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INTRODUCTION

Marriage is an important event in lit'e. It is

associated with transition in roles and respon-

sibilities of individuals; it requires physical

maturity for sexual activityand ability to main-

tain family and children.It is gnerally expected
that marriage should urke place at adulthood

because by this time one achieves proper

physical growth and also acquires polentiali-
ties to fulfil the demands of marriage.But we

find that some people marry before reaching
adulthood, or say in early childhood, while
among others itgets delayed muchbeyond it.
This aspect of marriage has allured the re-

searchers to probe into the phenomena be-

cause of its several socio-sconomic and

demographic consequences. Among social sci.

entists, the anttropologis8, who are well knr:wn

to study the marriage and kindship, have paid
little attention to the study of age at marriage
until recently. The sumdard texts in social
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antfuopology virtually make no mention about
it (McDonald 1 981 ; 4 13).Demographers have
shown increasing interest in female age at
marriage precisely because marriage is a
procondition for child-bearing in most of the

societies.The age at marriage of female deter-

mines the age of child-bearing, and also the

duration of child-bearing in awoman'slife.
It has also been considered as an intermediate
or proximate determinant of fertility (Davis
and Blake 1956; Bongaarts 1978).In India,
the study of the age at marriage has been made

possible by the researchers inspite of several
handicapsdue tothe non-availability of data

in the field. As the marriage registration sys-

tem is ineffective in India, the census informa-
tion on age and marital status has been used to
calcuate the age at marriage indrectly. Apart
from this, the National Sample Survey has

also collected some data on age at marriage in
sonre of its rounds and the various sample



28

surverys caricd out by the individual research-

ers, the population rescarch Centres and the

International Institute tbr Population Scicnces,
Bombay arc the importantsources of the study
on age at marriase in India. The available
literature on the subject shows that while at-
tcmpts have been made to study the inter-
s tatc and inter- d is trict variations in t'emale age

at marriage, hardly any eftbrt has been made
to unfold the variations in female age at mar-
riage at the regional level (Bhagat 1987).
Thus, an attempt has been made in this paper
to understand the regional variation in femalc
agc at marriage in India and changes in it
during the recent past.

DATE BASE AND NIETHODOLOGY

Thc clirta on the ale and marital status avail-
able in the social and cultural Tables, pub-
lished by thc consus of India constitutes the
important source in the present study. The
census dala has bcen used to derive ilge at
nrarriage for t-emales by employing a method
devcloped by Hajnal (1953) which recluires
thc proporticlns of singles by age-groups and
provides an estimate, called Singulate Mean
Age at Mariase (SMAM). The Singulatc Mean
Age atMarriage is consiclered as an alternative
to Mean Age at Marriage (MAM) in the
absence of marriage registration. The compu-
tation ot SMAM is simple and the method is as

lbllows:

k
n sk

x= 10

1-Su

Singulate Mean Age at Marriage (SMAM) =

where,

nS" = proportion single in the age-group

x to x+n

n = Intcrval of agc-group
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S.x

k - Upper limit of the age under which
marriage occurs (generally 50 is con-
sidered in most studies)

Sk = Proportion single at age k.

'k l,IeanAge atMarriage isderivedby averag-
ing lhe ages at wlich nrun'iages are con-
tracted in a given yectr.

SMAM rcfers to average numbcr of years

livcd in the single state by those who marry
by ccrtain ase, say by age 50 (Hajnal 1953).
Thc method involves the following assump-
tions.

i) Population must be closed to migtion
or its net eft-ect should be negligible;

ii) There should not be any clifferential
in mortality by marital status;

iiD The age pattern of marriage has not
experienced any abrupt changes over-
time.

Thc studies have shown that the differential
mortality and migration do not introduce any
significant errors in the calculations of age
at nrarriage (Agarwala 7962), and it has been
agreed that the mehtod is use lul for making
comparisons across gloups and rcgions (Goyal
19t32). However, the inadequacies of the mehto<l

havc bcen pointcd out by thc researchers (Bhagat
1987), and theretrlre,the proportions single in
marriagable age.groups is also to be retained,
as the indicutor is mclrc sensitive trc the changes

in maniage paltern than SMAM (Hajnal 1953).

