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Thinking Sociologically
Do you think it is appropriate for governments to use 
enticements or penalties to encourage or discour-
age fertility decisions by couples? Why, or why not? 
Identify several possible positive and negative reper-
cussions of either pronatalist or antinatalist policies.

Religion and Population Patterns.  Religion is a pri-
mary shaper of norms and values in most societies, includ-
ing those related to fertility. In some societies, children 
born out of wedlock are accepted into the mother’s family. 
In other societies, a woman can be stoned to death for hav-
ing a child or even sex out of wedlock.

Some religious groups oppose any intervention, such 
as birth control or abortion, in the natural processes of 
conception and birth. Roman Catholicism, for example, 
teaches that large families are a blessing from God and 
that artificial birth control is a sin. The Roman Catholic 
Church officially advocates natural family planning (NFP) 
to regulate conception, a less reliable method than artifi-
cial birth control, using medication, or physical barriers. 
Many Catholics, however, do use artificial birth control 
methods, and the recent outbreak of the Zika virus pres-
ents a challenge to the ban on contraceptives. In the 
United States, only 2% of Catholics rely on NFP, whereas 
almost 70% rely on the birth control pill, an IUD (intra-
uterine device), or sterilization to control their family size 
(Guttmacher Institute 2013).

Education and Population.  If a country wants to con-
trol population growth, providing better access to schools 
and raising the education level of women is a key to suc-
cess. The higher women’s status in society—as measured 
by education level and job opportunities—the lower their 
fertility (Population Reference Bureau 2013b; Pradhan 
2015; Testa 2014). Figure 13.6 shows the relationship 
between education and family size in five Global South 

A religious officer canes an Acehnese youth onstage as punishment 
for dating outside of marriage, which is against Sharia law, outside a 
mosque in Banda Aceh on August 1, 2016. The strictly Muslim province, 
Aceh, has become increasingly conservative in recent years and is the 
only one in Indonesia implementing Sharia law.  
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FIGURE 13.6  Women’s Education and Family Size—Selected Countries
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Source: Population Reference Bureau (2016).


