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Chapter 8 

Son 
Preference in India: 

A Study into its Nature and 

Causes from West Bengal 

Papita Dutta 

1. Introduction 

Parents fnd satisfaction from their children directly and indires, 

Satisfaction of the parents from a child not only depends on the numhas 

of children: it depends on the socio-economic background of the parents 

and sex composition of the children. That is why; the preference pattem 

of the parents for the sex of their children is an important research issue 

to the social scientists. Becker (1960, 1988) has explained that the demand 

for children to parents is similar to the demand for durable goods, Ofen 

parents view the children as investment from which parents expect recu. 

rent income. Sometimes children are viewed as consumer durables where 

children just living with parents gives direct satisfaction. Griliches (19N4) 

has explained the children preference as liquidity preference. He has pointed 

out three distinct 'motives' for having children; (1l) economic security (cur 

rent labour and old-age provision): (2) the production of reciprocal caring: 

and (3) an attempt at immortality via one's offerings. 

In many countries including India a large section of parents believe that 

male children compared to female are in better position to satisfy all these 

motives. This belief gives birth the philosophy of son preference. Son 

preference is one of the prime causes of gender inequality which threatens 

the development of human civilisation. A large section of parents around 

the globe, enthusiastically celebrates the birth of a boy whereas the bith 

of a girl is not warmly welcomed. This fact indicates parents' preference 

for sons over daughter. Son preference leads to many social problems like 

Lmbalanced sex ratio, which causes increase in sexual crime and increase 

in marital unhappiness due to marriage-age imbalance. Adverse sexela 
owards fenale, higher mortality rate among girls child, lower enrollmen 
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interval etc. are some common indicators of gender inequality as well as of girls in educational institution, missing female foetuses, lower birth 

preferernce for sons in Indian society. This study intends to investigate the 
nature and causes of son preference in Purba Bardhaman district of West 

Bengal in India. 
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2. Relevance and Objectives 

Sex ratio and child sex ratio are considered as important indicator of son 
preference. If these ratios deviate from the natural biological ratios, we can 
assert that somne abnormal incident has occurred. In terms of overall sex 

ratio, son preference is strong in the state of Haryana and least in Kerala. 
In accordance with the census report, 2011 sex-ratio in West Bengal is 
o7 which is highest in the last century. It is no doubt a good indicator 
oNards gender equality. But the same report shows that child sex ratio in 
odia is 914 which was 927 in 2001 and in West Bengal, it has reduced 
from 960 to 950 during 2001-2011. It is very disappointing. This is a clear 
indication of increasing trend of son preference of the parents in India as 

well as in West Bengal. This declining trend of sex-ratio under age six 

is an alarming issue to the policy makers, social science researchers and 

to the Government for the future development of human resource. Thus 
the study of the nature and causes of son preference in West Bengal is 
relevant one. Both sex ratio and child sex ratio are strong indicators of 
son preference at macro level. But they are not appropriate as indicators 
of son preference at household level. 

Pande and Astone (2007) have shown that the extent of son preference 
varies statistically across the states of India. The nature of son preference 
and strength of the factors influencing son preference definitely varies 
from country to country depending on some social-economic and cultural 
background even environmental distinctions. Son preference is common in 
a band of countries stretching from North Africa, through the near east to 
south Asia. There is strong preference for son in India, Bangladesh, Nepal 
and Egypt, but a distinct preference for sons in turkey, Tunisia, Pakistan, 
Srilanka, Jordon and Morocco (Amold, 1997). There are several com 
mon socio-economic-demographic causes behind son preference. In these 
countries male are given more importance than female. Even the common 
Women do not get the respect that they deserve. A large section of women 
are internally oriented in such a way that they feel proud when they become 

mothers of sons. This orientation in girls starts at their early childhood at 
home when they learn that they should play with dolls and their brothers 
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