
India, the most dangerous places to be a woman – the why, how, and cultural overview  

It’s a man’s world.  A term that is recognized worldwide by its authority, dominance, and 

verses structures of societies.  A man’s world dominates within the societies of India where it is 

the most dangerous place to be a woman in our world today.  As most of the world progresses 

forward in the treatment of women, Indian women "are always required to conform to age-old 

traditional images and stereotypes"i  This structure of society puts the man of the family in full 

control, and the woman is “born into a condition of servitude”ii and must “obey and serve 

without envy”iii  Women in India are bound to a historical gender role in society, dating back to 

2300BC and 1500BC, that forces child-bride marriage, puts them in dagger form the traditions 

surrounding dowry, and does nothing to curb archaic accepted abuse of women.  When critically 

looking at what makes India the most dangerous place to be a woman, the following critical 

questions must be asked. What promotes the idea that it is acceptable to commit violent acts 

against women in India?  In what ways do women in India have to conform to society, and 

what comes from not conforming to what is expected of them?  These critical questions help 

frame an understanding of the historical developments for, why India is the most dangerous 

places to be a woman.   

The treatment of woman within India is, “rooted in the myths and legends and the 

religion of the culture.”iv  Within India, religion and culture both go hand in hand, dating back to 

the creation of Hinduism, believed to be between 2300BC and 1500BC, and finds its roots in 

Hindu cosmology.  Hindu cosmology is a, “guideline for the proper female behavior, especially 

in the male dominated classical literature, is that the man must control women and their power.”v  

The religion calls for women to embolize Sita, a goddess who represents how a woman should 

act and her porous.  Sita demonstrates to be a good woman is to serve as a wife and mother.  The 



identity of women in India is described in two words, sati meaning, “energy/power, the 

energizing principle of the universe,”vi and prakrit, “the undifferentiated Matter of the 

Universe.”vii  Sati is used to describe a woman as being benevolent and fertile and prakrit, being 

nature, is described as power.  Parkrit is seen as dangerous if not controlled by a male and this, 

“uncultured Power is dangerous. The equation, [used to dinitrate why the male role in the Indian 

society is dominant] Woman = Power + Nature = Danger.”viii  The inequality between men 

and women seen through sati and parkrit places women at a disadvantage and 

suppressant to violence.  The Law of Manu created in about 200 BC describes the, “need to 

control women because of evils of the female character.”ix  The Law of Manu states that a 

girl/woman must never do anything independently, a woman must be subjected to her father, 

husband, and son. A woman must be kept dependent on males.  The culture suppresses women to 

be submissive to male roles because they, "are threatening; their sexuality as destructive to men, 

whose energy they sap, yet their fertility is needed for bearing their sons.”x  Taking its roots back 

to 200BC, women were seen as threatening to the power of men.  The men in the society didn't 

like this, but they need them to produce their sons.  This, in turn, created the culture that forces 

them to submission and uses them as objects for means of states and child barring. This, 

“backward condition of the women in India is one of the root-causes of the backwardness of 

India as a whole.”xi This control of woman can be seen in the customs surrounding child-

brides and the physical/sexual abuse of Indian women.  

There are over, “750 million women and girls married before their 18th birthday."xii  It is 

custom for a girl to be married off to assure the family’s success and to produce sons for the 

community.  A tradition that started in the Medieval period.  It is common for a, “girl-infant [to 

be] married at about five or six years of age, generally to someone vastly older than herself, who 



takes her away whenever he pleases and exercises whatever violence of brutal lust he cares 

for."xiii  The practice of, “child marriage [is] increasing and more women are dying of 

childbirth.”xiv  The marriage is arranged by the father of the daughter.  The father’s goal is to 

marry her into a family that he believes will be prosperous for their states within the society.  

However, in 1929 India passed the Child Marriage Restraint Act that doesn't allow for girls to 

get married until the age of fourteen and boys eighteen.  The age compromise was made to still 

accommodate the age-old traditions, but also take in consent.  This law was later amended in 

1947 that made it, so girls couldn’t get married until the age of eighteen and boys twenty-one.  

Despite the law that gives a clear age for when a woman can be married, there are more than a 

quarter of Indian’s population of women are married before the age of eighteen.    

