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The map on this page has been scaled according to 
the number of illiterate adults. European and American 
countries with their highly organized programmes of pub
lic education appear small. while much larger surfaces 
appear, for instance, in Asia where literacy is not yet 
universal. 

The colour shading is based on the 1985 Gross Nat
ional Product (GNP) in US dollars. A few countries do not 
calculate their GNP; they appear in white on this map 
and are absent from the map on pages 20-21. The 
colours reflect the amount of resources available at the 
national level, but not necessarily the average standard 
of living. Countries with a small GNP are identified by dark 
colours, countries with a high GNP by light colours. The 
highest GNP is almost 300 times higher than the lowest: 
it ranges from $22,870 (United Arab Emirates) to $80 
(Democratic Kampuchea) per capita per annum. Large 
countries with dark colours are the ones with a high 
illiteracy rate and a small GNP. 

A number of countries-such as Comoros, or Cape 
Verde, or most of the Caribbean islands-are among the 
poorest in the world, yet have a very high literacy rate. 
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On the whole, our maps only express national situations 
and do not account for the underprivileged groups in 
rich nations, whose living conditions are similar to those 
of poor countries: high levels of illiteracy and high rates 
of child mortality. Neither do they express the opposite 
situation, in poor countries, where small highly educated 
groups lead a privileged life. 

The pie charts show the distribution of literacy among 
men and women in six countries. The red portions of the 
pies stand for illiteracy and the blue ones for literacy, the 
light blue indicating the proportion of literate women 
and the intense blue, the proportion of literate men. In all 
these examples, women are shown to be at a great dis
advantage as regards access to education: they have 
lower rates of literacy. In general, the higher the illiteracy 
rate for the country, the larger the gap between rates for 
men and women. Spain and Mexico, where illiteracy is 
low, have approximately equal levels for men and wom
en. In countries where roughly half the population is illiter
ate, as in Egypt and Nigeria, almost twice as many men 
have access to education compared with women. In 
Bangladesh, on the other hand, with an illiteracy rate of 
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Young women, 
like this young 
girl in Malaysia, 
who have a 
chance to be 
literate can play 
an important 
role in improv
ing the health 
and nutritional 
status of the 
whole 
community. 
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70.8 per cent, the gap is even wider since 20.9 per cent 
of men are literate but only 9.1 per cent of women. 

The map on the next page has been scaled accord
ing to the economic resources of countries. The figures 
used were obtained by multiplying the per capita Gross 
National Product (GNP) by the total population. The 
largest countries are the ones whose citizens have on 
average more resources available to them, or, in other 
words where the standard of living is higher. Note the 
very large surface of the United States, the European 
countries and Japan. Africa, the largest continent in 
terms of square kilometres, is reduced to an apparent 
size not much larger than that of Italy. 

The colour shading is based on the mortality rate of 
children under five years of age, which ranges from eight 
deaths for every l 000 live births to as many as 329. While 
most developed countries fall into the light-coloured ar
eas, chosen to illustrate low infant and child mortality, 
most countries listed by . the United Nations as being 
among the least developed (the majority of them are in 
Africa) are the darkest coloured, meaning that they have 
high child mortality. 
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The life expectancy of children at the time of birth is 
another indicator of the general health status of a popu
lation. Japan is the country with the highest life expect
ancy at birth-77.2 years. The happy blue silhouette 
drawn on the map as representing Japan consequently 
appears very large. The smallest drawing stands for 
Guinea-Bissau, which has the lowest life expectancy-
39 years. The intermediate-size drawing, although still on 
the large side, refers to Hungary, where there is a life 
expectancy of 69 years. · 

Inequity seems to stem mainly from economic differ
ences. Japan, with a high GNP, has low mortaly rates in 
children under five and a high life expectancy, while 
many African countries, with few resources, have high 
child mortality rates in this age group and low life expect
ancy. On the other hand, some countries, such as Cuba, 
with a comparatively low GNP have only 19 deaths for 
every 1000 live births and a life expectancy of 73.4 years. 

Up to this point we have learnt from the two maps that 
in most parts of the world where the standard of living 
is high, literacy is equally high among men and women, 
and child mortality is low. On the contrary, where the 
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standard of living is lower, fewer people - especially 
women- are educated, and children are more likely to 
die young. 

The role of literacy 

But, if we go back to our example of Cuba and look at 
the literacy figures relating to that country, we find that 
not only is the literacy rate among the highest in the 
world (96.2 per cent) but also that there are as many 
literate women as literate men. This means that this coun
try has made a major effort to educate its citizens, that it 
accords equal access to education for women and men, 
and that this and other variables have resulted in low 
infant and child mortality rates and, as a consequence, a 
high life expectancy. In other words, there is a high stan
dard of health. Literacy can be used as an indicator of 
the interest a country has in improving the quality of life 
of its population, and also allows an estimation of how 
likely people are to use social services. 

Good health and nutrition policies do not necessarily 
depend on the amount of money available, but rather 
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on what proportion of it goes to health and social ser
vices, and how equitably these services are distributed 
among the population. Primary health care, by ensuring 
essential care through the involvement of everybody in 
the community, goes a long way towards equal distribu
tion of health services ; but equal access to these services 
can only be achieved by guaranteeing equity in educa
tion. In this respect, women are particularly important; 
the health of children is linked to their own health and 
nutritional status during pregnancy and to how much 
they know about infant and child feeding and care. 
As managers of the family food, they play a key 
role in maintaining a balanced nutritional status in the 
community. D 
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Life expectancy 
is another indica
tor of the health 
status of a given 
population. 
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