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ROLE OF DOWRY AS INDICATORS 
OF SOCIAL CHANGE IN INDIA 

Hrudhyaa Gayathri & Akshara Kannan* 

ABSTRACT 

One of the major Socio-Legal problems in India is the still prevailing practice of the ancient system of dowry practice. This 
practice has added to the vulnerable position of women in the country. Along with the demand for dowry during the time of marriage came 
greed to demand more. This greed resulted in various women being subject to violence which even led to their death. Many legal provisions 
were added and changed in order to safeguard women from the evils of society. Along with the legal changes, positive changes towards the 
eradication of this practice are yet to be seen. A practice once introduced to empower women is now used as a tool to weaken them. India 
is a diverse country which is filled with various traditional practices and culture, it is important to respect every individual’s opinion unless 
it affects the rights of another person. Lawmakers in India have kept in mind and respected the practices of various religions while 
criminalizing the demand for dowry. It is important to eradicate this practice from the country as it weakens the position of women. The 
21st century is a time where every individual is respected and protected without any discrimination. In such a period it is important for the 
society to measure the worth of an individual by their values and knowledge and not determine them by the money that they bring in. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

‘When men are oppressed, it is a tragedy and when women are oppressed it is a tradition’ 

  Marriages in India are a bundle of traditions and deep-rooted cultural practices 
that evolve according to changing social structures. However, one custom that resists change is 
the dowry system. The dowry system is commonly known as a system where the bride’s family 
meets the demands of the groom’s family as consideration for marrying the woman. However, it 
is less known that the concept was coined to empower the independence of women after 
marriage. The system evolved to be a financial burden on the women and her family. In 1956, 
under the Hindu succession act, India granted daughters and sons equivalent legal recognition 
amongst Hindu, Sikh, and Jain families. Yet, the dowry system was being followed as a tradition 
for marriages. The disadvantageous position that the women are placed in society leaves them no 
choice but to depend on men which are the major cause for the prevailing dowry system. Dowry 
is also considered to be a major contributor to violence against women. Though India has been 
making progress in relation to women’s rights, this evitable custom is yet to be completely 
eradicated. 

 

I. THE DOWRY SYSTEM: A HISTORICAL 
PERSPECTIVE 

  The concept of dowry is known to have its roots in the primeval past in India. 
However, the ancient civilizations have not shown traces of this practice. Around the 3rd century 
BC, women were valued highly in civilization. They were considered to be pillars of support, for 
both the society and the family.1 

In that Era, during the marriage, the factor of dowry did not exist as marriages were 
solely based on ‘inner and outer beauty’. Soon after, in the medieval period, the concept of 
dowry evidently came into practice across India. In this period the gifts and cash given by the 
family of the bride and relatives were put for independent use of the bride after marriage. The 
practice was neither misused nor considered to be derogatory. 

                                                             
1 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dowry, accessed on 23-01-2018 at 21:25p.m 
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   The colonial rule in India brought about a new meaning to the custom which was 
previously being practiced. The British rule introduced new systems and laws which mandated 
dowry in every marriage. As the feudal system emerged, women were also deprived of the right 
to hold property. The new system led to the transfer of all the properties held by women to the 
husband’s name resulting in widespread misuse of wealth.2 This was the start of dowry crimes 
prevailing in India even today. 

 The concept of dowry emerged as consideration for marrying women.  A higher 
value of cash and expensive gifts were demanded by the in-law families as dowry. In many cases,  

additional dowry was demanded by the in-law families after marriage. The bride’s family 
was often left with no choice but to meet their demands. The second half of the 19th century saw 
a rapid increase in dowry crimes all over the country. As the crimes came to light, dowry was 
seen as an issue that needed to be addressed.  Various laws were introduced to control the crimes 
which were seldom effective. 

