


















































_ What these lawyers also poimt euf is ghat the Dewry Act
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was in the coroner's court where Lawyers' Collective was
handling it. However it was dropped in the criminal court
by the poliee and the accused were disgharged. The coroner's
court cannot give a finding which is inéonsistent with the
eriminal court's and so it was dropped there too. "A dischar#
is not an acquital" says Mihir Desai. "it is neither a
conviction, of course. But then the discharge is made
because of lack of evidence and not heeause the evidence is
conclusively proved that the crime was ’Qrtainly not committe#
by the accused. With discharge from the criminal court
there should be no reasom to stop the eoroner's hearing too.
We ehallenged the practice with thig argument‘in a petition

to the High Court but our petitom was not admitted."

does not say anything about the death of the woman because
of the dowry demands. Mogt of ghe ‘Fses gome up because a
woman mas agtually died. Thege deaghs have gweated an
uprear and the Dowry Prohjtien Agf has had to be admended.
Even ther, the Amendment does ng§ gake up ghe {sgue of
ghese deaghs at all. It is sjgeng beu} sunjshmeng €0 the
guilgy in ehege gases.

The fa'cus do.umentary filp "A GLff of Loge " on dowry has
re.orded statements from hosp;talsggff ghag when a woman
is beought in after she is burnk she {nigially giges the

statement that it was an a,lident. Howeyer. lawer on

when she talks to them she talks of ghe harassment by
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husband and/or .in-laws. and sometimes also says that they
had tried to set her on fire. Why does this happen? There
18 also the question of the integrety‘of the officer noting
the dying declaration. It is suspected that these are
changed at times because the husbend's family is ready to
gpend any amount to hush the matter. However, even when
the matter is not hushed a woman often tries to absolve her
ﬁusband and in-laws of guilt. This particularly happens
when there are children and she does not want £hem to live
as a murderer's children or create any complications £oFr
them. Secohdly, if she survives she knows she has to go
back and live with the same people. She is not free to
select an alternative way of life. There are hardly any
Blternatives. L& there wereAand if such alternatives were
not demeaning herself further like being an unwanted
dependent or l¥ving off charity etc. etc. she might not
have tried to take her own life or stayed'on to a violent
end. ; Thirdly, woman is uéually not accustomedAto making
statements to strangers. When she is dying or badly injured
is hardly the time for her to Wecome conscious of justice to
herself and punishing the oppresgors. The dowry Law,i iE.dt
is to be effective, will have to go into the guestion of

drr-ry deaths as a specific women's reality.

It has been kXnowa that in all the sementeen cases Or SO
handled by the special dowry cell of Delhi police the
accused have been acquit:ted or dischmged. In recent

cases of Manjuyshri Sarda from Pune and Sudha Goel in

Delhi, the higher courts have totally reversed the judgement
of Bombay High Court and De%?i Sessions Court conv;ééing
husbands and their relatives of murder. In beth eases
local women's or;@eisationg have worked Very hard to make
them publie issues and were demoralised to see the husbands
go scot free. None is saying that a husband or his family
has to be blindly punisked every time a woman dies in

strange circumstances but the very poor rate of econvictions
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lead one to think that according to authorities concerned
there is no vinlence related to dowry and that dowry

deaths do not take place.

Dowry Among Working Classes:

It has already been mentioned that dowry is being introduced
in communities where it did not exist earlier. They are
taking up the characteristics.of higher castes in this
matter as thay do in other matters like elaborate pooia
witha Brahmin called in etc. According to Arati Luthra
(Practices and Perceptions »f Dowry in the Lower Income
Groups in Delhi) the values >f bypergamy where the girl
marries a b>y of higher standing have seeped into the new
immigrants to the city who practised brideprice G hcis
villages. 'Rukmini  Rao notes in her study (Working Ckass
Women and thz Practice of Dowry) that the practice of

dowry appears to be spreading among the workine, c¢lass. ., Eor
example, she notes, one girl from the community of Pgharis
of Himacnal Pracesh says thg} seeing Punjabis their men

too have started demanding éowries. While the material
available on dowry among working class is very little one
can see that even when the general . conditions of the working
class is not good, women have even worse jobs as domestic
servants or in small scale factories and a higher degree

of unemployment so zhat the men who are somewhat better

off put a premium o themselves.

