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Abstract 

The paper is concerned with the institution of dowry in Indian society, a major instrument of exploitation of women, which 
provides women with oppression and sufferings both within and outside the four walls. It discusses the origin of the institution; its 
contemporary concept and nature; it also tries to locate the reasons behind the co-existence of the institution along with anti-dowry 
legislation in the country and various disadvantageous impacts of it on women’s life. The study is conducted by collecting secondary 
data; published by the National Crime Records Bureau, Ministry of Home Affairs, Government of India. Discussion in the paper 
provides basically an analysis of situations of women in Indian society when they become the victim of prevailing dowry system in 
the society; and it concludes with some ideas that might help to check the problem. 
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Introduction 

‘Dowry’, one of the most serious societal ill, has made the urge for women’s rights fragile. Its dominance over Indian social 
system especially the Hindu one is so strong that even central legislations against it could hardly check its presence and grave 
consequences. The phenomenon has contributed much to the subordinate social position of women. It has even threatened the 
existence of women, for example, through female foeticide and infanticide. Thus, the problem of dowry is so strong that it can often 
overwhelm the human existence. The question to be asked here is that what makes dowry so dominant? In realizing this question, we 
have to keep strictly one thing in mind is that value is completely an inseparable attribute of human being. Human values in society 
formulate norms that often go against human interest being inhuman in nature. Dowry is basically the manifestations of social beliefs 
and norms that people develop in the process of developing their social relationships. The problem is actually rooted in ancient time 
when people perhaps could not realise that simply ‘gifts giving’ would take the form of a serious societal ill like dowry with time. 
However, the present paper tries to find certain lacunae existing in some legal mechanisms itself, which is supposed to protect women 
from the atrocities of dowry, along with various societal causes for the existence of the practice.     
 
Rationale of the Study 

It is generally assumed that women in Indian society are given the status of Devi (goddess) and are worshiped often but the 
real-life situation within the four walls is quiet shocking. On the one side the whole world is celebrating Women’s Day; promoting 
themes relating upliftment and protection of women but on the other side, they (women) are still passing through cycles of violence 
and dowry related violence against them is really a serious one among others. Hence, the present study is an attempt to show the 
practical situations of women in Indian society and the facts stated in the paper has a valid support in the form of published reports by 
governmental agency.     
 
Methods  

The paper is developed based on secondary data published by government agency like National Crime Records Bureau, 
Ministry of Home Affairs, Govt. of India. It includes a period of ten years data starting from 2010 to 2019 i.e., the latest published 
reports. After gathering, data have been compiled and then analysed and presented.  
 
Results and Discussions 
Historical Concepts 

Marriage, one of the sacred rites,in ancient time was of different types including Brahma, Daiva, Arsha, Prajapatya 
(described in Manusmriti as dharmya or socially acceptable forms), Asura, Gandharva, Rakshasa and Paishacha (adharmya or socially 
unacceptable forms) (Sheel, 1999).Among these different types onlyBrahma,Asura and Gandharvacontinued to be recognised later. 
The Brahmamarriage, a dharmyaform, occupies the superior position among all other forms. In such marriages the concept of 
Kanyadanaoccupies an important position in which the father of a girl presents or gifts his daughter to a groom, who has acquired well 
the knowledge of theVedas,often along with some ornaments or articles which were purely voluntary in nature (Sharma, 1994). There 
was no commercial practice to give and take dowry as a compulsory social norm. The family of the bride used to present some articles 
to their daughterwith love or often to justify their high social status as this type of marriage prevailed among the upper classes. 
Presentations of articles are also viewed as loss of the right of the daughter to inherit her patrimonial property as she (the bride) is 
given some articles at the time of her marriage. 
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Adharmya forms of marriages were socially unapproved mainly by the upper castes because of the nature of those marriages. 
Parental interference in this type of marriage was not a necessary factor. Such marriages were characterised by early tribal norms in 
which girls were captured or purchased by the warriors and self-choice of the bridegroom in the form of Svayamvara (Sheel, 1999: 
42). In Asura marriages the groom used to give as much as wealth or price to the bride or her family; but in most cases the bride’s 
family out of the affection for their daughter used to return the wealth or price (known as sulka also) to their daughter for her new 
married life. This type of marriage was prominent among the lower-class people.  However, the Dana or Kanyadana tradition with 
Stridhan (gifts, presents or any articles given to the bride voluntarily by her family on her marriage that the bride takes to her 
matrimonial house) could be identified as the genesis of the present-day practice of giving or taking of dowry in marriages. Further, 
the lower caste or class people always try to imitate the upper class/caste in terms of rituals and practices which is best known as 
Sanskritisationi.  Perhaps this happened with the lower caste /class people who used to follow the practice of ‘bride price’ or sulkaand 
with timethey started following the Dana tradition of upper class. Because at present dowry is not determined by class. People 
belonging to both higher and lower class follow the practice of giving and taking dowry in marriages. 
 
