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Abstract 
A rapid increase in unnatural deaths in females, especially in the first few years of their married life was observed 
in our society for last few decades. This drew the attention of people and forced the socio-political system to 
investigate and develop preventive measures [1-3]. 
 In this study most of the victims were young (18-22 years) Hindu females of middle  or lower-middle socio-
economic status living in a joint family with their husband & in- laws and died in suspicious circumstances within 
three years of their marriage. 
Majority of such deaths were suicidal or homicidal. Burning was the most common cause of death, followed by 
hanging and poisoning. Few of them were strangled to death and then burned to temper the evidences. Pressure 
for dowry was the single largest reason behind such deaths. Ill-treatment by the in-laws, rash and negligent 
behavior or extra-marital affairs of husbands, and mal-adjustment in females were other important reasons.  
Few of these deaths were also accidental, catching fire while cooking or handling open lamp/fire carelessly. 
Loose synthetic saris of the victims were responsible for large number of mortalities in this study. 
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Introduction: 
The high incidence of unnatural deaths in newly 
married females within first few years of their 
marriage is a dark spot on the noble tradition of our 
society. The most obvious reason behind such 
deaths are unending demands of dowry (cash / 
kinds) by their husbands &/or in laws, for which they 
sometimes kill or torture the bride in such a way that 
she commits suicide [4]. 
Besides this, family quarrels due to ill-treatment by 
in-laws, rash & negligent behavior or extra marital 
affairs of husband and maladjustment & infertility in 
wives are other reasons behind such deaths. 
Burning is the most common cause of such deaths. 
Hanging, poisoning, strangulation or jumping from 
the terrace is also used by few to end the lives. 
The present study deals with the epidemiological, 
social & medicolegal aspects of unnatural deaths in 
newly married females. 
Materials and Methods: 
The material for the present study comprises of all 
the cases of newly married females died within 
seven years of their marriage that were brought to 
District Mortuary Kanpur for post mortem 
examination during the period from Feb 2003 to Jan 
2004.  To concentrate more on unnatural deaths due 
to family problems, the women died due to mass 
causalities, road traffic accidents, natural deaths and 
unidentified bodies were not included in this study. 
All the relevant information regarding 
epidemiological characteristic and their medicolegal 
aspects were gathered from the perusal of police  

 
papers, from interrogation of   police officers,  
relatives, friends & others accompanying the dead  
bodies. Causes of death were noted from 
medicolegal autopsy. 

Observation & Results: 
Incidence: Total numbers of unnatural deaths in 

newly married females during the period from 
February 2003 to January 2004 were 143, which 
constitute 4.95% of total 2889 deaths autopsied 
during the same period. 
Most of the victims (131- 91.65%) were young adults 
between 18 to 26 years of age, of which 48 victims 
(33.57%) were between 21-22 years of age, 
followed by 38 (26.57%) in 18-20 years and 29 
(20.28%) in 25-26 years age groups (Table 1).  
 

 
Table 1.  Age of the victims 

 
Age 

Group 
No. of Cases Percentage (%) 

18-20 38 26.57 

21-22 48 33.57 

23-24 16 11.19 

25-26 29 20.28 

27-28 7 4.89 

29-30 5 3.50 

Total 143 100.00 
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The cases were few after 26 years, probably as the 
age advances, the girls become mature and handle 
the situation in much efficient manners. 
Majority of the deaths (86-60.01%) happened within 
3 years of marriage. The maximum number of cases 
– 39 (27.27%) were found between 1–2 years of 
marriage, followed by 26 (18.18%) within 1 year and 
21 (14.69%) between 2–3 years of marriage (table 
2).  

Table 2. Duration since marriage of victims 
Duration 
(Years) 

No. of 
Cases 

Percentage (%) 

< 1 26 18.18 

1-2 39 27.27 

2-3 21 14.69 

3-4 10 6.99 

4-5 18 12.59 

5-6 8 5.59 

6-7 21 14.69 

Total 143 100.00 
 
The number of unnatural deaths were decreased 
after 3 years but a slight increase was observed in 6 
to 7 yrs after marriage i.e. 21 (14.69%) probably 
because of problems of infertility or infidelity. 

Social Aspects:  
Almost all the victims (135 – 94.41%) were Hindu 
females where dowry system is more prevalent in 
the society. Muslims were only 8 (5.59%) and none 
of them died due to dowry. 
Majority of the victims were either illiterate (37 – 
25.87%) or poorly educated (65 – 45.45%), only 6 
(4.20%) of the victims were intermediate and 4 
(2.80%) were graduate (table 3).  

