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Abstract

Changes in reproductive policy-making in India are probably the most significant in terms of
changes in the dynamics between the citizen and the state. During the initial decades following
independence, reproductive policies were framed around themes such as welfare, health,
maternal issues, and development. But over time, there has been an interesting shift in the
emphasis of the Indian government in reproductive policies from welfare towards regulation
and surveillance. The reasons behind this shift have been strongly associated with economic
development, poverty reduction, improved productivity, population stabilisation, and social
control. The purpose of this research paper is to highlight the shifts in the role of the Indian
state in reproductive policy-making during the early independence period through discussions
on reproductive governance in the welfare and regulatory periods. The present research paper
deals with the connection between gender, class, caste, public health, national identity, and the
exercise of state power in shaping the policies for reproduction in India. In addition to that, the
research paper is devoted to an analysis of the link between reproductive freedom and
demographic considerations. The concept of reproductive governance will be discussed from

the perspective of its use as a mechanism of control and governance through empowerment.
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Introduction

Nevertheless, to grasp reproductive policies in India, it would be a fatal oversight to perceive
their history solely in terms of health care policies. Reproductive policies in India are
inextricably linked with the history of the establishment of the Indian state and governmental
policies' involvement in the problems of population, development, gender and citizenship. As
soon as the state was formed, the problem of reproduction found its way into public policy
discourse because the population of the new state represented not only wealth but also potential
problems associated with uncontrolled reproduction. While, on the one hand, an adequately
large population could serve as a power and a resource, on the other hand, the possibility of
unlimited reproduction of the population could hinder economic development and exacerbate

poverty. Thus, reproduction policies could become tools of economic policy and governing.

During the initial years following the country’s independence, the Indian government adopted
a welfare-oriented policy approach towards the reproductive health and family planning of its
people. Under the premises of development theory and modernisation theory, the planners
considered advancements in maternal health, declines in infant mortality rates, and the
availability of family planning services as tools for both enhancing social welfare and achieving
economic development. As a welfare-oriented government that was committed to raising the
quality of life of its citizens, the Indian government aimed to assist the populace through
voluntary family planning programs so that the citizens would be able to gain economic stability
and a higher quality of life. Nevertheless, behind this voluntary welfare-oriented policy, there
was another hidden agenda, namely, the population growth rate, which proved to be highly

significant in future governmental plans and reproductive policies.

This regulatory approach to governing sexuality became most obvious, particularly during the
period of the Emergency declared in India between 1975 and 1977. This period marked a new
turning point in the history of reproduction governance in India, as it highlighted the repressive
character of the state in the regulation of reproduction in order to attain certain demographic
goals. Through such mechanisms of reproductive control as sterilisation camps, quota systems,
and pressures, the repressive character of reproduction policies was uncovered. During the
Emergency period, reproduction governance became more about exercising state power over

its citizens for purposes of development than about welfare and health care services provision.
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Reproduction governance entailed violence against poor and vulnerable individuals, members

of lower castes, and other marginalised groups of Indians, including rural men and women.

However, after the Emergency period, there was a clear divergence from any form of coercion
used towards population control, and the emphasis shifted to issues such as reproductive rights,
maternal well-being, and women’s empowerment. Issues such as the global reproductive rights
movement, as well as the effects of population and development conferences, have influenced
this change in language. Nonetheless, despite the adoption of this kind of new language by the
state, many elements of the previous strategy remained prevalent. There was a strong advocacy
for sterilisation, particularly among poor women, while at the same time, public healthcare

organisations still had demographic objectives.

FAMILY WELFARE PROGRAM

» Target free approach

« Voluntary adoption of Family
Planning Methods

 Based on felt need of the community

e Children by choice and not chance

e More emphasis on spacing methods
e Assuring Quality of services
¢ Expanding Contraceptive choices

The liberalisation era that characterised the 1990s and early twenty-first century has further
complicated the dynamics that existed between welfare and regulation within the field of
reproductive governance. The impact of market reforms had changed the role of the state in

social policy, as well as the implementation of privatisation and the adoption of market
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medicine in reproductive health care. The connection between the policies on reproductive
health and governance methods characteristic of neoliberalism, like efficiency, goal setting,
surveillance, and medical technologies, had increased in this period. Alternatively, new forms
of reproductive regulation came up through legislative discussions on issues related to abortion,
surrogate motherhood, ART, and motherhood programs. State regulation of reproductive
practices took place through legislation and financial incentives, which portrayed these

practices in a modern light.

