
education’. 
Table 4.5: Median ages at first birth by educational level of women, Karnataka 

Level of education Median ages Standard deviation Total no of women 
Low  
(4-5 years of schooling) 
Middle incomplete  
(6-9 years of schooling) 
Middle complete  
(10 years of schooling) 
High  
(11-19 years of schooling) 
Total 

17 
 
19 
 
21 
 
23 
 
20 

3.13 
 
3.32 
 
3.94 
 
3.80 
 
3.99 

466 
 
554 
 
323 
 
323 
 
1666* 

*1716 women are excluded, as they have no education; 185 cases excluded, as the event of first birth did not take 
place 
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The median age at first child birth increases by 2 years as women’s education level increases from low to 
middle incomplete, middle complete and high educational levels. The distinction between ‘no education’ 
and ‘low education’ does not seem to exist as median age at first child birth in both these educational level 
are similar i.e. 17 years. The median age at first child birth amongst women with ‘no education’ is 17 
years (not shown in the table). We can observe from Table 4.5 that the extra years of attending school 
makes a sharp difference in the timing of first birth, for example, among women with low and the middle 
incomplete educational levels. An increase in the number of years of schooling from 4-5 to 6-9 years, 
reveals an increase by 2 years in the median age of women at first child birth. Thus the low educated 
women on the one hand are not different from those that have ‘no education’ but on the other hand are 
widely different from the women with middle incomplete educational level.  
 
Women with middle complete education i.e. those who have 10 years of schooling gave birth to their first 
child on an average 4 years later than women who had low education. However, higher educated women, 
who attended 11-19 years of schooling, had their first child on an average 6 years later than the low 
educated women in Karnataka. Studies by Jeffery and Basu (1996) and Jejeebhoy (1995) suggest that in a 
highly gender-stratified society such as India more than 6 years of schooling is necessary to bring about 
significant improvements in the autonomy of women. This is also known as the threshold level of 
education. Jejeebhoy (1995) in her study underlines the necessity of understanding the relationship 
between education and fertility in developing countries by taking into account the threshold level of 
education. She emphasises the fact that in developing countries some threshold level of education has to 
be acquired before fertility declines are ‘perceptible and sustained’ (Jejeebhoy 1995: 25).  
 
Figure 4.6 illustrates the age-specific marital fertility rates of first births for women whose educational 
level is low, middle incomplete, middle complete and high. As women attain higher education the age 
specific marital fertility rate of first birth declines. This decline could be caused by the changes in the 
timing of marriage due to the increased number of years spent in school to attain higher education. The 
link between delays in the timing of marriage having an impact on the timing of first birth has been 
discussed in Section 4.3 and Table 4.5 where we observe the increase in median age at first birth by 
increase in women’s educational level in Karnataka. High-educated women in Karnataka tend to delay 
first birth to later ages but also increasingly become first time mothers after the age of 30. However, here 
we observe only marital fertility rates. Delay in the birth of first child is already observed amongst the 
women with middle incomplete education but as these women had 6-9 years of schooling they do not 
seem to wait longer for marriage and birth of their first child in comparison to the more educated women. 
The delayed births in this educational category seem to be quickly achieved at ages ranging from 18-24. 
 
Similarly for the women with middle complete educational level i.e. those with 10 years of schooling, first 
births are further delayed as compared to those with middle incomplete education, but at ages 24-28, there 
is an increase in age-specific marital fertility rates suggesting that the former eventually marry and have 
their first child by that age. However women with 11-19 years of schooling delay first birth at early ages 
much more than the women with other educational levels. Highly educated women have lower first birth 
rates at younger ages but also at ages 24-28 and later. It seems that on the one hand age-related norms as 
regards first birth for the high-educated women tend to change but this delayed behaviour is not 
predominant for all ages. High-educated women in Karnataka become first-time mothers at higher ages 
than women with other levels of education and the former catch up after age 26.   
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Figure 4.6 Age-specific marital fertility rates (per 1000) of first birth by level of education of 
women, 3 - year moving averages: Karnataka  

 
 
Figure 4.7 illustrates the life table estimates of the proportion of childless women by age and levels of 
educational attainment. It is clearly observed from Figure 4.7 that higher educated women remain without 
a child for a longer time than the less educated women. These women not only begin childbearing at later 
ages than other educational categories of women, but amongst this group the proportion of them without 
first child have always been high across all ages. Thus we can see that the timing of first birth is 
influenced by the increase in the number of years a woman has spent in her education career. 
 
Figure 4.7 Proportion of childless women by age and educational levels, Karnataka  
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At the age of 18, 50 percent of the low educated women have had their first child, while more than 95 
percent of the high educated women of the same age are childless. Among women with incomplete 
middle-level education, 70 percent did not have their first child at age 18 while it is 80 percent for women 
who had completed middle education. At age 22, most of the low educated women are already mothers as 
only 16 percent are without first child, while for high-educated women nearly about 40 percent did not yet 
have their first child at age 22. In an intermediate age of 20, while 30 percent of the low educated are 
without first birth, the figure increases to 62 percent for complete middle education and 80 percent for 
high educated women. The high educated women remain a distinct group as regards timing of first birth. 
However after the age of 35, the high educated women surpass those with other educational levels and the 
former eventually give birth to their first child.  
 
The Netherlands 
 
The median age at first birth from the survey data of the Netherlands is shown in Table 4.6. We observe 
an increase in the median age at first birth with the increase in women’s educational level. The median age 
at first child birth for low educated women was 23 years which increased by 2 years for middle educated 
women and further by 4 years from middle educational level to high educational level. All women with at 
least some education on an average gave birth to their first child at the age of 26 in the Netherlands.  
 

Table 4.6 Median ages at first child birth by educational level, the Netherlands  

Level of education Median ages Standard deviation Total no of women 
Low  
(11 years of schooling) 
Middle  
(12-14 years of schooling) 
High 
(18-22 years of schooling) 
Total 

23 
 
25 
 
29 
 
26 

4.10 
 
3.93 
 
3.77 
 
4.18 

277 
 
2240 
 
585 
 
3102  

 
The age-specific first birth rates by educational levels in the Netherlands can be observed from Figure 4.8 
which depicts a clear postponement of first birth by high-educated women when compared to women of 
low and middle educational levels. The same is observable from Table 4.6, wherein the median age at first 
child birth of high-educated women is 6 years later than low educated and 4 years later than the middle 
educated women. Thus the postponement of first birth as seen in Figure 4.8 is not only at the early ages 
but also at later ages with the increase in educational levels of women. The trend seems to be very similar 
to the age-specific marital fertility rate of first birth across different levels of education in Karnataka as 
shown in Figure 4.6. At early ages with increase in the educational level women delay the birth of their 
first child and in the later ages the delay further increases with the increase in their level of education.  
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Figure 4.8 Age-specific first birth rates (per 1000) by level of education of women, 3-year moving 
averages, the Netherlands  

 
Figure 4.9 illustrates the proportion of childless women by age and educational level in the Netherlands 
for all women irrespective of the cohort distinction. A common feature in the Netherlands and Karnataka 
is the fact that higher educated women wait for a longer time to give birth to their first child. However the 
event of first birth for the high-educated women in the Netherlands is at much later ages than their 
counterparts in Karnataka.  
 
Figure 4.9 Proportion of childless women by age and educational level, the Netherlands  

 
First child birth in Karnataka begins at younger ages for all educational levels of women (Figure 4.7) and 
by age 27 and after, the survival curve begins to taper off indicating that most of the women have given 
birth to their first child. In the Netherlands as can be observed from Figure 4.9, women across all 
educational levels begin their first childbearing at later ages (in comparison to Karnataka) and by the age 
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of 27, while only 30 percent and 50 percent of the low and the middle educated women had still to begin 
their first childbearing while 82 percent of the high educated women were still without first birth at that 
age. Thus 18 percent of the high educated women had their first child by age 27 (seen from Figure 4.9) 
which indicates how transgressed the Dutch high educated women seem to be when compared with the 
low and the middle educated women.   
 
An interesting finding to emerge from Figures 4.7 and 4.9 is the proportion of women in Karnataka and 
the Netherlands who eventually remain childless by level of education. This proportion is extremely low 
hovering around 0.5 percent for women in Karnataka. Further, amongst the high educated women in 
Karnataka substantial delay in the age at first birth is clearly evident, but only until around age 34. As 
observed from Figure 4.7, after this age, the proportion of women who remain childless is slightly less 
than the proportions of childless women of other education levels. It is noticeably dissimilar in the case of 
the Netherlands. It is observed from Figure 4.9 that the proportion of women eventually remaining 
childless across educational levels increases significantly with a rise in educational levels. While 10 
percent of the low educated did not have their first child by age 37, the proportion increased to nearly 30 
percent amongst the high educated women. However after age 37, 25 percent of the high-educated women 
eventually remain childless as observed from Figure 4.9.  
 
In Karnataka the lower proportion of women eventually remaining childless across all educational levels 
seems to suggest the importance of age-related norms as regards first birth and the social status derived 
from being a mother. This will be substantiated further in Chapters 7 and 8 based on in-depth interviews 
of women in Karnataka. The Karnataka women seem to follow a normative and standardised pattern as 
regards first birth as an event in woman’s life course. While in the Netherlands, the substantial proportion 
of childless women across all educational levels depicts the volitional characteristics of first childbearing. 
The first birth pattern across educational levels of women in Karnataka since age 30 becomes very similar 
(Figure 4.7). At this age 11 percent of the high educated women in Karnataka did not have their first child. 
This group of women then seems to hurry up with their first childbearing and at the age of 34, surpasses 
the other educational levels of women with a very small proportion of first births taking place. Eventually 
0.2 percent of them remain childless. In the Netherlands, the high educated women delay their first child 
birth and end up at higher levels of childlessness than the low and the middle educated women. This 
pattern of eventual childlessness in Karnataka and the Netherlands suggests first childbearing as a 
universal phenomenon amongst high educated women in Karnataka, while it indicates the ability of higher 
educated women in the Netherlands to decide and plan for a first child. It also suggests that Karnataka 
women seem to balance the roles of motherhood and education while for the Dutch women these are 
incompatible. As De Jong and Steenhof (2000) suggests, Dutch women are used to planning their course 
of life to first fulfil other roles than those related to family and household.  
 
While in Karnataka the median age at first child birth increased by 2 years as the educational level of 
women increased, in the Netherlands it increases by 2 years from low to middle educational level and by 4 
years from middle to high educational level. However, interestingly in both Karnataka and the 
Netherlands, high educated women gave birth to their first child on an average 6 years later than the low 
educated women. This distinction utilises educational levels of women although the number of years of 
schooling criteria used to categorise women into low and high educated are different in Karnataka and the 
Netherlands. Whilst women with 4 to 5 years of schooling in Karnataka are categorised as low educated, 
in the Netherlands it is 11 years. Similarly the high-educated ones in Karnataka have 11 to 19 years of 
schooling while 18 to 22 years of schooling categorises high education in the Netherlands. Across birth 
cohorts of women in Karnataka and the Netherlands, it is observed that the median age at first birth 
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increases with the increase in educational levels of women. It is seen that low educated women give birth 
to their first child at an earlier age and this is consistent across all cohorts irrespective of their 
geographical location in Karnataka or the Netherlands. There seems to be not much variation between the 
low educated women i.e. those who had 4-5 years of schooling and those who had middle incomplete 
level of schooling i.e. 6-9 years of schooling in Karnataka. The differences in their median ages at first 
birth range from 1 to 2 years across all birth cohorts. However, women with middle incomplete education 
i.e. having 10 years of schooling are distinct from the low educated women in Karnataka. In the cohort 
born 1949-1960, the difference is 4 years, while in cohorts 1966-1970 and 1971-1976, the difference is 3 
years respectively. Women with 11-19 years of schooling i.e. high educated ones across all cohorts show a 
difference in the median age at first birth hovering around 2 years. In the cohort 1971-1976, the difference 
in the median age at first birth for high-educated women when compared with their counterparts with 
middle complete education is 2 years. In the Netherlands, however, there exists a sharp distinction 
between the low, middle and the high-educated women. This distinction can be observed through the 
median ages at first birth across all cohorts of women. Low educated women have a consistent median age 
at first birth i.e. 23 years across all birth cohorts with the exception of the cohort 1966-1970 where it is 
23.5 years. Middle educated women i.e. those with 12-14 years of schooling when compared with the 
high-educated women i.e. those with 18-22 years of schooling show a difference in the median age at first 
child birth. The difference is 3 years for the 1945-1960 and 1961-1965 cohorts, while this difference 
whittles down to 1 year for the cohort 1966-1970. Taking into consideration only the literate population in 
both Karnataka and the Netherlands, the differences in the median ages at first birth depict a similar 
pattern. Women with a middle complete educational level have their first child 4 years later than women 
with low education, and high educated women bear their first child 6 years later than low educated 
women. 
 
The relationship between educational levels influencing the delay in first birth is revealed both for 
Karnataka and the Netherlands. It is also observed that the relationship holds true across birth cohorts of 
women by different educational categories. However, in Karnataka it is more observable in early ages i.e. 
18, 20 and 22, whereas in the Netherlands it is relegated to the higher ages i.e. 22, 24 and 26 years of age. 
These ages are selected because we observe a substantial proportion of women experiencing the event of 
motherhood at such ages across different cohorts in Karnataka and the Netherlands. Cohort changes in 
first birth patterns in Karnataka and the Netherlands are observed at such ages (refer to Figure 4.2 and 
Figure 4.4).  
 
We see from Table 4.2 and 4.4 that Karnataka women seem to be following an early age pattern of 
motherhood while in the Dutch case it is a late age pattern of motherhood. It is for this reason that the 
changes in the timing of first birth illustrated in the following sections are studied across selected ages 
depending on the cultural context of Karnataka and the Netherlands. Table 4.7 and 4.8 summarise the 
changes in the timing of first birth behaviour as measured by the proportion of childless women for 
selected ages in Karnataka and the Netherlands respectively. This information is derived from the survival 
curves indicating the proportion of childless women by age and educational levels for different birth 
cohorts in Karnataka and the Netherlands.  
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Table 4.7 Proportion of childless women at specific ages (percentages), by level of education, 
Karnataka   
Birth Cohort Proportion of childless women at selected ages 
Low educated 18 years  20 years 22 years 
1949-1960 
1961-1965 
1966-1970 
1971-1976 

51 
50 
48 
41 

31 
28 
22 
26 

20 
18 
12 
13 

Middle incomplete 18 20 22 
1949-1960 
1961-1965 
1966-1970 
1971-1976 

62 
66 
58 
67 

35 
40 
35 
40 

21 
23 
16 
12 

Middle complete 18 20 22 
1949-1960 
1961-1965 
1966-1970 
1971-1976 

73 
83 
85 
86 

64 
70 
60 
62 

41 
56 
40 
48 

High educated 18 20 22 
1949-1960 
1961-1965 
1966-1970 
1971-1976 

95 
96 
96 
97 

80 
92 
87 
83 

64 
74 
70 
60 

 
Tables 4.7 and 4.8 illustrate that women in Karnataka and the Netherlands show a similar pattern of timing 
of first birth across birth cohorts and level of education. The postponement of first birth among high 
educated women in Karnataka and the Netherlands is comparable to each other. However, in Karnataka 
the postponement is not of the same magnitude as in the Netherlands.  
 
Table 4.8 Proportion of childless women at specific ages (percentages), by level of education, the 
Netherlands  
Birth Cohort Proportion of childless women at selected ages 
Low educated 22 years 24 years 26 years 
1945-1960 
1961-1965 
1966-1970 

70 
65 
63 

47 
46 
50 

34 
34 
28 

Middle educated 22 24 26 
1945-1960 
1961-1965 
1966-1970 

83 
92 
93 

66 
80 
85 

50 
69 
72 

High educated 22 24 26 
1945 -1960 
1961-1965 
1966-1970 

98 
None 
None 

92 
98 
96 

80 
94 
93 
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4.4.2 Birth Cohorts in Karnataka 
 
Figure 4.10 illustrates the age-specific marital fertility rates of women at first birth by educational levels 
for the cohort 1949-1960. This is the oldest cohort in the Karnataka context. At the time of NFHS-2, 
survey these women were aged 38-49 years. The education signifiers in this cohort are the categories of 
low (34.4 percent) and middle incomplete (31.9 percent) educational levels. Both these categories exhibit 
very much the same first childbearing behaviour i.e. beginning at very early ages and very little 
postponemnet to later ages. The middle complete and high-educated women in this cohort are observed to 
delay first birth as well, but this delay is much more pronounced at the later ages. As the educational status 
is measured at the time of survey we observe that higher educated women begin first childbearing at later 
ages in comparison to women with other educational levels. Their age-specific marital fertility rate of first 
birth is 0 at age 14, which suggests that women with high education postpone their first birth since they 
are still in school.   
 
Figure 4.10 Age-specific marital first birth rates (per 1000 married women) by level of education, 3 - 
year moving averages: cohort 1949-1960, Karnataka 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4.11 illustrates the proportion of childless women by level of education in the cohort 1949-1960. 
Amongst women with low levels of education we observe a distinctly lower percentage of women 
childless at age 18, while 95 percent of the high educated ones were without their first child at this age. 
The trend is replicated at the intermediate age of 20 and a later age of 22. 
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Figure 4.11 Proportion of childless women by age and educational level: cohort 1949-1960, 
Karnataka  
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At age 20, almost similar proportions of women with low and the middle incomplete education i.e. 31 and 
35 percent tend to be childless, whilst a higher percentage (64 percent) of women with middle complete 
education was still childless and an even higher percentage (80 percent) is observed for the high educated 
ones. At age 22, only 59 and 36 percent of the women with middle complete education and high education 
had their first child by this age. As 66.3 percent of the women in this cohort have attained low and middle 
incomplete educational levels, most of the women in this cohort can be said to already have had their first 
child before age 22. For women with complete middle education i.e. 10 years of schooling we observe 
them delaying their first birth at ages 18 and 20. However at age 22 delaying is not so common. But for 
the high-educated ones, delay of first birth takes place both at early ages as well as at the age of 22.   
 
Figure 4.12 depicts the age-specific marital fertility rates by level of education in the cohort 1961-1965. A 
clear pattern by levels of educational attainment is portrayed in this cohort which was not so evident in the 
older cohort. Similar groups of women with low and middle incomplete education of the older cohort 
show distinctly different trends in the cohort 1961-1965. At all ages, fewer women with middle 
incomplete education have their first birth at the same ages as the low educated ones. Women with 
complete middle and high education in this cohort also delay their first birth at early ages. However, 
higher educated women delay much more than women with middle incomplete education. But while 
women with middle education tend to delay first births even at later ages, the high-educated ones are not 
inclined to do so. The rates above age 26 are erratic due to the small number of observations.  
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Figure 4.12 Age-specific marital first birth rates (per 1000 married women) by level of education, 3 - 
year moving average: cohort 1961-1965, Karnataka 

 
The proportion of childless women by educational level in the cohort 1961-1965 is shown in figure 4.13. 
Clearly the low and the middle incomplete education have become distinct groups apart from each other 
ever since the older cohort. The proportion of women with low and middle incomplete education has 
declined from 66.3 percent in the older cohort to 62.1 percent in this cohort. Simultaneously there is a rise 
in the percentage of women with complete middle and high education in this cohort. Women with low and 
incomplete middle education begin motherhood at early ages and tend to delay less. However, women 
with complete middle and high education seem to delay their motherhood much more than those with 
other educational levels. The high educated ones are observed to delay even at age 22.  
 
Figure 4.13 Proportion of childless women by age and educational level: cohort 1961-1965, 
Karnataka  
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In cohort 1966-1970, the age-specific marital fertility rates of first birth as shown in Figure 4.14 depict an 
even clearer pattern than that for cohort 1961-1965. As women attain higher levels of education, a rising 
number of women give birth to their first child at later ages. Thus first child birth is not only delayed at 
early ages of women with low to high levels of education, but also at later ages whereby increase in the 
educational level of women causes an even bigger delay in first birth. However for the high-educated 
women, delay in first birth becomes less of an option after age 25 when compared with their counterparts 
with complete middle education. This is because high educated women at all ages have delayed being a 
mother much more than women of other educational levels. Hence after age 25, all the delayed births are 
realised as women seem to comply with the age-related norms of first childbearing. From Figure 4.14 
which depicts age- specific marital fertility rates of first birth, we relate the delay in the timing of first 
birth to the delay in the timing of marriage.  
 
Figure 4.14 Age-specific marital first birth rates (per 1000 married women), by level of education,  
3-year moving averages: cohort 1966-1970, Karnataka 

 
In the birth cohort 1966-1970, there is a further decline in the percentage of women with low and 
incomplete middle education and an increase in the percentage of those with complete middle and high 
education compared to the previous cohort. It is also observed that from the 16.1 percent of the literate 
population that represented high-educated women in the cohort 1949-1960, the proportion has increased to 
23.2 percent in this cohort. Figure 4.15 depicts the proportion of childless women by age and educational 
levels for the cohort 1966-1970. It is interesting to see delayed motherhood for high educated women at 
the ages of 18, 20 and 22 but also the proportion of them eventually remaining childless after age 30. At 
specific ages of 18, 20 and 22 years, it is observed that the low educated women are similar to the older 
cohorts by beginning motherhood at an early age and by the age of 22, only 12 percent are without with 
first birth. Women with incomplete middle education also have the same first birth pattern as the low 
educated ones with the exception that the intensity of their delay is not as profound as the later. While at 
age 18, 58 percent of the women with incomplete middle education did not have their first child, it was 35 
percent at the age of 20 and 16 percent who were childless at age 22. This illustrates that across birth 
cohorts the characteristics of the low and the middle incomplete educational level of women have been 
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changing. For the women with complete middle education the delayed first births at ages 18 and 20 are 
caught up at age 22 when 40 percent were still childless. The high-educated ones delay their first birth and 
the delay is much more prolonged. At age 22, 70 percent of the high-educated women were still childless. 
The other interesting fact that shows up from Figure 4.16 is the proportion of women who are eventually 
childless by educational level of women. It is almost 10 percent for both the women with complete middle 
and the high education in this cohort.  
 
Figure 4.15 Proportion of childless women by age and educational level: cohort 1966-1970, 
Karnataka  

 
The cohort 1971-1976 is the youngest cohort in the analysis of the Karnataka dataset. The women in this 
cohort are aged 22-27 years at the time of the NFHS-2, survey. Most certainly censoring becomes a part of 
this cohort as we observe incomplete birth histories. For a discussion on censoring please refer to the 
section on methodological issues. Figure 4.16 presents the age-specific marital fertility rate of first birth 
for women with different educational levels in the cohort 1971-1976. With an increase in the level of 
education there is a decline in the number of women becoming first-time mothers. The age-specific 
marital fertility rates decline at early ages as women continue to acquire more education. This decline is 
observed at early ages as well as the later ages. Women with low and middle incomplete education also 
begin to show distinct patterns very unlike the older cohorts.  
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Figure 4.16 Age-specific marital first birth rates (per 1000 married women), by level of education of 
women, 3 - year moving averages: cohort 1971-1976, Karnataka  

 
The survival curves depict the proportions of childless women by age in the cohort 1971-1976. The 
proportion of childless women is observed by specific ages and educational levels for the cohort 1971-
1976 in Figure 4.17. We find that with the increase in educational level, the timing of first birth is being 
delayed to later ages. While women with low and the incomplete middle education show distinct changes 
in first birth behaviour, those with complete middle and high education follow their sisters in the older 
cohorts.  
 
Figure 4.17 Proportion of childless women by age and educational level: cohort 1971-1976, 
Karnataka 
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An interesting observation across birth cohorts of women arises from Figures 4.11, 4.13, 4.15, and 4.17. 
We observe first birth behaviour of women by different educational level as well as the proportion of 
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women that eventually remain childless. The high-educated ones are those that are observed to delay the 
birth of their first child across all birth cohorts in Karnataka. Thus this category of women is more prone 
to catching up delayed births at later ages. In the oldest cohort born in 1960 and before high education for 
women seemed much of a rarity in the society. Women were seen to jostle between higher education as a 
personal preference and giving birth to their first child, which was the requisite for the social status. It also 
shows the prevalence of the age norms as regards the birth of first child. Thus delay of first birth can be 
observed amongst the high educated women in the oldest cohort but at later ages i.e. after the age of 34, 
we also observe a catch-up in delayed births with the birth pattern of higher educated women surpassing 
the other educational categories of women. Eventually a bare minimum remains childless. Women with 
low and the incomplete middle education ones enter motherhood early and by the age of 28, almost 
everyone has had their first child and those eventually childless remain at 0.3 percent. Those with 
complete middle education also delay the birth of their first child but sooner or later they give birth to their 
first child and eventually 0.7 percent of them remain childless. For the subsequent birth cohorts the 
proportion of high educated women eventually remaining childless is greater than the women with other 
education levels hovering around 0.8 to 0.9 percent for the high educated women in Karnataka. It is thus 
observed that those educational categories of women who by virtue of increased duration of schooling 
delay the birth of their first child are more prone to remain eventually childless at the later ages. The 
proportion of childless women in the cohort 1971-1976 also becomes evident not only for the high-
educated women but also for the other educational categories as well. 
 
4.4.3 Birth cohorts in the Netherlands 
  
The age-specific first birth rates by educational levels of women across birth cohorts show very much the 
same pattern as seen in Figure 4.8. As observed from the age-specific first birth rates across all cohorts, 
the high educated women delay the birth of their first child when compared to the low and the middle 
educated women (shown in Figures 4.18, 4.19 and 4.20).  
 
Figure 4.18 Age-specific first birth rates (per 1000), by level of education, 3 - year moving averages: 
cohort 1945-1960, the Netherlands 
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Figure 4.19 Age-specific first birth rates (per 1000), by level of education, 3 - year moving averages: 
cohort 1961-1965, the Netherlands 

 
Figure 4.20 Age-specific first birth rates (per 1000), by level of education, 3 - year moving averages: 
cohort 1966-1970, the Netherlands 

 
As observed from Figures 4.18, 4.19 and 4.20, the first births are delayed both at the early ages as well as 
the later ages with the increase in women’s educational attainment. The Karnataka high educated women 
when compared with the Dutch high educated ones differ in their behavioural patterns. In both the 
contexts, high-educated women delay their first birth but while the Karnataka high educated women 
eventually become mothers at later ages, the Dutch high educated ones delay motherhood to an even 
greater extent extending to even later ages. However the patterns of first childbearing of the high educated 
Karnataka women and Dutch middle educated women are comparable as far as the propensity to delay 
childbearing is concerned. Karnataka high educated women delay being mothers until the age of 26, 27 
after which they eventually become mothers which is similar to the Dutch middle educated women. The 
above-mentioned pattern is also depicted in Figures 4.21, 4.22 and 4.23 across birth cohorts of women by 
their levels of education in the Netherlands.  
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Figure 4.21 Proportion of childless women by age and educational level: cohort 1945-1960, the 
Netherlands 

 
In the cohort 1945-1960, at specific ages it is observed that the high educated women are more likely to 
postpone their first birth when compared to the low and the middle educated women. The middle educated 
women also delay their first birth as can be seen from Figure 4.21. At age 22, 83 percent of the middle 
educated women did not have their first child while at age 24, it was 66 percent. The high-educated 
women also seem to be following the same behavioural pattern, with the exception that a majority of them 
(92 percent) have not begun motherhood even at the age of 24. But as we move to age 26, we observe that 
the low educated women have realised most of their delayed births and 50 percent of the middle educated 
women have entered into first motherhood by that age. For the high-educated women, the delay in first 
birth continues from the age of 22 and 24 as 80 percent of them have yet to bear their first child by age 26.  
 
In the cohort 1961-1965, a pattern similar to that of the older cohort takes place as observed from figure 
4.22. But very unlike middle educated women in the older cohort, much more delay of first births sets in 
at age 22. For the high-educated women in this cohort, 22 years seems too early an age to enter into 
motherhood. Thus the delay that had just started in the cohort 1945-1960 seems to have set in firmly 
amongst the high-educated women in the cohort 1961-1965. At age 24, the middle educated women tend 
to delay even further as 80 percent are childless at this age, compared to 98 percent of the high-educated 
women who are childless. 
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Figure 4.22 Proportion of childless women by age and educational level: cohort 1961-1965, the 
Netherlands  

 
This trend of postponing first birth by the middle educated women continues on at the age of 26, as 69 
percent are still childless at this age. While similar to the trend at age 24, very few high educated women 
have become mothers. The proportion of childless women amongst this group is 94 percent. This means 
that the middle educated ones do delay the birth of their first child but then the delay is usually caught up 
with sooner. The same is not the case with the high-educated women in this cohort.  
 
Women in the cohort 1966-1970 are considered to be the youngest cohort in the Netherlands. The women 
in this cohort fall in the age range of 28-32 years at the time of the OG 98 survey. This cohort depicts the 
educational expansion that has come about in Dutch society. Changes in the timing of entry into 
motherhood measured by the proportion of childless women at specific ages indicate that, delay takes 
place simultaneously across all educational levels of women.  
 
Figure 4.23 Proportion of childless women by age and educational level: cohort 1966-1970, the 
Netherlands 
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As depicted, the propensity to delay is much less amongst the low educated women in comparison to the 
middle and the high educated ones. The high educated women illustrate innovative behaviour by longer 
delays to the birth of their first child in comparison to the moderate deferment of first birth by the middle 
educated women in this cohort. The pattern of delay amongst the low educated women is in cognisance 
with the delay that has been taking place in the earlier two cohorts by the same group of women. The 
middle and the high educated ones in the cohort 1966-1970 also seem to follow their sisters in the older 
cohorts but with the exception that the proportion remaining childless by specific ages has increased with 
the increase in age. Thus the middle and the high-educated women in the cohort 1966-1970 tend to delay 
much more than their sisters in the older cohorts.  
 
The proportion of women remaining childless by educational level and across birth cohorts is very marked 
in the Netherlands and dissimilar compared to cohort patterns in Karnataka.  Across birth cohorts in the 
Netherlands, we observe that the proportion of women who eventually remain childless increases. The 
high educated women in comparison to the low and the middle educated ones experience this increase 
much more across birth cohorts from the oldest to the youngest. We observe a clear shift taking place 
across cohorts. The proportion of high educated women remaining eventually childless increased from 22 
percent in the oldest cohort to 55 percent in the cohort 1966-1970. Hence we can conclude that delay in 
first birth is indeed related to the number of years women spend in schooling. However, while the middle 
educated women catch up with the delayed births subsequently, the high educated ones who are already on 
the trail of delaying motherhood continue with this trajectory which leads to eventual childlessness.  
 
4.5 Impact of age of graduation on first birth 
 
In addition to the influence of women’s educational attainment on the timing of first birth as discussed in 
the previous sections, this study also lays emphasis on the impact of age of graduation on the timing of 
first birth. The age at graduation is the age at completion of highest education stated by the respondents in 
Karnataka and the Netherlands. Women who were still studying at the time of survey were not included in 
the analysis. From the available information on single years of schooling and information on highest 
completed education we have imputed the century month code (CMC) at graduation based on certain 
assumptions. This imputation process has been explained in detail in chapter 3 (data and methods, see 
Section 3.3.5). By imputing the CMC at graduation we narrow down to a more precise unit measure of 
time ‘month’.  
 
Two events that are the focus of the analysis in this section are the age at graduation from the highest 
educational level women who had first birth and the age at first birth. We observe these two events with 
the help of survival analysis for Karnataka and the Netherlands across different birth cohorts. From the 
survival functions the median survival time for each of these events is derived. We focus on the median 
durations between transitions from completion of highest education amongst women who had their first 
birth to the event of first birth and consider these durations for different birth cohorts. The median 
durations have been calculated as the difference between median age at first birth and the median age at 
graduation for women who had their first birth. First we shall elaborate on our findings in Karnataka 
followed by the Netherlands. 
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 4.5.1 Birth cohorts in Karnataka 
 
The median age at graduation and first birth by cohorts in Karnataka is presented in Table 4.9. These 
median ages are the graduation age of 50 percent of the respondents who eventually have a first birth have 
graduated. A higher age at graduation results in a higher age at first birth. Across cohorts a large variation 
is observed in ages at first birth as a result of the longer duration spent in the educational arena. Low 
educated women complete their highest level of education at an early age and their duration to first birth is 
longer than women with incomplete middle, complete middle and high education. As the educational level 
increases women complete their education at a higher age and hence the duration to first birth declines. 
Changes are also observed across birth cohorts in Karnataka. However, there is no clear pattern by 
educational levels. High educated women graduate at a later age and the duration between graduation and 
first birth is shorter. It is observed that in comparison to the high educated women across cohorts, those 
belonging to the cohort 1971-1976 have a lower median age at graduation (18 years) and similarly a lower 
median age at first birth (22.6). This could be due to the selection criteria adopted in the NFHS-2 survey 
that includes ever-married women in the age group 15-49 at the time of survey. Thus high educated 
women belonging to the cohort 1971-1976 are selectively included as those who have completed their 
highest education at a younger age and are married.  
 
Table 4.9 Median ages at graduation and first birth by birth cohorts, Karnataka 
 Graduation First birth 
Low educated 
1949-1960  9 18.0 
1961-1965 10 17.8 
1966-1970 10 17.6 
1971-1976 10 17.7 
Middle incomplete 
1949-1960 13 18.8 
1961-1965 13 19.3 
1966-1970 13 18.5 
1971-1976 13 18.9 
Middle complete 
1949-1960 14 20.2 
1961-1965 15 20.3 
1966-1970 15 19.3 
1971-1976 15 20.0 
High educated 
1949-1960 21 24.6 
1961-1965 21 24.0 
1966-1970 20 24.1 
1971-1976 18 22.6 

Note: These are median survival times for each event derived from life table estimates 
 
Table 4.10 illustrates the length of the interval between graduation and first birth for different levels of 
education and different birth cohorts. These durations are derived from subtracting the median age at 
graduation amongst women who had their first child from the median age at first birth.  
 



Higher Education and the Reproductive Life Course 

 122 

Table 4.10 Median durations between transitions from completion of education to first birth, 
Karnataka (in years) 

Graduation-First Birth 
Birth Cohorts Low  Middle incomplete Middle complete High 
1945-1960 9.0 5.8 6.2 3.6 
1961-1965 7.8 6.3 5.3 3.0 
1966-1970 7.6 5.5 4.3 4.1 
1971-1976 7.7 5.9 5.0 4.6 

 
While low educated women become first-time mothers on an average 8 years after they have completed 
their highest educational level, the high educated ones become mothers after a span of 3.8 years on an 
average. No distinct intra-cohort patterns are observed by educational levels from the oldest to the 
youngest cohort with the exception that the median duration to first birth declines with the increase in 
educational level of women. However, we observe distinct inter-cohort patterns of first childbearing after 
the completion of highest education. For instance in the cohort 1961-1965, low educated women waited 
for almost 8 years for their first child after the completion of their highest education (median age at 
graduation 10 years), high educated ones waited for only 3 years, their median age at graduation being 21 
years. Similarly in the cohort 1971-1976, low educated women had a median duration of 7.7 years to first 
birth after completion of their highest level of education. The median duration to first child for high 
educated women was 4.6 years which is a decline by 4.1 years. We also observe that women with 
incomplete middle and complete middle education also behave distinctly as regards entry into motherhood 
after completion of graduation. The necessity of educational thresholds in Karnataka is evident because a 
large number of women do not attend school.   
 
The cohort 1971-1976 in Karnataka which is the youngest cohort depicts innovative behaviour of delaying 
first births by marrying at later ages. We have also observed that this cohort’s first birth behaviour by 
levels of education is different from that of the older cohorts in Karnataka.  The impact of age at 
graduation on the timing of first birth amongst women in the cohort 1971-1976 is also observed in this 
section. Hence due to this cohort being a special cohort in Karnataka we depict the ongoing changes in 
their timing of first birth by different educational levels in Figures 4.24 to 4.27. We should keep in mind 
that only ever-married women are included in the NFHS survey dataset. The figures show how the timing 
of first birth is influenced by women’s longer enrolment in education. The main finding is that the 
duration to first birth decreases with an increase in education. We observe a definite shift taking place in 
the age at graduation from low to high education and as the shift occurs more towards the right, the gap 
between age at graduation and first birth becomes less. Whilst low educated and the incomplete middle 
educated women are distinctly different categories in this cohort, women with complete middle and high 
education behave more or less similarly. The difference in the median duration to first birth since the 
completion of highest educational level between low and the middle incomplete educated women is 1.8 
years; the complete middle and the high educated women differ by just 0.4 years.  
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Figure 4.24 Interval between graduation and first birth for low educated women in the cohort 1971-
1976, Karnataka 
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Figure 4.25 Interval between graduation and first birth for incomplete middle educated women in 
the cohort 1971-1976, Karnataka 
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Median duration 7.7 years 

Median duration 5.9 years 
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Figure 4.26 Interval between graduation and first birth for complete middle educated women in the 
cohort 1971-1976, Karnataka 
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Figure 4.27 Interval between graduation and first birth for high educated women in the cohort 
1971-1976, Karnataka 
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4.5.2 Birth Cohorts in the Netherlands 
 
In the Netherlands the low educated women graduated on an average at the age of 16, while the middle 
and the high educated ones graduated at 21 and 23 years respectively. The median age at first birth shows 
variations across cohorts but only for the middle and the high educated women. The low educated women 
had their first child at the age of 23.9 years on an average from the oldest to the youngest cohort in the 

Median duration 5 years 

Median duration 4.6 years 
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Netherlands. We observe no change in the graduation and first birth behaviour of low educated women 
across cohorts. While for the middle and the high educated ones the median age at first birth increases 
across cohorts as well as by educational level of women. For instance, the middle educated women in the 
cohort 1961-1965 had 28.2 years as the median age at first child birth, a median age at first child birth 
which increased to 32.1 years amongst the high educated women in the same cohort. Similarly, 28.7 years 
was the average age of first childbearing for the middle educated women in the cohort 1966-1970 which is 
the youngest cohort in the Netherlands. For the high educated women the median age at first birth could 
not be observed as the cumulative survival function did not reach 0.5.  
 
Table 4.11 Median ages at graduation and first birth by birth cohorts, different levels of education, 
the Netherlands  
 Graduation         First Birth 
Low Educated 
1945-1960 16 23.9 
1961-1965 16 23.9 
1966-1970 16 23.9 
Middle Educated 
1945-1960 21 25.9 
1961-1965 21 28.2 
1966-1970 21 28.7 
High Educated 
1945-1960 23 30.1 
1961-1965 23 32.1 
1966-1970 23 -- 

Note: These are median survival times for each event derived from life table estimates 
         (--) refers to cumulative survival function not reaching 0.5 
 
Table 4.12 illustrates the median durations between completion of graduation and first birth across cohorts 
and educational level. We observe that as women graduate at later ages, the duration to first birth 
decreases. However, we observe this only amongst the low and the middle educated women. The high 
educated women depict a pattern of further postponement of first birth and instead of the durations 
decreasing with increase in educational levels durations increase further in comparison to the low and the 
middle educated women. Thus the high educated women have a longer median duration to their first birth 
after the completion of their education. We observe from Table 4.12 that the median duration to first child 
birth for high educated women increases from 7.1 years in the cohort 1945-1960 to 9.1 years in the cohort 
1961-1965. The median duration of the high educated women increases by 2.2 years as compared to the 
middle educated women in the cohort 1945-1960 and 1.9 years in the cohort 1961-1965.  
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Table 4.12 Median durations between graduation and first birth, by level of education and birth 
cohort, the Netherlands (in years) 
 Graduation- First 

Birth 
Low Educated 
1945-1960 7.9 
1961-1965 7.9 
1966-1970 7.9 
Middle Educated 
1945-1960 4.9 
1961-1965 7.2 
1966-1970 7.7 
High Educated 
1945-1960 7.1 
1961-1965 9.1 
1966-1970 -- 

 
The impact of age at graduation on age at first birth of high educated women in the Netherlands is 
graphically depicted in Figures 4.28 to 4.30 across cohorts. We have already observed in Table 4.12 that 
amongst this group of women the duration to first birth after the completion of graduation is even longer 
than low and the middle educated women. The longer median duration indicates the variety of choice that 
high educated women have in the Netherlands and that motherhood is prioritised for the later ages. We 
observe that the median age at graduation of these women is 23 years. Thus within this period of 
completion of graduation and the birth of the first child women might be participating in the labour force 
and fulfiling higher order needs before giving birth to their first child. The reasons behind these longer 
durations will be explained in Chapter 8 which contains feedback from in-depth interviews conducted 
among Dutch women.   
 
Figure 4.28 Interval between graduation and first birth for high educated women in the cohort 
1945-1960, the Netherlands 
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Figure 4.29 Interval between graduation and first birth for high educated women in the cohort 
1961-1965, the Netherlands 
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Figure 4.30 Interval between graduation and first birth for high educated women in the cohort 
1966-1970, the Netherlands 
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4.6  Conclusion 
 
In this chapter we have discussed the timing of first birth by women in Karnataka and the Netherlands. 
Education exerts a large impact and has a large impact on the timing of the first birth. In our study we 
adopt two measures of educational attainment: levels of educational attainment, and the age at graduation, 
namely the age at completion of highest educational level. We study the impact of these two measures of 

Median duration 9.1 years 
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educational attainment on the timing of first birth. The ensuing results can be categorised into universal 
features of education and the context-specific features of education.   
 
A universal feature is the delay in the first birth. Women in younger cohorts become first-time mothers at 
a later age than women in the older cohorts. The timing of first birth is influenced by women’s educational 
attainment. We see the effect of educational expansion occurring across cohorts as the percentage of 
women entering into higher education is increasing in both Karnataka and the Netherlands. Educational 
expansion leads to cohort changes in first birth patterns. Increased number of years of schooling leads to a 
delay in first birth. Higher educated women delay their first birth much more than women of other 
educational levels. Another universal feature is the link between education and childlessness. The 
proportion of women that remain childless is larger amongst the high educated women than among those 
with other levels of education.  
 
Apart from the universal features of educational attainment we also observe the context-specific features 
pertaining to Karnataka and the Netherlands. The first birth pattern in Karnataka shows a normative 
pattern reflecting the standard behaviour of women, while in the Netherlands the first birth pattern is 
heterogeneous reflecting the choice behaviour of women. In Karnataka, this delay is related to the delay in 
the timing of marriage, while Dutch women consciously decide on the timing of their first birth. However, 
we cannot say much about the conscious decision of Dutch women within the precincts of the analysed 
data. Also in Karnataka, the delay related to the delay in the timing of marriage cannot be proved 
conclusively from the data as it includes only ever-married women. The cohort 1971-1976 in Karnataka 
depicts the onset of innovative behaviour and their behaviour is distinctly different from the older birth 
cohorts of women. In this cohort we also observe more women in pursuit of higher education in 
comparison to the other cohorts.  
 
Even though we observe a delay in the timing of first birth amongst women in Karnataka, at the same time 
we also observe that age-related norms of first birth are still prevalent. This is discernible from the present 
analysis as we see women delaying motherhood only till ages 25-27 years. After these ages women tend 
not to delay further. This phenomenon is clearly observed amongst the high educated women in Karnataka 
who delay the birth of their first child. Thus this category of women is more prone to catching up 
behaviour at later ages. However, in the Netherlands we observe that high educated women either 
completely forgo motherhood (which is indicated by the high proportion of childless women at later ages) 
or they first complete their highest education level and then begin motherhood. Thus the delay in the 
Netherlands is of a different type. In Karnataka we observe the clear link between delay in marriage 
consequently leading to the delay in the birth of the first child. This is illustrated by the cohort changes in 
the proportion of unmarried women at exact ages 18, 20 and 22 that explain timing of first births across 
cohorts. Analysis of the impact of age at graduation on the timing of first birth in Karnataka suggests the 
importance of educational thresholds.  
 
In the Netherlands, the delay in the first birth behaviour is not a recent phenomenon. Our analysis shows 
that delay in first birth existed even in the cohort 1961-1965. The proportion remaining eventually 
childless is much less in Karnataka as compared to the Netherlands. In Karnataka, first childbearing is 
universal in nature as 95 percent of the women in the NFHS -2 dataset for Karnataka had their first child. 
Motherhood is also a culturally prescribed norm. Hence most of the delay that we observe is attributable 
to the effect of education playing an important role. However, after ages 27, even the high educated 
women in Karnataka had become mothers while the Dutch high educated women still delay motherhood. 
Thus we observe that in Karnataka the effect of education at later ages loses its stronghold after ages 27 
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reflecting the context specificity of cultural norms of motherhood. By comparison, the effect of education 
at later ages still persists in the Netherlands, implying less stringent cultural norms of motherhood.  
 
Appendix C details the exact procedure we adopted to calculate first birth patterns taking into account the 
unmarried assumption across cohorts in Karnataka. In the following chapter we will analyse the event of 
first union formation as an intervening event in the lived life course of women across cohorts in Karnataka 
and the Netherlands. 
 





Chapter 5 
Union formation: an intervening event 

 
 
5.1 Introduction 
 
In Chapter 4, we have discussed the event of first birth as the marker of motherhood in Karnataka and the 
Netherlands. The impact of women’s educational attainment on age at first birth was also studied in 
Chapter 4 for different levels of education and across cohorts. We observed that women in the younger 
cohorts spent an increased period of time enrolled in the educational arena in comparison to women in the 
older cohorts. This invariably results in a later age at first childbearing. The interval between graduation 
and first birth was shorter for higher educated women than for the less educated ones. Further, amongst 
the higher educated women in both Karnataka and the Netherlands, the younger cohorts tended to delay 
the event of first birth more in comparison to the older cohorts. The universal and the context specific 
aspects of educational attainment on age at first birth have also been emphasised in Chapter 4.  
 
The present chapter is based on the event of first union in the lived life course of women in the cultural 
contexts of Karnataka and the Netherlands. The event of first union marks the beginning of sexual 
relationship, the start of a new co-residence and family formation. These shape the transition of 
individuals from youth to adulthood as they begin to assume adult roles. Marini (1984) explains this 
transition as a progress from economic dependence on the family of origin to economic independence and 
building up a family through procreation. The decision to co-reside is also dependent on a stable working 
career that ensures financial stability for the couple. The adult roles in demographic literature are largely 
referred to as completion of education, living independently from parental control, engaging in full-time 
employment, marrying and having children. Thus couples often weigh the pros and cons of being in a 
union before deciding to live together. With the passage of time the event of union formation has 
undergone widespread changes both in Karnataka as well as the Netherlands. In Karnataka, the saga of 
‘arranged marriages’ has given way to the large number of ‘love marriages’ in the life of young adults. In 
the Netherlands similar to most of the Western societies there have been a decline and postponement of 
marriage as first union and the emergence of cohabitation as an alternative form of marriage. 
Developments in women’s educational attainment, prolonged educational career and labour force 
participation of women have been influential in bringing about changes in the formation of first union in 
Karnataka and the Netherlands. These factors have been widely researched for the Dutch context 
explicating changes in adult roles from a traditional sequence of events to new forms and complex 
pathways to union formation adopted by young adults (Corijn and Klijzing 2001, Liefbroer 1999, 
Liefbroer and Corijn 1999, Blossfeld and Huinink 1991). In Karnataka, the effect of developmental 
changes influencing marriage forms has been linked to higher education of women leading to women’s 
autonomy and hence greater say in marriage decisions, the right age to marry and whom to marry 
(Parasuraman et al. 1999, Basu 1999, Jejeebhoy 1995, Caldwell 1996, Jeffery and Jeffery 1993).  
 
The event of first union in the form of cohabitation or marriage is traditionally sequenced prior to the 
event of first birth in the structuration of the reproductive life course. In our research first union formation 
is studied as an intervening event between completion of highest educational level and the birth of the first 
child. Hence this intervening event of union formation is presumed to explain or provide a link between 
the independent variable, which is the educational level of a woman, and the dependent variable that is the 
timing of first birth. Thus each of these events is dealt with individually in the analysis and we do not 
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focus at ascertaining whether first births were within cohabitation or marriage. We focus on the event of 
union formation in Karnataka as well as in the Netherlands. In Karnataka, union formation is restricted to 
the event of marriage and bearing children is legally sanctioned within the precincts of marriage only. In 
the Netherlands, first union formation can be of different types. However, here we focus on cohabitation 
and marriage as two types of first union. Similar to marriage, cohabitation as a type of union formation is 
also considered legal in the Netherlands. First childbearing in the Netherlands is not solely restricted to 
marital unions but also includes children borne out of cohabiting relationships. Figure 5.1 shows that most 
of the children in recent times were born in marital unions. However, non-marital births have also 
considerably increased over the period 1950 to 2004 as observed from Figure 5.1. Hence by studying the 
event of union formation as an intervening event we intend to establish whether the delay in age at first 
childbearing is due to the delay in the age of first union formation or due to the influence of prolonged 
number of years spent by women enrolled in the education arena or due to a combination of both these 
factors.  
 
Figure 5.1 Changes in live birth rate (per 1000 live births) by marital and non-marital unions, 
Netherlands 1950-2004 
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Source: CBS, Statline 
 
In addition to studying the impact of educational attainment on the age at first union across cohorts in 
Karnataka and the Netherlands, this chapter also focuses on a second research question which deal with 
the universality and context specificity of the impact of educational attainment on union formation 
 
Historically, marriage has preceded the birth of the first child in both India and the Netherlands. However, 
in the Netherlands, during the last two decades, this link between marriage and childbirth has become 
complex with a rise in non-marital unions (Liefbroer and Corijn 1999, Blossfeld et al. 1995). Unmarried 
cohabitations and children born out of wedlock signify social transformations in the Netherlands. The 
societal norm prevalent until the 1960s indicated that marriage was a prerequisite and sanction for couples 
to live together and have children. The increase in educational attainment has created women better job 
opportunities for women enhancing their earning capability. This has led to a decline in the popularity of 
marriage as an institution in the Netherlands. At the same time that the significance and relevance of 
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marriage declined in its importance, live-in relationships without being married were gaining popularity 
and acceptance. The number of cohabitating couples increased from about 47,000 in the beginning of the 
1980s to above 300,000 at the end of the 1980s, and further to almost a million in the beginning of the 
1990s (van der Avort 1987, cf. Manting 1994: 10). A major visible change was brought about by the 
expansion of the educational system, which saw more women than men enrolling in higher education 
(Liefbroer 1999). Feminism, which had re-emerged in the 1960s, brought about far-reaching changes 
especially in the lives of higher educated women. The feminist movement redefined traditional roles of a 
wife, gender roles in the society and the gendered division of labour both inside and outside the house. 
This had an influence on women’s preference for building their own career and prioritising it above a 
family-oriented career (Liefbroer 1999, Presser 1997). In recent times, non-marital relationships have 
become prevalent in India as well. However, it is under reported by adolescent girls largely due to the 
social disapproval (RCH, 2000). A recent feature article in Femina (TOI 2005b), a widely read women’s 
magazine, stated that ‘live-in relationships are certainly growing as a trend in India’. Similar to the 
Netherlands, increase in women’s educational attainment has brought about enhanced options for women 
to participate in the labour force; this plays an important role in marriages being delayed to later ages. 
However, here we observe a difference between the Netherlands and India. While in the Netherlands, 
better career opportunities have enabled women to opt for cohabitation or marriage, in India, changes are 
observed in the increasing proportion of marriage taking place at later ages (IIPS 2001, Parasuraman et al. 
1999).  In this research we focus on Karnataka, a South Indian state, wherein higher educational 
attainment of women has also strongly influenced a delay in marriage to later ages in comparison to 
women with less education (Parasuraman et al. 1999). Increase in women’s labour force participation has 
been explained by various researchers as causing a delay in marital ages. (For an elaborate discussion, see 
Chapters 2 and 3).    
 
The two-way link between the macro and micro levels of the theoretical framework becomes eminent. The 
macro-micro linkages are illustrated in the conceptual framework for quantitative data analysis in Chapter 
3 (see Section 3.3.1, Figure 3.1). This chapter focuses on the event of union formation and studies it from 
two different perspectives: the first one being how levels of educational attainment influence the event of 
first union and first birth and the second being the impact of completion of education on the timing of first 
union and first birth in the cross-cultural perspectives of Karnataka and the Netherlands. Each of these two 
different perspectives has its own advantages and disadvantages in understanding individual behaviour of 
union formation. On the one hand, such classification captures the unique characteristics of educational 
attainment in Karnataka and the Netherlands and on the other it is general enough to allow contextual 
comparisons between the two. Educational attainment by levels is based on the responses of the 
interviewees about their highest educational level. This has been categorised into low, middle and high for 
the Netherlands, while for Karnataka, the categories are low, middle incomplete, middle complete and 
high. Educational attainment by duration takes into account the age at graduation, which in other words is 
the age at which women complete their highest education. Thus, when studying transitions from 
completion of education to union formation, age at graduation is essential in understanding the causal 
mechanisms that influence transition from one stage to another in the individual life course. Cohort 
distinctions are an important way of studying the ongoing changes of higher educational attainment 
influencing age at marriage.  
 
The chapter is structured in the following way. Section 5.2 discusses union formation in Karnataka and the 
Netherlands. Subsection 5.2.1 emphasises the role of education on the event of union formation 
distinguished into two parts. The former examines the direct and the indirect effects of education on the 
event of union formation and the latter studies how the event of union formation leads to a termination of 
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educational career. Subsections 5.2.2 to 5.2.4 study the timing of first union for all cohorts combined and 
also for each birth cohort separately in Karnataka and the Netherlands. In subsection 5.2.5, we compare 
the event of union formation across Karnataka and the Netherlands. Hence the basic aim of the section 5.2 
is to set the background before moving on to the other sections of this chapter. Section 5.3 analyses the 
impact of completion of education on the event of first union across birth cohorts. In this section 
completion of education refers to the woman’s age at graduation. In Karnataka, union formation is 
restricted to marriage whereas in the Netherlands, first union is distinguished into cohabitation and 
marriage. The changes across cohorts are presented in subsections 5.3.1 and 5.3.2 respectively. 
Comparison of the trends in the different cultural contexts is made in subsection 5.3.3. Thus in the section 
5.3, we focus on the main events of this chapter, i.e. first union formation, and study how are they 
sequenced in the individual life course. In this section we also look at the duration to first union since the 
completion of highest educational level and how the duration varies across birth cohorts in Karnataka and 
the Netherlands. The events that we focus on in this section are age at graduation, age at first union, age at 
first marriage and age at first cohabitation. Section 5.4 is about the impact of educational attainment 
according to levels of education. Subsections 5.4.1 to 5.4.3 discuss the changes for all cohorts combined 
and across different cohorts in Karnataka and the Netherlands. Subsection 5.4.4, provides a summary of 
the comparisons. The overall conclusions of this chapter are discussed in section 5.5.  
 
5.2 Union formation in Karnataka and the Netherlands 
 
This section delves into the background to first union formation in Karnataka and the Netherlands. We 
also discuss how the very concept ‘first union formation’ is different cross-culturally in Karnataka and the 
Netherlands.   
 
In Karnataka, the event of marriage heralds the beginning of a union. Marriage in most cases is also when 
a man and woman share a common residence and hence the beginning of sexual union with the 
consummation of marriage. However, in the olden days the practice was to marry off the girl before she 
attained menarche and only after she reached puberty was she allowed to co-reside with her husband. This 
practice brought about a large time lag between formal marriage and the actual consummation of 
marriage. Marriage is universal and from a cultural viewpoint many deem it expedient to marry early. The 
cultural norms pertain to marriage by which couples can begin their union formation. Thus it is equally 
necessary for a high educated woman to marry as it is for a woman with less education. This is also 
because childbearing outside of marriage is not sanctioned both socially and legally. However, the socio-
economic changes, expansion of the educational system, participation of women in higher education, 
urbanisation and increase in work opportunities for women outside agriculture have brought changes in 
women’s age at marriage in India (Das and Dey 1998). According to Das and Dey (1998: 91-115), higher 
educational attainment of women facilitates a transformation in the entire value system of marriage as well 
as propagates new ideas about marriage. Participation of women in the workforce has enabled economic 
independence thereby creating less dependence for economic resources on parents. Das and Dey also 
mentioned that working careers often act as a marriage market for eligible partners to select and choose 
their marriage mate.  
 
In the early 1970s in the Netherlands, unmarried cohabitation was popular among the young and the 
highly educated as they wanted to break away from the routinised and sequenced pattern of events in their 
life course congruent with the prevalent social norms (Lesthaeghe et al. 1992, Liefbroer 1999). The same 
time period also observed a decline in marriages as well as the rise of marital instability resulting in 
divorces (Lesthaeghe and van de Kaa 1986, Manting 1994). Cohabitation became a more preferred form 
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of union formation in comparison to marriage as it enabled greater individual freedom and the reversibility 
is larger than that in marriage. By the end of 1960s and early 1970s, cohabitation was widely adopted as a 
form of union formation and according to Liefbroer (1991) it was almost ‘a matter of course’ that couples 
should cohabit before marriage. Manting (1994) reflects on the emergence of cohabitation across time that 
first began as deviant behaviour, which went on to being a temporary phase before marriage, when 
couples got to know each other, and then as an alternative to marriage.  
 
During the same time that cohabitation was on the rise in the later half of the 1960s, marriage as the 
primary prerequisite for family formation was beginning to erode in the Dutch context. Cohabitation was 
an important factor leading to both the decline and delay in marriage (Liefbroer 1991, Manting 1994, De 
Jong Gierveld and Liefbroer 1995). It also gave rise to marital instability and the increase in divorces. 
However in spite of the growing preference of young couples to begin union with the event of 
cohabitation, marriage is not totally forgone. Research evidence suggests that young women tend to 
postpone marriage through cohabitation but eventually marry at later ages (Blossfeld and Huinink 1991, 
Oppenheimer 1988, Manting 1994). However, debates persist over whether marriage as an event is 
declining or is being delayed in the Dutch context. Van de Kaa (1988) traces changing individual 
preferences from marriage to cohabitation leading to the decline of marriage. According to him, this 
change in individual preference has come about through the development and changes in the societal 
structure, culture and technology, which is elaborated in his theory of the Second Demographic Transition. 
Structural changes in the form of modernisation, increased educational attainment of women and their 
participation in the labour force have enhanced women’s economic independence and enabled them better 
individual opportunities to choose between cohabitation and marriage as a form of union formation (van 
de Kaa 1988). In this perspective women view traditional marriage based on the sex-specific division of 
labour as a constraint and thus opt for unmarried cohabitation that favours female economic autonomy, 
non-domestic roles and balanced symmetrical relations (Lesthaeghe et al.1992, Liefbroer 1999). The 
processes of secularisation and individualisation brought about cultural changes that shaped individual 
preferences for cohabitation and marriage through different types of union formation. Both these 
processes have led individuals to move away from the normative guidelines of the institutions of the 
society to increased freedom to decide their own lives without others’ intervention (van de Kaa 1988, 
Lesthaeghe 1991, Liefbroer 1999). Thus cohabitation which was considered as a deviant behaviour in the 
past has become an accepted form of union formation. Technological change due to the second 
contraceptive revolution through the introduction of the contraceptive pill provided women better access 
to contraceptives; giving women increased sexual freedom without the fear of pregnancy. This led to a 
further decline of marriage as the beginning of union formation behaviour (van de Kaa 1988). Van de Kaa 
(1997: 10) terms it as the second contraceptive revolution because it ensured women’s sexual freedom, to 
decide consciously about having a child and postponement of first birth. Oppenheimer (1988, 1997) has 
also elaborated on the decline in marriage due to delay in marriage caused by economic independence of 
women through their labour force participation. According to her this ‘has led to a decrease in the 
desirability of marriage and hence is responsible for what is increasingly being called the “retreat from 
marriage” or, alternatively, the “decline of marriage”’ (Oppenheimer 1997: 432).   
 
5.2.1 The role of education 
 
The preceding discussions reveal that education has been one of the modernising factors that has 
influenced women’s lives in both Karnataka and the Netherlands. In this section we categorise the role of 
education into two parts. The first part studies the direct and the indirect effects of education on the event 
of union formation. The event of union formation could disrupt the educational career in various ways. In 
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the second part we discuss how the event of union formation leads to the termination of educational 
career.  
 
Direct and indirect effects of education on the event of union formation 
 
The relationship between women’s educational attainment and union formation can be studied through the 
direct and indirect effects of education on cohabitation and marriage. The direct effect is the postponement 
of union formation because it is perceived to be incompatible with school attendance. The direct effects of 
education on union formation is also known as the institutional effects of education which can be studied 
through the number of years of schooling attended by the woman and the age at graduation or the age at 
completion of highest educational level. The indirect effects are the effect of the increased opportunity 
costs and economic benefits of higher education that lead to the delay in union formation. The indirect 
effects are also known as the human capital effects which can be studied through the various economic 
theories of marriage and cohabitation and the gains of these events are translated into human capital 
formation.  
 
Research findings and empirical studies reveal how increase in educational levels and the longer duration 
spent enrolled in education directly affect the timing of union formation (Liefbroer and Corijn 1999, 
Blossfeld and Huinink 1991, Hoem 1986). The educational career and union formation are the two 
important processes mutually influencing each other as well as shaping individual life courses. They are 
termed as parallel (Willekens 1991, 1999, Blossfeld et al. 1995) or interdependent processes (Blossfeld 
and Rohwer 2002).  
 
The decision to marry for instance could lead to a termination of educational career and by the same token 
the decision to continue with higher education can delay the event of marriage. The parallel processes can 
also be studied assuming the existence of common factors that influence the processes of education and 
union formation simultaneously (Coppola 2003). Common factors such as social norms on marriage and 
childbearing, value orientations and goal achievement from lower-order needs to higher order ones 
determine woman’s choice about union formation which also influence her choice about whether to 
continue with her educational career or not.  
 
However, individual choice differs across societies and cultures though the common factors that influence 
these choices may be the same. Age norms as part of social norms could dictate the proper age to marry as 
well as ages before which an individual should not marry. These norms exist universally in every society. 
However, such norms are translated differently by high educated women in comparison to the low 
educated ones. A high educated woman through her experiences of education and work has a different 
attitude towards marriage than a low educated woman who has not been exposed to similar experiences 
(Barber et al 2002). As high educated women are oriented more towards values such as autonomy, hence 
they are less likely to enter a union and consequently they delay union formation. For the higher educated 
woman, school as an institution instils values that lead to preference for delayed marriage and parenthood 
(Thornton et al. 1995, Lesthaeghe and Surkyn 1988, Caldwell 1982). Jansen and Kalmijn (2002) 
distinguish between family-oriented and career-oriented individuals. The family-oriented individuals are 
more likely to opt for careers of education and work that allows them to enter into a stable union and 
formation of a family early. While career-oriented individuals are more likely to lay emphasis on their 
education and working career thus leading to delay in union and family formation behaviour. The 
common factors that influence individual choice are also dependent on the structural and cultural 
incompatibilities prevalent at the societal level (Blossfeld et al. 1995). Cultural incompatibility refers to 
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the differences in ideologies, values and norms concerning the role of women in society while structural 
incompatibility refers to the societal opportunities and constraints on such roles. In India, the direct effects 
of education on the delay in the timing of marriage have been emphasised by Basu (2002) and Jejeebhoy 
(1995). Das and Dey (1998) point out that educational attainment of women has helped to bring about new 
ideas about marriage. Hence delaying marriages to later ages by women with high education is becoming 
an interesting trend in Karnataka. Jejeebhoy (1995) has proposed three hypothetical routes through which 
educational attainment of women can delay age at marriage. The first is educated girls have a greater say 
in their lives, decision to marry, selection of a suitable partner and thus they can resist early arranged 
marriages. Second, education enhances premarital employment that yields financial benefits for the 
women which leads to postponement of marriage. Third, educated women are less ‘marriageable’ at an 
early age as their marriages cost more and finding a suitable partner from the small pool of educated men 
marriageable at an early age is difficult. Thus marriage is delayed. In addition to these three hypotheses 
Jejeebhoy (1995) attributes to the delay in marriage amongst high educated women in India as a result of 
the increased number of years these women spend enrolled in education. Research findings by Skirbekk et 
al. (2004) suggest the delaying effect of age at graduation on the timing of first marriage in Sweden. 
According to the authors, women tend to sequence their life events such as marriage and first birth after 
graduation in more or less the same time as other members of the school cohort experience such events. 
Completion of education, participation in the labour market followed by achieving a secure economic 
position is considered as prerequisites for entering into marriage and parenthood (Oppenheimer 1988, 
Manting 1994). Thus the amount of time spent in achieving these leads to delay in marriage and 
motherhood.  
 