One custom practiced in India during a marriage is dowry.  Dowry is a tradition that 

started in the 11th century where gifts would be given to the daughter and groom, and the grooms 

family, by the parents of the bride.  The custom has altered through the 20th century, converting 

it from a tradition of gifts to a ‘marriage market’.  This marriage market being a harsh demand 

for cash made by the groom and his family.  The dowry is binding and, "many young women 

[have] died for not fulfilling the expectation of the groom's family."xv  Dowry is accentual to the 

culture standings within society and the violent demands that come with it put women/girls at 

risk for violence.  In Dekhi 1984, “according to the official record of 179 cases of unnatural 

deaths, 12 percent were dowry-related.”xvi  The question can be asked to whether the parents of 

the bride are aware of the risks of the arranged marriage, but it was found that "67 percent the 

parents were aware of the violence their daughters were being subjected to.”xvii  Fallowing the 

risks that come from dowry, in 1961 the Dowry Prohibition Act was passed in India to band the 

giving and taking of dowry.  The law doesn't stop this new formed tradition form taking place in 



the day to day life of an Indian family, especially those in lower classes.  In 2016, twenty-one 

women in India were killed as a result of dowry every day, that’s 7,665 women in total killed in 

2016.  Women and girls are not just at risk going through the customs of marriage, but within the 

structure of the household and the structure of society.   

The structure of an Indian household, dating back to 200BC, puts the Husband at the 

head of the house, followed by his son.  The women of the house, the wife and daughters, are 

under the control of the male figures.  This structure of the household is, “the most fundamental 

factor which leads to wife-beating.”xviii  Wife beating is covered under the general law of assault 

in the Indian Penal Code, this law states that, "the police can take no action against the 

assaulter.”xix  The Police Force, sworn to protect and serve, also carry, “the reputation of being 

extremely corrupt and repressive. The police are seen as rapists and brutes.”xx  They use rape as 

a, “powerful tactic because raping women is a way of demoralizing and defeating men, as it has 

been for thousands of years.”xxi  Sexual assault in India, “takes place within an institutionalized 

setting of caste, religious and political domination, rooted in the structure of land relations.”xxii   

This creates a rape culture that begins with its structure of sati and prakrit making it the role of a 

man to take control of a woman and her body to suppress her powers.  There are over “4,000”xxiii 

cases of rape reported every year and, “According to an article in India Today, every two hours a 

rape occurs somewhere in India (Kapoor, 1983).  This means a total of 4,380 rapes per year.”xxiv  

The historical culture around child-marriage and assault against women is what makes, globally, 

India “one of the most unsafe places for women.”xxv  

 To compact the treatment of woman, waves of feminist movements took place.  First 

starting in the mid 18th century as European colonist began to take note of the events taking place 

in India.  They started to speak out on the treatment of woman in different parts of India that they 



interacted with.  It wasn't until the year 1915 that women organizations started to emerge that 

demanded the fair treatment of women.  The organizations lead protests that resulted in backlash 

from the community.  In 2018, young girls protesting anti-trafficking and woman’s rights in 

India were, “abducted, gang raped and killed for staging a street play to protest against sex 

trafficking.”xxvi  Women’s Rights Organization continue to fight for Woman’s Rights, but the 

culture standers surrounding the role of women caused for the harsh backlash to continue.   

 Violence against women is seen throughout the world as, “a global epidemic that kills, 

tortures, and maims - physically, psychologically, sexually and economically.”xxvii  This is seen 

through, “cultural traditions that impact women.”xxviii  These traditions subject women to a pre-

perceived idea of how they must act in their day to day life and subjects them to violence when 

they don’t fulfill their ‘womanly roles’.  According to a global pull, “India is the world's most 

dangerous country for women due to the high risk of sexual violence.”xxix  The culture around 

sexual violence sets its roots to the role of women in Hinduism.  In 1998, the National Crime 

Records Bureau reported that in India, “crimes against women would be higher than the 

population growth rate in the coming years.”xxx  Following India, “War-torn Afghanistan and 

Syria [are] ranked second and third in the Thomson Reuters Foundation survey of about 550 

experts on woman’s issues, followed by Somalia and Saudi Arabia”xxxi  Women globally, and 

throughout history, have been subjected to violence because of culture views men being superior 

over them.  This perspective has changed as societies alter and adapt over the thousands of years, 

but India ceases to progress forward like the others.  The Indian government’s corruption and 

views on how a woman should act, and the value of the woman, does not allow for change to 

take place. The government has, “failed to address the issues of women violence.”xxxii  In turn, 

making India the most dangerous place to be a woman.  



