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Community’s Perception of Childlessnessin Three Different
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INTRODUCTION

Individual is an important component of the
matrix of society. Society can be seen asan active
system of relationships with family members,
relatives ,friends and neighbours .Society and
individual haveareciprocal type of relationship,
since both influence and are influenced by each
other. For the smooth functioning of the society,
itisessential for al itscomponentsto follow the
norms. Giving birth to a child after marriage is
considered as an important norm in most of the
societies. Child bearing is a universal pheno-
menon, asit isthe primary factor for one gener-
ation to succeed another, and keep the human race
aliveand moving (Delomont, 1980). It isautoma:
tically assumed that coupleswill marry and have
children. The childless couples in aimost all
societies have anegative Social Value and paren-
thood is considered as anorm. Besides personal
reasons, childlessness, is, at times, regarded asa
calamity for social reasons(Kaul, 1996). InIndian
society, the birth of the first child seems to be
really the very culmination of marriage. Indeed,
it may betruethat the arrival of thefirst childin
our society actually symbolizes final and
complete maturity at the parents as adults.
(Locke,1951).

Many studies have documented the wide
ranging consegquences varying across societies,
if thenorm of child birthisnot followed .However
no such study has been conducted in the setting
selected for the present work. Jammu isahetero-
geneous land and there are many ecological
settings available for study. Since, ecology isan
important factor affecting any social issues, itis
also bound to affect community’s perception
towards childlessness. It is important to under-
stand the Pschyo-social complexises relevant to
the issue, so as to know the implications of the
same for the childless couples.

OBJECTIVES

The objective of study are. To study the
perception of the community towards childless
couples and To compare perception of thecomm-

unity in three ecological settings (Urban, Rural,
Tribal)

METHODOLOGY

The total sample for the present study
consisted of 300 community members (100 from
each of the three ecological settings i.e urban,
rural and tribal). All the respondents were
females.Snowball sampling technique was used
for sample selection and women who were the
neighbours of childless coupleswere selected. A
guestionnaire was used to elicit the information
from the respondents. The main area in which
information was gathered were importance of
having children, causative factors for child-
lessness, recognition of pschyo-social problems
faced by childless couples and solutions
suggested to overcome the problem.

RESULTS

Demogr aphic Profileof Community Members

The focus on the demographic profile of the
respondents in this group is primarily based on
their age, education, occupation, etc. All the
respondents in this group were females because
during pilot study it wasfound that femaleswere
more familiar and vocal about issues related to
childlessness.

Age: Most of the respondents in al the three
settings were in the age group 41-60 years. Very
few werein the age group 61-70 years (Table 1).
Education: The educational level of the respon-
dents were classified under the following cate-
gories: functional literacy, primary school, secon-
dary school, graduation (Table 1). Distribution
of respondents according to their education
reveals that a large proportion of respondents
were only functionally literate.

Occupation: All the respondents in urban, 70%
inrural and 48%intriba setting were housewives
having no regular wage earning activities. Rest
of therespondentswere engaged in wage-earning
activities at or near home like cattle rearing,
farming etc. (Table 1).
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Table 1. Demographic profile of respondents
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Type of setting Urban Rural Tribal Total
n % n % n % n %
Agein years
30-40 10 20 14 28 7 14 31 21
41-50 18 36 26 52 33 66 7 51
51-60 13 26 10 20 10 20 33 22
61-70 9 18 - - - - 9 6
Total 50 100 50 100 50 100 150 100
Education
Could read / write 25 50 36 72 45 90 106 71
Primary Pass 12 24 4 8 5 10 21 14
Secondary Pass 10 20 10 20 - - 20 13
Graduate 3 5 - - - - 3 2
Total 50 100 50 100 50 100 150 100
Ocupation
Self Employed
Cattle rearing 9 18 20 40 29 19
Farming - - 6 12 6 12 12 8
Not Employed 50 100 35 70 24 48 109 73
Total 50 100 50 100 50 100 150 100

Importance of Having Children

Important Moments of Life: In this category the
respondents were asked to recollect some of the
important moments of life. This was done so as
to ascertain the number of events related to
children that were considered important .On the
basis of responses obtained the important
moments of lifeweredivided into two categories
i.e. Specific events and Generalized events.

i) Specific Events: Specific events are those
specia events which respondents considered as
important milestones of development. It was
found that out of the total responses obtained on
this category i. €.87(69%) in urban, 88(76%) in
rural, and 94(80%) in tribal settings considered
events related to children asimportant moments
of their life.

a. Child Birth: 34(39%) responses in urban,
54(61%) in rural and 48(51%) in tribal setting
were obtained that considered child birth as
important moment in life.