Table 3. Educational Status of victims 
 

Educational 
Status 

No. of 
Cases 

Percentage 
(%) 

Illiterate 37 25.87 

Primary 54 37.76 

Jr. High School 11 7.69 

High School 31 21.68 

Intermediate 6 4.20 

Graduate 4 2.80 

Post-Graduate - - 

Technical / 
Professional 

- - 

Total 143 100.00 

None of them was post graduate or professionally 
qualified. Amongst these almost all (138 - 96.5%) 
the victims were nonworking (housewives) that were 
dependant on their husbands or in-laws. Four 
(2.80%) victims were laborers and one (0.70%) was 
a schoolteacher. 
Majority (79-55.25%) belonged to lower middle 
(class IV), followed by 52 (36.36%) of middle (class 
III) socio-economic group (table 4).  

Table 4. Socio-economic Status of victims 
 

SE Class 
No. of 
Cases 

Percentage (%) 

Lower (Class V) 8 5.59 

Lower middle 
(Class IV) 

79 55.25 

Middle (Class 
III) 

52 36.36 

Upper Middle 
(Class II) 

4 2.80 

Upper - - 

Total 143 100.00 
 
Very few cases were seen from lower (class V) 8 – 
5.59% or upper middle (class II) 4 – (2.80%) strata. 
No one was found from upper (class I) group. 
The marriages were arranged in almost all (142-
99.30%) the cases and three- quarters (105-
73.43%) of the victims were living with their in-laws 
in joint families.38 (26.57%) were living with their 
husbands. There was only a single case of love 
marriage. 
About half of victims’ husband were either 
unemployed (58- 40.60%) or sharing family business 
(12- 8.39%).  Husbands were employed in 42 
(29.37%) cases but most of them were low salaried. 
19 (13.28%) of the victims’ husbands had their own 
business (table 5).  

Table 5. Occupation of the victims’ husband 
 

Occupation 
No. of 
Cases 

Percentage 
(%) 

Unemployed 58 40.60 

Service 42 29.37 

Own business 19 13.28 

Family business 12 8.39 

Labor  06 4.20 

Pheriwala 04 2.80 

Others  02 1.40 

Total 143 100.00 
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Remaining 12 (8.39%) were either laborers or doing 
similar job. 
Family life was not happy in three quarters (107- 
74.82%) of the cases. The prime cause of  
unhappiness was the pressure for dowry by in-laws 
and its inability to pay by the parents, which was 
ectly observed in 39 (27.27%) cases. The other 
causes were ill-treatment / torture by in-laws in 
21(14.68%)cases rash and negligent behavior of 
husband in 13 (9.09%) cases & inability of victim to 
adjust properly in 6 (4.20%) cases (table 6).  

 
Table 6.  

Reasons behind unhappy married life of the victims 
 

Reason of unhappy 
life  

No. of 
Cases 

Percentage 
(%) 

Dowry  39 27.27 

Ill-treatment by in-laws 21 14.68 

Rash & negligent 
behavior of husband  

13 9.09 

Extra-marital affairs 13 9.09 

Drunkenness  8 5.59 

Mal-adjustment of wife 6 4.20 

Poverty  4 2.80 

Infertility in female  3 2.10 

Total 107 74.83 
 
The extra-marital affairs (13- 9.09%) and alcoholism 
in husband (8- 5.59%) were few other reasons 
behind marital unhappiness. The evidence of 
unhappy married life was not traced in 36 (25.17%) 
cases. 

Medicolegal Aspects:  
Amongst the causes of death, burning was the 
commonest one (63- 44.06%), followed by hanging 
(42- 29.37%) and poisoning (18-12.59%). As to the 
nature of death, about half (72- 50.35%) of unnatural 
deaths were suicidal. Homicidal (36-25.17%) & 
accidental (33-23.08%) deaths were nearly equal i.e. 
one fourth each of the total cases (table 7). 

 
 
 
 

 
 

Table7. Cause and Manner of Death
 
 

Manner of death 

Suicidal  Homicidal  Accidental Total Cause of death  

No. % No. % No. % No. % 

Burning  17 11.89 13 9.09 33 23.08 63 44.06 

Hanging  42 29.37 - - - - 42 29.37 

Poisoning 13 9.09 5 3.50 - - 18 12.59 

Strang./throttling - - 15 10.49 - - 15 10.49 

Drowning  - - 1 0.70 - - 1 0.70 

Others 2 1.40 - - - - 2 1.40 

Total  72 50.35 36 25.17 33 23.08 143 100.00 
 
In suicidal cases, hanging was the commonest (42- 29.37%) cause of death, followed by burning (17- 23.61%) 
and ill- treatment by in-laws (19- 26.39%), excessive dowry demand (18- 25.00%) and rash & negligent behavior 
of husband (11- 15.28%) were three important reasons behind such deaths (table 8). 
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Table 8. Motives behind suicidal and homicidal deaths 
 

