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ABSTRACT 
 
          Normally children's economic value in peasant economy is analysed in terms of their 
contribution to family farm production. But fcr households with small or no land holding and few 
assets, opportunities for realizing the economic value of children are restricted. Children from thesee 
households can make an economic contribution to their families by participating in the wage labour 
market. Amongst a sample of one hundred poor rural households, fifty-four had children of 
working age. In thirty-seven of these children worked for earnings off the family farm and 
contributed thirty-four percent of households income; in the other seventeen, households children did 
not work. This difference in participation is analysed in relation to economic need of and opportunities 
for child labour participation in the wage labour market. Finally, the need for a more informed 
understanding of how landlessness or near landlessness may affect fertility is discussed. 
 
 

I .  INTRODUCTION 

 Conventional analysis of peasant farm economy explains unrestricted fertility in terms of the 
value of children for their labour power and as a source of security, in old age and in various 
situations of family distress. More children are valued not only because of their economic 
importance but as a means of expanding- their families' local power as well. John Caldwell 
(1978) has termed peasant economy as familial based economy. He shows that in the 
familial mode of production, material advantage and advantage in terms of power are 
associated with large family size. The latter again is significant largely for its potential in 
securing material advantage. More children facilitate division of labour, allowing families to 
utilise their labour most efficiently. They also improve their families' economic welfare by 
enabling them not to hire paid labourers. According to Caldwell, "High fertility is 
advantageous to the peasant family as a whole and to its most powerful members. As long as 
the internal relations of the familial mode: of production remain intact, marital fertility will not' 
be restricted for the purposes of limiting family size." 
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