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ABSTRACT: 
Research questions: What are the challenges to women empowerment and equality in rural 
areas?  
Settings: Rural Block of District Rohtak, Haryana.  
Study Design: Qualitative cross-sectional interviews followed by in-depth interviews and 
focus group discussions. 
Participants: Mothers having <6 years children, elderly and panchayat (local governance) 
members.  
Methodology: All eligible mothers in study population were interviewed by house-to-house 
visits for gender related issues followed by focus group discussions and in-depth interviews.  
Results: 2212 mothers were interviewed. 2126 mothers responded to reasons of gender 
bias. The reasons cited for son preference were: Vansh (lineage) propagation (95.4%), old 
age support (67.7%), property inheritance (47.7%), family dominance (45.9%) etc. The 
reasons for disliking daughters were: Dowry problems (66.2%), leave home after marriage 
(60.7%), marriage problem (45.7%), safety problem (29.5%) etc. During group discussions, 
the problem of safety of girls alone dominated the reasons for disliking daughters. The 
unanimous voice was: “When the daughter becomes marriageable, parents can’t sleep even 
at night.”  
Conclusion: Female sex needs to be liberated from ‘Social Dignity Tag.’  
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INTRODUCTION: 
The roots of prejudice against women stretch out in the socio-cultural and religious 
practices of India since ancient times and can be traced back to Ancient Hindu 
Civilizations.(1,2) [Atharva Veda.VI.2.3: “Let a female child be born somewhere else; here, let a 
male child be born.”] Although, some studies point to the equal status and rights that 
women enjoyed in the Vedic Period (2500 BC to 1500 BC); patriarchy seems to have been 
the norm throughout history. (3, 4)  
The horrible custom of female infanticide was widely practiced by Vedic Aryan Tribes to 
keep their war machinery efficient. Those Vedic Nomads introduced this depravity into 
India, which is still continuing and has acquired new dimensions in the form of multiple 
modes of female feticide with advancing medical technologies. Sex ratio has declined 
beyond socially compatible level. Unmarried male youths have started forming ‘gangs’ and 
atrocities on females are touching new horrible heights.(5) This is a serious warning signal to 
all of us to wake up and act. Even the existence of our society is at stake; since, no couple 
would dare to bear and rear a girl child under such scary circumstances. 
Sex ratio (number of females per thousand males), which can be considered as a composite 
index of females’ status in any society, is declining progressively and sizably specially in the 
Northern States, which are economically more prosperous in the country. The sex ratios in 
Chandigarh, Delhi, Punjab and Haryana States were 773, 821, 874 and 861 respectively as 
per census 2001. The situation was more somber in under six year children with sex ratio of 
820 in Haryana and 796 in Rohtak District.(6,7,8,9,10) Evidently, with more economic 
prosperity, there was and still is more elimination of females. This is a matter of grave 
concern. When even the survival of woman is at risk, talking of her empowerment and 
equality seems meaningless. 
Gender based discrimination is manifested in female feticide, infanticide, chronic neglect of 
girl child, unequal wages, non-recognition of women’s contribution to family labor, lack of 
access and control over resources, feminization of poverty, increasing violence and crime 
against women. A patriarchic society and adverse impacts of globalization keep the women 
in the web of low income, low education and low health. (11,12) Hence, recognizing the 
urgency, the present study was pursued to know the important gender biased practices 
against female and to explore the under lying core causes associated with such 
marginalization of females specially in rural areas, where about 70% of population resides, 
for effective interventions and advocacy for women empowerment and equality.     
 
MATERIAL AND METHODS: 
A qualitative study was conducted in two stages in a Rural Community Health Center of 
District Rohtak, Haryana. In first stage: a community based survey was conducted in 
randomly selected four health sub-centers from a total of 19 sub-centers. The total 
population of selected sub-centers was 21,070. All mothers with one or more under six 
years children in the study population were interviewed by house-to-house visits for issues 
related to gender bias. In second stage: after critical analysis and review of the survey 
results, focused group discussions and in-depth interviews were carried out among eligible 
couples, elderly and panchayat members with more emphasis on causes and possible 
solutions to problem of gender bias against females in the rural society. 
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RESULTS: 
2212 mothers out of total 2256 eligible mothers participated in the survey and 2126 
mothers responded to reasons of gender bias. Sex ratio among their youngest children was 
753 only. The couples having 10 acres or more landholding, had sex ratio of 757 among their 
all children in comparison to sex ratio of 969 among children of parents having less than 5 
acres or no landholdings. Sex ratios among children of parents of higher castes and/or of 
more literate parents were significantly less than that of lower castes and illiterate parents. 