In Bombay ton, dowry has come to working class communities
from Konk»on and other parts of Maharashtra. It was sinEhe
sugarcane belt that d-wry was introduced and then raised
among Maratha Kshatriyas. It has spread to Marathas =lse
where a2nd now is common among Kumbis, Sunars and even
Dalits. In many of these communities men have acqﬁired
better education and moved into organised sector whereas
women work as domestic servants or remain back in villages-
o cultivate family plots of land. Meny work in small
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gcale factories, hospitals etc. In'most of these
gommunities, there was brideprice amounting to & few
hundred rupees until ten or fifteen years ago. Now the
reversesis,faking. place. The bride!s,fatber has. to pay
SOme money, bear wedding expenses that Were earlier

borne by the bridegroom's side and also give gifts.

Dowry among non-Hindus 3

The nurse Anna who had to go to a Gulf country to earzn
her dowry is not a Hindu. She is a Syrian Christian.

Many Keraiite women working in Bombay as nurses, teachers,
typists etec. are Christian. They have to pay dowry when
they marry. So must Manglorean Christian girls so many

of whom live ip hostels here and work. SEWA, Delhi

made a study of Muslim women of three generations with

' Dowry

casestudizs of marriages with dowry called
amongst Muslims in Old City .- SEWA (Delhi) * Bulbul

Pal reports in Times of India of 24th February '85

that one of the main reasons why marriages of teenage
Hyderabadi Muslim girls to old Arab men take place
because the »oor parents cannot attend to pay huge
amounts of dowry that local Muslim boys demand. Many

@f these famiiies are of Arab stock and have married
their girls to Arabs before. However, after th oilboom
too many old Arabs came here literally to buy & bride.
The brideprice is very steep in their own countries.
Wwhat happens to many of these women is well known.

Their Arab husbands often leave them behind and are
never heard of again. They cannot remerry because they
are not divorced. And thi®¥is not the worst that can
happen to them. They can even be taken to Gulf countries

and divorced of Made to do a maid's job free of charge.
It is possible that dowry was meant to offset the girls
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disadvantage in getting the family inheritance. However,
inheritance laws are different for people of different
religion and yet the dowry laws are meant for ali.

So Christian and Muslim women citizens of India must
suffer double discrimination. They cannot have egual
inheritance rights like Hindu Women but they must sutfer
from dowry system like many Hindu women. Shehnaz Sheikh
has challenged among other things, the Muslim Personal
Law granting a daughter only one half of the share

that a son gets. Mary Roy has challenged the old
Travencore and Cochin Act that aopolies to Syrian
Christians because it gives a smaller share to daughters.
The Christian Law as it applies to non-Syrian Christians
does not give any inheritance rights to women. Shehnaz
Sheikh argues in her petition to the Supreme Court that
Government of India has didcriminated in favour of

Hindu women by continuing the security of equal right
only to them under Hindu Personal Law passed in 1355

and 1956. The question of dowry cannot be handled
realistically if we ignore the conditions of non-Hindu

communities where there is also dowrye.

Dowry and Women's Education and Employment 3

Education and employment are certainly two important
social bases of women's liberation. It is nice to know
that the newly formed ministry for women is going to
concentrate on these aspects. With 25 percent literacy
and 14 ver cent employment rates Indian women can
certainly do with more or both. But by themselves they
do not help solve dowry or any other women's problems
automatically. & time was when pedple believed that

with spread Sf education all social evils will disappear.
We have seen hhat the more educated a man is the bigger

the dowry he demands. Similarly, educated women do not
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