
Abstract
While the study of femicide has progressed recently, research into the femicide of

girls is still new. The femicide of girls is the murder of girls because they are girls, and
because they would have grown up to be women. This article examines different forms of
girl femicide in India, a country traditionally associated with sati and infanticide. Several
types of femicide in India have been identified, ranging from foeticide to intimate partner
femicide, and including dowry marriage femicides, «honor»-related killings and other
forms of femicide. These killings are perpetrated against a weakened minority – women –
and an even more weakened minority – girls. Often they are aimed at the weakest ele-
ments in society: girls hailing from Dalit, other oppressed communities.

Keywords: girl femicide, India, sati, foeticide, dowry marriages.

Resumo
Femicídio de meninas na Índia contemporânea
Enquanto o estudo do femicídio progrediu muito ultimamente, a investigação sobre

o femicídio de meninas ainda é recente. O femicídio de meninas é um assassinato de
meninas pelo único facto de serem meninas, e por elas um dia se tornarem mulheres.
Neste artigo, analisam-se diferentes formas de femicídio de meninas na Índia, um país tra-
dicionalmente associado ao sati e ao infanticídio. Foram identificados diversos tipos de
femicídios na Índia, desde o feticídio até ao femicídio nos casais, incluindo assassinatos
em casamentos envolvendo o dote ou por razões de «honra», e outras formas de femicí-
dio. Estes assassinatos são perpetrados contra uma minoria fragilizada – mulheres – e con-
tra uma minoria ainda mais fragilizada – meninas. Frequentemente visam os elementos
mais fracos da sociedade: meninas da casta Dalit ou de outras comunidades oprimidas.

Palavras-chave: femicídio de meninas, Índia, sati, feticídio, casamentos por dote.
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Résumé
Le fémicide des jeunes filles en Inde contemporaine
Si l'étude du fémicide a progressé récemment, la recherche spécifique sur le fémicide

des filles reste à explorer. Le fémicide des filles est le meurtre des filles parce qu'elles sont
des filles et parce qu'elles seraient devenues des femmes. Cet article décrit les différentes
formes de fémicide des filles en Inde, un pays traditionnellement associé au rite de la sati
et à l’infanticide. Plusieurs types de fémicide y ont été identifiés, allant du fœticide au
fémicide entre des partenaires intimes, en incluant les féminines liés à la dot, les "crimes
d'honneur" et d'autres formes de fémicide. Ces crimes de sang sont perpétrés contre une
minorité affaiblie – les femmes – et une minorité encore plus fragilisée – les filles. Souvent,
ils visent les franges les plus défavorisées de la société: les filles issues de la communauté
Dalit ou des autres communautés opprimées.

Mots-clés: femicide des jaunes filles, Inde, sati, foeticide, mariage avec dot.

Introduction

The study of femicide has taken leaps forward in the past few years, spear-
headed by ACUNS (Academic Council on the United Nations System), which
has published five volumes on femicide to date. In addition, the COST (Coopera-
tion on Science and Technology) Action IS1206 on «Femicide across Europe»1 has
enabled networking between members hailing from 30 different countries, and
resulted in several scientific publications on the subject, including a Special Issue
in Current Sociology (Marcuello-Servós et al. 2016) and articles in different jour-
nals, e.g. European Journal of Criminology (Corradi and Stockl 2014) and Qualitative
Sociology Review (Weil 2016a). 

Femicide is the killing of women because they are women. The femicide of
girls is usually implicit in the general definition of femicide. Indeed, the United
Nations General Assembly has been consistent in including girls in the definition
of gender-related killings of women (Weil 2015). However, an examination of the
femicide of girls is rare.2 Femicide of girls can be defined as the murder of girls
because they are girls, and because they would have grown up to be women.
Their murder is directly associated to their sex. Thus, if a girl is killed in an acci-
dent or by a hit and run driver, that death would not be considered a girl femi-
cide case. Nevertheless, if a girl is specifically targeted because she is a female,
then that murder constitutes a girl femicide. One of the reasons that make it diffi-
cult to define the femicide of girls is that there are definitional problems in decid-
ing who qualifies as a «girl». The definition of «who is a girl» varies from culture
to culture, country to country, and state to state. In some places, a girl becomes a
woman at first puberty; in other countries, a girl is considered a woman at the
age of 18 or even later. 
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Beyond definitional obstacles, it can be stated that the femicide of girls is
widespread the world over, but in some cultures there are greater numbers of
femicides of young girls and female children relative to other forms of homicide
or femicide, while in other societies the femicide of girls is scarce. The killing of
girls occurs in European Western societies as well as non-Western societies. In
some places, it takes place in a hidden way. In other countries, it is perpetuated
systematically. One of the latter countries is India, where the murder of girls has
been documented in colonial times, but continues today in institutionalized
ways, despite legal provisions against it and state policies supporting girls. 