The contemporary concept  

The concept of dowry implies giving or taking of gifts or presents in marriages by or from one party to another. In this ‘give 
and take policy’ the givers are mostly the brides’ parents or other family members and the groom and his family takes only. In the 
above discussions we have tried to trace the roots of this system which emphasised the voluntary nature of those ‘gift giving’ process. 
At present the institution of dowry has become a curse on Indian society; its voluntary nature has been replaced by an invisible force 
that often emotionally obligates the brides’ parents to be giver. The institution is one of the major hindrances in reaching the goal of 
women’s rights as human rights. In order to prohibit the practice of dowry the first dowry prohibition act, in independent India, was 
enacted by the state of Bihar known as Bihar Dowry Restraint Act 1950 and in 1950 the state of Andhra Pradesh enacted another 
Dowry Prohibition Act (Sharma, 1994:56).The problem attracted the central government’s attention in 1961 when the state laws on 
dowry prohibition were repealed and a central legislation was brought to deal with this ill practice. Later, the Dowry Prohibition Act 
1961 was enacted and amended in 1984 and 1986. The Act defines the term ‘dowry’ (after amendment) as any property or valuable 
security given or agreed to be given either directly or indirectly (a) by one party to a marriage to the other party to the marriage; or (b) 
by the parents of either party to a marriage or by a other person, to either party to the marriage or to any other person at or beforeii[or 
any time after the marriage]iii[ in connection with the marriage of the said parties, but does not include] dower or mahr in the case of 
persons to whom the Muslim Personal Law (Shariat) applies(Tripathi& Arora, 2010: 303).  

 
Explanation I – […]iv 
Explanation II –The expression “valuable security” has the same meaning as in section 30 of the Indian Penal Code (45 of 1860).v 
 

Further the Indian Penal Code (IPC) also tries to deal with the evil consequence of dowry. According to Section 304 B of IPC 
if the death of a woman is caused by any burns or bodily injury or occurs otherwise than under normal circumstances within seven 
years of her marriage and it is shown that soon before her death she was subjected to cruelty or harassment by her husband or any 
relative of her husband for, or in connection with, any demand for dowry then such deaths are called as ‘dowry deaths’ and such 
husband or relative shall be deemed to have caused her death. The person who commits the crime is punished with imprisonment for a 
term which shall not be less than seven years but which may extend to imprisonment for life. In spite of the existence of these legal 
preventions’ dowry is still practiced in Indian society. What are the causes that motivate people to continue such harmful and ill 
practice that goes against human rights in general and women’s rights in particular? Orare the legal preventions itself flawed? 
 
Why is dowry practiced in India?   

Regarding dowry it has been repeatedly said that it is well in practice; under the Dowry Prohibition Act, 1961 a total number 
of 78, 782 cases has been reported in India since 2010 to 2019 as per the reports of National Crime Records Bureau, Ministry of Home 
Affairs, Government of India. Legal mechanisms alone cannot check its presence; for this there are varieties of causes ranging from 
socio-economic, cultural to psychological etc. Now we shall highlight some of the important causes behind the practice of the system 
of dowry in India.  
 