The indirect effects of education on union formation are studied through human capital formation which is 
in the form of economic benefits derived from a cohabiting or marriage relationship. Women thus weigh 
the advantages before beginning union formation behaviour through cohabitation or marriage. The 
economic benefits are studied through income effect and price effect by Becker (1991). Becker’s (1991) 
view on marriage is based on the traditional sexual division of labour in the household where men are 
largely largely responsible for work outside the house while women deal with household work. Thus 
according to Becker (1991) an increase in women’s employment and economic independence weakens the 
institution of marriage as sexual division of labour in the household becomes less advantageous for 
women as well as the attractiveness of staying at home. The educational attainment of women is human 
capital investment that facilitates labour force participation of women which enables their economic 
independence. Thus when couples want to marry they weigh the gains of marriage. According to Becker 
(1991: 248), the gain from marriage is reduced by a rise in the earnings and labour force participation of 
women). However Oppenheimer (1997: 445) states that ‘neither independence nor low gains to marriage 
necessarily follow from income equality between the husband and the wife; moreover, income equality 
may lead to low gains to certain marriages but not because economic independence has been achieved’. 
Higher educated women tend to marry less as the opportunity costs of forgoing their professional career 
from full-time to par-time employment in lieu of marriage are higher than for women with less education.  
 
Union formation influencing termination of educational career 
 
Education career and union formation are often considered as incompatible. With the event of marriage 
and motherhood a woman may decide to no longer pursue her education largely because of the existence 
of social norms and also the incompatibility of dual roles as a student and mother. Blossfeld and Huinink 
(1991: 147) point out that ‘there exist normative expectations in society that young people who attend 
school are “not at risk” of entering marriage and parenthood’. In addition to the societal norms the dual 
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roles of student and mother are perceived as incompatible roles (Blossfeld and Huinink 1991), while 
Thornton et al. (1995) contends the incompatibility of student and spouse roles in a cohabiting or marital 
relationship. Marital and education career are perceived as incompatible from studies in the Indian 
context, due to which women terminate their education before marriage (Jain and Nag 1985, Basu 1996). 
In addition to the incompatibility theory, Coppola (2003) explains how entry into first union triggers 
termination of educational career and participation in the labour market. According to the author, these 
individuals are perceived as being ‘highly family-oriented’ individuals and the predominant family values 
in them concur with the prevalent social norms about the incompatibility of dual roles. Thornton et al 
(1995) categorises school enrolment into full-time and part-time enrolment and studies its impact on 
marriage and cohabitation. Their research findings reveal that the effect of part-time enrolment on 
marriage rates is less than that of full-time enrolment. Thus women with part-time enrolment in school are 
less burdened with dual roles as a student and spouse due to the lower time demands of part-time 
enrolment in comparison to full-time enrolment as a student.  Marini (1984) argues that ‘youth’ and 
‘adult’ roles are incompatible. Enrolment in education is considered as a youth role while marriage and 
parenthood are considered as adult roles. Hence formation of union by marriage or cohabitation often 
results in early drop-out from schools.  
 

5.2.2 Union formation across cohorts: Karnataka and the Netherlands 
 
Figure 5.2 illustrates the distribution of women by age at first union in the survey population of NFHS 
1998-99, Karnataka and OG 98, Netherlands. As has been already discussed in the description of the two 
datasets (see Chapter 3, Section 3.3.2) the Karnataka dataset includes only ever-married women while the 
Dutch dataset includes all women irrespective of their union status. See section 3.3.2 (in Chapter 3) also 
for the discussion on the constraints in merging Karnataka’s household and women’s files. In Figure 5.2, 
the percentage distribution of women by age at first union in Karnataka refers to all ever-married women 
in the women’s sample.  
 
Figure 5.2 Percentage distribution of all women in the Netherlands and Karnataka by age at first 
union* 

* First union for Karnataka is age at first marriage 
* First union for the Netherlands includes cohabitation and marriage     
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Figure 5.2 depicts early age at first union in Karnataka and later age at first union in the Netherlands. First 
union in Karnataka gives us information on the age at which all the ever-married women in the women’s 
sample began living with their husband or in other words the consummation of marriage. Hence age at 
first union in the Karnataka context is the age at first marriage for ever-married women. While in the 
Dutch context, age at first union includes women who have begun their first union either by marrying or 
by cohabitation. Thus in Figure 5.2, we do not make a distinction between the two types of first union.  
 
As observed from Figure 5.2, a substantial proportion of women in Karnataka marry early. Amongst the 
ever-married women in the women’s sample 9.7 percent were married at the age of 13, while 13.5 percent 
married at age 16. However 10.7 percent of women said that their age at marriage was 18 years. The age 
of 18 is also the legal minimum age of marriage for girls in India. Thus we observe an early age pattern of 
marriage amongst women in Karnataka. That the median age at first union for Karnataka is 16 years also 
underlines the early age pattern which is supported by the NFHS-2, report on Karnataka (IIPS 2001). This 
median age is much lower that the legally prescribed minimum age of marriage for women. The 
proportion of ever-married women that married at ages 22 and 25 is 2.9 and 1.2 percent respectively. 
 
In the Netherlands there is less variation in the timing of first union compared to Karnataka as depicted in 
Figure 5.2. This is observable from the width of the distribution. It could be that because in the 
Netherlands we take into account first unions irrespective of marriage and cohabitation. The Dutch women 
can choose to begin their first union by either entering into marriage or cohabitation. The median age at 
first union as observed from Figure 5.2 is 21 years, which is much higher than the median age at first 
union in the Karnataka context. Figure 5.2 also underline the sharp contrast in first union behaviour 
between Karnataka and the Netherlands. While in the former union formation by marriage takes place in 
the early stages concentrating on ages 14 to 18 years in the women’s life course, in the Dutch context first 
union takes place at later ages concentrating at ages 19 to 23 years.   
 
From the general picture of age at first union of the two study populations we go on to study the age-
specific first union rates and cumulative proportions of women at first union across birth cohorts in the 
context of Karnataka and the Netherlands. 
 
5.2.3 Birth Cohorts in Karnataka 
 
To observe cohort changes in the timing of marriage in Karnataka we obtained information on both ever-
married and never-married women by using the household file of NFHS-2, 1998-99 for Karnataka. The 
advantage of using the household file is that it gives us first-hand information of the distribution of ever-
married and never-married women in the different cohorts that we have operationalised in our research. 
This gives us more information on the changes in the marriage age patterns which would be otherwise not 
possible if we had focused only on the woman’s file which gives us information of ever-married women 
and excludes all never-married women. What we observe from Table 5.1 is that almost 11 percent of the 
women in the cohort 1971-1976 were unmarried at the time of the survey. Thus observing the changes in 
the timing of marriage across birth cohorts only from the women’s file would give us an underestimated 
result of the ongoing changes amongst women in the younger cohort. In fact, what we would actually 
observe is that women in the youngest cohort marry earlier than women in the older cohorts if cohort 
changes in the timing of marriage were studied only from the women’s file. This is because all women 
belonging to the cohort 1971-1976 included in the woman’s file were women who married before the age 
of 23, thus taking into account only the early marriages in this cohort. This gives us partial information to 
study changes in the timing of marriage in Karnataka. Thus by focusing on the household file we include 
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both ever-married and never-married women in our sample size to study cohort changes in the timing of 
marriage in Karnataka. It should be noted that the household file is used only to study the cohort changes 
in the timing of marriage in this chapter. For other analyses in this chapter we employ the women’s file 
only, which includes only ever-married women.   
 
We observe a consistent increase in the age at marriage across birth cohorts in Karnataka. Table 5.1 
illustrates that the percentage of women unmarried at the time of survey has increased across birth cohorts 
in Karnataka. The percentage of increase is larger in the cohort born 1971-1976 in comparison to older 
cohorts. As these percentages take into account both ever-married and never-married women, it gives us a 
more accurate picture of the ongoing changes surrounding the age at marriage in Karnataka.  
 
Table 5.1 Percentage of women unmarried* at the time of survey by birth cohorts, Karnataka 
Birth Cohorts Percentage unmarried 

(All women) 
1949-1960 
1961-1965 
1966-1970 
1971-1976 

1.09 
2.17 
3.57 
10.92 

 *Distribution for female population computed from the household sample 
 
Figure 5.3 depicts the percentage unmarried at exact ages 18, 20 and 22. This figure indicates that the 
percentage of unmarried women by age has increased across cohorts. However the increase is striking 
amongst women in the youngest cohort at all ages in comparison to the older cohorts. From Table 5.1, it is 
obvious that the highest percentage of women unmarried at the time of survey is found in the youngest 
cohort (1971-1976). But what we do not know from Table 5.1 is the age patterning of the delay. We can 
observe this in Figure 5.3, where we see that delay in marriage age taking place at ages 18, 20 and 22 for 
the younger cohorts is much longer than for women in the older cohorts.  
 
Figure 5.3 Observed percentages of unmarried women by birth cohorts at exact age in Karnataka  
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The increasing percentage of unmarried women in the cohort 1971-1976 also shows up in the age-specific 
cumulative proportion of women at first marriage by birth cohorts in Karnataka as observed in Table 5.2 
and Figure 5.4 respectively.  
 
Table 5.2 Observed cumulative proportions of ever-married women by age at marriage and birth 
cohorts, Karnataka  

Age 1949-1960 1961-1965 1966-1970 1971-1976 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 
18 
19 
20 
21 
22 
23 
24 
25 
26 
27 
28 
29 
30 
31 
32 
33 
34 
35 
36 

3.7 
15.2 
27.0 
40.5 
53.9 
63.0 
72.4 
79.2 
84.0 
87.4 
90.4 
92.3 
94.1 
95.4 
95.7 
96.1 
96.8 
97.2 
98 
98.1 
98.3 
98.4 
98.6 
98.8 
98.9 

2.0 
11.3 
23.8 
38.6 
51.9 
61.5 
70.5 
77.0 
82.2 
84.9 
87.8 
90.8 
91.9 
93.8 
95.2 
95.9 
96.7 
96.7 
97.0 
97.6 
97.7 
97.7 
97.7 
 

3.2 
9.9 
23.5 
38.3 
50.4 
59.9 
69.7 
76.6 
82.3 
86.1 
87.8 
89.6 
91.7 
93.6 
95.0 
95.4 
95.8 
96.2 
96.2 
96.3 
96.4 
96.4 
 
 

4.0 
13.0 
23.1 
33.9 
44.4 
52.8 
63.6 
71.1 
75.7 
80.7 
83.0 
85.3 
87.0 
88.2 
88.5 
89.0 
89.1 
 

    Note: Adjusted for the proportion of unmarried women 
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Figure 5.4 Cumulative proportion of ever-married women* by birth cohorts, Karnataka  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 Note: *Adjusted for the proportion of unmarried women 
 
There has been a decline across birth cohorts from the oldest i.e. those born 1949-1960 to the youngest i.e. 
the 1971-1976 birth cohort. But whereas the decline in the cohorts 1961-1965 and 1966-1970 is not so 
clearly visible due to very small differences, the decline is distinct for the cohort 1971-1976. The decline 
begins to take shape from the age of 15 and continues further until age 28. At age 18, which is the legal 
minimum age for women to marry in India, 72.4 percent of the women in the cohort 1949-1960 had been 
married off. This figure dropped to 63.6 in the cohort 1971-1976. At age 28, whilst 97 percent of the 
women in cohort 1949-1960 were married, 89.1 percent of them in the cohort 1971-1976 were married. 
Hence the percentage of women unmarried at age 28 has increased from 3.2 percent in the cohort born 
1960 and before to 4.2 percent in the cohort 1966-1970. Whilst in the cohort 1971-1976, this increase is 
by 10.9 percent. This shows the universality of marriage in the Karnataka context across birth cohorts of 
women. But for the cohort 1971-1976, what is distinctly observable is that fewer women experience 
marriage at early ages and when compared to the older cohorts of women, the former tend to marry at 
slightly higher ages than their older sisters. However, we cannot draw firm conclusions on whether delay 
in marriage will eventually result in these women remaining unmarried. This is because these women are 
aged 28 at the time of the survey. Delay in marriage to later ages amongst women in the cohort 1971-1976 
also shows up in the fewer first births at early ages in this cohort as discussed in the previous chapter.  
  
5.2.4 Birth cohorts in the Netherlands 
 
In this subsection we focus on the changes in the timing of first union as well as the changing pattern of 
union formation behaviour across birth cohorts of women in the Netherlands. The distribution of age-
specific first union rates by birth cohorts as well as the cumulative proportion of women at first union 
illustrates the ongoing changes in the timing of first union by age and cohort. The age-specific rate of first 
union across birth cohorts in the Netherlands is illustrated in Figure 5.5. Overall a decline in first union 
rates is observed from the oldest to the youngest cohort. Women seem to delay entering into first union, 
which could be due to reasons of unavailability of a suitable partner, career options or prioritising stable 
job and economic independence above union formation. Higher educational attainment of women in the 
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younger cohorts could also be another factor that influences the delay of union formation behaviour. 
However, the negative impact of educational attainment on the entry into first union has been revealed in 
several studies (Liefbroer 1991, Blossfeld and Huinink 1991). As observed from Figure 5.5, after age 25, 
the declining trend in first union rates amongst women in cohorts 1961-1965 and 1966-1970 reverses. It 
could be because by the age of 25, highest education is completed and women have better career 
opportunities that enable them to marry or cohabit.  
 
Figure 5.5 Age-specific first union rates (per 1,000) by birth cohorts, 3-year moving averages, the 
Netherlands 
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The decline in age-specific first union rates is explained further when we observe the cumulative 
proportion of women by first union across cohorts in Figure 5.6. There are two things which Figure 5.6 
reveals. First, the delay in union formation and, second, the decline, that is taking place across cohorts. 
The delay in first union is more distinctly observable from the oldest to the youngest cohorts. However, 
not much change is revealed when we compare cohort 1961-1965 to the cohort 1966-1970. As observed in 
Table 5.3, at age 22 for instance, whilst 46 percent of the women in the cohort born 1960 and before had 
begun their first union, this dropped to 41.4 percent in the cohort 1966-1970. Similarly at 25, the decline 
takes place from 77.5 percent in the cohort 1945-1960 to 70 percent in the cohort 1966-1970. However it 
is observed that the delayed first unions are eventually caught up with at later ages across birth cohorts.  
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Table 5.3 Cumulative proportion of women in first union by age and birth cohort, the Netherlands 
Age 1945-1960 1961-1965 1966-1970 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 
18 
19 
20 
21 
22 
23 
24 
25 
26 
27 
28 
29 
30 
31 
32 
33 
34 
35 
36 
37 
38 
39 
40 
41 
42 
43 
44 
45 
46 
47 
48 
49 

0.0 
0.1 
0.1 
0.1 
0.2 
0.3 
0.6 
1.4 
4.0 
9.8 

18.9 
30.9 
46.0 
59.9 
69.9 
77.5 
81.6 
84.4 
86.1 
88.0 
89.3 
90.5 
91.3 
92.2 
92.9 
93.6 
93.9 
94.1 
94.3 
94.5 
94.7 
94.7 
94.7 
95.0 
95.0 
95.0 
95.0 
95.0 
95.0 
95.2 

0.0 
0.0 
0.0 
0.1 
0.0 
0.4 
0.8 
1.6 
4.8 

11.5 
22.0 
32.8 
45.1 
55.1 
64.0 
70.2 
76.8 
81.5 
85.6 
88.1 
90.3 
91.3 
92.8 
93.5 
93.9 
94.3 
94.7 
94.7 

0.0 
0.0 
0.0 
0.0 
0.0 
0.1 
0.8 
2.0 
4.4 
9.8 

18.3 
28.9 
41.4 
54.2 
92.7 
70.0 
76.1 
80.1 
83.7 
85.6 
88.4 
89.6 
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Figure 5.6 Cumulative proportion of women in first union by age and birth cohort, the Netherlands 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The changing patterns of union formation across birth cohorts are observed with the help of multiple 
decrement life table analysis for the event of first union formation. In comparison to single decrement life 
tables in which individuals have only one mode of exit from a defined state, the multiple decrement life 
table is one in which individuals have more than one mode of exit. We consider cohabitation and marriage 
as two exits from the state ‘single’. The rate of leaving the ‘single’ state at a particular age is the rate of 
first union formation at that age. The proportion marrying at that age is the ratio of marriage rate over the 
rate of union formation at the same age. Similarly, the proportion beginning cohabitation as first union is 
the ratio of the rate of cohabitation over the rate of first union formation. Hence differentiating first union 
into cohabitation and marriage enables us to observe the changes that union formation has undergone 
across cohorts in the Netherlands. It may be noted that at each age, the rate of entering first union is the 
sum of the rate of entering first union through cohabitation and the rate of entering first union through 
marriage. At each age the proportion of women who have entered first union is the sum of the proportions 
of women who entered first union through cohabitation and through marriage. The proportion of women 
who ever entered first union can easily be calculated from Table 5.3. 
 
Table 5.4 shows the percentage of women in first union at different ages for various cohorts. The table 
also indicates the percentages of women that entered first union through cohabitation and marriage. By 
age 22, for the cohort 1960 and before, 46 percent of the women had entered first union, 11.8 percent 
through cohabitation and 34.2 through marriage. By that same age, for the cohort 1961-1965, 45.1 percent 
of the women had entered first union, with 30.6 percent entering through cohabitation and 14.4 percent 
beginning through marriage. Further, by that same age, for the youngest cohort (1966-1970), 41.4 percent 
has entered first union. The proportion of women who began first union through cohabitation has 
increased to 33.5, while just 7.9 percent women have begun first union through marriage. Thus for the 
oldest cohort, among the women who entered first union by age 22, about three-fourths enter union 
through marriage, while for the youngest cohort, it is cohabitation. For higher ages too, a similar shift in 
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the type of first union formation behaviour from marriage in the older cohorts to cohabitation in the 
younger cohorts is visible from Table 5.4. Figures 5.7, 5.8 and 5.9 provide further illustration of the shift 
in first union formation behaviour. 
 
Table 5.4 Percentage of women in first union – cohabitation and marriage – as their first union 
type, for various ages and birth cohorts, the Netherlands   

1945-1960 1961-1965 1966-1970  
Age Funion* Cohab* Marriage Funion Cohab Marriage Funion Cohab Marriage 
22 
26 
30 

46.0 
81.6 
89.3 

11.8 
23.7 
27.9 

34.2 
58.0 
61.4 

45.1 
76.8 
90.3 

30.6 
50.4 
60.7 

14.4 
26.4 
29.6 

41.4 
76.1 
88.4 

33.5 
59.9 
70.0 

7.9 
16.2 
18.4 

* Note: Funion refers to first union and Cohab refers to cohabitation 
 
Figure 5.7 Cumulative proportion of women in first union – cohabitation and marriage – as their 
first union type, by age for cohort 1945-1960, the Netherlands  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 5.8 Cumulative proportion of women in first union – cohabitation and marriage – as their 
first union type, by age for cohort 1961-1965, the Netherlands   
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Figure 5.9 Cumulative proportion of women in first union  – cohabitation and marriage – as their 
first union type, by age for cohort 1966-1970, the Netherlands   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figures 5.7, 5.8, and 5.9 illustrate the changing pattern of first union formation differentiated into 
cohabitation and marriage across cohorts in the Netherlands. We observe important changes in the pattern 
of first union formation by marriage and cohabitation from the cohorts 1945-1960 to 1966-1970. Marriage 
as first union has declined across cohorts and this has been counterbalanced by a simultaneous rise in 
cohabitation. For the cohorts 1945-1960 to 1966-1970, while cohabitation as a form of union formation 
was already gaining acceptance both by individuals and the society, marriage was still a preferred form of 
first union formation in this cohort. The women belonging to the cohort 1945-196 grew up in the so-called 
‘golden age of marriage’, and entering first union by marriage was a normative behaviour in comparison 
to cohabitation, which was considered deviant (van de Kaa 1987). However, the cohort of women born 
1966-1970 grew up in a period in which cohabitation was accepted and tolerated behaviour in the society 
(Liefbroer 1991). Manting (1994) in her study mentions that the rise in cohabitation perfectly compensates 
for the decline in marriage across cohorts 1950-1969. This period also coincides with a shift in individual 
preferences induced by individualisation and secularisation (van de Kaa 1987, 1988, Lesthaeghe 1983, 
1991). Studies by De Jong Gierveld and Liefbroer (1995) also indicate how cohabitation as a gradual 
process of moving-in has become a standardised behaviour in the transition to adulthood in the 
Netherlands.  
 
5.2.5 Comparison: Karnataka and the Netherlands 
 
Section 5.2 focused on the event of first union in Karnataka and the Netherlands. Different definitions of 
union formation apply to both contexts. For Karnataka we assume that first union takes place with the 
event of consummated marriage. This is also based on the data availability in NFHS-2, 1998-99 for 
Karnataka. On the other hand, first union formation in the Netherlands takes place through cohabitation or 
marriage. Across cohorts from the oldest to the youngest we observe how the pattern of first union 
formation in Netherlands has changed from first union formation predominantly through marriage in the 
older cohorts to predominantly cohabitation in the younger cohorts. Marriage as first union in Karnataka 
reveals an early age pattern. For instance, at age 20, 82.3 percent of the women belonging to the cohort 
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1966-1970 were already married in Karnataka (Table 5.2). When we compare this to the first union 
pattern in the Netherlands we observe a large delay in the age at first union amongst the group of women 
aged 20 in the cohort 1966-1970; only 18.9 percent of the women were in first union (Table 5.3). 
However, at higher ages, percentages of women who are married (in Karnataka) and who have begun first 
union (in the Netherlands) have increased, as most of the women undertook first union. At age 31, while 
96.3 percent of the Karnataka women were already married in the cohort 1966-1970 (Table 5.2), 89.6 
percent of the Dutch women had experienced the event of first union (Table 5.3). However, we note that 
there is similarity in the way that marriage as a form of union formation is predominant for the older 
cohorts in both the Netherlands and Karnataka. The notable difference between the two is that there is a 
visible early age pattern in Karnataka as compared to the Netherlands (Figures 5.4 and 5.6). 
 
Apart from the context specificity of union formation in the cross-cultural contexts of Karnataka and the 
Netherlands, we also observe some universal features. One of the striking universal features is the change 
across cohorts both in the timing and frequency of first union. In Karnataka, first union is delayed in the 
cohort 1971-1976 as compared to the older cohorts as shown in Figure 5.4. In the Netherlands, this delay 
in first union in the cohort 1966-1970 is markedly distinct amongst women aged between 22 and 34 (see 
Figure 5.6).   
 
We observed in subsection 5.2.4 that in the Netherlands, marriage has declined across cohorts and 
cohabitation as a form of first union has increased. However, the decline and delay in marriage across 
cohorts has no implication on first births in the Netherlands as compared to the close links between 
marriage and first birth behaviour in Karnataka. This is because in the Netherlands childbearing is not 
restricted only to marital unions. Matsuo (2003) also has indicated a similar finding in her research 
wherein she compared the Dutch and the Japanese women. Her findings reveal that in Japan, very similar 
to Karnataka, marriage and first birth are closely related to each other and the delay in marriage invariably 
leads to the delay in first childbearing, unlike in the Netherlands. 
 
5.3 Impact of age at graduation on first union 
 
Age of graduation is an important indicator to study the sequence and timing of life events such as first 
union formation and first birth in the individual life course. The age at graduation is the age at which 
women completed their highest level of education. The impact of age at graduation on life events has been 
relatively under-researched. One of the few studies that focus on the causal effect of age at graduation on 
age at marriage and first birth in Sweden is by Skirbekk et al. (2004). Several others have also worked on 
indirect measures of age at highest level of completed education by focusing on educational enrolment and 
its effect on first union formation. Women’s longer enrolment in education often leads to delay in first 
union formation. A possible explanation for the delay could be because the high educated women value 
independence and autonomy much more than low educated ones; qualitative in-depth interviews discussed 
in the chapters that follow will throw more light on the delay. 
 
In this section we shall focus on age at graduation, or in other words the age at completion of highest level 
of education, and study how it influences first union formation in the Karnataka and the Dutch contexts. 
The impact of age at graduation on first union is also studied across cohorts in both case studies. The 
imputation of CMC (Century Month Code) of graduation has been discussed in Chapter 3 on Data and 
Methods. The age at graduation is derived from the CMC of graduation. Thus we have both the age at 
which a woman has completed her highest education level as well as the categorisation of these 
educational levels based on highest completed education. In this section we shall make use of the 
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information on age at graduation. We employ the survival analysis focusing on age at graduation and the 
age at first union formation stratified by birth cohorts. From the survival functions, the median survival 
time for each of the events is derived, which also enables us to study the cohort changes in the median 
duration between transitions from completion of education to marriage. The median survival time gives us 
the difference between the median age at first union and median age at graduation for women who ever 
entered union. 
 
5.3.1 Birth Cohorts in Karnataka 
 
The median ages at graduation and consummated marriage by ever-married women across birth cohorts in 
Karnataka are presented in Table 5.5. These median ages are the survival time at which the survival 
function is equal to 0.5. Across cohorts, large variations in the marital ages are observed which is 
influenced by the later age at graduation. Low educated women graduate at an early age and their duration 
to marriage since graduation is longer than the women with middle complete and high education. High 
educated women on the other hand graduate at a later age and their duration between graduation and 
marriage is relatively shorter. This indicates the effect of women’s longer enrolment in education on their 
timing of marriage. The age at marriage for women with middle incomplete and the middle complete 
educational levels is not much different. The age at marriage for women with low and the high education 
differ distinctly. However, in Karnataka, distinguishing between middle incomplete and middle complete 
educational levels emphasises the relevance of educational thresholds and their impact on the timing of 
marriage.  The educational thresholds enable us to the number of years of schooling that are necessary for 
a young woman to delay the event of early marriage. Parasuraman et al. (1999) and Jejeebhoy (1995) 
contend that educational thresholds are important for India where a large number of women still do not 
attend school.  
 
Table 5.5 Median ages at graduation and consummated marriage by birth cohorts, Karnataka (in 
years) 
 Graduation Marriage 
Low educated 
1949-1960 10 16.8 
1961-1965 9 16 
1966-1970 9  16 
1971-1976 9 16 
Middle incomplete 
1949-1960 12 17 
1961-1965 12 17 
1966-1970 12 17 
1971-1976 12 18 
Middle complete 
1949-1960 14 18 
1961-1965 15 19 
1966-1970 15 18 
1971-1976 15 18.5 
High educated 
1949-1960 20 22.8 
1961-1965 21 23 
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1966-1970 22 20 
1971-1976 18 21 

Note: These are median survival time for each event derived from life table estimates 
 
Table 5.6 Median durations between graduation and consummated marriage for ever-married 
women, Karnataka (in years)  

Level of education 
Birth Cohorts Low  Middle incomplete Middle complete High 
1945-1960 6.8  5  4  2.8  
1961-1965 7  5  4  2  
1966-1970 7  5  4  2  
1971-1976 7  4  4.5  3  

 
The cohort changes in the median durations between graduation and marriage is shown in Table 5.6. 
These durations are derived from the difference between the median age at graduation for ever-married 
women and the median age at marriage across cohorts presented in Table 5.5. It is observed that low 
educated women marry almost 7 years after their graduation and with the increase in educational level 
women graduate at a later age and the interval between graduation and marriage gets shorter. While 
women with middle complete educational level wait 3 years less to marry after graduation than the low 
educated ones, the high educated ones wait even lesser as their median duration from graduation to 
marriage is 3 years. We observe a change across cohorts in the duration between graduation and marriage 
largely due to the longer enrolment of women in education. However, within the educational categories, 
not many changes are observed across cohorts. For instance, the low educated show the same median 
duration of 7 years to marry after completion of their highest education, irrespective of the cohort. 
Similarly women with middle complete and high education wait on an average 4 and 2 years respectively 
to marry, with the exception of women in the cohort 1971-1976 who show a median duration between 
graduation and marriage of 4.5 and 3 years respectively. Note should be made of the fact that these results 
are based on the women’s file of Karnataka NFHS-1998-99 which included only ever-married women in 
the sample size. 
 
A distinct delay in the timing of marriage by the cohort 1971-1976 in comparison to the older cohorts has 
been noted in the section 5.2. We also observed women in the cohort 1971-1976 to be different from the 
other cohorts because of longer median durations between graduation and marriage in comparison to their 
educationed counterparts in other cohorts. The ongoing changes for the cohort 1971-1976 are illustrated in 
Figures 5.10 to 5.13 by different educational levels. It can be seen that as women graduate at later ages, 
the duration to marriage becomes shorter. In the 1971-1976 cohort, high educated women graduate at 18 
years on an average and marry at 21 years, in comparison middle educated women graduate at the age of 
15 years on an average and marry at age 18.5. Thus high educated women have a median duration of 3 
years between graduation and marriage in comparison to middle educated women who waited for 4.5 
years on an average to marry after the completion of their highest education. We note here that the effect 
of censoring is more prominent for the younger cohort.   
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Figure 5.10 Age at graduation and first marriage for low educated women in the cohort 1971-1976, 
Karnataka 
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Figure 5.11 Age at graduation and first marriage for middle incomplete educated women in the 
cohort 1971-1976, Karnataka 
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Figure 5.12 Age at graduation and first marriage for middle complete educated women in the 
cohort 1971-1976, Karnataka 
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Figure 5.13 Age at graduation and first marriage for high educated women in the cohort 1971-1976, 
Karnataka 
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5.3.2 Birth Cohorts in the Netherlands 
 
Across cohorts, less variation is observed in the timing of first union formation since graduation. In the 
Netherlands we have distinguished first union into cohabitation and marriage to study the differential 
influence that age at graduation has on the timing of these events.  
 
 

Median duration 4.5 Years 

Median duration 3 years 
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Table 5.7 Median ages at graduation and first union formation by birth cohorts, the Netherlands 
 Graduation First Union Cohabitation Marriage 
Low Educated 
1945-1960 16  21 -- 21 
1961-1965 16 20 -- -- 
1966-1970 16 20 22 -- 
Middle Educated 
1945-1960 21 22 -- 22 
1961-1965 21 22 25 -- 
1966-1970 21 22 23 -- 
High Educated 
1945-1960 23 23 29 -- 
1961-1965 23 24 26 -- 
1966-1970 23 24.2 25.8 -- 

Note: These are median survival time for each event derived from life table estimates 
         (--) refers to survival function not reaching 0.5 
 
Table 5.7 depicts the influence of age at graduation on the timing of first union across educational levels 
and cohorts. In Table 5.7 we observe the median age at graduation for those women who ever formed a 
union as well as the median age at occurrence of first union, cohabitation and marriage. Based on these 
median ages, the median duration between transitions are calculated and presented in Table 5.8. The 
median duration is longer amongst women with low education than the middle and the high educated 
ones. Low educated women typically wait for 4 to 5 years after the completion of their education before 
entering into first union, while middle and high educated women entered into first union within a year 
after completion of their highest educational level. No change across cohorts in the transition from 
graduation to age at first union is observed. While women with middle level of education across all 
cohorts have typically waited for a year before entering into first union, for the high educated women in 
the cohort 1945-1960, the age at graduation coincided with their median age at first union whilst in the 
cohort 1966-1970, these women waited for about 1.2 years before they began their first union.  
Table 5.8 Median durations between transitions from completion of education to first union 
formation behaviour, the Netherlands (in years) 
 Graduation- First 

Union 
Graduation- 
Cohabitation 

Graduation- Marriage 

Low Educated 
1945-1960 5  -- 5  
1961-1965 4  -- -- 
1966-1970 4  6  -- 
Middle Educated 
1945-1960 1  -- 1  
1961-1965 1  4  -- 
1966-1970 1  2  -- 
High Educated 
1945-1960 0  6 -- 
1961-1965 1  3  -- 
1966-1970 1.2  2.8  -- 

Note: (--) refers to survival function not reaching 0.5, hence duration could not be calculated 
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As already discussed in section 5.2.4, first union formation in Netherlands has been categorised into 
cohabitation and marriage. In Tables 5.7 and 5.8 we observe the changes across cohorts with regards to 
patterns of beginning first union by cohabitation and marriage through median ages and median durations 
between transitions from graduation to cohabitation and marriage as first union. In subsection 5.2.4 we 
already saw the changes in the first union patterns with the decline of first union through marriage and the 
increase in first union through cohabiting relationships across cohorts (see also van de Kaa 1988 and 
Liefbroer 1991). In the cohort 1945-1960, we know that marriage was a significant institution and most of 
the first unions in this cohort began with marriage (see Figure 5.7). We observed the same from Table 5.7 
where the median age at first union for the cohort 1945-1960 coincides with the median age at marriage 
for the low educated women. Further, among the women in that cohort who entered first union through 
cohabitation, the survival curve of only the high educated women reaches 50 percent, suggesting that 
cohabitation, which was generally considered deviant behaviour, was more prevalent amongst the high 
educated women. We have evidence of cohabitation as a preferred form of first union from Table 5.7 
which indicates that the median age at cohabitation amongst the high educated women in cohort 1945-
1960 as 29 years. However, the median duration between graduation and first union by cohabitation was 6 
years for this group.   
 
Women with middle level of education in the cohort 1961-1965 waited for 4 years to cohabit after their 
graduation; it declined to 2 years in the cohort 1966-1970 for the same educational level. A parallel is 
shown by high educated women across cohorts, who graduated at a later age (due to prolonged enrolment 
in education) but began their first union by cohabitation early. Figures 5.14, 5.15 and 5.16 illustrate the 
impact of age at graduation on the timing of first union, cohabitation and marriage amongst the high 
educated women.  
 
Figure 5.14 Age at graduation and first union for high educated women in the cohort 1945-1960, the 
Netherlands 
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Figure 5.15 Age at graduation and first union for high educated women in the cohort 1961-1965, the 
Netherlands 
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Figure 5.16 Age at graduation and first union for high educated women in the cohort 1966-1970, the 
Netherlands 
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5.4 First union by levels of educational attainment 
 
In section 5.2, we studied union formation irrespective of level of education in the cross-cultural contexts 
of Karnataka and the Netherlands, all cohorts combined and also across birth cohorts. Section 5.3 
introduced age at graduation which is the age at completion of the highest educational level. The median 
age at events are studied as well as the median durations marking the transition from completion of 

Median duration 
First union 1.2 Years 
Cohabitation 2.8 Years 

Median duration 
First union 1 Year 
Cohabitation 3 Years 
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highest education to the event of first union, cohabitation and marriage. In the present section we consider 
the effect of educational levels on age at first union in Karnataka and the Netherlands across cohorts. Note 
that educational level is measured at the time of survey.  
 
5.4.1 All cohorts combined: Karnataka and the Netherlands  
 
In this section we shall focus on first union formation by levels of education for Karnataka and the 
Netherlands. First we discuss Karnataka followed by the Netherlands.  
 
Karnataka 
 
The median age at marriage by women’s educational level in Table 5.9 gives us a general picture of 
Karnataka. The median age increases with the increase in educational level of women. However, it should 
be noted that we are looking at only those women who had at least some education. From low to high 
levels of education, the median age increases by 5 years from 16 years amongst low educated to 21 years 
amongst high educated women.  
 

Table 5.9 Median ages at first marriage by educational level of women, Karnataka 

Level of education Median ages Standard 
deviation 

Total no. of 
women 

Low 
(4-5 years of schooling) 
Middle incomplete 
(6-9 years of schooling) 
Middle complete 
(10 years of schooling) 
High 
(11-19 years of schooling) 
Total 

16 
 

18 
 

19 
 

21 
 

18 

2.93 
 

3.18 
 

3.81 
 

3.60 
 

3.86 

491 
 

580 
 

347 
 

358 
 

1776* 
   *1716 women were excluded, as they have no education 
 
Figure 5.17 illustrates the age-specific first marriage rate for various educational levels in Karnataka. The 
rates decline with the increase in educational level. The decline at early ages of marriage is caught up with 
after the age of 22 with an increase in the level of education. The high educated women marry at later ages 
and their first marriage rates are similar to the middle complete educational level of women. However, 
these two groups are distinctly dissimilar from the women with middle incomplete and low education.  
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Figure 5.17 Age-specific first marriage rates (per 1,000) by level of education of women, 3-year 
moving averages, Karnataka 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The rates above age 24 are erratic because of the small number of observations. The total number of first 
marriage above age 24 in Karnataka was 216. Figure 5.18 portrays a similar picture that illustrates the 
proportion of women without first marriage by specific ages and educational levels in Karnataka. As the 
educational level of women increases because of longer educational enrolment, women tend to remain 
unmarried longer. Figure 5.18 and Table 5.10 validate the fact that the higher the level of education of 
women, the later is the age at first marriage. As only ever-married women are included in the sample, the 
survival curves reach zero at higher ages. Thus from Figure 5.18 we cannot infer that eventually all 
women get married irrespective of their levels of education.  
 
Figure 5.18 Proportion of women without first marriage by age and educational level of, Karnataka  
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Table 5.10 Percentage of never-married women by educational levels, selected ages, Karnataka 

Percentage of women without first marriage at ages Education level 
18 years 20 years 27 years 

Low 
Middle incomplete 
Middle complete 
High 

25 
44 
65 
88 

10 
21 
41 
70 

0.1 
0.2 
0.5 
10 

 
Figure 5.18 and Table 5.10 reveal that for particular ages longer enrolment in education influences the 
percentage of unmarried women at these ages. At age 20, for the high educated women (i.e., with 11-19 
years of schooling) 70 percent of them were still unmarried. Further, from Figure 5.18, 50 percent of high 
educated women are observed to delay marriage until the age of 22. However, at age 27, the proportion of 
women remaining unmarried is much higher for the high educated group (10 percent) as compared to the 
lower educational levels. Since the data consists of only ever-married women, this high percentage implies 
that late age for high educated women does not necessarily affect their chances of getting married.  
 
Netherlands 
 
In the Netherlands the age-specific first union rates by level of education, as shown in Figure 5.19, depicts 
a decline with the increase in educational level of women. This decline is considerable amongst the high 
educated women. However, the decline occurs in younger ages indicating a postponement of entry into 
first union; and after age 24 the rate of entering into first union increases with the increase in educational 
level. The age of 24 is also the age at which completion of highest education takes place and thus women 
have stable careers by this age, which could enable them to move into first union.   
 
Figure 5.19 Age-specific first union rates (per 1000) by level of education, 3-year moving averages, 
the Netherlands 
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From Figure 5.20 and Table 5.11, we observe that at particular ages of 18, 20 and 27, we see a decline in 
first union formation by educational levels. High educated women delay their first union for a longer time 
than women in the other educational levels. At the age of 18, 98 percent of high educated women were not 
in first union and at the age of 27, 23.1 percent had still not begun their first union.  
 
Figure 5.20 Proportion of women not in first union by age and educational levels, the Netherlands 
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Table 5.11 Percentage of women that never entered into first union by educational levels, selected 
ages, the Netherlands 

Percentage of women not in first union at age Education level 
18 20 27 

Low 
Middle 
High 

87.6 
95.3 
98.0 

60.0 
77.0 
89.4 

10.5 
10.4 
23.1 

 
5.4.2 Birth cohorts in Karnataka 
 
Table 5.12 reveals that, across cohorts, from the oldest to the youngest, women with low and middle 
incomplete educational level marry at an early age in comparison to those with middle complete and high 
education. Delayed marriage amongst the latter group of women is reflected by the large percentage of 
unmarried women at age 27 across cohorts. This seems to indicate that the delay in marriage is attributable 
to women’s perception of gains obtained from prolonged higher education.  
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Table 5.12 Percentage of never-married women at specific ages, Karnataka 
Birth cohort Percentage of never-married women at ages 
Low educated 20 27 
1949-1960 
1961-1965 
1966-1970 
1971-1976 

14 
14 
9.3 
7.1 

0.5 
1.1 
1.0 
0.7 

Middle incomplete 20 27 
1949-1960 
1961-1965 
1966-1970 
1971-1976 

24 
21 
17.5 
23.6 

3 
2 
1.7 
0.5 

Middle complete 20 27 
1949 -1960 
1961-1965 
1966-1970 
1971-1976 

45 
52 
45 
39.3 

13 
5 
1.3 
0.8 

High educated 20 27 
1949 -1960 
1961-1965 
1966-1970 
1971-1976 

73 
82 
71 
68.5 

20 
18.3 
7.9 
0.8 

 
The cohort changes in the age at marriage by different educational levels are also illustrated in Figures 
5.21 and 5.22 for cohorts 1949-1960 and 1971-1976. One important limitation of these graphs is their 
inability to shed light on the delay in marriage caused by higher education at older ages. As these graphs 
are calculated for ever-married women, at higher ages we observe all women being eventually married, 
which might not be the case if both never-married and ever-married had been included in the data. Also in 
younger birth cohorts, we have already observed that marriage is delayed to later ages. However, again 
due to the fact that only ever-married women were included in the survey, even if some higher educated 
women in the younger cohort marry later these women would not have been included in the survey. Thus 
we draw our conclusions only on ever-married women.   
Figure 5.21 is an important figure that portrays delay in the timing of marriage due to increase in women’s 
educational level. Even though this figure depicts the oldest cohort in Karnataka, it shows the extent of 
delay in marital ages by different educational levels. It is observed that the higher educated women delay 
marriage much more than women of a lower educational level. The delay is also observed across all ages 
reiterating how longer duration in education influences the timing of entry into marriage.  
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Figure 5.21 Proportion of never married women by educational level in the birth cohort 1949-1960, 
Karnataka  
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Figure 5.22 depicts cohort changes in the timing of marriage in the cohort 1971-1976 by educational level. 
The number of women who had completed middle and high education has increased. Marriage ages by 
educational level follow a similar trend as observed in the oldest cohort. Both timing of marriage and first 
birth has been strikingly different in the younger cohort in comparison to the older cohorts. Amongst the 
high educated women in this cohort we observe that age at marriage has been delayed much more in the 
younger cohorts than the other older cohorts.  
 
Figure 5.22 Proportion of never-married women by educational level in the birth cohort born 1971-
1976, Karnataka 
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5.4.3 Birth cohorts in the Netherlands 
 
It is observed that across cohorts, with an increase in educational attainment there is a decline in first 
union formation behaviour at early ages as shown in Table 5.13. Low educated women across all cohorts 
begin first union at an early age and by age 27, the percentage without first union is small. However, as 
educational levels increase first unions are mostly delayed across all cohorts. Amongst the high educated 
women in cohort 1961-1965 and 1966-1970, the proportion without first union at age 27 is 31.2 percent 
and 29.2 percent respectively, suggesting a delay in union formation behaviour. The proportion of women 
without first union in this group at age 20 is 87.6 percent and 91.3 percent for the cohorts 1961-1965 and 
1966-1970, respectively.  
 
Table 5.13 Percentage of women not in first union, never cohabited and never married at specific 
ages by educational levels, the Netherlands  

Percentage of women not in first union* at ages 20 and 27 Birth Cohort 
First union Cohabitation Marriage 

Low educated 20 27 20 27 20 27 
1945-1960 
1961-1965 
1966-1970 

60 
46.3 
48.8 

13 
3.7 
7.0 

93.1 
74.1 
67.4 

87.6 
53.7 
42 

66.8 
72.2 
81.4 

25.4 
50 
65 

Middle educated 20 27 20 27 20 27 
1945-1960 
1961-1965 
1966-1970 

77 
74 
76 

9.4 
10.3 
12.6 

94 
81 
80 

77.6 
42.1 
30.4 

82.4 
93 
97 

31.3 
68.1 
82.1 

High educated 20 27 20 27 20 27 
1945 1960 
1961-1965 
1966-1970 

90 
87.6 
91.3 

17.6 
31.2 
29.2 

93.4 
88.1 
92 

53.1 
42 
40.5 

97.5 
99.5 
99.5 

65.7 
90.1 
88.7 

 Note: Never cohabited and never married by an age should be interpreted as not having begun first union through 
cohabitation and marriage by that age 
  
 
Cohort changes in first union formation are distinguished into first unions by cohabitation and first unions 
by marriage. In the oldest cohort as already indicated in the previous sections, marriage was a more 
common form of first union than cohabitation. However, this type of behaviour was more popular 
amongst low and middle educated women in comparison to the high educated ones. This trend is clearly 
evident in Table 5.14. 
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Table 5.14 Percentage of women in first union, and percentage among them entering through 
cohabitation and through marriage at specific ages by educational levels across cohorts, the 
Netherlands  
Birth Cohorts Percentage 

entering first union 
(funion) 

Percentage among 
funion by 
cohabitation 

Percentage among 
funion by marriage 

Low educated 20 27 20 27 20 27 
1945-1960 
1961-1965 
1966-1970 

40 
53.7 
51.2 

87 
96.3 
93 

17.2 
48.2 
63.7 

16.4 
48.1 
62.4 

83 
51.8 
36.3 

85.7 
51.9 
37.6 

Middle educated 20 27 20 27 20 27 
1945-1960 
1961-1965 
1966-1970 

24 
26 
24 

90.6 
89.7 
87.4 

25 
73.1 
83.3 

24.7 
64.5 
79.6 

73.3 
26.9 
12.5 

75.8 
35.6 
20.5 

High educated 20 27 20 27 20 27 
1945 1960 
1961-1965 
1966-1970 

10 
12.4 
8.7 

82.4 
68.8 
70.8 

66 
96 
92 

56.9 
84.3 
84 

25 
4 
5.7 

41.6 
14.4 
16 

 
From Table 5.14 we see that there is a decrease in the percentage of women who enter their first union by 
age 20 as we move from lower educational levels to higher educational levels, but there is no marked 
trend across cohorts. However, unlike age 20, the percentages of women entering first union by age 27 are 
roughly the same for all educational levels and all birth cohorts. Another important inference from the 
table is that the proportion of women who entered their first union at a given age through cohabitation 
noticeably increases as we move from older cohort to younger cohort and also from lower educational 
level to higher education level. The changes across cohorts in cohabitation and marriage patterns as first 
union formation behaviour by educational levels are depicted in Figures 5.23, 5.24 and 5.25. 
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Figure 5.23 Proportion of low educated women not in first union, in the birth cohort 1945-1960, the 
Netherlands 
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Figure 5.24 Proportion of middle educated women not in first union, in the birth cohort 1961-1965, 
the Netherlands 

0
0,1
0,2
0,3
0,4
0,5
0,6
0,7
0,8
0,9

1

10 12 14 16 18 20 22 24 26 28 30 32 34 36

Age at first union

Pr
op

or
tio

n 
of

 w
om

en

Union (72.9%) Cohab (61%) Marr (39%)
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 5: Union Formation: an Intervening Event 

 165 

Figure 5.25 Proportion of high educated women not in first union, in the birth cohort 1966-1970, the 
Netherlands  
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5.4.4 Comparison: Karnataka and the Netherlands 
 
The impact of educational attainment on marriage is observable in both the contexts of Karnataka and the 
Netherlands across all birth cohorts. The main phenomenon is that as women attain higher education they 
increasingly delay marriage to the later ages. Marriage as first union formation gets delayed as women 
spend more time in the educational system building up their educational career. This is markedly visible in 
both the contexts of Karnataka and the Netherlands. While in Karnataka the increase in the educational 
level of women has been influential in delaying marriage, in the Netherlands, it has worked towards both 
delay as well as decline in marriage as a form of first union. This does not however mean that the delayed 
marriages by the high-educated women in Karnataka are totally forgone as the sample includes only ever-
married women. For the Netherlands also it does not mean that women are increasingly remaining single, 
since we observe how cohabitation as union formation behaviour has become widely acceptable not only 
across cohorts but also by all educational levels of women. However, it is more favoured by the high 
educated women in comparison to women of other educational levels. Hence the rise of cohabitation can 
explain the decline in marriage in the Netherlands. Across birth cohorts in Karnataka, educational 
expansion coupled with marriage transition is observed to take place.  
 
In the Netherlands, across birth cohorts with the increase in educational levels the beginning of first union 
is delayed. Higher educated women typically delay much more than their counterparts with lower 
educational levels across cohorts. As has been noted earlier and by other authors, marriage as a traditional 
institution has eroded and we observe the emergence of cohabitation as an alternative form of marriage. 
While the women with lower and middle education in the older cohort 1945-1960 were dissuaded from 
beginning first union by cohabitation, it was practised by the higher educated women. Marriage was still a 
highly preferred form of first union in the oldest cohort. However, we observe that as cohorts became 
younger, women marrying to begin their first union formation were observed to decline and the decline 
was not only amongst the high educated ones but also amongst the middle and the low educated women.  
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Both the country contexts also differ in the proportion of never-married women at higher ages. In the 
Netherlands, the proportion never married has increased across cohorts as well as across educational 
levels. However, as the sample for Karnataka includes only ever-married women, we cannot conclusively 
comment on the unmarried proportion at higher ages.   
 
5.5 Conclusions 
 
In this chapter we examined the first union formation behaviour across birth cohorts in Karnataka and the 
Netherlands. The impact of educational attainment on the first union formation behaviour is also analysed 
across birth cohorts of women in the two case studies. It has been studied in two different ways. First is 
the impact of age at graduation on the timing of first union and the second is the effect of women’s level 
of education on their age at first union. Whilst some results are very context specific, some others pertain 
to the universal features of education attainment.  
 
We observe marriage and first birth behaviour to be closely related to each other in Karnataka, which is a 
context feature. The delay in the timing of marriage eventually leads to the delay in the timing of first 
birth. We also focus on the educational thresholds which is necessary for Karnataka where a large 
percentage of women still do not attend school. The relevance of educational thresholds is illustrated when 
we observe the delay in age at marriage by 2 years from low educated women with 4-5 years of schooling 
to middle incomplete educational level or those who had 6-9 years of schooling. Changes in the youngest 
cohort 1971-1976 are strikingly different from that of the older cohorts in Karnataka. This cohort 
demonstrates the onset of innovative behaviour and intervening changes in the lives of women. A greater 
number of women in this cohort have attained higher education when compared to the older cohorts. The 
impact of educational attainment on the timing of marriage can also be observed from the increase in 
median age at marriage across educational levels in this cohort.  
 
In the Netherlands, union formation has declined across cohorts in addition to being delayed. Higher 
educated women seem to delay much more than women with other educational levels across cohorts. 
Dutch women depict a choice perspective by widely accepting cohabitation as a form of first union 
formation. Whilst for Karnataka the choice perspective ends at later ages irrespective of women being 
higher educated. This indicates the necessity of being married in Karnataka. In the Netherlands, choice 
behaviour persists both across cohorts as well as with an increase in women’s educational attainment. At 
the same time that marriage as a form of union formation was declining, we observe the emergence of 
cohabitation as an alternative form of marriage.  
 
In addition to the context-specific aspects we also find some universal features of women’s educational 
attainment on the timing of first union in Karnataka and the Netherlands. The first thing that we observe is 
the delay in timing of marriage across birth cohorts in Karnataka and the Netherlands by high educated 
women. We also observe educational expansion across all birth cohorts in both Karnataka and the 
Netherlands suggesting bigger numbers of girls pursuing higher education. We can conclude that this 
educational expansion has led to cohort changes in the timing of marriage as first union in the cross 
cultural perspective. Our research findings also suggest that higher education of women provides them 
with more choices, a universal feature of education. However, this choice may be implemented in a 
different way in Karnataka and the Netherlands, for example, a woman in Karnataka by being higher 
educated can decide when she wants to get married while for a woman in the Netherlands, she is able to 
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decide whether to cohabit or get married. This choice perspective of higher educated women is examined 
in greater detail through qualitative in-depth interviews in the chapters that follow.  
 





Chapter 6 
 

‘I am different from my mother’ 
Menarche and marriage in daughter’s generation 

 
 
6.1 Introduction 
 
This chapter is the first one based on qualitative data collected through in-depth interviews of younger and 
older women in Bangalore. As has been discussed in chapter 2 (see section 2.3), the present research 
makes a distinction between the lived reproductive life course and the perceived reproductive life course. 
While chapters 4 and 5 examine the lived life course of women across cohorts, Chapters 6, 7, 8 and 9 
focus on the perceived life course. The lived course across different cohorts is based on the secondary data 
analysis of the survey data, while the perceived life course is derived from in-depth interviews of women 
across cohorts. In Chapters 4 and 5 examine the first birth and union formation behaviour and studied how 
educational attainment of women influences the timing of these events across older and younger 
generations in Karnataka and the Netherlands. These chapters also lay emphasis on the universal and the 
context specific aspects of educational attainment and the timing of first birth and first union formation 
across generations as well as across cultures. Chapters 6, 7, 8 and 9 focus not only on the perceived 
reproductive life course through the events of menarche, marriage and the birth of the first child, but also 
distinguish the similarities and differences across generations. In the context of Karnataka, the influence 
of women’s higher educational attainment on their perceived life course explains generational change 
across both mothers and daughters. However in the case of the Netherlands only the daughter’s generation 
is studied. This enables us to conclude on the context specificity of generational change as well as 
universality observed cross-culturally by women’s higher educational attainment. Autonomy and its types 
as defined by Jejeebhoy (1995) have also been compared cross-culturally amongst the younger generation 
in Bangalore and the Dutch younger generation in Groningen. A brief description of the respondents is 
provided in chapter 3 (see section 3.4.6).  
 
In the present chapter we shall elaborate on the two events of menarche and marriage amongst the younger 
generation of respondents in our study in Bangalore. The chapter is divided into two main sections. Each 
of these sections deals with a particular event in a Bangalore woman’s reproductive life course. Section 
6.2 discusses the event of menarche defined as the beginning of the reproductive life course. The event of 
marriage is discussed in the section 6.3. Each of these sections is divided further into different subsections. 
Change across generations as perceived by the respondents themselves is presented in Section 6.4.  
 
6.1 Menarche: beginning of the reproductive life course 
The onset of the first menstrual cycle is the sign that the girl has entered puberty. The first menstruation is 
known as menarche. Menarche also marks the beginning of the fertile years in a woman’s life signifying 
her reproductive potential as she becomes biologically capable of bearing children. The event is often 
preceded by signs such as enlargement of the breasts and the uterus and the growth of pubic hair. Hence it 
is related with rapid physical growth and hormonal changes which influence the behaviour pattern of 
pubescent girls. Menarche usually occurs between ages 11 and 13 but it may begin sooner and in others it 
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may be delayed, but very rarely beyond 16 years of age. The onset of menarche varies with the activity 
level of the girls and the nutritional status of girls (Bosch 2005, Riley et al. 2001).  
 
In the cultural context of India, attainment of menarche by girls is considered a biological indicator that 
the girl is ready for the commencement of sexual relations. This is evident from the traditional practice of 
‘Gauna’ that was commonly followed in the olden days. In this system, girls used to be married off at an 
early age but continued staying in the parental home without the consummation of marriage. However, 
when a girl attained menarche, the ceremony of Gauna would be performed and then the girl went to live 
at her husband’s house where she would begin her married life. The event of menarche is also a social 
indicator signifying the eligibility of the girl for marriage and the inititation of the search for a suitable 
marriage partner (Caldwell et al. 1983). Research findings by Hutter (1998) Hutter and Ramesh (2003) 
and Padmadas et al. (1999) illustrate that the two events of menarche and marriage follow each other very 
closely in the rural areas.  
 
Though menarche is a purely biological event which is not influenced in any way by a woman’s higher 
education, this event is studied in the present research for the following reasons. As we are focusing on the 
reproductive life course of women the event of menarche initiates the beginning of the reproductive life 
course followed by the events of marriage and birth of the first child. In addition to this, menarche as an 
event has a social relevance. We attempt to determine the social relevance of such an event across 
generations of mothers and daughters in Karnataka. This research also pays attention to the ideational 
changes about menarche.  
 
This section is divided into six subsections. Subsections 6.2.1 to 6.2.4 discusses the perceived timing of 
menarche, whether any ceremony was held to mark such an event, feelings about menarche before and 
after attaining it, knowledge about menarche both before and after attaining menarche and the sources of 
this knowledge. Subsections 6.2.5 to 6.2.7 elaborate on the different aspects of behavioural changes that 
are expected of girls after they have attained menarche, the perceived role changes as well as the 
perceived gains of the event of menarche by identifying the advantages and disadvantages that the event 
has brought about in the lives of the respondents. 
 
6.2.1 Perceived timing of the event 
 
Respondents were asked about their age at menarche and how they regarded their age at first 
menstruation. They were asked to categorise the timing of the event as early, late or right age, and the 
reason why they thought it to be so. We observe a clear pattern on the perception of respondents about 
their age at first menstruation. In this context we wish to distinguish between the perceptions of ‘ideal age’ 
and ‘right age’. If a woman assesses an event to have occurred at a ‘right age’, it means that she is 
mentally prepared for the event and that she considers the event to have occurred ‘on time’. We use the 
term ‘right age’ interchangeably with ‘age on time’. Respondents have widely used the phrase on time in 
the interviews to indicate events taking place at the right age. On the other hand, ‘ideal age’ refers to the 
preferred age at which the respondents would have wanted the event to take place.  
 
Those women who attained menarche at ages 10-13 considered it an early age to have their first period, 
while those respondents who attained menarche at the age of 14 considered it to be ‘on time’. We were 
also interested in knowing the respondents’ view of the ideal age when girls should have their first period. 
The ideal age at first menstruation was perceived to be between ages 14 and 16 by the respondents. 
Interestingly, the ideal age perceived by those respondents whose age at menarche was between 14 and 16 
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years and who considered it as a right age, was also the same age – a coincidence for only this event and 
not other events under study. The reason as to why respondents considered ages between 10 and 13 as an 
early age for first menstruation was largely because of the difficulties they faced in coping with the 
initiation of menarche at such an early age and due to the physical restrictions that were imposed on them 
as soon as they attained menarche. This is illustrated in the following excerpts from interviews: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Some respondents also considered their age at menarche to be early due to their ignorance about 
menstruation. They also mentioned that they found it difficult to cope with. 
 

 

 

 

 

 
Difficulty in managing emotions and physical changes that take place during menarche was an unpleasant 
experience for some respondents.  
 

 

 

 
Related to the above response, other respondents too reasoned out why their age at menarche was an early 
age: 
             

             

           

  

 

 

 

Respondents who had their first period in the age group 14-16 mostly considered it to be a right age. It 
was because girls were thought to be more mature and responsible at that age, and they already had prior 
knowledge about menstruation. Thus they considered themselves to be mentally prepared.  

‘I was too young to manage on my own. I did have an elder sister but then certain things I just had to
do myself. Things like washing, keeping oneself clean and all that.’ (Respondent who had her first
period at the age of 12) 
 
‘when I got it there were a lot of restrictions on me like I should sit in one place, I could not play all the
time….these made me feel that I have to be a grown-up girl and it’s too early to behave like a grown-up
girl’ (Respondent who had her first periods at the age of 12) 

‘Girls during my time had their first periods when they were 14-15. I was too young to have it when I 
was 12 years old. I was totally ignorant about the whole thing as everyone thought that I was too young
to know about it’  
 
‘It was difficult in the initial stage because I was studying. So it was difficult to cope with both.
Physically I underwent a lot of changes and in school there were studies. Then I also had to keep track 
of the date of my next period’ 

‘Age 12 I think was too young an age for me to have my first period. After all it is not only periods that
one has to manage but it is a whole lot of other things like emotions, physical changes etc all beginning
to happen at the same time. It is difficult to manage so many things and especially when everything is
so new. At that young age a person tends to be confused. I also underwent the same problem.’ 

‘I was more of a kid than an adolescent girl’ 
 
‘At the age of 10, I was just learning how to look after myself and had barely learnt to tie my shoe
laces’ 
 
‘Suddenly I was a grown-up kid in the eyes of others’ 
 
‘There were physical changes and I was conscious of it like breasts developing and I no longer looked 
like a child’ 
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During ages 14 and 15 most friends in school also attained menarche and thus respondents compared 
themselves with their friends and perceived their age at menarche to be a right age. The importance of a 
sense of belonging to the peer group is illustrated in the following: 
 
  
 

 

 

 

 
Respondents were asked about what they consider as the ideal age of menarche. Most of them considered 
ages 14 to 16. During these ages girls are in their 8th and 9th standard in school. The reasons why they 
consider it to be ideal are because by age 14, girls are more mature and responsible and they understand 
the reason why restrictions are imposed on them after menarche. 
 

 

 

 

Another respondent who also considers the age of 14 as an ideal age stated: 

 

 

 

Another respondent associated the age of 14 as an ideal age and being mature enough to argue about the 
restrictions that are imposed, not just blindly following them: 
                 

            

 

Some respondents considered the age of 14 as an ideal age because they feel that by that age the girl 
understands her own body and the other physiological changes:  
 
 

 

‘According to me the ideal age is when the girl is 14 or 15 years old. The girl is mature enough by that
age. At that age she does not blindly follow anything and everything that is told to her. She can argue
about which restrictions she wants to follow and those with which she disagrees’ 

‘14 years is an ideal age as that is the time when I could understand my body and the other 
physiological changes. It also helps in adjusting to new situations’ 

‘At that age the girl is matured and responsible. I remember when I was in the 8th std there was sex 
education in school. They used to show films on menstruation and all that comes with it. Also my 
mother had explained it to me. So I knew about period before I had it. That is also one of the reasons
why I was mentally prepared to accept it. I could thus cope with the mental and physical changes
properly in a mature way.’ (Respondent who had her first period at the age of 14) 

‘At that time all my other friends in school already began menstruating and some of my friends had
their menstruation when I had mine. So I was well in the group.’ 
 
‘Many of my classmates had their period when they were in the 7th or 8th. So it was kind of normal for
me for our generation or age group.’  
 
‘Most of my classmates had it at that time and if I had not had it then I would worry about it.’ 

‘The girls in the 6th std are less mature. They are not really free because parents impose restrictions
and say “don’t go here, don’t do this, don’t do that”. At that age girls will be wondering about the
sudden changes. But if the girl is in her 8th or 9th standard or age 14 or 15 and she has her first periods 
I think it is good. The girl feels more at ease as she will be knowledgeable about what will happen.’
(Respondent who had her first period at age 11 but considers age 14 or 15 as an ideal age) 

‘14 years is an ideal age as one is more mature and I think that one’s preoccupations are less juvenile 
then. So a girl tends to accept periods more naturally at the age of 14 than when she is a girl of 12
years’ 
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6.2.2 Ceremony: initiation to mark the transition 
 
Women were asked whether any ceremony was held to celebrate the event of menarche. However, none of 
the respondents who were interviewed had any ceremony to celebrate their first menstruation. One 
respondent explains the reason why ceremonies to celebrate menarche are slowly becoming less common:  
 

 

 

Other reasons cited by respondents for the absence of ceremonies was because of the educational 
background of their family, their Christian faith, that the ceremony was not common in the respondent’s 
caste or because some parents were adverse to publicity that these ceremonies brought:   
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Even though no ceremony was held for any of the 16 respondents to celebrate first menstruation, 2 
respondents stated that they received gifts from their grandmother and aunt.  
 
 

 

 

6.2.3 Feelings about menarche 
 
In this subsection we shall discuss respondents’ feelings about menarche both before and after they 
attained menarche. Most of the respondents knew about menarche and the menstrual cycle before they 
themselves experienced menarche. However, they have different views about it. Most of them who knew 
about menstruation never thought of it as being ‘ongoing’ and that it ‘comes back every month’. They also 
mentioned not knowing about the heavy bleeding and only thought of it in terms of ‘spotting’. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

‘You see in the cities no one has such ceremonies. Perhaps in the villages and small towns people still
follow. Don’t you think people will laugh if someone in the city invited people to a ceremony to mark
the first time their daughter has her period’ 

‘Caste plays a big role. In our caste people are educated so my parents knew about it. So I had no
ceremony’ 
 
‘I guess our family is a bit advanced. No ceremonies were held for my cousins and me’ 
 
‘We are Christians so we do not have any ceremony’ 
 
‘My father did not like all these ceremonies. He saw it as a type of publicity. Thus my parents decided
that they will not have a ceremony for me or later for my sister’ 

‘No I did not have a ceremony but my grandmother gave me a gift. Everybody was very nice and
understanding’ 
 
‘I received one gift from my aunt when I got my first period’ 

‘I never liked it and I used to think that it must be some injury to the body and that is why the bleeding
takes place’ 
 
‘I had some strange notion that it would be much less. I used to think of it in terms of spotting and not
such heavy bleeding that I have every month. I also had no idea that it would last 4 days and that it
occurs regularly every month’ 
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Feelings of the respondents about menarche after they reached menarche were more related to the 
accompanying physical discomforts and pain every month. But in spite of the pain and the discomfort, 
some women felt a sense of pride in becoming a woman. Some respondents felt very happy about being in 
the ‘same league as their mother and their grandmother’, while some others felt happy becoming a 
woman. Other feelings attached to attaining menarche were related to a sense of relief for some.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

6.2.4 Knowledge and its sources  
 
In this subsection we focus on the respondents’ knowledge about menstruation both before and after they 
attained menarche. We also explain the sources of this knowledge, who told them about menstruation in 
both the phases before and after attaining menarche. We also focus on what was told to women about 
menarche after reaching the event and how was it communicated to them.  
 