The regional variations and changes in female
agc at marriage have been analysed below on
the trasis of the mehtod suggcsted by Hajnal.

RECIONAL VARIATIONS IN
FEN{ALE AGE AT MARRIAGE

Thr: study of rcgional variations in ltmale agc

at marriage is imporuant because it is a crucial
variable in the organisation of family and

kinship.As study shows that family and kin-
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ship are not alike over space, but diftbr grcatly
liom one area to another (Karve 1965). In such

situation, the study of regional variations in
t'emaleage atmarriagewill help in analysing

family and kinship pattern across various rcgions

and also in untblding the dynamics of repro-

ductive behaviour at the regional level. Fur-

ther after indcpendencc, cl'lorts are being made

to establ ish unity an<1 cohesion among rcgions

and people in order to consolidate national

unity and to mainulin national integrity.

This demands decper uttderstanding of social-

cultural and economic organisation of each

region which has hat'troured the huge diversi-
ties of the country.

Stuclics have bcen ctrrricd out to highlight the

intrastate and inter-district variations in fe-

male age at marriage (Agarwala 1962, Coytrl
1968). Tltese studies are importantand mcan-

ingful inscveral respects, yet not appropriate
lbr unlbldirtg thevariittions inaphenomena
over space. The states are gencrally the hctro-
gcneous units whiclt conccal wider variations

within them and thc districts fragment the

signilicant spatial proccsses which transcend

thcirboundaries (Raza 1981;113). In the light
o[ the inadequacies of stales and districts as

proper units to portray spatiai variations, the

rcgiors commonly defined as relatively homo-

gcncous arca in terms ol several charactcris-

tics, may serve our purpose more appropri-
ately. Several regional schemcs havc been

dcvcloped by scholars and Governmelll or-
ganisations (itru 19(t4; Singh 1971; N.S.S.

t966). The regional schcme developecl by N.

S. S. has been adopted in the pescnt study as

lhey arc tbrmed on the basis of amalgamation

clI contiguous clistricts in each statc for which

the age ancl marital st:ttus data is available in

thc censuses.The regions are formed on the

basis three main critcria-(i) topography, (ii)
cropping pattern and (iii) population density

(N. S. S. 1966)- and arc fairly homogellcous

irnd not marked by intra-regional disparitics oI

a high order (Monnis Raza 1981:113).

The proportions single for each region are

dervied byaddingtotal and single population
agc-groupwise of the districts falling within
each region, and then SMAM for each region
has been calculated. Table I persenls propor-
tion single in the age-group 15-19 and SMAM
at the regional level tbr the pcriod 1961-81.

The table reveals interesting results, which are

ordinarily not visable from state or district
levcl estimates.Kerala is known fcrr its demo-
graphic uniqueness in the country having
achieved the lowest brith rate and the highest
aqc at marriage of females. But, it is important
to mention that within Kerala, it is the South-
ern part which is more unique than rest of the

statc, In all the threecensuses southernregion
of Kewralahas femaleage at marriagehigher
by nrore Lhan 2 years than the Northern
rcgion. Howcver, the difference in proportion
single (15-19) has been dcclining betwcen
thc consecutive censuses. For the composite
Punjab also, there is a marked degree of vari-
ations in the proportion single and SMAM
bctu,een Northern and Soulhern regions and

tirc difference betwecn the two regions is

incrcasing over time tiom 1961 to 1981.

Note : The classification of regions in each

state isbascd onN. S. S.25th round (1970-71)
(Scc Report No. 237, 1976). except 1br

Gujarat, Puniab and Haryana. For thcse

statcs,thc classif ication adopted in 19th round

(Scc Report 143, N. S. S. 1966) has bcen

retirined for convenience, becausc in 25tb
round regions of Gujarat are classified, unlike
othcr statcs, on the basis of Tehsil as a unit
lbl which data of age and marital status by

agc-group is not available. Therefore, the

classification of rcgions as given in 25th n'rund

tbr Gujarat cannot be adopted. The state of
Puniab was reorganised in 1966 and Haryana

carne into existence. In order to make com-
parison belwe en 1961 and 1971, the regions of
unclivided Punjab, as givcn in 19th round, has
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Table 1.

