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Thedowry scourge persists

Shuriah Niazi

Recently-released data from the
Crime Records bureau proves that
there has been no decrease in the
number of dowry deaths in India
In fact, the craze to become rich
effortlessy may further fud dowry

demands,

anta Chauhan killed

hersdf in July 2006.

Shewas 26, and preg-
nant. She had been ha
rassed for dowry by her
husband, Hemant, and in-
laws for the two years that
she had been married. Ar-
guments over dowry were a
common occurrence in this
household in Ujjain, Mad-

a Pradesh. Unable to en-

ure the traumaany longer,
the young woman hanged
hersdf in her bedroom
while her husband was at
work. He was arrested
promptly.

Beena Saktawat, ayoung
woman, died of burns un-
der suspicious circum-
stances in Bhopal, the capi-
tal of Madhya Pradesh, in
December 2006. The police
registered a case against
her husband for dlegedly
instigating his wife to com-
mit suicide asaresult of his
inceswlnt dem_andsby fr(])r
dowry. Investigationsby the
police, the medico-legd re-

ports as well as statements
made by Beends reatives
established that her desth
was not accidental.
According to recently-re-
leased data of the National
Crime Records Bureau
(NCRB), atotal of 2276 fe-
male suicides as a conse
quence of dowry disputes
were reported in 2006. The
numbers can be trandated
as around six dowry deaths
aday over oneyear. Thefig-
ureswere 2306 and 2585 In
2006 and 2004, respectively.
Ironically, India has a
number of laws intended to
protect women from mari-
tal violence, abuse and ex-
tortionist dowry demands.
The Dowry Prohibition Act,
1961, prohibits the reque(sjtf,
payment or acceptance
dowry, "as consideration for
themarriage". Dowry is de-
fined as a gift demanded or
given as a precondition for
a marriage. According to
theAct, the giving or taking
or abetting the giving or

taking of dowry isapunish-
able offense. However, gifts
given without a precondi-
tion are not considered
dowry, and arelegal.

Tipping the scale

Then, there is dso the
Protection of Women from
Domedtic  Violence Act,
2005, whose Section 5 de-
fines domestic violence as
those acts that harass,
harm, injure or endanger
the aggrieved person with a

view to coerce her or any
other person related to her
to meet any unlawful de-
mand for any dowry or oth-
er property or valuable s
curity.

Whilethere does ssemto
be a marginal decline in
dowry deaths across the
country, Madhya Pradesh
continued to top the nation-
a list for the fourth time
running with 585 cases —
accounting for around one-
fourth of the total number
of such incidents.

Situated in the heart of
India, the state of Madhya
Pradesh isfast becoming fa
mous for the wrong rea-
sons. In addition to ti ppir:)?
the scales in the number
dowry-rdated suicides, the
state has witnessed one of
themost ghastly killings—

ain related to dowry.
Bhoomi Ramchandani, 19,
was married to a business-
man in Indore. In Septem-
ber 2006, her body was
found, cho into pieces
and pl in two bundles

near the jogging track of a

popular park In the dity.
The ghastly incident was
brought to light when
neighbouring residents

found the mutilated body
and notified the police.

As suspected, the guilty
were her parentsin-law,
Dhanwantari and Jam-
nadas, and their son and
Bhoomi's husband, Mang.
Dhanwantari was reported
to have said that her daugh-
ter-inlaw would never lis-
ten to her and that there
were constant arguments
between the two. The rea
motive, it emerged, for the
gruesome murder, was
cdowry.

Easy riches

But what is the reason
behind the increasing num-
ber of such cases in Mad-
hya Pradesh, a state known
for its large tribal popula
tion that accords its women
suchr ? Vijay Pathak,
a socid worker, bdieves
that the influx of people
from other cities is certain-
ly one of the causes for the
rising number of dowry
deaths.

Ancther reason for the
increase in such incidents
is the dow rate of convic-
tion.

In 2004, disgusted by the
trend of dowry, the priests
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in Chhatarpur district had
united against the socid
evil and resolved not to
solemnise any marriage in
which adowry demand had
been made. Unfortunately,
al priests in the state did
not comply with the deci-
son and the initiative did
not grow into amovement.

Pramod Soni, a sociolo-
gigt, believes that ﬁeoplefs
urge to become rich efort-
lesdly hasresulted inthein-
creasng demands for
dowry. Pressurising a
bride's family seems the
easiest way to make easy
money, as It isfdt that
pleareready to do anything
for the sake of their daugh-
ters. Either the bride en
dures the trauma or urges
her family to give in or, in
extreme  circumstances,
eventually takes her life
when neither she nor her
family can tolerate any fur-
ther harassment, he ex-
plains.

Not that a suicide pre-
ventsthe guilty groom from
seeking another match or
rather another chance of
acquiring easy wealth. Says
Asha Mishra, National Co-
ordinator of Samta, an
NGO that works amon
women across 22 states
the country, "The biggest
problem the girl's family
members face Is that they
have to prove that the girl

has been murdered and
that, too, for the sake of
dowry. In mogt of the cases,
they are unableto provethe
crime due to the collusion
between the police and the

boy'sfamily."
Lengthy procedure

Further, lengthy judicial
procedures are often de-
moralising, restricting fam-
ily of victims from getting
justice.

What may help counter
the many obstacles a ha
rassed woman and her fam-
icIJ%l may face in the pursuit

justice, are the Family
Counsdling Centres that
are located in the Mahila
Thanas (women-only police
stations) and set up by the
state in order to resolve
marital disputes.

Alternativezljﬁ, if a
woman is unable to get to
%é:ge a centrei she bﬂd

a complaint -
alling 100 and asking for the
Women's Help Desk. Each
of the 38 districts of the
state has one such help desk
functioning out of a promi-
nent police station. Once
the telephone report is reg-
istered, trained counsd-
lors, avalable round-the-
clock, swing into action to
solvethe problem.
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