Some of the respondents said that they did not know about menstruation until they themselves began their 
first menstrual period. While for others they knew about menstruation before they had it. The sources of 
information varied from school friends, school books and sex education in school. Mothers, grandmothers, 
elder sister and cousins were the other common sources of information.  
 
In the phase after the respondents had attained menarche their sources of information were their mother, 
grandmother and other elderly ladies in the family. At this stage it was not only knowledge about 
menstruation but it was also as regards instructions, restrictions, advice and information that had to be 
kept in mind during the days of the menstrual cycle as well as generally after the girl has attained her 
menarche.  
 
Hence based on the responses, knowledge about menstruation is categorised into instructions, restrictions, 
advice and information. However, sometimes these categories overlap. The categories are as follows:  

- instructions as regards the dos and don’ts expected of a menstruating woman, 
- restrictions that are forms of limitations imposed on the respondents after attaining menarche 
- advices which pertained to explanations and suggestions on aspects of menstruation and the 

menstrual cycle and  
- information which was based more on general aspects of menstruation and which was considered 

as essential knowledge 
 
The different forms of knowledge can be distinguished into two broad types. The forms of knowledge 
such as instructions and advice are those that need to be observed only during the days of the menstrual 
cycle. While the other forms of knowledge such as restrictions and information were applicable and to be 
observed at all times. 
 
Below are examples of instructions in the form of dos and don’ts expected of a menstruating woman:  

‘Some things were difficult to cope with but largely I was feeling very happy that I had become a
woman. I think I would be very worried if I did not have any period. Also after having it I got to know
of so many other things like eventually I would be married and would be having a child’. 
 
‘I had feelings of discomfort and irritation that came every back every month. But also a sense of pride
that I had become a woman and that I was normal. I also felt happy being in same league as my mother
and my grandmother’. 
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There were also instructions on personal hygiene that should be followed on the menstrual days: 
 
 
 

 

 

The advice given to the respondents was in the form of explanations about menarche: 
 
 
   

 

In addition to mothers who explained many of the things, some respondents stated that their aunts 
explained about the dos and the don’ts to be followed.  
 

 

 

Restrictions set on the respondents were limitations that were to be always followed both inside and 
outside the house after girls’ attained menarche and not only on the days of the menstrual cycle.  
 

 

Apart from these there were also restrictions about not mixing around with boys which was a restriction 
common for all respondents after they reached menarche. Restrictions were described as ‘warning’ and ‘a 
note of caution’.   
 
 
 
 
 

Knowledge in the form of information was about general things passed on from mothers to their daughters 
which mostly consisted of essential knowledge about menstruation and the menstrual cycle. Some of this 
essential knowledge pertained to explanations about the menstrual cycle, curiosity surrounding the event 
and the biological changes that come about with the event. 
 

 

‘My mother told me basically how often it would occur, why it occurs every month. She told me about
the cycle, that women become pregnant, and bear children. So she told me that when I have my periods
I have to be careful and cautious’ 

‘My aunt she explained to me in a very friendly way as to what to do and what not to do. Certain things
like how I need to be very careful, what are the things that are not to be done, what are the things not to 
be eaten during that time’ 

‘My mother did not allow me to move freely about the house on the days of my period. We were not
supposed to go into the pooja room and on those days we should not do any pooja. We were given
normal food but we were made to sit separately from others and not allowed to enter the kitchen’ 
 
‘I was instructed by my mother not to mix around with guys, to play less and avoid jumping’ 

‘My mother instructed me on personal hygiene as she was very particular about it. In those days we did
not have sanitary napkins so we had to wash and use cloths. Mother instructed me on washing my
undergarments’  
 
‘Wash my hair on the 5th day’ 

‘I was restricted from going to the movie with friends’ 

‘About mixing around with guys my mother just gave me a warning that I should know what I was now.
She said that now you have become a woman and you should know your limitations’ 
 
‘…was a caution note about not to mix around freely with boys’ 
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Most of the times what we observe from the responses is that the knowledge imparted by mothers is not 
elaborated in greater detail. As one of the respondent pointed out: 
 
 

 

 

Another respondent said that she was not told the ‘whole story’ by her mother but just given a warning to 
not mix around with guys after she attained menarche.  
 

            

 

Some respondents have mentioned that it was not fully explained why they were restricted from entering 
the pooja room and this would make them feel bad. A respondent described her feelings and compared 
herself to boys: 
             

             

           

 

Another respondent mentioned that soon after she attained menarche she was not allowed to be close to 
her father which used to bother her considerably. She stated that she learnt the reason why by observing 
others around her: 
             

             

          

 
While another respondent stated that she was curious to know many things with regard to menarche which 
was not explained to her by her mother. So she looked it up herself in the books that were at her home. 
She said: 
 
 

 

 

 

 

‘My mother told me about general things because she did not want me to be stressed about them’ 
 
‘My mother explained to me the biological changes and also explained that it was part of growing up’ 

‘I was instructed by my mother not to play with boys. The explanation for it was not given to me for a
long time until I reached the 9th or the 10th std and then I read about it in my biology book. I also 
discussed the same with my friends in school and got to know why we had been restricted from playing
and mixing around with guys’ 

‘About mixing with guys my mother just gave me a warning….but the whole story was not told although 
she warned me about this’ 

‘I used to feel bad about not being allowed to enter the pooja room on the days I have my period. I used
to wonder about why it should be so and would also compare myself to the guys. I used to think that
guys had an easy life whereas girls had to bother about the date when the period would come and the
date when it would be over’ 

‘I was not even allowed to be physically close to my dad which used to bother me very much. But
gradually within a short time of about 6 months I got used to it. I saw this type of behaviour around me 
and gradually realised that it is not only me and that everybody is subjected to more or less the same
treatment’ 

‘I thought that the physical changes that came about after I attained menarche were a part of my 
growing up. If there were any questions I would go to the books that were lying around in the house.
My mother had pointed both me and my brother in the direction of books which were very nice because
it saved her the embarrassment of answering certain things but would also give us more knowledge’  
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6.2.5 Expected behavioural change  
 
The different categories of knowledge seem directly or indirectly to influence behavioural changes that are 
expected of the respondents after they attained menarche. In the theoretical framework expected 
behavioural change is elaborated in the form of norms that are the rules and expectations by which a 
society guides the behaviour of its members. Norms are age-graded as well as status-based (Settersten and 
Mayer 1997, Settersten 2003). Age-graded norms refer to how women of particular ages should behave 
whereas the status-based norms refer to how a menstruating girl should behave in comparison to a non-
menstruating girl. A menstruating girl might be required to follow certain restrictions like not moving 
around the house or not entering the kitchen during the days of her menstruation. But these norms are not 
applicable to girls who have not yet attained menarche. Thus norms are both proscriptive i.e. ‘which 
behaviour is unacceptable’ and prescriptive i.e. ‘which behaviour is acceptable’ (Settersten and Mayer 
1997, Hagestad 1990).  
 
The expected behavioural changes derived mostly from restrictions that were imposed on the respondents. 
The restrictions thus become the normative behaviour which the respondents are expected to display after 
they have attained menarche. The restrictions have already been mentioned in the previous subsection, for 
eample not entering the pooja room, not being allowed to pray or to visit the temple. These were related to 
restrictions as regards purity and pollution: 
 
 
 
 

Other forms of restrictions were about going out and returning back home before it is dark, not playing 
and talking with boys.  
 

 

 

One respondent also mentions that she was expected to be more feminine in the way she conducted 
herself: 
 

 

For some respondents, not being allowed to go out as often as they would have liked to, had an affect on 
their free time activities.   
  

 

 

 

 
The expected behavioural change was also brought about by the physical changes accompanying 
menarche. The physical changes as mentioned by the respondents were development of breasts, facial and 

‘We were not allowed to do pooja for 5 days. After the 5 days we have to wash our hair and cleanse
ourselves and then do pooja’ 

‘If I did not come back home by 6 in the evening my mother or grandmother would be standing outside 
the house as they would get worried. Then they would ask me why was I late. I was also not allowed to
move around freely or talk to boys’ 

‘I was no longer allowed to jump or play muchI was asked to be more feminine in my ways’ 

‘I was never allowed to go anywhere after dark. But with my interest in star-gazing this was a severe 
problem. So then I had to go out star-gazing with my brother and after five minutes he would drag me 
back home’ 
 
‘The only restriction was that I could not go for a swim’ 



Higher Education and the Reproductive Life Course 

 178 

armpit hair. All this made the respondents conscious of their looks and influenced their way of dressing. 
Respondents mention discarding clothes that were tight.  
 
 

 

 

It is also interesting to hear from the respondents about how they coped with the physical changes that 
came about. Some of the respondents felt very conscious about themselves, while some developed a kind 
of shyness and attempted to hide the physical developments.  
             

             

        

 

 

However, none of the respondents mentioned having any restrictions on the type of dress to be worn. 
Except one respondent who stated that she was not allowed to wear trousers as her parents did not like it.  
             

             

          

 

 

 
The general restriction about clothes as mentioned by the respondents was that they should not wear 
revealing, tight-fitting and body-hugging clothes. 
            

             

            

On the one hand, the physical changes caused bodily discomfort while on the other hand women were 
extra cautious and careful on the days they had their period. One respondent summarised her views in the 
following way: 
 

 

 

6.2.6 Perceived role change 
 
The perceived role changes can be categorised into three types. It is the respondents’ perceived role 
change for herself, perceived role change for her parents and perceived role change for others.   
 

‘There were physical changes like breasts forming and facial hair. I used to feel conscious a lot’ 
 
‘It was a bit of an embarrassment. In fact I used to refuse some dresses if they were tight because I used
to feel conscious wearing them. I used to feel quite odd’ 

‘It was difficult coping with the physical changes. Most of the time I was conscious that nothing should
show. But most of the time I was trying to hide. The school uniform was nice because it did not show
anything’ 
 
‘I developed a haunch back as I was always trying to hide my breasts whenever I wore a sports t-shirt
every Friday’  

‘No special type of dress was to be worn after I had my period’ 
 
‘There was no restriction on any particular type of dress to be worn after we matured. We had that
liberty in the house’ 
 
‘My parents didn’t like me wearing trousers. So that was the only restriction. I used to wear frocks,
midis and skirts’ 

‘We always had certain restrictions on wearing revealing clothes, tight dresses and body-hugging ones. 
We could wear jeans, tops, blouses and on special occasions we could wear a half-saree’ 

‘I used to have pain in my legs and stomach. Because of all this discomfort I never used to run around
and play. I was also conscious of staining my dress when I had my period’ 
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Role change perceived by respondent  
 
All respondents who were interviewed mentioned that their role indeed had changed after attaining 
menarche. Respondents mentioned that they became shy and conscious and some even mentioned 
withdrawing and becoming very quiet. At this stage friends usually began to take precedence:  
 

 

 
Some respondents mentioned that they began thinking of themselves as ‘female and started having 
thoughts of marriage, becoming a mother, or even being called the lady of the house’.  
 

 

 

 

 
One respondent spoke of her perceived role change as being aware of herself and her power as a woman to 
attract men: 
 

 

 

Some respondents mentioned of finding it difficult to cope with the physical changes as well as the 
accompanying emotional changes. With the event of menarche respondents considered themselves as 
becoming both mentally and physically mature and experienced crushes and infatuation with guys.   
 

 

 

 

 

 

Perceived role change for her family 

All respondents mentioned of experiencing role change in their family after they attained menarche. In 
other words, the onset of menarche meant that there was a change in their role as seen by their family 
members. For most respondents the role change that they experienced was a change from girlhood to 
adulthood. One respondent talks of her role change for her family as a changeover from girlhood to 
womanhood. Adulthood, for these respondents meant taking up responsibilities in the house, exhibiting 
matured behaviour and keeping distance from male cousins. In the case of the respondent who considered 
her role change in the family as stepping into womanhood after she attained menarche it was largely to do 
with taking on womanly duties like cooking, learning to do the pooja and helping mother in the kitchen. 

‘I had become a very shy person, a very quiet person and also very conscious. I was more attached to
my friends and any amount of time spent with my friends would be restricted’ 

‘I particularly began thinking of myself as a female. Before I had never thought of marriage and nor 
anything about my future. After I had my period I began thinking that eventually I would be married
one day and would have a house and be the lady of the house. All female thoughts’.  
 
‘I would think of marriage often. I think all girls have these thoughts at that age.’ 

‘I felt shy looking at guys and even talking to them. I was in a co-education school. This period of 
becoming mentally and physically mature also had its own share of crushes and infatuations’ 
 
‘I am sure I could have avoided a couple of crushes. I should say that I was having a serious 
relationship with my boyfriend at that time. I mean I could have essentially avoided that. At that time I
did not know and thought that the whole world was at my feet. Yes, things like that certainly affected me
after I began menstruating’ 

‘I became aware of my power as a woman, my power of being able to attract the opposite sex and the
hormonal changes along with the physical changes that I had. It was a wild time for me’.  
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Another respondent also said that her role change into womanhood was from the emotional point of view, 
as her family members considered her eligible for marriage.    

 
Most of the respondents attributed adulthood to taking up responsibilities in the house and helping mother 
when guests come to the house. However for none of the respondents whom we interviewed were 
responsibilities burdened on them. Respondents mentioned being able to choose to take up responsibilities 
in the household whenever they liked. But for most of them the stage of sharing responsibilities in the 
house and helping mother coincided with the stage after they reached menarche. Some of the responses 
that illustrate the above are summarised as follows: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

At this stage what is also observed is the shift into gendered roles between brothers and sisters which in 
most of the cases is not overtly practised. One respondent mentioned about this.  
 

 

 

 

 
One respondent perceived of her role change for her family as a transition to womanhood: 
 

 

 

The same respondent discussed about the role changes that she experienced at home. She clearly stated 
that her family members considered her a ‘grown-up girl, a mature girl’: 
 

 

 

Another respondent who saw her role change from girlhood to womanhood in emotional terms pointed out 
that:  
 
 
 

‘I considered myself an adult after my first period. I myself began to take responsibilities in the house
when needed like when we have guests at home I would help my mother with some household work’ 
 
‘I was more of an adult at the age of 12 because I had reached menarche probably I was required to do 
a lot of things about the house like housework, general running of the house, filling in gaps when things
were not running smoothly for some reason’ 
 
‘In terms of responsibilities bestowed on me it was not until I was old enough in my life or till I was
married. Till then there was practically no responsibilities on me. The only responsibilities that I ever
took were those on my own initiative’ 

‘The role change was not so implicit. I have an elder brother and passively it so happened that more
responsibilities were expected of him outside the house while more responsibilities were expected of me
inside the house. When we had exams and our mother was ill, it was me who was expected to do the
housework suggesting that whatever else I do, I would have to keep the house running whether I have
exams or not’  

‘I would say that I moved into womanhood and not adulthood. When I say womanhood I see it as being
divided into certain stages. So moving from stage to the other i.e. me beginning with my period is a part
of womanhood’ 

‘All the family members used to say yes she is a grown-up, mature girl. I used to hear them say ‘you are 
the elder one in the family, already mature and you don’t know how to cook, you help me in doing this 
work’ 
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However from the above response we also get to know that the role transition was not a sudden transition 
but came about slowly as is indicated by the respondent’s words, that it ‘sunk in slowly’.  
 
The other respondents did not perceive any role change in their family after they attained menarche. Most 
of these respondents thought that all girls have a similar type of role change as they themselves have in 
their own family. But some respondents did think that it is dependent to a large extent on the religion that 
the families follow as well as the tradition in the family and the girl’supbringing. 
  
Perceived role change for others 
 
The physical changes that came about with the onset of menarche made the respondents feel very shy and 
conscious not only of themselves but also in the presence of boys.  
 

 

 
The stage after attaining menarche was mentioned as ‘growing up years’ by the respondents. Some 
respondents felt that in those growing up years they were the topic of discussion amongst boys.  
 

 

 

 

 
One of the respondents also mentioned the trend of going out on dates: 
 

 

 

Another respondent recounted the commotion whenever she cycled to school because of guys passing 
lewd remarks at her. 
            

 

          

6.2.7 Perceived gains of the event  
 
In this subsection we intend to examine the question whether attaining menarche has brought about any 
gains in the form of advantages and disadvantages for the respondents. Some of these were perceived as 

‘There were many cases of me and my friends hearing comments from guys and also they would
sometimes accidently bump into us and touch us’ 
 
‘In our time we used to date a lot. Yes, guys did pass comments and tried to physically touch us. Some
girls did have some very bad experiences’ 

‘My role had changed from girlhood to womanhood only in terms of my emotional responses. My
family members considered me eligible for marriage and the realsiation that I could be potentially
married sunk in slowly.’ 

‘I felt shy looking at guys and even talking to them’ 

‘I used to cycle to school and guys used to pass remarks about me. Then my elder brother would cycle
along with me. Later on my friends joined me and we cycled to school together’ 

‘I had a very big crush then and I really liked this guy. We used to date a lot. At that time everything
seemed so rosy I was even thinking of getting married to the guy. But it was just a fling in those teenage 
years. Some girls did have some bad experiences going out on a date or falling in love’ 
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gains during the days of the menstrual cycle while other advantages applied to the girl for the times to 
come after she reached menarche.  
 

Advantages 
Most of the respondents did not identify any advantage behind attaining menarche and they associated 
menarche more with the disadvantages that have come about. However some respondents have mentioned 
advantages such as having ample amount of rest during the days when they were menstruating, having less 
work at home and being given good food.  
 

 

 

 
Some respondents found the discussion with their mother and friends about periods as advantageous:  
 
 

 

 

 
One respondent said that she got to know about the reproductive system and sexual development: 
 
 
     
 
 
Disadvantages 
 
The disadvantages that the respondents experienced during menstruation in comparison to the period when 
she had not begun menstruating was largely the physical discomfort accompanied by the stomach pain and 
cramps and loss of freedom.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The next event in the reproductive life course of women that we shall focus on is the event of marriage.  
 

 

 ‘I got to know how a woman gets pregnant, about sexual development and about the reproductive 
system of a woman. I now have more knowledge about such matters and I knew why we had to go
through the period for 5 days’ 

‘I used to get pain in my legs and sometimes it was during the exams. I regard it as a disadvantage as I 
would not be able to study because of the severe pain’.  
 
‘It is tiredness and the uncomfortable feeling’. 
 
‘It is the physical discomfort. Planning everything that you do around that date, that is the
disadvantage. I felt it as a burden that every month I had to plan it and make sure that I had the pads
and all that. There was a loss of freedom in some sense that can be considered a disadvantage’.  

‘No advantages. I associate attaining menarche with disadvantages only’ 
 
‘I had a lot of rest, good food, not much work at home as mother knew that I was having my period’ 

‘I became much more free in my interaction with my mother. I could discuss many things with her’ 
 
‘At school with friends we used to discuss about the dates of our periods and our experiences with 
menstruation. It was nice to share about it in the group of friends’ 
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6.3 Marriage: union formation behaviour 
 
Marriage is an event that often brings about a marked change in the lives of most women. Marriage in all 
cases brings about a change in place of residence when a woman leaves the parental home to begin 
residing with the husband and in-laws. The marital status confers on women the position of a wife. 
Simultaneously she takes on the roles of a daughter-in-law, sister-in-law and a co-sister. Thus marriage 
brings about a new network of relationship, which is built around the woman in which she often has to 
adjust and compromise.  
 
6.3.1 Perceived timing of the event 
 
In this subsection we focus on how the respondents assess their age at marriage. They were asked to 
classify it as early, late or on time. We also asked the respondents why did they thought so and to cite 
reasons for their assessment. Respondents were also asked to identify the ideal age for girls to marry and 
the reason why such an age is considered ideal.  
 
The interviewed respondents can be classified according to their age at marriage into three categories 
respectively. The first category consists of those women who married at ages 24, 25 and 26. These 
respondents considered their age at marriage to be the right age and that it was the ideal age for girls to 
marry. Respondents regard ages 24 to 26 as the right age specially because they would have completed 
their studies and worked for sometime. These women consider their short working career as enabling them 
to be financially and individually independent: 
           

           

     

 
Results of the secondary data analysis in chapters 4 and 5 have also revealed that across birth cohorts there 
is a rise in the age at marriage and high educated women delay marriage until ages 24 and 25 after which 
less delay is observed. The respondent just touched on the topic of maturity. However in some of the later 
responses we shall observe how women considered themselves to have become physically and 
emotionally mature by these ages. They consider that maturity before marriage helped them in their 
marital relationship. Physical maturity can be described as the ability to bear children while emotional 
maturity can be seen as the ability to make adjustments and compromises:  
           
           
         
 
 
 
 
 
 
Another respondent suggested the opposite i.e. not being completely mentally matured at 24 or 25 enables 
easier adjustments. According to her, 26 is a late age for girls to marry because they are over-aged:   

‘It was an appropriate age on time because by that time I had finished my education and also had a
job. So I was working which gave me financial independence. I was also independent and I attained a
certain level of maturity before I got married’ (Respondent married at the age of 25) 

‘I was mature enough to bear children and looked forward to having a family of my own. So my age 
was a right age to marry’ (Respondent who married at age 25) 
 
‘I think my age was a right age because at that age one can adjust and compromise much better than
when it is too early or too late. When a woman gets married too early then it is easy for a man to 
dominate her and when she marries at the age of 28 or 30 then she is too fixed in her ways which makes
adjustments and compromises difficult’ (respondent who married at age 24) 
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Further some respondents considered their age at marriage at 24 years to be normative of middle-class 
families.   
 
           

          

 

The age of 24 was perceived as the right age as some respondents associated it with finishing studies and 
enjoying life before getting married. The following respondent considered 24 years both as the right age 
for herself as well as the ideal age for women to get married.      
           
           
   
 

 

Those respondents who had a relationship prior to marriage perceived their age at marriage between 24 to 
26 years as the right age enabling them security after marriage because of the already secured job situation 
of both the respondent and her partner. 
           

           

    

 

 

 
The second category consists of respondents who married at ages 27, 28, 29 and 30. With this group are 
respondents who considered their age to be late age for marriage:   
           

          

 

One respondent considered her age as late age because she had been working for a fairly long time after 
completing her studies. She also thought that the delay in her marriage also brought about the delay in 
childbearing.            
           
   

‘At the age of 25 when I got married I think I could adapt to any place. But once a girl is over-aged i.e. 
after the age of 26 it is difficult to go to a new place and adjust to the life of her husband. By that age
she has set rules in life and wants everything to be done accordingly. When she is below 25, she can
adjust, as she is not completely mature. So I feel that 25 was a right age when I could accept everyone
in my life and also adjust to their lifestyle’  

‘For me personally the age of 24 was the right time. For girls from middle-class families it is the right 
age to get married. I call this the right age because from that age a girl learns how to cope with things,
how to understand and learn to take up responsibilities’ (Respondent married at the age of 24) 

‘Because I had finished my studies, I had lived my life as a student and then I enjoyed my work and then
got married. So 24 was an ideal age when all girls should marry. For example my elder sister got
married just after she finished her studies. She has general complaints that she did not get to enjoy her
life and that she got married early’ (Respondent married at the age of 24) 

‘I had just completed my PhD and we both were going steady for a long time. I consider it as a right
age because I was almost stable with a job and my husband was also stable with a good job. This gave 
us both the security to embark on the path of marriage’ (Respondent who married at 26 years) 
 
‘We knew each other and we both had good jobs. That gave us the security and we thought of marriage. 
It was the right age for me’ (Respondent who married at age 25) 

‘It was a late age because most girls were getting married when they were 24 or 25. 26 would be the
maximum’  
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Another respondent considered the age of 24 as an ideal age for girls to get married. She says: 

           

 

A second perspective, shared within this category belongs to respondents who viewed their age at 
marriage as the right age but it is the people around them such as their parents and relatives who consider 
it to be a late age. Here the society labels the ages after 29 as a late age for girls to get married. According 
to a respondent who married at the age of 29: 
 
        

 

Late age at marriage is also observed to be a personal choice of the individual woman and some 
respondents revealed how they deliberately delayed their marriage.  
 

 

 

 

 

 
Sometimes marriages are delayed in pursuit of higher education and because of the inability to combine 
marriage and education at the same time. One respondent who got married at the age of 30 after the 
completion of her PhD considers it as the right age for marriage.  
        
 

 

 

 

 
This respondent indicated that the delay came about because she was pursuing further studies till the age 
of 30. In this case also the delay in the age at marriage was purely the respondent’s personal preference 
which she herself considers as a right age.  
 
 
 
 

‘Because I started working immediately after my studies so there was this long gap. I was just working 
and working. I feel that it would have been better if I had married earlier because my responsibilities
would also be fewer. Now I am 34 and my oldest child is 5 years old. I feel that my children are still
young while I have become old. So I am late’ 

‘I was comfortable with the age at which I got married but a lot of people around me were worried and
made remarks like oh my God she is already 29 and going to be 30 and she is not married’ 

‘I was very clear that I did not want to get married when I was 25 or 26 or younger. But when my 
parents really started looking and nothing clicked that was time they began to get worried. Because the
guys whom my parents thought were ok were already married. In that sense my choices were limited’ 
(Respondent who married at the age of 29) 

‘I was not ready to get married and secondly I just kept postponing it. Later on I realszed that there
was no use of postponing and I had already become old’ (respondent who married at the age of 30) 

‘For me it was the right age. My marriage got delayed because I was not emotionally ready to deal
with a man in my life when I was doing my PhD. It was not an easy time because things were not going
well. It is very complicated when one begins with a professional course of some kind to separate two
different things. I was not ready for marriage because of the complications that could come up dealing
with people who have been brought up differently and who grew up differently with different ideas. The 
age of 30 was perhaps the age I could get married as I had completed my PhD by then’ 

‘I feel it is better at least for a girl to get married around 24. 24 means you are sort of settled by then
and by the age of 30 your child is 6 years old’  
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Two other respondents state that their age at marriage at the age of 30 was the right age for them: 
 

 

 

 

 

The third category of respondents consists of those who perceived their age at marriage as early age. 
There was only one respondent who considered her age at marriage at 21 years as early age at marriage: 
 

 

 

 

 
6.3.2 Process of groom selection 
 
In this subsection we will discuss about how was a match was made between the respondents and their 
husbands. We also focus on the required qualities of the man whom the respondents wanted to marry and 
whether these criteria were communicated to the parents or relatives before the search for the groom 
began. We also try to find out how long it took to conduct the search for a suitable man.  
 
 Matchmaking 
 
In most of the cases, the parents of the respondents arranged the match for them. Family and friends also 
helped in the match making by giving information about suitable eligible men. Some respondents had a 
love marriage and had a steady relationship with the man way before marriage. The search for a suitable 
man lasted an average 6 months to 2 years before the marriage actually took place. In between this time 
the respondents indicated that they met many eligible men based on their list of criteria that they wanted in 
their husband. In most cases the respondents met all the men that had been short-listed by their parents and 
based on the meeting could either reject or approve of the match. Sometimes however it would be the 
respondents who rejected the match and sometimes it would be the prospective men who would reject the 
proposal. In cases where the match had been agreed on by both the respondent and the prospective man, 
the parents of both sides would then take over the matter. The parents would then meet and plan the 
wedding. This case study summarises the process of matchmaking in a nice way. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

‘For me the age of 30 was the right age because I built up my career as a doctor, had completed my
education and at the age of 30 I found myself both mentally and physically capable of sharing 
responsibilities with a man in my life’(Respondent married at the age of 30) 

‘I consider this age as the right age given my career stability, my financial independence and the right
mental set-up to bond with a man’ (Respondent married at the age of 30) 

‘At that age one does not have a career or professional degree. For that one needs to qualify and the
age of 21 is too young an age. At that age one is very susceptible to being hurt emotionally. It is also
the age at which one is in danger of taking on someone else’s perception of life. I had a lot of fear that I 
will be stamped out i.e. my personality will be non-existent. And I will become useless because I have 
not yet got the experience i.e. I did not have a career’  

‘I met at least 3 other guys whom my daddy had short-listed. My husband is the 4th one whom I had 
met. My daddy got to know of him from a friend of his who worked in the same organisation. My father
had my bio-data and that uncle had his son’s bio-data. My bio-data was shown to him and then he 
came to meet me in church. After meeting each other we agreed. Then the parents took over and the
marriage was fixed.  The groom hunt went on for nearly 2 years before I got married. There was a
proposal and it was someone who had done his Ph.D. But I did not like his looks. So I told my parents 
that I don’t want to marry him. Another proposal was from a pastor in the church. I did not want
anybody like that. When the proposals came my parents used to tell me. I used to reject the proposals, 
which I did not like, and in some cases the guys did not like me so they rejected my proposal’ 
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Out of the total of 16 respondents, 8 of them selected their husband themselves. They considered their 
marriage to be a love marriage. In these cases the match had to be agreed on by the respective parents 
before the marriage took place. These respondents mentioned that their parents did not object to the 
respondents’ individual choice. These respondents also stated that their parents did not search for a 
suitable groom for them. Nevertheless there was pressure from parents to get married. As the following 
response illustrates: 
 

 

 

One respondent mentioned that she married her cousin because they loved each other but there was no 
custom of consanguineous marriages in her community: 
 

 

 

 

 

Another respondent discussed how the match making took place in a love marriage:   

 

 

 

Hence we observe that in marriages that were arranged by the parents, women largely had a say in the 
whole matchmaking process and selection of a suitable man for marriage. The respondents were always 
allowed to give their opinion and consent to the different proposals that were short-listed by their parents. 
Thus the respondents had the freedom to accept or reject the match after meeting and talking to the 
individuals personally. However, parental consent is something which is considered very important. We 
observe this even amongst respondents who had a love marriage. In all cases respondents had 
communicated their criteria to parents before they began searching for theright partner.  
 
Required qualities in the man 
 
In this section we shall discuss about the required qualities in the prospective groom which are commonly 
sought after. The required qualities in a man differed between the match arranged by parents and relatives 
or a match based on a love relationship. Most commonly the criteria mentioned for matches that were 
arranged are that the man should be educated, well employed and should have a good family background. 
Apart from these, the other required qualities were specific to the respondents based on their personal likes 
and dislikes. Men who drank and smoked were often not preferred while men with particular occupations 
such as doctors, engineers and gazetted officers were preferred as well as men with certain physical 
attributessuch as height.  
 

 

‘I was on the verege of completing my PhD and we both were going steady for a long time. He also had
a good job and so we decided to go ahead and marry. I was also being pressurised at home by my
mother and my grandmother about getting married soon’ 

‘We liked each other. He is my cousin. From many years we really liked each other. My parents did not
have any problems because they knew him all their lives since he was born and his parents felt the
same about me. There were obstacles but there was no resistance. They used to say if cousins get
married then you will have children who are mentally retarded. He is 9 years older than me and people 
were always talking about this vast age gap. I was 21 and very young which everyone pointed out’  

‘We both knew each other for the past 6 years before marriage. We have been studying together. We
decided to get married once we were settled. We made our choice known to our parents and then they 
agreed and then we got married. There was no groom hunt going on for me’ 
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The preferences about the attributes of the man whom they wanted to marry were different amongst the 
respondents who had a love marriage. In such cases respondents mentioned that the required qualities that 
they were looking for were more of emotional qualities such as the man being a caring person, 
understanding, compatible, responsible and being supportive. A common preference was that the man had 
a secure job.   
 
 

 

 

 

 

At this juncture, we turn our attention to the marriage ceremony. 

 
6.3.3 Ceremony: initiation to the transition 
 
Most of the respondents did not elaborate much about their marriage ceremony. However all respondents 
stated of having a legal marriage. Legal marriages are registered marriage. The fact that not much was said 
about the ceremony could indicate that the ceremony in itself does not mean much to the high educated 
urban women who were interviewed. The responses illustrate that legal i.e. registered marriages are a 
necessity in addition to the traditional marriages. All respondents irrespective of whether they are 
Christians or Hindus mention of having a legal marriage.  All the interviewees stated that their wedding 
ceremony was a simple traditional wedding, an Arya Samaj wedding. For the respondents who are 
Christians the wedding was a normal church wedding. The wedding customs and traditions followed were 
however largely community-specific.  
 
 
 

 

 

 
For all the respondents, tying the ‘tali’ or the ‘mangalsutra’ formed an important part of the wedding 
custom and tradition irrespective of the respondents’ Christian or Hindu faith. This could be because of 
the fact that most of the respondents that were interviewed were from the southern states of India where 

‘Even though we were together for 5 years I guess I was looking for the compatibility, which mattered
most to me’ 

‘I wanted him to be caring and understanding. I also wanted him to have a secure job’ 
 
‘I wanted my husband to be supportive of me in my work. My work is very demanding and without my
husband’s support it is difficult to carry on working in such challenging situations’ 

‘The ceremony was very simple and held in the presence of immediate family members. But it was a 
traditional one’ 
 
‘I had a simple Arya Samaj wedding and then we read the civil oath and signed the marriage
registration papers’ 

‘The criteria that I set for my parents were first of all that he should be educated, more than that he
should be well employed with a good family background’ 
 
‘Yes, I did tell my parents what kind of man I would like to marry. I told them that he should be tall and
he should be either a doctor or engineer. So my parents looked accordingly for a match for me’ 
 
‘I did not like men who drank and smoked, and I wanted to marry a tall man’. 
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tying the ‘mangalsutra’ or the ‘mangalya’ forms an important part of South Indian weddings. Apart from 
this, the Hindu respondents also took the seven steps around the ‘fire God’ known as ‘Saptapadi’.  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
6.3.4 Feelings about being married 
 
After discussing about the wedding ceremony we now go on to discuss the feelings of the respondents 
about being married. The respondents were asked to reflect on their feelings about being married in the 
first few days or months after the wedding. The aim was to obtain an idea about some of the inherent 
changes that come about with the event of marriage and at the same time to determine the importance of 
marriage in the life of a woman.  
 
Reflecting back on the feelings that the respondents had about being married, most of them expressed 
feelings of relief, sense of belonging to the husband and security as the predominant feelings:  
  

 

 

 

 

 

However not all respondents felt relief. One respondent mentioned about her feelings of fear and 
uncertainty on being married. She says that she had this feeling because she hardly interacted with her 
husband before her marriage: 
 
 

 
The respondents who had a love marriage had a different feeling about being married. These respondents 
discuss about feeling happy because of sharing life with the man whom they loved while some expressed 
happiness about the transition in their friendship from friend to marriage partner. Such expressions reflect 
the hierarchy of social needs propounded by Maslow (1970).  
 
 

 

 

 

‘The wedding ceremony was a usual church wedding. He tied the tali and then we had a reception’ (A
Christian respondent) 
 
‘It was a normal wedding ceremony. People were invited and it was a nice occasion. In my wedding the
customs and traditions were not followed that strictly. The main things were done which are tying the
Mangalsutra and the seven steps before the fire God’. (A Hindu respondent) 

‘My mother was struggling and my father had already passed away. My sister was married and she
stayed in Surat. It was a torture for me to be shown to every boy and he would reject me because I wore
glasses. I thus wanted to have my own life and I was looking forward to my married life. It was 
something that I wanted and it really happened’ 
 
‘On the wedding day, the time he tied the tali, I felt that I belonged to him. I felt very nice and I felt very
secure’ 

‘I was scared as I did not know my husband and I was scared about how he was as a persson’ 

‘I had to deal with my work life as well as my personal life. It was happiness at sharing my life with the
man whom I loved. So life was different after getting married’ 

‘For me marriage was an extension of our friendship. My husband and I knew each other for such a
long time and getting married was a very happy event in both our lives’ 
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Other feelings that were expressed were related to the marriage age being either early or late. For example, 
the respondent who married at the age of 29 indicated her fear of incompatibility with her husband as she 
had already a set personality and her own likes and dislikes. She also feared that she was incapable of 
adjusting and adapting in comparison to the time when she was younger.  
 

 

 

 

 

Another respondent who married at the age of 21 considered it an early age to marry. She mentioned that 
getting married at such a young age brought her feelings of being ‘trapped and burdened’ with family 
responsibilities and that she had to carry the ‘seal of marriage’ on her forehead. She said that she felt that 
she was not mature enough to enjoy her marriage at that young an age. The respondent left her home 
country after her marriage and returned back to India with her husband three years after their marriage. 
According to her: 
 

 

 

 

 

 

6.3.5 Knowledge and its sources  
 
Knowledge has been categorised into three types based on the responses from the respondents. They are 
instructions, advice and information. These categories have been defined in subsection 6.2.4. Mothers 
were mentioned as being the most important source of knowledge as regards the instructions, advice and 
information about marriage.  
 
In most cases mother gave the instructions in the form of dos and don’ts expected from a married woman. 
In some cases it was also the mother-in-law who gave the instructions: These instructions were especially 
related to thinking about others rather than thinking about oneself only and the dos and don’ts about being 
a married lady as revealed in the responses below:  
 

 

 

 

 

Knowledge in the form of advice was given by mother and it concerned being a good wife and a good 
daughter-in-law, to prioritise husband and household above career and to be adjustable and compromising.  

‘I just thought that it would all work because I was already 29 at that time when I married. I feared that 
the ideas about who I am and what are my likes and dislikes were more formed so I hoped that it really
would work. When you are younger you tend to kind of adapt your likes and dislikes to that of your
husband because your likes and dislikes are not so clearly pronounced yet. When one is younger one
tends to be more adjustable and adaptable’ 

‘I felt trapped because I was going away to a country where I did not know anybody and the day after I
got married I felt burdened about having to wear a saree, having to put the bindi on my forehead, be a
good daughter-in-law, take up household responsibilities. I used to wonder why I should carry the seal 
of marriage on me when my husband has not changed physically at all. Even though he is the person
whom I liked and wanted to marry, I did not have take time to enjoy the marriage’   

‘My mother gave me basic instructions like stop thinking about yourself from now on. And start
thinking about others and be good’ 

‘Instructions like married women don’t cut their hair, married women should always wear a bindi, 
married women don’t stand and talk to some cousins and males all the time, married women should be
more worried about bringing the snacks and keeping it and playing hostess’ 
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Knowledge in the form of information was mentioned by respondents as being obtained from their 
mother. Information about sex was one of the things that the respondents said that their mother discussed 
with them after the marriage was fixed but the information was not in detail.  
            

 

 

One respondent who had an age difference of 9 years with her husband mentioned being instructed by her 
aunt.  
 

 

 

  

Another respondent states that being higher educated and having a working career enabled her to compare 
herself with her husband for whom marriage did not matter the same way as it did to her: 
     

 

 

Marriage thus marks not only an important event in a woman’s life but it is also considered as a transitory 
phase in the life of a woman. Marriage also brings about certain expected behavioural changes. Sometimes 
these expected behavioural changes are marked changes that are part of married life when compared to the 
time when the woman was not married. In the following section we shall study about expected 
behavioural changes for a married woman. 
 

6.3.6 Expected behavioural change 
 
In the previous subsection we have discussed about the instructions as regards the dos and the don’ts for a 
married woman. These instructions throw light on some of the norms regarding behaviour after marriage. 
For example, an instruction such as ‘thinking about others rather than thinking about oneself only’ would 
mean that the woman is expected to behave in an adaptable and accommodative manner with her husband. 
Thus the knowledge in the form of instructions, advice and information are indirect ways of putting across 
the expected behavioural changes.  
 

‘My mother told me that I should be a nice wife to my husband and also a good daughter-in-law to 
my husband’s family. She also asked me to make adjustments and compromises, as that was the very
basis of married life. The other thing was that I should not argue as I had that as a habit very much
from my adolescent days’ 
 
‘My mother told me that now I am married I should prioritise my husband and household above my
career. She instructed me to be nice and compromising and never be involved in arguments because
we both are in the same profession’ 

‘My mother gave me some general instructions. I was very slow in doing things so she instructed me on
that. The other thing is what one would expect from marriage like sex. She did not explain it to me as
she felt that I already had knowledge about it from books and talking to my friends’ 

‘It was one of my aunts who also had an age difference with her husband. So she instructed me about
the things that should be done to make it pleasant and what not to do. My mother and elder sister did
not tell me anything, as they knew that I was 24 and mature enough. So they trusted me and had
confidence in me’  

‘As an educated person I was always told that I am an equal in any set up. But in marriage it took me 8
years now to realize that nothing is equal in marriage. It is based on inequality. I also consider my
working career as one of the factors that has facilitated me in being a rebel’ 
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The most common expected behavioural changes voiced by most of the respondents were shouldering 
responsibilities both inside and outside the house and being adjustable and accommodative. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

However, the behavioural change was not very welcome in all the cases. Sometimes had adjustment 
problems and somet respondents mentioned that adjustments in the initial stage were difficult:  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

But some respondents have also mentioned that the new responsibilities after marriage did not cause much 
difficulty unlike other newlyweds:          
 
 

 

The types of responsibilities and the degree of adjustment depended on whether the respondents lived 
together with their in-laws or stayed on their own with their husband. For the respondents who stayed with 
their in-laws shouldering responsibilities and making adjustments were portrayed as being a good 
daughter-in-law:   
 

 

 

 

 

 

The other expected behavioural changes were in the form of being emotionally dependent and in the case 
of respondents who were not working at the time of marriage being financially dependent on their 
husband:  
 
 
 

‘There were responsibilities and they were much more than before I was married. Responsibility of
looking after the house, taking care of the cooking and buying things for the house’ 

‘I had to change some of my feelings where I had to adjust to my husband’ 
 
‘Since I was married I began having that responsibility and knowing another person better and change
accordingly. If you cannot accommodate that person in your routine then you have to change yourself.
That change happened like getting up early, taking responsibility of the household, cooking’ 

‘I was very bad at cooking so I had to learn it. Getting up, getting the household work done on time and 
then going to work were initially very difficult’ 

‘Initially I found it hectic because I had to do so many things quicklybut as time went by it became more
normal’ 
 
 ‘As my husband is a doctor sometimes he used to get calls from patients even in the night and at odd 
hours. It took me sometime to get adjusted to that’ 

‘Since I was helping my mother in all these things before my marriage I never found it to be a burden
or a new responsibility.’  

‘I was forced to participate in the religious functions taking place at home by my mother-in-law. There 
was no question of whether I wanted to. My mother-in-law is a widow. So I had to stand together with
my husband at any function and not with my mother-in-law’ 
 
‘I also had to please my in-laws. We can take advantage of our parents and say ‘No I cannot do this
and I cannot do that’. To our in-laws we cannot say that. I had to somehow really satisfy my in-laws, 
my husband and my parents. A girl just cannot sideline her husband and ignore her parents or she 
cannot just sideline her husband and ignore her in laws. It is like you have to please everybody’ 
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One respondent who neither resided with her in-laws nor joined her husband and continued to stay with 
her parents for a year after marriage. There had been no expected behavioural changes from her as a 
married woman. Hence she states that life for her was very much the same as before she was married:  
 

 

Thus we observe that the instructions, advice and information given by the mother to the daughter are 
reflected in the form of behavioural change that is expected of a married woman.  
 
6.3.7 Perceived role change 
 
Perceptions of role change as a married woman can be divided into three categories (see section 6.2.6). 
First is the role change perceived by the respondent for herself. Second is the respondent’s perception of 
her role change for her parents and the third category concerns the perceived role change for others being 
a married woman. In the third category we discuss perceived role change for in-laws. We shall discuss all 
the three categories of perceived role change separately in the following subsections. We shall also focus 
on how the respondents attribute their education and working career to their perceived role change for as a 
married woman.   
 
Role change perceived by respondent 
 
All respondents equally agree with the fact that their role had changed following the event of marriage. 
The most commonly perceived roles were that of a role of a wife. The importance of the role changes was 
expressed as ‘lady of the house’ and by the addition of ‘Mrs’ before the name. The respondents considered 
themselves as mature and confident in their actions and behaviour in their roles of a wife and a daughter-
in-law: 
    

 

 

 

 
Some of the respondents also considered themselves as being more responsible in the role of a wife:  
 

 

  

 

 

‘I had to look for financial support from another person whom I hadn’t viewed that way till then. I
loved him but that does not mean that I felt comfortable asking him for money. Also emotionally 
somebody else was supposed to support me’ 

‘I was still living in my parents’ house. I continued to lead fairly the same kind of life that I used to lead
before I was married’ 

‘I was more mature in the way I behaved and talked. I was not the same as I was before marriage. 
Before marriage if I went to somebody’s house with my parents even if I don’t speak to them people
really do not bother. They ask the parents. But after marriage they ask me directly. There are so many
questions, which we are forced to answer and we have to answer sensibly. So I had to think twice
before my in-laws and to answer other people’s questions’  

‘When I was unmarried I would just come home and take my own time to take a good rest. When I 
wanted to sleep I would just go to bed. But after marriage I have to wait for my husband to come back
home. It is not the same as it was before marriage’ 

‘I was very lazy before. I used to get up late. I have lost my comfort now. Now life is not the same 
anymore after marriage’ 
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Making adjustments, adapting to the likes and dislikes of the husband and making compromises were 
perceived as the other changes:  
 
 

 

 

 

Another perceived role change experienced by the respondents was maintaining the balance between 
professional and personal life as both respondents and their husband hold jobs:   
 

 

 

 

The effects of education and working career on the perceived role change for the respondents themselves 
are also indicated. Respondents indicated that their responsibilities are equally shared and they get respect 
from their husbands because of their education and a working career. Women perceive their working 
career as a source of their financial independence which makes them more secure and enables them to be 
less submissive to their husband.  
          

 

 

 

 

 
For another respondent her higher education has given her confidence in herself and also to take decisions 
about how to spend her money. Higher education has provided her information on sexual relationships and 
knowledge about childbearing. Her workplace enables her to meet and interact with many people: 
 

           

 

 

 

 

 
The respondents felt that their education has made them more capable of dealing with changes after 
marriage which requires them to be more adjusting, compromising and adaptable. Respondents mentioned 
that their higher education enables them to better communicate, understand and interact with their 

‘Compromises had to be made. Sometimes I compromised and sometimes it was my husband who did’ 
 
‘It took me sometime to know my husband, about his likes and dislikes’  

‘Before marriage I was quite carefree, I used to do what I wanted. After marriage it is not so. I have
made adjustments in my life like not going out, spending time with friends’ 

‘I had to take care of the household as well as work well and continuously study to keep up with
developments in my field of study. I also have patients and sometimes I am called up in the middle of 
the night for which I have to be always willing. Sometimes the same happens with my husband also and
then he adjusts well. Marriage has made me balance things more, which was not there before when I
was not married’  

‘If I had not been working and educated probably I would have been more submissive. If I would be
sitting at home maybe even my husband would not have respected me as much as he does now. That’s
what I feel. I too am working so any arguments that crop up between me and my husband I tell him
immediately that even I am working. I tell him that even if he does not give me any money I can manage
on my own as I am working. I feel that a woman has to work so that she is more secure. And husbands 
also feel that they cannot play the fool kind of thing and take the wife for granted’ 

‘My educational background helped me a lot. It helped me to be more confident in myself that is I know
what I do will be the right thing. I have told my husband that he may have some of what I earn 
otherwise I can spend in any way I want and there should be no control in that type of my freedom. I
also knew about sex, the safe days and about childbearing. In my workplace I happen to meet people 
with similar backgrounds so I know what they have faced and how they have gone through it. So I
become aware of what will happen. I am better informed about how I can adjust with my in-laws, my
husband and my parents. I also learn how they manage their households and come here to work’ 
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husband. Most of the respondents consider their higher education as a key factor in bringing about a 
compatible relationship, sharing and discussing things with their husbands.  
   

 

 

 
Perceived role change for parents 
 
All respondents have mentioned that the frequency of visits to their parents has reduced with each passing 
year of their married life. Thus the role of being a daughter becomes less pronounced with the event of 
marriage. The visits have been affected largely by the distance and sometimes by the burden of family 
responsibilities as well as the demands of their professional career.  
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

However some respondents who stayed in the same city as their parents visited them often.  
 

 

 

 
Most of the respondents regarded marriage as an event that distinctly brought about their transition to 
womanhood which was a transition felt across generations of mothers and daughters. Some respondents 
indicate their perceived role change for their parents from a daughter to that of a wife of their son-in-law. 
This transformation of the role from a daughter to wife was reflected in their being treated as a ‘lady’, ‘a 
responsible woman’.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

In some instances, the role of a wife and a daughter-in-law was given more importance than the role of a 
daughter which made one respondent feel a sense of not belonging to her natal family after her marriage.  

‘My education has enabled me to communicate well with my husband. He is also well qualified so we
understand each other and are able to share things like politics, films and all. Definitely high education
has helped. So I did not have great problems with adjusting to our different working hours, adapting to
his likes and dislikes. He too has made adjustments with me’ 

‘My parents lived in Rajasthan so I used to visit them once yearly. My husband’s job did not allow him
to take leave so often and hence we could not visit them more often’ 
 
‘I was in another country. I visited my parents much more after I came back to give birth to my first
child. It was after a gap of one year that I visited my parent’s house after marriage. My sister she lives 
in Madras so she visited my mother in Bangalore every 3-4 months’ 
 
‘I used to visit my parents once every month when we were in the same city. Now it has become less
frequent with so many commitments at home. I find it difficult to go and visit them. Now it is once in
every 4 or 5 months’ 

‘My workplace was very near to my parents’ house. So I used to visit them often’ 
 
‘I visit my parents for a weekend once in 15 days as they live here in Bangalore. We visit my in laws for
one weekend in the next 15 days’ 

‘Marriage did make me a woman. It was a transition from adulthood to womanhood’ 
 
‘My parents considered me a married woman’ 

‘My parents started to look up to me, as I am now a responsible woman’ 
  
‘I was now R  is G’s wife. So they started to treat me like a lady’ 
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For many in spite of the perceived role change from that of a daughter to that of a wife the respondents 
were still important members of their natal household. For important family decisions they played the 
active role as a daughter and member of the natal household. The respondents indicated that they had a 
voice in important family decisions and hence were not considered as outsiders after marriage.  
 

 

 

 

 

Respondents who stay near their parent’s house did not perceive any role change for their parents after 
marriage. They felt so because of the frequent visits and active participation in the household matters of 
the natal family.  
 

 

 
 
 
 
Some respondents perceived of their role change for their parents in terms of providing monetarily for her 
natal family before marriage as opposed to providing for her new family after marriage.  
 

 

 

 

Perceived role change for others 
 
There are also perceived role changes for others after marriage. The others here are the parents-in-law and 
the friends. Marriage brings with it a number of other relationships than that of a wife and a daughter-in-
law. These could be that of a sister-in-law or a co-sister. Hence the respondents perceived of role changes 
for others after attaining the status of a married individual. In the following subsection we shall focus on 
the perceived role change for others after marriage as indicated by the respondents. Here we refer to the 
in-laws.  
 
When asked about what their role change for others has been after marriage, most of mentioned their role 
change as a daughter-in-law for their parents-in-law. Some of the respondents also perceived their role 

‘As I am the only child we are very close. Nothing goes without discussion amongst the three of us’ 

‘When I visit my parents’ house I am always their daughter’ 
 
‘I am still an important member of the household (parents’ house). Though I could not visit them that
often because of the distance from where we stay but for important decisions like my brother’s
marriage, buying a house or building another room etc I am consulted and my opinion is asked for’ 

‘Not much changed for me in my parents’ family even after my marriage. Maybe because I live close to
them and we are emotionally close as well’ 
 
‘Nothing has changed for me. I go downstairs whenever I want to eat and take whatever I want. It is
just like before’ 

‘Before marriage, I gave my salary to my dad and immediately after marriage my parents asked me to
give my salary to my husband’ 
 
‘I was a money machine for my family before marriage as my father had passed away and my sister
was married’ 

‘I never belonged to my parents’ house after my marriage. The sense of belonging was completely
gone. My parents always gave importance to my role as a wife and a daughter-in-law than to my role 
as their own daughter. So they would tell me when I take any long-term decisions I should always think 
about my own family and not just think about myself ’  
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change in relation to their friends and some even experienced a role change for members of the husband’s 
family in the new role of a sister-in-law and a co-sister.  
 
The role changes as perceived being a daughter-in-law related to care giving, showing concern for the in-
laws and taking up responsibilities in the family. Sometimes the vast age difference between the mother-
in-law and the daughter-in-law made adjustments difficult.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The perceived role change for members of the husband’s family was in the form of maintaining 
relationships being a sister in law and a co sister. One respondent labeled herself as a ‘relationship 
manager’:  
 

 

 

 

 

 

The respondents indicated that their educational backgrounds as well as their working career were largely 
responsible for their perceived role change for others. Respect from in-laws, being consulted for decision 
making by the in-laws and confidence in decision making are mentioned by some of the respondents as 
the attributes of their higher education on their perceived role change for their in-laws.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
As a daughter-in-law some of the respondents were expected to attend all the family gatherings, religious 
ceremonies and spending vacations. Often the excuse of workload in the office and important meetings 
were used to evade being present at all the family gatherings in the in-laws house.  

‘Taking care of everybody in the family especially my in laws’ 
 
‘I take responsibilities when I visit my in laws and do things for the household when I am there with
them. If my in laws are sick I immediately call them up and find out if they have become alright, if there 
is a wedding anniversary we make it a point to send them a card and wish them. By these small acts
they are happy’ 
 
‘When I visit my in laws I do a little bit of housework and help around a little bit’ 
  
‘I look after my in laws and visit them. During some important puja and all I participate in that and
shoulder responsibilities and take care of the arrangements’ 
 
‘The age gap between me and my mother in law is at least more than 4 decades. I find it difficult to
compromise and adjust with her because of the poor understanding between us’ 

‘My husband has 9 brothers and sisters. So in that big family it was difficult for me to be noticed. I
arranged the marriage of my sister-in-law the very next year I was married. I was appreciated very
much for it’ 

‘I was immediately given a place in the household as a daughter-in-law. I was someone’s sister-in-law, 
someone’s co-sister. So immediately after marriage I was faced with a whole lot of relationships for
which I was responsible for maintaining. I suddenly became a relationship manager’ 

‘My education has made me take reasonable decisions and have made me a confident person. My in-
laws also regard me as a confident person’ 
 
‘I have gained respect for being educated. I am also consulted in the decision making in my in-laws
house’ 
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One respondent indicated that her higher education and working career did not contribute at all to her 
perceived role change for others after her marriage:  
  
 

 

 

6.3.8 Perceived gains of the event 
 
In this subsection we shall focus on the gains of being married. Gains have been operationalised as the 
advantages and the disadvantages of the event of marriage in the life of a woman. Thus the gains of being 
married are studied in comparison to the time before marriage. We also study whether higher educational 
attainment and the working career contributed to the advantages and disadvantages being a married 
woman.   
 
Advantages 
 
Two advantages that were commonly mentioned by almost all the respondents were the social status as a 
married woman and the physical proximity with their husband. These two aspects were considered as 
great advantages in comparison to the time when the respondents were not married or in comparison to 
their unmarried friends.  
 
The social status as a married woman ensured wider social acceptance and respect in society. It made the 
respondents feel safe, secure and confident about themselves. These indicate esteem needs through 
recognition status according to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (1970). Most of the respondents have also 
attributed greater independence and freedom in moving around alone because of their status of a married 
woman in society. Though these fall in the category of safety needs, being married facilitated social 
mobility and freedom. Hence greater independence and freedom in moving around alone reflect the 
esteem needs of these women.   
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

‘Because I am a working lady I can take up the pretext of work and not visit them for Christmas. My in-
laws have always told my husband that if I come home tired he should help me in some of the 
housework’  
 
‘I cannot be present at certain religious festivals or family gatherings as I have my job here and I
cannot take leave so often. During such times my absence is not interpreted as showing lack of interest
but it is that I have my job and that I cannot leave’ 

‘My education and job does not have anything to do with myself being a relationship manager. It is not
connected at all. Because even if I had been illiterate the minute I get married my role changes for 
everybody including my own parents’ 

‘I feel society respects individuals for two things. One is for their socio-economic status and the second 
is their marital status’ 
 
‘After marriage I felt I had more independence than before I was married. I also felt safe, secure and 
confident after marriage’ 
 
‘I was independent before my marriage but after marriage that sense of security is much greater. I get
respect from all as a married woman’ 
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Marriage sanctioned the physical proximity with the husband. Lving together, moving around together, 
touching each other were no longer a restriction. Also discussions about sex and other events surrounding 
reproduction were no longer considered taboo. 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Some other advantages were in the form of wider social acceptance because of the status of wife and 
occupying the rightful position beside the husband in all religious ceremonies. One respondent stated that 
the position of a wife in the Hindu customs and tradition ‘carries a lot of weight’. Also married women are 
invited for certain festivals and ceremonies and are preferred over widows and unmarried woman to 
conduct poojas.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Most of the respondents have also mentioned that they found a friend in their husband with whom they 
can share, discuss and interact and advise, unlike with any other friend before. The cooperation they 
shared inside and outside the house was also perceived as an advantage.  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
All respondents mentioned that their higher education and working career facilitated compatibility, 
interaction and discussions with their husband.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Some respondents have indicated that their higher education took them to different places and staying 
away from home, helped them to adjust and compromise and equipped them with the ability to take up 
responsibilities in married life. Thus their educational background has made them aware of problems and 
ways to adjust to such problems.  
 
 

‘It is certainly advantageous for a woman after her marriage in our society. But talking about certain 
things like sex, marital life, contraception, pregnancy and childbirth becomes much easier and
acceptable’ 

‘The advantage is that of the physical proximity with my husband i.e. we can live in the same place and
there are no restrictions on us moving around together or in terms of touching each other. I was
sharing the same space with my husband and that was very important. In society you are given a very
important position if you are a married woman’ 

‘Married woman in India in our Hindu tradition carries a lot of weight. As a married woman I was 
invited to certain functions and I could do certain things, which the widows and unmarried woman
were not allowed to do. Also I could stand beside my husband as a couple for poojas and ceremonies in 
the house’ 

‘I found a friend in my husband with whom I can share everything. Before my marriage I did share with
my sisters in law but there were some things I did not share with them. Now it is much easier. There is a
lot of household work but then my husband helps me a lot. I do not have to do the things alone’ 

‘I have someone to tell about what is happening in the office, I have someone to tell and share. In other
areas also I have someone to advise me’ 

‘If I had not been educated or stayed at home then I would not have anything to talk about with my 
husband. Maybe only things related to cooking or food or TV programmes that is it. But because I am
working I know what is happening outside, what is happening in the office and I have something to talk
about at home’ 
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A working career has given the respondents both financial as well as individual freedom in moving around 
alone and driving. Working career as one respondent stated has given her a ‘certain status in the society’.  
 
 
 
 
Disadvantages 
 
Most of the respondents could not identify any disadvantages of being married. However there were some 
respondents who named a few disadvantages. One respondent said that her career was negatively affected 
by marriage, as everyone began to regard her as the wife of so and so and not as an individual person in 
her own right. For other respondents balancing their professional and personal life was difficult and that 
was considered a disadvantage of marriage.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Other disadvantages were related to leaving the parental home which a respondent called a ‘place of 
comfort’, and the ‘stereotypes’ imposed on her in the role of a daughter-in-law who abides by all her 
duties.  
 
 
 
 
 
Some respondents also mentioned that they could not interact and spend time with their friends as much as 
they used to do before marriage as a disadvantage. While some of them also stated their inability to decide 
on certain things as they used to do before marriage and trying to ascertain their husband’s reaction to 
such decisions as disadvantages:  
 
 
 

 

 

 

‘If one has no education one is not aware of problems. I think I can shape things in my own terms at
least like informed choices. The choice is backed up with some kind of rationale that is based on some
information that I have. The information is accessible because I am educated and I am able to analyse’ 
 
‘My educational career took me out of my house as I stayed in a hostel and studied for some years.
That way I could interact with many people, meet many people and also learn many things about life. It 
has also helped me to adjust and compromise in my married life’ 

‘My working career has made me an independent woman. I drive my own car and can go out on my
own, and I am not dependent on anyone’ 

‘Being physically removed from my place of comfort. The other disadvantage is stereotypes that are
associated with marriage which were subtly imposed on me. Like as a daughter-in-law I had to see that
the food is cooked on time, the lunch carrier is packed. It is all associated with duties’ 

‘Marriage has negatively impacted my career. I was seen as the wife of someone and it was so 
disgusting. I consider it a disadvantage’ 
 
‘Initially it was difficult to balance my going out to work and looking after the home together’ 

‘I could not go out with my friends too often or I could not do other activities that I was used to, like
reading. Because of the household work it has become a rela limitation to my reading books’ 
  
‘I cannot just decide a lot of things on my own. I have to think about what will be the response from my
husband and the effect on my husband because of my decisions’  
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6.4 Perceived changes: ‘I am different from my mother’ 
 
In the preceding sections we presented the changes perceived by the respondents by comparing 
themselves to their mothers, focusing on the events of menarche and marriage. All respondents have 
mentioned vast changes that have taken place over the passage of time as regards menarche and marriage. 
However, these changes are felt to be more far reaching where menarche is concerned.  
 
Menarche is no longer perceived as a signifying event in a girl’s life. Hence we observe that no 
ceremonies are performed to celebrate the event as well as the absence of customs and traditions related to 
the event, in contrast to older women as described in Chapter 8. The research findings of Hutter et al. 
(2002) reveal that it is still prevalent in the rural areas in Karnataka. Girls in the younger generation feel 
that they were more knowledgeable about menstruation and the menstrual cycle before they themselves 
reached menarche. They feel that sex education in school is an important source of knowledge enabling 
them to satisfy their curiosity about the event, as mothers were generally embarrassed to talk and discuss 
about the event with their daughters. Comparing themselves to their mother, most of the respondents 
mentioned that their mother did not have prior knowledge about menarche before they attained menarche. 
Thus it came as a shock and surprise to them. Differences also exist with regard to the restrictions 
followed in the daughter’s generation in comparison to their mother. Respondents feel that the restrictions 
are less strict because people have started living in towns and cities that are influenced by modernisation. 
Break up of the joint family system is also a major factor as nuclear families adapt their rules to suit the 
needs of household members. Some of the respondents said that their mothers were treated as an 
‘outcaste’ or an ‘untouchable’ during the days of the menstrual cycle due to the strict rules, while for the 
respondents themselves it was a normal thing without many restrictions to be followed unlike their 
mother. Some of the respondents also mentioned that their mothers were considered eligible for marriage 
as soon as they had reached menarche, while in the younger generation they were encouraged to pursue 
higher education and work before they were considered eligible for marriage.  
 
Perceived change across generations have also been cited as regards the event of marriage. Respondents 
feel that things have changed vastly since their mother’s time. The most common change that has been 
prevalent is the change in the customs and traditions observed during the marriage ceremony. Marriage 
ceremonies in the past days used to be very elaborate, sometimes stretching for three days, whereas at the 
time when the respondents got married only necessary customs and traditions were followed and the 
wedding lasted 2-3 hours. The respondents feel that their own marriage ceremony was more adapted for 
the sake of convenience in comparison to the fanfare wedding in their mother’s time. The system of dowry 
was a common phenomenon in their mother’s time while it was not so when these respondents got 
married. Arranged marriages were common during their mother’s time while love marriages became 
popular later on. Respondents have also indicated the changes that have come about in the whole concept 
of being a wife across different generations. They said that in their mother’s time the traditional role of a 
wife involved taking care of the house and the family, a role which no longer prevails in the respondent’s 
generation. This change the respondents feel, has come about mostly because of the accessibility of higher 
education for all and especially for women. Similarly, being higher educated also facilitates their 
participation in the workforce and to have a working career. Whilst the mother’s generation had to content 
themselves with the housework and looking after the in-laws, the respondents indicate that in their 
generation working outside the house has become essential. Change is also distinct in the role of husbands 
as has been indicated by the respondents. Husbands in the mother’s generation commanded respect and 
did not cooperate in the household work, whilst in the generation of the respondents husbands are 
supportive and cooperative in both the house as well as outside it. Respondents also observe that not all 
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things have undergone change across generations. Some aspects such as the importance and the respect 
given to married women in the society still remain more or less the same when compared to their mother’s 
generation.  
 
In the next chapter we shall focus on the event of motherhood and different types of perceived autonomy 
amongst the younger generation of women in Bangalore.   
 



 

Chapter 7 
‘I am different from my mother’:  

Motherhood and Autonomy in daughter’s generation 
 
 

7.1      Introduction 
 
The previous chapter focused on the events of menarche and marriage while this chapter examines the 
event of first birth and discusses different types of autonomy as defined by Jejeebhoy (1995) amongst the 
daughter’s generation in Bangalore. The chapter is divided into two broad sections. In section 7.2 we 
discuss the event of first birth and how women perceive this event in their own life course. Section 7.3 
focuses on perception of autonomy and classification of women’s autonomy according to Jejeebhoy 
(1995) into five different types.  
 