31

PROPORTIONS SINGLE AND FEMALE AGE AT MARRIAGE BY REGIONS,

1961-19Er

State/Regions Proportion S ingle (15-19) SMAM
7961 t971 1981 1961 L97t 1981

ANDHRA PRADESH
1. Coasml

2. Inland Northern
3. Inland Southern

ASSAM
4. Plains

5. Hills

BIHAR
6. Southern

7. Northern

8. Central

GUJRAT
9. Coastirl

10. Northern

11. Western

HIMACHAL PRADESH
T2. H.P,.

JAMMU & KASHMIR
13. Mountains

14. Other Hills
15. Jhelum Valley

KERALA
16. Northern

17. Southern

KARNATAKA
18. Coastal Ghats

19. Inland Eastern

20. Inland Southcrn

21. Inland Northern

MADHYA PRADESH
22. Eastern

23. Inland Eastern

294 .490 .681 16.24 17.54 19.06

.233

.118

.279

.429

.591

.361

.233

.380

.548

.669

.339

.21.3

.L66

.467

.339

.500

.457

.358

.282

767

626

811

78s

705

15.67

t3.87
t6.17

18.36

19.38

15.06

t4.t7
13.65

17.65

16.38

L7.48

15.97

15.76

75.97

18.52

20.83

L8.76

17.27

16.76

15.27

13.93

73.56

16.77

15.22

16.95

18.59

19.64

L6.16

15.19

14.78

18.79

17.74

18.90

17.80

17.lL
17.75

19.60

21.87

20.24

t9.16
1.8.17

16.57

15.20

74.20

17.42

16.50

17.63

N

17.52

76,53

15.92

L9.82

18.69

20.20

20.20

18.92

19.62

20.52

22.54

22.84

20.20

t9.39
18.1 1

17.t4
15.81

A.
A.

NA
A

N

N

.240

.142

.107

.487

.346

.458

.301

.222,

.279

.518

.791)

.591

.413

.348

.274

.643

.518

.66t

520

406

517

.658

.892

.762

.672

.518

.358

223

772

.877

.757

.641

.s76

.444

.306

643

735

927

.135

.125
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24. Inland Western

25. Western

26. Northern

MAHARSHTRA
27. Coastal

28. lnland Western

29. Inland Northern

30. Inland Central

31. Inland Esatern

32. Eastern

ORISSA
33. Coastal

34. Southern

35. Northern

PUNJAB & HARYANA
36. Northern

37. Southern

RAJASTHAN
38. Western

39. North Eastern

40. Southern

41. South Eastern

TAMIL NADU
42. Coastal Northern

43. Coastal Southern

44. Inland

UTTAR PRADESH
45. Himalayan

46. Western

47. CenLral

48. Eastern

49. Southern

WEST BENGAL
50. Himalayan

51. Eastern Plains
52. Central PIains

53. West plains
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.532

.214

.179

.100

.232

.r70

t43
t43
055

.278

.282

.JJJ

.151

.162

.t78

.076

.417

.668

.574

.278

.284

.120

.815

.39

.371

.228

.467

.397

.398

.397

.470

792

s03

.243

.238

.317

.159

64r
808

732

.358

.404

.223

.792

.547

.507

.358

.673

.620

.698

.6?0

.772

.346

.353

.467

.235

707

.847

,756

t6.33
15.5

14.84

t3.77
t5.67
t-4.80

20.41

17.02

16.81

15.56

t7.47
16.85

20.74

1-8.18

t7.96
16.85

19.01

L8.46

t4.42 t5.34 16.65

14.20 t5.57 17.09

13.03 14.33 15.55

.605

.408

.874

.604

16.00

16.02

16.64

r:8.46

16.81

14.50

t4.28
14.64

t2.9c)