Women in India are bound to a historical gender role that pushes the idea that it is 

acceptable to have violent acts committed against them so, in turn, they can conforming to 

societies idea of the ‘perfect women' (Sita the goddess).  This is through the understanding that a 

woman must be controlled because of her sati and prakrit.  By not conforming to societies 

expectations of gender roles, child marriage, and the marriage marked created by the dowry, they 

are abused by members of their family and members of society.  India's historical gender roles 

and traditions are what makes India the most dangerous place to be a woman.              

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Bibliography  

Mazhar, Syeda. “India is unsafe for women.” National Herald Tribune (AsiaNet), June. 30, 2018 

 

Billington, Mary Frances. Woman in India. New Delhi: Amarko Book Agency, 1973. 

 

Ghadially, Rehana. Women in Indian Society: A Reader. New Delhi ; Newbury Park, Calif.: Sage 

Publications, 1988. 

 

Meera, V. "Prisoners of Inequality Sexual Abuse of Dal It Women." Race & Class 20, no. 4 

(1979): 417-21. 

 

Yasir, Amean. "Determination The Type and Factors of Domestic Violence against Woman in 

The Hilla Population." Research Journal of Pharmacy and Technology 10, no. 11 (2017): 3655-

659. 

 

Ford Foundation. Women's Program Forum. Violence against Women: Addressing a Global 

Problem. New York, N.Y.: Ford Foundation, 1992. 

Adrien Katherine. Global Critical Race Feminism: An International Reader. Critical America. 

New York: New York University Press, 2000. 

P. J. Hartog. "The Key of Progress: A Survey of the Status and Conditions of Women in 

India." Nature 127, no. 3195 (1931): 122-123. 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 



i Ghadially, Rehana. Women in Indian Society: A Reader. New Delhi; Newbury Park, Calif.: Sage Publications, 

1988, introduction. 
ii Meera, V. "Prisoners of Inequality Sexual Abuse of Dal It Women." Race & Class 20, no. 4 (1979): 417. 

iii Ghadially, Rehana. Women in Indian Society, introduction. 

iv Ghadially, Rehana. Women in Indian Society, 21 

v Ghadially, Rehana. Women in Indian Society, 29 
vi Ghadially, Rehana. Women in Indian Society, 25  
vii Ghadially, Rehana. Women in Indian Society, 25  

viii Ghadially, Rehana. Women in Indian Society, 27  

ix Ghadially, Rehana. Women in Indian Society, 30  
x Ghadially, Rehana. Women in Indian Society, 40  

xi P. J. Hartog. "The Key of Progress: A Survey of the Status and Conditions of Women in India." Nature 127, no. 

3195 (1931): 122-123. 
xii Mazhar, Syeda. “India is unsafe for women.” National Herald Tribune (AsiaNet), June. 30, 2018 
xiii Billington, Mary Frances. Woman in India. New Delhi: Amarko Book Agency, 1973. 59  

xiv Mazhar, Syeda. ‘India is unsafe for women’  
xv Ghadially, Rehana. Women in Indian Society, 167  
xvi Ghadially, Rehana. Women in Indian Society 167  
xvii Ghadially, Rehana. Women in Indian Society 169  
xviii Ghadially, Rehana. Women in Indian Society, 161  
xix Ghadially, Rehana. Women in Indian Society, 164  
xx Ghadially, Rehana. Women in Indian Society, 198  

xxi Ghadially, Rehana. Women in Indian Society, 199-200  

xxii Meera, V. Prisoners of Inequality Sexual Abuse of Dal It Women. 196 
xxiii Ghadially, Rehana. Women in Indian Society, 196  
xxiv Ghadially, Rehana. Women in Indian Society, 196  
xxv Mazhar, Syeda. ‘India is unsafe for women’  
xxvi Mazhar, Syeda. ‘India is unsafe for women’  

xxvii Yasir, Amean. "Determination The Type and Factors of Domestic Violence against Woman in The Hilla 

Population." Research Journal of Pharmacy and Technology 10, no. 11 (2017): 3655-659. 

xxviii Adrien Katherine. Global Critical Race Feminism: An International Reader. Critical America. New York: New 

York University Press, 2000. 41 

xxix Mazhar, Syeda. ‘India is unsafe for women’ 
xxx Mazhar, Syeda. ‘India is unsafe for women’ 
xxxi Mazhar, Syeda. ‘India is unsafe for women’ 
xxxii Mazhar, Syeda. ‘India is unsafe for women’ 

 

                                                      