  The 1970s and 1980s saw widespread protests and a rapid increase in the number 
of cases in the country. One such countrywide popular movement against dowry was led by 
‘Savitri Chadda’. Protests were conducted across India including Punjab, Maharashtra, 
Karnataka, Gujarat, and West Bengal. She came to be known as the ‘face of the Anti Dowry 
movement’. Various other protests and crimes also came to light during this period questioning 
the practice of the dowry system. 

1
975 

•         PROGRESSIVE ORGANISATION OF WOMEN- HYDERABAD 
•         Earliest protest against the dowry system 
•          Around 2000 people protested  against the increase in the practice of  

dowry system.3 

                                                             
2 http://www.hitxp.com/articles/history/origin-dowry-system-bride-woman-india-british/, accessed on 

13-102017 via Google.com at 10 p.m. 
 
3 NagpalHimanshi., =The Historical journey of Anti-Dowry laws‘; (2017), www.feminismofindia.com, 

accessed on 23-01-2018 at 01:47 p.m 
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1
979 

•         TARVINDER KAUR CASE- DELHI 
•         Tarvinder Kaur was urged to death through emotional abuse by in-laws 

as they were denied their desired dowry 
•         Organized protests took place in the streets of Delhi 

1
979 

•         KANCHAN CHOPRA – DELHI 
•         Police denied complaint from the bride’s family  
•         Kanchan was found dead the next day.4 

  As time evolved further, the loopholes in the custom were recognized and efforts 
were made to put a stop to it. 

I. A LEGAL PERSPECTIVE: ANTI DOWRY 
LAWS 

  The dowry practice in India is a concept that is deeply rooted in our society and 
has been in practice for many decades. It is a very serious issue as the pressure of demanding 
dowry increases the violence against women. This increase in crime rates calls for the legal 
protection of women against dowry exploitation. In 1961, the Dowry Prohibition Act was passed 
and its aim was to ensure and safeguard women.  Even when this act was in order, the crime 
rates kept increasing. This was due to improper investigation and negligence in the 
implementation of the act. 

  Section 2 of this act defined dowry as any property or expensive security given or 
accepted, expressly or implicitly, by parties entering into marriage or by their families. Section 3 
defines the Penalty for giving or taking dowry as a minimum sentence for a period of 5 years 
plus fine of rupees 15,000 or the amount of value of dowry, whichever is higher. There is often 
no clear distinction between the demand for dowry and the practice of blessing the couple with 
valuable gifts. Therefore, Section 3 exempts all the gifts and presents given at the time of 
marriage without any demand or influence. Section 4 of the act explains that the demand for 

                                                             
4 Ibid. 
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dowry shall be punishable with incarceration for 6 months which may extend up to 2 years plus 
fine which may extend up to Rupees 10,000. The Dowry Prohibition Act considers all 
agreements for giving or taking dowry to be void. 

  With the enforcement of the Dowry Prohibition Act, many changes and 
inclusions were made in various other aspects of Law. 

 In 1983 the Indian penal code was amended to define Criminal offenses of 
dowry-related brutality, dowry death, and suicide incitement. Section 304B of IPC defines and 
criminalizes dowry death with the sentence of at least 7 years in prison which may extend to 
imprisonment for life. Section 498A5 of IPC punishes the cruelty caused to women by a husband 
or his family penalizing with imprisonment for a maximum sentence of 3 years plus fine. The 
crimes committed under these sections are non-bailable and non-compoundable. 

  Until July 2017, it was permissible under law to immediately arrest without any 
investigation and take into custody the parties involved in the commission of dowry related 
violence once the complaint against them was filed by the victim. But this law was widely 
misused by women to blame their in-laws for crimes they did not commit. For instance, the 
popular  Nisha Sharma Dowry case gained significant attention from the press and praised the 
petitioner for being a youth icon for fighting against the dowry system. But soon after 
investigation, it was revealed that the petitioner had fabricated evidence of dowry demand, and 
falsely accused the respondents in order to wriggle out of the wedding due to personal reasons. 
Many such false accusations and misuse of the law, Supreme Court in July 2017 banned the 
immediate arrest of accused persons and allowed them to grant bail on the same day.  

