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Part 1 Reading Practice

[ Text] The Burden of Womanhoeod

Too often in the Third World, a female’s life is hardly worth living.
By John Ward Anderson and Molly Moore

1 (Gandhi Nagar, India) When Rani returned home from the hos-
pital crading her newborn daughter, the men in the family slipped
out of her mud hut while she and her mother-in-law mashed poi-
sonous oleander seeds into a dollop of oil and forced it down the in-
fant’ s throat. As soon as darkness fell, Rani crept into a nearby
field and buried her baby girl in a shallow, unmarked grave next to a
small stream.

2 “I never felt any sorrow”, Rani, a farm laborer with a weather-
beaten face, said through an interpreter. “There was a lot of bitter-
ness in my heart toward the baby because the gods should have given
me a son.”

3 Each year hundreds and perhaps thousands of newborn girls in
India are murdered by their mothers simply because they are female.
Some women believe that sacrificing a daughter guarantees a son in
the next pregnancy. In other cases, the family cannot afford the
dowry that would eventually be demanded for a girl’ s marriage.

4 And for many mothers, sentencing a daughter to death is better

than condemning her to life as a woman in the Third World, with
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cradle-to-grave discrimination, poverty, sickness and drudgery.

5 While women in the United States and Europe—after decades
of struggling for equal rights—often measure sex discrimination by
pay scales and seats in corporate board rooms, women in the Third
World gauge discrimination by mortality rates and poverty levels.

6 “Women are the most exploited among the oppressed,” says
Karuna Chanana Ahmed, a New Delhi anthropologist who has stud-
ied the role of women in developing countries. “I don’t think it’s
even possible to eradicate discrimination, it’s so deeply ingrained.”

7 This is the first in a series that will examine the lives of women
in developing countries around the globe where culture, religion and
the law often deprive women of basic human rights and sometimes
relegate them to almost subhuman status. From South America to
South Asia, women are often subjected to a lifetime of discrimina-
tion with little or no hope of relief.

8 As children, they are fed less, denied education and refused
hospitalization. As teenagers, many are forced into marriage, some-
times bought and sold like animals for prostitution and slave labor.
As wives and mothers, they are often treated little better than
farmhands and baby machines. Should they outlive their husbands,
they frequently are denied inheritance, banished from their homes
and forced to live as beggars on the streets.

9  Although, the forms of discrimination vary tremendously a-
mong regions, ethnic groups and age levels in the developing world,
Shahla Zia, an attorney and women’s activist in Islamabad, Pak-
istan, says there is a theme: “Overall, there is a social and cultural
attitude where women are inferior—and discrimination tends to start
at birth.”

10 Sociologists and government officials began documenting spo-
radic examples of female infanticide in India about 10 years ago. The
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practice of killing newborn girls is largely a rural phenomenon in In-
dia; although its extent has not been documented, one indication
came in a recent survey by the Community Services Guild of
Madras, a city in Tamil Nadu. Of the 1, 250 women questioned,
the survey concluded that more than half had killed baby daughters.
11 In urban areas easier access to modern medical technology en-
ables women to act before birth. Through amniocentesis, women
can learn the sex of a fetus and undergo sex-selective abortions. At
one clinic in Bombay, of 8, 000 abortions performed after amniocen-
tesis, 7,999 were of female fetuses, according to a recent report by
the Indian government. To be sure, female infanticide and sex-se-
lective abortion are not unique to India. Social workers in other
South Asian states believe that some communities also condone the
practice.

12 The root problems, according to village women, sociologists
and other experts, are cultural and economic. In India, a young
woman is regarded as a temporary member of her natural family and
a drain on its wealth. Her parents are considered caretakers whose
main responsibility is to deliver a chaste daughter, along with a siz-
able dowry, to her husband’s family.