This article focuses on the issue of vulnerability of Indian girls to a culture
of femicide. It also aims to explore the historical and cultural links between femi-
cide of women and girls. Finally, it states that the legal responses are not suffi-
cient to tackle the problem and an integrated and focused approach to the issue
is needed.

The History of Girl Femicides in India

In colonial India, certain forms of girl femicide were associated with ancient
Hinduism. The most infamous was sati, the Hindu practice of self-immolation
after the death of a husband. Coerced sati was tantamount to femicide, according
to modern definitions, but it is important to point out that in practice most satis
were child widows, and de facto they were girl femicides.

While the fact that many satis were child widows, rather than adults, was rarely a
central theme of colonial critiques, invoking this additional factor of age certainly
added weight to paternalistic claims that potential satis were unable to speak for
themselves and needed the authorities to do so on their behalf (Grey 2013, 500).

The British colonialists paid exaggerated attention to sati in order to show
that the Raj was civilizing and therefore beneficial, and that Hinduism was a bar-
baric religion. According to Grey (2013), the fate of a Hindu woman or girl after
the death of her husband relied on her having already survived infancy. Grey
points out that tribal peoples, particularly in north-west India, practiced female
femicide, and the dilemma for the colonial authorities was that infanticide was
strictly rejected in Hindu religious belief systems, yet sati was eulogized. One
problem for the British was that Hindu women were not only the potential vic-
tims of female infanticide but, in the majority of cases, also the perpetrators of
the crimes. The colonialists resolved the issue by linking sati to female infanticide
and arguing that they were inextricably linked to the repressed state of women
in Hinduism, enforced by Hindu men (Grey 2013, 503). 

Sati was officially prohibited in 1829, but continued unabated for over a
century. Today, the practice has all but died out, and the last known case
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reported was that of Roop Kanwar in 1987 (Oldenburg 1994). Kanwar was a
Rajput woman who was probably forced to immolate herself on her husband’s
funeral pyre at Deorala village in the Sikar district of Rajasthan. At the time of
her death, she was 18 years old, childless, and had been married for eight months
to her husband, who had died a day earlier at age 24. From a contemporary
Western point of view, this well-known case of sati involved a child marriage of
a girl under the age of 18, and an apparently coerced sati or femicide of a young
woman. It is significant that all eleven defendants tried and accused of glorifying
sati after Kanwar’s death were acquitted as late as 2004. The situation in India
does not appear to have improved for some young girls and women, but the use
of modern technological devices has masked traditional religious practices. Sati
is outlawed, but to this day it is glorified in various parts of Rajasthan and sati
temples attract congregations and festivals on special occasions.

Missing Girls in India Today

The overriding problem in India today is the relatively high rate of girl
femicide through sex selective abortions. Indicative of this phenomenon is the
skewed sex ratio. According to the population Census of 2011, India had 944
females per 1000 males (Ministry of Home Affairs 2011). There is still not only
son preference in India, but also a widespread mentality of considering sons
indispensable and daughters dispensable (Ahlawat 2013). 

Nobel Laureate Amartya Sen (1990) brought focus to the issues of femicide,
and even foeticide, by talking of India’s «missing women» problem. Rita Banerji
has been campaigning for over a decade about the 50 million missing women
and girls, many of them killed before they are born in a conscious sex-selection
decision taken by men and women. In Sex and Power: Defining History, Shaping
Societies, she traces the relationship between sex and power, which leads, in her
opinion, to what she calls «female genocide» (Banerji 2009). Even if we do not
accept this rhetoric,3 attention has been brought to the fact that femicide in India
has reached alarming proportions, thanks to the advocacy of Banerji and others;
it is particularly noticeable in some states like Haryana, Punjab, Jammu and
Kashmir, Delhi, Chandigarh and Lakshadweep. Scarcity of young marriageable
girls in the worst affected regions in Punjab and Haryana has led to «male mar-
riage squeeze» with young men finding it difficult to find brides (Ahlawat 2009).
Mapping the adverse consequences of sex selection and gender imbalance, Kaur
(2013) fears that the many gains made by women in India (and China) might be
endangered. She considers the possibility that the threat of violence in the case of
shortage of girls may lead to reinforcement of women's gendered roles in repro-
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duction, domestic and care work, with early marriage being seen as a solution to
safeguarding the virginity of girls before marriage. She writes:

women would have little agency of their own and could indeed suffer a deteriora-
tion in their equity prospects […] as female security gets compromised […], parents
may withdraw unmarried girls from school or higher education, or restrict them
from taking up employment before marriage (Kaur 2013, 43).

