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From Gifts to Graves : The Hidden
Costs of India’s Dowry Culture

Abstract

This research study examines the
social implications of dowry
prohibition legislations in India,
underlining their contribution
towards altering societal mindset
and promoting the vision of a
developed India (Viksit Bharat) by
the year 2047. The study delves
into the historical development of
dowry, its  socio-economic
impacts, and the continuance of
the practice in spite of legislative
interventions such as the Dowry
Prohibition Act, 1961. The paper
analyzes the efficiency of legal
provisions, identifies
implementation  issues, and
counters misuse issues. It also
analyzes the differential effect on
vulnerable = communities and
engages with diverse viewpoints,
such as those of men's rights
activists. The analysis highlights
that obtaining a dowry-free,
gender-equitable society involves
strong legal reforms, mass
education, people's participation,
and participatory policy-making.
Addressing these factors can help
India join the vision of Viksit
Bharat by 2047.
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Introduction

bride’s family gives money, goods, or property to the groom’s

family as part of the marriage arrangement. While it has roots
in cultural traditions, dowry has unfortunately morphed into a
coercive practice that often results in gender-based violence, financial
strain, and social inequality. The Dowry Prohibition Act of 1961 was
introduced to tackle this issue, representing a crucial legislative move
towards achieving gender equality and social justice. However, even
after more than sixty years of being outlawed, dowry continues to be
a significant problem, contributing to domestic violence, female
infanticide, and economic hardship. This paper looks into the social
effects of dowry prohibition laws, how effective they have been, and
how they fit into India’s goal of becoming a developed nation (Viksit
Bharat) by 2047. It also explores the socio-economic repercussions,
the legal hurdles, and the urgent need for comprehensive reforms to
create a society free from dowry.

Dowry is a long-standing social custom in India where the

Historical Context of Dowry in India

The Historical Context of Dowry in India is an institution, dowry
has historical and ancient roots in India where there existed the
practice of families of the bride and groom voluntarily providing gifts
for goodwill. While gifting still exists today, gradually, the notion of
dowry shifted from gifting subjected to goodwill to a conditioned
acceptance for the bride's family, primarily informed and enforced
by patriarchal standards and pressures. The phenomenon of dowry
developed into a practice used to establish a hierarchy of gender in
the 20th century, conditioned by families demanding material gifts
to inflate values of obscenely over-valued goods or resources, that
exerted pressures on women's families and afforded openings for
harassment, abuse, or violence where expectations were not achieved
in the end. The first legislation on dowry in India was the Dowry
Prohibition Act, 1961. This legislation recognizes that the giving or
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taking of directly constituted dowry is a crime and it
imposed punishments on any person included in the
act in certain sections of law, with the possibilities of
prison or fine. The Dowry Prohibition Act and
amendments to it in 1984 and 1986, increased
punishment and establish cruelty occurring in
association with dowry as an separate offence in
Section 498A of Indian Penal Code (IPC). The
persistence of dowry as a social issue is systemic,
although defined by legal parameters, requires further
interrogation of cultural dynamics, societal
expectations and systemic structures supporting its
persistence.

Socio-Economic Consequences of Dowry

Dowry has profound socio-economic implications.
Bye, especially for families belonging to lower and
middle sections, dowry imposes a huge financial
burden on families that may cause debts or
Liquidation of assets. A study conducted in 2018 by
the National Council of Applied Economic Research
(NCAER) , estimated that in some communities,
dowry payments can take away as much as 50% of a
household's savings and deepen poverty and create
barriers for educational or health access. Dowry
practices have reinforced gender inequality by
developing the perspective that women are economic
liabilities. This has contributed to suicidal
implications in practices such as female infanticide
and sex selective abortion. Ultimately, this slant has
distorted the sex ratio of India. According to the 2011
Census, India's sex ratio is 943 females per 1000
males reflecting the long-run impacts of such
practices. It was found that dowry requests are
frequently used in regard to domestic violence, with
the National Crime Records Bureau (NCRB)
reporting around 7000 deaths each year due to dowry.