7.2 Birth of the first child: beginning of motherhood 
 
In this section we shall study the event of motherhood commencing with the birth of the first child in the 
reproductive life course of the younger cohorts of women in the interview sample. This section is divided 
into seven subsections. In subsections 7.2.1 to 7.2.4 we deal with the perceived timing of the event, 
perceived first birth interval, ceremony that initiates transition into motherhood, and knowledge regarding 
motherhood. Subsections 7.2.5 to 7.2.7 discuss the behavioural changes expected of a mother, the 
perceived role change and the perceived gains of the event of motherhood.  
 
In chapter 6 we already observed the impact of women’s higher educational attainment leading to later 
marital age in the daughter’s generation in Bangalore. However, the delayed age at marriage does not lead 
to a delay in first childbearing. Results of the secondary data analysis in chapters 4 and 5 also illustrated 
that higher educated women have shortened first birth interval in comparison to women of other 
educational levels. In the cultural context of India where pre-marital childbearing is rare, the emphasis is 
on the strong connection between higher ages at marriage directly related to the higher age at first 
childbearing. Both marriage and motherhood are equally important events in the life course of women 
from which women largely derive their status.  
 
7.2.1 Perceived timing of the event 
 
Some respondents considered their age at first child birth to be late, a view commonly held among women 
who became first-time mothers at the age of 28 and above. The main reason why they perceive it to be a 
late age was because of the potential medical complications for the mother and the child which created 
fear among some of them.  
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For one respondent the large age gap between mother and child a reason why she regarded her age at first 
child birth as a late age. Echoing this view, another respondent addsed that motherhood at a late age means 
that the child might not yet have settled down in life when she herself retires from her job.  
           

 

 

 

 

However one respondent who gave birth to her first child at the age of 22 regarded it an early age to take 
on motherhood. She considered it to be a young age in comparison to her friends who were pursuing 
further studies at the same age. However she viewed her early age as advantageous.   
 
         

 

 

 

Those respondents who became mothers in the age range of 25-28 years saw their age at motherhood as 
the right age or ‘on time’. On time is also considered as the ideal age to assume responsibilities and begin 
motherhood. Women considered themselves as being both physically and mentally ready to become a 
mother at the ages 25 to 28. The physical and mental readiness refers to developmental readiness that 
determines the stages of development that facilitate transition from one stage to the other (Willekens 1999, 
Mills 2000). These respondents also indicated that by ages 25 to 28, adequate socialization from mother to 
daughter has already taken place and this eases the step toward motherhood.  
 
 
 
 

 

On enquiring about the ideal age when women should be first-time mothers, all those who perceived of 
their age as late and early considered ages before 30 as the ideal age. This age was considered to be the 

‘I was 35 years old and it was late. I was worried about being physically fit enough’ 
 
‘I consider it a late age for the birth of the first child at the age of 35 years and 6 months. There was a 
risk of complication during pregnancy at that age. There is also a danger that the baby has some
malformation’ 
 
‘Because I read about so many things and I was a bit scared, I did not delay in view of my late age’
(The respondent was 31 years old when she had her first child) 

‘Ideally, when we retire the children should be able to look after us. If we give birth at a late age then
the child is not settled when we retire. That gap is too much. It is not good.’ 
 
‘By the time my daughter came into this world I was 29. I consider it a late age. The age gap is too
much between mother and child. I feel my age will catch up on me when I take responsibilities for the
child.’ 

‘At the age of 22 I considered it as an early age. My friends were still wondering about whether to do 
post graduate studies or continue working and here I was having a baby. But now (aged 32) I look at it
as an advantage. It is an advantage to have children young because even if you go through hell in the 
early years they grow up somehow and you are still young when they are not totally dependent on you.
Being young I am still energetic and I am back to my working life that gives me independence and
financial independence’ 

‘I consider it as the right age. I was physically and mentally ready to become a mother. I had heard of 
it from my mother as well as seen her taking care of so many things. I thought that I was able to take up
the responsibilities of motherhood’ 
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maximum age for first child birth because of the perceived fears of complications both for the mother and 
the child.  
 
  

 

 
Some respondents considered the question of ideal age for first child birth as being dependent on the 
woman’s age at marriage, on the personal background of respondents and thus highly subjective in nature:  
 

 

 

 

7.2.2 Perceived first birth interval 
 
In this subsection we shall discuss about the first birth interval as perceived by respondents in the 
interview. The first birth interval is defined as the interval between age (in years) at marriage and age at 
birth of the first child. We arrived at this definition because all the respondents who were interviewed 
discuss the first birth interval more in terms of the duration in years than months – the later being the 
common measurement of first birth interval. 
 
Respondents were asked about their opinion of the ideal first birth interval. There were differences in 
opinion but a common response was ‘immediately after marriage’. This perhaps indicates the importance 
of motherhood in the lives of the respondents and the age factor at marriage. Those respondents who 
considered their age at marriage as late did not want to further delay the birth of their first child. This was 
because of the common fear of medical complications that might arise for the mother and the child at later 
child bearing ages.  
 
  

 

 

 

 
However, what we gather from most of the responses is that the ideal interval between getting married and 
first birth was considered to be 2 to 3 years. While some respondents suggested it to be the required time 
to enjoy the newly found independence and liberty that came about after marriage (see Chapter 6 section 
6.3.8), other respondents regarded it as a period to get to know their husband before beginning with 
motherhood.  
 
  

 

 

‘Before 30 is an ideal age. Then it is neither too early and nor too late. Both mother and child could be
at risk if a mother conceived at an age later than 30.’ 

‘It depends on when the girl got married. After marriage give it at least 2 years and after that have a
child’ 
 
‘The ideal age is dependent on the person’ 

‘Just after marriage, especially if a woman gets married at the age of 28 one should have the first child
immediately after marriage’ 
 
‘I got married late and I felt that delaying two or three years further may reduce my chances of 
conceiving. That would make me closer to 35 years of age. I was certainly not going to wait that long
because I read so many things and I was a bit scared’ 



Higher Education and the Reproductive Life Course 

 206 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Some respondents mentioned that it was a personal choice to wait for 2-3 years before conceiving their 
first child. However, they were unable to delay their first child birth largely because of the delay already 
created by their late age at marriage. As one respondent explained, that she ‘gave up the thought of 
knowing’ her husband better in order to conceive her first child as soon as possible.  
 

 

 

According to some other respondents:  

  

 

 

Another respondent states that she could not afford the ideal waiting time of 2-3 years from marriage to 
first child birth even though she married at an early age. She was aware that the age difference of 9 years 
between her and her husband did not make it sensible to further delay her first child. Thus personally her 
desire for a longer first birth interval could not be fulfilled. However, at the time of the interview, this 
respondent was 28 years old and she considers her early age at motherhood as an advantage.  
  

 

 

 

7.2.3 Ceremony: initiation to mark the transition 
 
Ceremonies that were conducted to celebrate the birth of a baby were in the form of the naming ceremony 
or some other small ceremony. These ceremonies usually took place in the 6th or the 9th month after the 
birth of a baby. A typical ceremony consisted of a religious pooja where the new parents and the child 
were blessed followed by a feast. However, none of the respondents mentioned a ceremony immediately 
after the birth of their baby.  Research amongst rural women in Karnataka by Hutter (1994), Hutter and 
Ramesh (2003) reveals that birth is considered to be polluting and the period of pollution lasts for five 
days after the delivery. On the fifth day (aidesi) a ceremony performed to mark the end of the period of 
pollution after the birth of the baby.  
 
 
 

‘I had my first child 2 years later. I enjoyed more after my marriage. In those two years after my 
marriage and before I became pregnant my husband and me really had a lot of fun. I really paid
attention to my life, my wishes and all that I wanted to do. I did all that in those two years’ (Respondent
whose first child was at the age of 26) 
 
‘Ideally I think after marriage one should wait for 2-3 years and get to know one’s husband and then 
have a child’ (Respondent whose first child was at the age of 31) 

‘This (motherhood) is a natural consequence of marriage’ 
 
‘Maybe two years would be an ideal age for me to be a mother. But anyway I have no regrets’ 

‘I was already old. So I decided that it did not matter if I did not know my husband very well earlier. 
We thought that we will get to know each other later as I wanted to have a child’ 

‘I could have waited but gave importance to the fact that my husband is 9 years older to me. At that 
time I considered it as an early age but now I look at it as an advantage. I am back to work and am also
financially independent and I already have two children’ 
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The Christian respondents stated that there was no ceremony to celebrate the birth of their first child.  
 
7.2.4 Knowledge and its sources 
 
In this subsection we shall focus on knowledge surrounding motherhood which we have categorised into 
instructions, advice and information as discussed in chapter 6, section 6.2.4. This section also deals with 
the sources of such knowledge on motherhood to the respondents. The respondents identified their mother 
and doctor as being the main sources of knowledge on motherhood. However some respondents indicate 
that their knowledge on motherhood was largely gained through their own experience as well as from 
books. Apart from this type of knowledge the respondents identified another category of knowledge 
namely, ‘local knowledge’. Such knowledge is framed by community-specific ideas on motherhood. For 
example the type of food that should be avoided when breastfeeding and which type of food has to be 
eaten the mother after she gives birth to her baby.  
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Responses such as ‘experiencing motherhood’, ‘being informed about motherhood through books’ and 
‘local knowledge on motherhood’ underlies learning as a continuous reciprocal interaction between 
cognitive, behavioural and environmental influences. These responses relate to the social learning theory 
of Bandura (1991, 2002) about how most human behaviour is learnt observationally through imitation or 
modeling. Bandura’s theory defines individual behaviour as a triadic, dynamic and reciprocal interaction 
of cognitive behavioural and environmental factors. The cognitive aspects enable individuals to selectively 
pick out information and behave according to the cultural values and expectations. In the same way here 
we observe how information on motherhood such as the right type of food to eat after childbirth and the 
food that should be avoided is based on knowledge from books, local knowledge from mothers as well as 
personal experience. The transmission of local knowledge shows how an individual’s behaviour during 
motherhood is replicated based on cultural values and expectations.  
 

‘It was a naming ceremony for our child. So a lot of people came and they blessed our child and us’ 
 
‘There was a ceremony when my son was 6 months old. It was a pooja followed by a big feast. It was
also the naming ceremony of my son.’ 

‘I learnt about motherhood through my own experience.’ 
 
‘No one told me about it. I learnt it by experiencing it. Not every mother experiences the same things.
But some basic things about what type of food I should avoid when I am breast feeding the baby and all 
that was told to me by my mother’ 
 
‘My mother advised me the importance of having more milk, vegetables and cutting down on chillies,
and meat to gain energy back after delivery’ 

‘I did not get any instructions on motherhood about what to do. I used to read books so that helped me.
I knew what to do, how to respond to a situation, what are the things that can spoil the child and how
certain actions may be detrimental. All the information I got was from what I read’ 
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One respondent adds that many people provided her with different types of knowledge on motherhood. 
However she made her own decisions and choices on what to adopt by falling back on her knowledge 
gained through her own education.  
  

 

 

 
Knowledge in the form of instructions passed on from mother to daughter was concerned with child care.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Apart from the instructions one respondent also mentioned advice on breastfeeding, which she got from 
her doctor as a form of knowledge on motherhood. 
 
 
 
 
All respondents mentioned that their education and working career facilitated in acquiring the different 
types and forms of knowledge on motherhood. The higher education of women enabled them to have 
better knowledge about vaccination for children and awareness of babies’ growth. They claim that most of 
the knowledge was derived from books.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
These respondents felt that their acquired knowledge resulted in a better upbringing of the child as well as 
their being a better mother when compared to women who are not as educated:  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Working career also contributed to the respondents’ knowledge through interaction with workplace 
colleagues who often become the source of knowledge in aspects of motherhood. This can be related to 
the knowledge autonomy of women (Jejeebhoy 1995). Some respondents indicated that they often learnt 
about childcare and balancing between work and motherhood from the experiences of the colleagues in the 
workplace.  

‘Many people told me many things. But I did not listen to everything that they told me. I followed what I
found very sensible and which was supported by my education. I adopted those things. Some of the
advice really saved me’ 

‘Sometimes it was my mother who gave me instructions on how I should really look after my child and 
take care of her. Sometimes my mummy scolds me when I do not take proper care of the kids’ 
 
‘To some extent the dos and the don’ts were told by my mother like how to carry the baby with care, 
how to give bath and what to do when the baby cries a lot. She also told me about symptoms which I
should look out for and call the doctor if necessary’  

‘My doctor advised me how to breastfeed the baby and to breastfeed the baby for 3 months after
delivery. That made me lose all the weight that I had gained during pregnancy’  

‘Education provided me with the knowledge about vaccination and its benefits. It also provided me with
general awareness of a baby’s growth and the caution one should exercise about baby’s health’ 
 
‘I read about many things about child health and childcare from my study books and they were clear to
me’ 

‘My higher education has made me a better mother and also helped me in the upbringing of my child.’ 
 
‘It was because I was better educated that I was a better mother. My high education helped me in
bringing up my child in a better way in comparison to the women who were not as educated as me.’ 
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Some respondents also mentioned that their working career facilitated in their knowledge about 
motherhood by making them financially independent. The financial independence in turn provided them 
with an alternative to buy books on childcare and motherhood. It also brings about a certain amount of 
independence in bringing up their child.  
 
 
 
 
 
One respondent mentioned that her working career did not bring knowledge awareness about motherhood. 
She found it difficult to continue working after giving birth to her first child because of health reasons 
which made her resign from her job.   
 
 
 
 
From knowledge acquisition and the sources of knowledge we move on to focus on the expected 
behavioural changes during motherhood.  
 
7.2.5 Expected behavioural change 
 
Motherhood is considered to be a bigger transitory phase in the life of the respondents than the event of 
marriage. The respondents in the interview sample indicated an all-encompassing behavioural change as 
one part of the transition process into motherhood. Apart from the behavioural change there are also role 
changes for the respondent herself, as well as in her relationship with her parents and the parents-in-law 
that form the second part of the transition into motherhood.  
 
There were a lot of behavioural changes that came about after the birth of their first child. Loss of sleep, 
loss of freedom due to the focus of attention on the baby and numerous responsibilities as a mother was 
some of the behavioural changes that came about with the onset of motherhood. Loss of sleep was due to 
the baby’s irregular waking and sleeping schedules. This caused restrictions in movement leading to loss 
of freedom for the mother. Responsibilities such as taking care of the baby and attending to the needs of 
the baby demanded a lot of time from the mother.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

‘In my workplace I meet so many people and interact with so many people. I learnt many things from 
them, which I can apply in child’s upbringing’ 

‘At my work I meet so many different types of people. Many things were being shared. Some good
advices was given to me’ 

‘My working career got me the financial independence. That gave me the opportunity to choose books
on childcare for example. Financial indepedence also made it possible for me to choose how I would
spend on my kid, taking the kid out, buy her a book or a toy’  

‘After my delivery I resigned from my job because it was difficult for me to cope. And healthwise, I had 
become very weak. I began working again after 2 years’.  
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One respondent referred to her loss of freedom as ‘loss of autonomy’ while another respondent calls it as 
‘sacrificing my life’. Loss of autonomy here refers partly to physical autonomy and emotional autonomy 
(Jejeebhoy 1995). The respondents drew a parallel with marriage as an event in their lives and also 
distinguished it from motherhood. According to them marriage too brought about a loss of freedom when 
compared to their pre-marital days. However respondents mentioned that there were no sacrifices made in 
marriage, while they are so common in motherhood.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Apart from the loss of autonomy and sacrifices made, one respondent indicated her behavioural change as 
‘losing her identity’.  
 
 
 
Other behavioural changes that came about with the onset of motherhood were becoming more systematic, 
planned and organised in the day-to-day activities. Another respondent added that she underwent a 
transformation from an active to an inactive person after the birth of her first child.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

‘I could not sleep when I wanted to, I could not write when I wanted to and not even eat when I wanted
to. There was also no going out.’  
 
‘I lost my sleep. Responsibilities increased and that I think is the greatest change that comes about 
when a woman enters into motherhood.’ 
 
‘After our son was born my movement was restricted quite a lot. I could not leave him alone and go out.
I also lost sleep as I used to worry about him and he also used to wake up and cry in the night. I could
see my focus changing totally towards our son.’ 

‘Lots of demands on my time, lots of responsibilities on my time more than anything else. It is my
responsibility because it is my child. So no matter how busy I am, I have to make time for my child.’ 
 
‘A lot of time needs to be spent on my son to see that he is comfortable and at ease. So there is less
sleep both for my husband and me.’  

‘There was no going out, no sleeping. That total feeling of being taken over by forces outside me, that
feeling became very dominant. There was thus a loss of autonomy over all my actions and thoughts.’ 
 
‘I had to really sacrifice my life like staying up late, when the child wakes up I too had to wake up and
when she slept I used to sleep. Those kinds of sacrifices of sleep i.e. never sleep on my own time or not
doing what I wanted to. That is the time when I began to lead a life according to others, here I mean my
children. Till then I could live as I wanted to though not the same way as it was before marriage. I
could not go out as often as I used to before my marriage. But I would say that there are no sacrifices
made after marriage but yes lots of sacrifices take place after the child is born’ 

‘I became more responsible, more patient and I became a very systematic person. So I began planning
my daily work, which I never used to do before. In the past I used to do things when I liked. It was at my 
own convenience. I used to go to work and come back, and then the rest of the time was all mine. Now
it is not so. It is all planned on a daily basis’  

‘I was a very active person and suddenly I was inactive, now one more life is totally dependent on me 
and I cannot ditch that.’ 

‘I lost my identity. Now I had to take care of someone else other than my husband.’ 
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Respondents saw differences in their life before and after the birth of their first child. They considered 
their life after the onset of motherhood to be different from what it was before they became mothers, while 
others compared motherhood with the effects the event had on their working career.   
 
For most of the respondents the restriction on movement was considered as one of the major behavioural 
changes that came about after attaining motherhood. In the period before childbirth most respondents 
indicated that they led an independent and carefree life. After childbirth the movements were restricted 
with added responsibility of the child.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
‘Not getting much support from husband’ is also the research finding of Matsuo (2003). She observes 
from her focus group discussions with Japanese women that fatherhood does not affect men as much as 
motherhood affects women. She reports that men continued to work and serve as the main breadwinner of 
the family while the woman resigned from full-time employment to take care of the children.   
 
One respondent added that she was expected to become responsible after taking on motherhood. However 
she became a mother at an early age of 22 which made her feel that she was still not grown up to take on 
motherhood. She too felt her behaviour change from an independent person to being ‘tied down with the 
baby’.  
 
 
 
 
 
This respondent also talked about her inability to pursue her goals due to the birth of her first child. By 
goals she meant pursuing a working career.   
 
 
 
Some respondents stated that they had to give up their jobs because managing a working career and 
motherhood was difficult for them.In other cases, some respondents began working after giving birth and 
after their child was less dependent on the mother. However, those who continued working talked about 
their behavioural changes in their working life before and after their baby was born. Most of them 
mentioned rescheduling their activities to fit their baby’s schedule. While other respondents stated that 
they managed with parents, in-laws or a maid (ayah) to look after their child in their absence.    
 
 
 
 
 

‘I was more carefree and independent before childbirth. Now I neither feel like being so nor can I
afford to be like that’ 
 
‘Before childbirth it was a carefree life for me. Now I have to nurse the baby and my mobility is
reduced. There was not much support from my husband. So I had to baby sit, take care of the baby, and
spend time with the baby. So it was more work and it was a restrictive situation for me.’  

‘After I became a mother I was supposed to become very responsible. I could not be. I did not feel like 
that as I thought that I was not grown up enough to be a mother. I did not have the freedom to go out as
I could before and I also could not pursue my goals. I was tied down by the baby.’ 

‘I was not working after my first child was born so it was traumatic for me’.  
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7.2.6 Perceived role change  
 
In this subsection we shall focus on how respondents themselves perceived of their role change as a 
mother. We also study the perceived role change for parents as well as the in-laws after attaining 
motherhood.  
 
Role change perceived by respondent 
 
The birth of the first child brought about the role of motherhood for all the respondents. Motherhood made 
the respondents feel contented and satisfied. It was thus an important role change from ‘wifehood’ to 
‘motherhood’ as sometimes children take up all the attention of the husband, which the wife used to solely 
receive before the birth of the child.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This respondent mentioned that every woman experiences being given less attention after the birth of the 
baby; this is a very noteworthy point. As husband’s paid more attention to the baby, wives tended to feel 
neglected.  
 
Motherhood for some respondents also helped them to mature into grown-up individuals able to shoulder 
responsibilities, and balance roles by making adjustments and compromises.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

‘Before my son was born, after coming back home from work, I used to just relax on the sofa. But now
all that is not possible. Not only are the thoughts diverted towards my son but also most of my activities
are rescheduled around the baby. We now have an ayah (maid) at home and she looks after my son
when my husband and me are out to work’ 
 
‘Despite going to work I have to make time. After coming back from work, even if I am tired, I cannot
just lie down because I know that my child is waiting. So I have to make time for the child, as I am not
at home the whole day. In my case my parents are there and they have shared a lot in bringing up my
child’ 

‘I feel very happy being a mother. I am also contented and satisfied. 

‘It is a lot of joy and happiness when I see my child but then it is also that I have to have some time for
the child. 
 
‘I felt wonderful being a mother. 
 
‘In the beginning I thought that I have got a competitor because the child would take the complete
attention of my husband. But I think it is ok. I think every lady goes through it.’ 

‘It was a very painful period so I feel that it made me grow up a lot more. It made me introspective; it
caused a lot of arguments between my husband and me’ 
 
‘I began to shoulder more responsibilities than ever before. Before it was just work and the household 
but now it is the child, work and also the household. The balancing act is more complicated now.
Another aspect is the adjustment that needs to be done to cope’ 
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The motherhood role was considered a challenging role as it required balancing with the role of a wife. 
Respondents felt that balancing such roles require tactful management, which enables them to build up 
their confidence and become assertive. These are perceived as a role change for the respondents 
themselves brought about by the event of motherhood. It also led to a change from being ‘carefree and 
independent’ to being ‘responsible and alert’.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
For most working mothers the inability to spend adequate time with their children due to the working 
hours and difficulty in taking leave when their child is sick brings about a sense of guilt. This guilt feeling 
often results in a lack of concentration at the workplace thus affecting work and productivity.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
For the respondents who are working mothers, motherhood and work often created role conflicts. Such are 
the dilemmas of a working mother. Most respondents have expressed their role conflicts largely as ‘guilt 
feeling’ that arises because they are unable to balance motherhood and work as parallel careers. Working 
mothers also feel left out and deprived, as they might miss their child’s first words or first steps. These 
respondents indicated that mothers who are housewives have an advantage over working mothers because 
the latter are able to be with their child as he/she grows.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Thus there are a lot of adjustments and compromises that most working mothers make in order to balance 
motherhood and work. One respondent terms it ‘compromise with work and my child’. Working mothers 
indicated their role change in their workplace after attaining motherhood. For some respondents the kind 
of commitment and punctuality they had earlier at work changed. Whilst for others there is irregularity in 
work, there is also a lack of concentration and managing time becomes a problem for a working mother. 
 

‘I became more responsible and alert. I used to be so carefree (bindas) and independent before. I was 
too much concerned for the child and anything that happened to the child used to worry me’   
 
‘I had become even more responsible and also very alert. I was managing the house, looking after the
baby as well as taking care of my husband all on my own. I found that I became very confident and also
very assertive in what I wanted’ 

‘I experienced role conflict when it was difficult to take leave when the child was sick. So I would go to
work but often could not concentrate on my work.’ 
 
‘When I started working after the birth of my daughter I used to feel that I was unable to give my child
enough time. I used to think that my disappearance from would make an impact on the child. So I felt
guilty and also experienced role conflict. Also when the child was sick and at the same time something 
important has to be done in the office. During these times if I cannot take leave then I feel really very
bad. That is the worst time for a working woman, as she can neither stay at home nor work in the 
office.’ 

‘I myself feel bad that I am not around as he grows up or when he says his first words. I have this guilt
feeling in me.’ 
 
‘When I go to attend some competition in which my daughter has participated I see that those mothers
who are at home or are housewives do so much for their child. I feel sad that I cannot devote so much
time as they do. But I see to it that I give my daughter quality time’ 
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One respondent, who works as a software professional, mentioned that motherhood and working career 
were ‘double responsibilities’. The dual responsibilities prevented her from pursuing further studies. Her 
difficulty in managing parallel careers of motherhood and work also discouraged her from taking up 
‘higher positions’ in her professional career. She considers her inability to pursue higher studies and to 
take up responsible and challenging roles in her work as a defeat. She is positive about having much more 
time for herself after her child has grown up. She said: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Most working mothers also indicated active co-operation from family (parents and in-laws taking care of 
the child), their bosses and colleagues in the workplace who helped in the adjustments made to combine 
motherhood and work. Most of these respondents happen to live in nuclear families. Some respondents 
have also mentioned that the older their children are the less dependent they are on their own mother. Thus 
as a working mother, fewer role conflicts persist (after their children are little older). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
For most respondents sending their children to the crèche when both parents go out to work is not 
considered a suitable option. Most women indicate that they dislike the idea of their children being looked 
after by some outsider in the crèche. Similar to the dilemmas of a working mother in the form of role 
conflicts and guilt feeling, some respondents spoke about their dilemma of going back to work after the 
birth of their child.  
 
 
 

‘I had to compromise at work and with my child. I can feel it at work and sometimes at home. The kind
of commitment and time I used to give before I had my son, I felt that it has changed.’  

‘I have some role conflicts because I cannot maintain punctuality in my work. I feel that it is a major
problem. Time management is also becoming a problem for me.’ 
 
‘There were many things that I was concerned about and strict about. That strictness disappeared
because I found that I did not have the time to concentrate so much on that. Things like checking the
assignments and returning it the next day, I could not maintain that kind of regularity.’ (This 
respondent is a college lecturer.) 

‘Coping between work and playing the role of a mother was difficult because of the dual
responsibilities. I cannot take higher positions in my career. I could not pursue further studies and had
to forgo that. Though these feelings of losing these things are there I also think that once my daughter
grows up I will have more time for myself’.  

‘Now I am getting back to the former mould because my son is now 4 years old. The first few years 
were very difficult. I had to make sure that he was ready and that made me late for the college almost
everyday by 5 or 10 minutes. But I could not leave him and rush off to college. Because I felt that it was
my responsibility to ensure that I do everything for him and send him to school. I tried to adjust and the
college authorities were also very understanding. They tried to accommodate by making sure that in the
first hour I did not have any classes.’  
   

‘I feel fewer of these baby pangs because I come back home before she is awake. This I should attribute
to my work and the flexible working hours that I have’ 
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One respondent, who works as a software professional, said that she was worried about whether she would 
get a job after a break of 2 years.  
 
 
 
 
Another respondent, who is a management trainee, began working 4 months after becoming a mother had 
a different dilemma.  
 
 
 
 
In the following we focus on how the respondents perceive of their role change for their parents.  
 
Perceived role change for parents 
 
Similar to the perceived role change as experienced by the respondents themselves, there is also their 
perceived role change for their parents. Reduction in the number of visits to the natal family is 
considerably greater as compared to the event of marriage. While distance played a major role after 
marriage (see chapter 6, subsection 6.3.7), while respondents became mothers it was the inconvenience of 
travelling with a small child that reduced visits to the natal home. Apart from theinconveniences, working 
women found it inconvenient to take occasional leave from work. It was more common for parents to 
travel to be with their grandchildren and also take care of the grandchildren to help out their working 
daughters. 
  
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

Some respondents mentioned staying close to their parents’ house and thus parents become the natural 
caretakers of their grandchild when the respondent goes to work. This in a way depicts the role of 
grandparents. 
  

 

 

After the birth of my daughter I used to feel really bad that I was not working for two years. I used to
think whether I would get a job later on. I really wanted to work because that gives me a lot of
confidence and I could be independent.  

Sometimes I think that I should leave the job but then I also think that very soon he will be going to
school and school hours are the same as my office hours. I have not yet decided what I shall do.  

‘After my son was born the visits were fewer as travelling with a small baby was very difficult. We used
to visit once in 6-7 months or sometimes it was even after longer time. Also I had started a new job and 
taking a holiday too soon was also not good. My parents came over and stayed here for 6 months and
after they left my in-laws come over and stayed for another 6 months. So now I know that my son is safe
at home.’  
 
‘During the initial days after my delivery my parents came to stay with us. After that my in-laws came. 
We do not go to visit them often but they come over to stay with us.’ 

‘Initially he used to go to a crèche until my husband or I returned home. I did not like it at all because I 
could not concentrate at work because of worries about the kid crying for me. Then my parents and in-
laws took over. They came over and stayed for 6 months. So now I know that our son is safe at home, 
that he goes to school and come back without any problems’ 
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For some respondents, living close to the natal family or residing in the same house, along with parents 
did not bring about any perceived role change for their parents.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
In other instances, daughters live for a longer time with their natal family after the delivery of the child. At 
the same time they pursue a career at work while parents look after the child.  
 
 
 
 
 
Most respondents mentioned that the event of birth of their first child, which transformed their role of 
daughter to that of mother, made their parents happy and proud.  
 
 
 
  
For some respondents their perceived role change for parents was that they were treated as mature and 
confident individuals after they became a mother. Parents made them feel important because they were 
addressed as ‘the mother of so and so’, involved in decision making for the child and able to voice their 
opinion as a mother. Parents accorded more respect to respondent’s views about child upbringing issues 
compared to unmarried and childless women.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Motherhood also makes a woman a recipient of advice and instructions from parents on proper care giving 
for the child. Similarly, the responsibilities entrusted by parents were another perceived role change for 
them. The responsibilities were more concentrated on care giving in the interest of the child’s future.  

‘We stay near to my parents’ house so they took care of our baby when I went to work.’  
 
‘It was like everyday somebody from my parent’s house used to come over to my house as I lived in the
next lane. They used to come over to look after my daughter or I used to go over to my parents’ house.’ 

‘I visit my parents daily, as I stay close by. They take care of my daughter like dropping her off at
school, picking her up, feeding her lunch, teaching her mathematics (as my mother is very good at
mathematics). I often come home late from work.’ 

‘Now I am here in my parents’ house and will stay here for sometime until the baby is little older, say
about 10 months old. My mother takes care of her when I go to work. Right now I do not have any
problems because she sleeps most of the time. But as she grows up it will be difficult’ 

‘My role remained unchanged because I was living with my parents.’ 
 
‘As far as my parents are concerned, there is no change in my role; I visit them daily, as they stay close
by.’  

‘I was considered to be much more matured and confident after becoming a mother’ 
 
‘In the past my parents used to call me by my name but now they call me P’s mother. The way they
address me has changed’ 
 
‘I feel that I am given more importance after the birth of my daughter. I am asked things, as I have to
make decisions for my daughter. In the past I was not asked anything, as I did not have any experience 
as a mother. It is like only mothers can be asked about children’s problems. An unmarried woman or
one who has not experienced motherhood is not qualified to say anything about children’s problems.’ 

‘My parents I think were happy with the fact that one of the reasons for bringing me into this world was
rewarded as I gave birth to somebody else’ 
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Apart from the perceived role change for parents we also asked questions on what has been their 
perception of role change for the in-laws with the onset of motherhood. We focus on this issue now.  
 
Perceived role change for in-laws 
 
Most in-laws showed respect, adoration and happiness for the birth of their grandchild. Some respondents 
indicated that the birth of her son i.e. a grandson for her in-laws brought about much more happiness in 
comparison to a granddaughter. While one respondent felt this as her duty as a daughter-in-law, another 
respondent was loved and adored by her in-laws for the birth of her son. However for some in laws the sex 
of the grandchild did not make a difference in the way they treated the respondents. One respondent 
mentioned that as her daughter was the first granddaughter in the family her in-laws doted on their 
granddaughter.  
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The other perceived role changes were respect and praise for successfully balancing parallel careers of 
work and motherhood. Others felt that their in-laws saw them as responsible and mature because they had 
become mothers. One respondent added that her in-laws had begun addressing her as mother of P, her 
child. This was her perception of role change for her in-laws.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
7.2.7 Perceived gains of the event 
 
From the perceived role changes we now move on to the gains of motherhood. Each and every event in the 
life course of a woman brings about change for the individual in the form of advantages and 
disadvantages. In the following subsections we shall be focusing on advantages and the disadvantages of 
motherhood in the lives of the respondents. Motherhood in India is an important status-enhancing role of a 

‘There were a lot of instructions and there were many people telling me that I should do this and that. I
have never been in such a position before. But I had to listen to all the advice, which I never really
liked.’ 
 
‘The way the responsibilities were entrusted on me has changed. Like for example take care of the
baby, think about the future of the baby’ 

‘A lot of importance was given to the fact that I have given birth to a male child. It was one of the duties
that I have fulfilled as a daughter-in-law.’ 
 
‘My in-laws were happy to be grandparents. They already had grandchildren before. But they are
grandsons and my child is their first granddaughter.’ 
 
‘My in-laws by then had seen so many grandchildren that one more kid was no more a pleasure for 
them.’ 

‘I work as well as look after the child. I was respected more for it. They praise me for managing work
and family’ 
 
‘I feel that respect is more or less the same. I am a responsible person now. As a mother I myself
cannot be childlike. I am given responsibilities and they treat me like a mature person. Also I am not 
called D anymore. I am addressed as P’s mother.’ 



Higher Education and the Reproductive Life Course 

 218 

woman. At the same time the other status enhancers are educational attainment and labour force 
participation of women. We thus intend to study the influence of education and the working career on the 
gains of motherhood amongst the women in the interview sample.  
 
Advantages 
 
Motherhood is perceived as a status enhancer in Banglore society. Most respondents mentioned increased 
social acceptance in society as a mother in comparison to women who are married but childless. Thus 
motherhood has brought about a feeling of contentment and satisfaction. Some respondents indicated that 
people also show respect and admiration for women who are mothers.    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
For some, motherhood was perceived as a ‘natural consequence to marriage’. Although that perception is 
not commonly shared by all, it makes a woman feel happy and satisfied.  
 
 
 
 
 
Satisfaction in being a mother also arises from the inbuilt social pressure to become a mother. It is 
indicated as a ‘duty of a daughter-in-law’ (mentioned in section 7.2.6). Hence most of the time women 
feel very relieved after they become mothers and as a result can concentrate on work. They turn out to be 
more confident and mature in their outlook, which has an effect on their self-esteem. Thus motherhood 
brings about change in the personal life of the individual, which is one of the most important advantages.  
 
 
 
 
 
Another respondent adds that though motherhood is a personal achievement of social status in society, it 
also ‘means sacrifice of individual needs for the woman herself’.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

‘Increased social acceptance, I would call it popularity. I also felt close to nature. I thus feel satisfied
with myself’ 
 
‘When compared to a woman who is married but does not have a child I am surely in a better position
because I am a mother. I get respect as a mother and people credit me with the status of a mother’ 
  
‘I felt happy that I am a mother of a child. It is a lot of fun watching them grow up and listening to them 
and talking to them. I felt so wonderful when he started saying his first words’ 

‘For me, I was happy because I had to become a mother one day. I felt that it is good that I have a
child’ 
 
‘I do not consider motherhood as either an advantage or a disadvantage as it is a natural consequence

‘I could never imagine before my marriage that I would be managing motherhood and working career
together. So personally I have changed. Now that I am a mother I can concentrate on my work. Work
has given me the appreciation that I get in the office for what I do. So my self-esteem has gone up
because of all this appreciation that I get in my work. Motherhood has helped me’ 

‘Once you become a mother, you take up the responsibilities better. Yeah, motherhood means some 
sacrifice of individual needs, at least in India where husbands show male chauvinism and do not
cooperate. I have never seen a man taking a break and sitting at home and baby-sitting while the wife
goes to work a few years after childbirth’ 
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Disadvantages  
 
The disadvantages are related to the inconveniences experienced by mothers. Loss of personal freedom, 
loss of sleep and loss of personal space were considered as major disadvantages by most of the 
respondents.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Other disadvantages of motherhood were mentioned as being ‘physically tied down to house and the 
child’, restrictions on socialising with colleagues at workplace and pursuing hobbies such as going to 
movies, theatres and visiting handicraft fairs, as elaborated below:  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Pursuit of higher education in most of the cases is directly linked to being a better mother. It also helps the 
better upbringing of the child as indicated by most of the respondents. A higher educated mother is 
considered to be more knowledgeable about the needs of the child in comparison to mothers who are not 
educated. Hence educated mothers are thought to socialise their children in a different way than 
uneducated mothers. Knowledge awareness is an advantage of motherhood and is derived mainly by 
reading books, watching movies, documentaries on health issues. Educated mothers in their daily life with 
children often adapt a lot of this knowledge to their daily life.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

‘I lost my freedom. I could no longer have fun and roam around with my friends. So having a baby means
for restrictions on one’s movements’ 
 
‘Sometimes there is absolutely no time at all for myself. Also there is less sleep and more worries and 
tension.’ 
 
‘I lost my space. The personal space that I had in which I could do things that I like, I cannot do them
anymore now’ 

‘The time I had for myself I am slowly losing it’ 

‘I was physically tied down to the house and the baby. Being at home I was needed to play other roles 
as well like endlessly serving guests that visit. As I was at home I was largely taken for granted by all.’ 
 
‘When my colleagues go on an outing as a team I opt out. I say that I caan’t join them as I have a child’ 

‘I am the one who likes going to plays and movies. But I have not seen a movie for ages in a movie
theatre. Once or twice I have taken my son to the theatre but he has slept through the movie so I
managed to catch a movie. But otherwise he would not have sat for 3 hours in the movie theatre. I also 
love going to handicraft fairs. In the past what I did is 9:30 to 4 are my working hours and after 4 I
used to go and come back by 5. But now my son waits for me at home so I can never go anywhere and
at 4 I go straight back home’ 

‘So being higher educated has made me a better mother and has helped me in the upbringing of my
child. I am educated so I know what is happening with my child, I can understand my child better and
also know what is better for the child. An educated mother can mould the child in the way she wants by
identifying a child’s needs and what she can give the child so that the child improves. She can educate
the child in all the other areas.’ 
 
‘My education helped me in bringing up my child. I had read so many things which I was adopting 
myself as and when the baby was growing. I also got to know about many things by watching movies,
documentaries on health issues, etc.’ 
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Confidence in being a mother was also mentioned as an advantage of motherhood. It is facilitated both by 
the higher educational level of the respondents as well as their working career. The educational 
background influences due to confident decision making for the child while the physical and financial 
independence from labour force participation makes them confident.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Flexible work hours and support from colleagues at the workplace also contribute to the advantages of 
balancing parallel careers of work and motherhood.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The persistence of role conflicts and the guilt feeling in not being able to spend adequate time with the 
child has been described as a disadvantage of having a working career.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
However, some respondents felt that their higher education and working career had no effect on their gains 
of motherhood.   
 
7.3 Perceived autonomy 
 
Women’s educational attainment and labour force participation are observed to be the two most important 
means by which women attain status and autonomy (see chapter 2). Both status and autonomy are also 
considered to be influential aspects of women’s empowerment. This has been backed by secondary 
literature in the Indian context (see Jejeebhoy 1995, Parasuraman et al 1999). While a woman’s status 
assigns her position in the society, autonomy determines her ability and right to make decisions (Jeffery 
and Basu 1996, Basu 1996, Mason 1984, Cochrane 1979). Several researchers such as Mason (1993), 

‘My high education has helped me in being a good mother. I have become more confident and assertive 
in what I want to do.’ 
 
‘I am a very confident mother because I do not have to be dependent on someone else for money.’ 
 
‘As an educated mother I guide my daughter in her studies and I am confident about the decisions that I
take for her. She is now 4 years old and has a long way to go. But at least I know what is right or
wrong for her.’ 

‘Now that I manage the house, the child and also my work I feel that I am doing a lot. Now I feel that I
have the capability. Colleagues at work share the time shifts according to each other’s convenience’ 
 
‘I should attribute to my work and the flexible workhours allow me to take care of my child and carry
on working’ 

‘I think anyone who goes out to work probably has a little bit of that guilt about having to make choices 
and compromises between work and child’ 
 
‘My working career contributed to the disadvantage; it was because of my job that I had to leave my
son at home with the maid’  

‘There is a difference between an uneducated and an educated mother as regards bringing up children.
These could be in the way they take care of their child, the beliefs they follow and the socialisation of
the child.’ 
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Jejeebhoy (1995), Basu (1996) and Das Gupta (1996) have argued about the causal link between the 
position of women and autonomy. Jejeebhoy (1995: 37) states that ‘education is the key to transforming 
women’s attitudes and values from traditional to modern and their behaviour from constrained to 
emancipated’.  
 
According to Jejeebhoy (1995: 37) there are five categories of autonomy. In her research, Jejeebhoy 
studied the various types of autonomy as separate yet interdependent elements. The autonomy types are 
knowledge autonomy, decision-making autonomy, physical autonomy, emotional autonomy, economic 
and social autonomy. In our research we have operationalised autonomy and its types according to 
Jejeebhoy’s (1995) classification and we assume that they are influenced by two important factors: higher 
educational attainment and workforce participation. How these autonomy categories are related to each 
other and how they are influenced by the two factors will be studied in the following subsections based on 
in-depth interviews of a younger generation of women (here we address it as the daughter’s generation) in 
Bangalore. We observe that the two factors cannot be independently studied. This is because of the 
significant interaction effect between the two factors and their influences on the various autonomy types. 
 
7.3.1 Perceived knowledge autonomy 
 
According to Jejeebhoy (1995: 37) education enhances women’s knowledge through greater exposure to 
the outside world. In this section we shall study how respondents perceive their higher education as 
enabling their exposure to the outside world and how they have personally benefited from this exposure. 
 
Most of the respondents stated that they gained knowledge of the outside world by reading books, 
magazines and newspapers. High educational attainment has been perceived as the most important factor 
for this knowledge gain. Apart from these, watching television, movies and surfing the internet were 
indicated as other means of being exposed to the outside world facilitated by women’s higher education.  
 
 
 

 

 

Some respondents have also mentioned that their higher education has enabled them to obtain newer and 
better ideas.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

‘Exposure to the outside world is obtained by reading magazines, newspapers, watching TV and surfing 
the internet.’ 
 
‘I read many books, newspapers, surf the internet and all that havegot me exposed to the outside world.
Watching movies is also very effective in keeping in touch with the wider world.’ 

‘I tend to meet people in my college and thus I get new ideas. The teachers talk to me about the things
that are happening around. I thus get exposed to so many new and better ideas. I tend to think not
necessarily as my mother or anyone else tells me and thus I have independent thoughts on the subject’ 
 
‘It has helped me to meet people from various study disciplines and to interact with many people. Being
better educated has also helped me be a good mother’  
 
‘Knowledge enhancement is facilitated by attending many talks and seminars. It is also helpful to come
into contact with other educational institutions and to interact’ 
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We also observe that higher education has helped to enhance knowledge in areas such as the use of 
contraceptives to plan pregnancies, breastfeeding and child care.    
 
 

 

 

 

 

 
The other important factor, women’s working career, also positively affected knowledge enhancement 
because of interaction with workplace colleagues, who often become the sources of information about 
some aspects of motherhood. 
 
 

 
From the preceding discussion we see the direct effects of education and working career which facilitate 
greater exposure to the outside world. However, these two factors also seem to indirectly affect women’s 
interaction with the outside world through enhancement of certain qualities of the woman herself, such as 
confidence, independence and personality. 
 
Respondents indicated that higher education was a factor which instills confidence and independence. 
They also mentioned that these qualities come about by meeting and interacting with people from different 
educational backgrounds and study disciplines. Further, these qualities are perceived to have enabled them 
to develop their social skills, even their personality, like ‘presenting oneself in front of others, the ability 
to think and communicate better’.  
  

 

 

 

 

 

 
Characteristics such as independence, curiosity to know things, courage, and confidence can be related to 
higher order goals of self-esteem and self-actualization. Hence we can say that higher education not only 
facilitates exposure to the outside world but also enables individuals to attain their higher order goals.  
 
Most of the women in the interview sample have indicated their higher education to be a causal link 
facilitating them to pursue a working career.  
 
 
 

‘Education has given me the independence and the curiosity to find out about things. More than
anything else it has given me the courage and the confidence to live. I know how to present myself in
front of others; this gives me a strong personality.’ 

‘Being higher educated I get a better chance to talk to people and interact with many people. It has 
given me the independence to decide on what is right and how I should go about it.’ 
 
‘My education has made me able to think in the broader spectrum of things. That has helped me in my 
level of communication and interaction with people’ 

‘It has helped me be a good mother. It gives me the independence to think about what is right and
wrong for my children and how I should manage motherhood’ 
 
‘From books I knew about the safe days and the unsafe days and I made sure we followed them as long
as we did not want to have a child.’ 
 
‘I got to know about breastfeeding practices in many parts of the world and also amongst working
women. We do not have such things in India though.’ 

‘In my workplace I meet so many people and interact with so many people. In that way I learnt many
things from them which I can apply in my child’s upbringing’ 
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The workplace provides a conducive atmosphere to meet, interact and socialise with colleagues. It is also a 
place where women can surf through the internet. All these are perceived as enabling women’s exposure 
to the outside world by sharing and discussing information. Often, information is also shared through 
meetings and seminars, where women meet and interact with other people apart from work colleagues. 
Also, such meetings, seminars and conferences have facilitated travel, both nationwide and international; 
this too has enhanced their knowledge as indicated by the respondents.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In addition to the interactions, most respondents found it advantageous to learn, adapt and adjust to new 
ideas from others’ experiences. For most of them it was tips on career improvement, childcare and dealing 
with children’s problems that proved to be useful.  
  

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

Most respondents also stated that their work had enabled their financial independence. It is also perceived 
by the respondents that their working career brings about more recognition. Workforce participation 
makes a woman less dependent on others for her financial needs and thus provides her with a freedom of 
choice on how to spend the money. Dealing with workplace challenges enhances the personality of a 
woman by making her confident. Moving out of the home to participate in the workforce brings about a 
sense of independence from the confines of the home.  
 
 
 
 

‘One thing is I know my subject better and so going out for a job was easier. Education has helped me
to know how I could move up in my career’ 
 
‘I am in the teaching profession and by being educated I can transmit knowledge to my students and 
thus we understand each other better’ 

‘When I am at work I talk to different people. I have become knowledgeable. I interact with my work
colleagues who have become very close friends of mine now. We go out more often and share and 
discuss things’ 
 
‘In my work I also attend meetings outside the office. There are participants from all over the world. I
find it interesting to meet and talk to these people’ 

‘In my workplace I meet so many people from different backgrounds. I interact with them and socialise 
with them. That way I also get to know many things that are happening around’ 

‘Speaking to a variety of people I get to know about them and I also sometimes get useful tips on
improving my own career’ 
 
‘Meeting so many different people gives me the opportunity to improve my social and professional
skills everyday’ 
 
‘When I go to work I learn to adjust to others. Our staff is a very small group of 11-12 people. So to be
able to work there I need to adjust. So in that sense it is not just the outside world, I have learnt to be
more accommodating in my working group. I have applied some of the things that I have discussed with
my friends here in the office which helped me a lot to bring up my child’ 
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Thus we observe the importance of education and working career in the knowledge autonomy of women. 
Having a professional career gives woman exposure to the outside world whilst higher education directly 
link to their individual goals and goal attainment. We also observe how working career and education are 
related to women’s economic autonomy through financial independence. Apart from the observed direct 
effects we have also stressed on how the indirect effects influence enhancement of knowledge as well as 
provides women greater exposure to the outside world.  
 
In Table 7.1 we summarise the perceived direct and the indirect effects of education and working career 
on knowledge autonomy of women as indicated in the in-depth interviews amongst the younger generation 
in Bangalore. 
 
Table 7.1: Perceived direct and indirect effects of women’s education and working career 

Higher education of women Working career of women 
Direct effects 

- Being well read 
- Influences independent thoughts 
 

Indirect effects 
- Idea of oneself 
- Becoming more confident 
- Curiosity to learn about things 
- Enables personality building 
- Presenting oneself in front of others 
- Changed values and outlook 
- Being less religious 
- Following fewer beliefs 
- Ideas of breastfeeding 
- Use of contraception 
- Childcare 
- Being a good mother 

Direct effects 
- Enables moving out of the confines of 

home 
- Vouches for independence 

Indirect effects 
- Economic independence 
- Interaction with people 
- Developing own circle of friends 
- Sharing knowledge and information 
- Learning from each other’s experience 
- Facilitates adjustments and 

compromises (both in work life and 
personal life) 

- Influence on personality 

 
 
 
 
 
 

‘At work I get recognised as I put in a lot of hard work and I get appreciated for it. It (the working 
career) gives me the financial support that gives me more freedom to buy say a new product in the
market and use it’ 
 
‘My working career has made me independent and confident. It has also made me financially 
independent. I am thus freer to do things’ 
 
‘Facing the new challenges at work has given me a kind of confidence to face life as it comes. My
professional career has taken me out of the house. It gives me a feeling of independence from being at 
home. I travel to work and make friends on my way to work’ 
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7.3.2 Perceived decision-making autonomy 
 
It is observed that higher education and workforce participation of women bring about greater decision-
making autonomy in matters both outside and inside the house. A higher educated, working woman is 
permitted to participate in the decision making more in comparison to one with less education (Jejeebhoy 
1995). Jejeebhoy has hypothesised that this type of decision making is enabled through confidence 
brought about by being educated. 
In the interviews the respondents were asked about the matters of decision making on which they are 
consulted on a daily, monthly and yearly basis. By categorising into daily, monthly and yearly schedules 
we intend to study to what extent the women in the interview sample are autonomous in decision making. 
However, we did not restrict ourselves to only household matters as we assume that working women are 
capable of making decisions in matters outside the house also. In addition, we also enquire how higher 
education and the working career of these women have been helpful in their decision-making autonomy.  
 
Decisions on a daily level range from what has to be cooked to buying the grocery and taking care of the 
children. Responses from the interviewed women suggest that the respondents themselves decide on all 
matters related to the household. For such matters they are never consulted. Women consider the 
household their domain and thus they feel confident in deciding in matters of the house. As these women 
are working women, they cook according to their likes and convenience. Taking care of the children is 
viewed as in keeping with the status of motherhood. Women have indicated that they looked at several 
schools for their children and then decided on which school the children should attend. Most of the 
mothers also preferred jobs with flexible working hours in order to take care of the children when they get 
back from school.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Apart from cooking and childcare, for other household matters too decisions are jointly taken between the 
respondents and their husbands. Respondents mention being consulted by their husband on matters of 
daily basis like going out for a party, movie or to attend a function, meeting friends and colleagues. 
Sometimes in-laws too ask for prior consent of their daughter-in-law largely because of her work schedule 
and pressure at work.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

‘Whenever it comes to home and the kids, it is me who decides. I just do the things on my own like what
needs to be cooked, what things have to be got from the grocery and all that. I see to it that I pick up the 
kids from school and take them home. It is possible because I have flexible working hours’ 
 
‘Cooking is one example of my domain. I cook whatever I like and according to my convenience. I
decide on which school my daughter should go to, which school would be best for my daughter 
according to the school surveys that I did myself to find out more about the school’ 

‘My husband and I take decisions together. We consult each other and then go ahead with any
decision’ 
 
‘Sometimes whether to attend a function or not, going out for a party or meeting some of his friends
and family, my husband asks me before hand. I then decide depending on work pressure’ 
 
‘Activities on a daily basis also include some religious ceremonies. For this my mother in law lets me 
know some days before the ceremony and asks me whether I can attend it or not. I decide depending on
the availability of leave in the office’  



Higher Education and the Reproductive Life Course 

 226 

On a monthly basis, wives were consulted in decision making about the payment of monthly bills, buying 
the monthly groceries and paying school fees for the children. The respondents mention that their 
husbands consult them about such decisions and also cooperate substantially. It reveals on the one hand 
the ability of women to take decisions on their own and often in cooperation with their husband, and on 
the other it reveals husbands often consulting their wives about certain decisions to be taken.  
 
Women indicated that they were consulted by their husband about decisions on a long-term duration such 
as buying a television, washing machine, selecting things for the house, planning and organising yearly 
holidays. Other matters of decision making on a long-term duration for which the respondents have been 
consulted included buying land for building a house and buying valuable items for the house. Not only 
were the women consulted in the decision-making process along with their husband, but some of them 
also mention having contributed financially.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
However, it is revealed that sometimes, when it comes to decisions involving investing a lot of money, 
women do not feel very confident in taking such decisions all by themselves. 
 
 
 
 
) 
 
 
Most women indicated that their high education and working career have contributed to a compatible 
relationship with their husband. They indicated that they are given importance, respected and treated as an 
equal by their husband.  
 
 
 
According to Jejeebhoy (1995) higher education of women facilitates acquisition of wider knowledge and 
greater exposure to new ideas. This enables women to be confident in taking decisions as well as the 
appropriateness of the decisions taken. In the following response we observe how this respondent 
considered her higher education as an advantage in differentiating right from wrong thus enabling her to 
make meaningful choices.  
 
 
 
 
 

‘Things like going on a holiday, buying big things for the house like TV, fridge, washing machine etc 
both of us consult each other and decide. Other common activities, it is always based on mutual
decisions.’ 
 
‘In my house when it comes to mega planning like buying a plot or valuable items at home like the car
my husband consults me. I have also paid then and I pay monthly also for the loan taken from the
bank.’ 

‘When it comes to spending a big amount of money then the decision is solely my husband’s.’ 
 
‘Buying a TV or a washing machine we both decide and then buy. But other financial things like what 
has to be saved in which account, what investment has to be made, for all that my husband decides
himself and does what suits him best.’ 

‘My education has been highly influential in how my husband sees me as a person. He sees me as an 
equal who is capable of everything. I am also respected because I am educated.’ 

‘I see many things and also read many things. That helps me in judging what is right or wrong when I
take decisions for my family. My education and work have exposed me to different ideasand helped me
to interact with different people’ 
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Most women state that their educational career has facilitated their working career. Respondents have 
mentioned that the financial independence, which they have achieved from their work, gives them a sense 
of security that enables them to be confident in taking decisions. They have also mentioned that their 
working career has made them less dependent on others and enabled them to contribute in financial 
matters of the household. We can conclude from the following responses that financially independent 
women are taken more seriously in the household in comparison to housewives who do not earn money.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Women consider their working career as enabling them to make fast decisions in the context of time 
constraints by prioritising choices. Aside from gaining knowledge from higher education, working women 
find it advantageous sharing experiences with work colleagues. Often that adds to the quick decisions that 
working women are capable of taking.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 7.2 summarises the perceived decision-making autonomy, qualities that enable decisions to be taken 
as well as the influence of women’s higher education and working career.  
 
In the next subsection we focus on the effects of high education and working career of women on their 
physical autonomy.  
 
 

‘I make fast decisions because of constraints of time. This has helped me to prioritise things and utilise
less amount of time in things which do not actually need so much of time. It has helped me to prioritise
my choices purely due to time constraints and preferences’ 
 
‘The experiences of colleagues and friends about a product or home appliance throw light about the
product and hence act as a deciding factor. It also helps me in deciding on whether to buy the product
or not’ 

‘My working career has given me a sense of security by being financially independent. It also gives me
confidence when I make decisions for the family and has also enhanced my personality’ 
 
‘I think that just because I am financially independent I am not dependent on others. I am also taken
seriously in my household because I put in my salary in the running of the household. If I had been a
housewife I would not be taken as seriously as I am being done now’ 
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Table 7.2: Summary of perceived decision-making autonomy 
Decisions taken solely/jointly Perceived qualities that influence 

such decisions 
Perceived influence of higher 
education 

Perceived influence of working 
career 

Decisions on a daily basis 
 
Solely by the woman herself 

- Things related mostly to 
the household domain 

• What has to be 
cooked 

• Buying the 
groceries 

 
 

- Taking care of the 
children 

 
Decisions taken jointly with 
husband 

- Going out to a party 
- Watching a movie 
- Meeting friends and 

colleagues 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
- Women consider it their domain 
- As per likes and convenience  
- Flexible working hours 
- Weekly activity of the whole 
family 
- Part of being a mother 
- Cooperation of the husband 
 
 
 
 
- Compatible relationship with 
husband 
- Given importance  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

- Confidence in decision making 
- Ability to differentiate right from 
wrong by weighing the pros and 
cons 
- Making meaningful choices 
- Freedom to choose and decide 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

- Enables financial independence 
- Less dependence on husband 
- Enables contribution to the 
family income 
- Fast decisions due to time 
constraints 
- Sharing experiences with 
colleagues which enables quick 
decisions 
- Enables balancing dual roles  
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Decisions on a monthly basis 
(Joint decisions) 

- paying monthly bills in 
the house 

- buying monthly groceries 
- paying school fees of 

children 
 
 
Decisions on a yearly basis 
(Joint decisions) 

- Buying a television 
- Washing machine 
- Other household items 
- Planning and organising 

yearly holidays 
- Buying land, house 
- Buying valuables for the 

house 
 
Solely decided by the husband 

- Involving large 
investments of money  

 
 
 

 
 
- Compatible relationship with 
husband 
- Women decide and they are also 
consulted 
- Given importance, respect and 
treated as an equal by their 
husband 
 
 
 
 
- Considered at par with husband 
- Importance as an individual 
- Respected by husband 
- Treated as equal by their 
husband 
- Women partially contribute 
 
 
 
- male domain perceived by the 
women themselves and their 
husbands 
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7.3.3 Perceived physical autonomy 
 
According to Jejeebhoy (1995), higher education enhances physical autonomy of women through more 
contacts with the outside world. Her findings reveal that higher educated women have more freedom of 
movement as they face fewer constraints on physical mobility and hence have greater self-confidence in 
using available services.   
 
Our study examines how higher education of women and their workforce participation have influenced 
their physical mobility. As all the respondents in the interview sample are working women, it naturally 
suggests to us that these women do not have restricted freedom of movement, which would otherwise be 
the case if these women were traditional housewives. Hence here we look into the influence of women’s 
higher education and working career on their physical autonomy which is viewed as their ability to move 
around freely and unaccompanied.  
 
Jejeebhoy (1995: 37) indicates that ‘better educated women are expected to have more self-confidence in 
dealing with the outside world than women who are less educated’. The self-confidence could be the result 
of higher education of women, pursuing a working career that brings about financial independence or the 
status derived from marriage and motherhood. Hence in this subsection we shall study what roles higher 
education, working career and the status of a married woman and motherhood play in the physical 
autonomy of women. Our subjects in the interview sample are working women.  
 
Respondents who work in the IT sector point out that late working hours cause them to arrive home after it 
is dark. We enquired whether they return back home alone or are accompanied by someone. Most of the 
respondents mentioned that they move around alone and unaccompanied when it is dark. Some working 
women travel by bus, which is the public means of transport, while some drive their own car or ride a 
moped/Kinetic Honda to work. Two respondents also stated that they are independent and have freedom 
of movement.  
 
 
 
 
Our respondents said that their moving around alone after dark was largely due to their working hours. 
When required to travel for reasons other than work after dark, women indicated that their husband or any 
male member of the house accompanied them for security reasons. Women also feel it necessary to be 
accompanied if public transport services are not reliable.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

‘Yes, I move around alone. I have a Kinetic Honda and ride that everywhere. I am independent and go
wherever I want and I am neither dependent on my husband to take me nor the auto rickshaw drivers.’ 

‘Mostly I come back home after it is dark due to my working hours and I always go out with my 
husband or my parents after it is dark. It feels safe to be with a man. 
 
‘If it is not dark I move around alone, but otherwise, somebody accompanies me because I do not feel
safe.’ 
 
‘I go alone to some places where I feel comfortable, or if I am familiar with the place and the places
where I do go many times, there I go alone. New places where I feel uncomfortable because of the
distance, or if I am going alone with my small child, I take somebody with me. When it is dark I usually
call up my husband and he comes to pick me up or I see to it that I am back home before it is dark.’ 
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Women consider that their education and working career make them self-confident which indirectly 
capacitates them to move alone and unaccompanied after dark. Self-confidence empowers women as well 
as encourages risk-taking behaviour. For some, the feeling of self-confidence emerges from the freedom 
of movement and financial independence they derive from participating in the workforce.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Educated and working women obtain more respect from their family members and society. As some of the 
responses reveal, these women are questioned less about coming back home late and going out alone after 
dark because of their status as a working woman in comparison to women who are housewives. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Sometimes professional requirements like being a doctor and software professional require women to 
come back or leave home after darkness. These women feel that neighbours and society understand the 
irregular working hours which thus disallows them to ‘point their fingers’ at such un-prescribed behaviour 
thus enabling freedom and less social control.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Higher education has been attributed to have provided knowledge about places and a sense of direction. 
One respondent mentioned that her high education has enabled her to not hold prejudices and wrong 
perceptions about people, to judge people better by interacting with them.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
However, for some respondents their educational and working careers have had no influence on their 
physical autonomy. Some feel their upbringing plays a greater role while for others being a woman 

‘I have the self-confidence like I know I can do it, so I do not have to be scared of anything and can 
face everything. I can also decide if I don’t catch the bus at a particular time then I take an auto. I need
not worry about paying the auto and reaching my destination rather than wait for the bus’ 
 
‘My education and working career have given me the confidence and I am happy about it’ 

‘Society does give respect to an educated woman and working women’ 
 
‘If a housewife goes out alone in the night then society looks at her in a suspicious way. On the
contrary, a working woman is not seen that way. Society says ‘Oh, she is coming back home from work
late at night’. Yes, society does have different kinds of standard and different rules.’ 

‘I being educated and working, my moving around alone is not questioned. Moreover people here in the
neighbourhood know that both my husband and me are doctors. So they do not point out fingers at me 
for moving around alone at night. They know that I do not do such things for my pleasure but only
when there is a need to attend someone in the hospital.’ 

‘I am knowledgeable about the place and of course about the bus routes’ 
 
‘Yes, it has helped me a lot because if I had not gone for high education I wouldn’t have come across
many a people and I would not have known how the character of the people will be, their notions and
perceptions. I thus would have some prejudices and not gone out at all. Maybe I would have stayed at 
home and always would want my husband to accompany me. So now I have attained high education I
know how people will behave and I do try to understand people. I thus go out alone and I am on my
own’ 



Higher Education and the Reproductive Life Course 

 232 

remains perpetually ‘a weak point’, which hinders their freedom of movement irrespective of their level of 
education.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
One respondent addsed that ‘emotional intelligence’ plays a much greater role than high education and 
working career of women in enhancing the physical autonomy of women. We observe that these high-
educated women travel to many places and interact with many people. In these circumstances education 
does not play a role but it is the emotional maturity that is important. However, as one respondent 
acknowledges the fact that her higher education enabled easier social acceptation in comparison to an 
uneducated woman.  
 
 
 
 
Respondents said that their physical autonomy was facilitated by their status as a married woman and 
mother. Exhibiting the signs of a married woman i.e. the toe ring and mangalsutra were indicated as an 
advantage in the differential treatment to women as compared to women who are not married.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Most of the respondents also indicated that a woman with kids is generally respected more than married 
women without kids, as they are not teased by men. This has been elaborated by some of the respondents 
in the following way: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
One respondent mentioned that her inconvenience in carrying her child all by herself restricted her from 
moving around alone although her marital status gives her more freedom to move around freely.  
 
 
 
 
 

‘My parents trusted us and we were also fearless. We also knew our limits. So it was my family
upbringing that helps me in moving around alone. I have always been doing this.’ 
 
‘Whatever education status you have, you have definitely a weak point in being a woman. An educated 
woman does so much but still she has a problem in moving around especially after dark.’ 

‘As far as getting oneself easily accepted in the society education does play a part but it does not play
such important a part. It has more to do with what today we call as emotional intelligence. It is how 
one is emotionally as an individual besides one’s social acceptance level in a foreign society.’ 

‘If a man sees that a woman is wearing a mangalsutra and a toe ring then he avoids that woman.
Married women are given more respect in our society than unmarried women.’ 
 
‘When you exhibit that you are married either by showing the signs and symbols or the accessories of a
married woman in our society or having a child then I think that we are not taken for a ride or fooled
around with.’ 

‘I think that people treat a woman who is married and with kids in a different way. They are treated
with more respect. I am sure there is some difference when compared to the women who are not
married and also who are not mothers’ 
 
‘A common man will give more respect to a woman with a child rather than a single woman who is
striding along the road’ 

‘By having this marital status there is always more freedom to go out anywhere. But now that I am a
mother I have to restrict myself from going to certain places because I cannot carry my baby alone.
Thus someone has to accompany me because it is inconvenient managinga child on my own.’ 
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We thus observe how the status of a married woman and motherhood facilitates their physical mobility. 
However, some respondents share a different viewpoint. One respondent mentioned that being married or 
unmarried does not make any difference in the treatment given to women that restricts her physical 
autonomy. While, another respondent attributed the inhibiting factors of physical mobility to having better 
looks and being better dressed rather than the status of being married or being a mother. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
We observe that young women tend to be more fashionable and hence prefer not to wear accessories that 
symbolize being married. This makes them unsafe as one respondent point out.  
 