A Typology of Femicide of Girls

Femicide of girls in India falls into several categories. Some of these cate-
gories overlap, but they are heuristically useful in order to analyze sociologically
the Indian situation: 

• Female Foeticide
• Female Infanticide
• Dowry murder femicides
• Femicides by intimate partners
• «Honor»-related killings
• Other «stranger» femicides

Female Foeticide

Foeticide is the killing of a foetus or forced abortion, usually of a girl. It is
difficult to estimate how many female foetuses are aborted per annum, since
most of the foeticides are carried out illegally and remain unreported. In India,
irrespective of caste, religion or class, most families to this day still prefer the
birth of a boy, even if they are of middle-class or upper middle-class origin. The
practice of foeticide emerges from the hardship girls are perceived to inflict on
their families due to ancient dowry practices (Kumari 2013). According to tradi-
tional Hindu caste rules, a family has to provide large sums of money and prop-
erty at marriage in order to marry his daughter. The result may be sex-selection
before birth, thereby enabling some families to avoid the stigma of an unmarried
daughter or expenses entailed in marrying one; instead, they prefer to give birth
to males so that they receive prestige and wealth at marriage (Haveripeth 2013).
In villages and in times past, foeticide was carried out by traditional means, but
today abortions are common and family members resort to the use of modern
reproductive technologies. In an ethnographic study in Punjab and Haryana
regions in India, Ahlawat (2009) found that in both rural and urban sites, in vil-
lages and towns, a small family norm is being practiced by deliberate de-selec-
tion of girls. Affluent and educated households across caste lines were found to
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use sex selective technologies, particularly from the second order birth onwards.
In a chilling book entitled Disappearing Daughters, Aravamudam (2007) quotes an
informant from Chandigarh who had five abortions in four years, and whose
husband insisted that she go through with them all at the clinic. According to the
author, in this way, femicide is perpetrated and the ultrasound machine has
mutated into an instrument of murder.

Female Infanticide

According to a 2008 UNICEF report: «India alone accounts for one fifth of
under-five deaths worldwide, with 2.1 million in 2006.»4 From this same report,
we acknowledge that:

Female and male children face alarmingly different rates of morbidity and mortality
in India. The under-five mortality rate for girls (79 per 1,000) in 2005-2006 was sub-
stantially higher than for boys (70 per 1,000 live births). At birth, girl babies have an
only marginally higher mortality rate (58 per 1,000 live births) than boy babies (56
per 1,000 live births.) However, from age 1-4 years, the mortality rate for girls is 61
per cent higher than for boys, contributing to India’s overall male-female population
imbalance. The female-to-male sex ratio has declined substantially during the past
decade, resulting in a substantial female deficit in the population (UNICEF 2008, 25). 

Further, according to India’s own Ministry of Statistics and Programme
Implementation, for every 56 boys who die in the 0–5 category, there are 100 girls
that die (Ministry of Statistics and Programme Implementation 2012). 

If female foeticide has failed, or was not attempted, and if a girl is born, she
may still be unwanted among some Indians. In urban slums or poor villages, if
there is not enough food to go round, baby girls are starved or not offered food
and therefore die. Baby boys are given preference. While malnutrition or starva-
tion is a primary cause of femicide, lack of access to health facilities is another. If
a baby girl gets ill, poor families may not pay out for medicines that they may
offer baby boys. The result is skewed statistics for gender on infant mortality in
India. Among some castes or families, the prevention of use of medicine may be
subconscious; among others, it may be deliberate. In Disappearing Daughters,
Aravamudam (2007) describes modern techniques of femicide which receive
legitimation. For example, a family may wrap a just-born baby in a cold wet
towel, thereby inducing pneumonia. The baby is taken to a doctor, who pre-
scribes medicine, which is abandoned. When the baby dies, a medical certificate,
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when available, legitimizes the death. According to a 2005 study reported in The
Lancet, girls in central India had a five times higher mortality rate (per 1000 live
births) from pneumonia than did boys in south India and four times higher mor-
tality rate from diarrhea diseases than did boys in west India (Jha et al. 2011). Bet-
ter opportunities for girl’s education, expanding labor market opportunities for
women, and increasing urbanization still do not address the conception of girls
as a burden or guarantee daughters equal status to sons. Neither nutrition and
health, nor education and leisure are considered the rights of girls, even among
affluent families in India (Sekher and Hatti 2010).