17.40

19.10

18.41_

17.04

t7.L7
t7.68

20.12

t7.75

15.35

14.14

15.92

L3.59

18.89

20.34

19.56

17.19

16.68

16.12

L3.94

t4.3t

18.48

17.08

18.87

16.76

19.10

18.68

t9.32

21.20

18.60

16.2t

16.05

t7.04
L4.95

t9.71

20.98

20.r1

.244

.241

.t87

.103

.066

.418

.354

.32)

.153

.142

.516

.375

.564

.325

.580

.522

.483

.232

.257

.61L

.548

.796

.536

15.82

15.65

t4.87
13.18

1.3.t2

t8.41

t7.90
t7.50
t5.t9
15.85

16.31

14.87

t6.92
14.59

19.31

18.45

20.63

1.8.47

.317

.170

.338

.143
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been retained. Regions of unclividecl punjab
exclude three districts, namely, Shimla, l_zrhul
& Spiti and Kangara which were part of
undivided Punjab in 1961, but were trans_
I'erred to Himachal pradesh as a result of
reorganisation. These clistrics are addecl with
Himachal Pradesh in 1961 in order to make it
comparable with the figures of 197l census.

The Western Uttar pradesh has SMAM 17.9
years, it decreases 10 17.5 years in Central
region and to 15.2 years in the Eastern region
of the State in 1981. The Eastern and Southern
regions of Utter Pradcsh show very low age at
marriage of l-emale compared to other regions
of the state. It is wrong to bclieve that the
entirc state has female age at marriage woe_
lully low. Similarly, in Bihar, the Chhoran_
aepur plateau (Southern region), has com_
paratively higher age ar marriage (17.5 years)
than the srate average (16.5 years) in 19g1. It
may be noted from Table 1 that in Bihar, the
plains (Central and Northern regions) havc the
higher incidence o[ early marriages. In the
Northern ancl Central region, the proportion
single in the age-proup 15-19 was 36 ancl 2g
percent compared to 46 percent in the South_
crn rcgion in 1981. In the states of Rajasthan
and Madhya Pradesh also, there are signifi_
cant dilt'erentials between the regions. In
Madhya Pradesh, the Northern region which
borders with Southern rcgion of Uttar praclesh

and is known as me Bundelkhand historically,
had the owest age at marriage of lemalcs and
very high prevalencc of early marriages in the
stiltc. In Rajasthan, tlte age at marriage of
t'cmale is eenerally very low and also there
is a higherprevalence of early marriages in
all the regions, but the Southern Eastcrn
reqion shows the low,cst age at marriage and
the highest prevalence of carly marriages in all
last tluee censuses. The Western rcgion, which
constitutes thr areas of Thar desert, has it
slight higher age at marriase of I'cmales than
tho state level in all thc last three censuses.

In eastern India, particularly in the states of
Assirm, WestBengal and Orissa, a substantial
difference in age at marriage of females exists
between the regions of the state. Assam has
bcen divided into plains and hills. In the Hill
region, females marry one year later than the
plains as seen in 1971.The proportion single
in the age-group 15-19 was 21 pecenthigher in
the Hill region than the plains in tgif.The
1981 census count was not held in Assam in
view of the disturbed comlition of the state.
In WestBengal, theHimalayanand Central re_
gions have higher age at marriage and the
otlter two regions (&rstem and Westem plains)
have lower age at marriage and proportions
single than the state average in all censuses
ll'om 1961 ro 1981. The state of Orissa has
bcen divided three regions, namely, Coastal,
Southern and Northern regions. Southern and
Northern regions are constituted mainly by
hills and pateaux, while coastal areas are mostly
lorv lying plains.The SMAM in the Northern
and Southern regions are lelatively higher
than the coastal region, but the dit-ference is
nohvideas ithasbeenobscrved inthe case of
otller states.