That is because there have been transformations in the involvement of the Indian state in
reproductive politics, owing to the transformations in the sphere of governance, democracy, and
development. There has always been a combination of welfare concerns and regulation within
the sphere of reproductive politics, and the government’s intervention in the sphere can be
justified on the grounds of nation-building, public health, and social harmony, among others.
In the history of reproductive politics, it has been seen that the body of the woman, family, and
reproduction have been affected by the ideological and bureaucratic concerns of the
government. It is essential to understand this transformation so as to understand contemporary

debates on reproductive rights and gender equality, among others.

Historical Foundations of Reproductive Governance in Colonial and

Postcolonial India

The origins of reproductive politics can be traced back to the time of colonisation, when the
British government began to construct technologies of population classification, census-taking,
and public health policy. Population statistics became essential to the process of political control
and exploitation in colonial settings. Census technology made it possible for the colonial state
to classify people according to their religion, caste, sexual preferences, and occupation. Despite
the fact that the colonial government did not implement any policies related to reproduction at
that period of time, it established some institutions dealing with population control. Moreover,
the public health approach applied by the British colonisers in India was oriented towards
securing economic benefits rather than improving the well-being of Indians. That is why
reproductive health issues were raised in connection with productivity, epidemics, and social

stability.
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After the country gained independence in 1947, it faced many challenges, such as poverty,
famine, unemployment, illiteracy, and insufficient healthcare. Population growth was viewed
by political leaders as a barrier to the development process. This made India one of the first
countries in the world to have an officially sanctioned family planning programme in 1952.
Such a policy marked a milestone in history as the regulation of reproductive behaviour became
part of the country's development process. Family planning became part of the Five-Year Plan
along with economic development policies. It was argued that a reduction in the birth rate would

help improve living standards, save money, and modernise the country.

Family Planning was characterised by voluntarism and welfare as the basic pillars. The
government used propaganda to show that small families are healthier, happier, and sustainable.
Contraception centres were established to provide information regarding family planning. The
citizens were made aware of how to control the size of their families using contraception
methods. However, even though the government talked about welfare, population control
remained the primary objective. Objectives were constantly changing regarding population
planning, and individuals who held leadership positions were required to achieve specific
objectives regarding sterilisation and contraception.

Other factors from outside sources have greatly influenced reproductive governance in post-
colonial times. The governments of Western countries, international organisations, and
philanthropic organisations viewed the increase in population among developing countries as a
threat to global economic stability and development. The international organisations provided
monetary support, technical expertise, and guidance to assist India in implementing its family
planning policies. Demographic research and family planning were essential parts of global
development in the period of the Cold War, and India was one of the significant areas where
such research was carried out.

It must be pointed out that the reproductive governance was not uniformly implemented across
the entire spectrum of the social hierarchy. Individuals belonging to poorer segments of the
community, those residing in rural areas, members of the lower caste, and other disadvantaged
sections faced tougher policies related to family planning programs because they were deemed
to contribute substantially to population increases. The middle and upper classes were
privileged in terms of reproductive liberty vis-a-vis their poorer counterparts, who faced

immense governmental compulsion to adopt contraception measures.
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The Expansion of Sterilisation Policies and Administrative Control

The late 1960s and early 1970s were important years that showed shifts in reproductive control
in India. Initially, the government concentrated on making citizens aware of the family planning
program and encouraging the use of voluntary contraception methods. Yet, at this stage, the
government began considering some demographic indicators, which were viewed as the best
means for controlling population fertility rates. Hence, specific quotas for government
administrators, doctors, and others involved had to be reached within the required period. By
implementing this method, reproductive control was seen as a tool of administrative targeting
aimed at managing human reproduction statistically. Moreover, sterilisation took place not only
during camp operations but also in other public institutions such as hospitals, educational
organisations, municipal agencies, and welfare organisations. Besides, the government
legitimised its decision by referring to the role of science, modernity, and the fight against
poverty. Yet, the necessity of achieving demographic results frequently clashes with

voluntarism in reproductive health programs.

