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What Young India Wants: Reading the
Fertility Story as Agency

= The Hindu 20 July 2026 @

® Every fact web-verified against primary sources

THE LIFT LINE

When a young couple in India today says they will have one child, or none, the loudest response is alarm about
a shrinking nation. But listen to what they are actually saying and a different story emerges. They are not
rejecting family; they are refusing to have children they cannot afford to raise well, in a world that still loads
caregiving unfairly onto women. The fertility number is not the crisis. The gap between what people want and

what they can achieve is.

WHY THIS EDITORIAL MATTERS FOR YOUR EXAM

Population is one of the most heavily tested themes in GS1 society, and the examiner increasingly rewards
candidates who can move past the tired growth-versus-control debate toward the language of rights, choice
and demographic transition. The UNFPA Demographic Futures Survey 2026 gives you exactly that

vocabulary, letting you argue about fertility with data rather than moralising.

The editorial also matters because it forces a nuanced stance. India is at once the world’s most populous
country and a nation whose fertility has slipped to the replacement threshold, so both alarmist over-
population fears and panicked under-population fears are out of date. GS Paper 1: population, associated
issues, and the social change that accompanies development. For Prelims, hold the specifics: the United
Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) publishes the annual State of World Population report; India’s
Total Fertility Rate (TFR) is around 2.0, at or just below the replacement level of 2.1; India is the
world’s most populous country; falling fertility drives the demographic transition and eventual
population ageing. For Mains, be ready to argue that the policy target should be unmet reproductive goals,

not the birth rate itself, and that coercion is both wrong and counter-productive.

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

India spent decades imagining its central population problem as too many people. The family-planning
apparatus, and at its darkest the coercive sterilisation drive of the Emergency, was built on that fear. Yet the

demographic transition, in which societies move from high birth and death rates to low ones as incomes,

What Young India Wants: Reading the Fertility Story as Agency 2/6


https://ujiyari.com/how-we-verify/
https://ujiyari.com/vocab/demographic/
https://ujiyari.com/vocab/threshold/
https://ujiyari.com/terms/total-fertility-rate/
https://ujiyari.com/vocab/coercion/
https://ujiyari.com/

\\ \
& ujivari UPSC & STATE PGS CURRENT AFFAIRS

education and health improve, was already quietly doing its work. As girls stayed in school longer, as infant

mortality fell and as women entered paid work, families chose to have fewer children.

The UNFPA survey lands in this changed landscape. Its central finding is not that Indians have stopped
wanting families. It is that many people, especially the young, are unable to have the number of children they

say they want, held back by economic insecurity, the cost of housing and childcare, job precarity and the

unequal burden of caregiving. That is a story of blocked agency, and it reframes the entire debate.

THE CORE ARGUMENT / ISSUE

The crisis is unmet goals, not low numbers

The survey’s most important move is to shift the object of concern. A falling TFR, on its own, is a sign of
development and rising female autonomy, not decline. The genuine problem is the wedge between desired and
actual fertility: people who want two children but stop at one, or who postpone parenthood indefinitely,
because the supports that make raising a child feasible are missing. Policy that ignores this wedge and simply

pushes for more births misreads its own citizens.

Why panic produces bad policy

Once fertility is treated as a national emergency, the temptation is coercion in reverse: incentives,
disincentives and rhetoric that pressure women to bear more children. This is as much a violation of
reproductive autonomy as the population-control coercion of the past, and it tends not to work. Countries that
have tried heavy-handed pro-natalism have found that births respond far more to childcare, secure jobs and

gender-equal parenting than to slogans or cash bonuses.

The two mistaken frames

DIAGNOSIS POLICY REFLEX WHY IT FAILS
Over-population Too many people Population control, Ignores that TFR has already fallen to
panic coercion replacement
Under-population Too few births Pro-natalist pressure, Violates autonomy; births respond to
panic incentives support, not slogans
Agency frame Unmet Enable choice: childcare, Aligns policy with what people actually
(UNFPA) reproductive goals jobs, equality want

The table shows that both panics share a flaw: they treat the population figure as the target and the citizen as a

means. The agency frame inverts that, making the citizen’s own reproductive goals the measure of success.
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HOW TO THINK ABOUT THIS (ANALYTICAL FRAME)

Think in terms of ability versus number. The state’s legitimate interest is not in raising or lowering a birth rate
but in removing the barriers that stop people from realising their own family choices. Layer this with the
demographic-transition lens: falling fertility is the expected fruit of development and of women’s expanding
freedom, so it should be managed, through investment in childcare, ageing infrastructure and productivity,
rather than reversed. Finally, apply a gender lens: as long as caregiving is treated as women’s unpaid duty, the

true cost of an additional child falls on her, and no amount of exhortation will change the calculus.

THE DIAGRAM IN WORDS

Development and women''s education -> falling fertility (TFR near 2.0) -> two panic
responses, over-population fear and under-population fear -> both target the number and
coerce -> reframe to agency -> address unmet reproductive goals through childcare,

secure jobs, gender-equal caregiving -> people achieve their own family size

WAY FORWARD

O® 1nvest in affordable childcare and caregiving support. Universal, quality childcare and
eldercare directly lower the private cost of raising a child and let both parents stay in paid work,

which the evidence shows matters far more to fertility than cash incentives.

© Build economic security for the young. Stable jobs, affordable housing and predictable
incomes let young couples plan families with confidence, closing the gap between desired and actual
fertility.

3 Make caregiving gender-equal. Paternity leave, workplace flexibility and a cultural shift that

treats parenting as shared work reduce the disproportionate burden on women and remove a key

brake on family formation.

o Prepare for ageing without coercion. Strengthen pensions, health systems and productivity to
manage an ageing population, while firmly rejecting any pro-natalist policy that pressures women,

protecting reproductive autonomy as the non-negotiable core.

PYQ LINKAGE AND PRACTICE

UPSC has asked about the demographic dividend, the consequences of an ageing population and the
empowerment of women as drivers of social change. This editorial equips you to link all three, arguing that
fertility trends should be read through the lens of choice and support rather than crisis, a framing that stands

out in a GS1 society answer.
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Practice question: “India’s falling fertility is better understood as an expression of agency than as a
demographic crisis.” Discuss, and outline the policy response that respects reproductive autonomy. (15 marks,

250 words)

Sources: The Hindu - editorial and opinion pages, UNFPA - State of World Population
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