 
 
 
 
Table 7.3, summarises perceived physical autonomy by illustrating how physical autonomy is facilitated 
for women and how women’s lives are affected by it.  
 
 

‘I don’t see a difference in the attitude of men towards women even after they are married and after 
becoming a mother. Some men tease and comment at women no matter they are married or not, a
mother or not.’ 
 
‘I think people tend to play the fool if one is better dressed and better looking. Not more to do with the
fact that one is married or has given birth to a child’ 

‘Being married or being a mother does not help really. There are people who can play with married
women also. Especially when young women do not prefer wearing any signs of marriage hence they are
not safe.’ 



 

 234 

Table 7.3 Summary of perceived physical autonomy 

Women’s perception of what gives them physical autonomy How do women perceive their life being influenced by it?  
Higher education of women enables 

- Women to work outside the house 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Women’s working career allows 

- Women to break with the tradition of housewives 
- Women to return home late from work 
- Women to travel by bus, drive a car and ride two-wheelers  
- Women to move around after it is dark 
- Women to pursue professional qualifications (e.g. a doctor or 

IT professional) 
 
A married woman 

- By wearing the signs of marriage (Toe rings, mangalsutra) 
- Married women in comparison to unmarried women has a 

higher status 
 
Being a mother 
 
 
Being a woman in itself 
 
 

 
- Greater self-confidence 
- Independence of women and freedom of movement 
- Respect from family members and society 
- Easy acceptance in the society 
- Sense of direction and knowledge about places 
- Overcome prejudices and wrong perceptions of people 
 
 
- Greater self-confidence 
- Risk-taking behaviour 
- Respect from family members and society 
- Status as a working woman in the eyes of the family and 

society 
- Suspicion not leveled at a woman if she returns back home late 

 
 

- Respect from society 
- More freedom to move around freely 
- Society does not point fingers at married women  

 
- More respect 
- Being less teased by men 
 
- A weak point in itself that makes women dependent on others 

to accompany them when it is dark 
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7.3.4 Perceived emotional autonomy 
 
In this subsection we shall focus on the roles that education and working career play in women’s 
perception of their emotional autonomy. A higher educated woman prefers being married to a man who at 
least shares the same educational qualification or is better educated than her than her (see subsection 
6.3.2). We observed this from the background information of the interview respondents. Jejeebhoy (1995) 
indicates that increased female education implies several changes in family dynamics, which includes 
greater interspousal communication, more intimacy between husband and the wife, sharing and caring 
between partners and close familial bonds. These changes enhance the emotional autonomy of women.  
 
Emotional autonomy in the present research is operationalised by asking respondents with whom they 
share their emotional problems and what kind of activities they do together with their husband and 
children. Thus we intend to focus on interspousal communication, intimacy between husband and wife and 
close familial bonding. The emotional autonomy of women can be indirectly related to their high 
education and working career. The women who have been interviewed are working women and hence 
enquiring about the kind of activities share with their husband and children would indicate how modern 
working couples divide the domestic workload as well as the bonds of closeness in their family.  
 
Most of the respondents indicated that they share their emotional problems with their husband. The 
problems can range from problems in the workplace to personal problems. Some respondents 
contextualise their problems and accordingly share them with husband, mother and/or sister.  
 
 
 
 
 
‘ 
 
We thus observe how education and working career of women have encouraged greater intimacy between 
spouses and greater loyalty to the conjugal unit than to the larger extended kin network. As both the 
husband and wife go out to work, most respondents have stated that they spend 3 to 4 waking hours on an 
average with their husband daily. Most women also indicate the cooperation of their husband in various 
household work on a daily level. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In the weekends and holidays the respondents said that their husbands helped them with work, both inside 
the home and outside. These include the weekly shopping, cleaning and dusting the house. Most of the 
respondents also indicated attending church together with their husband, going out for walks, and 
socialising with family and friends during weekends and holidays.  
 
 
 
 

‘If I have some emotional problems I share it with my husband only. If it is something, which I feel only 
my mother can be of help then I tell her.’ 
 
‘I share it with my sister. But if it is some problem with husband then I will talk about it to my sister and
if it is a problem with my sister then I will talk about it with my husband’ 

‘We have strictly divided household chores. He helps in the household chores but it is very minimal.’ 
 
‘In the morning even before I wake up he boils the milk and keeps it warm. He wakes me up everyday.
He also helps me in cleaning and dusting the house. Cooking and looking after the kids is my job.’ 

‘Every second Saturday he (husband) comes home early and we go out shopping or meet my in-laws or 
some friends. On Sunday mornings we go to church together. We go together for a walk or have dinner 
outside.’  
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The familial activities with kids involve spending time together in the park, playing, going out for picnics 
and outings.  
 
 
 
 
 
Table 7.4 summarises the influence of women’s educational attainment and working career on their 
perceived emotional autonomy.  
 
In the next subsection we focus on the influences of high education and working career on women’s 
perceived economic and social autonomy 
 
 
 

‘We have small picnics in the nearby park and spend the whole day outside’ 
 
‘During the school summer vacation we go on outings’ 
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Table 7.4 Summary of perceived emotional autonomy 

Perceived influence of women’s higher 
education 

Perceived influence of women’s working 
career 

Perception of what enables women emotional 
autonomy  

 
- Higher educated women prefer 

marrying higher educated men 
 

 
- Enables activities together with 

husband and sharing household work 
• Weekly shopping 
• Cleaning and dusting the 

house 
• Going out for walks 
• Going to church 
• Socialising with friends and 

colleagues 
- Spending time together with husband 

and children 
• Going to the park 
• Picnics and family outings 

- Sharing emotional problems with 
husband 

• Problems related to workplace 
• Personal problems 

- Spending an average 3 to 4 waking 
hours with husband 

 

 
- Egalitarian conjugal relationship 

 
- Close bonds of conjugal family 

 
- Greater social equality between 

husband and wife 
 

- Emotional nucleation of the family 
system from joint family system to the 
nuclear family set-up 

 
- Greater interspousal communication 
 
- Greater emotional intimacy between 

spouses 
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7.3.5 Perceived economic and social autonomy 
 
It is observed that women’s better education and working career contribute to their economic and social 
self-reliance (Jejeebhoy, 1995). According to Jejeebhoy, educated women are more likely to express 
favourable attitudes toward saving money for the future. Further, higher education enhances women’s 
participation in the workforce and thereby their control over financial resources. In the present research we 
have operationalised economic and social autonomy by the freedom to invest money, maintaining a 
separate bank account and the feeling of self-reliance. We enquire how all these have been enabled by 
higher education and working career of women. We also ask women how their status as a working woman 
is accepted in the household.   
 
All respondents in the interview sample make a clear link with higher education enabling workforce 
participation of women. They also link it directly to their economic independence, which gives them the 
freedom to invest, contribute to the household income and enhances self-reliance on economic matters. 
Below we illustrate the respondents’ views about how their education and working career enhanced their 
economic independence.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In the previous subsections we have already studied how economic independence of women enhances 
their confidence in and interaction with the outside world. Economic independence is also perceived as 
enabling decision-making autonomy both within and outside the household arena.  
 
All respondents maintain separate bank accounts and largely invest their money in life insurance policies 
and mutual bonds. Some women also indicate that they invest in gold for the future benefit of their 
daughter. Thus economic independence enhances women’s economic autonomy and also enables women 
to pursue their hobbies and interests.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
From the following responses we observe that economic independence also encourages women to be self-
reliant on economic matters as she knows how to spend, where to spend and on what to spend without the 
interference of others in such decisions. Here again women related the influence of their education and 
working career on their economic independence.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

‘In my case it is one and the same. Because I received higher education i.e. PhD in physics I got this 
particular job and hence this economic independence.’ 
 
‘Because of my education I got this job and because I have this particular job I have the money. So they
both are related to my economic independence’ 

‘I do invest in LIC policies and savings account.’ 
 
‘Generally I save. I would like to invest on my kid’s education, or do some traveling. Some portion I
save in the form of gold, which is about 25 percent of my salary. Then I also have some LIC policies.’ 

‘If I was not educated maybe I would have been a housewife. This education helped me in getting a job
and making me economically independent. The basic idea behind working is that I am paid for what I
work. So that has helped me to be self-reliant. By working I have a steady flow of money coming in at 
the end of each month.’  
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For most of the respondents their contribution to the household income alongside their husband brings 
about greater equality in the relationship between spouses, which is often achieved by pooling the salary 
and spending from it. However, some women mentioned that their contribution to the household income is 
often for small things while lump sum expenditures fall under the husband’s domain. Thus women’s 
income is largely saved apart from the household contribution.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In addition to economic autonomy, which is facilitated by women’s economic independence, women 
strive for social autonomy as well. Social autonomy is operationalised by enquiring how the status of 
being better educated and having a working career is accepted in the household. In the previous 
subsections we have already noted the perceived social status in the form of respect that is accorded by in-
laws and husband to high educated and working women in comparison to housewives. The decisions that 
these women take are also respected and given importance. Marriage and motherhood also provide a kind 
of social status, which enables women’s physical autonomy in comparison to unmarried and childless 
women. 
 
In recent times most families are nuclear families, hence the role of in-laws has diminished. For the 
respondents in the interview sample their participation in the economic activities has been well accepted 
by their husbands. In most families it is considered a natural thing and spouses cooperate with each other. 
One respondent added that: 
 
 
 
 
Self-reliance in old age is related to social autonomy of women according to Jejeebhoy (1995). Educated 
women in the interview sample have shown an inclination not to stay with their children in their old age. 
They also prefer freedom in their old age as well as the freedom of their children. The following response 
supports this observation: 
 
 
 
 
 
In Table 7.5 we summarise the economic and social autonomy as perceived by the younger generation of 
respondents in Bangalore.  

‘My husband and me have a fixed contribution for the household. We first pool the money and we have
a monthly expenditure. We spend from the pooled money and the remaining money we put in the 
savings account. I have chosen to pay for the things in the household, as they are petty amounts. For all
the big lump sum amounts it is the domain of my husband to pay. I have left it to him because his
earning is more than mine.’ 

‘Nobody gives me money when I go out or asks me to go by auto or bus. They know that I have the 
money and can manage my plan of action.’ 

‘I would not like to stay with my children in the same house because I feel that the children also have to
enjoy their freedom. They should have the independence for themselves, as we need our own
independence’ 
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Table 7.5 Summary of perceived economic and social autonomy 

How is social status perceived to be accorded?  Perceived social autonomy in women’s life 
 
- Respected for being a higher educated woman 
- Respected for a working career 
- Respect from husband and in-laws 
- Respected as a married woman 
- Respected as a mother 

 
- Decisions taken by women are respected 
- Women are given importance 
- Husbands consider their wives’ working career as natural  
- Transition from traditional housewives to working wives 
- More cooperation between husband and wife 
- Less interference from in-laws due to the nuclear family set-up 
- Self-reliance in old age 

• Perceived reliance on own income and savings rather 
than on children’s income and savings 

• Need for freedom in old age 
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7.4 Perceived changes: ‘I am different from my mother’  
 
In this chapter we have discussed how respondents perceived the changes in the event of motherhood 
by comparing their own generation with that of their mother’s. Most of the perceived changes were 
mentioned as revolving around two important changes that have come about in society since their 
mother’s generation. First is the break-up of the joint family system and second is the increase in 
women’s educational attainment and workforce participation levels. These two issues are perceived to 
have brought about changes in the concept of motherhood as a whole. Most respondents have stressed 
the concept of ‘community parenting’ that was prevalent during the generation of their mother largely 
due to the joint family system which meant that everybody took care of the child. Respondents feel 
that women in such family set-ups were supported by the larger extended family, which also brought 
about more cooperation between the female members of the family. Daughters in the younger 
generation have nuclear family set ups consisting of husband, wife and children. They perceive getting 
less support and cooperation from members of the extended family, which is considered to be a 
disadvantage in comparison to their mother’s generation. However, respondents perceive of close 
bonding with their child which was not so in the case of the older generation where everybody took 
care of the child. As women in the younger generation have working careers without family support 
from the extended family, they seek the cooperation of their husband as well as childcare support 
provided by crèches and day-care centers.  
 
Most respondents have mentioned about their experience of motherhood as something that has made 
them feel happy, contented and satisfied; this has not changed in comparison to their mother’s 
generation, according to the respondents. However, a perceived change that has been widely 
mentioned is the changing schemas on motherhood across generations. Respondents in the younger 
generation indicated that they feel happy and satisfied being a mother when they are able to do 
everything for the child, while in their mother’s generation the very event of first birth itself brought 
happiness and satisfaction. Respondents in the daughter’s generation argue that their feeling of 
happiness and satisfaction is different from their mother largely because they are working mothers. 
Hence, as working mothers, their view is that they have deviated from the prevailing notion of 
motherhood which requires mothers to be with their child throughout all the stages of development of 
the child. Thus working mothers feel that they spend inadequate time with their children. This, 
according to the respondents, has brought about role conflicts and guilt feelings. Hence feelings of 
happiness and satisfaction as a mother are measured differently by working women in the younger 
generation.  
 
Another perceived change related to motherhood across generations of mothers and daughters is the 
‘concept of parenting’. According to respondents in this chapter i.e. the younger generation, the 
concept of parenting is greatly influenced by their higher educational attainment as well as working 
career. They perceived themselves to be functionally a better mother for their child by having more 
control over what they want to teach their children and making conscious decisions for them. By 
comparison, they felt that their mother had less control over how children were brought up and that 
mothers then were more casual about parenting. Respondents also perceived their mother as having 
less choice on the timing of motherhood and were largely submissive to their husband. In comparison, 
respondents felt that their higher education enabled them to be confident and their working career gave 
them the physical and economic independence, which makes them at par with their husband.  
 
Perceived changes across generations are also revealed in the knowledge about motherhood. Whereas 
in the mother’s generation, knowledge about motherhood was commonly learnt from elderly family 
members in the joint-family set-up, in the daughter’s generation it was found that women derived a 
substantial amount of knowledge about motherhood from exposure to the mass media. Respondents 
also felt that the use of modern gadgets such as the washing machine, blender/mixer, microwave oven 
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has made ‘motherhood an easier experience’ when compared to their mother’s generation. Also the 
availability of ready-to-eat baby food, baby clothes, baby products and various utility articles for the 
baby has enabled working women to balance the dual roles in their lives.  
 
We are interested in knowing how the older generation of women in Bangalore perceive their lived 
reproductive life course.  In the next chapter we shall illustrate the perceived reproductive life course 
of the older generation of women in Bangalore. In that same chapter we also make a comparison 
between the younger generations of respondents in chapters 6 and 7 to that of the older generation of 
mothers.  
 



 

Chapter 8 

Perceived life course of older generations 
and 

change across generations 
 
 

8.1 Introduction 
 
In chapters 6 and 7 we discussed about the perceived reproductive life course of women belonging to 
the younger birth cohorts by focusing on the events of menarche, marriage and birth of the first child. 
We also looked at Jejeebhoy’s (1995) definition of autonomy in chapter 7. The present chapter is 
based on the in-depth interviews of women belonging to the older cohorts in Bangalore. These older 
cohorts of women represent the mother’s generation in our study. We already have the background 
profile of the respondents in chapter 3, section 3.4.6. Also in chapter 3, section 3.4.5 the 
operationalisation of variables is discussed wherein we identified the similarities between cohorts and 
generations and how the older cohorts of women symbolise the mother’s generation in our present 
research. Along the same lines as chapters 6 and 7, the present chapter focuses on the perceived 
reproductive life course of women in the older cohorts that represents the mother’s generation. The 
main events in the perceived reproductive life course we shall focus on are the events of menarche, 
marriage and birth of the first child. Similar to chapters 6 and 7, greater stress is laid on how 
respondents themselves perceive the various aspects of their reproductive life course and what 
meaning is attributed to each of these aspects. The emphasis is thus only on the events that make up 
the reproductive life course of women and not on women’s autonomy and its different types as has 
been studied for the younger generation of respondents. This is largely due to the fact that the older 
respondents related to their perception of autonomy at the time of the interview, and not to their 
autonomy during their reproductive ages which is beyond the scope of this study. Sometimes the older 
respondents face aree unable to remember clearly events that took place a long time ago. Responses 
are also affected partly by the present day situation in the lives of women in Bangalore. We observe 
recall error when women reflect on their perceived age at the occurrence of menarche, marriage and 
the birth of the first child. We often come across responses such as ‘in those days it was ok to marry at 
the age of 22. But for girls now I think it is a little early’.  In this chapter first we discuss how women 
in the older cohort perceived their reproductive life course. Second this chapter also focuses on change 
across generations. This has been done by comparing the younger generation’s perception of their 
reproductive life course as discussed in chapters 6 and 7 to that of the older generation’s perception 
based on this chapter. Change across generations emphasises both the similarities as well as the 
differences.   
 
This chapter is divided into three main sections, each of which deals with an event in the perceived 
reproductive life course. Section 8.2 deals with the event of menarche that marks the beginning of the 
reproductive life course. Section 8.3 discusses the event of marriage described as the union formation 
behaviour in the cultural context of Karnataka. In section 8.4 we discuss the event of first birth, which 
is the onset of motherhood. The conclusions of this chapter are presented in section 8.5.  
 
8.2 Menarche: beginning of the reproductive life course 
 
In this section we shall discuss the event of menarche in the reproductive life course of women in the 
older birth cohorts. We also compare the perceptions about this event by the older and younger 
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generations conceptualised in the present study as generations of mothers (this chapter) and daughters 
(as indicated in chapter 6).  
 
8.2.1 Perceived timing of the event 
 
The respondents can be classified into three categories based on how they perceive their age at 
menarche to be i.e. early, late or on time. One category of respondents were those who had attained 
menarche at ages 14 and 15. These respondents perceive their age at menarche to be the right age 
when a girl should have her first periods. They consider it to be the right age mostly because their 
friends also experienced menarche at the same age. This emphasises the peer group affiliation and 
sense of belonging to the peer group. These respondents also said that their menarche was at about the 
same age as their friends. Gaining prior knowledge about it from friends who already experienced the 
event helped them to prepare for menarche.  
 

 
 

The second reason why respondents perceived their age at menarche at 14-15 as the right age was 
because at that age they considered themselves mature enough to cope better with the physical 
discomforts experienced during periods.Mental maturity acquired as a teenager helped them cope. 
            
            
            
            
        
 

 

Perception of ages 14-15 as being the right age at menarche in the mother’s generation was also 
because respondents considered themselves to be more responsible at such ages, mature in dressing up 
and presenting oneself in front of others. They stated that at these ages girls can even manage to clean 
the cloth used during their menstrual periods.        
    
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Those respondents who had their first period at ages 11 and 12 perceived of their age as an early age to 
begin with menstruation. The main reason they gave was mainly because at that age most of their 
cousins, friends and classmates had not yet attained menarche. One respondent said that people had 
begun pitying her because she attained menarche early. She found it disturbing and she said that it was 
her relatives and friends who gave her the idea that it was a bad thing for somebody to attain menarche 
at an early age.  
 

‘I had my first periods when I was 15 years old. It was a right age for me because I had seen all my 
friends attaining that stage as well. So it did not hit me as a surprise’ 

‘It was a right age to have my first period at the age of 15. Everybody seemed to have it at that age.
At that age a girl can cope better with the problems that come with periods like stomach ache, pain 
in the legs and such things’ 
 
‘It was a correct age because by that time somehow we are mature. We were mentally matured. We 
were in our teens then and our outlook in life changed a lot. We know many things then’ 

‘My age was 14 when I had my first period. It was a right age because by that age you come to 
know about things. When you are 10 or 12 you won’t know anything. Those girls at that age do not
know how to dress up and all. In our time our parents never used to teach us how to dress up and 
present ourselves. A girl by the age of 14 knows many things. My friends also had their period one
or two months before or later. So it was natural for us to have our first period at the age of 14 in 
my time’ 
 
‘A girl by the age of 14 knows how to clean the cloth used during menstruation and how to take 
care of herself. So it was a correct age for me’ 
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Another respondent who attained menarche at the age of 12 felt that it was an early age for her 
because she was unaware of many things at that age. She also thought that as a girl has to struggle 
with menstruation for a long time it is better if she attains menarche late. The usage of the term 
‘struggle’ hints upon cultural restrictions and taboos surrounding menstruation as experienced by the 
older generation of women.  
 

 

 
 
Attaining menarche at ages 11 and 12 is perceived as an early age also because some respondents 
considered themselves ato be still playful at that age and not very responsible.  
 

 

 
However one respondent who attained her first menarche at the age of 13 perceived it to be an early 
age because she thought that she was not mature enough to cope with the physical and the emotional 
changes that came about at that stage. She also associated it with her total ignorance about menarche 
and not being adequately told about the event by her family members. The respondent mentioned 
being dependent on her schoolbooks for information and knowledge about menstruation, which was 
very confusing for her.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
When this category of women who considered their age at menarche as early was asked what 
according to them is the ideal age all of them responded that it was 14 and 15 years. We have observed 
above that these ages were perceived as being the right ages by respondents. The reason why they 
considered it to be the ideal age was because they thought that they would be aware and have 
knowledge about menstruation by the age of 14 and 15. As this respondent who had her first period at 
the age of 13 says: 
 
 
 
 
One respondent stated that at her age of 11 she was a pre-adolescent, which was an early age for her. It 
is for this reason she regarded ages 14 and 15 to be the ideal ages when a girl should have her first 
menstruation.  

‘I think it was quite early for a girl to begin her first period at the age of 12 because all my cousins
reached puberty when they were 14 or 15 years old. The fact that one was growing up and the fact 
that one attained it at a slightly earlier age than the others made people say ‘oh poor thing’ and all
that kind of pitying which was ridiculous actually. To some extent the relatives in fact and friends 
gave the idea that it was a bad thing for somebody to attain it early. I think that was the reason
why I  felt a little bad’          

‘I had my first period when I was 12 years old. It was a little early for me. During those days we
were not aware of so many things. Throughout one’s life we have to struggle with it so it is better
for a girl to have her period when she is older’  

‘I had my first period when I was 11 years old. It was an early age. The girls at that age are quite
playful and not so responsible’ 

‘My age I consider it as early because at the age of 13 I was not at all mature to physically and 
mentally cope with the changes. During those days I was in an extended family and there was not
much education. Thus people were also not free to explain things. This is our custom, this is our
tradition that was the only thing, which was told to us. As I was studying I was largely dependent 
on my school books for knowledge. I was one of the oldest grandchildren in the house so suddenly
coping with sitting separately and other restrictions relating to movement inside the house were
confusing for me’ 

‘As I was studying I was largely dependent on my school books for knowledge. That is why maybe
the age of 14 or 15 would be a good age for me to have my first period’ 
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A third category of respondents were those who stated their age at menarche as being a late age. One 
of them attained menarche at the age of 16 and the other respondent attained it at the age of 14. The 
respondent, who attained menarche at the age of 16, personally perceived of her age as a right age but 
thought of it as a late age because people around her thought it to be so.  
 
 
 
 
 
Another respondent who attained menarche at the age of 14 also considered her age as a late age 
becaue she compared herself to her classmates who had attained menarche at the age of 12. This 
respondent considered the age of 12 when all her classmates began menstruating as the ideal age when 
a girl should begin her first period.  
 
 
 
 
 
Across generations of daughters (see chapter 6) and mothers we observe a similar age patterning of the 
perceived timing of the event of menarche as early, late and on time. The older respondents indicated 
that their mental maturity as a teenager helped them to cope with the physical discomforts during 
menstruation. The younger respondents discussed about mental maturity in terms of their mental 
preparedness in accepting the event of menarche and at the same time having prior knowledge about 
hormonal and physical changes that come about with the onset of menarche. We observe change 
across generation in the type of sanitary protection used. While most of the women in the older 
generation mentioned the use of cloth, which had to be washed and reused, most of the younger 
respondents used sanitary napkins. In the younger generation, sex education in schools also provided 
adequate knowledge about menarche and mothers as sources of knowledge played a greater role, 
which was largely absent in the older generation.  
 

8.2.2  Ceremony: Initiation to mark the transition 
 
We shall discuss here about the ceremony to celebrate the onset of menarche. These ceremonies are 
considered as ‘rite de passage’ initiating transition from one life stage to another in the life course. We 
observe that ceremonies to celebrate the onset of menarche in a girl’s life are being lesser performed 
across generations. While in the younger generation none of the respondents mention having a 
ceremony, only 3 respondents in the older generation stated that a ceremony was held to celebrate 
their first menstruation. However, amongst the younger generation some of them said that they 
received special gifts from their grandmother or aunts when they attained menarche.  
 
The respondents who had a ceremony in the older generation, however, said that it was a natural 
practice in their time. They also suggested that during those days it was common to marry off girls 
before they attained menarche. The girls would continue staying with their parents until they attained 
menarche after which they lived together with their husband. This was known as the practice of 
‘gauna’. Thus menarche was considered as an important event in the life of a woman and hence 

‘I consider my age to be an early age because the age of 11 is pre-adolescent. By the age of 14 and 
15, a girl is properly grown up and has a shape and a different outlook. So having her first periods
at those ages is ideal for a girl’ 

‘I had my first period when I was 16 years old. It was considered as a late age in my time. But 
personally I was happy as I thought that I was lucky to have it when I was 16 years of age. I could
manage myself very well and also my school term was almost over. I had it during my holidays’ 

‘I had my first period when I was 14 years old. It was a late age. That was because everybody in 
my friend’s group had their first period at the age of 12 and I got it a little later. The ideal age is
the age of 12 when all my classmates had their first period’  
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celebrated. For unmarried girls, celebration of the event of menarche declared to prospective eligible 
men that the girl is ready for marriage. Thus the event of marriage would quickly follow the event of 
menarche. These common practices in the past seem to have been followed closely as is evident from 
words such as ‘principle’ and ‘Hindu custom’ expressed by one respondent.  
   
 

 

 

 

 
 
But in spite of the abovementioned common practices that were usually observed, most of the 
respondents did not have a ceremony when they began their first menstrual period. The reasons they 
gave were the educational background of their mother as well as other members of the family who 
avoided publicly announcing that their daughter is grown up. By doing this they avoided 
embarrassment caused to the girl. Some of the respondents considered their family background as 
being intellectually progressive and forward-looking hence their family refrained from such type of 
ceremonies.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Other respondents also cited reasons why they did not have any ceremony to celebrate the onset of 
menarche in the following way. 
 

 

 

 

 
We have observed in chapter 6 that respondents from the daughter’s generation also cited similar 
reasons such as progressive family background, educational background of parents, caste membership 
and religion and no wish to make a public announcement.  
 
However, most of the respondents in the older generation said that they were given special care in the 
form of special diet of highly nutritious food, healthy food items that help in making the hipbone 
strong.  
    

 

 

‘In my time it was common for girls to be married before they began their first period. They were 
still very young then. So until the girl begins her first period she stays in her parent’s house. After
she has her first period there is a ceremony and she would be then be ready to stay with her
husband and leave for her in-laws’ house. So it was then that the first night would take place’ 
 
‘When a girl came of age (attain menarche) in those days the girls have to get married. That was a
principle and a Hindu custom’ 

‘It was a natural practice to have a ceremony during those days but it was not so in my house as 
we were intellectually progressive. Many had joined the non-cooperation movement and they were 
very forward-looking and more importantly they were well educated to do away with these ‘tribal 
riots’ as my husband calls it’ 
 
‘My mother did not want to make a show of all that so I did not have any ceremony when I began
my first period. When a girl‘came of age’ (attain menarche) in those days the girl had to get
married. That was the principle and also the Hindu custom. But my mother did not like that. She
was an educated lady. She said that we should not have any ceremony like that and broadcast. She
also felt that it would be a very embarrassing situation for us’ 

‘I did not have any ceremony because my parents were not the orthodox and traditional type of
people’.  
 
‘In our community there is no such custom of having ceremonies’.  
 
‘Brahmins did not have the ceremony, only the rural people. The city Brahmins did not do it’.  
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The ceremony to mark the onset of menarche is celebrated in the following way by some of the 
respondents. 
    
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
The respondents were asked about their feelings about the ceremony. Out of the 3 respondents who 
mentioned having a ceremony to celebrate the onset of menarche 2 of them said that they had a nice 
and positive feeling about the ceremony. They talked about the special attention they received, special 
diet and the ample amount of rest.  
  

 

 

 

 

 

 
One respondent, who considers herself rebellious, protested against the ceremony. Thus the ceremony 
was restricted to only women in the household who performed a special ‘aarti’ and sweets were 
distributed. She mentioned not having a very good feeling about the ceremony as it was conducted 
against her wishes.           
            
          
 

   

 

 

The respondents in the older generation when asked whether their mother had any ceremony, most of 
them did not seem to know as it was not talked about. However, some respondents did mention that 

‘I did not have any ceremony but a special diet was given of ripe banana with ghee, which had to 
be taken the first thing in the morning on an empty stomach. It was highly nutritious’. 
 
‘Lots of sweets and rich food was given to me like ghee and raw eggs and also food with lots of oil. 
So these are all healthy food items that should be given to a girl at the time of maturity and these
foods also make the hipbone very strong’.  

‘The day I got my period I was asked to sit separately in one part of the house. On the third day I
was asked to wear a nice good dress and people were invited. They sang songs and gave me
sweets. Then on the fourth day I took a bath and was given a new dress and people were invited for
lunch. They gave me gifts and some sweets. Mehendi was put on my hands and everyone sang 
songs’ 
 
‘The first three days I was made to sit separately and not go to the different parts of the house. I
had to drink water from a separate jug, I had separate clothes and I had to wash my own clothes.
After the three days I was given an elaborate oil bath and in the evening neighbours were invited. I 
was decked up in a silk saree, jasmine flowers and jewellery. They put haldi, kumkum and flowers
on me and they did the aarti. Special ladoos with popped rice and chakulis were made and that 
was distributed to all who came. Only females attended the function’ 

‘My grandmother wanted to have a ceremony where she wanted to invite a few people and I
protested very strongly. So they finally restricted it to household women and a small aarti was 
done and some sweets were distributed. And no menfolk were allowed. I was not particularly
pleased about the ceremony because I was not particularly made to feel that it was a happy event.
And my mother was not around at that time which added to the misery. I was made to feel quite 
miserable because I was fairly young comparatively when I attained menarche’ 

‘That time we did not know so we accepted it as a good sign. We felt good because so many people
came and gave gifts. So we took it as a positive thing and did not go against it at all. I felt shy when 
the gents came to know that I had my period. It was an accepted custom and we knew what to
expect’ 
 
‘I knew that they do such things in the villages so I just went through the ceremony without
rebelling against the elders. I liked the ceremony because the people gave me attention and the 
sweets and I was made to rest a lot’  
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their mother had a ceremony while these respondents themselves did not have any ceremony. Here we 
observe ongoing changes affecting the course of events.  
 

 

 

 

 

8.2.3 Knowledge and its sources 
 
Some of the older respondents said that they did not know about menstruation until they themselves 
began their first menstrual period. While for others they knew about periods before they themselves 
attained menarche. The sources of knowledge were from school friends who began menstruating 
earlier, schoolbooks, awareness about menstruation and the menstrual cycle from mothers, 
grandmothers, elder sisters and cousins.  
 
In the phase after the respondents had attained menarche they knew more about it mostly from their 
mother, grandmother and other older ladies in the family. At that stage it was not only knowing about 
menstruation but it was also about instructions, restrictions, advice and information to be taken into 
account during the menstrual days as well as generally after the girl has attained menarche.   
 
Knowledge in the form of instructions were the various dos and don’ts that are expected of a 
menstruating woman. These were to be followed by women only during the days of their monthly 
menstrual period. Prescriptions were in the form of sitting separately from others in one room, not 
moving around in the house and being out of sight of elders when they offered pooja. Some 
respondents said that the way they were treated, as menstruating girls during those days, was similar to 
the type of treatment that the ‘untouchables’ received.  
 

 

             

 

 

             

 

 

Restrictions were in the form of limitations set on the respondents for example not being allowed to 
move around alone outside the house, need to obtain permission from parents before going out of the 
house, getting back home on time, not moving around alone after it is dark, avoid talking to boys and 
bringing them home. Respondents also talked about limitations on the type of dress to be worn. Some 
of the respondents had to change their way of dressing from frocks to half-sarees and some of them 
were not allowed to wear any sleeveless dresses when underarm hair began to grow. These restrictions 
were to be always followed once the girl attained menarche, irrespective of whether she was 
menstruating or not.  
    
 

‘Oh yes she did have a ceremony but she never talked about it’ 
 
‘My mother had a ceremony and followed all restrictions but in my time my elder sister who is a 
doctor explained to amma that even menstruation is God-made so there is no need to follow any 
restrictions and ceremonies’ 

‘My father and uncle used to do pooja so when they used to walk past the room where we had to sit
separately during our periods, we would be asked to go inside and not see them. We were not
allowed to touch anyone or anything in the house. Food was given to us separately and we were not
allowed to touch the water be it in the bathroom or in the kitchen or anywhere else. We used to stay 
inside one room and were not allowed to roam around freely in the house. They used to make us sit
apart like an untouchable’ 
 
‘I was supposed to stay in one corner of the house, not use normal beds and cots. There was one
special chatai (mat) and one raddi (useless) mattress given to me to sleep on. So for three days I used
to have terrible pain from these things. Food would be served to us separately as if we were some
untouchable’ 
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The half-sarees were mostly preferred over other types of dress for girls who attained menarche 
because it is loose-fitting and did not reveal any part of the body.  
   

 

 
 
Knowledge in the form of advice pertained to explanations on the use of cloth as sanitary napkins, 
how to wash them clean. One respondent also mentioned her mother advising her on wearing 
comfortable clothes during the days of the menstrual cycle.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Knowledge in the form of information was largely imparted by mother and grandmother to the 
respondents. There were explanations about what menstruation is, how attaining menarche made the 
girls eligible for marriage and able to bear children, how to be a respectable woman and how the 
respondent should behave after she has attained menarche. There was also information on personal 
hygiene and care that needed to be followed not only during the days of the menstrual cycle but 
always after a girl attained her menarche.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

‘We had to be at home in time and not leave home after it is dark. We had to tell where we are 
going and obtain permission from parents and also get back home on time. If I was late in going
back home then a servant boy would come from home to accompany me back home. We were not
allowed to go alone anywhere after darkness’ 
 
‘Not to talk to boys was another restriction. Though my father was liberal he too did not like my
talking to boys and bringing them home. We were not allowed to go with friends for a movie. My
father used to say if mother is going then you go with her otherwise you stay at house’ 
 
‘Before I got my periods I used to wear frocks and skirts but after I began my first period I had to
wear the half saree and no more frocks and skirts. Later on I wore sarees’ 
 
‘At that time there were no churidars. So we used to wear lengha and blouse and later when I got 
my periods I had to wear the half-saree’.  
 
‘Once hair began to show in the underarms we were no longer allowed to wear sleeveless dresses’ 

‘When a girl matures there is some physical change that is why half-saree is worn as it is loose 
fitting and no part of the body can be seen. Later I started wearing a dupatta covering the breasts.
And after marriage I began wearing the saree and the blouse’ 

‘My grandmother told me about it. At that time we did not have any pads so we had to use cloth. So
she told me how to use the cloth and how to wash it clean. It was thus instructions on hygiene’ 
 
‘My mother used to advise me about my dressing during the days of my periods. She always asked
me to wear something comfortable’ 

‘My grandmother she was the real head of the extended family. She gave all the instructions as
regards how I should behave, how to be a respectable woman, how periods made me eligible for
marriage and able to bear children’  
 
‘My mother and also all the other elderly ladies in the house told me that I had become a big girl
now and periods were an indication that a girl could be  married off soon’ 
 
‘We were instructed on personal hygiene and care’ 
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When a girl attained menarche she was not only called a ‘big girl’ but she was also a ‘grown up girl’ 
who should be married off soon. One respondent said that both her mother and grandmother asked her 
to learn certain house work such as cooking, washing and cleaning the utensils as she was a grown up 
girl after she attained menarche. Attainment of menarche also indicates her eligibility for marriage and 
hence she was required to learn the household work. This was done to avoid the future in-laws of the 
respondent from blaming her own family about not teaching their daughter any housework.  
 

 

 

 

Most of the time knowledge about menstruation that the respondents of the older generation, obtained 
was conveyed to them politely and nicely by their mother or grandmother. However for some 
respondents the knowledge that they acquired was not explained properly. They were in the form of 
‘half-truths’ and ‘hidden facts’ as one respondent expressed it herself. She felt that they did not 
explain adequately because they themselves were embarrassed. As her mother was embarrassed to talk 
to her about menstruation she gave the respondent a book and asked her to read it.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
For some respondents they were not directly told about the instructions to be followed after they 
attained menarche. In this case they mentioned that most of the things were learnt by observing their 
mother, aunts, elder sisters and cousins in the family who followed certain restrictions during the days 
of their menstrual period. Thus most of the time nothing was discussed as regards menstruation and 
whatever that was told was naturally accepted without question. One respondent said that ‘there was 
no point in questioning because all the neighbouring households used to follow the same things as well 
as the ladies in the family’. Another respondent stated that the restrictions to be followed were known 
in the house as ‘rules in the house’. This respondent mentioned that she had to abide by the rules of the 
house.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

‘My mother told me that now you are grown up so you have to do certain work in the house like 
wash vessels, clean the house. My grandmother would say that I should start learning how to cook
because I would be getting married soon. So before I went to my in-laws I had to learn to cook 
otherwise the in-laws might blame our family that I did not know anything and that they did not 
teach me anything’ 

‘My grandmother told it to me nicely. After she told me about menstruation, I carried out the
instruction on my own’  
 
‘I think my grandmother and aunts were a little embarrassed. I got to know things properly only 
when I went back to live with my mother. The things my mother was embarrassed to talk to me
about, she told me to read a book. The instructions that I got were more to do with restrictions. 
They said various things and they did not explain things to me properly. They did not put it so
explicitly. It was a kind of half-truth perhaps and hidden. I would say that things were told to me 
not at all in a rebuking way’  

‘No one instructed anything. We learnt by ourselves by looking at what others did. I used to watch 
my mother and my aunts who did the same things during their period so I also followed what they
did’ 
 
‘My mother and grandmother observed dos and don’ts so we used to observe them and accept the 
things. Nothing was discussed much and we never used to question about why things were done.
We followed suit because all the neighbouring families were also doing so, just like my sister and
my sisters-in-laws’  
 
‘There was no instruction given. Everybody was made to know that these are the rules in the house. 
My elder sister had to follow and so too my mother. So there were no instructions. It was just a
rule and everyone had to follow. So no special instructions were given’ 
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When we compare knowledge and the sources of knowledge between the younger and the older 
generation we observe similarities and differences. We observe from the responses that the sources of 
knowledge across generations were largely similar. However, most of the respondents in the younger 
generation said that sex education in school was also a source of knowledge. In the younger generation 
it is also observed that mothers played an important role in imparting knowledge about menarche in 
comparison to women in the older generation. In the younger generation, instructions were less strict 
as compared to the older generation. Being treated like an untouchable was distinctly absent but some 
of the practices such as not moving around freely in the house, not entering the pooja room still 
persist. In the younger generation we also observe that women were instructed on aspects of personal 
hygiene, which was not found in the responses of the older generation. Amongst the younger 
generation, similar to the older generation, we observe that they too were restricted from going to the 
movies with friends and there were restrictions on mixing around freely with boys. However, other 
types of restrictions such as the type of dress to be worn were not a major issue amongst women in the 
daughter’s generation unlike the older generation.  We observe a difference in the type of advice given 
across generations of mothers and daughters. In the younger generation knowledge in the form of 
advice was given to them mostly by the mother who explained about menarche and why it occurs in a 
woman’s life, unlike in the older generation. We find inter-generational similarities between mothers 
and daughters in the essential knowledge related to information on biological changes when a girl 
attains menarche. However women in the older generation also received other types of essential 
information from their mother and grandmother about how attaining menarche made girls eligible for 
marriage and able to bear children, being a respectable woman and expectations of proper behaviour 
from grown-up girls. In the younger generation we observe that menarche was viewed as a normal 
thing in a girl’s life. None of the younger respondents mentioned being considered as eligible for 
marriage by the elders in the family after they attained their menarche. Most of the women in the older 
generation felt that knowledge acquired about menarche was in the form of half-truths and hidden 
facts. Whilst amongst women in the younger generation they said that when the instructions were not 
properly explained to them, they looked it up themselves in the school books and women’s magazines 
to satisfy their curiosity.  
 
8.2.4 Expected behavioural change 
 
The knowledge and the sources of knowledge led to behavioural change that was expected of the older 
respondents after they attained menarche. Most of these expected behavioural changes were certain 
restrictions imposed on women after they attained menarche, which are similar across generations of 
daughters and mothers. These restrictions were forms of normative behaviour that the respondents had 
to follow after they attained menarche. Some of the expected behavioural changes that arise due to 
restrictions pertained to not entering the pooja room and not visiting the temple during the days of 
menstruation. The other changes were the restricted lifestyle in the form of segregation and idea of 
pollution that the respondents were required to follow in some families. One respondent in the older 
generation said that the reason given to them about the segregated life style and pollution was to 
ensure that the menstruating girl gets rest during the days of her menstruation. Some respondents 
thought of such segregation as the treatment given to untouchables. However, these types of expected 
behavioural changes were to be followed only during the days of menstruation and not on other days.  
 
By comparison, there were other expected behavioural changes in the form of restrictions which were 
required to be followed always once a girl attained her menarche irrespective of the days of her 
menstrual cycle. In the generation of daughters as well as mothers, mostly these were restrictions 
related to meeting, talking and playing with boys.   
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We assumed that the segregated lifestyle and confinement inside the house could cause a disruption in 
school life and that there would be school dropouts in the older generation. However we saw that 
school dropouts and interruption in studies were not common amongst respondents of the older 
generation with the exception of just one woman. She said that it was not only staying indoors that 
made her drop out of school but it was also that her family was arranging for her marriage at the same 
time.  
 
 
 

The younger generation has been more expressive in their views about the expected behavioural 
changes that came about in their lives after they attained menarche due to various restrictions imposed 
on them. The expected behaviour of not staying outside the home after dark often affected favourite 
activities of some of the respondents such as stargazing and swimming.  
 
Apart from the expected behavioural changes due to restrictions both older and younger respondents 
have also mentioned expected behavioural changes resulting from physical changes that come about 
when girls attain menarche like development of breasts, facial and underarm hair. These physical 
changes led to norms in the ways of dressing up such as the type of dress to be worn. Some 
respondents said that they switched from wearing frocks and skirts to wearing half-saree (lengha). 
This was because it is a loose fitting dress and covers the body. However, in their later teens they 
moved away from the half-saree to the normal saree. Women in the younger generation were restricted 
from wearing revealing, tight-fitting and body-hugging clothes.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
These physical changes have also been mentioned as causing physical discomfort and embarrassment. 
Also respondents in the younger and the older generations became largely shy and conscious. Some of 
the physical discomforts mentioned by respondents in the older generation were the usage of 
homemade napkins, which needed to be washed clean. Respondents stated that these discomforts were 
a form of change in their lives and they also talked about devising strategies to overcome some of 
these discomforts. Some of the strategies, which we can observe from the responses below, are 
‘holding the books in front while walking’ and ‘developing a haunch back’. We also observe women 
in the younger generation developing similar strategies to hide their physical changes.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

‘In those days we used to wear half-sarees or lengha. My father would buy frocks but my
grandmother used to scold him saying why are you buying frocks when her breasts are developing.
So let her cover her whole body and go to school. I was restricted from wearing frocks and was 
asked to wear the half saree. It was because it was a loose dress and covered the body. Soon after
in my later teens I began wearing the saree’. 

‘I did not go to school anymore after I began having my period. My parents were also looking for a
groom for me. I was asked to be at home and learn how to do household work’ 

‘I was not allowed to speak to outsider, especially if they were men. And not even the labourers
who came to work on the farm. It was a very restricted environment for me’ 
 
‘After I began having my period I was not allowed to go out of my house and was asked to stay 
inside the house only. The elders in the family were afraid that some guy would harm me so I was
asked to stay indoors’ 
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8.2.5 Perceived Role change 
The societal expectations of role change required women to be shy, and conscious, as menarche was 
an indication that the girl was ready for marriage. However these expected role changes are revealed 
to be largely dependent on the respondents’ family type and family background. In this subsection we 
focus on the perceived role changes of the respondents after they attained menarche. The perceived 
role changes can be categorised into three types. They are role change perceived by the respondent 
herself, perceived role change for her parents and perceived role change for others.   
 
Role change perceived by respondent 
 
Some of the older respondents considered themselves, after attaining menarche, as grown up and were 
thus required to act and behave in a mature way. For another respondent she had become shy. She also 
mentioned that in those days girls were appreciated if they were shy.  
 

 

 

All respondents mentioned that the pain and physical discomfort associated with menstruation affected 
them personally. They were in the form of stomach, back and leg aches that some of them had before 
every menstrual period.  
 
 

 

Attaining menarche was also a sign of growing up as it brought about maturity for some respondents, 
which prevented them for being close to their father. One respondent who wanted to continue studying 
was withdrawn from school and attaining menarche for her parents meant that she was ready to be 
married off.  
 

 

 

 

 

For another respondent she changed from a vivacious and vibrant person to a subdued and covert 
person. She felt that she was affected psychologically because of the physical and emotional changes 
as well as the restrictions that were imposed on her after she attained menarche.  
 

‘My parents could not afford to buy the sanitary napkins so we used cloths. Using cloths meant we
had to wash them and keep them clean. That was a little tough. It was quite embarrassing to walk,
as we did not have proper undergarments to hold the clothes properly. When my breasts started
enlarging I used to feel shy and used to hold my books in front when I walked’ 
 
‘Physical changes did come about which made a lot of difference. Then I started getting conscious
about myself. I attended a co-ed school and I used to feel a little embarrassed about so many 
things. So I developed a haunch back trying to cover up the fact that my breasts began to show’ 

‘I was grown up and so I had to act and behave like a grown up. I was also matured’  
 
‘In those days the girls were appreciated if they were shy so it was natural for girls to be shy then’ 

‘I did not like the pain in my stomach, back and legs pain, which I had before every period. I also
used to feel tired and thus found it a nuisance and I was very much irritated by it’ 

‘My periods were a sign of growing up. I was matured, shy and conscious. I could not be so free 
with my father anymore’ 
 
‘I had a lot of desire to study further. But as I was the eldest daughter in the family and when I
matured at the age of 14 my parents discontinued my studies and I was forced to marry. If I had 
not been married off then I would have continued my studies’ 
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The perceived role changes in the lives of the respondents were not always taken for granted. Some 
respondents talked about some emotional conflicts and arguements with their mother while one 
respondent stated that she just followed the examples of her elder cousins and sisters who were her 
role models.  
 
Being shy was also a perceived role change for the respondents in the younger generation. In the older 
generation, respondents associate their attaining menarche to physical pain and discomfort, which 
have affected them personally. By comparison women in the younger generation perceived their role 
change as being more feminine and entertaining thoughts about marriage and becoming a mother. 
Other perceived changes were having crushes and being infatuated with guys and being unable to 
balance the physical and emotional changes.  
 
Perceived role change for parents 
 
Some of the older respondents mentioned that their parents considered them as mature and grown up 
after they attained menarche.  So the perceived role change that the respondents had for their parents 
were more to do with taking up family responsibilities such as helping their mother in the house work 
and kitchen and learning to cook. As one respondent put it: 
 

 

 

 
For some respondents the perceived role changes for the parents came about in their realisation that 
they should prepare their daughter for marriage. Attaining menarche in those days was an indication to 
get the girl married off soon. Some of the respondents said that the groom hunt for them began as soon 
as they attained menarche and one respondent said that she had to discontinue her studies as her 
parents considered her to be of a marriageable age.  
 

 

 

 

 

However in some families, education of the girl was given priority and not their marriage. For such 
respondents their school career was not affected. A perceived role change for the parents was their 
assumption of responsibilities in the family as an elder daughter while one respondent stated that about 
taking care of the elderly was a change in her role as her perceived role change for her parents.  
 
 
 
 

 

I just accepted the restrictions that were imposed on me. I was a very vibrant and effusive kind of
person but after my first period I think I became subdued and kind of covert. Psychologically I 
must have been affected a lot.  

‘It means a matured girl, it means a girl who is ready to be married off. My parents did not think of
marrying me away immediately as I did my highest education till SSLC. But it was ready to be 
married off, as I was a big girl after I had my periods. So I learnt some of the household work like
helping mother in the kitchen, learning to cook and all such things’ 

‘My mother began saying that I was no longer a girl and that I was ready to get married. So as 
soon as I began my period my mother and my grandmother started telling friends to look for a
good, educated boy for me’ 
 
‘I already felt that I was mature. I was looked at as a girl ready for marriage. My parents started
looking for a match for me and I left school’  
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Perceived role changes for parents differed with the family background and place of residence as has 
been mentioned by some of the respondents. It differed between joint families and nuclear families 
and between friends or cousins staying in the villages and those that stayed in the towns and the cities. 
In joint families the perceived role changes were more about taking care of the elderly and less about 
helping out with house work. Those that lived in the villages the perceived role change for their 
parents was regarding their daughter as being ready for marriage and thus they were often not allowed 
to study further. As one respondent recounted: 
 

 

 

Across generations of mothers and daughters, older respondents perceived of their role change for 
their parents as being a grown up and mature after they attained menarche. However, amongst the 
younger generation we observe that respondents make a clear distinction of their perceived role 
change for their parents as a changeover from girlhood to womanhood and girlhood to adulthood. The 
younger respondents also discuss about gendered roles of adulthood as a perceived role change for 
parents, which has not been mentioned by women in the older generation.  
 
Perceived role change for others 
 
The others here include everyone who is not a part of the family. Most of the older respondents 
mentioned that because of the physical changes taking place they had begun to look older and mature 
compared to their pre-menarchal days. Due to the physical changes guys in their co-ed school and men 
in the street used to pass comments and make fun of them very often. The respondents mentioned a 
change in the way men looked at them due to the physical changes.   
 

 

 

 

 
Some respondents have mentioned that in family gatherings, elders used to tease them often about 
being eligible for marriage. The respondents had also begun to get conscious of their looks and there 
ways of dressing. As this respondent revealed: 
 

 

 

‘I was given the freedom to continue with my studies to graduation. So the search for a groom for
me began only when I was 20 years old’ 
 
‘Being the eldest in my family I always had this kind of responsibility. My father always told me 
that I was both his son and his daughter. He used to send me out to work and get things. I also
used to do small errands for my mother in the kitchen’ 
 
‘There was no change of role except that I had the responsibility to take care of elders. It came 
naturally as we were in a nuclear family’ 

‘For some of my friends and cousins in the village, after they had their periods and as soon as they
found the right person they got married. They were not allowed to study further and so they got
married early’ 

‘Grandparents started looking at me as a girl who is now ready for marriage. I became conscious
of dresses and also my looks. Elders began teasing me saying that I was ready for marriage’. 

‘Guys were commenting, people started looking at me in a different way. Those days I used to be
very beautiful. So I would make heads turn when I walked by’ 
 
‘Girls grow up once they start menstruating. I suppose people do know. Because of the physical 
changes people would view us differently’ 
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Across generations of mothers and daughters, most of them said that because of their physical changes 
they had begun to look older and mature. The respondents mentioned a change in the way men began 
to look at them due to the physical changes. Respondents in the younger generation also talked about 
going out on dates with boys.  
 

8.2.6 Perceived gains of the event  
 
In both younger and older generations the ample amount of rest with special diet, care and attention 
during the days of the menstrual period were perceived gains. For the older generation their restricted 
and segregated lifestyle enabled them to rest which was in the form of sleeping a lot and not 
participating in the household chores.  
 

 

 

Some respondents found the event of menarche to be an advantage because it signalled their transition 
from childhood. They also said that this event had made them eligible for marriage which was 
perceived as a gain in itself.  
 

 

 
In the younger generation menarche was related more to adulthood status in life than girls’ eligibility 
for marriage. Some of these respondents felt their attaining menarche brought about a closer 
relationship with their mother by facilitating discussion about issues on menstruation and clarifying 
doubts about it, which did not take place earlier. Some of the younger respondents also considered 
their knowledge about reproductive system and reproductive development as an advantage after they 
attained menarche.  
 
In both mothers’ and daughters’ generations in our study, respondents viewed physical discomforts 
such as stomach ache, pain in the legs and backache during the menstrual days as disadvantages. 
Restricted lifestyle and loss of freedom were some of the other disadvantages. In the older generation 
value-loaded words such as ‘nuisance’ have been used to term some of the physical discomforts faced. 
Scheduling journeys, trips and outings on the days of the menstrual period was also considered 
disadvantageous.  
 

 

 

 

 
Table 8.1 and 8.2 gives us a summary of the differences and similarities in perceptions, in the event of 
menarche across generations of mothers and daughters respectively.   
 
 
 
 
 
 

‘There was a lot of rest which I got when I sat in a separate room. Otherwise I was asked to go out 
and get things, wash clothes, sweep and swab, roll chapathis for the whole family. I used to like the
rest that I got during the days of my periods’ 

‘I knew that my childhood was over and from then on I had to behave like a grown-up. I knew that 
after some time I would get married which was a nice thing’. 

‘It was a nuisance I would say’. 
 
‘I would feel uncomfortable during the few days and had to worry about travelling and other 
things. If my period was due I had to plan ahead. I would carry some protection or wear the
sanitary cloth and go. Sometimes I used to avoid visits like going to the temple’. 
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Table 8.1 Summary of differences in perceptions across generations of mothers and daughters 
about the event of menarche 
Mothers’ Generation Daughters’ Generation 
Perceived their mental maturity to have helped 
in coping with the physical discomforts 
 
 
Cloth was mostly used as a protection during 
the days of the menstrual period 
 
Knowledge regarding menstruation was mostly 
obtained from books 
 
Mothers were less involved in imparting 
knowledge about menarche 
 
Ceremonies were performed to celebrate the 
event which stressed a ‘rite de passage’ 
 
Girls were considered eligible for marriage, 
sometimes this led to disruption of their 
education 
 
Restrictions regarding pollution were strictly 
followed 
 
Change in clothes to be worn by girls after they 
attained menarche which was from frocks to 
half-sarees 
 
Girls after menarche were considered ‘big’ and 
‘grown-up’ who should be married off soon 
 
Knowledge about menarche was transmitted 
mostly in the form of hidden-facts and half-
truths 
 
Girls were begun to be prepared for marriage 
with the occurrence of this event 
 
Most of the expected behavioural change was 
normative 
 
Most of the respondents mentioned that they 
accepted the restrictions imposed on them 
unquestioningly as everyone followed suit 
 
Perceived gain of the event of menarche was 
happiness about getting married soon after 

 

Perceived their mental maturity to have 
prepared them mentally to accept the event of 
menarche  
 
 
Sanitary napkin was used as a protection during 
the days of the menstrual period 
 
Sex education in school was an important 
source of knowledge 
 
Greater role of mothers in imparting 
knowledge about menarche  
 
There were no ceremonies but some 
respondents received special gifts  
 
Women were allowed to pursue higher 
education irrespective of attaining menarche 
 
 
Restrictions regarding pollution were less strict 
 
There were no restrictions in the types of 
clothes to be worn after the girls attained 
menarche 
 
Girls perceived a change from girlhood to 
adulthood and womanhood after the event of 
menarche 
 
Greater interaction and discussion about 
menstruation and the menstrual cycle provided 
more knowledge  
 
The event was considered as a normal thing 
 
 
Expected behavioural change was less 
standardized 
 
Women mentioned being rebellious and often 
argued about the restrictions imposed on them 
 
Perceived gain of the event of menarche was 
related more to adulthood status so that as 
young adults they could do many more things 
than before  
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Table 8.2 Summary of similarities in perceptions across generations of mothers and daughters in 
the event of menarche  

Similarities across generations of mothers and daughters  
- Those respondents who did not have the ceremony attributed it to their progressive  
family background 
-  Special care and special diet during the days of the menstrual period 
-  Limitations like not talking to boys 
-  Information on personal hygiene 
-  Essential knowledge after menarche such as biological changes similar across  generations 
-  Perceived role change for others e.g. boys was similar across generations  
- The advent of menarche enriched relationship of the respondents with their mother across 
generations 
- Physical discomfort during the menstrual period was perceived as a disadvantage across 
generations 
- Restricted lifestyle and loss of freedom with the event of menarche was another perceived 
disadvantage of the event across generations 
 
8.3 Marriage: union formation behaviour 
 
The next event that we focus on is the event of marriage which marks the beginning of union 
formation behaviour.  
 
8.3.1 Perceived timing of the event 
 
In the older generation those respondents whose age at marriage was between ages 22 and 25 viewed 
their age at marriage as a right age for them to marry. They also considered such ages as ideal ages for 
girls to marry. One reason for such a perception was because friends and members of the peer group 
also got married at similar ages. At such ages women also considered themselves as being physically 
and mentally ready marriage. They also considered themselves as being capable of shouldering 
responsibilities of the household, husband and children at these ages. One respondent also suggested 
that her mental maturity enabled her to choose her life partner.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Another respondent associated freedom with marriage in comparison to the time before she was 
married. Thus she perceived her age of 25 at the time of marriage as a right age that facilitated her to 
enjoy her newfound freedom. 
 
 
 
 
From most of the responses it was evident that women in the older generation were neither allowed to 
pursue higher studies nor have a working career. The commonness of the situation was expressed as 
such:  
 

‘At the age of 24 my friends also got married during that time only. I had developed physically and 
mentally. I was ready to get married and take the responsibility of looking after husband and
children’ 
 
‘From age 22 onward, I was mentally mature. So I was also mature to choose my life partner’ 

‘At that age (25 years) you can be free. I had the freedom, which I did not have before marriage. 
So my marriage at that age was a nice thing as I could enjoy my freedom’.  
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Older respondents said that they were not allowed to pursue higher education and work. Thus marriage 
was considered to be the only alternative for these women of marriageable ages. Some of the 
respondents found marriage to be the best option.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
We observe that some respondents were stopped from pursuing higher education while others were 
not. Those respondents who were allowed to pursue higher education could decide their age at 
marriage. We observe this trend to be applicable to only a handful of respondents in the interview 
sample. These respondents decided when they should marry and as such saw their age as a right age. 
Some of the responses were:  
 
 
 
 
 
 

The opportunity to complete a particular level of higher education and work for sometime before 
getting married was seen as an advantage for some women. Thus they considered their age at marriage 
a right age. These same respondents also pointed out that their socialisation kept the idea of marriage 
alive, which indicates that marriage was a necessity in spite of women’s higher education.  
 

 

Here we observe two different dynamics occurring at the same time. On the one hand women reveal 
their preference about the timing of marriage while on the other hand the event of marriage was not 
something to be forgone totally. However, being employed was not viewed in a favourable light by 
society at large.  
 

 

Another category of respondents are those women who consider their age at marriage as a late age. 
Their age at marriage was 28 years, which was solely their own decision. For some respondents the 
late age of marriage was attributed to their position as the eldest sibling in the household and hence 
they were required to carry out familial responsibilities of contributing to the family income by 
working prior to marriage. This indirectly delayed the respondent’s age at marriage.  
 
 
 

 

Another respondent compares herself to her friends who got married immediately after completing 
their college education while she married much later. Hence she considers her age at marriage at 28 to 
be a late age.  
 

‘It was not so natural to be high educated and it was not natural for women to work’. 

‘I did not want to get married early. I saw my sister suffer after her marriage. I thought that I
would complete my studies, look after myself, do what I want to and then get married’ 
 
‘I had aimed for post-graduation and that I did before I got married’ 

‘During those days it was not so natural to be highly educated and it was also not natural for 
women to work. Hence most of the education is over by the age of 24 and if women are not allowed
to work then I think marrying is the best option. I also think that at the age of 24 the mental 
maturity is also there to marry and be in charge of a household’.  

‘I think my age of 28 years at marriage was a trifle late. I took this as a conscious decision for 
various reasons. I am the eldest in my family and my father had retired, so for a few years I wanted
to help them financially at least while my other younger siblings were getting settled’  

‘We were socialised to not forget marriage altogether’ 

‘During those days only widows or women in financial trouble used to work’ 
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A third group of respondents consists of women who were married at the ages of 18 and 19. These 
women viewed their age at marriage as an early age as they considered themselves too young and 
lacking knowledge of people and life in general. These women also expressed their wish to pursue 
higher education, meet and interact with different people which was cut short by the event of marriage 
in their lives.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
One respondent said that she was frustrated about her early age at marriage:  
 
 
 
 
 
We also observe that some perceptions on the timing of marriage have changed with the passage of 
time. Some of the responses below illustrate this point:  
  
 
 
 
 
These respondents referred to two perspectives of time. One was how they viewed their age at 
marriage while the other was a comparison with the present time.   
 
Change across generations is observable when we compare this older generation of women with that 
of the younger generations as described in chapters 6 and 7. While respondents in the older generation 
perceived ages between 22 and 25 as a right age to marry, respondents in the younger generation 
perceived ages 24 to 26 as right for marriage as well as the ideal ages. However, the younger 
respondents perceived the age of 22 as an early age for girls to be married. Opinions about the right 
age for marriage differ across generations. Whilst in the younger generation it was related to emotional 
maturity and ability to make adjustments and compromises, in the older generation it was related to 
maturity in selecting their life partner from their parents “shortlist” of potential husbands.   
 
8.3.2 Marriage matchmaking 
 
Generally the parents of the respondents arranged the match. For some respondents their grandmother 
arranged the marriage match for them. Girls were considered to be ready for marriage by the age of 
17. Hence the search for a suitable man would be initiated around the age of 17 or 18. In most cases 
the search took place 1 year to 4 years before the actual wedding took place.  
 
 
 
 
 

‘What else to do, they did not send us to school or college. If I were an earning member in my
house then I would not have married. I never liked to sit and waste my time. So I agreed to
marriage’ 

‘Because 18 is just so young an age. At that age one does not know anything about life. That time I
used to spend all my time studying. So I thought at least after 2-3 years it would be nice because I 
would then study in college and would meet so many different people. I thought that I would have a 
little more knowledge about things. So it was an early age for me to get married’ 

‘I had completed college and married much later. Generally my friends and girls in those times 
married after college but it was not so in my case’.  

‘Now it is too early. Then it was alright to marry at the age of 19’ 
 
‘In those days it was ok to marry at the age of 22. But for girls now I think it is a little early’ 

‘My grandmother started looking for a groom for me after my first PUC, which was my pre-
university. I was then 17 years old. They told so many people, if you find any suitable boy then us 
know’ 



Higher Education and the Reproductive Life Course 

 262 

Horoscope matching was an important requirement in most of the arranged marriages. 
 
 
 
 
In the matchmaking process the information about the eligible man was given to outsiders as well as 
members of the family. But the information given by family members was considered to be more 
reliable. Prior knowledge and interaction with the groom’s family and the groom were important.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
After the selected proposals were shown to the respondents they had the liberty to either reject or 
accept the proposal. Sometimes the respondents were rejected and sometimes they rejected the 
proposals when they did not like the man or his family background.  
 
 
 
 
In arranged matches the first step involved the parents and other elders in the household approve the 
potential candidate according to the stated criteria by the woman herself. After this the man along with 
his family came to see the prospective bride. In some cases matching the horoscope took place before 
the family saw the girl and sometimes it was at a later stage after the selection. The girl and boy also 
saw each other before the match would be fixed. One respondent mentioned that it was considered less 
important for the woman to see the man whom she would be marrying to while it was very important 
for the man to see the woman whom he would be marrying. Only after both the families approved of 
match was the marriage fixed.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Usually the girl and the boy would hardly interact before getting married. Most of the respondents 
whose marriage was arranged mentioned that they had met their husband only once before marriage.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Respondents who selected their husband themselves did not have to go through the stages which 
respondents in arranged marriages underwent. However family approval was an important thing. 

‘It was my husband’s brother who came to know of me. Then they came and asked my grandmother
and then they saw the horoscopes. The horoscopes matched and then their family members and my
husband came to see me. They liked me and the wedding date was fixed’.  
 
‘During those days the girl and the boy used to see each other before the marriage was fixed. It
didn’t matter whether we saw the boy we see or not. It is the girl that they have to see. It is a
custom that the girl must be seen. They were very particular in seeing the girl, her family 
background, horoscopes and all that. Then the marriage takes place’.  

‘He came to see me and that was the only time that we met each other’.  
 