One respondent stated that: “ Childbirth is
an important moment in one’s life especially for
awoman, because she givesbirth to a child after
tolerating so much of pain, it isalmost rebirth of
the woman “ .

Another respondent quoted: “ child birthisa
great experiencein one'slifeasit givesthefedling
of being complete to both man and woman” .

b. Education of Children: 35(40%) responsesin

urban, 22(25%) inrural, 28(10%)in tribal setting
were related to children’s education, as the
respondents felt that completion of education of
children is an important milestone of life.

18 (20%) responsesin urban, 12(13%)inrural
and 18(10%) in tribal setting stated settlement
and marriage of their children as important
moments of their lives as respondents were of
theview,

“ When children get settled parentsfeel happy
about it asevery parent aspiresto see secureand
bright future of their children”.

Responses obtained from respondents clearly
depicts the importance of child bearing ,as
moments related to children were considered as
of most memorable and of utmost importance.

In case of generalized events 38(30%) of
responsesin urban, 28(24%) in rural and 23(19%)
intribal setting wererelated to generalized events,
which were considered asimportant moments of
their life. Some respondents believed that lifeis
too long and it is very difficult to categorize it
into few moments. Some considered taking care
of household assets and fulfilling their duties as
important while others considered moments of
happiness, sadness and adventure as important
moments of their life.

Reasonsfor Having Children

Child birth is considered important in almost
all societies. However, reasonsfor thisimportance
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may vary across communities. It isimportant to
understand these reasons so as to delineate the
problems couples face when they are not able to
have children. In this study, avariety of reasons
for bearing and rearing children were given by
respondents which could be classified as:

(i) Socio-Emotional Reasons: Majority of
respondentsin all thethree settings gave predomi-
nantly socio-emotional reasons for childbirth.
According to them, children are important be-
cause they carry on generations. Survival of the
lineage is the basic aim of having children.
Children were also considered important because
they bring happiness in the family, they are the
source of joy and fill the family with laug-
hter.Every body gets busy and involved with the
arrival of child and they act asa source of recrea-
tion and pleasure. Children were also considered
important for emotional reasons as arrival of the
child gives emotional satisfaction to both the
parents, because childlessness makes them feel
isolated from family and society particularly from
thefriends and relativeswho have children .The
childless couplesremain under constant pressure
from family and society which makes them
frustrated, anxiousand helpless, so children were
considered important because they satisfy the
parental needsand givethem emotional stability.
(if) Marital Sability: From the given data (Table
2) itisclear that in comparison with urban group,
morerespondentsin rural and tribal settings stated
that children wereimportant for martial stability.
According to them, childlessness could act as
source of friction between the couples and
sometimesif the coupletried to cope up with the
situation, the in-laws especially mothers-in law
encouraged separation or remarriage of their sons.
Arrival of the child was considered asabond for
marital stability. The child was seen asabinding
force between the parents. They visualized a
threat of separation, divorce or remarriagein case
of infertility becausethe ultimate aim of marriage
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was considered to be procreation.

(iii) Future Security: It was also considered
important to beget children for reasons of future
security aschildren were considered as caretakers
for parents in old age and provided financial
security. More respondents from the tribal as
compared to rural and urban setting considered
children important from this perspective
(Table 2).

Normal Time For Conception

From the dataobtained, itisclear that the next
expectation of respondents in rural and tribal
settings after marriage is childbirth that is why
52% respondentsinrural ,55% intribal and 17%
in urban setting (Table 3) believed that child
should be born as early as possible after marriage
as any delay in first conception could lead to
problemsin future.