Traditions or custom 

The contemporary practices of giving and taking dowry during marriages in India find its roots in historical periods. This can 
be understood from the above discussions that focus on the kanyadana tradition with Stridhan.  This is the tradition and people are 
reluctant to develop new norms that negate their age-old customs. However, earlier these acts were voluntary in nature and at present 
these are often done by force. The parents of the brides are often forced by the groom or his family members to give dowry in the form 
of some cash or kind to their daughters at the time of marriages.        
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Inadequacy of education 
Education helps in enlightening people about the harmful consequences of anything. In India the level of education of people 

is not so satisfactory. Inadequate education often makes people superstitious, who follow various ill practices against women leading 
to the violation of their (women’s) rights. Moreover, in comparison to men the literacy rate of women in India has always been less. 
As per 2011 census (Provisional Population Totals), the male literacy rate in India is 82.14 percent whereas this percentage for 
females is only 65.46. Actually, inadequacy of education prevents women to fight against dowry and this help to perpetuate the 
problem further.    
 
Patriarchal society 

The Indian patriarchal society has always subverted women in socio-economic, cultural and political matters. Often women 
become the victim of gender-based violence in which both men and women are involved and mostly women become the victims. 
Gender-based violence is also understood as the outcome of unequal power relation between men and women in society. However, the 
patriarchal society gives primacy to the groom and his family and put the bride and her family in the second position in the market of 
marriage. The family of the bride is to be more docile in nature because they stand in the second position and this too for one reason 
that they belong to the family of the bride who is a female. In such situation the demands of groom or his family members for dowry 
as the sole condition for marriage compels the family of the bride to fulfill those demands because the bride’s family fears the 
rejection of their daughter’s marriage by the groom or his family. This fear is again developed as the society finds it shameful for the 
bride and her parents and they (bride and her parents) also do not want to stand against social norms even if it goes against their own 
interest.     
 
Economic dependency of women 

Women in India are yet to achieve complete economic independence; most women are economically dependent on the male 
members of their families. They are non-workers. Moreover, the female work participation rate in India, as per 2011 Census, is 25.6 
which isalmost half of the participation of their male counterpart (51.7 per cent). This is the result of gender socialization process 
specifying gender roles for both sexes. This socialisation process from the very beginning injects the minds of the girls to learn 
household work with primary importance as they are to get married and serve their husbands or in-laws; economic independence of 
girls becomes a secondary factor whereas boys are learnt to control and run the family; hence, they are to be economically self-reliant. 
Now, as the bride would remain economically dependent on her husband so the family of the bride gives some valuable items like, 
gold ornaments, furniture, utensils, television, refrigerator, other household items to their daughter at the time of marriage.     
 
Lack of awareness of the existence of anti-dowry legislation 

Lack of awareness about the existence of anti-dowry legislations at the mass level is another cause of the practice of dowry in 
Indian society. Many people are ignorant of the punishments prescribed in the law which do not prevent themfrom committing the 
crime. Further, instances have also been noticed that the parents or the other family members of the bride of their own are giving very 
costly items to their daughters on marriages. This occurs, most of the times, simply for the fact that the parents want to justify their 
high social status. 
 
Legal mechanisms itself give scope to practice dowry 

The Dowry Prohibition Act itself provides enough scope to practice dowry in the name of giving traditional presents. The act 
states that the value of the present should not exceed the financial status of the giver. But who will define the “financial status” of a 
poor person (if the person belongs to below poverty line)? Secondly, even if a person is enough capable of giving valuable presents 
then why should he give? Is it not perpetuating the problem further? Thus, in the name of customary gifts or presents property and 
other valuable items are given to the bride by her parents and other family members that most of the times goes beyond the parent’s 
financial status. Under section 304B of the Indian Penal Code death of a bride within seven years from her marriage under unnatural 
circumstances is considered as dowry death. But in practice we find many cases of such deaths even after that specified time i.e., 
within the seven years of the marriage; what about such deaths?  
 
What are the negative consequences of dowry onwomen?  

Dowry has adverse impact on women’s physicalas well as psychological health; it contravenes the issue of women’s rights by 
placing women throughout her all stages of life in the cycle of violence. In the following paragraphs we shall discuss some of the 
disadvantageous impact of dowry on women’s life. 
 
Cruelty against women 

The first evil consequence of dowry on women is domestic violence. Though family is considered the most intimate and 
private environment for women but it often perpetrates cruelties against women. If a bride cannot bring enough valuable articles with 
her to her matrimonial housethen she often has to face domestic violence at the hands of her husband or in-laws. Domestic violence 
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against women includes more than physical abuse. It is a pattern of behaviour towards women within family by her close or intimate 
relatives exercising control or power over her. At present the Protection of Women from Domestic Violence Act 2005 identifies 
physical, sexual, psychological and financial or economic as different areas in which domestic violence against women is perpetrated. 
As per the National Crime Records Bureau since 2010 to 2019 a total number of 1,098,348 incidents of cruelties against women have 
been registered under section 498A of the Indian Penal Code (IPC). Table 1 presents the number of reported cases of last 10 years.   
 