‘In the time since my engagement I did not talk to him. Also after 2 months I even forgot his face. I 
met him again on the day of our wedding’ 

‘I used to reject when I saw a guy whom I did not like or if I did not like his family situation.
Sometimes I would be rejected as well’ 

‘We knew their family. My uncle’s wife was his sister. So all of them had seen me and my family
knew him’ 
 
‘My grandmother told my father that he was a good match and if we rejected this match then
maybe I would not get someone as good match as this ’ 

‘Horoscopes were compared. After they matched my husband and his family members came to see
me’ 
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Irrespective of whether the respondents selected their husband themselves, the groom hunt was 
inevitable.  
 
 
 
 
 
Having a similar profession and fewer restrictions imposed by the family to mix with members of the 
opposite sex were facilitating factors in respondents’ own selection off their partner. The following 
respondent reveals how she met her husband: 
 
 
 
 
 
Change across generations is observed in the prevalence of love marriages wherein respondents 
themselves selected their marriage partner. It was much less in the older generation in comparison to 
the younger generation. In the older generation girls in most of the cases said that they were 
considered ready for marriage by the age of 17. Hence the search for a suitable man would be initiated 
around age 17 or 18. In the younger generation this took place on an average between 6 months to 2 
years later. Amongst women in the older generation horoscope matching was an important 
requirement in most of the matchmaking, while this was not so predominant amongst respondents in 
the younger generation.  
 
8.3.3 Required criteria 
 
In the following paragraphs we focus on the criteria required in the man whom the older respondents 
wanted to marry from the respondents’ own perspective. As most of the marriages were arranged 
marriages, thus the selection of eligible men proceeded with a set of criteria in mind. Most of the 
respondents revealed that they did not set any criteria for the man whom they wanted to marry. So 
they never mentioned any criteria to the parents and other elders in the family when the groom hunt 
began. This was largely because of the normative behaviour of giving the parents and elders the upper 
hand in the selection of an eligible man.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
As parents selected the eligible man for their daughter, in most of the cases the most important 
criterion for them was that the person should have a secure and a decent job. Men in government jobs 
for example bank employees and engineers fitted the criteria. Other common criteria that were sought 
were men who resided in the city, men from a nuclear family with a good family and economic 
background. Caste membership was another criterion that was strictly followed and men with physical 
disability were not considered eligible.  
 

‘They started looking for a groom for me because some aunt came up with a match right from the
age of 20 onward. But it was not serious. I too was actively opposed and nothing clicked. And 
finally at the age of 25 when I met my husband-to-be, I firmly put my feet down and did not want to 
meet anyone else’  

‘My husband and I met at IISc. I was working there at that time and he was a PhD student. Nobody
in my family ever restricted my movements with the members of the opposite sex. Then we got
closer and after a while we decided to get married’ 

‘No, I did not have any criteria. During my time girls never used to tell their criteria. Making your
own criteria known was just not done. Whatever their parents or grandparents see and think that is 
alright. The girls also agreed to it. We were just asked to consider the man’s apprearance and that
was all. So I saw him once and the next time I saw him was at our wedding’ 
 
‘During my time I did not have any sort of criteria for my parents about the man whom I wanted to
marry. Parents saw him first and if they liked him then they arranged a meeting’ 
 
‘No, I did not tell my parents anything. I did not know how to select. So I left it to my parents to 
select as I felt that what they would select would be proper and good’ 
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Some respondents also stated that their parents and grandmother had a strong preference for men who 
were educated. Well-educated men were scarce in those days, as revealed by some of the respondents.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
However some respondents indicated that they did have a set of criteria which they wanted in their 
husband. They said that these criteria were communicated to their parents before they began searching 
for an eligible man. For these women the foremost criterion was that he should have a good job. Men 
with government jobs were preferred.  
 
 
 
 
 
Being from a good economic background, educated and having a good job were the other criteria. 
Women also communicated their dislikes about the man whom they would not want to marry.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Differences between the two generations can be observed as all respondents in the younger generation 
made their criteria known to their parents before the search for the eligible man began. Most of the 
older respondents revealed that they did not mention any criteria about the man whom they wanted to 
marry at the beginning of the search. This was largely because of the prevailing normative behaviour 
of giving the parents and elders the upper hand in the selection of an eligible man. Women in the 
younger generation generally found that emotional qualities were important criteria in the man whom 
they wanted to marry in addition to preference for men with secure jobs.  
 
 
 
 

‘The groom should be educated that was what my grandmother was looking for. This man was
educated and at that time it was very difficult to get educated men with a good job. He was at that 
time in the bank as a probationary officer. So my grandmother said that if I wanted to study later I
could but that I should marry now’ 
 
‘My parents themselves had some criteria for the man whom I should marry. They wanted him to
have a good job and to be educated. Few men were educated in those days. As no proper match
came, I continued studying while the groom hunt was going on for me. So I was educated by the
time I got married’ 

‘My parents were looking for a person with a decent job and they were against getting me married
into a joint family. That the man should be of our caste was important’ 
 
‘My parents wanted me to be married off in the city only and also to get me married into a nuclear
family. So this match had all the things that my parents wanted and thus the match was fixed’ 
 
‘My parents saw some physical disability in one person who was selected. So they were not 
interested in him. I did not even see him’ 

‘My criterion was that the man should have a government job as it gave more security. So I told my 
father to look for government employees only’ 

‘He should not be in the military but commercially established. He should be from a good
economic background. I did not want a man who drank and went to clubs’ 
 
‘I told my parents I would marry a man who had a good job and better educated than me’  
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8.3.4 Ceremony: initiation to mark the transition 
 
All respondents had fond memories of their wedding ceremony. Most of them said that the ceremony 
was a traditional Hindu wedding ceremony lasting for three days. Hindu marriages followed the Vedic 
rites according to the customs and the traditions specific to people of different castes and subcastes. 
Wedding customs also differed across different regions of India.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
On the other hand, there were other respondents who said that their wedding ceremony was a simple 
Hindu marriage. In comparison to other weddings that were lavish and grand, for some respondents 
their wedding was a simple one lasting for a day. They also indicate that the ceremony was simple and 
detailed rituals and customs were not followed. However Hindu marriage with Vedic rites was a 
common thing followed by everyone. In comparison respondents in the younger generation did not 
give much information or elaborate about their marriage ceremony. We also observe from the 
responses that fewer customs and rituals were followed by the younger generation and registration of 
marriage is as important as the social marriage amongst this generation. 
 
8.3.5 Feelings about being married 
 
Here we shall discuss about how the respondents felt after being married, as marriage is an important 
event in the lives of women. From the sections above we already get a picture of how restricted some 
of the women were after they attained menarche. They revealed that they were neither allowed to 
pursue higher studies nor were they allowed to have a working career. They also mentioned that 
marriage for them was the only option without any alternatives. Hence it is interesting to focus on their 
feelings about being married when marriage was their only option.  
 
The importance of the event of marriage in a woman’s life is revealed by the following response from 
a woman belonging to the older generation. According to this respondent if a girl of marriageable age 
was not married then people around her would think that the girl has some problems because of which 
her marriage proposal was rejected by eligible men. Thus these girls would not go out of the house 
much.  
 
 
 
 
While happiness at being married was one of the predominant feelings amongst almost all the 
respondents in the older generation, feelings of relief, belonging to the husband and security were the 
predominant feelings amongst women in the younger generation. Happiness was mentioned by some 
older respondents as a ‘natural feeling’, while some of them felt happy at the prospect of beginning a 
new life. Some of them perceived themselves as being the responsibility of their parents hence being 
married reduced to a great extent the responsibilities of the parents and that made the women happy.  
 
 

‘The ceremony was a three-day affair. It was an elaborate ceremony with many customs and 
traditions to follow. Many people were invited and it was very nice. The important things were 
tying the mangalsutra and the sindoor (vermillion). But before this and after this there were so
many things that now if I sit and think were so very useless’.  
 
‘The ceremony was a lavish one. It was a traditional vedic ceremony. The homa, saptapadi, tying 
the talli and the kanyadaan. All the customs and traditions followed were very elaborate. There
were more rituals. It was a big marriage party that lasted for a week’.  

‘Sometimes marriage proposals of some girls were rejected many times. Thus if a girl was not 
married she never used to go out much in those days. Parents also felt bad, as their daughter was
not married. They feel very lowly’ 
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Some respondents also experienced relief and mental security about being married in comparison to 
women who were not married.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Some respondents in both generations shared feelings of fear and apprehension because of little 
interaction with their husband after their match was fixed. Some of the older respondents also 
described their bad impression of city men as being a cause of the fear.  
 
 
 
 
   
 
 
Some respondents also began feeling important that they were called the ‘lady of the house’ and that 
the house was their ‘domain’. 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
8.3.6 Knowledge and its sources  
 
Most of the respondents indicated that their mother was the most important source of knowledge as 
regards the dos and don’ts expected of a married woman. In addition to the mothers, mothers-in-law 
and grandmother were also the sources of knowledge. Hence the type of knowledge differed with the 
respondent’s closeness to the abovementioned sources of knowledge. Mothers were the closest in 
affinity and their instructions were on a personal level as regards adjustments and compromises to be 
made, behaviour etiquette with husband and in-laws.  
 
 
 
 
 

‘I was happy and naturally for any girl I think marriage makes her happy’ 
 
‘I was excited and very happy. It is natural for a girl to be happy when she is getting married’ 
 
‘I was happy and there was only happiness. Ya, moreover my parents’ responsibility also in a way
went away. So I was happy’ 

‘I felt mentally secure now that I have someone for a lifetime’ 
 
‘Good I suppose. Because we both liked each other and certainly we both liked being together. In
spite of the small problems we had we really were not bothered. It was great fun being together
and it was a big relief as well being married. I was married at the age of 28, which was late, by the 
standards those days. So I used to hear a lot of comments from relatives and others. Even my
parents used to hearabout them. It became quiet after I got married’ 

‘I was very apprehensive at first. I had met him just once before and then there were all these 
horrible stories of city men who drink and beat up their wives. So I was a little worried’ 
 
‘I was so scared about what will happen in my life later. I sat in fear thinking about my future’ 

‘It was nice to be the lady of the house, making rules in the house, arranging things in the house. I 
felt so important’ 
 
‘After marriage I always had to wear the saree and sometimes when his sisters and brothers would
come over I had to be at my best, cook food, keep the house clean and also do elaborate puja. My 
husband did not help me in any of the kitchen activities. So I was responsible for everything’ 
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The need to keep up the family name was an important instruction given by mothers to their married 
daughters. Sometimes it was indirectly conveyed in the form of ‘try to adjust as much as possible’ and 
other behavioural codes of conduct, while at other times the insttuction was explicit: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Some respondents considered the knowledge as regards the dos and the don’ts to be followed as 
instructions while some considered them to be advice. The following respondent considered the 
instructions from her mother as ‘advice of the olden days’.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
In addition to mothers being the source of knowledge some respondents said that they were instructed 
by their grandmother. Respondents also mentioned that they were not as close to their grandmothers as 
they were to their mother. This is also indicated by words such as ‘less communication’ and ‘less 
interaction’. Hence due to less interaction and communication the instructions about the dos and don’t 
expected of a married woman were also minimal in comparison to the instructions received from 
mother.  
 
 
 
 
 
Respondents also reported that their mother-in-law gave instructions. These were largely instructions 
based on codes of conduct and adaptation to the lifestyle in the house of the in-laws. Below is an 
example of an instruction from a mother-in-law to her daughter-in-law (i.e.) the respondent.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
For this respondent maintaining good relations and pleasing everyone constituted the codes of conduct 
whereas instructions pertained to restrictions on a particular type of hairstyle fter marriage.  

‘My mother told me that I should not let down my parents in any way. Some personal things like
when I visited my native place the first time she told me that I should not be together with my 
husband all the time. Other people would not approve’  
 
‘My mother told me to behave well and not to quarrel’ 
 
‘My mother she told me that I should be a good wife to my husband. I should not quarrel and 
should always keep my voice very low. She told me to try and adjust as much as possible as that is
rewarding at the end’ 

‘My mother told me that I should not let down my parents in any way’. 
 
‘She (my mother) told me try to adjust as much as possible as that is rewarding at the end. It will
also show how they have taught me to adjust and compromise’. 

‘My mother has always instructed me. Even today she will always say “try to cope, be nice, don’t
be rude, always try to compromise, don’t do this and don’t do that. As a girl I should be good and 
all that. My mother has never instructed me to rrebel as she still holds the values of the olden days.
So her instructions are the advice of the olden days’ 

‘My grandmother said a few things and that is all. Not much. At that time they never used to talk 
freely so just the minimum was told. That I should listen to whatever my husband says and that I
should look after him’ 

‘My mother-in-law asked me to have good relations with everyone and please everyone. When I 
visited my native place the first time after marriage my in laws also came along with my husband
and me. One day when we planned to visit the mother of my mother in law. That day I had to wear
two plaits. My mother-in-law told me that when I go back to Bangalore I should not make wear my 
hair in two plaits’ 
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Some respondents also said that they were not instructed about the dos and the don’ts but most of it 
was learnt through observing how their elder sisters and sisters-in-law in the house behaved.  
 
 

 

We thus observe that across generations of mothers and daughters, the mother has been an important 
source of knowledge explaining the dos and the don’ts expected of a married woman. However we 
observe a difference in the type of knowledge received from mother across the generation. Some of 
the young respondents mentioned that their mother discussed with them and imparted information on 
sex and sexual relationship with their husband after their marriage was fixed. However they have also 
said that this type of information was not a detailed in nature. Most of the other knowledge in the form 
of instructions, advice and information was similar in both the older and younger generations.  
 
8.3.7 Expected behavioural change 
 
In response to the question ‘what changes came about in your life after you were married?’, 
behavioural changes are amongst the most relevant changes. The expected behavioural changes are 
revealed in the respondents’ comparison of their life before and after marriage such as: 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Expected behavioural changes are those changes that follow naturally when a woman makes her 
transition from unmarried to married status. Some of the expected behavioural changes after being 
married were the duties of a daughter-in-law, shouldering domestic responsibilities, managing home 
and finance of the household. Some of the expected behavioural changes were elaborated in the 
following way:  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
We observe a similarity in the abovementioned expected behavioural changes when we compare the 
older generations with that of the younger ones. The older women perceived these behavioural 
changes to be a natural course of transition for married women moving from the status of singlehood 
to marriage. Most of these older women described their transition to a married status with words such 
as ‘feeling important’, ‘being the lady of the house’ and considering the house as their ‘domain’.  
 
The younger respondents have stated explicitly that the expected behavioural change after marriage 
depended on whether or not they stayed with their in-laws. For those who stayed with their in-laws, 

‘There were no instructions. Generally I observed what my elder sister and sisters-in-law who 
came into my family did. I learnt from them’.  

‘Not much had changed. But when compared to the time when I was not married yes life had 
changed. I had begun being responsible and taking responsibilities, cooking, looking after my
husband’.  
 
‘I became a little more responsible because I had to look after the house, look after my husband, do 
the cooking and shopping. At first I did not know anything because I never helped in the kitchen or
with any household work in my grandmother’s house’. 

‘As a daughter-in-law whenever I visited my in-laws I used to do housework and assist my mother-
in-law’ 
 
‘There were changes in the form of managing my own house, my own finances. In addition to this I
had to manage a house and a family taking on the responsibilities of a married woman’ 
 
‘Responsibility as a daughter- in- law’ 
 
‘Taking care of the house, shouldering domestic responsibilities’ 
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the expected behavioural change had much to do with making adjustments and shouldering 
responsibilities as a daughter-in-law. For those who did not work at the time they were married change 
for them meant being emotionally and financially dependent on their husbands.  
 
Thus in comparison to the expected behavioural changes that followed naturally, some of the older 
women found that there were other changes which they did not expect in the least after their marriage. 
This was partly due to the social and cultural norms prevalent during those times. Some of these were 
husband’s encouragement to continue with higher studies and take on a job, husband sharing the 
household work which gave the wife more freedom after marriage.  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
8.3.8 Perceived role change  
 
Role change perceived by respondent 
 
The perceived role change that the respondents themselves experienced because of the event of 
marriage in the older and younger generations was predominantly that of assuming the role of a wife. 
Older respondents commonly described their role in terms of the various duties of a wife such as 
taking care of the household and looking after one’s husband, summarised in the following way: 
  
 
 
 
 
 
Respondents considered themselves as mature and capable due to which they were able to shoulder 
responsibilities and carry on the duties of a wife. Thus these respondents considered their transition to 
a married status as a big transition.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Some of the older respondents also found marriage to be a liberating experience and they perceived a 
change in that they became free and independent after being married.  
 
 
 
 

‘Well for one thing my husband gave me even more freedom than was possible with my dad. So I
was certainly free to do what I wanted and live as I wished’  
 
‘There were a lot of changes. I really felt liberated because I never knew of this kind of 
independence in life’ 
 
‘I continued to study and my husband shared the household work with me. It was of great help
because I started to work’ 

‘I felt more responsibility. At that time my brother-in-law also stayed with us so I had to look after both 
my husband and his brother. I used to get up in the morning then cook for the whole family and also
pack tiffin for my husband and my brother-in-law. Then after coming back home, from work I used to 
cook the dinner’ 

‘I was more mature, talked properly and politely, unlike before marriage when I used to laugh and
joke a lot’ 
 
‘Marriage brought about more maturity in me than when I began menstruating’ 
 
‘Marriage taught me to take on responsibilities. Manage the household and doing everything in the 
house myself made me confident as well’ 
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Another respondent summarised her liberating experience of being married in the following way: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Similarly some respondents spoke about their role change when they got married. They became a 
companion for their husband. These respondents also said that they were allowed freedom outside the 
house. For one respondent, she found that although she was allowed freedom outside the house, her 
freedom was very much restricted within the house. She described her dual role change after her 
marriage in the following way: 
 
 
 
 
 
Most of the other respondents also said that they experienced companionship of the husband after 
marriage, which is similar to the younger women’s perceived role change for themselves after 
marriage. These were having to make adjustments and compromises after marriage such as managing 
the house and going out to work at the same time. Both older and younger respondents stated that they 
were not used to managing household work before marriage and thus managing the house and going 
out to work were a big role transition for them.  
 
Amongst the younger generation making adjustments and compromises in married life was a 
perceived role change for themselves. Others found that their perceived role changes from that of an 
unmarried daughter to that of a wife and more responsible adult. As all the respondents in the younger 
generation were working women, they perceived their role change after marriage in terms of 
maintaining the balance between their professional and personal life. We also observe the influence of 
education and working career of women in the younger generation on their own perceived role change. 
Some achieved a compatible relationship with their husband through better communication and 
understanding which they developed as a result of higher education. The influences of higher 
education and working career are also indicated by the equal sharing of responsibilities with the 
husband and getting respect from their husband. Their working career gave them financial 
independence which brings about feelings of being secure, more confident and less dependent on their 
husband.  
 
Perceived role change for parents 
 
For most of the respondents across generations of mothers and daughters, their interaction with parents 
became less after marriage. At times distance between the two places of residence played a role in the 
reduced amount of interaction. Some respondents also said that their visits to parents also suffered a 

‘I became very positive because I went into a nice family. My husband was also very nice. We
travelled a lot together and I could do many of the things which I like. I was free and independent’. 
 
‘There was no restriction on my behaviour or physical movement because my husband was
supportive’. 

‘Marriage opened to me a great new world. I could go out more often than what I used to do
before when I was a student staying with my mother. While I was a student I had to be back home 
by 5:30 andi used to spend the rest of the evening with my family at home. But after marriage we
both went out very often and there was no restriction on the time to get back home. All the
restrictions disappeared. It was a very liberating experience for me’ 

‘It sometimes made me happy as I have a companion in my husband but it is depressing at times. I
work well when I am given freedom outside the house whereas at home my freedom is under
restrictions’ 
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setback and became less in frequency. Both older and younger women have stated that they felt a 
distance in their personal relationship with their parents and siblings mostly due to the large distance 
between the natal home and the marital home. This is how some of the older respondents perceived 
change for their parents: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Respondents perceived a role change for their parents because the former’s role evolved from a 
daughter to a married woman, an observation which was valid across generations. Respondents 
mentioned some of their perceived role change in the following way: being treated as a married lady, a 
responsible person and constantly being advised by their parents to be and act like a mature person.  
 
Some of the older respondents said that their relationship with their mother and other elder female 
members of the family changed after the respondents were married. They felt that they could discuss 
with them about the different aspects of personal relationships such as childbirth and contraceptive 
pills which they could not discuss earlier or were consideredtoo young.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
However across generations of mothers and daughters some of them mentioned that there was no 
change in their perceived role for their parents even after being married. They said that there was no 
difference in the attitude of their parents towards them and they continued to be treated like their 
daughter.  
 
Below is the response from an older respondent indicating her unchanged role as a daughter for her 
parents.  
 
 
 
 
Several younger respondents said that there was no role change for parents after their marriage and 
that they continued to be important members in their natal household as a daughter and participated in 
important family decisions in their natal family.  Some of the younger respondents who stayed close 
by to their parents did not perceive any role change in their parents’ eyes.  
 
One of the older respondents who is from a matriarchal family mentioned that she did not perceive any 
role change for her parents after her marriage largely because of the matriarchal tradition where the 
woman maintains close ties with her mother’s family even after her marriage.   
 
 
 
 

‘Initially I visited them often but later it became less because of the distance between Bombay and
Bangalore. The closeness also somewhat became less’ 
 
‘I became a little aloof in the household matters in my parents’ home. Aloof in the sensethat in the
past they used to ask for my opinion and now since I am away that changes. My involvement in
their matters has also decreased’ 

‘Somethings like discussion about childbirth and conception were normal topics of discussion now
when we all meet for family gatherings’ 
 
‘…we could discuss about contraceptive pills’ 

‘No, nothing changed. My parents saw me as they always did. I used to write letters to them visit
them often and stay with them for some days’ 

‘Not much changed because ours was a matriarchal family. So I used to go to visit my parents very 
often. During my husband’s leave we used to stay with my parents’ 
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Most of the younger respondents perceived a role change for their parents where financial contribution 
was concerned. After marriage they contributed financially to their husband’s family their natal family 
were the recipients before marriage.  
 
Perceived role change for in-laws 
 
The role of a daughter-in-law is one of the predominant perceived role changes for in-laws as 
perceived by both the older and younger respondents. Most of the respondents mentioned that they did 
not live with their in-laws after marriage. Thus during the occasional visits to the in-law’s house, 
respondents indicated that they assisted their mother-in-law in the household activities.  
 
 
 
 
Some of the respondents considered sharing activities in the household with their mother-in-law as 
womanly duties. A respondent perceived a role change for her in-laws as being more ‘womanly’ than 
what she used to be before she was married.  
 
 
 
 
A common thread can be found in the perceived role change for in-laws amongst both the older and 
younger respondents. They said that their role change as a daughter-in-law made them more mature 
and more respectable being a married woman.  As has been indicated by some of the older 
respondents: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The younger respondents suggested that their educational background and working career influenced 
their perceived role change for their in-laws.  They indicated that they were respected by their in-laws 
and consulted for decision making by in-laws. Respondents said that their in-laws considered them to 
be confident and knowledgeable in taking decisions because of their educational background and 
working career. This is observed to be a difference between the older generation of respondents and 
the younger ones in this research. Some of the younger respondents also mentioned that as daughters-
in-law they were expected by their in-laws to attend all family gatherings, religious ceremonies and to 
spend vacations with the in-laws. These respondents often used their workload in the office as an 
excuse to not attend all family gatherings.  
 
Respondents both young and old who stayed with their in-laws after marriage found that they had to 
make adjustments and compromises. One older respondent who had a working career after marriage 
mentioned that due to her in-laws being at home she could enjoy her working career.  
 
 
  
 
 
 
 

‘Marriage was considered important during those times. And people used to give respect more to a
married woman’ 
 
‘I got more respect as a married woman. I was considered as more matured in comparison to the 
times when I was not married’ 

‘I was considered as more womanly like sharing household tasks, discussing about childbirth with 
mother in law. All this was not possible when I was not married’ 

‘When I visited my in-laws I used to help out with housework and assist my mother-in-law in 
household matters’ 

‘As we stayed with my in-laws I had to adapt myself to their habits and tastes. I made a lot of 
adjustments and compromises. I am thus supposed to be a good one. But my mother-in- law being 
at home has enabled me to work’ 
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8.3.9 Perceived gains of the event 
 
Most of the older respondents perceived the independence that they gained from being married as one 
of the most important advantages of being married. This independence according to them was related 
to their uninhibited physical movement to go out alone or with friends and to the movies. The 
opportunity to move around freely according to these respondents was not available when they were 
not married. According to them: 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The older respondents found that motherhood and its joys as a result of marriage was another gain of 
marriage. They considered their marriage as facilitating their motherhood and thus attributed it as an 
advantage of marriage.  
 
 
 
 
 
Across generations of both mothers and daughters, respondents said that achieving social status 
through marriage was a perceived gain because they were respected as a married woman in social 
circles, and addressed as the wife of someone. The companionship of their husband and physical 
proximity with their husband were the other perceived advantages citeded by both older and younger 
respondents. By companionship, respondents meant sharing, discussing, interacting with their 
husband. However, the younger respondents in addition to companionship they have also mentioned 
their husband’s cooperation in matters relating to both outside and inside the household. Physical 
proximity was discussed differently by the older and the younger respondents. The older women 
mentioned it in terms of physical support as well as emotional and financial support.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
However, the younger women mentioned physical proximity in terms of physical contact with 
husband such as ability to live together, moving around together, touching each other, which was no 
longer a restriction. The event of marriage was also perceived as an advantage by the younger 
respondents as it enabled them to discuss certain issues about sex and other reproductive issues which 
were no longer considered taboo.  
 
The influence of the respondents’ educational background on perceived advantages across generations 
has been observed to be similar. They mentioned their educational background as enabling them to be 
at a par with their husband and that it facilitated better interspousal communication and interaction. 
One of the older respondent nicely summarised it as follows: 
 
 
 

‘There was more independence after marriage. I was free to come and go without asking for any
permission’ 
 
‘I was independent in doing things. This was not possible when I was with my parents. During 
those days we were not allowed to be with friends for a long time after college was over. So we
could not go for movies and all. All this was now possible after marriage’ 

‘My daughter is a boon. That is the only advantage I feel about marriage’ 
 
‘Marriage gave me the joys of motherhood’ 

‘I could count on my husband to help me out at any time of the day and night. He is a completely
dependable friend. Financially we were able to do better than when I was earning alone’ 
 
‘It was having my husband as a companion. We discussed when I should conceive our first child’ 
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In a similar way, the respondents’ educational background is perceived to have given them confidence 
in interaction and communication with people after marriage, joining a new family and sometimes 
going to an altogether new place. Some of the older respondents mentioned that their knowledge about 
various topics and ability to express themselves were useful skills.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The influence of women’s working career on the perceived gains amongst women in the older and 
younger generations has been observed to be similar. Women across generations mentioned that their 
working career brought them financial independence. Older respondents saw their financial capability 
as an advantage because they could provide financial support to their in-laws.  
 
 
 
 
The younger respondents have mentioned both financial independence as well as having individual 
freedom to move around alone as an advantage of being a married woman.  
 
In comparison to the perceived advantages of marriage, for some respondents marriage proved to be a 
disappointment in that numerous adjustments had to be made and responsibilities to be shouldered.  
 
  
 
 
 
 
One respondent described how marriage was a disadvantage for her in the following way: 
  
 
 
 
 
 
Amongst the younger respondents the loss of individual identity because of being known as someone’s 
wife was a perceived disadvantage of marriage. Some of the respondents said that moving away from 
the natal home because of marriage was a disadvantage because they considered their natal home as a 
place of comfort. The inability to take decisions solely for oneself and less interaction with friends due 
to marital life was also perceived as disadvantages. Working women in the younger generation found 
it difficult to balance personal and professional life which was a disadvantage.   
 

‘Perhaps because I was well educated my husband was able to relate to me. Also because he is
highly qualified. He could talk to me as an equal. Perhaps if I had been a totally uneducated 
person he would have found it difficult to speak to me on that level’ 

‘My education gave me the exposure. I was capable of talking to my husband’s friends. I also
became very fluent in English when talking with my friends in college and it made me very 
confident’ 
 
My education gave me many ideas. I interacted with many people during my studies and that
helped me a lot in communicating with people after marriage’ 

‘I was earning so that money was useful to our family. Both of us (my husband and me) used to 
help my in-laws financially. This was possible because I was working’ 

‘After marriage I moved away from my parents’ house. Hence responsibilities were more after
marriage’ 
 
‘I could not read much after my marriage as I was involved with the running of the house, cooking 
etc’ 

‘Marriage gave me a lot of disappointments. I had to stay with my in-laws, had not much liberty as 
others who stayed away from their in-laws, lots of adjustments had to be made. Usually we have
these illusions i.e. colourful picture of marriage from movies and books of a nice future which are 
not true at all’ 
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Tables 8.3 and 8.4 give us a summary of the differences and similarities in perceptions, in the event of 
marriage as seen in the eyes of generations of mothers and daughters respectively.   
 
Table 8.3 Summary of differences in perceptions across generations of mothers and daughters 
about the event of marriage 
Mothers’ Generation Daughters’ Generation 
Early age at marriage was perceived as the 
right age 
 
Reasons for perception of right age: 
• Being physically and mentally ready for 

marriage 
• Capable of shouldering responsibilities  
• They were not allowed to pursue higher 

education or a working career so marriage 
was the best alternative according to them  

 
Most marriages were arranged by parents 
(Arranged marriages) 
 
 
 
Most of the respondents did not set any 
criteria for the man whom they wanted to 
marry. 
Criteria was set by parents and elders in the 
family 
 
Criteria mostly concerned men with secure 
jobs, men in government jobs e.g. bank 
employees and engineers 
 
Social marriage usually lavish 
None of the respondents mentioned a 
registered marriage 
 
Marriage gave women freedom 
Predominant feeling was happiness at the 
prospect of beginning a new life 
 
Feeling of fear and apprehension due to little 
interaction before marriage 
Feeling of being important. The house was 
perceived by most of the respondents as their 
domain 
 
Mother explained behaviour and etiquettes 
expected of a bride and daughter-in-law 
 
Importance of protecting the family name was 
an important instruction by mother 

Late age at marriage was perceived as the right 
age 
 
Reasons for perception of right age 
• Emotional maturity and ability to make 

adjustments and compromises 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In addition to arranged marriages, respondents 
also selected their own marriage partner. 
Prevalence of love marriage 
 
 
All respondents stated their required criteria 
before the search for eligible man began 
 
 
 
 
Criteria concerned emotional qualities e.g.  

- He should be caring 
- Compatible relationship 

 
Social marriage was usually simple Importance 
of registration of marriages 
 
  
 
Sense of belonging to the husband 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Mother imparted information on sex and sexual 
relationship with husband 
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Most of the women shouldered 
responsibilities within the house 
 
 
 
 
 
Women described their role as a wife and 
various duties of a wife 
 
Marriage as a liberating experience; change 
freedom and independence 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Gains by advantage: 
- independence that they gained from being 
married 
- Motherhood being enabled by the event of 
marriage 
- Physical proximity with husband in terms of 
physical, emotional and financial support 
- For those working, work made them 
financially able and to financially support the 
in-laws family 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Gains by disadvantage: 
Adjustments and compromises after being 
married 

 
 
Most of the women shouldered responsibilities 
both inside and outside the house 
- For those who did not work at the time of 
marriage, they were emotionally and 
financially dependent on husband 
 
Saw their role as a wife and a companion of the 
husband 
 
Education and working career enabled 
compatible relationship with husband 
Equal sharing of responsibilities with husband 
and getting respect from husband 
 
Working career brings about feelings of being 
secure, being more confident and less 
dependent on husband 
  
Gains by advantage: 
- Higher education and working career 
facilitating compatibility between husband and 
wife, interaction and discussion with husband 
- Physical proximity with husband in terms of 
physical contact such as ability to live together, 
move around together 
- Enabled discussion about sex and other 
reproductive issues which were considered 
taboo when unmarried 

- Being married and having a working 
career enabled financial independence 
and individual freedom in moving 
around alone 

 
 
Gains by disadvantage: 
- Loss of individual identity by being known as 
the wife of someone  
- Women found it difficult to balance personal 
and professional life after marriage 
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Table 8.4 Summary of similarities in perceptions across generations of mothers and daughters in 
the event of marriage  

Similarities across generations of mothers and daughters 

- Perception of late age at marriage is based on peer group 
- Some of them had the choice to delay marriage but not to forgo it altogether 
- Women mentioned feelings of relief and mental security on being married 
- Mothers instructed about adjustments and compromises to be made, instructions about being a 
good wife and being a good daughter-in-law were common across generations 
- Transition to married status brought about shouldering of responsibilities, managing the house 
and finance of the household 
- Social status as a married woman yielded wider acceptance and respect in the society 
- Influence of working career as enabling financial independence in married life as advantageous 
was similar amongst older and younger women 
- Moving away from natal home because of marriage was a perceived disadvantage 

 

8.4 Birth of the first child: beginning of motherhood 
 
The birth of the first child is the next event that we focus on in the perceived reproductive life course 
of women. In this section we shall study the event of motherhood that commenced with the birth of the 
first child in the reproductive life course of the older cohorts of women.  
 
8.4.1 Perceived timing of the event 
 
Women’s perception of their age at first birth as early, late and right age differed. For example, all 
women who had their first child at the age of 23 did not perceive it to be a right age while some 
perceived it as a late age. Hence we do not find a fixed age patterning amongst the older generation of 
respondents. This could be a result of recall error and subjective bias in perceiving one’s age at first 
birth while subconsciously comparing it with the current trend. However, amongst the younger 
generation of respondents the fixed age patterning of age at first birth is distinctly observable. The 
median age at first birth in the older generation is 23 years in comparison to 29 years amongst women 
in the younger generation.  
 
Usually ages 23 and 24 are perceived as right ages for women in the older generation to become first-
time mothers, while amongst women in the younger generation these ages were 25-28 years. Here we 
observe a distinct shift in the perceived right age at first childbearing across generations of mothers 
and daughters. The older respondents stated that ages 23 and 24 were common ages of first 
childbearing in their time. Hence these women perceived their age as a right age in keeping with the 
first childbearing trends in the society in those days. Respondents who had planned the birth of their 
first child as well as those who mention the event as a natural consequence of marriage both perceived 
their age as the right age. In the younger generation almost all first births were planned and women 
have emphasised more on the physical and mental readiness to bear children as an important criterion 
in their perception of the right age to become mothers.  
 
One respondent in the older generation who had her first child at the age of 26, personally considered 
her age at motherhood to be the right age because she was mentally and physically capable of bearing 
a child at that age. She relates her later age at marriage to her later ages at first childbearing. This 
respondent said that the age of 26 was however considered as a late age by many in those days. She 
also mentioned that she was late in comparison to her friends who married early and had a child early.  
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Those respondents who had their first child at ages 30 and 31 years, across generations of both 
mothers and daughters, perceived of their age as a late age. Older respondents related these ages to the 
societal norms which prescribed these ages to be late while they themselves perceived it as a right age. 
Some of them compared themselves with their friends who had their first child early and thus 
perceived their own age at motherhood as late. There were also some others who mentioned 
deliberately delaying the birth of their first child until they had a more settled life.  
 
In the younger generation, perception of ages above 28 as late ages were based on potential 
complications that could arise during pregnancy and health risks for the mother and the child. Distinct 
differences are also observed across generations of daughters and mothers in perceptions of ideal age 
at motherhood. Amongst the older generation, the perception of ideal ages could be influenced by the 
present day trends surrounding first childbearing. However concrete conclusions cannot be drawn 
from the responses of the older generations. Chapter 6, section 6.2.1 provides a detailed discussion of 
the difference between ideal age and right age. Women in the older generation perceived the age of 25 
as an ideal age to become a mother, while women in the younger generation perceived the age of 30 as 
the ideal age. These ages are considered to be age deadlines from the societal as well as health 
perspectives of the mother and the child. Some of the younger respondents also stressed that the ideal 
age for first child birth is dependent on when the girl gets married.  
 
8.4.2 Ceremony: initiation to mark the transition 
 
Most of the respondents in the older generation indicated that a ceremony was performed after the 
birth of the child. These ceremonies were sometimes performed on fixed days (such as the 10th or the 
11th day) while some were performed after some months. For some respondents it was a cradle 
ceremony while for others a pooja and feast were held to celebrate the birth of the baby. We also 
observe that these ceremonies and celebrations varied with the religious background of the 
respondents.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
In the younger generation these ceremonies were in the form of a naming ceremony or some other 
small ceremony. Unlike ceremonies in the older generation that followed immediately after the birth 
of the child, ceremonies in the younger generation usually took place on the 6th or 9th month after the 
birth of the baby.  
 
8.4.3 Knowledge and its sources  
 
In this section we shall focus on knowledge and the sources of knowledge on motherhood both before 
and after the respondents became mothers themselves. Based on the responses, knowledge can be 
categorised into instructions in the form of dos and don’ts to be followed after the birth of the child 
and advice on certain issues of motherhood like childcare and bringing up children.  Mothers played 

‘26 was a right age for me but it was a late age in those times. I consider it as a right age because I
had enough time between my marriage and conception of the baby to know my husband, set up a 
household. I was also mentally and physically matured to bear children. My marriage was also at
a later age so my first child was late. My friends who married earlyhad their first child early as
well’ 

‘On the 11th day for example they have a kind of ceremony where they give us a purificatory bath. 
For 10 days they consider us to be a little impure. This is perhaps done in most Hindu families. But
10 days after the baby is born they give us a good oil bath and then they have a ceremony. Our 
child also had a cradle ceremony on that particular day’. 
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an important role instructing and giving advice on motherhood in the older generation in addition to 
other family members such as grandmothers and aunts. In the younger generation, most women said 
that their mother as well as their doctor was the main sources of knowledge on motherhood. However, 
in both the generations most women also mentioned of gathering knowledge from books, magazines 
and articles in the newspaper as well as learning by experiencing motherhood themselves. One 
respondent in the older generation also stated that studying home science at school helped her to 
manage her motherhood better.  
 
 
 
 
Across generations, instructions as regards dos and don’ts were in most of the cases about the type of 
food that should be eaten and those that should be avoided while breastfeeding and in the period 
immediately after giving birth to a baby. These instructions were usually based on ‘local knowledge’ 
and community specific ideas about motherhood. Knowledge in the form of advice was mainly on 
breastfeeding practices, care of both mother and child and massaging the baby to encourage the 
development of strong bones. Most of these advices were also based on local knowledge imparted by 
mother, grandmother or other aunts in the family. In the younger generation some respondents also 
said that doctors gave them advice on breastfeeding. Some of the advices in the older generation were 
as follows. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Those respondents in the older generation who had a good education considered their education to be 
helpful in bringing up their children. They also said that their educational background was useful in 
selecting relevant advice from the various advices given to them.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In the younger generation all respondents said that their educational and working careers facilitated 
knowledge awareness about a variety of aspects as regards childcare, vaccination and upbringing of 
children. Higher education provided them with book knowledge while through interaction with 
workplace colleagues these respondents learnt about balancing their working career with motherhood.   
 
8.4.4 Expected behavioural change 
 
Similar to the younger respondents, motherhood is perceived by the older respondents as a greater 
transition in their lives than marriage. Motherhood led to certain behavioural changes, some of which 
were behavioural change expected by the society and members of the family. Similarity across 
generations is also observable as women were expected to be attentive and shoulder responsibilities of 
childcare. These often led to social restrictions in the movement of these respondents. Attending to the 
needs of their child also resulted in loss of sleep. The younger respondents also mentioned loss of 
autonomy and sacrifices made as a mother. Some of the working women in the older generation 

‘I also remembered some things from my practicals in my home science classes’. 

‘My mother advised me about the types of food that I should avoid while breastfeeding my child.
Some of those food lead to stomach ache for the child so they should be avoided’ 
 
‘My grandmother taught me how to give an oil bath to the child and also massage the child
everyday before bath. She told me that it is good for the bones of the baby’ 

‘A lot of people tried to advise me. But most of what I really followed came from books and from
my mother. Some of the advices were outright silly while some of them were very sensible. So being
educated the sensible ones I took’ 
 
‘My high education gave me analytical and logical abilities. I was able to take what should be 
taken and just reject the rest’. 
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similar to the working women in the younger generation saidthat they were expected to schedule work 
and other tasks according to the requirements of the child, taking leave too often from work and 
staying back at home when the child is unwell. These various commitments and expected behaviour of 
a mother largely affected working women’s career prospects in both generations. Here are some of the 
responses of the older generations.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
However, older respondents mentioned familial support in the period after the birth of their child as all 
respondents stayed at their parents’ house for the birth of their first child. This is distinctly different 
from that of the younger respondents.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
8.4.5 Perceived role change 
 
Role change perceived by respondent 
 
Most of the respondents across generations perceive their role change for themselves as becoming 
more responsible than what they used be before becoming a mother. They also discuss about balancing 
roles as a homemaker, working woman, wife and being a mother. These different roles were managed 
by being adjustable and compromising in nature, which helped them become balanced personalities. 
To quote an older respondent how she perceived of her role change for herself. 
 
 
 
Out of the 15 women who were interviewed in the older generation 5 of them did not work at all and 
they were full-time housewives. Thus amongst women who had a working career some of them did 
mention having role conflicts and guilt feelings in leaving the child at home and going out to work 
which was similar to the predicaments faced by working women in the younger generation. Mostly 
parents or in-laws came over to stay and take care of the child while women went out to work. It was 
mentioned as a way of coping with the role conflict, across generations of mothers and daughters. 
However the younger respondents said that crèches and day care centres cater to their need for help in 
childcare.  
 
Perceived role change for in laws 
 
Some of the older respondents mentioned that their role as a daughter-in-law changed after the birth of 
their first child. They mentioned of getting more importance after the birth of their first child. This 

‘I had to take leave from office often when she was unwell. Having a baby also restricts movement. 
Before I was pregnant I could accompany my husband to many places but after the baby was born it 
was inconvenient’ 
 
‘Once I had a baby I had to see to her well-being. I can’t take off at a moment’s notice. So a lot of 
restrictions do come in. I also had to always schedule my work and my tasks and my time as per the 
baby’s requirements’ 
 
‘Perhaps careerwise I would have done much better if I did not have a child’ 

‘I was more responsible and alert than before. The first 5 months after delivery I was at my parents
‘house so I learnt from my mother many things which I think I would have never learnt on my own. It 
also gave me a lot of rest and I was pampered. But after I came back to my house it was a little tough at
that time to look after the baby and the house’ 

‘I also became a very balanced personality. This I could feel when I was managing both the 
household as well as my daughter single-handedly’. 
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importance in some cases was also influenced by the sex of the child that was born. The birth of a 
grandson in some cases made the in-laws much happier than the birth of a granddaughter.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Many respondents have also mentioned that their importance in the in-law’s family had increased 
irrespective of the sex of the child.  
 
 
Most respondents in the younger generation mentioned that their in-laws showed respect, adoration 
and happiness for the birth to their grandchild. 
 
8.4.6 Perceived gains of the event 
 
Most of the older respondents said that they gained self-confidence and courage when they became 
mothers. These women relate motherhood to an enhancement in their personality.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
While younger respondents mention of the confidence gained in being a mother was facilitated both 
by their educational and working career.  
 
Across generations of mothers and daughters, women stated that they obtained more respect when 
they became mothers compared to the time when they were married but without their first child. These 
women referred to status enhancement in the society by means of motherhood. Younger respondents 
also said that motherhood brought about a feeling of contentment and satisfaction. For some of the 
older respondents, motherhood was a natural indicator of maturity and responsibility which was 
perceived as an advantage.  
 
For most of the respondents across generations of mothers and daughters, the disadvantages of 
motherhood were largely in the form of restrictions in physical movement and loss of sleep in the 
growing up stage of the child. Younger respondents also mentioned loss of personal freedom and loss 
of personal space as added disadvantages of being a mother. Both older and younger respondents 
discussed attention to the child, which hampered their leisure-time activities. Working mothers across 
generations talked about the difficulties in managing work and motherhood. Some of the housewives 
in the older generation mentioned the transition from being independent and doing things on their own 
to a dependency on husband and the responsibilities of motherhood as disadvantages.   
 
Table 8.5 and 8.6 gives us a summary of the differences and similarities in perceptions, in the event of 
first birth across generations of mothers and daughters respectively.   
 
 
 

‘As my daughter grew up I got a lot of support from her. I also got a lot of confidence from her. My
other complexes of not being much educated in comparison to my co-sisters were overcome because 
of this confidence’. 
 
‘In one sense I got a lot of self-confidence looking after my child and being responsible for him in all 
ways possible’. 

‘My in-laws were very happy to have a grandson’ 
 
‘Actually my mother-in-law was a little disappointed when I gave birth to M because she was hoping 
for a baby boy’ 

‘My in-laws were happy and took good care of me after my delivery’ 
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Table 8.5 Summary of differences in perceptions across generations of mothers and daughters 
about the event of first birth 
Mothers’ Generation Daughters’ Generation 
Ages 23 and 24 were perceived as the right 
age for first childbearing 
 
Some of the first births were planned while 
some were a natural consequence of marriage 
 
 
 
Perception of late age was related to societal 
norms 
 
 
Ideal age of motherhood was perceived as 25 
years 
 
Ceremonies followed immediately after the 
birth of the child 
 
Mother and other elder family members such 
as grandmothers and aunts played an 
important role instructing and giving advice 
on motherhood 
Local knowledge and community-specific 
ideas about motherhood were predominant as 
instructions 
 
Received familial support in the period after 
the birth of the child, most of them stayed at 
their parental home after their first delivery 
 
Parental help was available in taking care of 
the child 
 
 
Role as a daughter-in-law changed after the 
birth of the first child 
- Gaining more importance after the birth of 
the first child 
- Sometimes this importance was influenced 
by the sex of the child, whether it was a boy 
or a girl 
 
Most of them mentioned gaining self-
confidence and courage after being a mother 
Motherhood was seen mentioned as 
enhancing their personality 
 
Motherhood is advantageous as it is a natural 

Ages 25 to 28 were perceived as right age for 
first childbearing 
 
All first births were planned and respondents 
emphasised more on the physical and mental 
readiness to bear children as an important 
criterion in planning for their first child 
 
Perception of late age was related to risks of 
complications during pregnancy and other 
health reasons 
 
Ideal age of motherhood was 30 years 
 
 
Ceremonies were held usually in the 6th or  9th 
month after the birth of the baby 
 
Mother as well as the doctor were mentioned as 
the main sources of knowledge on motherhood 
 
In addition to local knowledge doctors too 
advised 
 
 
Managed mostly by themselves and most of 
them did not stay at their parental home after 
their first delivery 
 
In addition to parental help women also found 
that crèches and daycare centres cater to their 
needs for childcare 
 
 
Sex of the child did not influence the 
importance received after the birth of the first 
child 
- They were in general respected and adored 
irrespective of whether they were mothers or 
not 
 
 
Confidence to be a mother was enabled by 
women’s educational background and working 
career 
 
 
Motherhood as advantageous in bringing about 
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indicator of maturity and responsibility 
 
For those who did not work they perceived 
their transition to motherhood as a 
disadvantage because they changed from 
being independent to being dependent on their 
husband after the birth of the child 

feelings of contentment and satisfaction 
 
 
Loss of personal freedom and loss of personal 
space were perceived as disadvantages of 
motherhood 
 

 

Table 8.6 Summary of similarities in perceptions across generations of mothers and daughters in 
the event of first birth 

Similarities across generations of mothers and daughters 

-   Perception of late age was similar i.e. age 30 and above 
- Apart from other sources of knowledge, most women gathered knowledge about motherhood 
from books, magazines and newspaper articles as well as by learning from experience 
- Types of food that should be eaten and avoided while breastfeeding the child remained the same 
- Educational background and working career were helpful in bringing up children and also 
facilitated women’s knowledge awareness 
- Motherhood was perceived as greater transition in women’s lives than marriage 
- Women were expected to be attentive and shoulder responsibilities of childcare. This was 
similar across generations 
- Working women were expected to schedule their work and other tasks according to the 
requirements of the child 
- Working women mentioned that their career prospects were affected to some extent by the birth 
of their child 
- Balancing different roles as a homemaker, working woman, wife and mother was similar across 
generations of mothers and daughters 
- Role conflicts of working women across generations were similar 
- Obtaining parental help and external help were ways of coping with these conflicts 
- Most women mentioned getting more respect because of the birth of their first child in 
comparison to the time when they did not have a child 
- Disadvantages of motherhood were largely in the form of restrictions in physical movement and 
loss of sleep 
- Difficulty in pursuing leisure-time activities was perceived as another disadvantage of being a 
mother 
- Working mothers amongst both the older and the younger generations experienced difficulties 
in managing both work and motherhood as a disadvantage 
 

8.5 Conclusion 
 
This chapter focuses on the intergenerational changes between the older and younger generations in 
our study. While the older generation represents the generation of mothers, the younger generation 
represents the generation of daughters in our study. The intergenerational changes are relevant as we 
observe the events of menarche, marriage and the birth of the first child in the reproductive life course 
of women. The differences and the similarities between generations are summarised for each of the 
events in separate tables. However, we should take into account that the perceived life course of older 
respondents is influenced to a certain extent by the present trends of perceived life course. In the next 
chapter we shall discus the perceived life course of women interviewed in Groningen and compare 
them to the younger generation of respondents in Bangalore.  
 





 

Chapter 9 

Perceived life course of Dutch women 
 

9.1 Introduction 
 
The previous three chapters focused on the perceived reproductive life course of women across older 
and younger generations in the cultural context of Bangalore, the state capital of Karnataka. The older 
and younger generations represent mothers’ and daughters’ generations respectively. The perceived 
reproductive life course is examined through the events of menarche, marriage and the birth of the first 
child. Perceived autonomy through women’s higher educational attainment and their working career 
have been illustrated for the younger generation of respondents in Bangalore. We also focus on the 
younger generations’ perception of autonomy according to Jejeebhoy’s (1995) classification of 
autonomy as a result of higher education. Intergenerational changes are distinctly observable in the 
perceived reproductive life course of women in Bangalore. While some of these changes have vastly 
changed across generations, we observe certain changes that are refined across time by adaptation to 
the changing times and needs of individuals. In addition to changes we also observe similarities that 
make their indomitable presence felt across generations of mothers and daughters in various aspects of 
the perceived life course of women in Bangalore.  
 
This chapter focuses on the perceived reproductive life course of Dutch women by examining the 
events of menarche, union formation behaviour as cohabitation and marriage and birth of the first 
child. The chapter also discusses women’s perceived autonomy and the influence of higher education 
and working career. We use Jejeebhoy’s (1995) classification of autonomy, which has been applied in 
the study of the younger generation of women in Bangalore. This chapter answers two main research 
questions: 

- How does women’s higher educational attainment influence their life course, as perceived by 
the women themselves, amongst daughter’s generation in the Netherlands and  

- Which aspects of educational attainment in the perceived reproductive life course are 
universal and which aspects are context specific determined by the social and the cultural 
context of the Netherlands compared to the younger generation of women in Bangalore?  

 

The chapter is divided into four broad sections. Section 9.2 deals with the event of menarche, which 
marks the onset of a woman’s fertile life years. Union formation behaviour broadly defined, as 
partnership behaviour is the focus of section 9.3. Birth of the first child that marks the beginning of 
motherhood is the third event that is focused on in section 9.4. Perceived autonomy of women and the 
classification of its types are discussed in section 9.5 and its subsections 9.5.1 to 9.5.5. In section 9.6 
we present the conclusions of this chapter wherein we analyse respondents’ perception of changes 
across generations by comparing their generation to that of their mother’s.  
 
9.2 Menarche: beginning of the reproductive life course 
 
With the occurrence of this event a women begins the fertile years of her life as this event enables her 
physiologically to bear children. Thus education attainment of women has no impact on the timing of 
this event. Secondary literature and many findings from chapter 8 reveal that the event of menarche 
used to have a large impact on women’s educational career in India. In some instances the occurrence 
of menarche coincided with drop-out of girls from school and it symbolized their eligibility for 
marriage. In Chapters 6 and 8 we observe how menarche as an event is culturally constructed, 
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interwoven through customs and traditions, ceremony and restrictions that mark the event in 
Karnataka. However, cohort changes in timing of life events and perceptions of these changes are 
widely observed when comparing the older generation to that of the younger generation in Karnataka.  
 
In this section we shall focus on the event of menarche in the Dutch cultural context. In order to 
facilitate cross-cultural comparison and universality of the event, the Dutch women were asked similar 
questions on menarche as the women in Bangalore. The profile of the Dutch respondents has been 
discussed in chapter 3 (see section 3.4.6). In the following subsections we shall elaborate more on this 
event based on respondents’ personal experiences of the event and how they perceive this event in the 
Dutch cultural context.  
 
9.2.1 Perceived timing of the event 
 
This subsection focuses on the timing of menarche and how women in the Dutch context perceive 
their age at menarche and the reasons for such perceptions. The age at menarche amongst the Dutch 
respondents ranged from 12-15 years. The median age is 13.6 years. Women perceived their age at 
menarche as early, late or on time. However, we do not find a fixed patterning of such ages. For 
instance, one respondent considered the age of 14 as an early age while another respondent considered 
the same age as a normal age. Most women compared their age at menarche to that of their friends and 
peer group to determine for themselves whether their age was early, late or on time. When age at first 
menarche was about the same age as friends in the peer group, it was considered as on time. While 
attaining menarche at a later age in comparison to friends was considered as a late age.   
  
 

 

 

 
Some respondents considered their age at menarche as on time according to knowledge obtained from 
books and their parents who found it to be the right age for girls to have their first menstruation.  
            

            

            

         

Another respondent said: 

 

 

 

 
The preceding perceptions of the timing of first menarche reflect what individual respondents feel 
about their age at menarche. However, one respondent also stressed the normative age at first 
menarche in her community, which reveals the presence of age norms. This respondent is of a 
different ethnic community.  

‘There were some friends who had it before me and some friends had it after me. So it was a
normal age for me’ (Respondent whose age at menarche was 14 years) 
 
‘When I compare my age to other girls I think I was not so early. I was one of the later ones’
(Respondent whose age at menarche was 13 years) 

‘I was 12 when I had my first menstruation I think it is a normal age as I read about it in a book. A 
lot of girls in my class also experienced it at the same time’ 
 
‘My parents told me that it was a normal age to have my first period’ (Respondent whose age at
menarche was 14 years) 

‘I was twelve years. I think it was on time because it was the beginning of teenage, I was mature 
enough to handle menstruation or body change. So I think 9 or 11 is too early but 12, 13 or more is
okay, girls are mature enough to handle these and other changes. My sister was at a really early 
age, she was 10’           
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9.2.2 Ceremony: initiation to the transition 
 
In the Dutch context there are no ceremonies to celebrate the advent of menarche, which is similar to 
the younger cohort of women in the Karnataka context. However, two Dutch respondents mentioned 
receiving small gifts from parents and aunt as felicitation.  These respondents have also seen their 
friends receiving gifts when they had their first menstruation.  
            

            

            

             

Amongst the young cohort of women in Karnataka, we observe such a similar trend of giving small 
gifts in order to make it is a special occasion for the girl who began her first menstruation and the 
absence of a ceremonial celebration which might cause embarrassment to her.  
 
9.2.3 Knowledge and its sources  
 
In this subsection we shall focus on women’s knowledge about menstruation before and after they 
attained menarche and what the sources of knowledge were. Knowledge and its types have been 
defined in chapter 6 (see section 6.2.4). Based on the responses knowledge is classified into 
instructions, advice and information. All respondents knew about menstruation and the menstrual 
cycle before attaining menarche. Knowledge about menarche came largely from friends in school and 
older sisters who had it earlier. Information from books and being told about menarche by their mother 
were other sources of knowledge before attaining menarche.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

However, from the responses it is clear that the information acquired about menstruation before the 
event took place was not extensive. Thus, on the one hand such type of information prepared the 
respondents for menarche so that it was not a ‘surprise’. On the other hand is as one respondent put it:  
 

 

More knowledge about personal hygiene, usage of sanitary napkins, safe sex, relationship with boys 
and fertility was gathered in the stage after the respondents had their first menstruation. Instructions on 
personal hygiene and the usage of sanitary napkins were followed during the days of the menstrual 
period. These instructions were imparted by mothers for most of the respondents. The instructions 
concerened personal hygiene and cleanliness, how to take care of oneself during menstruation and the 

‘In my community most of the time it happens between the ages of 9, 10, 11 and 12. So for me to
have it at the age of 14 was quite late. Comparing to my classmates I think I was late as everyone
had it before me’  

‘I was aware that for some friends it was some sort of major event. When I had my first period I
got a present from my parents to mark the occasion’ 
 
‘My aunt gave me flowers, orchids. That was very nice and she said it was a tradition. I found it so 
very nice to get this small gift from my aunt’  

‘Yes, I knew about menstruation through my mother and also my friends. So I knew what was going
to happen, what it meant so it was not a surprise for me’.  
 
‘I got a book from my friend from which I read about menstruation so I knew what was normal. 
However I was not informed fully. I thought that it would last for only a few minutes but when I
found out that it lasted for days I was shocked’.  
 
‘I had an older sister so I could see what she went through, so I knew that it will come. My mother 
told me a little bit, but she told me more about menstruation after it happened’.  

‘Some things you have to experience yourself so parents cannot prepare you for it’ 
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use of sanitary napkins. In comparison to the cultural context of Karnataka where mothers were often 
embarrassed to discuss with their daughters about menstruation and the menstrual cycle, amongst the 
Dutch respondents we observe that explanations were forthcoming and detailed.   
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Some of the knowledge was in the form on information which the respondents needed to follow after 
they attained menarche. Several respondents said that they were cautioned by their mother about 
relationships with boys and risk of pregnancy after a girl attains menarche. The younger generation of 
respondents in Bangalore have also mentioned about being warned about interaction with boys after 
they attained menarche. However for the Bangalore respondents, issues surrounding pregnancy were 
not explicitly discussed. For most of the Dutch respondents, knowledge about safe sex during this 
stage of life was mostly through the sex education in schools with the help of films and advertisement 
clippings. Sex education amongst the younger generation of respondents in Bangalore also served a 
similar purpose as has been mentioned by Dutch women.  
 

 

 

 

Most of the knowledge about safe sex was through sex education in school and rarely from parents or 
mother at that stage of life which seems to be universally prevalent cross cultures. Respondents 
revealed that as they were not sexually active during the age at which they attained menarche they 
were not told about it at home. However, such instructions from mother about safe sex and 
contraceptive usage coincided with the age at which respondents had their first relationship.  
 

 

 

 

 

Across generations of mothers and daughters in Bangalore we observed that knowledge as regards to 
menarche was also in the form of restrictions prescribed through the various restrictions imposed on 
girls after they began their monthly menstrual cycles. This type of knowledge, that is restrictions, is 
absent amongst the Dutch younger generation.  
 

 

 

 

‘My mother gave me the instructions. She told me how to use sanitary napkins (Ob 
maandverband). She said that I would have this every month , the duration, that it is normal for
every girl, and that it is a part of womanhood’ 
 
‘My mother went with me the first time to buy sanitary napkins and she told me what happened to 
her. She said that she also had stomach aches and headaches and that it was normal ’ 
 
‘I got some instructions from my mother about how to keep myself clean, which things to use, how
can I take care of myself during the time that I am having my periods’  

‘how it might be dangerous, because now that I was growing up and the chances of becoming
pregnant if I had sexual contact with boys’  
 
‘In school there were some films and advertisements about menstruation and it was part of the sex 
education’ 

‘When I started dating the discussion about fertility and pills came in. It was not that much of an
issue when I was 13, 14 years old’ 
 
‘When I was older, I think I was 18 or 19 then my mother said I need to use the pill or use
something else for safe sex’ 
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9.2.4 Expected behavioural change 
 
Expected behavioural change is an outcome of instructions given to girls after they have had their first 
menstruation. As observed from Chapter 6, amongst the younger generation of women in Bangalore 
they were expected to behave in a different way after menarche. These were the social norms that 
guide behaviour of individuals in the society. Most of the expected behavioural changes were in the 
form of restrictions that were imposed on the respondents. The restrictions thus become the normative 
behaviour for the respondents after they attained menarche. Display of special type of behaviour and 
restrictions on the type of dress to be worn due to physical changes also influenced expected 
behavioural changes.  
 
Amongst the Dutch respondents none of them mentioned being asked to behave in a different way in 
comparison to the times when they were not menstruating. Some younger respondents in Bangalore 
also enjoyed such freedom. There was also no mention of any special type of dress to be worn by girls 
who had begun menstruation and there were no restrictions of any kind.  
 

 

However, two respondents talked about restrictions that they faced as regards the type of dress to be 
worn. These respondents belong to different cultures and they grew up in different countries. The 
colour and the type of dress to be worn were determined by the physical changes that followed the 
event of menarche:  
 

 

 

 

 

One respondent found her parents to be protective of her after she attained menarche: 
 
 
 
 
 
9.2.5 Perceived role change 
 
The perceived role change is the interpretation of an individual’s own perception of her role change 
that has come about after the event of first menstruation. The perceived role change has been 
categorised into three types. They are role change perceived by the individual herself, for her parents 
and for others. By categorising the perceived role change into different categories, we are able to 
understand the importance of significant others in women’s reproductive life course.  
 
Attaining menarche is a special stage of life in a woman’s reproductive life course. The event of 
menarche is also often synonymous with the transition from girlhood to adulthood. Societal 
expectation of being an adult related to being more matured, which is a switch from the girlish ways of 
life. This is observed to be universally present cross-culturally in Bangalore and Groningen.  
 

 
 

‘No nothing changed, it was very normal’ 

‘I could not wear light coloured clothes. It was a kind of restriction from the country from which I
come. It is not so open there, one cannot talk openly about periods, it is only among girls that we 
can talk and discuss about it’ 
 
‘In my country we have a different type of dress to be worn after a girl matures. They are not
childish dresses with lots of beads on it but dresses in natural colour and with a simple design’  

‘I think my parents were rather protective of me, they warned me to be careful at that age. They 
instructed me to be home on time in the evening. They also told me to be careful with alcohol and
drugs’ 

‘But now I was more matured, different from very young girls’ 
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In one instance, menarche was also equated to womanhood as one respondent described what her 
mother told her when she attained menarche.  
 

 

The perceived role changes in this stage of life are thus assumed to be those related to being matured 
and acting womanly. Other role changes expected could arise from the physical changes.  
 
Role change perceived by respondent 
 
Menarche was considered as a sign of growing up and most women perceived themselves as becoming 
mature as revealed also across generations of mothers and daughters in Bangalore. The feeling of 
being mature was associated with acting like a grown-up by not being childish, taking up one’s 
responsibility and wanting to be independent.  
 

 

 

 

 
Thus the ‘age-event’ conflict was largely apparent throughout the discussions. While some women 
perceived their role change for themselves as being a part of becoming older (age), several others 
attributed their role change to the advent of menarche in their life.  
 
For many respondents growing up had also to do with physical changes during that stage. The physical 
changes are perceived to have caused restriction in behaviour such as playing and running. 
Respondents related these physical limitations to their being shy, conscious and uncomfortable about 
themselves during the days of the menstrual period.  
 

 

 

 
While many respondents considered themselves as mature, for several others attaining menarche made 
them feel more like a woman: 
 

 

 
Perceived role change for parents 
 
Most respondents revealed that their parents began to become protective of them. The protectiveness 
is illustrated in the following sentences: 
 

 

The protectiveness often resulted in arguments and conflicts with parents, which was a typical 
characteristic of this age. Amongst some of the younger generation respondents in Bangalore we 
observe a similar type of behaviour. Here again we observe the ‘age-event’ debate as some 

‘It is very normal for every girl, and girls should have it, it is part of her womanhood’ 

‘I considered myself to be mature, you know not childish. My behaviour was more mature as well’ 
 
‘I had conflicts with my parents but that may be the growing-up phase and had more to do with 
age. At that age I wanted to be independent, take my own responsibility. I think that is more related
to the age and not the fact that I had my first periods’ 

‘There are bodily changes like the breasts start growing, it is painful. That age was a playful age, 
so when I ran I would have pain. Thus I stopped running. I was also more conscious…..so during
my periods I used to sit and relax in a quiet place or in one place’  

‘I became more of a woman. It is a big step in growing up. I came to know that I can have children 
and it is a little bit exciting. This made me feel special as well’ 

‘My parents were rather protective of me. They always warned me to be careful. They did not
forbid me to do things but they instructed me to be back home on time in the evening’ 
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respondents related the protectiveness and the arguments with parents as part of growing up, while 
several others associated them with attaining menarche.  
 

 

 

 
We observe that women perceived growing up as being older in age which heightened their need for 
independence. Respondents also associated this stage of their life to conflicts between them and their 
mother largely due to the generational differences.    
 

 

However, one respondent mentioned that the arguments and conflicts with her mother began at the 
same time when she had her first menstruation.  
 