Suicidal deaths (72 cases) Homicidal deaths (36 cases) 
Motives 

No. % No. % 

Dowry  18 25.00 21 58.33 

Ill-treatment by in-laws 19 26.39 2 5.56 

Rash & neg. behav. of husband  11 15.28 2 5.56 

Extra-marital affairs 6 8.33 7 19.44 

Drunkenness  5 6.94 3 8.33 

Mal-adjustment of wife 6 8.33 - - 

Poverty  4 5.56 - - 

Infertility in female  3 4.17 - - 

Total 72 100.00 36 100.00 
 
 
In homicidal cases, strangulation/ throttling was the 
commonest (15- 41.67 %) cause of death, followed 
by burning (13- 36.11 %) and failure to fulfill dowry 
demands (21- 58.33%) & opposing the extra-marital 
affairs of husband (7- 19.44%) were main reasons 
behind murders.  
All accidental deaths were due to burning, where 
unprotected cooking (27- 81.81%) in loose synthetic 
sari (25- 75.75%) was the main factor behind the 
causality.  

Discussion: 
The high incidence of unnatural death in young 
Hindu females, within 3 yrs of their marriage was 
probably due to widely prevalent dowry system 
amongst Hindus of upper & middle class of Northern 
India, where the newly married victims were tortured 
for “cash/ kinds” in such a way that no option was 
left except to end their unhappy married life[5]. For 
this, they preferred hanging, burning or poisoning 
whatever may be easily available at the time. 
For the same reason, few of them were killed by 
their husband or in-laws by the means of 
strangulation or burning. Here in some cases, 
bodies were also burned to tamper the evidences of 
murder. The authors [6] in another study of 
strangulation found that victims were killed & then 
burned to hide the crime in 38.46% cases. Thus, 
the perpetrators get enough opportunity to tamper 
with or destroy the circumstantial evidences. 
Besides dowry, ill-treatment/torture by mother in-law, 
extra-marital affairs, rash & negligent behavior and 
drunkenness of husband and non-adjusting nature 
of wives were the other reasons behind such deaths.  

Illiteracy, joint family structure, unemployment & 
economic dependence of husband on their parents 
and nearly complete dependence of women on their 
husband &/or in-laws were other contributory factors 
affecting the marital unhappiness in one or the other 
way [7]. 
This can be prevented by: 
� Promoting literacy & professional courses and 

encouraging employment among girls to make 
them economically independent at the time of 
marriage. 

� Encouraging inter-caste marriage through free 
choice or mutual understanding. 

� Discouraging dowry demands and costly & 
ostentatious marriage rituals through education. 

� Allowing newly wed couples to live separately 
from their families during first few year of their 
married life. 

All the accidental deaths in this study were due to 
BURN and most of the victims caught fire while 
cooking on open unguarded flame such as chulha, 
kerosene stove, cooking gas etc. in loose, highly 
inflammable synthetic garments like sari. This is 
also because the responsibility of cooking was 
assigned to newly married housewife in most of the 
Families of Northern India [8]. 

Conclusion: 
Deaths in newly married females due to various 
family problems constitute 5% of Total 
unnatural deaths. 

• Most of the victims were young Hindu women 
between 18-26 years of age who died within 
three years of their marriage. 
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• Majority of the victims were poorly educated, 
non-working (housewives), belonging to middle 
or lower-middle socio-economic groups. Their 
marriage was arranged and they were living with 
their in-laws in joint family. 

• Husbands were either unemployed or poor 
salaried and they were dependent on parents for 
most of the expenses. 

• Family life of the victim was not happy in most of 
the cases. Pressure for more dowry, ill-
treatment/ torture by in-laws, rash & negligent 
behavior or extra-marital affairs of husband were 
the important reasons behind family 
unhappiness. 

• Half of the deaths were suicidal. Homicidal & 
accidental cases shared equally the remaining 
half. As a whole, burning was the most common 
cause of death but hanging was the commonest 
in suicidal, strangulation in homicidal and 
burning in accidental deaths. 

• Ill-treatment by the in-laws, excessive pressure 
for dowry and negligent behavior of husband 
were the main reasons behind suicidal deaths. 
Failure to fulfill dowry demands & opposing 

extra-marital affairs of husband were main 
reasons in homicidal deaths & wearing loose 
synthetic sari while cooking on unprotected 
flame in cases of accidental deaths. 
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