Table 1: Number of Reported Incidents of Cruelty/Torture against Women under Section 498AIPC 
Year Number of incidents 

Under (498A IPC) 
2010 94041 
2011 99135 
2012 106527 
2013 118866 
2014 122877 
2015 113403 
2016 110378 
2017 104551 
2018 103272 
2019 125298 
Total  1,098,348 

Source: Official Website of the National Crime Records Bureau, Ministry of Home Affairs,India. (Data have been compiled by the 
author).    
 
Dowry death (violation of right to life) 

Another serious consequence of the practice of dowry is death. On failure to fulfill the demands of the in-laws or husband 
either in cash or in kind the bride at the very outset faces domestic violence as is said earlier. With time the extent of harassment 
increases and this often leads to the death of the bride many times in many forms. Burning the brides alive or hanging the bride after 
murder through physical torture are the most known ones. These are included in the physical force. Apart from these, brides are often 
emotionally or psychologically compelled to commit suicide. This is really very unfortunate that on the one hand India talks about 
gender equality and human rights and on the other hand, fails to give protection to women’s life. According to the National Crime 
Records Bureau, the total number of reported cases of dowry deaths in India since 2010 to 2019 is 78,782.Table 2 presents the figures 
of dowry death cases of the said period. 
 

Table 2:  Number of Reported Cases of Dowry Deaths in India Since 2010 to 2019 
Year Dowry Death Cases under  

Section 302/304B of IPC 
2010 8,391 
2011 8,618 
2012 8,233 
2013 8,083 
2014 8,455 
2015 7,634 
2016 7,621 
2017 7466 
2018 7166 
2019 7115 
Total 78,782 

Source: Official Website of the National Crime Records Bureau, Ministry of Home Affairs,India. (Data have been compiled by the 
author).  
 
Divorce 

Dowry often leads to the dissolution of marriages in Indian society. Insufficient dowry (when the dowry either in cash or kind 
is considered by the husband and his relatives as insufficient) gives birth to conflict ridden or strained relationship that often leads to 
fragmentised spousal relationship and even divorce. 
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Female foeticide and infanticide 
The patriarchal values always consider men as superior to women. It can be considered as the result of gender socialisation 

process that injects the social mindset to consider women as subordinate class in comparison to men. In such conditions violations of 
the basic human rights of women denying them equality, dignity, self-worth, security and the right to enjoy fundamental freedoms is a 
discriminatory approach towards them. But mere discrimination against women is not the approach of our society; it goes beyond that. 
Often the beliefs and values of the patriarchal society even deny the birth of a female child. The prenatal sex selection through the 
misuse of pre-natal diagnostic techniques, though legally prohibited, is many a timepracticed in India and this causes female foeticide. 
Because the existing social values prefer a male child and the social status of a woman also depends much on giving birth to male 
child. Further, reaction to the birth of a girl child remains silent in many parts of our country whereas the birth of a male child is 
exulted. Women themselves also many a times give preference for a male child either because they have been socialised in such a way 
to fulfill the social expectations as they are subservient to the males or they think that another girl (her daughter) would not face those 
exploitations that she hadcome across. If we look at sex ratio (table 3) in India, we can understand that it is the females who have 
always been standing in the second position.      
 

Table 3: Sex Ratio in India since 1951 to 2011 
Year Sex Ratio (females 

per 1000 males) 
1951 946 
1961 941 
1971 930 
1981 934 
1991 929 
2001 933 
2011 940 

Source: Official Website of the office of the Registrar General & Census Commissioner, India, New Delhi, Ministry of Home Affairs, 
Government of India. 
 