From the representation of data, itisclear that
respondents from all the three settings advised
the birth of the child within two years after
marriage, thereby implying that society restricts
the time period for conception and if pregnancy
does not take place within thistime, it is consi-
dered as athing to be worried about. It was also
found that only in case of urban setting, few re-
spondents (20%) felt that it was the choice of the
coupleto become parentswhenever they desired
becausetoday’ s generation ismore educated and
career oriented and it istheir own choiceto delay
thefirst pregnancy to achievetheir desired goal.

Community’s Perception About Causative
Factorsof Childlessness

In this category the community’s perception
was studied in two ways: firstly who out of the
couple is responsible for childlessness and
secondly what are the causative factors of child-
lessness.

a. Who is Responsible: It was found that only

Table 2: Importance of having children as perceived by members of community

Type of setting Urban Rural Tribal Total
n % n % n % n %
Reason
Socio-Emotional 88 55 60 52 72 43 220 50
Marital stability 42 26 27 24 50 30 119 27
Future Security 30 19 28 24 45 27 103 23
Tota * 160 100 115 100 167 100 442 100

* Multiple responses given
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Table 3: Normal time period for conception
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Type of setting Urban Rural Tribal Total
n % n % n % n %
Time of Period
Earliest Possible 18 17 54 52 60 55 130 42
Within one year 16 15 30 29 30 27 76 24
Within two year 38 37 20 19 20 18 78 25
Within three year 11 11 - - - 11 3
Self choice 20 20 - - 20 6
Total* 103 100 104 100 110 100 317 100

* Multiple responses given

10% of respondentsin urban setting and nonein
rural and tribal setting stated that men could be
responsible for childlessness. Women were held
responsible by 56% of respondentsintribal, 52%
in rural, and 15% in urban setting. Rest of the
respondents stated that either husband or wife
could be responsible for childlessness. Gender
bias was seen in community’s perception about
the causative factorsfor childlessness as none of
the respondentsin rural and tribal setting stated
that only males could be responsible for
childlessness.

Those who held women responsiblefor childless-
ness cited the following reasons:

“ dncewebringthegirl fromthe other family
so she is responsible for childlessness, thereis
no problemin our family” .

“ Thefemal ereproductive and sexual mechanism
ismoreintricate and delicate and henceismore
liable to disorder” .

b. Reasons for Childlessness: Reasons cited by
respondents for childlessness were categorized
asfollows:

(i) Medical Problems. From the data (Table 4) it
is clear that majority of respondentsin all three
settings attributed medical problemsasreason for
childlessness. Reasons given werelike abortions,

Table 4: Reasons for childlessness

irregular menstrual cycle, blocked fallopian tube,
weakness in husband or wife etc.

(i) Supernatural Causes. It was found that in
rural and tribal setting the most frequently
perceived cause of childlessnesswas supernatural
(Table 4). On the basis of responses obtained
supernatural causes are categorized as Deity’s
wrath , Evil spirits and Karma[One'sown deeds).
Deity’swrath was stated mostly stated in rural
and urban areas asthe peoplein tribal setting did
not believein Deities(Devtas). According to rural
respondents, every individual hasdifferent Deity
according to their caste and clan. People haveto
worship their Deity in aproper way asdesired. It
is considered important to please them, because
pleased Deity will spread joy and happiness in
thefamily. Onthe other hand, if they get annoyed,
they punish the family members in one way or
another. Respondentsfelt that childlessness may
betheresult of Deity’swrath because of couples
or family member’sinability to please them.

b. Bvil Spirits: Majority of responsesobtainedin
rural (43%) and tribal (60%) setting revealed that
evil spirits could lead to couples inability to
procreate. According to them some people know
the use of evil spirits to harm others. Whenever
any body comes under the influence of such

Type of setting Urban Rural Tribal Total
Reason n % n % n % n %
Medical Problem 100 50 45 30 48 40 193 41
Supernatural Causes
- Diety’s Wrath 20 10 18 12 - - 38 8
- Bvil spirits 28 14 64 43 72 60 164 35
- One’'s own deeds 12 6 23 15 - - 35 7
- Voluntary 40 20 - - 40 9
childlessness
*Total 200 100 150 100 120 100 470 100

* Multiple responses given
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people, it could lead to problem of childlessness.
c. Karma (One's Own Deeds): People in tribal
setting didn’t believein Karmasbut in urban and
rural setting respondents believed that ‘ Karma
(Deeds) of the past birth influence the life of
present birth. If some one had performed good
deeds in their past lives, then they receive the
benefits in future life, but on the other hand if
some one has done bad deeds in their past birth,
he would be punished and childlessness could be
oneform of punishment for bad deeds of the past
birth.