The Dowry Prohibition Act, 1961: Provisions and
Implementation
The Dowry Prohibition Act, 1961 defines dowry
as any property or valuable security that is given or
agreed to be given in connection with a marriage.
Important sections of the Act state the following:
Section 3: Prohibits giving or taking dowry; the
punishments could be a maximum of five years'
imprisonment and fine of 315,000 or the value of
the dowry, whichever is higher.
Section 4: Imposing penalty for demanding
dowry; imprisonments of maximum two years and
fine.
Section 6 : Mandating a dowry that is received to
be transferred to the bride within three months;

while it is held in trust for her benefit.

Even with these sections, the implementation of
the Act continues to remain an issue. The combination
of poor conviction rates, societal acceptance of dowry
demands, as well as corruption in the enforcement
agencies has severely limited the ability of the Act to
be effective. In fact, a 2020 Ministry of Women and
Child Development reported that only ten percent of
dowry-related cases lead to convictions, with the main
reasons being either lack of evidence or social
pressure on the victim to withdraw their complaint.

Case Law: S. Gopal Reddy v. State of Andhra
Pradesh (1996)

In this landmark case, the Supreme Court clarified
that dowry demands made post marriage are also
subject to the provisions of the Act. It reiterated that
the objective of this statutory provision is to safeguard
women against harassment and furthermore upheld
the conviction of the accused under Section 4. By
ruling that due to the ongoing nature of dowry
demands the Act covers demands made both before
and after marriage, the scope of the protection is
further enlarged.

Challenges in Implementation
There are various barriers to effectively applying
dowry prohibition laws:
1. Social Acceptance of Dowry: Dowry is
perceived as a normal cultural practice where
families see dowry as a stature. Perceptions of
dowry as a status symbol allows individuals, and
families, to normalize dowry violations which
makes it even less likely that individuals will
report those violations.
2. Limited Evidence: Evidence for dowry
transactions can be difficult to prove because do
wrong transactions are private, and witnesses are
limited.
3. Police and Judicial Ineffectiveness: Police
corruption, police inadequacy (poor training), and
lengthy judicial processes stop victims from
pursuing legal options and obtaining justice.
4. Improper Usage of Laws: Men’s rights activists
have raised the issue of improper usage of Section
498A and its devastating impact through false
complaints of false dowry demands, false
allegations of domestic violence, and harassment
of husbands and their families. The Supreme
Court in Arnesh Kumar v. State of Bihar (2014)
acknowledged this issue and highlighted the
importance of proper, preliminary investigations
before peace officers automatically arrest, often

TILG



Teerthanker Journal of Law & Governance

Vol. 01, Issue 01 (Jul-Dec 2025)

without proper investigation, in dowry cases
specifically to limit the improper use of Section
498A.

Case Law: Arnesh Kumar v. State of Bihar (2014)

This case dealt with the misuse of Section 498A,
and the Supreme Court pointed out that "non-specific
or embellished" forms of complaints were impeding
the judicial process, ordering that arrests are not to be
made automatically and that police made a
preliminary inquiry to balance harm to victim and the
undeserved harm to the accused.

Impact on Marginalized Communities

Dowry prohibition laws impact the marginalized
communities differentially (Scheduled Castes (SCs),
Scheduled Tribes (STs), and Other Backward Classes
(OBCs)). Often these communities navigate both
socioeconomic pressures and caste stigma. For
example, in rural areas, dowry is exacerbated by
caste, in that families from lower castes must satisfy
social acceptance and expect to pay more dowry
(rather than less). In a 2019 study involving SC/ST
families, the International Institute for Population
Sciences reported that 60% of families faced financial
strain related to dowry payments; while only 40% of
families from upper-caste facing the same pressures.
Furthermore, these women were often unable to
obtain legal recourse, as they lacked the awareness to
do so or were unwilling as they were economically
dependent, or were subject to ostracism. Legal
stipulations for dowry prohibition do not provide any
targeted interventions for such communities, which
further limits the law's efficacy.