  The Indian Evidence Act of 1872, protects women under Section 113A6 on the 
assumption as to the provocation of suicide by a married woman and in Section 113B on the 
assumption as to death due to dowry. The Code of Criminal Procedure, 1973 also protects 

                                                             
5 Husband or relative of husband of a woman subjecting her to cruelty.—Whoever, being the husband or 

the relative of the husband of a woman, subjects such woman to cruelty shall be punished with imprisonment for a 
term which may extend to three years and shall also be liable to fine. 

 
6 Presumption as to abetment of suicide by a married woman.—When the question is whether the 

commission of suicide by a woman had been abetted by her husband or any relative of her husband and it is shown 
that she had committed suicide within  the seven years duration of marriage, that is from the date of her marriage 
and that her husband or such relative of her husband had subjected her to cruelty, the Court may presume, having 
regard to all the other circumstances of the case, that such suicide had been abetted by her husband or by such 
relative of her husband. 
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against dowry deaths as it mandates post mortem in cases where the death took place within 
seven years of marriage.  

  There are many laws which criminalize the practice of dowry and the dowry 
related violence, the practice of this custom is still very popular in India. Women are protected 
under law, but the extent of enforcement of these laws is not standardized. In order to 
completely eradicate the practice of dowry, these already existing laws need to be implemented 
more strictly and seriously. 

I. DOWRY AND RELIGION 

 As Mahatma Gandhi rightfully said, “A person who makes dowry a precondition 
for marriage not only shows disrespect towards women but also humiliates his own education”. 
The tradition of dowry is practiced by almost all the religions in India. Though there is plenty of 
variance on this issue, many families practice dowry during the time of marriage due to societal 
pressure and to maintain high status in society. Lawmakers have clearly distinguished the 
exploitation that is caused due to dowry violence while keeping in mind and respecting the 
traditional practices and beliefs of every religious community. 

A. DOWRY IN HINDUISM 

  Marriages in every religion are considered as important social events. Hindu 
marriages are especially elaborate and consist of the performance of various rituals that have 
been in practice for a long time. In order to be on par with the standards and status of society, 
marriages are usually very grand. In a patriarchal society, women are considered burdens for 
various reasons and one such important reason is that the marriage expenses are usually incurred 
by the bride’s side. The cost of such weddings aren’t nominal, therefore parents who give birth 
to female children grow concerned about the wedding expenses. 

  The dowry system originated from the practices of the Hindu community but 
this practice was brought in for the protection of women. In the past, women were denied 
inheritance rights, and only the male children were considered to be rightful heirs of the family 
properties. Dowry was introduced as a tool to help women get a part of their share of the 
property at the time of marriage. This practice which intended to help, protect, and empower 
women was later misused by the groom’s family and resulted in a totally different outcome. 
Religious Hindu scriptures like any other religion portray women as a very powerful, 
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independent being. Therefore, it is clear to us that the practice of dowry was misunderstood by 
society. 

B. DOWRY IN CHRISTIANITY 

  Christians across the world believe that marriage is a holy institution of God. 
Unconditional exchange of vows of love, commitment, and faithfulness are the foundations of 
Christian marriage ceremonies. The Holy Bible condemns the tradition of dowry as it violates 
the primary institution of marriage. It is a known fact that the pressure of dowry can easily turn 
into cases of violence and in such situations, marriages become devoid of love.  Dowry became a 
pressing issue as people started prioritizing monetary gains over love and understanding. 
Marriage becomes a contract of a business deal when the dowry is involved. The community 
believes that the will of God is to not oppress any individual, but the dowry system goes against 
this principle as in most cases the bride’s parents are forced to pay a heavy amount of money for 
the well-being of their daughter after marriage. Dowry is an outright repudiation of Christian 
ideals of marriage. 