\oluntary Childlessness: 20% of respondentsin
urban setting and none of respondents in rural
and tribal setting stated that if awoman does not
conceive few years after marriage they must be
intentionally delaying conception by adopting
family planning measures. Astoday’sgeneration
is educated and career oriented and sometimes
young couplesplanto enjoy their lifefor few years
after marriage or they want to settle properly so
they delay their first pregnancy. Voluntary child-
lessness was found to be an urban phenomenon.

Recognition of Problems Faced by Childless
Couples

Psychological Problems: All the respondents
agreed that childless couples hasto face psycho-
logical problems.However, it was stated that the
magnitude of the problem varied according to the
personality of anindividual. According to them,
since parenthood is related to giving aspect of
love, anindividual wantsto givelove. Sincechild-
less couples are not able to do the same, it leads
to “emotional lacking” which in turn leads to a
number of psychological problems. Besidesthis,
social criticism and social isolation also leadsto
psychological problems. The perceived psycho-
logical problemswere depression, anxiety, irrita-
bility, aggression, isolation, lack of confidence
and, mental- instability etc.

Marital Instability: Inthisstudy, majority (73%)
of respondents in urban and al the respondents
in rural and tribal settings stated that marital
relations could become strained if thereisfailure
in reproduction. According to them, if one of the
partners has a strong urge to have children, they
may blame each other which will give rise to
conflicts. They may haveinsecurity of separation,
divorceor remarriage. Rest (23%) of the respon-
dents did not favour thisidea that childlessness
could lead to marital instability. They held this
view that it was not always necessary that there

33

was athreat of strained relations .t depended on
the inter-personal relations and understanding
between the couple .1t also depended upon the
personality of theindividualsand their cognitive
adaptation to the coping mechanism adopted .
Problems Faced with Family Members: Respon-
dentsfrom all the three settings shared the belief
that childless couples especially the women had
to face a lot of problems in the family. 66% of
respondents in urban and all the respondentsin
rural and tribal setting agreed that these couples
had to face the taunts and sarcastic remarks of
in-laws especially of mother in-law. These people
(family members) often would make them realize
that something was lacking in them. Low status
is accorded to them in the family and they had
very little say in the family. This was especially
true for female members.

Problems Faced in Society: 79% of respondents
intribal, 72% in rural and 58% in urban setting
were of the view that childless couples also had
to face the problems with the wider society i.e.
neighbors, relatives, friends etc. as people started
expecting the child as soon as possible after
marriage. The childlessfemaleswere considered
inauspiciousand werenotinvited inreligiousand
social ceremonies especially ceremoniesrelated
to children. From the view point of community
membersitisclear that childlessnessis perceived
negatively and positive value is accorded to
fertility. Inorder to liveasmooth life at personal,
interpersonal, psychological and social levels
couples has to fulfill the norm of childbearing,
otherwise they haveto face psycho-social reper-
cussions of childlessness.

Solutions Suggested by the Community
Members

There are various alternatives for child-

lessness and it was felt important to study the
accepted response of the community members.
Onthebasisof information collected the alterna-
tives suggested to cope with the problem of child-
lessness are categorized asfollows:
i) Medical Treatment: From Table5 it isclear
that all the respondents in urban and majority of
respondentsinrural, and tribal setting suggested
medical treatment for cure of infertility. Accor-
ding to them today’s science has progressed alot
which can help such couples. Medical treatment
suggested were medical examination of thecouple
,artificia insemination, invitrofertilization (1VF)
etc.
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iii) ReligiousMeasures: Religiousmeasureswere
also suggested in rural and urban settings but no
such suggestions came from respondentsin tribal
setting. Praying to God, keeping fasts especially
one particular ‘Ekadshi’, ‘ Chaurth Ekadshi’ by
grace of which childless couplesare blessed with
children were recommended. Visiting holy
shrines, organizing and participating in” Satsangs
“and” Satvas’ (aseven daysprayer organized by
saints) were some of the suggested religious
measures.