The logic behind these sterilisation campaigns was rooted in many concerns related to
development in India. According to the government, rapid population growth was hampering
economic development, creating shortages in food supplies, and impeding the creation of new
jobs. In this sense, sterilisation not only became an issue of personal health care but also one of
national development. Hence, incentives such as financial remuneration, food subsidies, free
housing, and employment opportunities were offered to induce individuals to undergo
sterilisation surgery. However, most of the time, these incentives were linked to poverty and
economic hardship. Ethical problems regarding voluntary consent have become extremely
evident because, in many instances, individuals have resorted to sterilisation for economic
reasons. Several instances of administrative pressure, misrepresentation of information, forced
mobilisation, and administrative negligence have been reported in many areas. Here, it becomes
obvious that what started as a welfare program has now moved a considerable distance towards

becoming a form of social control and political power play.
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WOMEN AND GIRLS IN POORER COUNTRIES
MORE LIKELY TO FACE

UNINTENDED PREGNANCY

Women living in
the poorest
regions are nearly
3 times as likely
to face an
unintended
pregnancy as
those in richest
regions

UNINTENDED PREGNANCY RATE

High Upper Lower Low
Middle Middle

LEVEL OF INCOME

There was unequal implementation of the policies on sterilisation based on the nature of socio-
economic inequalities prevailing in Indian society. Poor regions, lower castes, tribes, nomadic
people, and rural societies were subject to these policies because they constituted
overpopulation in the nation. The wealthy classes and middle classes enjoyed a higher degree
of reproductive freedom than other classes in the socio-economic strata. It implies that there
were several other purposes to be served by the policies on reproduction besides controlling the
population size. Reproduction policy had something to do with the prevalent system of class
stratification, caste ranking, and politics. The government placed huge pressure on women
because the sterilisation of women became the most effective method of controlling population
growth. Despite the official rhetoric that women's freedom is protected under their reproductive
rights, reproductive policy led to the use of women's bodies as an instrument for achieving
demographic goals.

There has been a basic change in the manner in which public health care management is done.
Healthcare providers, administrators, and workers were placed in an environment where
measurable goals, incentives, and measures were present. With healthcare management now
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taking the form of population management, the delivery of reproductive health services was
measured in numerical terms rather than the quality of the service or the welfare of the patient.
Governing through numbers facilitated the entry of reproductive control and reduced the
complexities of reproductive ethics into a managerial calculation. The reproductive body
became manageable through the language of development. Thus, the proliferation of

sterilisation programs went beyond being a mere healthcare issue.

The Emergency Period and Coercive Population Governance

This period, known as the Emergency between 1975 and 1977, is viewed as one of the most
controversial periods in the history of reproduction policy-making in India, owing to the strong
authoritarian nature of the population policies adopted at this time. Overall, the years of
Emergency in India were marked by suppression of civil rights and democracy because
opposition figures in politics were subjected to oppression and censorship of the press, as well
as restrictions on civil liberties. During this political climate, issues of population became
pertinent within the realm of governance, which saw a rise in coercion in the form of

sterilisation.

The coercive administrative procedures facilitated emergency sterilisations, which blurred the
boundaries between voluntarism and compulsion. In numerous regions, access to the provision
of services, ration cards, money, housing, and government assistance was contingent on
undergoing the operation. Some cases were reported where impoverished individuals, workers,
squatters, and marginalised communities were forced to go through the process through
intimidation and deception. The hurriedness and overcrowding in the mass sterilisation camps
have led to various medical abuses, infections, traumas, and fatalities. The pressure to fulfil the
quotas often outweighs the health and safety of the patients and their voluntary agreement. The
reproductive body was made to bear the weight of state power in such a manner that it revealed
the potential of administration to regulate even the most intimate aspects of human life for

national development.

The effect of Emergency sterilization programs on politics was immense since they caused
public anger and distrust towards the government. The use of force with regard to matters
concerning reproduction demonstrated the danger associated with running an authoritarian

government independent of public opinion. Once seen as part of a good strategy of improving
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social welfare, population control became seen as a kind of tyranny and humiliation by the
state. Public dissatisfaction towards coercive activities was evident among those whose lives
were affected by coercion, and reproductive management became a political issue in India as a
whole. Moreover, the fall of the ruling party after 1977 is mainly due to the discontent towards
the sterilisation programs.

The consequences of the Emergency have left a lasting impact on the discussion on
reproductive politics in India. While the succeeding governments refused coercion and adopted
the language of voluntarism and reproductive rights, the framework of target-driven
reproductive politics has remained largely unchanged within the Indian public health
institutions. It became clear through the emergency that it was easy for reproductive politics to
turn coercive once population targets were prioritised over individual liberties. In essence, the
emergency has taught us that reproductive politics is not autonomous but inherently intertwined
with the politics of power and democracy. Thus, the era of the emergency can be considered a
critical point in history since it altered Indians' perspectives on governmental intervention in

reproductive issues.