  In Biblical times, brides were highly valued and respected. In fact, the groom 
along with his family used to welcome the bride with valuable gifts and presents as a token of 
love, appreciation, and respect. Though this system was adopted from the Hindu community, 
the customary practice of dowry is popular amidst the Christian community as well. Though this 
is an adopted culture, the churches in India have absorbed the tradition of dowry in recent times 
and do not give adequate attention to this issue as it is already deeply rooted. 

C. DOWRY IN ISLAM 

  Marriages in Islam are governed by an unwritten set of rules which are derived 
from the Holy Quran. Muslim marriages are believed to be contractual in nature. Mahr under 
Muslim law is a particular sum of money or property which the wife is entitled to get from her 
husband at the time of marriage. Dower is a prerequisite for Muslim marriages. In Quran Mahr 
or Dower is called Fareedha which means an obligation of Muslim men to pay money to their 
wives. The system of dower is socially and legally accepted. In fact, Section 2 of the Dowry 
Prohibition Act, 1961 exempts the practice of Mahr. Islamic law considers Mahr as a rightful 
tool to empower and uplift the status of women, give them financial stability, ensure the 
independence of the wife, balance inequality, etc. 

  The concept of dowry or Jahez (popularly known in Muslim Community) is a 
recent development that is imitations of Hindu practices. There is no provision or mention of 
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dowry in Muslim law as it is assumed that Muslims do not practice this culture. Jahez is 
considered as a societal and cultural evil as the concept places a wrongful liability on women. 

 Jahez is classified under two heads: 

1.       Jahez-e-Fatimi which has been recognized in Muslim law in recent times. 
Under this concept, the bride and bride’s family arrange for special facilities and give 
presents to the groom out of love and affection. 

2.       This concept is largely practiced in South India where Muslims follow the 
norms of the society on the aspect of dowry and this practice has no relation with Islam. 

Though a large number of Muslims practice dowry, the Quran prohibits grooms from 
demanding dowry from brides. 

D. DOWRY IN SIKHISM 

  Sikh masters were great reformers and considered men and women as equal 
beings. Every individual was treated with respect and dignity irrespective of their gender. Due to 
societal influence, the status of women started deteriorating. As a result, plenty of feminine 
symbols were included in the religious texts in order to uplift and reawaken women. Majority 
Sikhs indulge in the tradition of dowry but the custom of money-grubbing dowry has been 
criticized in the Gurmat, which is the knowledge of Gurbani. According to this text, a person 
who offers or accepts material dowry must be known as Manmukh (someone who is spiritually 
ignorant). The third Guru stated that real dowry was not a mere transfer of material possessions 
but the immense knowledge and values that one inculcates in himself as a permanent asset of 
human beings. 

I. DOWRY CRIMES 

  Social evils such as the dowry system are a bane to the Indian society. Despite 
having various laws to prohibit this practice, it is still being followed in various sections of the 
society. The dowry practice is often followed by violence and crimes due to exploitation. This 
persists up to date in India as the conviction rate is known to be less than 35%. Data also reveals 
that after registration of dowry crimes, police have charge-sheeted around 93.7% of the accused 
of which only 34.7% were convicted. The remaining cases are known to be pending in various 
courts. 
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A. PREDOMINANT CRIMES IN INDIA: 

 Since the dowry system became common, violence was exhibited by the family 
demanding dowry when their desired dowry was denied. Physical aggression and psychological 
abuse and most often murder or abetment of suicide were the offenses predominantly 
committed in India. In most cases, further dowry was demanded after marriage. Families who 
could not afford the demanded dowry often faced a lot of pressure. Due to societal pressure, 
female foeticides were aborted in fear of dowry. Women were seen as a liability in the society. 

  Cruelty was the most basic crime committed by in-law families. This includes 
forcing the bride and the family of the bride to satisfy the desires for properties or expensive 
gifts. For the same, the brides were tortured, harassed, abused verbally sometimes accompanied 
by physical violence. This most often resulted in dowry death where the woman suicides without 
being able to handle the pressure. 

