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The practice of female infanticide has accounted for millions of gender-selective deaths throughout history. It remains a critical concern in a number of Third World countries today, notably India and China, the two most populous countries of the world.

“Female infanticide is the intentional killing of baby girls due to the preference for male babies and from the low value associated with the birth of females,” writes Marina Porras in Female Infanticide and Foeticid.

Sociologists blame the biased attitude against females in India is related to the fact that sons are considered the main breadwinners. So they are looked upon as a source of old-age insurance. The problem is also intimately tied to the institution of dowry, in which the family of a bride has to pay a lot of money and provide many household goods to the family in which a girl is marring into. In India the average civil servant earns about 100,000 rupees a year. Given these figures, coupled with the low status of women, it does not seem illogical that low-income Indian families opt for male children only.

To control the murder of infant girls, officials in South India have recently launched a programme known as The Cradle Baby Scheme, to convince parents not to kill, but to surrender the unwanted baby girl to the state.

According to Zeng, “a tradition of infanticide and abandonment, especially of females, existed in China before the foundation of the People’s Republic of in 1949.” In 1979, to control a spiralling population, the Chinese government introduced “one-child policy” by allowing families a second child if the first was a girl. Joseph Farah has referred to the gendercide as “the biggest single holocaust in human history.”

According to Jonathan Manthorpe, 1999, “the imbalance between the sexes is now so distorted that there are 111 million men in China — more than three times the population of Canada — who will not be able to find a wife.” As a result, the kidnapping and slave trading of women has increased. The thirst for women is so acute that the slave trade gangs are even going outside China to trap women.

The phenomenon of the neglect of girl children is also evident in China. According to World Health Organization, “In many cases, mothers are likely to bring their male children to health centres... particularly to private physicians... and they may be treated at an earlier stages of disease than girls.”

To combat the practice of female infanticide and sex-selective abortion of female fetuses, the Chinese government has taken some energetic steps. It has employed the marriage law and women’s protection law both of which prohibit female infanticide. The maternal healthcare law of 1994, “strictly prohibits” the use of ultrasound technology to identify the gender of a fetus.” However, “the physicians in rural areas continue to use such techniques to determine the gender of fetuses,” according to Marina.

How many lives are lost this way? A minimum estimate would place the casualties in the hundreds of thousands, especially as the practice is most prevalent in the world’s most populous countries and sex-selective abortions account for an even higher number of “missing” girls.

Who is to be held responsible for this? According to Evolutionary Perspectives, Current Anthropology, 1984), gendercide may be implemented by those of the same gender. In India, according to John-Thor Dahlburg, “many births takes place in isolated villages, with only female friends and the midwife present. If a child dies, the women can always blame natural causes.”

Barbara Kirwin during her research found that in nearly 300 cases of women charged with neonaticide (the killing of newborns) in the United States and Britain, no women spent more than a night in jail. Much of the leniency shown reflects the fact that they are “young, poor, unmarried and socially isolated,” although similar leniency is never applied in case of young, poor and socially isolated male murderers.

Throughout the world, government officials and women welfare organizations have actively participated to educate more women and find them higher paying jobs, so they are better able to clothe, feed and to give a decent life to their babies. Gender equality can only take place with a change in the mindset of people at large. Traditional taboos need to give way to enlightened thinking and this can only happen by providing and promoting education and increasing society’s awareness level. Both the state and the individual need to work towards such a practical goal. 