Women’s Bodies and the Politics of Reproductive Responsibility

The formulation of India’s reproductive policies has invariably put women in the lead of
population control, thus rendering their bodies one of the primary sites for governmental
interference and social monitoring. Although the rhetoric employed by India’s reproductive
policies remained gender-neutral in its discourse on family welfare and economic development,
the actual execution of such policies entailed an additional pressure on women in terms of their
fertility management. Women’s sterilisation gradually emerged as the favoured method of birth
control within the frameworks of Indian family planning initiatives, while men’s participation
in contraceptive measures and procreation was relatively insignificant. Such an approach was
indicative of the patriarchal structures inherent in Indian society, which culturally presupposed

women’s responsibility for reproduction and childcare at home.

Women were depicted as ideal mothers whose behaviours concerning procreation would
influence the economic future of their households and the nation. Nationalist messages included
the themes of planned parenthood, proper mothering, and the stabilisation of the population.

Women were advised to treat these reproductive issues as their obligations towards contributing
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to societal advancement through the development of the nation. Such discourse did not take
into account other socio-economic conditions that denied women’s freedom in reproductive
matters, like poor economic conditions, lack of education, patriarchy, domestic violence, and
lack of healthcare services. Women’s reproductive choices were not entirely free since they

were shaped by different social factors.

The medicalisation of childbirth and motherhood constituted an even more institutionalised
form of control over the bodies of women. Issues such as pregnancy, birth, contraception,
abortion, and sterilisation were more and more regulated through bureaucracy and
medicalisation. Health professionals exerted significant influence on reproductive norms while
ignoring women'’s experience and choice. More precisely, poor women had to deal with high
chances of being subjected to invasive medical procedures because they received health
services from state facilities focused on the population rather than the patient. Reproductive
medicine was characterised by a power relationship, which did not guarantee proper informed
consent, and women were not in control of the procedure. Thus, reproductive governance went
beyond policymaking to become institutionalised in daily life practice.

However, the women’s movement, feminism, and reproductive rights activists have gained
prominence in opposing the state-oriented approach to population policy formulation and
demanding greater attention to issues of bodily autonomy, equitable healthcare, and informed
consent. In their criticism, the feminists highlighted the dangers of reducing women to mere
instruments of population management and highlighted the coercive nature of reproductive
management. According to the feminists, reproductive justice entailed not only ensuring access
to contraception or sterilisation services but also restructuring society by educating people,
promoting equal pay, ensuring healthcare, and gender equality. This strategy had a significant
influence on public discourse, leading ultimately to the incorporation of reproductive rights into
state policy discourse. Even now, there continues to be a contestation among welfare,

empowerment, and regulation in reproductive politics in India.

Conclusion

From welfare to reproductive policies marks a broad trend that has influenced the workings of
state power, development, and democracy in India. As soon as India became independent,
reproductive policies became immediately intertwined with matters about modernization of the

economy, the eradication of poverty, health, and population. At first, the engagement of the
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Indian state in reproductive policies started with emphasising that it was about welfare policies
designed to enhance the lives of people. However, demographic factors necessitated that

governments design policies that were more interventionist.

The era of the Emergency exposed the adverse effects of this trend by illustrating the point that
reproductive governance could be repressive, where the objective of demographics outweighed
the democratic accountability of individuals. The imposition of programs of forced sterilisation
showed the way in which welfare rhetoric could be coupled with repression, coercion, and
social control. It is important to note that the oppressed communities, the poor, and women
were the worst hit as far as reproductive governance was concerned; this showed the close link
between reproductive policymaking and social injustice. While coerced population
management policies have officially been disavowed, certain mechanisms of demographic

governance have survived in the health sector.

The experience of India when it comes to the reproductive governance approach is another
example of the importance of gender in the development of state policies. The body of a woman
became the primary object of policies related to reproductive control, and women were
increasingly held responsible for reproduction from both medical and political perspectives.
Even though empowerment and care about the health and well-being of a mother were the
themes of such policies, they often occurred in the atmosphere of gender inequality. Feminist
movements condemned these policies since autonomy and informed consent in medicine were
considered important democratic values.

In conclusion, the changing nature of the state’s involvement in reproductive policy in India
can be viewed as an indication of the complex nature of the relation between welfare and
regulation in modern governance systems. Reproductive policy has never been about health
care alone, but has been an area of politics dealing with citizenship, development, gender
relations, state power, and social regulation. The transition from welfare to regulation
exemplifies how democratic states can continue talking about public welfare while increasing
their regulatory capabilities and entering into areas which belong to the personal sphere of

citizens.
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