Intimate partner and dowry marriage femicides

In the West, intimate partner femicides are the most common form of
female homicides. According to Stöckl et al. (2013), intimate partners commit at
least 41 percent of all female homicides and 6 percent of male homicides. In
India, statistics are unavailable about intimate partner femicides, except some
that are emerging lately in relation to dowry murders and domestic cruelty. In a
2014 compendium of crime in India, femicide was not mentioned once. However,
in 2014 alone, 8455 dowry deaths were reported, of which one third of its authors
were convicted (Ministry of Home Affairs 2014). It should be pointed out that
dowry murders are concentrated in particular states in India, with the highest
incidences in Uttar Pradesh and Bihar. 

Dowry murders are associated with the large amounts of money families
have to pay at marriage in order to marry off their daughters. Dowry marriage
killings often involve mothers-in-law and sisters-in-law, which shows the vulner-
ability of young brides on grounds of age and affinal relations due to their low
status in the marital home. Increasing demand for dowry and commercialization
of marriage in recent times has converted an ancient practice of a form of inheri-
tance for girls into a form of extortion (Bloch and Rao 2002). 

Different forms of physical abuse are related to dowry marriages (Singh
2013). These include kerosene stove deaths, bride drowning, poisoning and sui-
cides by self-immolation, some of which are difficult to prove that they were in fact
murders. A study reported in The Lancet made the revelation that in one year at
least 106,000 women were killed by fires in their homes in India. These statistics
point to one woman being burned to death every five minutes (Ellsberg et al. 2008).

«Honor»-related killings

Both Hindus and Muslims, the predominant religions in India, have elabo-
rate conceptions of honor and dishonor related to women and their conduct. The
framework of patriarchal family structures, communities and societies, maintains
the main justification for the perpetration of violence as the compulsion to pro-

FEMICIDE OF GIRLS IN CONTEMPORARY INDIA 37

ex æquo, n.º 34, 2016, pp. 31-43. DOI: https://doi.org/10.22355/exaequo.2016.34.03



38 Shalva Weil and Nishi Mitra vom Berg

ex æquo, n.º 34, 2016, pp. 31-43. DOI: https://doi.org/10.22355/exaequo.2016.34.03

5           Available at http://www.honordiaries.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/06/HD-FactSheet-Hon-
orViolenceEast.pdf.

6           See: «Five Decisions by the Khap Panchayat that took us back to the Dark Ages.» Posted on
September 18, 2015. http://www.womensweb.in/2015/09/5-decisions-by-khap-panchayats-took-
us-back-dark-ages. Accessed 5.8.2016.

tect the social honor of the community, and the family as a value (Gill 2015). Tra-
dition is upheld as the most important element of community life, which is
threatened by individual violation of it through marriages or transgressions out-
side its norms. On that continuum, «honor» killings constitute the most extreme
of a wide range of violent and abusive acts. Utilizing a theoretical framework
from Bourdieu, Gryzb shows that masculine domination is a fine example of
symbolic violence (Grzyb 2016).

Although so-called «honor» killings are associated with Islam and the Mid-
dle East, the «Honor Diaries» website showed that, as of 26 October 2016, of 5000
known «honor» killings carried out in the world per annum, 1000 are carried out
each year in India.5 According to the 2011 census (Ministry of Home Affairs
2011), India's Muslim population is 172 million – the world's third largest and the
world's largest Muslim-minority population. However, not all these «honor»
killings are in fact perpetrated within the Muslim population. Moreover, the
numbers are clearly far greater. Often the murders are couched as suicides or
accidents, and are silenced. 

The concept of izzat (honor), prevalent in North India and Pakistan, is a val-
ued ideal that signifies status in the social hierarchy through patriarchal control
of the community and family of the behavior and conduct of its kinship, particu-
larly women (Chakravarti 2006). Within the Hindu religion, claims of «honor»
can be heard when a high-caste boy or girl marries a Dalit («Untouchable») or
lower caste person of the opposite sex. Both Hindus and Muslims place high
value on women’s modesty and appropriate conduct so that the honor of a fam-
ily is deemed to increase or decrease depending on women’s behavior. Marriage
outside of caste and religion is seen to be dishonorable and polluting, and is
severely punished by family members and the community. Young girls who
marry outside their caste and religion are targeted for punishment, often with
death sentence, in order to uphold the idealized norms of the community.
Despite the existence of a secular legal system in India, there is an increase in
recent years in the unlawful interference of caste based assemblies or kangaroo
courts locally (khap panchayat), which harass and victimize young girls and their
families through arbitrary death sentences in case they marry outside their caste.
A number of cases go unreported despite illegality of these acts for fear of
reprisals, as powerful village seniors are involved and there is a silencing of the
community through the threat of violence (Bharadwaj 2012). Some girls in run-
away marriages, or marriages of love, face death through the flagrant violation of
the rule of law, where panchayat members take law into their own hands.6