 

One respondent who was brought up in a different cultural context referred to her perceived change in 
her parents who treated her more like an adult. According to her: 
 

 

 

For this respondent, she perceived a change in her mother after she attained menarche which was more 
of a friend in comparison to the hierarchicalmother-daughter relationship that prevailed before she 
attained menarche. Amongst the younger generation respondents in Bangalore we also observe them 
mentioning about becoming closer to their mother after they reached menarche.  
 
Perceived role change for others 
 
Others here include everyone who is not a part of the family. But respondents largely discuss about 
their perceived role change for boys. They mentioned that they became interested in boys and had 
crushes and were infatuated with boys. The ‘age-event’ conflict is relevant here as well. Some 
respondents relate it to being a teenager while some others related it to the bodily changes that come 
about with the onset of menarche.  
 

 

 

 

 

 
9.2.6 Perceived gains of the event  
 
Here we focus on the perceived gains in the form of advantages and disadvantages of menarche, which 
are specific to the days of the menstrual period as well as to that stage of life.  
 

‘Arguments and conflicts with my mother were part of growing up’ 
 
‘My mother was more protective. Before I went to someone’s place or stayed home alone she
briefed me on how to handle things myself. It was a type of extra protection’ 
 

‘I wanted more independence and I didn’t like my parents’ behaviour about little things’ 

‘My parents treated me differently; like my mother talked more with me, more adult things; she had 
a different way of talking with me. Also with my father I could notice he was careful. If he wanted
to come into my bedroom he would ask me and knock before coming in’  

‘I had crushes on boys and it wasto do with me being a teenager and not with me having my 
periods’ 
 
‘Boys became interesting at that time. I had boyfriends and it was at the same time that I had my
first period. I was a bit shy when I went to the gym. Boys could see which girls had periods as we
didn’t want to go to the shower after gym or for swimming lessons’ 

‘No I don’t know if it is related to the periods, but it started at the same time’ 
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Advantages 
 
Menstruation was considered as an advantage as it was often used as an excuse to not attend 
swimming, gymnastics and sports classes. Some respondents said that it was an advantage during the 
days of their menstrual cycle.   
 

 

For several other respondents attaining menarche enabled them to be a part of their peer group, 
brought about maturity and the realization that they were capable of bearing children.  
 

 

 

Respondents also stressed about the importance they received on attaining menarche in the form of 
receiving small presents and special type of clothes.  
 

 

 

Being a part of the peer group enabled women to discuss about the physical and emotional problems 
which they faced during the days of menstruation.  
 

 

 
Disadvantages 
 
All the respondents referred to physical inconvenience and physical discomfort on the menstrual days 
as disadvantages of menarche. Some respondents also mentioned emotional problems and mood 
swings as a type of inconvenience faced.  
 

 

 

 

All the interviewees discussed about the type of protection used during the days of the menstrual 
cycle. Most of them discussed the advantages and disadvantages of using napkins and tampons as 
protection.  
 
All respondents said that they began using sanitary napkins when they first attained menarche but later 
changed to using tampons. This was because the tampons had the added advantage of being hygienic 
and convenient for swimming and other sports activities.  
 

 

 

 

‘My friends and I used it as an excuse to not go to certain classes like gymnastics and sports’ 

‘I belonged to a group of friends where every one of them had periods. I also became mature’ 
 
‘I could bear a child’ 

‘I started getting pimples on my face and my mother bought me special creams. I got another type
of dress than my younger sisters. The dresses were in natural colours and not flashy’ 

‘At school it was nice. I was a part of the group of other girls who also got their periods so I felt a 
part of the group, we could talk about pimples and stomach aches’ 

‘It was not convenient at all, I suffer from stomach ache and headache’ 
 
‘I did not feel clean on the days of my periods and it also caused me physical and emotional 
discomfort’ 

‘At first I used sanitary napkins as I was too small I think to use tampons. After I had my first
sexual encounter I could use tampons. This happened when I was 18-19 years old’ 
 
‘I started with sanitary napkins at the age of 13 and after 2 years I started using tampons. It is 
convenient when I go swimming’ 
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9.3 Partnership: union formation behaviour 
 
This section focuses on the union formation behaviour of the Dutch women. Partnership behaviour 
was left undefined before we began interviewing the women. It was done in order to understand the 
respondent’s perspective of the event of union formation. Union formation behaviour as an intervening 
event in the reproductive life course has already been discussed in chapter 5 based on secondary data 
analysis of survey data. In this chapter we also study the impact of educational attainment on union 
formation behaviour in the Dutch context as perceived by the women themselves. While chapter 5 
presented quantitative evidence, this section takes a qualitative approach based on in-depth interviews 
and focus group discussions on union formation behaviour in the Dutch context.  
 
9.3.1 Perceived timing of the event  
 
Respondents largely distinguished their union formation behaviour into four distinct categories. They 
are: the age at which they had boyfriends, the age they had their first intimate relationship, age at 
living together or cohabitation and the age at marriage. The age at which these events occurred could 
be linked to other significant events like leaving the parental home in the individual life course. Most 
of the respondents said that they had their first boyfriend when they were still living in their parental 
home whereas the age at first intimate relationship was after they had left the parental home.  
 
Most respondents mentioned having boyfriends by the age of 15. This age was considered as a normal 
age when most of their friends too had boyfriends.  
 

 

 

This age corresponds to the growing-up phase of life from a girl to that of a teenager and also a stage 
of life when girls develop interest in boys.  
 

 

 
However, respondents categorically distinguish this age from the age at which they had their first 
intimate relationship. The respondents have defined intimate relationship as the onset of their sexual 
relationship marked by the first sexual encounter. This age ranged from 17 to 20 years. Respondents 
viewed their age at first intimate relationship as early, late or on time, by comparing it with their 
friends’ age at first intimate relationship.  
 
A respondent who began her first sexual relationship at the age of 17 considers her age to be ‘on time’ 
because 
 
 

 

While another respondent who had her first sexual relationship at the age of 19 considered that age to 
be a late age because of the following reason.   
 

 

‘I had a few boyfriends when I was about 15, 16 and 17 even. It was a normal age as most of my
friends also had boyfriends’ 

‘I had crushes and was infactuated with boys at the age of 15 or 16. They were more related to 
growing up from a girl to a teenager’ 

‘The other girls were also talking about it. There were a few who had theirs a little bit earlier’ 

‘Compared to my other friends it was quite late. I had a few boyfriends before but I was not 
intimate with them’ 
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However, some respondents termed their first intimate relationship as “serious”. In this case as well 
the yardstick of comparison was the age at which friends and members of the peer group had their first 
intimate relationship. The age ranged from 17 to 20 years for different respondents. While the age of 
17 was perceived as an early age for a serious relationship, the age of 20 was a late age.  
 

 

 

 

 
Respondents who began a serious relationship at the age of 18 considered it as the right age personally 
in spite of their friends beginning their serious relationship at an early age.  
 

 

 

 

The next category of union formation distinguished by the respondents themselves was the age at 
which they began living together with their partner or the age at cohabitation. Most of the respondents 
stated that they began living together at ages 25, 26 and 27. These ages were also perceived by the 
respondents as a normal age to begin living together with a partner. Respondents mention having 
completed their studies before beginning to live with their partner, which they consider to be proper 
timing.  
 
 
 
 

 
Most of these respondents knew their partner for a longer time before they began living together. The 
delay in living together was attributed to partners having different jobs in different cities and the 
combination with education.   
            

             

 

            

             

One respondent, who began cohabitation at the age of 19, perceives of her age as being early. Both she 
and her boyfriend were students then and compared to her friends she was one of the first ones to 
begin living together. She says: 
            

            

          

Marriage formed the fourth category of union formation behaviour. Out of the 10 respondents 
interviewed only one respondent was not married but continued living together with her partner. The 

‘Yes I was early with my first experience of sex. I was in VWO and the girls there did not begin that
early. So I became friends with HAVO girls as they were free, wanted to go to the discos and
dancing, etc’ (Respondent who was 17 at first sexual intercourse) 
 
‘It was a late age for me as my friends they were 18, 19 when they had their serious relationship’ 

‘It was a right time for me even though I heard from a lot of friends that they started at 16, 17. It 
had also to do with the fact that I found the right person and I am still married to him. For a
serious relationship I first needed to be on my own first (careerwise) and be ready to have a
relationship. I think at that age I was ready’ 

‘It was quite normal. I had almost finished my studies by then and I started my PhD. I had my
student room and at the end of my studies it was quite normal to look for a house and live together
with a partner’ 

‘We knew each other when I was 21 but started living together at age 26. So I knew him for 7 
years. But we had jobs in different cities so that was the main reason why we weren’t living
together’ 
 
‘Both of us were studying here in Groningen and both had our own student room so we did not
start living together right away. We began living together when I was 26’  

‘…well 19 to live together with a boyfriend? Early!! Because I was the first in my group of friends.
Both me and my friend were still living at home and when we were studying we had a single room
for ourselves. So it was quite unusual’ 
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majority of the women made their transition to marriage after living together for a long time with their 
partners.  
 
 

 

 

The median age at marriage was 29.5 years. The marriage age amongst the respondents ranged from 
26 years to 32 years. However, some of them married at ages 26 and 28 and there were some who 
married at age 30 and above.  We do not observe any strict age patterning. Some considered their age 
as being the right age while some considered it to be late.  
 
Respondents assessed their age at marriage both from their own perspective as early, late or on time as 
well as from societal and cultural perspectives.  
             

 

            

             

For those respondents who married at age 30 and above most of them perceived their age at marriage 
as the right age in view of their career stability, future family options and an added advantage of 
cohabiting for a long time before getting married.  
 

           

 

9.3.2 Preference for cohabitation or marriage  
 
Most of the respondents who were interviewed were married at the time of interview except one who 
was living together with her partner (see Chapter 3; section 3.4.6). These respondents have also 
mentioned living together with their partner for several years before getting married. We wanted to 
know what prompted marriage for these respondents and what they personally prefer as a better option 
and why.  
 
Cohabitation and marriage were not considered as two very distinct events in the reproductive life 
course of women in the Dutch context. For those respondents who preferred cohabitation to marriage 
it was because of the non-differential status of a wife, that is no significant change in status as a 
cohabiting or married woman. For most of the respondents these two events were distinct from each 
other only because of a legal document which made no difference to their status of a live-in partner or 
a wife as suggested by the following response. 
           

             

 

 

 

‘Age 28 was a late age for me but for Holland it is a normal age to marry’ 
 
‘Considering my own country it is somewhere in between. But for myself the age of 26 was quite
early. So I think maybe I should have waited for 2 to 4 years’ 

‘We lived together for 4 years before we got married when I was 31’ 
 
‘We lived for almost 2 and a half years before we got married’ 

‘it was a right age for me. I think it was good to live together for several years before getting
married. It was important to me that I first finish my studies and then get married and think about
having children’ (Respondent married at age 31) 

‘Getting married and living together, the difference is one piece of paper. Nothing changed, it is
just the idea that you are someone’s wife’ 
 
‘I prefer living together to marriage because when we got married we knew each other for 5 years.
So what is new about marriage?’ 
 
‘Being married is nothing special. It is just the same as living together’ 
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These respondents considered cohabitation as an alternative to marriage but eventually got married 
before having children to avoid any complications arising from instances of a child born out of 
wedlock.  
 

 

 

Marriage was based on convenience for another respondent who stated that it helped them to adopt a 
child and if it were not for adoption she would prefer living together with her partner.  
 

 

 
 
While another respondent expressed her negative attitude towards marriage by saying: 
 
 
 
 
Some respondents considered cohabitation as a temporary phase before marriage. However marriage 
remains important for them. These respondents prefer cohabiting for a short time before being married 
to the person. In their view their phase of cohabitation enabled them to find out whether the partner 
was the right person and whether they both understood each other well. This is considered to be an 
important criterion before marriage and starting a family.  
 
 
 
  

 

One respondent even said that: 
 
 
 
 
Given the preference for cohabitation or marriage some respondents prefer marriage to cohabitation 
because of the emotional stability and security that marriage provides.  
 
 
 
 
While another respondent preferred marriage to cohabitation because: 
 

 

9.3.3 Transition from cohabitation to marriage 
 
In this section we shall look at the factors that trigger the transition from cohabitation to marriage. As 
most of the interviewed respondents stated that they married their partner after living together for a 
couple of years, it is interesting to know why such a step was taken.  

‘It was not my wish to marry because for me it does not make any difference. But I knew I wanted 
children and thus it was a good reason to marry. So that you don’t have to arrange a lot for the
children like notary (notarys) and other things’ 

‘I prefer living together. For me personally marriage is not a big thing. Living together and having 
children are much more important to me than some kind of paper that says you are married’ 

‘I prefer maybe a short time to live together with a person and then get married. Marriage is
important for me though.  Living together enabled me to really find out if the person I fell in love 
with is the right person with whom I can raise a family. You really get to know the good side and
the bad side’ 

‘It is not a guarantee that living together will work out. But I think that it helps a bit. I think
marriage is more stable if you can choose after a few years’  

‘In a way I was more certain that the other person has really chosen me and that is more an
emotional aspect. It also provides for emotional security’ 

‘It gives stability to the relationship and helps in going forward with the relationship’ 

‘Well I think if we had not adopted our child then we still would be living together waiting for a 
good opportunity to marry sometime. Marriage made it convenient for the adoption procedure’ 
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One of the most important criteria cited by most of the respondents that caused the transition from 
cohabitation to marriage was their decision to have children together with their partner.  
 

 

 

Though these respondents did have the choice of having children out of wedlock, they refrained from 
doing so due to the legal issues involved. One respondent explained how it is legally easier to have 
children within marriage.         
            
         
 
 
        
 
However, as one respondent revealed, marriage is still not important for many people who decide to 
not marry and yet have children.  
 

 

 
Another important criterion, which has been mentioned, by most of the respondents influencing their 
transition from living together to marriage was when they incurred big expenses such as buying a 
house.  
 
 
 
Some respondents also mentioned of stability in the relationship derived from marriage and the 
emotional security that marriage offers as key factors that influenced them to marry. Some 
respondents also referred to the romantic nature of marriage giving status to their love relationship 
with their partner as an important criterion to marry.  
 

            

            

            

             

Required qualities in the man 
 
Most respondents mentioned having their criteria for an ideal partner but it did not act as a strict 
checklist. However, some basic criteria like intelligence, good-humored nature and being sociable 
were desired in the partner. Qualities such as honesty and openness and mental compatibility formed 
other basic criteria.  
 

 

 

‘We decided to marry once we decided we wanted to have children together. A lot of my friends
and people that I know also go about it like this. I think it is one of the main reasons why people
here want to get married’ 

‘Yes it is legally easier because when you are not married then the father of the child has to go to
the legal notary (notarys) and have to declare that the child is his. So there are a lot of problems
having children when you are not married. So a lot of people say okay let’s get married because 
then we don’t have to arrange all the stuff around recognising the child’ 

‘Financial things when we wanted to buy a house or other big expenses’ 

‘Marriage gives security and stability to the relationship. With marriage you enter into a legal
commitment, social commitment and family commitment. It helps the relationship to go forward’ 
 
‘Marriage gives a romantic flavour to the long- lasting relationship’ 
 
‘Decision to marry came when we decided to give each other more than just love’ 

‘For a lot of my friends marriage is not important at all. They are not married but still have
children. So I don’t think marriage is necessary for them. For the majority it isn’t important’ 

‘It was important for me that he was intelligent, he should have some humour and he should be a 
stable person’ 
 
‘Mental compatibility was my criterion’ 
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Some respondents said that they were very young when they met their partner and fell in love and thus 
did not have any criteria of a partner.  
 
 
 
 
We also observe how women’s educational enrolment and attending different levels of education have 
facilitated meeting people with the same educational background. None of the respondents mentioned 
the educational level of the partner as a criterion in their partner choice. For a majority of them, their 
educational career did not play any role in their partner choice. These respondents did not have similar 
level of education as their partner. While some respondents have a higher educational level than their 
partner, it is the reverse for other partners. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
However, some respondents did have the same educational level as their partners but they also said 
that they did specifically choose such a match. Thus on the one hand it was not a conscious decision to 
have a partner of the same educational level, on the other hand being in a similar educational domain 
facilitated them in meeting their partners.  
            
            
             
 

            

 
 
Respondents reflected on the advantages of having a partner of the same educational level in 
comparison to those who had partners of a different educational level. Amongst women who had the 
same educational level as their partners they found that it facilitated better understanding and easier 
communication between partners.  
            
             
 
 
            
            
One respondent who is more educated than her husband touched on the inequality in educational 
levels: 
  
 
             
 
The working environment is also considered as a probable place to meet and interact with potential 
partners. All respondents said that they met their partners long before they had a stable working career. 
None of the respondents met their partner at the workplace.  
 
 

‘I was rather young I didn’t have many criteria. Because when you are young you are not looking
for a guy to spend your life with, you are just looking for a nice guy to be with’ 

‘When we met he was less educated than me. I was going to HAVO and went further up while he
just went to NTS. But I have never bothered about the educational level’ 
 
‘My partner is a little bit more educated than me. But my education did not play any role in 
choosing a partner’ 

‘Yes my husband is of the same educational background as me. But I didn’t specifically look for it.
But being in the academic field helped me to meet him, know him and interact with him’ 
 
‘No, I don’t think that I explicitly looked for a person with the same educational background as me.
But it is one of the reasons that I found someone and he is at the same educational level and
university as well. So I think it is easier to meet people in that category. Once you study you meet 
people that also study’ 

‘When we are of the same educational level we can understand the same things and have more
similar views on things’ 
 
‘He has the same educational background as me and the same level of education. So it is easier to 
communicate with such a person than with one of a different background’ 

‘My husband does not bother much but sometimes he makes certain remarks as I knew things better.
He remarks that I am higher educated and he does not like that. On the whole our relationship is very 
well balanced but when there are conflicts there seems to be imbalance and I don’t like that’ 
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Irrespective of the non-existent role of working career in partner choice, respondents identified the 
advantages of both partners working. Most of the respondents said that their partners shared work both 
outside and in the household work.  
             
 
 
 
However, as one respondent pointed out it cannot be generalised that husbands of women who work 
share household tasks. She also referred to the Dutch context that in spite of men sharing household 
tasks, women do much more work than men. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
One respondent said that both she and her husband work but he does not share in the household tasks a 
lot.  
 
 
            
             
Some respondents stated that both high education and working career are not considered as essential 
for their relationship.It was other less tangible qualities such as: 
            
            
            
          
 
 
 
9.3.4 Role change perceived by the respondent 
 
In the previous sections we have already observed that union formation behaviour can be distinguished 
into cohabitation and marriage. Most of the respondents who have been interviewed made a transition 
from cohabitation to marriage. We intend to understand whether these respondents experienced any 
role change themselves in transition from the status of a partner to that of a married wife.  
 
Opinions differed from respondent to respondent about their perceived role change. For some 
respondents they considered both roles to be similar and hence there was no role change. One 
respondent found that the only change was the addition of her husband’s surname, while another 
considered buying a house together with her husband as the only difference between living together 
and being a wife.  
 
 
 
 

‘No, I did not meet him at my work’ 
 
‘When I met my partnerI was studying at that time’ 

‘I think the fact that we both are working means that we both do things in the house such as 
cleaning’ 

‘I also know of families where the woman is also working but still she has to do most of the
household tasks. So it is not by definition that once the woman works the man helps in household 
tasks. In the Netherlands, men are doing more than what they used to do 20 years ago but still
women do more than men even though they are working’ 

‘I do a lot of tasks in the house like cooking, arranging appointments with friends and I even work 
4 days a week. My husband works 5 days a week. I don’t say anything about his not helping me in
the house it just goes by’ 

‘The most important things are respect for each other, love and other normal things’ 
 
‘No I don’t think high education and I don’t think it is also just a stable career. To me in a 
relationship it is more important that I can have my career and at the same time that I can be
happy with my partner’ 
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Another respondent thought that her role change from partner to wife as something which brought 
about a more secure feeling of commitment, which was less evident when she was living together with 
her partner.  
 
 
 
 
 
While some other respondents were undecided about their perceived role change from the stage of 
living together to that of marriage:  
            
             
 
 
 
9.4 Birth of the first child: beginning of motherhood 
 
The next event that we shall focus on is the event of motherhood, which is brought about by the birth 
of the first child. This section is divided into four subsections. In subsection 9.4.1 we discuss how 
respondents have perceived their age at first birth and the reason for such a perceeption. Subsection 
9.4.2 discusses the perceived behavioural changes in becoming a mother, while the perceived role 
changes as a mother are discussed in subsection 9.4.3. The perceived gains of motherhood in the form 
of advantages and disadvantages that the event has brought about in the lives of these women are 
discussed in the subsection 9.4.4.  
 
9.4.1 Perceived timing of the event 
 
All the interviewed respondents were asked about their age at first birth and how they considered it – 
whether it was early, late or on time – and why. This subsection is thus termed as the perceived timing 
of the event of motherhood.  
 
While most of the first births took place above the age of 30, some women were mothers at age 27 and 
28. The median age at first birth amongst the women interviewed was 30.3 years. Sometimes they 
made a distinction between their own perception of their age at first birth and what was socially 
perceived in the Dutch context. This is how one respondent who had her first child at the age of 28 
viewed her age at first birth:  
 
 
 
We do not find a strict age patterning of the timing of first birth such as what we observed in the 
cultural context of Bangalore. This seems to indicate the prevalence of perceived standard biography 
in the cultural context of Karnataka, in comparison to the perceived individual biography in the Dutch 
cultural context. Those women who had their first child above age 30 regarded of their age as late. On 
the personal front they attribute it largely to ‘biological reasons’ of bearing a child after age 30 such as 

‘I am not sure whether there really is any difference. It just feels nice that I am married. I cannot
specifically tell why it is better than living together’ 

‘As a partner to me it is just trying something out and everyone feels that there is no commitment.
But as a wife I have certain commitments and that makes things different. I felt more secure being
a wife than a partner’ 

‘No, I don’t think there is any difference. It is just the same. It is only that I don’t use my maiden 
name. I have taken my husband’s last name. Only that has changed after marriage’ 
 
‘I find no difference in being a partner and a wife. We bought this house and that was a major step.
It is a much bigger commitment than marriage’ 

‘Compared to the Dutch standard it is about average. But for me it felt late’ 
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an increased risk of birth defects. It is also perceived as a ‘late age’ in terms of planning for the second 
child.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
The same group of women mentioned that motherhood after the age of 30 is normal in Dutch society 
because all their friends and most female acquaintances had their first child around the ages of 29, 30. 
Respondents also said that this age is a common age for first child birth amongst high educated and 
working women in the Dutch context.  
 
             
 
 
 
 
 
One respondent, who had her first child at the age of 30, considered it to be a late age as compared to 
the women in her mother’s generation.  
             
 
 
 
 
For some respondents later age at motherhood corresponded to more maturity and accomplishment in 
one’s career before becoming a mother. These respondents personally considered their age at first 
birth as being on time. They compared themselves to their friends who also had their first child at later 
ages after they had established themselves careerwise.  
 
 
            
            
             
The same respondent also mentions stated: 

  

  

Some respondents wanted to have their first child at earlier ages in order to avoid being ‘older 
parents’. They also considered childbirth at younger ages to be more advantageous. These respondents 
had their first child at age 28 and viewed of their age at first birth as ‘late’.    
  
 

 

 

 
One respondent discussed the advantage of being able to spend more time with her husband before 
becoming a mother if first child birth is at a later age.  

‘It is late because biologically 30 is rather late. At older ages there are risks of birth defects’ 
 
‘I would like to have my second child now and I feel it is really very late’ (Respondent who had her
first child at age 31) 

‘It is late because biologically 30 is a rather late age. But when I look at my friends, then 30 is 
average. A lot of working and high educated women start thinking about children when they are
30, 31 years old’ 
 
‘Because most women I know had their first child around age 29, 30. Most of them were around
30’ 

‘It was rather late. But compared to say 30 years ago my mother’s generation 25 was more or less 
the time that they had their first child. But now it is 30 years on an average. So women are having
children at a much older age than 20 years ago’ 

‘I think it is on time or a normal age. But I know that it is not that early. Friends had their first
child at more or less the same age. It also has to do with our world because we completed our
studies and some of them did theirPhD and worked a couple of years and then started to have kids’
(Respondent’s age at first birth was 34 years) 

‘I would have liked to have my first child a couple of years earlier like at the age of 30 or 32’ 

‘At younger ages we have more energy and we are in a healthier shape to bear children’ 
 
‘For me it was late. Now I am an older parent. So I hope that I can have that strong relationship 
with my children’ 
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9.4.2 Perceived behavioural changes 
 
In this subsection we shall focus on the different behavioural changes perceived by the respondents, 
which came about in their lives after they became a mother. Physical restriction was one of the most 
common behaviour change identified by most of the respondents. Such perceived behavioural changes 
are universal in nature and prevails across cultures.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
For most of them it meant having less freedom to randomly plan activities as regards socialisation with 
friends, going to the movies and theatre. Respondents mentioned that they had to first arrange for a 
babysitter or nanny before planning any activity.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
One respondent felt that the physical restrictions resulted in a ‘loss of spontaneity’, which came about 
with the birth of her child.  
 
 
 
 
 
Respondents also said that such restricted behaviour leads to less socialising and sometimes 
socialising starts taking shape with a new group of people who are also parents.  
 
 
 
 
Other behavioural changes were related to being responsible and becoming busy. Most women also 
felt tired and exhausted with the various changes that came about after the birth of their first child.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

‘On the other hand it is good that my husband and I had a lot of time together before having a
child. We spent time together and did a lot of things before the child came’  

‘You lose freedom but it is my own choice. You cannot jump on your bike and go to the city centre
or to a pub whenever you like as things need to be arranged’ 
 
‘You can’t go out when you want to. You have to plan all the things’ 
 
‘Yes absolutely now I have less time especially to do unplanned things. If someone calls me for a
drink then I cannot go because I don’t have a babysitter. So going to the movies and theatre has to 
be arranged’ 

‘That makes things happen much less and therefore the contact with other people gets less’ 
 
‘Now I meet other people with kids so there is a different type of socialising and group contacts’ 

‘It used to be that my friends would call to ask whether I wanted to have a dinner in the city. I tell
them yes that is a good idea, but then realise that I need a nanny or babysitter. I then calmly
friends back saying I cannot come. So the spontaneity, which I had before the birth of my child, is
becoming less and I have to organise things more before going out with friends’ 

‘A lot changed. I have more responsibility (verantwoordelijkheid) and have also become important
because I have a child and I have to take care of her as she is dependent on me’ 
 
‘I am quite busy now. More busy than I was before becoming a mother’ 
 
‘I am exhausted especially because of all things I have to do but it is nice because that is the way I
wanted it’ 

‘I am physically restricted and do not go out very often’ 
 
‘I think I go out less and socialize less’ 
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Some respondents also found that sooner or later the priorities of the child increase and he/she 
becomes the focus. Thus apart from socialising less with friends, some of them said that they had less 
time for their husbands. 
 

 

 

 
 
All respondents found that their life underwent great changes after they became a mother. The 
behavioural changes have already been mentioned in the previous subsection. The behavioural 
changes throw light on the great differences in the life of these women pertaining before and after the 
birth of their first child. One of the responses nicely summarised the differences before and after the 
birth of a child: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Another respondent said that her relationship with her husband was enhanced with the birth of her 
child because of a stronger bond between her and her husband.  
 
 
 
 
 
Shift from full-time work to part-time work was one of the major differences that came about after the 
child was born. Most of the respondents who were interviewed mentioned this change.  
 
 
 
 
 
9.4.3 Perceived role change 
 
The occurrence of different events shapes the reproductive life course of women. With these different 
events, women play increasingly multifaceted roles at the same time. Thus marriage confers the role of 
a wife and with the birth of her first child she takes on the role of a mother. In modern day society, 
women with children pursuing their working career are known as working mothers. We focus on the 
perceived role changes of motherhood in the following subsections. We have distinguished them into 
three types. They are role change perceived by the respondents themselves, for their parents and in-
laws and role change perceived for others such as friends and working colleagues.  
 
Role change perceived by respondent 
 
Most respondents considered motherhood to have brought about maturity in them, a change in outlook 
from the carefree life before the birth of the child.  
 
 

‘My husband and I liked to go to the city centre to have dinner together or go to a pub. But in a
way that is not important anymore after the baby arrived’ 
 
‘I have less time for my husband so that has also changed’ 

‘I did so much before my child was born. I went to India, I went to a lot of places, I would go out to 
the discos and pubs. I have had it all. Only the excitement of travelling that is still there. I want it
but cannot always have it. A lot of times we go away but not too long distances because I do not
want risk problem with my children’ 

‘Also in our relationship we became closer to each other because we have something together and
we have to take care of the child together. For us it was like we have more bonding with each other
now’ 

‘I changed my working hours so I started to work a day less. I used to work full time before but 
now I work four days a week’  
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Some respondents also found that they became adults and were sensitive. One respondent 
distinguished between the stages of her life when she attained menarche with her stage of life after 
becoming a mother. She felt that she became matured after she had her first menstruation. However 
after she had her first child she felt that she became an adult. While motherhood is observed to bring 
about transition to adulthood amongst women in the Dutch cultural context, in the cultural context of 
Bangalore amongst younger generation we observe that the event of marriage enabled the transition to 
womanhood.   
 
 
 
 
 
Many Dutch respondents have also indicated role conflicts. We observe two types of role conflicts that 
might arise after the birth of the first child. They are role conflict as a mother and a wife or partner and 
the second type of role conflict is that between a mother and a working mother. In this subsection we 
shall focus on whether the interviewed respondents faced such role conflicts and their perspective of 
the conflicts.  
 
Perceived Role change for parents and in-laws 
 
Overall there were no major role changes for the parents and in-laws after the birth of the child. 
However, respondents revealed small changes in the form of greater concern and care, increase in the 
frequency of visits by the grandparents and the relationship taking on a new dimension after the birth 
of the child. This is also mentioned by the younger generation of respondents in Bangalore.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Some respondents said that they meant more to their in-laws and felt that they belonged more to their 
husband’s family. Here we observe a similarity in the daughters in Bangalore as regards their 
perceived role change in the eyes of their parents-in-law after becoming a mother.  
 
 
 
 
 
One respondent also referred to changes in types of communication with her parents. Both mothers’ 
and daughters’ generation in Bangalore have mentioned that they were able to share and discuss many 
more things with their mother and other female members of the family, which they could not do when 
they were not mothers themselves.  
 

‘I feel mature. After I had my baby I lost my childhood, I lost my innocence’ 
 
‘I have become more serious in thinking about the future. Before it was not so. It is more of 
emotional thinking about future. I feel I have become more vulnerable because I might die and
what will happen to my child’ 

‘I think during the time I had my periods I felt that I became mature but now I feel like an adult.
Like an adult I have to consider how I should behave, how I should talk in the presence of my own 
kids and then sometimes I have to behave older than my age’ 

‘I do feel that they are proud of being grandparents. They are concerned and inquire whether
everything is going okay and in that sense there is a change also in the frequency of contacts. They 
come here often’ 
 
‘I don’t think a lot has changed. I still feel a child of my parents but it has got a new dimension after the
birth of my child’ 

‘I became more special to my in-laws as I gave them their grandchild’ 
 
‘I have the feeling that I belong more to the family of my in-laws after I gave birth’ 
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Perceived Role change for others 
 
We asked women whether their role in relation to friends and colleagues at work changed after they 
became mothers. Friends did not mention any changes after respondents became mothers. However 
respondents talked about negative reactions in the workplace. Respondents discussed the support they 
got from their colleagues at their workplace as well as the gender expectations of becoming a mother 
and combining a working career. The following respondent nicely summed up her experience:  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In her opinion, gender becomes an issue where taking care of the children is concerned. She further 
went on to say: 
 
 
 
 
Another respondent discussed the negative reactions she got from her work colleagues after she gave 
birth to her child. She found that her boss at work seemed to cast doubts on her competency after she 
became a mother.  
             
 
            
  
 
9.4.4 Perceived gains of the event 
 
We now move on from the perceived role changes to the gains of motherhood. Gains have been 
discussed as the advantages and disadvantages of motherhood perceived by the respondents (see 
chapter 7, Section 7.2.7). We also focus on the impact of higher education and working career and 
how they contributed to the various advantages and disadvantages of motherhood as perceived by the 
respondents themselves.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

‘I am also a mother now so; I can have a different type of conversation with my mother, about
motherhood, about how I feel, and about my delivery, also about raising kids. My father also 
respects me in a different way as I am having a family now’ 

‘Well it is a bit of both. Once you work and then have children and when you are a woman
especially with a career you have a lot of pressure in your job. People always look at her with 
doubt, will she manage. It is a difficult combination working four days a week and having children.
My husband also does the same, he works four days a week and he always gets a lot of positive
reactions. Wow it is so good that the father takes care of the children one day a week. They never 
ask him whether it is going well, how do you cope, isn’t it too much pressure for you combining
work with children. I think it is really different for women and men’ 

‘On the one hand they like it that you work and that you have a career and on the other they say that
she might be burnout because it is hard to combine. They never say this to men’ 

‘I was one of the first within my work group of girls to get a baby and I think for some of them it was a 
bit strange. It was not common to combine research work with motherhood. My boss was not so happy’ 
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Advantages 
 
For most respondents the advantage of motherhood is the pleasure and happiness of being a mother. 
Some women also perceived it as an enriching experience.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Disadvantages 
 
The disadvantages of motherhood were elaborated as the loss of freedom and physical restriction to do 
many things. Most mothers experienced setbacks related with scarcity of time, being tired and 
exhausted, social life being hampered and spending less time with their partner.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
We can also observe the effects of higher education and working career on the perceived gains of 
motherhood. The effects have more to do with the advantages of motherhood rather than the 
disadvantages. Some women perceive that their higher education has enabled them to raise their 
children better because of knowledge gained from books on child development and interacting with 
people as part of their occupation. These respondents feel that their higher education has directly been 
beneficial in the following way: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Some respondents mentioned that their higher education has helped them in raising their children by 
enabling them to decide what is right and wrong for the child.  
 
 
 
 
However, some respondents feel that their education has been indirectly helpful in enhancing their 
knowledge.  
 
 
 
 
 

‘It is pleasure and happiness at the emotional level’ 
 
‘It brings a lot of joy and you realise that small things are very special and very important’ 
 
‘It has enriched my life’ 

‘Part of freedom that I miss, going out and having some time for myself and my partner’ 
 
‘I put part of my social life aside and I spend less time with my partner’ 
 
‘I am tired. It restricts me a little bit in the things that I can do. I have to organise everything so
that is quite an effort’ 

‘After my HAVO I went to the PABO to train as a teacher in elementary school. So I learned a lot
about children from the ages of 4 till 12. I also learned about child development’ 
 
‘I read many books on child development and now I am putting knowledge into practice in my
daily life. I am a social worker so interacting with people also helps’ 

‘Maybe not my education directly but I think my view of the world, maybe my intellectual
capabilities make it easier to oversee several things at the same time and put them into perspective. 
It helped me in coping with being a mother’ 

‘The way I raise my kids, what I consider to be important, and I think that has something to do with 
my educational level, what I feel is important for my kids’ 
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Some others believe that their educational attainment has had no effect on their motherhood and 
raising children. These respondents mention that there is no special training for raising children that 
benefits only the higher educated women. According to them raising children cannot be taught and 
low educated mother sometimes raise children much better than higher educated mothers do. They 
discussed this topic in the following way: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Most women stated that their working career has directly given them their economic independence. As 
both partners have a working career they are able to afford the comforts of life and provide a better life 
for their children.  
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
Some respondents talked about how expensive it is to bring up children in the Dutch context and how 
their own salary has enabled them not to be dependent on their husband.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
For most respondents their working career has facilitated them in developing themselves, being proud 
of their achievements, being efficient and making proper use of time.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

9.5 Perceived autonomy 
 
Educational attainment of women and their labour force participation enable them to gain status both 
outside and inside the house, which indirectly influences women’s autonomy. Autonomy and its types 
have been similarly categorised as in the in-depth interviews in Bangalore (see chapter 7, section 7.3). 

‘I am convinced that the way I do it is the best but I think that every mother has that opinion
whether you are higher educated or not’ 
 
‘I don’t think that my high education has helped me. Well there is no training for being a mother or 
a father. I think that there are a lot of people with low education that are really good mothers and
fathers and maybe sometimes even better when compared with people who have high education’ 

‘We are very satisfied about the money we have, we can buy most of the things we need’ 
 
‘Our working career enabled us to buy a new house. It is a nice house and our daughter has a lot
of room to play’ 
 
‘Because we both are working we can afford things we otherwise couldn’t. The kids are very 
happy’ 

‘My working career has helped me because I think it is expensive to raise a child and it is easier if
you have some money to give the child the right things. The money that my husband earns would
also be enough. But then I would feel really dependent on him for that money and I don’t feel good 
if I am dependent’ 

‘Because I have some work experience and that helps me to develop myself (jezelf ontplooien), to
grow. My salary every month helps me to decide for my children on my own’ 
 
‘My work has helped me more personally because of the fact that I have a job and it is easier to be
a mother because you are more than a mother. When I did not have a job my main role was to be a
mother and I had very little left of my own self. Now I have a different role to play apart from 
taking care of my children’ 
 
‘I have learnt to manage a lot of things and I learnt that in my job. It has made me efficient and
taught me to use time well’ 
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Autonomy has been differentiated into knowledge autonomy, decision-making autonomy, physical 
autonomy, emotional autonomy and economic and social autonomy. In the following subsections we 
shall elaborate how women themselves perceive their autonomy and how their educational and 
working career facilitates different types of autonomy.  
 
9.5.1 Perceived knowledge autonomy 
 
This type of autonomy focuses on how higher education and working career of women have provided 
exposure to the outside world. All respondents mentioned that their exposure to the outside world was 
largely through the mass media such as newspapers and books, television and radio. Most respondents 
also identified the internet as a form of mass media, which has enabled them to gather knowledge 
about the outside world.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Interaction with friends by meeting them and discussing various issues has also enabled some of the 
respondents to know more about the outside world.   
 
 
 
A working career has enhanced knowledge autonomy through interaction with colleagues at the 
workplace and meeting different people.  
 
 
 
 
Respondents mentioned that their education and working career have enabled them to learn new facts 
and information and which they relate together to synthesis new knowledge.   
 
 
 
 
9.5.2 Perceived decision-making autonomy 
 
Higher education and workforce participation of women bring about greater decision-making 
autonomy in matters both outside and inside the household (Jejeebhoy 1995). According to her, higher 
educated, working women have a greater say in decision making in comparison to women with less 
education. The former are also confident of the decisions that they make. In our research, respondents 
were asked how decisions are taken in their family and whether they or their partner decide on 
different aspects. Matters of decision making were divided into three different categories: taking care 
of the children, cooking, inviting guests and friends at home, big expenditures such as buying a 
television, deciding on holidays and long-term investment for the children. From the responses, we 
found that Dutch partners/husbands shared much more when compared to their counterparts’ 
involvement and cooperation amongst the younger generation of respondents in Bangalore.  
 
Respondents mentioned that all the important decisions in the household are largely taken together. 
 
 

‘Every evening I try to see the journal (news) on television. I read the newspaper and also listen to 
the radio. I also read a lot of books’ 
 
‘I also surf the internet when I have the time. It is easy to find information through the internet’ 

‘I get to know much from discussions with my colleagues. Through my work I meet different people
and that way I learn many things’  

‘Education and working career have definitely helped me. I have learnt to judge new facts and new
information, absorb them and relate them to each other. It really helps’ 

‘I also meet and talk to my friends. That way I also get to know about many things’ 

‘We have to discuss almost everything we do in the house, including a lot of finance’ 
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Two distinct domains emerge from the interviews. They are the woman’s domain and the man’s 
domain. The woman herself largely decides on the woman’s domain, which includes mostly taking 
care of the child, inviting guests and friends at home and planning for a holiday. Buying television, 
computers and other electronic and technical gadgets is the man’s domain, which is a common factor 
in the cross-cultural context of this research.  
 
 
 
 
 
Most of the respondents stated that they take care of the child/children more than their husband/partner 
while for some of them childcare is equally shared by their partners.  
 
 
 
Decisions on the daily day-to-day cooking are based more on availability of time and resources and 
there is no strict division between the man and the woman in this activity. Here we observe more 
involvement of men in household work when compared to the husbands of the younger generation in 
Bangalore. Most women also stated that they are the ones who decide on what has to be cooked and 
also do the cooking every time.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Long-term goals of the family, buying expensive things and big investments are matters which are 
mutually discussed and decided upon as reported by all the respondents.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
9.5.3 Perceived physical autonomy 
 
Indicators of physical autonomy largely deal with questions such as ‘can you move around alone, 
walking or cycling after it is dark’ or ‘is the ability to move around alone in the dark attributed to the 
respondent’s personality or has it to do with the place being safe?’ All respondents who were 
interviewed mentioned cycling alone in the neighbourhood or to the city centre when it is dark. Some 
of them attributed it to their personality whilst some attributed it to the place being safe and that unsafe 
neighbourhoods and streets were avoided.  
 
 
 
 
One respondent also stated that cycling alone in the dark is a normal part of most women’s life in the 
Netherlands.  
 

‘Taking care of the children I do more, buying a TV my husband does. Planning a holiday I do. I plan
most of the things like going to family and friends, inviting guests and friends at home. He decides
more in matters like to buy a camera, computer etc, the male things’ 

‘I usually go by bike and also after dark to the city centre. I avoid certain neighbourhoods as I do 
not consider those places safe. I consider myself a bold person’ 

‘Long-term goals for our daughter we do that together. We discuss about it and then decide 
together’ 
 
‘If we want to buy something that is more expensive we always discuss about it. We do it together’ 

‘Cooking depends on what we have at home and also how much time we have. Either me or my 
husband decides’ 
 
‘I decide on what to cook. Sometimes in the weekend I ask what he would like to eat but the answer is
that it does not matter (maakt niet uit)’ 

‘Ttaking care of the child we do that together’ 
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Another respondent reflected on her moving around alone after dark as risky behaviour, which she 
does not like because she is a mother now.  
 
 
 
 
9.5.4 Perceived emotional autonomy 
 
Jejeebhoy (1995) refers to emotional autonomy as enabling intimacy between the husband and the 
wife and interspousal communication leading to close familial bonding. It has been operationalised by 
asking respondents how much time they spend on an daily average with their children and husband 
and about the activities that they engage in together as a whole family. The emotional autonomy of 
women can be indirectly related to their high education and working career. The women who have 
been interviewed are working woman and hence enquiring about the kind of activities these women do 
together with their husband and children would indicate how work is shared between modern working 
couples and the family bonds of closeness.  
 
Most of the respondents said that they spend 3 to 4 hours on an average on a working day with their 
child/children. On the days when the respondents are not working or on weekends the time spent with 
the children is much more. It also depends on how many days of part-time work that the respondents 
put in.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
As both the husband and wife go out to work, most respondents stated that they spend 3 waking hours 
on a daily average with their husband/partner.  
 
 
 
 
In the weekends and holidays they indulge in activities such as visiting family and friends, going to the 
children’s farm (kinderboerderij), playground and amusement parks. Respondents also said that the 
holidays are also children-centred and different from the holidays that they used to have before the 
children were born.  
 
 
 
 
 
Hence we observe how women’s educational attainment and working career enable being together in a 
close-knit conjugal family and how they facilitate on egalitarian conjugal relationship between the 
husband and the wife as a result of more interspousal interaction.  
 
 

‘I don’t feel safe at night after dark. Before I had my children I would probably take more risks. 
But it is not so now’ 

‘Weekends we visit family and friends, go to a children’s farm or playground. Our holidays
changed as well. Before we used to go with backpacks and camp. But now it is more of family 
outings’ 

‘It is usually an hour in the morning between getting up and taking our daughter to the crèche and
then in the evening that’s about 2 hours’ 

‘It depends on whether it is a working day or not. On a working day most of the time we get up at
seven and then at half past 8 we bring her to the day care centre. So that is one and a half hours. 
Then I have my working day and then I come home at about six and we go to bed at 8. So it is 3
and half hours on an average. On Thursdays I am at home and during the weekend I spend the
whole day with them’.  

‘I consider it a part of living here in the Netherlands. It has nothing to do with my personality or
the place being safe. Most people do it and it is normal’ 
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9.5.5 Perceived economic and social autonomy 
 
Higher education enhances women’s participation in the workforce and thereby their control over 
financial resources, which gives them enhanced economic autonomy. Most of the respondents 
considered themselves as being economically independent because they work full-time or part-time. 
They relate their higher educational attainment to their working career, which has enabled them the 
economic independence.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Although the working career of women gives them economic independence, it is more essential 
whether the woman herself has any say in how she would like to spend her money. Jejeebhoy (1995) 
showed that in highly gender-stratified societies participation of women in the labour force enables 
them economic autonomy. However, they are expected to give away their entire pay packet either to 
their husband or an elder member of the household. Thus in this case even though a woman is 
economically autonomous she has little opportunity to spend her money as she wishes. In our in-depth 
interviews we asked women who decides on their spending behaviour and whether they consider 
themselves to be self-reliant. Self-reliance allows them to decide on their own as regards small 
expenditure. Most respondents also said that they were able to live on their own on their present 
income.  However, they also stressed the importance of discussing with their partner on issues 
concerning big expenditure.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Women also view their educational attainment as making them confident in their life enabling them to 
pursue parallel careers of motherhood and work.  
 
 
 
 
9.6 Perceived changes as compared to mother 
 
In this section we shall present respondents’ perceptions of their own generation and the perceived 
changes that have taken place when they compare themselves to their mother’s generation. 
Respondents were asked how they would characterise their own generation and how their generation is 
similar or different from their mother’s generation. Hence the perceived changes indicate the 
similarities and differences that exist across generations of mothers and daughters. As we have not 
separately interviewed the older generation of women, these perceived changes by the younger 
generation of women may be symptomatic if some of the generational changes prevalent in the Dutch 
society.  
 
Some of the terms used by the respondents to characterise their own generation are ‘busy generation’, 
‘spoilt generation’. They viewed themselves as a busy generation largely because motherhood and 

‘Yes I am economically independent because I have my own income and I can live from that’ 
 
‘Education has been an advantage. Because of that I have a well-paid job. If I were not well 
educated I would have a job which would be less paid. So I wouldn’t be economically independent.
Now with my job I could walk out the door and say buy a house for myself or rent a place to live
in’ 

‘Yes I consider myself self-reliant. I can decide but not on major decisions’ 
 
‘No, not really self-reliant. I can do a lot of things by myself and for some things I rely on my 
husband’ 

‘My educational background gives me the confidence to go out and work, to have children and a
job together. My working career has given me the freedom to spend’ 
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working career are combined, managing too many things at the same time such as work, motherhood, 
household duties and being a wife. Most respondents expressed opinions along lines such as ‘I am 
strong and I can do things on my own’. Some of the respondents characterised their generation as 
being spoilt because of the availability of all luxuries. Respondents also felt that they had everything 
since their childhood and did not have to struggle for anything, be it financial support, love and 
equality of opportunities and thus were spoilt. Other kinds of characterization of their own generation 
were ‘sexually liberated’, ‘greater exposure to higher education’, and ‘having freedom of thought and 
action’.  
 
The perceived changes across generations mentioned by the respondents are later age at first child 
birth termed as ‘old new parents’, the changing institution of marriage because of the practice of 
cohabitation as an alternative form of marriage, and increase in women’s participation in the labour 
force. Some of the respondents compared themselves to their mothers and perceive themselves to be 
better educated and more independent than their mothers. Most of the respondents have mentioned 
two important factors – women’s higher educational attainment and the workforce participation of 
women – that have revolutionised generational changes. Women found that their higher education has 
paved the way to better jobs that have made them less dependent on their husbands/partners 
financially. One respondent mentioned the prevalence of gender discrimination that dissuaded women 
in the older generations to pursue higher education. Very few women worked in the older generation 
and amongst those who worked, as soon as they were mothers, they normally quit their job, a trend 
which is totally different from the younger generation who largely combine motherhood and working 
career. Another respondent shared the experience of her mother who worked for a few years as a 
teacher. But when she got married she lost her job largely because during that time marriage was one 
of the reasons why women were asked to quit jobs in schools. This example reveals that even if 
women in the older generation wanted to work they did not have the opportunity to work, a situation 
which also forced them to choose between pursuing a working career and raising a family. 
Respondents in the younger generation perceive this to be a major generational change where they do 
not have to choose between working careers and a family as combining the two is a normal practice 
amongst the younger generation. Respondents also linked their working careers to economic 
independence and independence in a number of domains such as relationships, decision on 
childbearing and number of children to be borne. Respondents also perceive generational changes in 
the role of men which have arisen because of women’s participation in the workforce and stable 
working careers. Some of the respondents said that as women in the older generation did not work 
outside the home men in the family usually made all the financial decisions, as they were the 
breadwinners of the family. The traditional role of men across generations has also undergone change 
as is revealed from some of the responses. Respondents stated that their husband/partner share in the 
household tasks, taking care of the children; hence it is no longer solely the job of the mother to look 
after the children, a belief which was prevalent in the older generation. Some of the respondents have 
also mentioned that men in the younger generations too combine fatherhood and working careers in a 
way which is similar to women who combine motherhood and working careers. Some of the other 
generational changes in the role of men perceived by the younger generation of respondents are that 
men were less ‘macho’ and more able to emotionally express themselves. Another perceived change 
across generations is that while respondents in the younger generation could choose whether or not to 
have children and use contraceptives to postpone childbearing, in their mother’s generation, the pill 
was not considered an option in spite of its availability and it was thought to be completely normal to 
not delay childbearing. The interviewed respondents characterised their generation as sexually 
liberated which was not the case in their mother’s generation. They said that in the older generation 
long-term relationships without being married were not acceptable in the family and children before 
marriage were not permissible. Marriage was the only means by which living together with a partner 
was possible in the older generation while in the younger generation cohabitation as an alternative 
form of marriage is widely prevalent. One respondent said that her mother got married because she 
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became pregnant which reveals the limitations that were imposed on pre-marital relationships in the 
older generations.  





 

Chapter 10 

Conclusions 
 
 
10.1 Introduction 
 
The main objective of this research was to understand the impact of women’s higher educational 
attainment on the changing lives of women as well as their changing position in the society. This was 
studied in the cross-cultural context of Karnataka and the Netherlands. Individual lives of women have 
been focused on by distinguishing women’s life course as the lived life course and the perceived life 
course. Changes in these life courses relate to changes in the lives of women which are examined 
through the impact of women’s higher education on their lived and the perceived life courses focusing 
especially on the events of first union formation and first birth across cohorts in the cross-cultural 
context of Karnataka and the Netherlands. The impact of education is assessed according to different 
levels of education and the duration of education – the number of years spent enrolled in education. 
The lived life course views life as the occurrence and timing of events when individuals transit from 
one stage to the other. The perceived life course views life from the emic standpoint and individual 
background based on personal endowments such as higher education. In other words the perceived life 
course is meaning given to the lived life course based on perceptions of the respondents themselves. 
The lived life course studies the impact of higher educational attainment on the timing of events of 
first union formation and first birth. The perceived life course studies the impact of women’s 
educational attainment on multiple roles and parallel careers as negotiated careers, as perceived by the 
women themselves. The event of first union has taken into account first unions by marriage in 
Karnataka while in the Netherlands it includes both marriage and cohabitation as types of first union 
formation. Change across time in the lived life course is observed as cohort changes in Karnataka and 
the Netherlands highlighted through secondary data analysis of national surveys–NFHS-2, 1998-99, 
Karnataka and OG 98, the Netherlands. In the lived life course we focus on one attribute i.e. women’s 
educational attainment. In the perceived life course we focus on attributes of higher educational 
attainment and workforce participation of women. Unlike the lived life course that is studied through 
secondary survey data, the perceived life course is studied through the use of qualitative data derived 
from in-depth interviews of urban, high educated, working women in Bangalore and Groningen. 
Bangalore is a city in Karnataka and Groningen is located in the Netherlands. Change across time in 
the perceived life course is observed as cohort changes termed as generational changes. We study 
generational changes between mothers and daughters in Bangalore while only the daughters’ 
generation is focused at in Groningen. The research settings of Bangalore, the state capital of 
Karnataka and Groningen, one of the provinces of Netherlands, can be taken to be representative of 
Karnataka and the Netherlands respectively.  
 
In the following sections below we first give a brief overview of the theoretical framework adopted 
and the data and methods used in the research to understand the impact of higher educational 
attainment on the lived and perceived life courses of women in Karnataka and the Netherlands. We 
then summarise and discuss the main findings with reference to the research questions that were 
framed in the beginning of this research. Then we highlight the implications of this research in 
Karnataka and the Netherlands as well as the policy implications. Suggestions for further research and 
limitations of the study are discussed in the concluding section of this chapter.  
 
The present research has evolved through a series of stages. The study began with the formulation of 
the research topic, framing the research questions and the research objectives, theoretical and the 
conceptual frameworks, methodology of the present study, data analysis of both the secondary data 
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from national surveys and primary data in the form of qualitative in-depth interviews, all of which 
allowed conclusions to be drawn. This leads to the chapter on conclusion. The research questions that 
were framed will be reviewed in this chapter weaving a thread through the various outlined stages.  
 
10.2 Brief theoretical overview 
 
Here we shall first give a brief overview of the theoretical framework adopted to study the macro – 
and micro level – connotations of changing lives of women in Karnataka and the Netherlands. This is 
presented as a two-way relationship between social change at the macro level and behavioural change 
at the micro level. After giving a brief overview of the theoretical framework we summarise the data 
and the methods used. 
  
In today’s contemporary society we observe increasing numbers of women pursuing higher education 
as well as an increase in working women. Workforce participation has enhanced women’s earning 
capability revealing a change in women’s traditional role as a homemaker and their standing at par 
with their male counterparts in the society who were the traditional breadwinners. How women’s 
personal lives have been affected because of such changes has been often the focus of attention in the 
media and newspaper articles. Hence the core of our research was to first understand change in the 
individual life course of women observed through the cohort changes in age at first union and first 
birth. At the macro level, it is represented through social change in the form of modernization and 
globalisation. Expansion of the educational system has resulted in higher levels of education and 
longer duration spent by women enrolled in the educational arena. Life events, their timing of 
occurrence and how these events are sequenced across cohorts in Karnataka and the Netherlands 
represent the micro level. Changes at the micro level are studied through the conceptualisation of 
generations thereby situating life in a historical context. Social change through the process of 
modernisation and globalisation enables us to understand the structuring impact of context on 
individual behaviour. The macro-micro linkages are not only studied as one-way relationships but also 
as a reciprocal relationship between structure and agency by emphasising the importance of modality 
(Giddens 1984). Human agency is typically where individual behaviour takes place, which is 
organised around goals and human agents strive towards achievement of these goals (Giele and Elder 
1998). Giddens (1984) considers human agents to be knowledgeable and capable of adopting 
innovative behaviour. The cultural norms and the cultural meaning system prevalent in specific 
cultural contexts have a structuring impact on individual behaviour and goals (D’Andrade 1984). Thus 
structures relate to institutions in the society that provide rules and resources both enabling and 
constraining behaviour of human actors (Giddens 1984). D’Andrade (1992) relates institutions in 
society through norms and sanctions which direct individual behaviour. These rules in the cognitive 
approach are related to schemas. D’Andrade (1984) observes how schemas are culturally oriented, 
having their roots in the cultural meaning system. A schema is a ‘conceptual structure that makes 
identification of objects and events possible’ and it forms the ‘person’s internal representation of 
his/her environment’ (D’Andrade 1992: 28, 33). Hence for schemas to motivate behaviour and initiate 
action, individuals first attribute meaning to facts around them. These schemas function as goals which 
motivate and instigate actions (D’Andrade 1992,1995). Rules are also termed as normative and 
interpretative – directing, regulating and ascribing meaning to individual behaviour (Hargreaves 
1980). Thus in comparison to the lived life course that views life based on occurrence and timing of 
events as life progresses, the perceived life course views life from the emic and cultural standpoint and 
individual background based on personal endowments such as higher education. Hence the perceived 
life course focuses on the mental processes and cognitive schemes based on cultural background. 
These cognitive schemes work within the framework of needs, goals, opportunities and constraints 
allowing individuals to interpret and construct reality depending on the cultural context in which these 
individuals are located. In order to understand changes in individual lives across time, individual 
behaviour is observed across different birth cohorts and generations. Birth cohorts are taken as an 
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indicator of generations both in the quantitative and qualitative data analyses. Hence generations are 
defined in our research as a cluster of adjacent birth cohorts.  
 
10.3 Main findings 
 

- Influence of educational attainment on the timing of first birth and first union in Karnataka and the 
Netherlands 

 
In order to study the impact of educational attainment on the timing of union formation and first birth, 
two types of analyses were undertaken. The first analysis studied how the timing of first union and 
first birth is influenced by the level of educational attainment of women in Karnataka and the 
Netherlands. The second analysis focuses on the influence of age at graduation on ages at first union 
formation and first birth amongst women in Karnataka and the Netherlands across birth cohorts. By 
focusing on the age at graduation we emphasise the importance of educational thresholds on the 
timing of first union and first birth.  
 

Results from chapters 4 and 5 reveal that the proportion of unmarried women by ages 18, 20 and 22 
has substantially increased from older to the younger birth cohorts in Karnataka. This increase is 
striking amongst women in the cohort 1971-1976 in comparison to the older cohorts suggesting that 
women in the younger cohorts delay marriage much more than women in the older cohorts. This 
increase is also a reminder of the ongoing changes taking place in Karnataka in contemporary times. 
We also observe that marriage and first childbearing are closely related to each other in Karnataka. A 
delay in marriage leads to delay in the birth of the first child. In Karnataka we observe an early age 
pattern of first child birth and marriage in comparison to the late age pattern in the Netherlands. 
However, in the cohort 1971-1976 in Karnataka, we observe innovative patterns of later ages at 
marriage and first child birth.  
 
The strategising role of higher education is visible when we study the age at graduation in relation to 
the events of first marriage and first birth in Karnataka. The shorter duration between age at 
graduation and age at marriage amongst the high educated women indicates how the event of marriage 
is planned to take place only after a woman completes her highest educational level. We also observe 
the cultural significance of motherhood prevalent in Karnataka. Higher educated women begin 
childbearing at later ages than other educational categories of women. However this delay takes place 
only until the age of 25 after which the cultural norms of motherhood take over and thus no more 
delay is observed. The low proportion of women remaining childless across all educational levels 
seems to suggest the importance of age-related norms as regards first birth and the social status 
derived from being a mother. From the survival curves we see that the proportion of higher educated 
women without first child at any age is always more than women of other educational levels at that 
age. This explains how the timing of first birth is influenced by the increase in the number of years a 
woman has spent in her educational career. For example, at age 22, most of the low educated women 
are already mothers and only 16 percent of them are without first child, while for the high educated 
women about 40 percent were childless at the same age.  
 
In addition to the educational levels, we also studied the impact of age at graduation on first birth. 
From Table 4.10 we inferred that for each educational level there is no clear pattern in the median 
duration between completion of graduation and the event of first birth across various cohorts. 
However, for each cohort, this median duration shows a marked decline as the educational level 
increases. In the Karnataka cohort 1971-1976, low educated women had a median duration of 7.7 
years to first birth after completion of their highest level of education. This median duration decreases 
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to 4.6 years, amongst the high educated ones which is a decline by 4.1 years. We observe a certain 
shift taking place in the age at graduation from low to the high education level and as the shift occurs 
more towards the right the gap between age at graduation and first birth becomes less. Also, women 
with low and incomplete middle education form distinctly different categories in this cohort, while 
women with middle complete and high education women behave more or less similarly. The 
difference in the median duration to first birth since the completion of highest educational level 
between low and the middle incomplete educated group of women is 1.8 years, the middle complete 
and the high educated women differ by just 0.4 years.  
 
In the Netherlands, the age-specific first birth rates by birth cohorts depict a substantial change from 
the oldest to the younger cohorts. This change is also very significantly distinct from the cohort 
changes taking place in the Karnataka context. It is also evident that as compared to their counterparts 
in Karnataka, not only do Dutch women have their first child at later ages, a large proportion of 
women have their first child after the age of 30. We observe that after age 30 most of the delayed 
births are caught up with. According to Coleman and Garssen (2002: 447) the ‘population of the 
Netherlands has postponed its births more than any other European country but has also had the 
strongest ‘catching up’ or recuperation of births to mothers over age 30’. We also observe a fast and 
steady postponement of first births followed by a strong catching up after the age of 30. However, this 
behaviour is not a recent phenomenon in the Dutch context as it is considerably pronounced even in 
the cohort 1961-1965. At ages above 28, the curves of age-specific rates of first birth decline across 
various birth cohorts. Moreover, after age 30, the age-specific rate of first birth decreases much more 
in the younger cohorts than the older cohort of women. By age 32 we observe that the proportion of 
childless women has increased from 21.3 percent in the cohort 1945-1960 to 29.5 percent in the 
youngest cohort i.e. 1966-1970 (see Table 4.4). 

When studying the impact of educational level on age at first birth in the Dutch context we see that the 
median age at first birth increased from 23 years amongst the low educated women to 29 years 
amongst the high educated ones. Unlike the case of Karnataka, we observe that in the Dutch context, 
as women graduate at later ages, the duration from graduation to first birth does not substantially 
change because of the corresponding delay in the age at first birth.  

In Karnataka, union formation is restricted to the event of marriage. Union formation by marriage is 
noteworthy as childbearing is legally sanctioned only within the precincts of marriage. A consistent 
decrease in the proportion of married women at specific ages is noticeable from the older to younger 
cohorts (Figure 5.3 and Table 5.2). In fact, the cohort 1971-1976 reveals a distinct delay in the timing 
of marriage in comparison to the older cohorts at various ages. However, the unexpected decrease in 
the median age at marriage for this cohort in Table 5.5 is due to data limitation because only married 
women have been included in the sample of the survey. In this table the increase in the age at marriage 
with increase in educational level is also evident. 

For the case of the Netherlands, when observing age-specific first union rates we observe that entry 
into first union has been delayed from the oldest to the youngest cohort. Some of the Dutch 
respondents in the in-depth interviews indicated that search for a suitable partner and career options 
sometimes caused this delay.  Higher educational attainment of women in the younger cohorts is also 
another factor which influences the delay in first union formation behaviour (Figure 5.20).  The 
influence of this factor has also been revealed in several studies (Liefbroer 1991, Blossfeld and 
Huinink 1991). When categorising first union formation into marriage and cohabitation, the findings 
reveal that marriage as first union has declined from the older to the younger cohorts and this has been 
counterbalanced by a simultaneous rise in cohabitation. Manting (1994) in her study mentions that the 
rise in cohabitation perfectly compensates for the decline in marriage across cohorts 1950-1969. This 
period also coincides with shifts in individual preferences due to individualisation and secularisation 
(van de Kaa 1987 1988, Lesthaeghe 1983, 1991). 
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Unlike the close link between marriage and first birth in Karnataka, we observe that in the Netherlands 
the gradual shift in first union formation from marriage to cohabitation has no implication on first 
births, because childbearing is not restricted only to marital unions. In the Dutch context we have 
distinguished first union into cohabitation and marriage to study the differential influence that age at 
graduation has on the timing of these events. While the women with low and middle education women 
in the older cohort 1945-1960 were less inclined to begin first union by cohabitation, it was practised 
by the higher educated women of that cohort. Marriage was still a highly preferred form of first union 
in the oldest cohort. However, we observe that as cohorts became younger, the percentage of women 
marrying to begin their first union formation declined. This decline was not only amongst the high 
educated ones but also amongst the middle and the low educated women. 
 
While in Karnataka the increase in the educational level of women influenced a delay in marriage, in 
the Netherlands, it has worked towards both delay as well as decline in marriage because of the 
counterbalancing effect of cohabitation as explained in the preceding section. However, keeping in 
mind the data limitation, due to the inclusion of only ever-married women in the sample for 
Karnataka, we cannot verify whether the delayed marriages by the high-educated women in Karnataka 
were totally forgone or not. Across birth cohorts and educational levels in Karnataka, educational 
expansion is coupled with the marriage transition in the sense that there is a simultaneous increase in 
educational levels and age at marriage as we move from older cohorts to younger cohorts. 
 