Poor parents and relatives of female childrenoften followfemale infanticide in spite the existing legal prevention. It is 
because, girls are considered as extra burden in family as they lead to drain of family’s economic resources as the family is crunched 
with the payment of dowry at the time of their daughters’ marriage. Parents in Indian society desire for a son with the hope that they 
would not be the ‘giver’ and would be supported by their son at the stage of their old age. Thus, sons are considered as valuable assets 
who will bring dowry either in cash or kind at the time of marriages whereas for girls the situation is just a reversed one. Moreover, a 
girl child faces a lot physical, emotional or educational neglect from her family as well as society. Physical neglect takes place when a 
girl child is not provided adequate food or clothing and appropriate medical care etc. Psychological neglect includes lack of love and 
emotional support, etc. Educational neglect includes failure to provide appropriate schooling or special educational needs etc. 
 
Development of low self-esteem among young girls 

Poor self-esteem, low self-image or lack of confidence is the indirect effect of dowry on the developing personality of young 
girls. Knowing the social bindings young girls (mostly belonging to poor families) become worried for the poor financial status of 
their parents and also of their (parents’) future security. Girls know that their parents somehow would manage the amount either by 
taking loan or by selling property for their marriages even if it is too difficult for them. In such situation they throughout their life try 
to repay the loan or remain poor being property lesswhich, in turn, compel the parents to live a poor living standard. All these 
situationsput femalesin the state of depression and obstruct their personality development.  
 
Conclusion and Suggestions  

The above discussions depict that among other institutions that perpetrate violence against women in social setup of India 
dowry is a serious one that has profound impact on the health (physical and mental) and well-being of women throughout their every 
stages of life. Though the government has tried to tackle the problem different times but it hardly succeeded as many instances of 
torture and burning wives for dowry are in appearance through official reports itself.Dowry, having a customary identity, has far 
reaching immoral consequences onwomen. In order to show respect to customs and traditions there appears unwillingness on the part 
of the government to bring strict legal mechanisms to counter the problem which in turn continues to pursue violence against women 
in India. 

 
 However, there is an urgent need to bring a new legislation or to strictly make another amendment of the existing Dowry 
Prohibition Act. The concept of customary gifts or presents should be strictly discarded.Section 304B of the Indian Penal Code 
specifies the time of dowry death of a bridewithin seven years of her marriageunder unnatural circumstances. This time limit should 
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be replaced by ‘anytime’ after marriage and under unnatural circumstances as prescribed in the section. At present it has been noticed 
that many cases of dowry deaths are in appearance even after ten or fifteen years of marriage. So, in these cases the person who 
commits the crime easily goes out of the trial under this section.Thus, the legal measures should be very strict because it is very 
difficult to give immediate protection to the victim as it occurs in the private sphere of life.There is also a need to spread awareness 
among people about the existence of anti-dowry legislation and women of all classes have to be aware of the legal benefits that they 
have been entitled to and should have the willingness to approach the law on violation of their rights.Further, education can 
emancipate society from the bindings of illogical customs and traditions leading to the domination and subordination of women. If 
education can sensitise a small particular section of society to develop anti-dowry mechanisms then it has the potent to make realise 
the remaining section about the harm consequences of dowry and hence, to negate the problem.In this context, legal education of 
women can also play an important role.In addition, non-governmental organisations particularly that deals with women’s affairs 
should be very active and should extend their helping hands towards the victims and the government on necessity by keeping a strict 
vigil on society; and economic self-reliance of women is another factor that can help much women to not to be the victim of dowry 
related violence. 
 
Notes 
                                                             

iSankritisation is a process of social change called by eminent sociologist Prof. M.N. Srinivas, in his work “Religion and Society among the Coorgs of 
South India”. The term refers to a process in which people belonging to Hindu lower castes or tribal or other groups tries to adopt upper castes 
practices, customs, ritual, ideology and way of life to claim or achieve a higher position in caste hierarchy.  
ii Substituted by Act 43 of 1986, S. 2, for “or after the marriage” (w.e.f. 19 – 11 – 1986). 

iii Substituted by Act 63 of 1984, S. 2, for “as consideration for the marriage of the said parties, but does not include” (w.e.f. 2 – 10 – 1985). 
iv Explanation I omitted by Act 63 1984, S. 2, (w.e.f. 2 – 10 – 1985). 

v The words "valuable security" under section 30 of Indian Penal Code denotes a document which is, or purports to be, a document whereby any legal 
right is created, extended, transferred, restricted, extinguished or released, or whereby any person acknowledges that the lies under legal liability, or 
has not a certain legal right. 
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