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Female infanticide accounts for several gender-selective deaths in many Third World countries, namely the two most populous countries, China and India. In India, according to census statistics, “in nearly 300 poor hamlets of the Usilampatti area of Tamil Nadu, in 1993, as many as 196 girls died under suspicious circumstances ... Some were fed dry unhulled rice that punctured their windpipes or were made to swallow poisonous powdered fertilizer. Others were smothered with a wet towel, strangled or allowed to starve to death.”

Female infanticide reflects the low status accorded to women is most parts of the world. It is the most brutal and destructive crime against women and blatant violation of human rights. It’s inter-related to sex-selective abortion, which targets female fetuses and neglect of female children.

According to the definition of Unicef, it is the abortion of a fetus because it is female or the killing of an infant by a relative because its female.

Infanticide is a culturally defined behaviour pattern reflecting the social norms and values of a particular society. Under certain circumstances, it has been practised by particular groups of Australian Aborigines, Eskimos and Caribou Indians. To ensure survival, occasionally the female baby was eaten alive in some tribes.

Governments too in the past have permitted, if not encouraged, the killing of handicapped or female babies. In Greece (200BC), it was common to kill a female infant.

Thus, the phenomenon of female infanticide is as old as many cultures and has likely accounted for millions of gender-selective deaths, through history it is a critical concern in a number of developing countries such as Afghanistan, Nepal, Pakistan, South Korea, which all show evidence of sex ratio imbalances. However, India and China’s abortion rate is two to five times higher than a reported global average of three per 1,000 women, according to a survey.

Social and economic values have largely contributed to high rates of gendercide, with religious beliefs also playing a vital role.

India is an agrarian society where males are preferred to females, daughters are considered a liability as parents are often found under the burden of providing dowries to their marriageable daughters.

Besides being an economic liability, Hindu religious beliefs give prominence to male children. Daughters are considered a burden and liability. A family without a son is thought to be cursed. Only sons can perform the funeral rites of their parents and save then from the hell of Ponnama, where, it is believed, people without sons go.

The horrible custom can be traced back to Vedic Aryan tribes who invaded India. It continued during the Suttic (500BC-200AD), Puranic Dark Ages (200AD-1000AD), and the Brahminic Dark Ages (1500BC-1000AD). The British were the first to document this practice in India.

In the past, female children were killed either by sword or by strangling. The Rajputs considered it brave to cut their daughters. However, with the passage of time this horrendous act, instead of being eliminated, still prevails in India. As abortion was legalized in 1971, it has become much easier for parents to dispose off their liability, that is, female fetus even before they’re born.

Poverty and the desire to have a son cause such practices to happen. The dowry system is given as one of the reasons for female infanticide. Not only the poor but educated, well-off families have indulged in this crime. Neither Indian Union Law nor laws in any Indian state have any provisions for selective abortion.

It’s about time that society realized the implications of the imbalance female infanticide. Besides being morally and ethically wrong, female infanticide can lead to a society full of males fighting over few females left as it used to happen in the past, the never — like the never-ending fights which destroyed Rajastan.

Education alone cannot rectify this problem. To eradicate this menace, we have to purify and cleanse the gender bias from our minds.

