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Indian census considers a person as
literate if he/she can both read and write in any
language. That is why, literacy rates in India are
calculated excluding 0-6 age group of
population. There is no denying the fact that
India is still in the midst of its literacy
transition. Consequently, the country is
characterised by low but improving literacy
rates. Accordingly only 64.8 per cent of the
country's population could be classified as
literate in 2001. The study region, however, had
68.8 per cent of its population as literate.

One notable feature of India's
population is that the females lag far behind the
males in term of literacy. While three out of
every four males could read and write in the
study area, the corresponding figure for the
females was about two out of every four (Table
1). Such male- female differentials in literacy
were the product of the country's history and its
socio-economic-political milieu. Largely farm-
based economic setup , general poverty, caste-
based social structure, prejudices against
female's mobility, education, and employment,
limited facilities for schooling, poor
infrastructure in schools, proxy teachers, high
incidence of dropouts and child marriages are
some of the factors that may have contributed to
the slow pace of literacy transition in the
country. Added to the list was one most
prominent factor of high rate of natural increase
of population that keeps on adding large
number of illiterates every year.

Punjab-Haryana region constitutes one

R. C. Chandna

of the most progressive areas in the country.
Therefore, it is natural to expect this study
region to have literacy rates better than the
national averages. While 68.8 per cent of the
region's population was recorded literate, the
corresponding figures for males and females
were 76.7 per cent and 59.9 per cent
respectively. These were only marginally above
the respective national averages. The literacy
rates for the study region could have been much
higher than the national averages but for the in-
migration of illiterate labourers from Bihar,
Uttar Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh etc. and out
migration of literate population from the region
to other regions of the country as well as
Western countries in search of greener pastures.

Similarly, while the general literacy in
Punjab (69.65 per cent) was slightly higher than
that in Haryana (67.91 per cent), the intra-
regional variations in literacy (persons, males,
females) in Haryana were far less than that
encountered in Punjab. In case of Punjab, the
highest literacy was 79.8 Per cent (Hoshiarpur
district), and the lowest literacy was only 52.4
per cent (Mansa district)-a percentile difference
of 27.4 per cent. By comparison, in case of
Haryana, the highest literacy was 75.3 per cent
(Ambala district) and the lowest literacy was
57.98 per cent (Fatehabad district) -a percentile
difference of only 17.32 per cent, which was
much less than that in Punjab (27.4 per cent).
Haryana had for long been comparatively less
developed part of the Punjab plains. But it
seems that the socio- economic advancement in
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recent decades in Haryana has been responsible
for the state's improving literacy rates and
squeezing spatial variations in literacy. By
contrast, in case of Punjab the typical migration
pattern mentioned earlier has contributed to the
state's slow progress on the literacy front as
well as to the widening of regional differences
in literacy within the state.

Three maps included here depict the
spatial pattern of general literacy (Map 1), male
literacy (Map 2), and female literacy (Map 3) in
the study region. The most obvious observation
from these maps is that south-west to north-east
and west to east gradient in literacy levels is too
vivid on all the three maps but most prominent
is in case of female literacy. As one moves from
west to east or from south-west to north-east,
the literacy levels improve gradually-being
lowest in the west and south-west and highest in
the east and north-east. Bist-Doab in Punjab has
had a long time tradition for immigration to the
Western countries and has not only been but
also continues to be the most literate part of the
state. Aspirations for moving to the
wonderlands of the West have been nurtured for
too long in case of Bist-Doab area, though the
other regions of the state have also started
looking towards the West recently. Similarly,
areas on the eastern margins of the study region
all along the National Highway No 1, which
have recently emerged as areas of
concentration of non-agricultural economic
activity, too show high literacy rates. So has
been the case with such districts of Haryana that
lie within the National Capital Region and thus
have benefited from their proximity to the
national capital. The city of Chandigarh in the
north-east that has emerged as an educational
centre of international repute apart from being

the administrative headquarters of three
political units namely Punjab and Haryana
states and the union territory of Chandigarh ,too
has served as the catalytic agent in promoting
literacy within its close proximity.

However it may be of some interest to
note that while in Haryana the low male literacy
was confined to Kaithal, Fatehabad and Sirsa
districts, in case of Punjab the low male literacy
levels were much more widespread covering all
the districts in south-west Punjab. By
comparison, low female literacy areas were
equally widespread both in Punjab and
Haryana- covering south-west halves of both
the states. However, female literacy was
comparatively higher in Punjab. The general
gradient of literacy in the study region, thus,
seems to be the product of the spatial pattern of
female literacy in the region.

Finally, the tradition of long term
emigration, the tradition of service in armed
forces, proximity to national capital,
emergence of Chandigarh as administrative and
educational centre of grate importance,
increasing concentration of industrial activity
all along the National Highway NO 1,
progressive policies of the governments for
promoting female literacy, differences in the
status of the two sexes, poor infrastructure in
schools, proxy teachers, incidence of child
marriage  etc. have made their own
contribution to the literacy levels as well as
their spatial patterns prevailing in the study
region.
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