13 “They say bringing up a girl is like watering a neighbor’ s
plant,” says R. Venkatachalam, director of the Community Services
Guild of Madras. “From birth to death, the expenditure is there.”
The dowry, he says, often wipes out a family’s life savings but is
necessary to arrange a proper marriage and maintain the honor of the
bride’s family. ‘

14 After giving birth to a daughter, village women “immediately
start thinking, ‘Do we have the money to support her through
life?” and if they don’t, they kill her,” according to Vasanthai,
20, the mother of an 18-month-old girl and a resident of the village
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where Rani lives. “You definitely do it after two or three daughters.
Why would you want more?”
15 Few activists or government officials in India see female infanti-
cide as a law-and-order issue, viewing it instead as a social problem
that should be eradicated through better education, family planning
and job programs. Police officials say few cases are reported and wit-
nesses seldom cooperate.
16 “There are more pressing issues.” says a top police official in
Madras. “Very few cases come to our attention. Very few people
care.”
17 For most girls, however, the biggest barrier—and the one that
locks generations of women into a cycle of discrimination—is lack of
education.
18 Across the developing world, girls are withdrawn from school
years before boys so they can remain at home and lug water, work
the fields, raise younger siblings and help with other domestic
chores. By the time girls are 10 or 12 years old, they may put in as
much as an eight-hour work day, studies show. One survey found
that a young girl in rural India spends 30 percent of her waking
hours doing household work, 29 percent gathering fuel and 20 per-
cent fetching water.
19  Statistics from Pakistan demonstrate the low priority given to
female education: Only one-third of the country’s schools—which
are sexually segregated—are for women, and one- third of those
have no building. Almost 90 percent of the women over age 25 are
illiterate. In the predominantly rural state of Baluchistan, less than
2 percent of women can read and write.
20 In Islamic countries such as Pakistan and Bangladesh, religious
concern about interaction with males adds further restrictions to fe-
males’ mobility. Frequently, girls are taken out of school when they
4



reach puberty to limit their contact with males—though there exists
a strong impetus for early marriages. In Bangladesh, according to
the United Nations, 73 percent of girls are married by age 15, and
21 percent have had at least one child.

21 Across South Asia, arranged marriages are the norm and can
sometimes be the most demeaning rite of passage a woman endures.
Two types are common—btide wealth, in which the bride’s family
essentially gives her to the highest bidder, and dowry, in which the
bride’ s family pays exorbitant amounts to the husband’s family.

22 In India, many men resort to killing their wives—often by set-
ting them afire—if they are unhappy with the dowry, According to
the country’ s Ministry of Human Resource Development, there
were 5, 157 dowry murders in 1991——one every hour and 42 min-
utes.

23 After being bartered off to a new family, with little education,
limited access to health care and no knowledge of birth control,
young brides soon become young mothers. A woman’s adulthood is
often spent in a near constant state of pregnancy, hoping for sons.
24  According to a 1988 report by India’s Department of Women
and Child Development: “The Indian woman on an average has
eight to nine pregnancies, resulting in a little over six live births, of
which four or five survive. She is estimated to spend 80 percent of
her reproductive years in pregnancy and lactation.” Because of poor
nutrition and a hard workload, she puts on about nine pounds during
pregnancy, compared with 22 pounds for a typical pregnant woman
in a developed country.

25 A recent study of the small Himalayan village of Bemru by the
New Delhi-based Center for Science and the Environment found that
“birth in most cases takes place in the cattle shed,” where villagers

believe that holy cows protect the mother and newborn from evil
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spirits. Childbirth is considered unclean, and the mother and their
newborn are treated as “untouchables” for about two weeks after de-
livery.

26  Studies show that in developing countries, women in remote ar-
eas can spend more than two hours a day carrying water for cooking,
drinking, cleaning and bathing, and in some rural areas they spend
the equivalent of more than 200 days a year gathering firewood.
That presents an additional hazard: The International Labor Organi-
zation found that women using wood fuels in India inhaled carcino-
genic pollutants that are the equivalent of smoking 20 packs of
cigarettes a day.

27 Because of laws relegating them to a secondary status, women
have few outlets for relaxation or recreation. In rhany Islamic coun-
tries, they are not allowed to drive cars, and their appearance in
public is so restricted that they are banned from such recreational
and athletic activities as swimming and gymnastics.

28 In Kenya and Tanzania, laws prohibit women from owning
houses. In Pakistan, a daughter legally is entitled to half the inheri-
tance a son gets when their parents die. In some criminal cases, tes-
timony by women is legally given half the weight of a man’s testi-
mony, and compensation for the wrongful death of a woman is half
that for the wrongful death of a man.

29  After a lifetime of brutal physical labor, multiple births, dis-
crimination and sheer tedium, what should be a woman’s golden
years often hold the worst indignities. In India, a woman’s identity
is so intertwined and subservient to her husband’s that if she out-
lives him, her years as a widow are spent as a virtual nonentity. In
previous generations, many women were tied to their husband’s fu-
neral pyres and burned to death, a practice called suttee that now

rarely occurs.
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