Andhra Pradesh consists of three clistinct re_
gions, namely, Telangana, Rayalseema ancl
coastal arcas. N. S. S. has also divided the
state into these regions but namecl them differ_
ently. Telangana is named as Northern Inland
and Rayalseema as Southern Inland because
ol thier geographic locations.The Northern
Iand shows the lowest age at marriage of
l'emales and also the lowest proportion single
in the age-group 15-19 in the state. The mean
agc at marriage of females in Northern Inland
was 15.2and 16.5years respectively torlgTl
and 1981 compared to t6.Z and 17.3 yearsat
the state level. This shows that female agc at
marriage in Telangana was much lower ancl
was similar to the level oI some regions of
Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, Rajasthan and Madhya
Prarjesh.The Inland Southern which consri_
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tutes Rayal seema has the highest age at mar-
riage of I'emales followed by coastal region.

The state of Karnataka consists of four re-
gions. These are (i) Coastal chats (ii) Inland
Eastern (iii) Inland Southern and (iv) Inland
Northern.The Coastal Ghas show very high
age at marriage of females i.e 20.24 a,nd 22.84
years in 197l-and l98l respectively compared
to 17.8 and 19.2 years at the state level tbr the
same yea$. The lowest age at marriage was
tbund inlnland Northern i.e.,16.6and 18.1
years in l97l and 1981 respectively.

Thcre are two major states in Western India,
namely Maharashtm and Gujarat. Maharash-
tra has been divided into six regions, and
variations in t'cmale agc at marriage between
the regions are tbund to be of very high order.
For example, the dift-erence in SMAM be-
tweenthe coastal and Illland Ccntral was 4.85
and 3.89 years respectively in 1971 and 1981.
The Inland Central region of Maharashtra is
historically known as Marathwada whcih
remained much backw'ard even after higher
level of socio-cconomic development of
Maharashtra compared to the national level.
The Eastern region constituting the districts
Bhandara and Chandrapura shows the next
lowestageatmarriageof femles in all the last
censuses. InGujarat, the ditlerence between
regions is not large exccpt the Northern region
which borclers with Rajasthan and Madhya
Pradcsh.

Tamil Nadu has lrvo distinct regions- the

coastal and the Interior Highland. The coastal

zrreas are again dividcd into Northern and

Scluthern coastal regiclns.The Southem coastal

region has highcr age at marriage of t'emales

and the rest of the two regions have lowcr age

at marriage than the stilte average in both the

1971 and L98L census.

It has been observed that Himalayan arcas of
Uttar Pradesh and Wcst Bengal have higher
age at marriagc in the states. Similarly the

other parts of Himalayas, for example Jammu
& Kashmir and Himachal Pradesh also show
almost the similar level of proportion single
and SMAM. Himachal pradesh has been treated

as single region by N.S.S. and Jammu &
Kashimr has been divided into three regions -
Mountainous, outer hills and Jhelum Valley.
The state has been traversed by riverJhelum
tiomeastto westand the mountainous ranges
have been dissected by it, which ultimatley
falls into Indus after crossing the state in
Pakistan.The female age at maniage in Jhelum
Valley is higher than the outer hills, however,
it is lower than the Mountains, in 1981.

CHANGES IN FEMALE AGE AT
MARRIAGE

It is evident from Table 1 that there is an
incrcase in female age at marriage in all the
selected regions of the coutry. the increase has
becn found in both the regions, characterized
by low as well as high age at marriage. It
rangedfrom less thantwo year infewregions
to more than 4 years in some of them during
1961-81. It must be admitted that the change
is rather slow in majority of the regions of the
country which manit'est an increase of ap-
proximately 1 year per decade. Such slow
change is a matterof concern fora country like
India where the age at marriage has been
perhaps the lowest in the world. The slow
incrcase has also been testitied by the data of
National sample survey in its several rounds
in tlre recent past (Mitra L978).