    Domestic violence included abusive and threatening behavior which included physical, 
psychological, financial abuse and sexual aggression, bullying, alienation, and manipulation. In 
2010, Geetha from Delhi was asked to get ` 1 lakh by her husband, Vinod and his family. As she 
did not oblige them, they beat her up and one of her eyes got damaged by a sharp-edged 
weapon.7 

   To prevent domestic violence Protection of Women from Domestic Violence 
Act, 2005 was introduced. The act was less effective when it was initially implemented, as time 
evolved educated women became aware of their protection against dowry violence and slowly 
started fighting against the same.  But the parties to be concerned were the uneducated 
women who were not mindful of their legal protection often became victims of such violence.  

B. DOWRY DEATHS: 

  Dowry turned out to be a bane not only for women but also for their families 
who find it hard to satisfy the demands. In most cases, dowry violence resulted in death which 
added to the family’s burden. Dowry death also called murder is an issue addressed very often 
today. Dowry deaths popularly occur in two cases 

•         When the husband and his family is dissatisfied with the dowry due to which they 
murder the woman 

                                                             
7 Indo Asian News service, 28.08.2010 
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•         When the woman commits suicide as she is unable to withstand the harassment and 
pressure of the in-law family 

  The most brutal cases that have witnessed dowry death include the bride burning 
where the bride is burned alive by the family or by herself due to dowry pressure. One such case 
of dowry-related death:- 

In 2008, Bharati Sharma ended her life by consuming poison as her husband’s family 
threatened her to bring in more dowry by physically assaulting her. The young bride resorted to 
suicide as the in-laws forced her to either bring in additional dowry or to consume poison.8 

Dowry death has been addressed by various laws in India:- 

  Section 304-B of the Indian Penal Code penalizes dowry deaths where the 
demise of the women subject to dowry harassment is not due to normal circumstances within 7 
years of marriage. Dowry death under the Indian Penal Code is triable by any sessions court. 
Section 113-B of the Indian Evidence Act also presumes a death to be a dowry death when the 
woman has been subject to cruelty in relation to dowry recently before her death. Dowry death is 
not inevitable in India. By creating awareness among the people this customary practice can be 
avoided to a large extent. These laws have been enforced strictly in recent scenarios. 

•         In the case of Satyanandam v/s Public Prosecutor, High Court of A.P.,2004 the court 
decided that the accused can be convicted of dowry death until he is proved to be 
innocent.9 

•         The court in State of Andhra Pradesh V.Ram Gopal Asawa & Another court took the 
view that there should be a remotely comparable and live link between all the 
implications of brutality depending on the demand for dowry and the death in the issue.10 

The practice of dowry deaths and murders though continues to exist in many 
unchecked regions of India and further adds to the concerns of enforcement. 

  

                                                             
8 News in Daily Excelsior, 7 May 2008, entitled “Dowry claims life of young house-wife” 
9 High Court of A.P.,2004 
 
10 AIR 2004 SCC 470 
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I. CONCLUSION 
 

  Indians are no strangers to the execution of the dowry system and the crimes 
related to the same. Living in the 21st century where women are fighting for equal societal rights 
as their male counterparts, the practice of dowry does not accelerate this process. Dowry which 
was initially practiced to empower women is now used to deteriorate them. Being modern in 
one’s mind is as important as being modern in other aspects of life. It is high time society 
recognizes the dowry system being practiced today as an evil system which adds to the constant 
battles that women fight and overcome. The struggle between India’s patricentric practices and 
modernism can be seen in the fight against dowry violence. The mindset of the majority of 
people who still consider the customary implementation of dowry as a tool to maintain their 
social status and dominance needs to be changed. Women all over India are slowly starting to 
recognize their rights. The stringent enforcement of laws that are drafted to protect women is 
necessary to completely eradicate the dowry system in India. 
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