The main reasons cited by mothers for preference for sons were continuation of their 
lineage (Vansh) (95%), old age support (68%), inheritance of property (48%), family 
dominance and status (46%), support for their daughters in situations of crisis or marital 
disharmony, funeral rites etc. Their daughters can visit to their birth place villages only if 
they have brothers and likewise. The reasons cited for dislike for daughters were: Dowry 
problems (66%) leave home after marriage and can’t care in illness or old age (61%), 
marriage and adjustment problems, safety liability etc. Though, the above responses were 
common ones, but were socially guarded. Taking the example of dowry - a give and get 
process, was most dominant reason for dislike for daughters, but couldn’t find any place in 
preferences for sons. Thus, it showed that normally people try to share the socially accepted 
norms. 
During in-depth interviews and focus group discussions, initially the participants talked of all 
the above mentioned reasons. But, every time when the discussions progressed and 
participants became more and more vocal and involved in discussions; they shared their 
views from within. And further, when they were asked to comment on the problem of 
gender bias in situations where there was no exchange of dowry - was there no gender bias? 
The answer was certainly ‘YES’ for gender bias. Similarly, by such exclusion methods, on 
assumptions of some solution of above named factors one by one; they conclusively argued 
that safety of girls, for which no solution was in sight, was the biggest reason for dislike for 
daughters. They came out collectively, though step by step and said, “Daughter’s safety is 
the biggest problem. When grownup daughter is there in home, parents can’t sleep properly 
even in the night hours because of the serious social dignity issues involved with any 
possible sexual mishap with her. In such eventualities, the whole life of the girl as well as of 
the family members becomes utterly miserable and unbearable. The girl is totally 
stigmatized. No one is ready to marry her or at the most a highly compromised marriage can 
be possible. Girls in particular and women in general are also under heavy social pressure to 
protect themselves from any such sexual eventuality and in this process they have to 
sacrifice practically all opportunities to struggle, compete, develop and come forward. But, 
in case of boys, there is no such social problem and they avail all such opportunity to 
progress. So, if a boy and a girl can be treated equal on this very sexual issue, only then it is 
possible for the parents to have equal preference for son and daughter in the family and 
eventually an equal status in the whole society. But, no such efforts are being made socio-
culturally, politically or administratively to eradicate this core cause. It needs a social 
movement to change the mind set of both, females and males, for ‘not to allow’ and ‘not to 
do’ respectively.”  
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION/RECOMMENDATIONS: 
Probably, every one of us also knows all these hard facts as revealed by the study subjects. 
But, all of us have been tuned by the male dominated social environment to think, to talk 
and to act in such a manner, where there is no scope of any opposition to the oppressors or 
any opportunity to the oppressed to complain of it or even imagine of opposing it. How rigid 
our social system and we are! Who so ever had devised our social system, was or were very 
expert in establishing such a system, which is operating without fail since antiquity. But, it is 
also a bitter truth that he/they were very biased against and cruel to women. Even, the 
present time duplicity in the actions of our male dominated society is matchless. On one 
hand, we have strangulated women socially and on the other hand, we are boasting that we 
are empowering women and giving them equality. What a cruel joke! ‘Equality’ is such an 
entity, which can never be achieved in the relationship of “giver and taker”. It can be 
acquired through a fair competition only. ‘Empowerment’ also is an entity which can be 
achieved through personal and social development if opportunities are there for the same. 
If the society is honestly interested in women empowerment and equality, an environment 
ensuring equal opportunities for women to develop is required. Is there a fare competition 
among men and women to acquire equality? The answer is “BIG NO” provided, we are true 
to ourselves. Therefore, if we really want women empowerment and equality, we will have 
to ensure first “Social De-strangulation” of women, which can be achieved through 
liberation of female sex from ‘Social Dignity Tag’. Issues related to female sex should be left 
to her own personal preferences and it should be practically no concern of others. The 
situations with tribal nomadic cultures and civilizations were different, where women were 
treated as commodities or possessions. Now, things have totally changed and we should 
also change our mindset accordingly. Let women be responsible for their own sexual 
behavior without stringent social sanctions as men are. They will achieve empowerment 
themselves and will attain equality without doubt. 
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