The various demographic sample surveys
carried out in different parts of the country
during the last few decades are also important
tobe taken into account for measuring the

change in the marriage age of females in
dil't'crent parts of the country. The trend in
female age at marriage from survey data may
be analysed in two alternative ways; these are

by birth cohort and marriage cohort methods.

In the birth cohort method, data on ageat mar-
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riase cross-classitied by the presentage of the
women.Thc mcan or median claculated lor
each presena age-group are the representative
of the cohort or generaticln born during the
equal nimherof yearsprior to the survey. The
marriage cohort melhod requires age at mar-
riage of women to be cross-classified by the
duration tb theirmarriagcs. This gives the age

at marriage of women married during a prticu-
lar period. Both thc mehtods are atfected by
mortality and migration similar to other meas-
uresof nuptiality (U. N. 1961 : 89). The studies
bascd on sample data have employed both the
mehtods mentioned a[Tove in measuring change

in t'emale agc at marraigc and noted an in-
crease, rathcr skiw in the dift'ernet parts of the
country (U.N. 1961, Driver 1963; IIPS 1984;
Caldwell 19[i3, Rao ct al 1987). However, it
is important to remember that the survcy data
sometimes may notbe able to trace the trend in
age at marriage because of their nature olbein1l
affected by truncation effectand recall lapses.

The trucation elfect mcans taht the marriagc
experience of the younger cohort or younger
gcneration (in this case L5-29) is not complete
and average age at marriage computed on the

basis of those who arc married in the cohort
may not be the reprcsentative of the marital
behaviour oI thc entire cohort. Similarly, data
on age at marriaue gcucrated by direct question
to the older womon may sufl'er from rccall
lapses because memory gets hazy over time.
On the othe r hand, these types of problems do

not etrisc in case of ccnsus dala since direct
questioll is uotput on age atmarriagebutonly
the inlbrmation on agc and marital st2ltus are

acquired. Thc marital status is expected to be

known to cvery women, and the data on pres-

entagc may sufl'er Irom age-misreporting. But
under the assumption that error in age misre-
portingwill be of thesame magnitude inall the

cerlsuses, the slow increase observed through
census data remains true beyond doubt.

CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS :

The study at the regional level shows that in
most of the regions in the Gangetic plain
have lowfemaleage at marriagelow, andthe
regions forming parts of Himalayas have rela-
tively higher age at marriage compared to the
fbrmer. Further, it will also be wrong to
bclicve that entire south has higher age at
marriage; on thecontrary, theregional study
indicates taht there are some regions such as

Telangana in Andra Pradesh,Inland Northern
region in Karnataka and Marathwada in
Maharashtra where age at marriage of female
is found to be low, and there is a higher
prevalence of early marriages. Thus, while
regionalism in marriage age tbr female is a
rcality, the North-South contrast appears to
have been misconceived by scholars due to
thoirnarrowview of South beingdefined to
thc Malabar coast and its adjoining areas.

A closer Iook at regional variations within the
south shatters its so called homogeneous
idcntity; and this is equally applicable the
North where there are regions which show
age at marriage as high as in some regions of
the south (Region of Northern Punjab and
some regions of Himalayas).

There has been slow increase in t'emale age at

marriage in the country during the recent
pastand it is supported by the evidence from
dilt'erent sources.

The regionalism in the pattern of female age

at nlarriage as revealed by the present study is
a pointer to the working of the spatial proc-
esses in the persistence of early marriage
practices in the country. This is perhaps the

little explored aspect vb-a-vis the other demo-

graphic phenomena which merit our atten-
tion.

In the recent years thcre has been a growing
realisation of the incompatability of the

national policy with that of the regional
conditions, priorities and goals. Consequently
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there is an advocacy for regional policy in the

country. This realisation is important from
the point of view of population policy also

because demographic variables maint'est clear

regioalism in theirperformance as it is evident

tiom the present study on l-emale age at mar-

riage. Thus, it is strongly felt that a regional

population policy ought to be worked out in
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consonance with regional specificity and goals.

Such policy will be perhaps more sound and

have greater chance ofbeing successful in the

short-run.
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