The pattern of delay in first births in the Netherlands is very unlike the delay in Karnataka. The 
percentage of women giving birth to their first child later than age 30 is much lower in Karnataka as 
compared to the Netherlands. We also observe the presence of age-related norms as regards the timing 
of first birth being prevalent only in the Karnataka context. However, the delay in first childbearing in 
the younger cohorts in Karnataka suggests that these age-related norms are diminishing. These are also 
corroborated through in depth interviews. Thus one sees the phenomenon of choice biography 
amongst the Dutch women and the younger cohorts in Karnataka in relation to the standard biography 
of the older cohorts of Karnataka. In the Netherlands women across all educational levels begin their 
first childbearing at later ages (in comparison to Karnataka). And by the age of 27, while only 30 
percent and 50 percent of the low and the middle educated women had still to begin their first 
childbearing, 82 percent of the high educated women were still without first birth at that age. Thus 18 
percent of the high educated women had their first child by age 27. We also observe the proportion of 
women in Karnataka and the Netherlands who eventually remain childless by level of education. For 
Karnataka this proportion is extremely low hovering around 0.5 percent of the women. Further, 
amongst the high educated women in Karnataka substantial delay in the age at first birth is clearly 
evident, but only until around age 34. However, after this age the proportion of women who remain 
childless is slightly less than the proportions of childless women of other educational levels. This is 
noticeably dissimilar in the case of the Netherlands where, the proportion of women remaining 
eventually childless is higher as compared to Karnataka across educational levels and cohorts. Further, 
for the Dutch women, this proportion increases with rise in educational level. While only 10 percent of 
the women with low education did not have their first child by age 37, the percentage increased to 
nearly 30 percent amongst the high educated women. However, after age 37, 25 percent of the high 
educated women eventually remain childless. The Karnataka women seem to follow a normative and 
standardised pattern as regards first birth as an event in a woman’s life course. In the Netherlands, the 
substantial proportion of childless women across all educational levels depicts the volitional 
characteristics of first childbearing. There is significant delay in age at first birth and higher level of 
eventual childlessness amongst the high educated women as compared to the low and the middle 
educated women.  
 
Comparing the median ages at first birth across educational levels, Tables 4.5 and 4.6 show the close 
similarity of the influence of educational level on age at first child birth between Karnataka and the 
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Netherlands. This similarity exists even though the number of years of schooling that constitutes low 
and high education is different in Karnataka and the Netherlands.  
 
The Karnataka high educated women when compared with the Dutch high educated ones differ in 
their behaviour patterns. In both the contexts, high-educated women delay their first birth, but while 
the Karnataka high-educated women eventually become mothers at later ages, the Dutch high-
educated ones delay motherhood to a larger extent and often forgo motherhood altogether.  
 
In chapters 6, 7, 8 and 9 we studied how educational attainment influences the lived life course, as 
perceived by women, amongst the older and the younger generations in Bangalore and the younger 
generation in Groningen. Thus chapters 6 and 7 illustrated the perceived life course of the young 
cohort of women in Bangalore, while in Chapter 8 we described how the older women in Bangalore 
perceive their life course. In the same chapter we also compared the perceived life course across 
generations of older and women in Bangalore. The perceived life course of younger women in 
Groningen has been covered in chapter 9. In these chapters we also discussed the respondents’ 
perspective of the perceived changes across generations wherein the respondents compared themselves 
to the generation of their mother. Next we shall first compare the older cohort with the younger one in 
Bangalore after which, we shall discuss our findings based on the similarities and differences between 
the younger cohorts in Bangalore and Groningen.  
 
Vast generational changes in the ages at marriage and first child birth are observed among women 
included in the in-depth interviews. This confirms our findings based on the results of the secondary 
data analysis mentioned earlier. We also observe generational change in the perceived ideal age at the 
occurrence of these events.  The perceived timing of the events of marriage and first child birth in the 
older generation is in cognizance with the cultural norms of right age. The younger generation related 
the perceived timing of these events to completion of highest education, workforce participation and 
mental maturity to become a mother. Thus amongst the younger generation we find liberalised age 
norms of marriage and first childbearing in comparison to the standardised age norms in the older 
generation. Across generations of mothers and daughters we observe the event of menarche taking on 
less severe cultural overtones and becoming less significant in a woman’s life. The negative 
connotation of the event is evident from the responses of some of the older Karnataka women who 
have mentioned being treated like an ‘untouchable’ during the days of menstruation. The ceremony to 
celebrate the onset of menarche is no longer considered to be important in the younger generation, 
which is a significant generational change. By contrast in the older generation the ceremony was 
largely considered to be a rite of passage into adulthood for girls who were regarded eligible for 
marriage with the onset of the event. This was observed to be one of the reasons why amongst some of 
the older respondents, their age at marriage is close to their age at menarche.  
 
Based on the responses, about knowledge regarding dos and don’ts that need to be followed with the 
occurrence of menarche, marriage and first birth can be categorised into instructions, restrictions, 
advice and information. These types of knowledge differed across generations and so did the sources 
of such knowledge. We find that amongst younger women, mothers played an important role in 
imparting knowledge about the dos and don’ts to be followed, while in the older generation, mothers 
were shy and embarrassed to discuss about menstruation. Knowledge among the older generation was 
termed as being ‘half truths’ and ‘hidden facts’; their main source of knowledge was derived from 
books. In the younger generation, some of the respondents mentioned that their mother had imparted 
information on the physical and hormonal changes during menstruation and on ways of coping with 
the changes. However, some of the young respondents also said that their mothers were shy and 
embarrassed to discuss about such issues. For the younger women sex education in schools was an 
important source of knowledge on menarche and the menstrual cycle.  
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Segregated lifestyle, ideas about pollution, and confinement inside the house during menstrual days 
formed important restrictions in the older generation, which were not so strictly followed by women in 
the younger generation. Thus irrespective of the event of menarche, women in the younger generation 
were allowed to pursue higher education. We observe that the restricted lifestyle in the older 
generation often resulted in school dropouts and disruption in education for them. Out of 15 
respondents in the older generation, 2 of them were school dropouts while 7 of them mentioned that 
the event of menarche disrupted their education. We also observe differences in the type of protection 
used by the older and the younger generation during the days of the menstrual cycle. The older 
respondents have largely mentioned the use of cloth for sanitary purposes during menstruation, while 
in the younger generation, respondents mentioned the use of sanitary napkins. Differences in the types 
of dress to be worn after the event of menarche were also different amongst the older and the younger 
respondents. Amongst the older generation it involved a change from frocks and skirts to half-sarees, 
while in the younger generation respondents said that there were no restrictions in the type of dress to 
be worn. Perceived role change for the respondents themselves differed across older and younger 
respondents. The older respondents perceived themselves to be a ‘big girl’ or ‘grown-up girl’ with the 
event of menarche, while the younger respondents associated menarche as a transition from ‘girlhood 
to adulthood’ or ‘girlhood to womanhood’. Responses revealed that the older respondents were mostly 
docile and accepted the restrictions that were imposed on them unquestioningly following the event of 
menarche in their lives. However, we observe the younger respondents to be rebellious and 
argumentative about the restrictions imposed on them. While the older respondents said that they were 
happy at the advent of menarche that made them eligible for marriage which was perceived as a gain 
of the event, the younger respondents saw their transition to adulthood as a perceived gain of attaining 
menarche.  
 
The responses of the older generation reveal that they were not allowed to pursue higher education as 
well as a working career. Thus these women felt that getting married was a better option. We also find 
that these respondents termed their marriage as being a new-found freedom. We observe that 
respondents in the older generation also did not have much say in the choice of their marriage partner 
in comparison to the younger generation of respondents who had a greater say in the choice of their 
marriage partner. We also observe that many love marriages took place in the younger generation in 
comparison to most of the marriages being arranged in the older cohorts. Out of the 15 respondents in 
the older cohort, only 2 said that their’s was a love marriage whereas in the younger cohort out of 16 
respondents, 8 mentioned that they had a love marriage. Generational changes are also revealed in the 
criteria as regards the marriage partner. In the older generation, women upheld qualities such as good 
looks, a stable and secure job as the required criteria in the man whom they wanted to marry, while in 
the younger generation women looked for qualities such as mental compatibility, emotional maturity, 
similar hobbies and interests, and similar educational qualifications.  
 
The effects of education and working career on role change, as perceived amongst the younger 
generation were manifested by the responsibilities that are equally shared, and getting more respect 
from their husband because of being highly educated and having a working career. These women also 
perceived their working career as a source of their financial independence that makes them more 
secure and less submissive to their husband. The role change as a wife at the event of marriage is 
perceived differently by the respondents of the older and younger generations. A wife in the older 
generation used to take care of the household and look after the husband while women in the younger 
generation discuss about perceived changes as being at a par with the husband and the absence of 
hierarchy in the relationship.  
 
Evidence of the importance of cultural norms in the timing of motherhood is observed in the older 
cohorts of women in Bangalore. These women mentioned age deadlines from the social and cultural 
perspectives on age at first child birth. Amongst the younger generation we observe first child birth to 
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be largely planned and women being able to decide their age at motherhood. By comparison, we find 
instructions about motherhood in the older generation to be based mostly on local knowledge and 
community-specific ideas about motherhood.  While women in the younger generation pointed out 
that their higher education and interaction with colleagues in their workplace has made them aware 
about aspects of childcare and bring up children. We observe that higher education is perceived as 
providing them with book knowledge while their working career provided them with practical 
experience in balancing work and motherhood. Role conflicts between work and motherhood were an 
important role change perceived by the respondents in the younger generation.  
 
We also observe some similarities and differences in the perceived life course between the younger 
generation in Bangalore and the younger generation in Groningen. The similarities can be termed as 
universal features while the differences can be seen as the context-specific aspects. Some of the 
younger respondents in Bangalore said that their mothers were shy and embarrassed to discuss about 
the event of menarche with them although some did discuss the event, while we observe from the 
Dutch respondents that most of their mothers had explained the event of menarche descriptively to 
them. Some of the younger respondents in Bangalore followed certain restrictions during menstruation 
such as not entering into the pooja room while amongst the Dutch younger respondents there were no 
such restrictions. Amongst respondents in Bangalore they mentioned that their parents were more 
protective of them after they attained menarche, which was not the case amongst the respondents in 
Groningen.  
 
The ‘age-event’ dilemma dominated the responses of the Dutch respondents. The age event dilemma 
is the inability of the respondents to attribute the changes in the perceived life course to the occurrence 
of the event or to the respondent’s age. For example, the Dutch respondents were unable to say 
whether their perceived role change was due to the event of menarche or a part of growing older. We 
do not observe the same from the responses in Bangalore.  
 
In the Netherlands, first union formation is differentiated into cohabitation and marriage as two types 
of union formation. Both of these are legalised in the Netherlands and childbearing in either of the 
unions is legally recognised. However, based on the responses in the in-depth interviews, union 
formation can be divided into four categories. They are: age at which the respondents had their first 
boyfriend, the age they had their first intimate relationship, age at living together or cohabitation and 
the age at marriage. In response to what do women prefer – cohabitation or marriage – the four 
categories are discerible. The first is those who prefer cohabitation to marriage, because they felt that 
the status of wife brought a non-differential status. They prefer cohabitation because it gives stability 
to the relationship and helps the individuals in the relationship to grow with the relationship. Some 
respondents preferred cohabitation as an alternative to marriage. These respondents said that their 
marriage was a ‘marriage of convenience’ and the event of marriage usually took place when they 
decide to have a child. The third category of respondents perceived cohabitation as a temporary phase 
before marriage. They considered this phase of cohabitation as enabling them to decide whether their 
partner is suitable to marry and to begin a family with. The fourth category of respondents stated their 
preference for marriage because of the emotional stability and security that marriage provides. This 
concurs with the research findings of Manting (1994). 
 
To the young Dutch respondents, their late motherhood gave them the opportunity to mature and to 
establish a career before becoming a mother. However, in Bangalore, respondents attributed their late 
motherhood to a late age at marriage. In their view, late motherhood resulted in a large age gap 
between the mother and child.  
 
The emergence of cultural modernisation in coherence with structural modernisation is evident in the 
destandardisation of behaviour (choice perspective of the event rather than standard patterns in 
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coherence with cultural norms), women modifying their traditional attitudes and behaviour (fewer 
restrictions to be followed during menarche, ceremony during menarche no longer prevalent), 
adoption of new orientations and lifestyles by defying the cultural norms to a large extent 
(participation in the workforce, role conflicts between work and motherhood). In the cross-cultural 
context we observe how the changing lives of women have transited from parallel careers to 
negotiating careers by balancing work and motherhood. In a modernised and globalised world, the 
personal needs of women have also become increasingly important. Some of the personal needs are 
the pursuit of higher education and workforce participation as prerequisites of career, financial 
independence and the need to be autonomous in all spheres of life. Hence the fulfilment of these 
personal needs reveals tendencies of individualisation. We also observe role shifts and role inventions 
to be preponderant amongst the younger generations of women in Bangalore and Groningen.  
 
Universality in the perceived life course is also observed when we compare the younger generation of 
respondents in Bangalore and Groningen. Most of the respondents knew about menarche before they 
attained menarche which we observe to be vastly different in the older generation in Bangalore. 
Another similarity between the Dutch and the Indian younger generations under study was that no 
ceremony was performed to celebrate the event of menarche. However, some respondents mentioned 
receiving small gifts from elders such as their grandmother or aunt to mark it as a special occasion and 
the absence of ceremonies with cause embarrassment. With the advent of menarche respondents in 
both cultural contexts mentioned their mother cautioning about relationship and interaction with boys. 
However, issues related to risk of pregnancy were explicitly pointed out to the Dutch women by their 
mothers, whereas these were not discussed in detail amongst respondents in Bangalore. Both groups of 
respondents said that they did not undergo any behavioural change nor were there any restrictions on 
the types of dress to be worn following the onset of menarche. These respondents perceived menarche 
to be synonymous with transition from girlhood to adulthood. Respondents thought that they were 
much closer to their mother, discussing things which they never used to do before the advent of 
menarche. In both the groups respondents mentioned being interested in boys as a change after they 
began menstruation. Respondents in Bangalore and Groningen stressed on mental compatibility as a 
sought-after criteria in relationships with men. Respondents attributed their educational background as 
enabling them to meet like-minded people. Being physically restricted after the child/ children were 
born was one of the most commonly perceived behavioural change that came about with the advent of 
motherhood. In Bangalore and Groningen, respondents have mentioned role conflicts as a working 
mother. Some of these role conflicts are perceived to be dilemmas arising from motherhood and the 
roles of a working woman, and between motherhood and a wife or a partner. We observe that 
relationships with parents and in-laws take on a new dimension after the birth of the first child. This is 
observed to be similar in Bangalore and Groningen.   
 
In chapters 4 and 5 we also observe the universal impact of educational attainment on the delay in the 
timing of marriage and first birth across cohorts of women in Karnataka and the Netherlands. Higher 
educational attainment provides women with more choices and also enables women to decide. This is 
another universal feature of educational attainment observed in this research.  
 
Conclusions on women’s changing position in the society  
 
The aim of our research was to study the impact of higher educational attainment on the lived life 
course and the perceived impact on the perceived life course in relation to women’s changing position 
in society. Based on the cohort changes across levels of education in Karnataka and the generational 
changes we can draw conclusions on the changing lives of women at the micro level. These micro-
level changes also underline women’s changing position in society through enhanced autonomy of 
women in various spheres. Autonomy can be related to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (1970) where the 
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satisfaction of the basic needs leads to the pursuit of higher needs. Autonomy can be related to the 
esteem needs and self-actualisation, which are higher order needs as conceptualised by Maslow.  
 
We have not developed any concrete indicator to measure women’s position in society. The perceived 
status transition from ascribed status to achieved status for the younger generation of women in 
Bangalore their higher educational attainment and working career reveal their achieved status in the 
society. In the older generation women held a traditional status based on ascription. Marriage gave 
women the status of a wife, while the birth of children brought the status of a mother. Thus women in 
the older generation were ascribed such statuses while in the younger generation women not only 
enjoy such statuses but also the achieved status of being high educated and having a working career.  
 
Perceived autonomy is another means by which we can assess women’s changing position in society. 
Autonomy has been categorised into five types based on Jejeebhoy (1995) namely: knowledge 
autonomy, decision making autonomy, physical autonomy, emotional autonomy and economic and 
social autonomy. We observe that women’s higher education positively enhances their autonomy 
amongst the younger generation of respondents in Bangalore and Groningen. Knowledge autonomy, 
decision-making autonomy, physical mobility and access to economic resources are comparable in the 
cross-cultural context of this research. Jejeebhoy (1995) has shown that decision-making autonomy, 
physical mobility and access to economic resources are closely related in all settings irrespective of 
region and religion. The comparability of knowledge autonomy in the present research explains how 
technological innovation in modern times has brought about changes in the lives of women. Higher 
education has led to better jobs, which has enhanced women’s financial independence. Thus there is a 
significant interaction between the two factors which also enables us to study the effect of human 
capital formation due to women’s labour force participation enhancing their autonomy. 
 
The perceived influence of higher educational attainment and working career on women’s perceived 
knowledge autonomy is studied by categorising the effects into direct and indirect effects. The direct 
effects enable us in understanding how women’s higher educational attainment and their working 
career are perceived by women as facilitating them greater exposure to the outside world. The indirect 
effects enable us in understanding how the two factors – higher educational attainment of women and 
women’s working career – are perceived to enhance certain qualities within the woman, like 
confidence, independence, and personality. We observe from the responses that a working career 
provides women with a direct link to the outside world whilst higher education enables women to 
realize and attain their individual goals. Further, we also observe how women’s working career is 
related to women’s economic autonomy through financial independence. Apart from the observed 
direct effects, the study reveals how the indirect effects influence women’s enhancement of knowledge 
as well as provide women greater exposure to the outside world. It is observed that higher education 
and workforce participation of women have enabled them greater decision-making autonomy in 
matters both outside and inside the house. On the one hand is the ability of women to take decisions on 
their own and often in cooperation with their husband, and on the other hand, husbands often consult 
their wives about certain decisions to be taken. Most women state that their educational career has 
facilitated a working career and also has given them financial independence. This independence has 
been perceived to give them a sense of security that helps them to be confident in taking decisions. 
They mention that their working career has made them less dependent on others and made it possible 
for them to contribute in financial matters of the household. We also observe that financially 
independent women perceive themselves to be taken more seriously in the household. Women 
suggested that their working career has resulted in them making quick decisions by prioritising their 
choices. 
 
The study reveals that higher education and working career have influenced women’s perceived 
physical autonomy by which helps them move about freely and unaccompanied. Women feel that their 
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education and working career making them self-confident which indirectly makes it easy for them to 
move alone and unaccompanied after dark. Self-confidence makes women unafraid of situations and 
also encourages risk-taking behaviour. Findings from the in-depth interviews in Bangalore suggest 
that women are questioned less about coming back home late and going out alone after dark because 
of their status of a working woman which is otherwise not socially accepted for women who are 
housewives. In Bangalore, we also observe that women’s perceived physical autonomy has been 
facilitated through the status of a married woman and mother. Exhibiting the signs of a married 
woman i.e. the toe ring and mangalsutra were indicated as an advantage in the differential treatment to 
women as well as enabling their mobility alone and unaccompanied. Perceived emotional autonomy 
can be indirectly related to women’s higher education and working career. It has cultivated 
interspousal communication and greater intimacy between the husband and wife. Most of the 
respondents indicate that they share their emotional problems with their husband. These problems 
could range from problems in the workplace to personal problems. Most women also indicate the 
cooperation of their husband in various household chores on a daily level. We can conclude that 
higher education has enhanced women’s participation in the workforce and thereby their control over 
financial resources. This has influenced women’s perceived economic and social autonomy. A clear 
link with higher education enabling workforce participation of women is illustrated in the responses of 
the interviewees.  Women also link it directly to their economic independence, which provides them 
the freedom to invest and contribute to the household income and enhances self-reliance on economic 
matters. Economic independence enhances women’s economic autonomy and also enables her to 
pursue their hobbies and interests. Economic independence also encourages women to be self-reliant 
in economic matters as they know how to spend, where to spend and what to spend on without the 
interference of others in such decisions. For most of the respondents their contribution to the 
household income along side their husband’s brought about greater equality in the relationship 
between spouses.  
 
In addition to economic autonomy, amongst respondents in Bangalore we also observe how women 
strive for social autonomy. Social autonomy is operationalised by enquiring about how the status of 
being better educated and having a working career is accepted in the household. The responses reveal 
the perceived social status in the form of respect that is accorded to high educated and working women 
from husband’s and in-laws. We observe that the decisions that these women take are also respected 
and given importance, according to the respondents themselves. In addition to these factors, marriage 
and motherhood also provide a kind of social status that enables women’s physical autonomy in 
comparison to unmarried, childless women as perceived by the respondents.  
 
10.4      Policy implications 
 
In this section we outline the governmental policy implications that we suggest should be addressed to 
facilitate women’s changing lives in different societies. This research follows the change in paradigm 
in International Population Policies since 1994 towards reproductive health. The International 
Conference on Population and Development (ICPD) held in Cairo 1994 gave particular emphasis to 
women’s empowerment and stated that in addition to achieving the goal of universal primary 
education in all countries before the year 2015, the conference urges all countries to ensure the earliest 
and wider access by girls and women to secondary and higher levels of education (United Nations 
1995). UNICEF’s State of the World’s Children Report (2004) proposes that girls’ education is the 
most effective means of combating many of the most profound challenges to human development. In 
India, the major policies related to higher education are made by the central government. The National 
Policy on Education implements and facilitates education policy and progress in India. This was first 
introduced in 1968 and later updated in 1986. The recent update of this policy was carried out in 1992. 
In the year 2003, the ‘Education for All’ initiative was developed that stressed the need for women’s 
education and empowerment. These policies and initiatives have played a role in the major shift in 
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official policy because they acknowledge education as a prerequisite for gender equality (Rawat 
2004).   
 
The current research is situated amidst rapid ongoing changes in the Indian society. Education is a key 
factor in the overall development of the society.  In this study we emphasise the importance of 
women’s education in bringing about change both at the individual level as well as the societal level. 
This research studies urban high-educated women with working careers who adopt a more 
individualised lifestyle. The dynamics and challenges of negotiating and combining multiple roles 
which this group of women experience illustrate recent changes in the lives of women as a global 
trend. Interaction with these women through in-depth interviews reveals that some of them find 
difficulty in combining work and motherhood. Hence policy measures should aim at addressing these 
needs as a priority. The state government of Karnataka should implement flexible working hours, 
more opportunities for part-time employment and crèche and day care facilities which are close to the 
workplace. Working men and women should be provided with adequate maternal and paternal leave.  
 
This study reveals the importance of educational thresholds in Karnataka. The educational thresholds 
are the minimum level of education that a woman should have to enable her to take decisions on her 
own. Hence these thresholds also empower women to be autonomous. State policy measures in 
addition to the present goal of universal elementary education for all children irrespective of sex 
should also aim at equipping women with at least 10-11 years of education. Most women refrain from 
pursuing higher education because of privatization of the education sector in India (Rawat 2004). The 
cost of education in private colleges is much higher than the government colleges. But the quality of 
education is better in private colleges than in the governmental ones. Thus state policies should aim at 
improving the quality of education in government colleges.  
 
Gender equity is still a much talked-about issue in the Indian context as the in-depth interviews of 
women in Bangalore reveal. State policies can exert influence on the propagation of gender equality 
that can mitigate the cultural influences. These cultural influences sometimes constrain women from 
making use of certain opportunities such as labour force participation. Hindu businessline.com 
(December 2000), it was estimated that women in India in the official workforce accounted for 31 
percent. Nineteen percent of the women are employed in information technology in India, primarily 
within the software sector. Their median age at employment is 25.7 years according to the survey.  
 
Based on the responses in the in-depth interviews of the younger generation in Bangalore, we observe 
that men’s role in sharing childcare and household tasks with their working wife is still not as common 
as reported by the women interviewed in Groningen. Out of 16 women interviewed in Bangalore, only 
5 women said that their husbands shared the household tasks while all 10 women interviewed in 
Groningen said that their husband/partner shared the household tasks. Thus in order to make women’s 
contribution to the workforce more fruitful, cooperation of the husband in the household tasks is 
essential. Alongside women’s changed roles, men’s changed roles as reflected by the Dutch situation 
as caregivers and caretakers could serve as an example. Thus policy measures encouraging employers 
to provide options of paternity leave and flexible working hours for men should be introduced in India 
as well.  
 
Most of the Dutch respondents in the in-depth interviews assessed mentioned their age at first child 
birth as a late age. However, they also said that such late ages are common by Dutch standards. Thus 
women consciously decide to postpone motherhood to later ages. Women do so but also keep in mind 
the possible health consequences of late motherhood. Thus women are required to be well informed 
about the consequences of late motherhood and possible adverse effects on health. Some of the Dutch 
studies focus on the possible consequences of late motherhood (Matsuo 2003) (cited by Beets and 
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Verloove-Vanhorick 1992). In a similar way, state policy measures in Karnataka should not only focus 
on lowering fertility but also adequately inform women about the consequences of late motherhood.  
 
10.4 Limitations of the present research and suggestions for future research 
 
In this section we discuss some limitations and obstacles faced during the research process. While 
some of the shortcomings were overcome, others could not be overcome due to various reasons such 
as data constraints and time constraints. We also present some suggestions for future research.  
 
We observe that India is changing really fast. High educated working women in India form an 
important category that reflects the present change. Thus more research should be focused on this 
group of women and their changing lifestyles. Responses of the mothers’ generation in Bangalore are 
influenced by recall errors and the time frame of the interviews. The respondents were asked to recall 
events that had taken place quite some time ago and relate how they perceived these events in their life 
course, for instance, regarding the ideal age at marriage perceived by the older respondents in 
Bangalore, some of them considered their age at marriage to be the right age in keeping with the 
cultural and the societal norms prevalent in those olden days. They also relate their age at marriage to 
the current trends of marital age prevalent amongst girls and thus perceive their age to be an early age.  
 
More in-depth interviews and surveys of women across generations of mothers and daughters in India 
and the Netherlands will throw more light on the generational changes and similarities observed in 
women’s lives. Interviews can also be restricted to mother-daughter pairs solely studying the 
generational changes that have come about. The impact of educational attainment can be examined by 
comparing two different groups of women i.e. career-oriented women and home-oriented women. By 
doing so, we can explain perceived gains of higher educational attainment from a different perspective 
than the approach employed in the present research.  
 
Changing lives of women would not have been possible without the active support and cooperation of 
men in society. So, studies similar to the present one ought to be conducted among men too, because 
their changing lives eventually affect women’s lives. 
 
The cultures of the two groups of women (i.e. of Karnataka and the Netherlands) being very diverse, 
and also the stages of demographic transition being fairly different, the issue arises about the extent of 
universality of the influence of women’s higher educational attainment on their lives. In spite of the 
diversity of the cultural contexts, in our research we have focused on the universality of the change, 
both in individual lives of women as well as women’s changing position in society.  
 
Changing lives of women have been studied by making a distinction between the lived and the 
perceived reproductive life courses. There is a certain amount of subjectivity involved in making this 
distinction as we assume individual ‘actors’ to be natural units of social life and the individual actions 
and decisions are assumed implicitly depending on the cultural context, for instance, the assumption 
that a longer duration spent in educational arena leads to delay in the occurrence of events in the life 
course. This could be considered as a limitation. Thus, irrespective of the differing influences and 
opportunities that exist socially and culturally, we consider high educated women as a homogeneous 
group across cohorts in Karnataka and the Netherlands. Historical influences on each cohort that limit 
and constrain individual actions and decisions are also treated unvaryingly in this study. In the real life 
situation the historical influences differ across cohorts.  
 
The lived life course was studied through analysis of secondary data; the paucity of certain 
information such as unmarried women in the NFHS-2 data set also posed a limitation. We observe 
from the household file that a large proportion of young women in Karnataka are delaying marriage. 
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This could not be captured in the dataset as it contains only information on ever-married women thus 
neglecting these women who have set a trend in fast-changing India. Many of the women in the 
younger birth cohorts in both the data sets had not experienced the event of first birth at the time of the 
national surveys.  
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Appendix A 
 

Sift questionnaire for selecting my respondents for the interview 

 
Introduction concerning the woman 

1. What is your date of birth? 

2. What is your age? 

3. What is your current marital status?  

• Married 

• Unmarried 

• Divorced 

• Separated 

• Widowed 

• Else (specify) 

4. How many children do you have? 

5. Do you have your mother? 

6. How old is your mother? 

7. Would she be interested in being interviewed? Yes----- No------ 

8. Where does she stay? Name the place ------------------ 

9. How far/near/within Bangalore is it? Far--- Near---- Within Bangalore---- 

10. What is your highest educational level? Please state: 10th class, Intermediate/PUC, Bachelors 

degree, Masters degree, Ph.D ………………….  

11. Are you a working woman? Yes--- No--- 

12. What is your occupation? Please state: 

13. Would you be interested in being interviewed? Yes----- No------ 

14. Is your mother a working woman? Yes--- No--- 

15. What is her occupation? Please state: 

16. Could you please give me the address? 

 

If the criterion for my interviewing respondents match then I ask for the date and time when I can 

approach the daughter and her mother for the in-depth interview.  

 

 





 

Appendix B 
 

Interview Guide for the in-depth interview 

 

Introduction 
 

The present research is about higher educational attainment of women and how it changes the lives of 
the women. Here we concentrate on the changing reproductive career of women i.e. timing, 
occurrence and the sequencing of reproductive life events as well as events that are indirectly or 
directly related to the occurrence of the reproductive life events in the life course of the women. The 
changes and if there are any changes will be studied across generations of daughters and mothers in 
Bangalore. Similar research, with similar research questions and objectives will be carried out in the 
context of Netherlands or the Dutch society. The research attempts to portray the link between higher 
educational attainment and the timing of reproductive events in the life course of a woman. Daughters 
and their mothers will be interviewed to study the changes and emphasise on what more does 
educational attainment of girls can bring about. How different or how similar have women’s lives 
become in our societies. The interview guide is designed to help the interviewer in checking if the 
interview has covered all the points necessary for the study.   

 
Consent 
 
An oral consent from the respondent at the start of the interview should be taken. The information 
provided by you is purely for research purposes. Strict confidentiality will be maintained and no 
details of the personal life will be made public. The permission for recording the interview should be 
taken.  
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Respondent Identification 
 

Respondent Number           
Date of Interview     
Time start of interview    
Time end of interview 
Mother/Daughter (mother=1, daughter=2)    
1. Personal details 
 Date and age 

at event 
If date/age DK* 
then local calendar 
dates 

Educational 
level at the event 

Working status 
at the event 

Respondent’s date of 
birth 

Date Date: 
Festival/Occasion 

  

First Menarche Date: 
Age 

Date: 
Festival/Occasion 

Class/Grade 
Edu level: 

 

First Marriage 
Formal Marriage# 
(Option A) 

Date: 
Age 

Date: 
Festival/Occasion 

 Yes----- 
No------ 
If yes, which 
job------------ 

Marriage 
consummated 

Date: 
Age 

Date: 
Festival/Occasion 

 Yes----- 
No------ 
If yes, which 
job----------- 

Second Marriage 
$(Option B) 

Date: 
Age 

Date: 
Festival/Occasion 

 Yes----- 
No------ 
If yes, which 
job----------- 

First Pregnancy Date: 
Age 

Date: 
Festival/Occasion 

 Yes----- 
No------ 
If yes, which 
job------------ 

First child Date: 
Age 

Date: 
Festival/Occasion 

 Yes----- 
No------ 
If yes, which 
job------------ 

Second child Date: 
Age 

Date: 
Festival/Occasion 

 Yes----- 
No------ 
If yes, which 
job------------ 
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Third child Date: 
Age 

Date: 
Festival/Occasion 

 Yes----- 
No------ 
If yes, which 
job------------ 

Fourth child Date: 
Age 

Date: 
Festival/Occasion 

 Yes----- 
No------ 
If yes, which 
job------------ 

Sterilisation or 
Menopause 

Date: 
Age 

Date: 
Festival/Occasion 

 Yes----- 
No------ 
If yes, which 
job------------ 

*DK: Do not know; # Age at formal marriage before first menarche; $ Married more than once 

1a. Menarche 

1.1a Was a ceremony conducted for you when you first 
attained menarche?  

 

1.2a Did you have to miss any classes/school days when 
this happened to you?  

 

1.3a Did you already know of periods before you had it?   
 

1.4a Who had told you about it or from whom did you 
know of it?   

Name/How related to 
respondent--------------------- 

1.5a To whom did you first tell when you had your first 
periods? 

Name/How related to 
respondent --------------------- 

1b. Marriage 

1.1b Is this your first marriage or had you other marital 
unions as well? * (Option B) 

 

1.2b Who selected the groom for you? # (Option C)  
 

1.3b How many years since you are married now?  
 

1.4b What is the age difference between you and your 
husband? 

 

1.5b Do you have a consanguineous relationship with your 
husband?  

Yes----- No----- 
How related ------------------- 

1.6b Did you complete your education before you got 
married? ! (Option D) ^ (Option E) 

 

1.7b Were you working before you got married?  +(Option 
F) 

 
 

*Married more than once; # Respondent selected her husband;  ! Education completed before 
marriage; ^ Education not completed before marriage; + Working before marriage 

1c. First Pregnancy 

1.1c Age when you first tried becoming 
pregnant?  

Age: --------- 
How long after marriage? ------------- 

1.2c Was your first pregnancy a planned or 
unplanned one? 

 

Yes No

Yes No

Yes No

Once More 

You Others 

Yes No

Yes No

Planned Unplanned 
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1i. About her husband 

1.1i What is your husband’s highest educational level? State it:   
1.2i The school he attended where was it?  Village---------1 

Taluka---------2 
District--------3 
City------------4 
Any other (specify)---5 
 

1.3i The type of school that he attended?  Private 
Public/Govt school 
Missionary school 
Boarding school 
Other sepcify 
 

1.4i Does your husband work as well? Yes------ No------- 
1.5i His Occupation? State it:  
1.6i His job timings  
 
2. Menarche 
 
2.1 Situating this life event in her life course 
2.1a Your age at menarche do you consider it as early, late or on time for a girl? Why is it so?  
2.2 Ceremony 
2.2a About the ceremony, on that day and the days following it  
2.2b Her feelings about it  
2.2c Differences in the ceremony and customs when compared to your mother’s time 
2.3 Transition 
2.3a Changes in her life after attaining menarche  
2.4 Knowledge 
2.4a Who instructed or told you about the dos and don’ts expected from a menstrurating woman? How 
was it told to you?  
2.4b Differences in the knowledge that you had about the dos and don’ts to be followed from girls of other 
family background, place of residence, educational status of mother than your’s?  
2.5 Role Change 
Role change for her family 
2.5a Did your role in the family change? What were the role changes that you felt?  
2.5b Differences in her role change for her family from that of girls of other family background? 
Role change for herself 
2.5c Your attaining menarche, how did it affect you yourself? 

2.5d Differences in her role change for herself than her other female friends and cousins 

Role change for others 

2.5e What are your role change for others?  

2.5f Differences in her role change for others than other girls or females who did not attain menarche till 
then 
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2.6 Gains 
2.6a Things that were advantageous for you after you attained menarche  
2.6b Things that were disadvantageous for you  
 
2.7 Status 
2.7a Your feelings about menarche before you had it? Your feelings about menarche after you had it? The 
differences in your feelings  
2.8 Meaning of a menstruating woman 
2.8a What was the image you had of a menstruating woman before you had it and after attaining it? 
Whose image did you have in your mind? Why this person’s image?  
2.8b Differences between you and your mother. Difference in the recent times and olden days 
2.8c Experience passed on to your other female friends/cousins/sisters etc. Your views on how the 
information was passed on? (As you had received when you had your first periods, in a different way 
basing on your self-experience) 
3.Marriage 
3.1 Situating this life event in her life course 
3.1a Do you consider your age at first marriage as early, late or on time for a girl? Why is it so?  

3.2 Ceremony 
3.2a More about the ceremony, how was the match made, the customs followed  
3.2b Did you set out a list of criteria when you or your parents began looking for the groom? Please tell 
more about it 
3.2c Her feelings about being married  
3.2d Differences in the ceremony and customs when compared to her mother’s time 
3.3 Transition 
3.3a Changes in her life after she got married  
3.3b Differences for you in your life before you were married and the period after it.  
3.4 Knowledge 
3.4a Who instructed or told you about the dos and don’ts expected from a married woman? How was it 
told to you? Relate the same with her education and working career  

3.4b Differences in the knowledge that you had about the dos and don’ts to be followed from girls of other 
family background, place of residence, educational status of mother than your’s?  
3.5 Role change 
Role change for her family 
3.5a Did your role in your parent’s family change after you got married? What were the role changes that 
you felt? How often do you visit your parent’s family after your marriage?  

3.5b How is it different for you in your parent’s family than other married daughters in other families? 
Relate with her education and working career 

Role change for herself 
3.5c Your getting married, how did it affect you yourself?  
3.5d Differences in her role change for herself than her other female friends and cousins. 
Role change for others (Parent’s in law family) 
3.5e What have been your role change for others? Relate with her education and working career 3.5f 
Differences in her role change for others than other girls or females who did not get married till then 
3.6 Gains 
3.6a Things that were advantageous for you after you got married  
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3.6b The advantages mentioned by you how has your educational career attributed to it  

3.6c The advantages mentioned by you how has your working career attributed to it  
3.6d Things that were disadvantageous for you. How have your educational career and working career 
attributed to this? 
3.7 Status 
3.7a Your feelings about marriage before you were married? Your feelings about marriage after getting 
married? The differences in your feelings  
3.7b How has your higher education played a role in your status change? How has your working career 
played a role in your status change? 
3.8 Meaning of a married woman 
3.8a According to you, how does an ideal married woman look like? The signs of a married woman? What 
are the signs that you follow strictly? 
3.8b Image you had of a married woman before you were married and after marriage? Whose image did 
you have in your mind? Why this person’s image?  
3.8c Differences between you and your mother. Difference in the recent times and olden days 
3.8d Experience passed on to your other female friends/cousins/sisters etc. Your views on how the 
information was passed on? (As you had received when you were married, in a different way basing on 
your self-experience) 
4. First Pregnancy 
Situating this life event in her life course 
4.1a Your age at first pregnancy, do you consider it as early, late or on time for a girl? Why is it so?  

4.2 Ceremony 
4.2a More about the ceremony to celebrate your first pregnancy. The customs followed.  
4.2b Her feelings about it. Whom did you first tell that you were pregnant.  
4.2c Differences in the ceremony and customs when compared to her mother’s time 
4.3 Transition 

4.3a Changes in her life after she became pregnant the first time  
4.3b Differences for you in your life before you were pregnant and the period after it.  
4.4 Knowledge 

4.4a Who instructed or told you about the dos and don’ts expected from a pregnant woman? How was it 
told to you? Relate the same with her education and working career  

4.4b Differences in the knowledge that you had about the dos and don’ts to be followed from girls of other 
family background, place of residence, educational status of mother than your’s?  
4.5 Meaning of a pregnant woman  

4.5a Image you had of a pregnant woman before you were pregnant and after you were pregnant? Whose 
image did you have in your mind? Why this person’s image?  
4.5b Differences between you and your mother. Difference in the recent times and olden days 

5. First Birth 
5.1 Situating this life event in her life course 
5.1a Age at first child birth, do you consider it as early, late or on time? Why is it so?  
5.2 Ceremony 
5.2a About the ceremony that took place on the day you gave birth and the days following it.  
5.2b Your feelings about it? 
5.2c Differences in the ceremony during your time of first child birth and your mother’s first child birth 
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5.3 Transition 
5.3a Changes in her life after her first child birth  
5.3b Differences for you in your life before you were a mother and the period after it.  
5.4 Knowledge 
5.4a Who instructed or told you about the dos and don’ts expected from a mother? How was it told to you? 
Relate the same with her education and working career  

5.4b Differences in the knowledge that you had about the dos and don’ts to be followed from women of 
other family background, place of residence than your’s?  
5.5 Role change 
Role change for her parent’s family 
5.5a Did your role in your parent’s family change after the birth of your first child? What were the role 
changes that you felt? How often do you visit your parent’s family after the birth of your first child?  

5.5b How is it different for you in your parent’s family than other married daughters with their first child 
in other families? Relate with her education and working career 

Role change for herself 
5.5c Your becoming a mother, how did it affect you yourself?  
5.5d Differences in her role change for herself than her other female friends and cousins/sisters  
Role change for others (Parent’s in law family) 
5.5e What have been your role change for others? Relate with her education and working career  
5.5f Differences in her role change for others than other girls or females who were married but 
did not give birth to their first child till then 
5.6 Gains 
5.6a Things that were advantageous for you after your first child birth  
5.6b The advantages mentioned by you how has your educational career attributed to it  

5.6c The advantages mentioned by you how has your working career attributed to it 5.6d Things that were 
disadvantageous for you. How have your educational career and working career attributed to this? 
5.7 Status 
5.7a Your feelings about childbirth before you were a mother? Your feelings about childbirth after you 
were a mother? The differences in your feelings  
5.7b How has your higher education played a role in your status change? How has your working career 
played a role in your status change? 
5.8 Meaning of a married woman 
5.8a According to you, how does an ideal mother look like? The characteristics of a mother?  
5.8b Image you had of a mother before you were a mother and after it? Whose image did you have in your 
mind? Why this person’s image?  
5.8c Differences between you and your mother. Difference in the recent times and olden days 
5.8d Experience passed on to your other female friends/cousins/sisters etc. Your views on how the 
information was passed on?  
6. Autonomy and types of it (Jejeebhoy 1995 pp 37) 
6.1 Knowledge autonomy 
6.1a In what ways has your education exposed you to the outside world? Like mass media, more peer 
group contacts, going out with friends, more interaction with people from other disciplines 
6.1b In what ways has your working career exposed you to the outside world? Like mass media, more peer 
group contacts, going out with friends, more interaction with people from other disciplines 
6.1c If not education and working career then what facilitated her to get exposed to the outside world? 
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6.2 Decision making autonomy 
6.2a In what matters of decision-making are you consulted? Daily schedule, Monthly schedule, Yearly 
schedule 
On a daily basis: List of things she is consulted, List of things where she and her husband takes decision 
jointly 
On a monthly basis: List of things she is consulted, List of things where she and her husband takes 
decision jointly 
On a yearly basis: List of things she is consulted, List of things where she and her husband takes decision 
jointly 
6.2b How has your educational background, working status been helpful in this? 
6.2c Apart from the educational background and working status, what else has brought about her decision-
making autonomy?  
6.3 Physical autonomy in interacting with the outside world 
6.3a Do you move around alone or does anyone accompany you always?  
If it is already dark outside and you are outside you house either visiting friends, working late etc, does 
anyone accompany you back home or you go back home alone?  
Role of the respondent’s educational attainment, working career and if not any of this what else? Has the 
status of a married woman, a mother played any role in her physical autonomy in interacting with the 
outside world? 
6.4 Emotional autonomy 
6.4a If you have any emotional problems whom would you talk about it with?  
6.4b In a daily level how much time do you spend with your husband? 
6.4c What kind of activities do you do together? List on a daily level, List on activities during the 
weekends 
6.4d What kind of activities do you, your husband and child/children do together? List on a daily level, 
List on activities during the weekends 
(To show Interspoual communication, More intimacy with husband, rather than strangers always, Sharing 
and caring between husband and wife, Husband, wife and children more bonding between them) 
6.5 Economic and Social autonomy and Self reliance 
Self-reliance on economic matters (knowing how to spend, where to spend and what to spend on one’s 
own, without the interference of husband or any other person) 
6.5a How is this accepted in your household? Has your educational attainment to play a role in this 
acceptance? How has your working career helped in playing a role in this acceptance? Any other please 
explain 
6.5b How has your educational attainment enhanced your economic independence? 8.5c How has your 
working career enhanced your economic independence? 
6.5d You as a working woman in what things do you invest your money in? 

• Chit funds 
• LIC Policy 
• Gold 
• Buying a house 
• Shares and bonds 
• Others specify 

6.5e Do you maintain a separate bank account for yourself? 
6.5f Do you and your husband have clear defined contributions for the household? Yes/No 

- Like who pays for the school fees of the children 
- Like who pays for the pocket money etc 
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6.5g Has education helped you in relying on yourself? Has your working career helped you in relying on 
yourself? 
6.5h*To the mothers generation Do you feel much more happy to stay with your children?  
6.5h* To the mothers’ generation Do you feel happy staying alone with your husband? 
6.5h Prospective question for the daughters generation Would you feel much more happy to stay with your 
children when you are old and retired from your job? 
6.5h Prospective question for the daughters generation Would you feel happy staying alone with your 
husband? 
Perception of one’s own generation 

- How do you term your generation? 
- How do you perceive the generation to which you belong?  
- What are the characteristics of your generation? 
- State one major thing that has happened in your generation? 
- How different or similar is your generation from your daughter’s generation? 
- How different or similar is your generation for your mother’s generation 
- Do you like the changes that have come about? 
- Has your identity changed as a woman changed across the different generations?  

Phasing out questions 
- What are your aspirations as a mother?  
- What are your aspirations for your children?  
- What did you think of this interview? 

 
Thank you  
 
 



 

Appendix C 
 
Here we shall discuss the method adopted to study cohort changes in first birth patterns by adjusting for 
the proportion of unmarried women based on available information. We also explain why such an 
adjustment is necessary and how this adjustment yields much more information, which is otherwise not 
observable when we take into account only ever-married women.  
 
For this method we use information from two different sources – information based on the household 
survey and information based on women’s questionnaire. The household survey includes information on 
both ever-married and never-married women, whilst the women’s file includes information only on ever-
married women aged 15-49 at the time of the survey. Cohort changes in first birth patterns only for ever-
married women gives us partial and skewed information of the ongoing changes. It prevents us from 
observing changes in childbearing patterns due to the increasing proportion of unmarried women from the 
older to the younger cohorts as illustrated in Table 4.1. Research evidence has already suggested the close 
link between age at marriage and age at first childbearing (Mensch et al. 2005, Basu 1996, Casterline 
1994).  Hence in order to study cohort changes it is important to take into account all women irrespective 
of their union status.   
 
Table 3.3 (IIPS 2001: 40) in the state report of Karnataka illustrates the percentage of women married by 
exact ages based on the household survey of this state in southern India. This percentage of married 
women includes both never-married and ever-married women in the denominator.  This information is 
distinguished according to place of residence i.e. rural, urban and combined (which is irrespective of the 
women’s place of residence). However, here we use the information for all women irrespective of their 
place of residence.  

Thus from the available information on ever-married women by their current age at the time of the survey 
(IIPS 2001: 40; cited in Table 3.3), we obtained the percentage of women unmarried by exact ages. From 
the current age of the women we could identify the birth cohorts to which these women belonged, for 
example women in the current age interval 20-24 belong to the birth cohort 1975-1979. The percentages 
of unmarried women by exact ages across birth cohorts are presented in Table 4.1 in this chapter. Three 
major assumptions were employed based on Table 4.1. They are as follows: 
 
i) All unmarried women are considered to be childless  
ii) The proportion of unmarried women in the birth cohorts 1971-1976 and 1966-1970 respectively is 

considered to be the same as amongst the 1965-1969 and 1970-1974 cohorts respectively for 
which the NFHS-2, Karnataka estimates were available (shown in Table 4.1 above) and  

iii) Among the older cohorts the proportion of unmarried was estimated at 2 percent which 
corresponds to the proportion of women remaining unmarried at age 30-49 (IIPS 2001: 17 shown 
in Table 2.3) Since the information on the proportion of unmarried women derived from the 
proportion of ever-married women was available for exact ages 18, 20, 22 and 25 (IIPS 2001: 40 
shown in Table 3.3), we decided to follow first birth patterns only up to age 22 for women born in 
1971-1976 and 25 for those born in 1966-1970.   

 
From the women’s file of NFHS-2, Karnataka which contains information only on ever-married women, 
we obtain the frequency distribution of their age at first birth by birth cohorts. As the statistics on the 
proportion of unmarried women (IIPS 201: 40; Table 3.3) was available only for exact ages 18, 20, 22 and 
25, we decided to follow the first birth patterns only up to age 22 for women born 1971-1976 and 25 for 
those born in the cohort 1966-1970. Note that the frequency distribution has given us information on the 
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number of women who had their first child by ages 22, 25, 33 and 38. Thus for the cohort 1971-1976, we 
observe the number of women with their first child by age 22 (out of the total number of women in that 
cohort). In a similar way, for the cohort 1966-1970 we study the number of women who had their first 
child by age 25 and for the cohorts 1961-1965 and 1945-1960 until ages 33 and 38 respectively. The 
information obtained is as follows:  
 
Age 22 for cohort 1971-1976 : 777  
Age 25 for cohort 1966-1970 : 665 
Age 33 for cohort 1961-1965 :  643 
Age 38 for cohort 1945-1960 :  1090 
 
We now use the assumption about the proportion of unmarried women for each cohort by calculating the 
percentage of unmarried women among the ever-married women in each cohort as shown below: 
 
Age 22 for cohort 1971-1976 : 20.3% 
Age 25 for cohort 1966-1970 : 7.6% 
 
As we do not have information about the percentage of ever-married women for the cohorts 1945-1960 
and 1961-1965 we apply the proportion of women remaining unmarried at age 30-49 (IIPS 2001: 17 as 
shown in Table 2.3) estimated at 2 percent. Thus the assumption about proportion of unmarried women by 
age 33 for cohort 1961-1965 and age 38 for cohort 1945-1960 was 2 percent. 
 
Using this available information we calculated the rates i.e. frequency distribution of first births by age 
and cohort divided by the estimated number of unmarried women in the same cohort. From these rates we 
obtain the cumulative proportion of women at first birth by adjusting for the proportion of unmarried 
women and by using the abovementioned three assumptions.  
 
Hence the cumulative proportion of all women (ever-married and unmarried) experiencing first birth by 
exact age (x) was calculated as the cumulative proportion of married women having their first child by 
exact age (x) multiplied by the proportion of women married by that age. This is indicated in Table 4.2 in 
this chapter. 
 
 
 
 

  



 

Samenvatting  
 
 
Inleiding 
 
‘Here cometh the new age woman’ luidde de titel van een artikel in de dagelijks krant de Times of India in 
2004 waarin aandacht wordt besteed aan de ontwikkeling van de vrouw in India: een hoger opgeleide 
werkende vrouw die zich in het publieke domein beweegt welke eerst alleen aan mannen leek te zijn 
voorbehouden. Overal ter wereld zien we veranderingen in de levens van vrouwen optreden: in opleiding, 
seksualiteit, huwelijk en scheiding, het krijgen van kinderen, familie-leven en arbeidsparticipatie. Deze 
veranderende levens van vrouwen staan centraal in dit proefschrift in een vergelijking tussen India (de 
zuidelijke staat Karnataka) en Nederland.  
 
Onderzoeksvragen 
 
De onderzoeksvragen van het promotieonderzoek zijn als volgt:  
 
1. Welke invloed heeft opleiding op de reproductieve levensloop van vrouwen, dwz tijdstip / leeftijd 

van  huwelijk en het krijgen van een eerste kind, in India en Nederland?  
• wat zijn de verschillen tussen oudere en jongere generaties vrouwen? 

2.  Wat zijn de percepties van vrouwen zelf betreffende de invloed van opleiding op de 
gebeurtenissen in hun reproductieve loopbaan (menarche, huwelijk of samenwonen, het krijgen 
van kinderen)? Wat zijn hun opvattingen en percepties over: 
• de timing van de reproductieve gebeurtenissen in hun reproductieve loopbaan (vroeg, precies 

op tijd, laat)? 
• de ceremonies die plaats vinden als ‘rites de passage’, ten einde de transitie van de ene naar 

de andere reproductieve levensfase te vieren? 
• de kennis die zij hadden ten tijde van deze transities? 
• hoe de verschillende transities aanleiding geven tot verandering van gedrag, zoals verwacht 

door de sociale omgeving? 
• hoe de verschillende transities aanleiding geven tot andere rolpatronen? 
• de winsten (‘gains’) of te wel de voor- en nadelen van het bereiken van bepaalde 

reproductieve gebeurtenissen of het doorlopen van bepaalde transities? 
• hoe deze ‘winst’ gerelateerd is aan hogere opleiding? 

3.  Hoe is de positie van vrouwen in de samenleving veranderd over de generaties van moeders en 
dochters? 
• welke invloed heeft een hogere opleiding gehad op autonomie en besluitvorming, volgens 

vrouwen zelf? 
• welke invloed heeft een hogere opleiding gehad op status (toegekende status of verworven 

status), volgens vrouwen zelf? 
4.  Welke aspecten van de relatie tussen hogere opleiding en tijdstip / leeftijd van huwelijk en het 

krijgen van een eerste kind zijn universeel en welke cultuur / samenlevings specifiek? 
 
Het onderzoek richt zich derhalve niet alleen op het bestuderen van hoe en op welk tijdstip / leeftijd de 
reproductieve gebeurtenissen plaatsvinden in de reproductieve loopbaan van vrouwen, maar ook wat de 
percepties van vrouwen zelf zijn over hun eigen reproductieve loopbaan. Dit onderscheid tussen een etic 
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en emic benadering (Pike 1967), waarbij de emic benadering de ‘insider’s point of view’ weergeeft, komt 
in het onderzoek terug in het onderscheid dat wordt gemaakt tussen de geleefde levensloop (‘lived life 
course’) en de gepercipieerde levensloop (‘perceived life course’(d.w.z. de levensloop zoals ervaren door 
vrouwen zelf). 
 
Theoretisch raamwerk 
 
Het theoretische kader van de studie bestaat uit de levensloop benadering (Giele en Elder 1998) waarbij de 
reproductieve levensgebeurtenissen van huwelijk en het krijgen van het eerste kind worden bestudeerd als 
parallelle loopbanen van de opleidingsloopbaan. Er wordt gekeken hoe het volgen van een hogere 
opleiding leidt tot uitstel van deze gebeurtenissen in de reproductieve loopbaan en wat verschillen zijn 
tussen de oudere en jongere generaties. Ook wordt gekeken naar de betekenis die wordt gegeven aan de 
verschillende reproductieve gebeurtenissen. Daarnaast geeft de sociale theorie van Coleman (1990) de 
mogelijkheid om de structurele invloed van de context (samenleving) op het individuele gedrag, via de 
individuele achtergrond, te bestuderen. De theorie dient derhalve om het macro (samenleving) en het 
micro (individu) niveau aan elkaar te relateren. Hiertoe wordt ook ‘de structuratietheorie van Giddens 
gebruikt. Die theorie benadrukt de dualiteit van ‘structure’ en ‘agency’ en het belang van modaliteit tussen 
deze beiden. Die modaliteit bestaat uit interpretatieve schemas, faciliteiten of bronnen en normen.  
 
Methoden 
 
Voor beantwoording van de onderzoeksvragen worden data geanalyseerd van de India National Family 
Health Survey, Karnataka (NFHS 1998-99) en het Nederlandse Onderzoek Gezinsvorming (OG 1998). 
Naast dit kwantitatieve onderzoek is ook kwalitatief onderzoek verricht. In zowel India (Bangalore) als 
Nederland (Groningen) zijn diepte-interviews afgenomen onder hoger opgeleide vrouwen die midden in 
hun reproductieve loopbaan zitten. In Bangalore werden jonge hoger opgeleide werkende vrouwen met 
kinderen en hun moeders geïnterviewd, ten einde ook veranderingen over generaties te kunnen bestuderen. 
In Groningen werden de jongere hoger opgeleide werkende vrouwen met kinderen geïnterviewd.  
 
Enkele resultaten 
 
Kwantitatief onderzoek 
 
De resultaten van de kwantitatieve analyse geven aan dat in vergelijking met Nederland, vrouwen in 
Karnataka op jongere leeftijd trouwen en op jongere leeftijd kinderen krijgen. Echter, wanneer je 
verschillende generaties met elkaar vergelijkt, dan nemen de proporties ongetrouwde vrouwen in 
Karnataka op leeftijd 18, 20 en 22 toe. De analyse geeft aan dat onder jongere vrouwen, geboren in 1971-
1976, het huwelijk meer wordt uitgesteld dan onder oudere vrouwen. Het is verder opvallend dat, voor alle 
generaties, het huwelijk en het krijgen van kinderen nauw aan elkaar zijn gerelateerd: het is het huwelijk 
dat wordt uitgesteld. Eenmaal getrouwd, wordt niet het krijgen van kinderen uitgesteld. Hoger opgeleide 
vrouwen in Karnataka krijgen op latere leeftijd kinderen dan vrouwen met minder opleiding. Echter, dit 
uitstel-effect treedt op tot aan leeftijd 25. Op dat moment lijken culturele leeftijdsnormen ten aanzien van 
het moederschap een belangrijke rol te gaan spelen: er is geen sprake meer van uitstel van het krijgen van 
kinderen. Het zeer lage percentage vrouwen dat uiteindelijk kinderloos blijft, onder vrouwen van alle 
opleidings-niveaus, geeft het universele belang aan van het krijgen van kinderen en de sociale status die 
wordt afgeleid van het moederschap. 
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Bij de overlevingscurves zien we dat bij elke leeftijd, de proportie vrouwen met een hogere opleiding 
zonder kind altijd hoger is voor hoger opgeleide vrouwen dan lager opgeleide vrouwen. De timing van het 
eerste kind wordt beïnvloed door de toename in het aantal opleidingsjaren van de vrouw. Bijvoorbeeld: op 
leeftijd 22 zijn de meeste laag-opgeleide vrouwen al moeder, terwijl slechts 16 procent kinderloos is. 
Onder hoger opgeleide vrouwen is dit laatste percentage 40 procent op leeftijd 22. Kijkend naar de leeftijd 
bij afstuderen en de invloed op het krijgen van het eerste kind, zien we dat voor elke cohort de duur tussen 
afstuderen en het krijgen van het eerste kind afneemt naarmate opleiding toeneemt. In het cohort 1971-
1976, kennen lager opgeleide vrouwen een gemiddelde (mediaan) duur van 7.7 jaar tussen hun 
‘afstuderen’ en hun eerste kind. Voor hoger opgeleide vrouwen neemt deze duur af tot 4.6 jaar.  
 
Onder Nederlandse vrouwen, zien we niet alleen dat zij, in vergelijking met vrouwen in Karnataka, op 
latere leeftijd kinderen krijgen, maar ook dat een groot percentage van vrouwen kinderen krijgt na hun 30e 
levensjaar. In Nederland leidt uitstel niet tot afstel. De meeste kinderloze vrouwen van dertig krijgen 
alsnog een kind. Dit is geen recent verschijnsel: dit gebeurde al in het cohort vrouwen geboren in 1961-
1965. Op leeftijd 32 is de proportie kinderloze vrouwen in het cohort 1945-1960 21.5 procent, in het 
cohort 1966-1970 een hoger 29.5 procent. Kijkend naar de invloed van hogere opleiding op geboorte van 
het eerste kind onder Nederlandse vrouwen, is de gemiddelde (mediaan) leeftijd bij de eerste geboorte bij 
lager opgeleide vrouwen 23 jaar, onder hoger opgeleide vrouwen 29 jaar.  
 
In Karnataka is het huwelijk universeel en we zagen dat vrouwen met een hogere opleiding op latere 
leeftijd huwen. In Nederland is het huwelijk minder belangrijk geworden in de jongere generatie, maar dit 
wordt gecompenseerd door een toename in samenwonen. De relatie tussen opleiding en huwelijk werkt 
hier naar twee kanten: naar een uitstel in huwelijk maar naar een vervroeging in samenwonen. In een 
vergelijking tussen Karnataka en Nederland, kunnen we voor Nederlandse vrouwen en de jongere 
generatie van vrouwen in Karnataka spreken van een keuze biografie (‘choice biography’), voor de oudere 
generatie vrouwen in Karnataka van een standaard biografie (‘standard biography’). 
 
Kwalitatief onderzoek 
 
Hetzelfde vinden we terug in de diepte-interviews onder oudere en jongere vrouwen in Karnataka: de 
jongere generatie hoger opgeleide vrouwen kent vrijere normen ten aanzien van de verschillende 
reproductieve gebeurtenissen. De gebeurtenis van de eerste menstruatie, nog uitgebreid gevierd met een 
ceremonie onder de oudere generatie als een ‘rite de passage’ naar volwassenheid en huwelijk, is niet 
meer belangrijk bij de jongere generatie. Terwijl de moeders aangaven dat enkelen van hen op dat tijdstip 
moesten stoppen met hun opleiding, voor altijd of voor een bepaalde periode, vervolgden de jongere 
vrouwen gewoon hun opleiding nadat ze hun eerste menstruatie hadden gehad. Jongere hoogopgeleide 
vrouwen blijken ook over meer kennis te beschikken bij de verschillende reproductieve gebeurtenissen 
dan hun moeders, en waren meer vrij om reproductieve zaken te bespreken.  
 
Terwijl nog de helft van de huwelijken onder de jongere vrouwen gearrangeerd is, bestaat de andere helft 
uit een zogenoemde ‘love marriage’. Moeders hadden merendeels een gearrangeerd huwelijk. Een 
belangrijk verschil met hun moeders is dat de jongere vrouwen bij een gearrangeerd huwelijk zeggen 
zeggenschap te hebben gehad in de keuze van hun echtgenoot en de criteria waaraan die echtgenoot zou 
moeten voldoen. Belangrijke criteria, naast een vaste en stabiele baan (zoals voor hun moeders vooral van 
belang) en uiterlijk, geven jonge vrouwen ook aan dat ze mentale comptabiliteit tussen de partners, 
emotionele rijpheid en gezamenlijke interesses belangrijk vonden. 
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Ook ten aanzien van verwachtte rolpatronen en gedragsverandering na de verschillende transities 
(menarche, huwelijk en het krijgen van kinderen) zijn er grote verschillen te zien tussen de jongere en 
oudere generatie vrouwen in Bangalore. Jongere vinden bijvoorbeeld meer informatie over huwelijk en 
kind-zorg bij collega’s op het werk, terwijl hun moeders vooral afhankelijk waren van hun 
(schoon)familie en zich ook meer baseerden op lokale kennis. De jongere generatie vrouwen in Bangalore 
geeft aan hoe moeilijk het is om de rol van moeder en werkende vrouw te combineren.  
 
Hierin zijn er duidelijk overeenkomsten met de jonge vrouwen in Groningen: ook zij noemen de 
moeilijkheid van het combineren van het moederschap en hun baan. Er zijn verschillen tussen vrouwen in 
Bangalore en Groningen: een vroeg en laat patroon van huwen en kinderen krijgen; huwelijk in Bangalore 
en huwelijk en samenwonen in Groningen. Maar er zijn ook opmerkelijke overeenkomsten te vinden: een 
destandardisatie van reproductief gedrag, minder restricties, meer vrijheid ook onder Bangalore vrouwen; 
een meer individuele, cosmopolitaine levensstijl; hoger percentage ‘love marriages’; het belang van 
comptabiliteit van echtgenoten; restricties in vrijheid na het krijgen van het eerste kind, ook bij 
Nederlandse vrouwen. Voor beide groepen van jonge vrouwen wordt het leven en de reproductieve 
loopbaan steeds meer een onderhandelings-loopbaan (‘negotiating career’) waarbij bij Nederlandse 
mannen meer een zorgende vaderrol op zich nemen dan echtgenoten in India. 
 
Hoger opgeleide vrouwen in Karnataka geven aan dat een hogere opleiding en werk hen vele voordelen 
heeft gebracht. Zoals ze zelf aangeven: ze kunnen zich meer vrijelijk bewegen buitenshuis; ze hebben 
meer zelfvertrouwen; ze kunnen zaken bespreken met hun echtgenoot en kennen daardoor meer intimiteit 
met hun partner; hun echtgenoot helpt hen in het huishouden; de partners zijn meer gelijk; ze kennen 
financiele onafhankelijkheid, een eigen bijdrage aan het huishouden en hebben meer zeggenschap in 
allerlei familie-beslissingen. De status van de getrouwde vrouw (aangegeven door teenring en de ‘mangala 
sutra’) en moeder geeft hen daar bovenop niet alleen aanzien maar ook meer vrijheid in de samenleving, 
zoals ze zelf aangeven.  
 
Relevantie 
 
Het onderzoek benadrukt, zoals al vele onderzoeken doen, het grote belang dat meisjes naar school gaan 
en een opleiding volgen. Het onderzoek gaat echter een stap verder dan veel ander onderzoek, door te 
bestuderen wat nu de effecten zijn van zo’n hogere opleiding. En het gaat daarbij niet alleen om de 
effecten op het reproductieve leven, d.w.z. uitstel van huwelijk en het krijgen van kinderen, maar ook op 
de status en positie van vrouwen in de Indiase samenleving, zoals dat door vrouwen zelf wordt ervaren. 
Het onderzoek bestudeert ontwikkelingen in de Indiase samenleving en geeft een indicatie van de 
toekomst waarin meer meisjes naar school zullen gaan. Jonge hoger opgeleide werkende vrouwen geven, 
zoals hun Nederlandse counterparts, vooral ook aan hoe moeilijk het is om moederschap en werk te 
combineren.  
 
 


