Multiple Husbands, Multiple Woes: Draupadi, the New Slavery

What is ‘Draupadi’?
The term refers to the merchandising of women who are sold by their families or relatives into non-consensual marriages. In many instances these women are not legally married to the man they are sold to and may end up as virtual household slaves, forced to have sex both with the husband and his unwed brothers or other family members. Most of the women trafficked this way come from the poorer eastern and southern states of India and end up in northern states, such as Haryana and Punjab, where pre-natal sex selection and infanticide have resulted in a severe scarcity of young women.

Preference for Sons, Discrimination against Girls
At the root of the problem is the preference for male children in India, the low status of girls and women, and the easy accessibility of ultrasound technology to determine the sex of the foetus. Though the Prenatal Diagnosis Techniques Act of 1994 makes it illegal to reveal the sex of an unborn child, the law is routinely flouted. The result is a deepening sex-ratio imbalance in the country—927 girls for every 1,000 boys (in 2001).
 In some areas the situation is much worse. In Haryana, only 861 girls are born for every 1,000 boys.

India’s Missing Girls
In 2001, researchers estimated there were some 35-40 million girls missing from India’s population, a direct result of female foeticide and the deliberate neglect and abuse of baby girls. It could be as high as 50 million today.
 Every year, it is estimated that some half a million girls are aborted in India.
 This has given rise to a widening ‘gender gap’ particularly noticeable in the States of Haryana, Punjab, and the northern parts of Madhya Pradesh and Rajasthan.

Dire Consequences
With fewer and fewer girls available for marriage, particularly in areas where the bride ‘famine’ is acute, men will pay between 4,000 and 30,000 rupees (roughly $90 to $670) for a trafficked wife.
 Nearly all trafficked wives end up in small rural farming villages. Usually the entire community is complicit in the practice, which makes it difficult for police to find and rescue these women.

Far from their homes, with no friends or relatives to help out, most of the women sold into this kind of bondage end up living as virtual house slaves, with no rights and no redress. Some who refuse to have sex with other male family members are subsequently killed.
 

According to a study commissioned by UNFPA, the growing sex ratio imbalance in the country, particularly in the northern states, will create an ever larger pool of unmarried young men who will, in the near future, have to compete for wives with older men who are also unmarried. “This …will create a bottleneck that is unlikely to be solved solely by delaying marriages,” states the report. “As result, many of these men will not be able to marry.”  And this, in turn, will continue to drive the market for trafficked wives.

No one knows how many adolescent girls and young women are victims of this practice throughout India, but one estimate from a BBC report puts the number of girls trafficked from the poor eastern state of Jharkhand to Haryana at more than 45,000.

UNFPA in India
UNFPA regards pre-natal sex selection as one of the worst forms of gender-based violence, requiring action on many fronts. Advocacy initiatives against the practice involve working closely with government counterpart agencies, leading NGOs, the media, the entertainment industry, and religious and community leaders throughout the country. 

One of the key areas of UNFPA’s current country programme (2003-2007) is the elimination of all forms of violence against women and girls, including pre-natal sex selection.

In 2004, the National Commission on Women organized a national workshop on gender-based violence, producing a widely distributed information kit and facilitating the establishment of family counseling centres to deal with the consequences of domestic violence. The centres, now operating in the five states where UNFPA is active, provide assistance with medical, legal and social justice issues.

Recommendations
· Eliminate pre-natal sex selection by making it a priority for government agencies and civil society organizations.
· Enforce existing laws regarding pre-natal sex selection.
· Provide better data on recent trends and differentials in sex ratio at birth, particularly in the northern states of Haryana and Punjab.
· Publicize the harmful impacts of sex ratio imbalances throughout the country.
· Draw attention to the trafficking in wives and get both national and state governments to pass legislation making it illegal.
· Train police forces to identify victims and develop ways and means to rescue women sold into household slavery.
· Establish shelters for women who want to escape these kinds of ‘marriages’ and repatriate them to their families or home villages.
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