«Stranger» Femicides

Non-intimate girl femicides include kidnapping for prostitution and traf-
ficking, and rape of young girls followed by murder, due to non-compliance.
Dalit girls are routinely violated and at times killed brutally to shame and humil-
iate the community on caste grounds. The police response to these murders is
selective with little outrage and high caste violators are shielded.7

Other forms of «stranger» femicides can be seen in those communities
which mistreat and accuse lower caste and poor women of being witches, which
sometimes ends up in death. However, witches are usually older women and
rarely girls. 

An exceptional case of «stranger» femicide is that of a young girl, who was
murdered for religious sacrifice. In 2012, it was reported that a five-year-old Dalit
girl called Rajlakshmi was sacrificed on a full moon day based on the supersti-
tious belief that if her blood were sprinkled at the construction site where her par-
ents were working it would give the structure life and enduring strength.8 When
the body was found, it was devoid of blood, and the flesh near the child's face had
been cut using a sharp weapon. The incident sent shock waves throughout India.

Conclusions

This article examined the femicide of girls in India within a historical and
culture-specific context. It provided a typology of different kinds of girl femicide,
pointing out their unique aspects within India. Femicide of girls is a challenging
and multi-faceted issue. The article discussed girl femicide as one form of global
femicide. Some of the phenomena described are general and global, and are
widespread in other countries. Other practices, such as dowry marriage femicide,
and different forms of «honor»-related killings, or «caste» girl murders, are
unique to India. 

The femicide of girls in India is rooted in ancient practices, and some mani-
festations were noted by colonialists. In contemporary India, femicide of girls
consists of several types of different crimes, ranging from foeticide to infanticide,
to intimate partner femicide. The murder of girls in India because they are girls
and would grow up to be women are perpetrated against a weakened minority –
women – and an even more weakened minority – girls. Often they are aimed at
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the weakest elements in society: girls hailing from Dalit or oppressed and dis-
criminated members of other communities. It appears that the femicide of girls in
India is higher than in some Western countries due to the early age at marriage
in India, where a «girl» is considered a «woman», and due to arranged marriage
practices, and specifically dowry marriage. While sex-selection prior to birth is
known in other countries, it appears that the culture of femicide encourages
abortions of females among many sectors of society in India. 

These crimes have to be eradicated, and the killing of girls because they are
not boys has to terminate. The problem is not new to India, as we have shown. In
contemporary India, however, new technological devices perpetuate the femicide
of girls by innovative means. The sex ratio at birth in India shows that the prob-
lem of femicide begins even before girls are born and is influenced by antenatal
sex selection. Ironically, in the modern era, sex ratios have deteriorated in favor of
males. Though the Indian Government passed the Pre-natal Diagnostic Tech-
niques Regulation and Prevention of Misuse (PNDT) Act in 1994 that made sex
selective abortions illegal, this law has had little impact on the problem. Studies
show significant drop in the sex ratios after the 1980s, when ultra-sound machines
for the antenatal sex determination became available (Miller 2001; Patel 2007).

Legislation is not always the answer when the causes of femicide and, in
particular, girl femicide in India are deeply ingrained in culture. A 2005 law, The
Protection of Women from Domestic Violence Act, was aimed at protecting
women and girls from different forms of intimate violence, but has been difficult
to enforce. Many women are forced to withdraw their complaints of abuse and
cruelty by their husbands and relatives due to their dependence on them and the
non-implementation of existing laws. Some are compelled to commit suicide due
to inability to compromise and bear with the excessive violence (Solotaroff and
Pande, 2014). The big challenge is how to implement various laws aimed at pro-
tecting girls (and women) throughout the life cycle, and further, how to tackle
the problem utilizing an integrated and focused approach to the issue.

Community initiatives and grass root interventions are useful to help
change mind-sets and prevent femicide. But these are insufficient. A joint and
systematic evidence-based campaign against femicides of all kinds in India needs
to be launched so that different stakeholders recognize the magnitude of the
problem. The problem is even more repulsive when one is talking about girls,
who have not yet had a chance to grow up to be women.
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