iii) Magico-spiritual Healing: In comparisonwith
urban setting, respondents from rural and tribal
setting had adeep rooted belief in magico spiritual
healing. When no problem is evident affected
couples must consult a good (Well-Known)
magico-spiritual healer as childlessness may be
due to the evil effect of supernatural power.
Respondentsfrom tribal setting had astrong belief
in magico-spiritual healing. According to them,
it was most often seen in their group and they
believed that people came under the influence of
evil spirits and when they got proper treatment
from a renowned “ Sayana” [Magico-spiritual
healer] they got benefited.

Adoption asan Alternative

Another alternative suggested was adoption.
Respondents favoured adoption if medical
treatment did not work and if the couple was not
benefited from magico-spiritual healing thenthe
couple should go for adoption as it was very
difficult to live without children.

About 90%of respondents in urban ,70% in
rural and 40% intribal setting favoured adoption
of child .Adoption was seen to be advantageous
for two reasons. Firstly after adoption the child
fills the vacuum of life and secondly it was a
widely held belief that many times after adoption
childless couples would themselves conceive. It
was suggested that the child could be adopted

Table 5: Solutions suggested
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from hospital, orphanage, financially backward
relatives either of husband or wife. Only few
respondents favoured adoption from hospital or
orphanage, others were of the view that no body
knew about the caste, family, religion of such
children so majority of respondents suggested
adoption fromrelatives of couplesespecially from
husband’'s family because child from that family
will have same blood. Rest of the respondents
fromal thethree settings did not favour adoption,
asthey believed that’ someoneschild could never
become one’s own.

CONCLUSION

Gender hias was seen in the perception of
community for causes of childlessness, sinceonly
10% of urban respondents and none of the
respondentsin rural and tribal setting held males
responsible for childlessness. A maximum time
frame of two years after marriage was provided
by them for child birth to the couples and if
conception did not take place within this period,
it was considered something to be worried about.
Causes of childlessness as perceived by them
weremainly medical problemsand super natural
causes (Deity’s wrath, evil sprits, deeds of the
past birth) .Voluntary childlessness was stated
only by respondents of urban setting and it was
attributed to education and employment of
women. It was not seen positively by respondents.
In case of perception of community members
about pschyo-social problemsfaced by childless
couples, it was found that al the respondents
agreed that childless coupleshasto face numerous
pschyo-social problems due to childlessness.
Solutions suggested by the community members
to cope with the problem of childlessness were
medical treatment, religious measures, magico-
spiritual healing and adoption. Religious
measures and magi co-spritua healing were more
frequently suggested by respondents of rural and

Type of setting Urban Rural Tribal Total
n % n % n % n %
Soluton
Medical treatment 100 72 73 40 62 47 235 51
Religious measures 20 14 44 24 - - 64 15
Magico spiritua healing 19 14 65 36 71 53 155 34
*Total 139 100 182 100 133 100 454 100

* Multiple responses given
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tribal setting. Views regarding the acceptance of
adoption were a so solicited and it wasfound that
alarge number of community members favored
adoption as an aternative.
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ABSTRACT The present research is an attempt to study
the perception of community members in three different
ecological settings of Jammu, Jammu and Kashmir about
childlessness.The sample of the study consisted of 100
community members each from three ecological settings,
total 300 community members formed the core group for
the study. snow ball sampling technique wasused for sample
selection. The tool used for the study was Questionnaire.
View point of the members of the community about
childlessness was studied and it was found that child birth
adong with education, settlement and marriage of children
were considered asimportant momentsof life, inal thethree
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settings, thus emphasizing the importance of begetting
children. Causes of childlessness as perceived by them were
mainly medical problems and super natural causes it was
found that all the respondents agreed that childless couples
have to face numerous pschyo- social problems dueto child-
lessness.
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