Perspectives from Men’s Rights Activists

Men’s rights activists contend that dowry
prohibition laws, particularly Section 498A, are
subject to misapplication leading to the wrongful
targeting of men and their families. Some
organizations, such as the Save Indian Family
Foundation, affirm that many dowry complaints are
false and enact revenge, or that women also make use
of the complaints to extort money from families. The
Centre for Social Research found in 2017 that 10-15%
of dowry-related cases involve exaggerated or false
cases, the majority were real cases. While
misapplication of the laws is a problem, it should not
take away the need to protect real victims. The
Supreme Court has ruled in a number of these cases,
such as Arnesh Kumar v. State of Bihar, which tried
to ensure due process while protecting woman's
rights.

Role of Education and Community Engagement
Legal measures alone perhaps will not be enough
to eradicate dowry within India. It requires social
change that can only be accomplished by education
and engaging the community. Awareness campaigns
can serve as the initial catalyst for changing
patriarchal norms and implications of dowry and
towards encouraging gender equality. Programs like
the Beti Bachao, Beti Padhao initiative first launched
in 2015 are seeking to create the right attitude shift
by ensuring girls are educated and empowered. Using
community-based interventions such as self-help
groups and women collectives have also been shown
to reduce dowry practices and norms in rural settings.

Case Study: Tamil Nadu’s Anti-Dowry Campaigns

In Tamil Nadu, local campaigns spearheaded by
NGOs like the Tamil Nadu Women’s Forum have
generally succeeded in reducing dowry practices in
some districts. The campaigns included community
conversations, workshops, and coalitions of Tamil
Nadu women’s forum allies and local community
leaders who encouraged dowry-free marriages. A
2022 evaluation noted that there was an overall 20%
decrease in dowry complaints in areas where the
campaign was active, suggesting the useful potential
of community-based action.

Alignment with Viksit Bharat @2047

The vision of Viksit Bharat by 2047 is to create a
developed, inclusive, and equitable India. To make
this vision a reality, we must eradicate dowry, which
represents gender inequity, economic disparities, and
social injustices.

Prohibitory dowry laws support Sustainable
Development Goal (SDG) 5 (Gender Equality) because
it focuses on empowering women and reducing
violence. To achieve a dowry-free society, we require:

1. An Enhanced Legal Framework:
Implementation of increased penal sanctions, a
streamlined justice system, and mechanisms to
prevent misuse through improved investigation
procedures.

2. Economic Empowerment: Provide women
with education and employment avenues to
reduce reliance on marriage-based financial
arrangements.

3. Cultural Paradigm Shifts: Encourage dowry-
free marriages using media, educational, and
religious institutions, and/or public forums.

4. Inclusive Policies: Addressing the needs of
marginalized communities to ensure equitable
reach and impact.
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Recommendations
To enhance the social impact of dowry prohibition
laws and align with Viksit Bharat:
1. Strengthen Enforcement: Train police and
judicial officers to handle dowry cases sensitively
and efficiently.
2. Public Awareness Campaigns: Use digital
platforms, schools, and community centers to
educate about the harms of dowry.
3. Support for Victims: Establish dedicated
helplines and shelters for dowry victims,
particularly in rural areas.
4. Engage Men and Boys: Involve men in
campaigns to challenge patriarchal norms and
promote gender equality.
5. Address Misuse: Implement stricter guidelines
for investigating dowry complaints to prevent
false allegations while protecting genuine
victims.

6. Targeted Interventions for Marginalized
Communities: Provide legal aid and economic
support to SC/ST and OBC families to reduce
dowry pressures.

Conclusion

The Dowry Prohibition Act, 1961, represents a
significant step toward eradicating dowry and
promoting gender equality in India. However, its
social impact is limited by implementation
challenges, societal acceptance, and misuse concerns.
Achieving a dowry-free society requires a multi-
pronged approach, combining robust legal
enforcement, widespread education, and community
engagement. By addressing these challenges, India
can align with the vision of Viksit Bharat by 2047,
fostering a society that is equitable, inclusive, and free
from oppressive practices like dowry.
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