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Good morning, everyone. I'm very delighted to be here 
today. It is always a privilege to speak on these critical 
issues. I also want to thank all the conference organizers for 
this tremendously important gathering. 

Within today's far from small gathering here at Regent 
University, lies the power to right a wrong and change our 
world. The daunting task before us as human beings alive at 
this moment in history is to eradicate modern day slavery
the third largest form of organized crime the world has ever 
known. There is so much hope in the power of one person, 
and that I think that as we sit here today and we listen and 
learn, we must remember that engraved on the Supreme 
Court of the United States of America are the words "Justice 

# This speech is adapted for publication and was originally presented at a 
panel discussion as part of the Regent University symposium, "Endangered 
Gender: A Discussion on Sex-Selective Abortion" on February 16, 2013, hosted by 
the Regent Journal of La\v and Public Policy, the Regent Journal of International 
La\v, and the Center for Global Justice. 

* Dr. Ana Aspras Steele is the President ofDalit Freedom Net\vork (DFN), a 
non-government; non-partisan, justice-minded organization with partner 
organizations in India and internationally that make up a vast net\vork of modern 
abolitionists ,vorking to end the human trafficking and slavery of the Dalits of 
India, 250 million people formerly kno,vn as "untouchables." Dr. Steele has directed 
policy and government relations for DFN since 2007. In the llOth Congress, she 
spearheaded team efforts that resulted in House Concurrent Resolution 139, 
passed on July 24, 2007-the first U.S. legislation to address the crime of 
"untouchability." In 2010, her Memorandum to the President resulted in a public 
recognition of the Dali ts and an honoring of the Father of India's Constitution, the 
Dalit hero Dr. B.R.R. Ambedkar before India's Upper and Lower Houses of 
Parliament. Before working for Dalit justice, Dr. Steele taught at Harvard 
University for 10 years, where she received several distinctions for excellence in 
teaching. She holds a bachelor's degree, Phi Beta Kappa, summa cum laude, and 
two masters and a Ph.D. She also dedicated 10 years to international humanitarian 
and faith-based initiatives. She has spoken at conferences and mass gatherings in 
India, England, Austria, Hungary, Romania, Italy, Germany, France, Holland, 
China, South Africa, the Bahamas, Mexico, Croatia, and the United States. She 
brings to DFN a commitment to justice and an invitation to others to engage in the 
present, ground-swelling, worldwide campaign for Dalit freedom. 

67 



68 Regent Journal of Law & Public Policy [Vol. 6 

the Guardian of Liberty."1 We are here today to decide, and 
to question ourselves, and to ask ourselves: "What part will 
we individually play to guard liberty through justice"? We 
know that the will, the divine will, is to love mercy and to 
seek justice. And so with that sort of framework I want to 
take our attention to India. I want to bring some people to 
you today who are real Indian women. I want to show you 
the things that they have gone through, and how it related 
to the cycle around this issue of gender-select abortion. 

First of all, I also want to give you a little historical 
overview. According to research conducted by Roopa Bakshi 
on the missing girl-child in India, in 1901 (so we're over a 
hundred years back) there were 3.2 million fewer girls than 
boys in India.2 A hundred years later, the 2001 census 
disclosed that the deficit had increased over ten times, to 35 
million fewer girls than boys in India. The most disturbing 
decline was in the age category of zero to six years old. 3 In 
1961, for every 1,000 boys under the age of seven, there were 
976 girls.4 And 50 years later, the 2011 census, there were 
914 girls for every 1,000 boys.5 And there are states in India 
where the numbers are well below 900.6 In 2011, Haryana 
had 830 girls to 1,000 boys.7 In the coastal territories of 
Daman and Diu, the ratio was 618 girls to 1,000 boys.8 

1. See The East Pediment> Information SJ1eet, Office of the Curator, Supreme 
Court of the United States (2013), available at 
http://www.supremecourt.gov/about/eastpediment.pdf. 

2. Roopa Bakshi, Declining Sex Ratios -A Matter of Concern, UNICEF (2006), 
available athttp://w,vw.unicef.org/india/resources_1360.htm. 

3. Id. 
4. Sagar Shinde & Dhanashri Patil, Anti-Abortion and Babies Monitoring 

System, 3 lNT'L J. OF ENG'G RESEARCH AND APPLICATIONS, 1764, 1764 (2013). 

5. Id. 
6. Bakshi, supra note 2 (''The ratios for some of the states are: Himachal 

Pradesh 896, Punjab 793, Chandigarh 845, Uttaranchal 906, Haryana 819, Delhi 
865, Rajasthan 909, and Gujarat 879."). 

7. Rukmini Shrinivasan & Himanshi Dhawan, Sense of Census 2011: Save 
the Girl Child, THE TIMES OF INDIA, Apr. 1, 2011, at 
http:// articles. timesofindia.indiatimes.com/2011-04-01/india/29369788 _ l_girl-child
low-child-ratio. 

8. Himansshu Bhatt, Migrant Population Blamed for Low Sex Ratio in 
Daman & Diu, THE TIMES OF INDIA, Mar. 31, 2011, at 
http://articles.timesofindia.indiatimes.com/2011-03-31/suratJ29365173_1_daman
diu-male-child-ratio. 
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Punjab: 846 girls to 1,000 boys in 2011.9 And Delhi: 865 girls 
to 1,000 boys. 10 

Most startling is the fact that Punjab and Delhi are not 
the most economically poor states in India. On the contrary, 
Punjab, with its very low ratio, is one of the most 
economically prosperous states of India. Its signs of 
affluence are everywhere: luxury cars, huge and beautiful 
malls, express flyovers, up-market hotels, five-star marriage 
palaces and resorts. Yet, according to the research done by 
Professor Nanda of Delhi University after the 2011 census, 
female feticide was actually more prevalent among 
prosperous, urban, North Indian populations, making the 
cause of the crisis not solely a family's poverty. 11 And I think 
that we need to understand that, that it's not just a poverty 
issue. In fact, some of the poorest states in India have a sex 
ratio well above the national average. And her explanation 
is that middle and upper-class Indians are aware that fetal 
ultrasound technology exists, and they have the money to 
have the test done. They have the money to abort if they 
choose. India's Home Secretary, G.K. Pillai, after the 2011 
census, concluded that whatever measures had been put in 
place over the past forty years have not had any impact on 
the child sex ratio. 12 

And there is a myth that Professor Smolin alluded to, that 
fewer women will give the women that remain a better 
status in society. "But this is a fallacy," said activist Sabu 
George. 13 Women in India are already being treated as 
commodities to be bought and sold, and their plight will 

9. Shrinivasan, supra note 7. 
10. 81inand Jha, Delhi's h·ony: Urban Poverty, HINDUSTAN TIMES, Apr. 7, 

2012, at http://ww\v.hindustantimes.com/lndia-news/Ne\vDelhi/Delhi-s-irony-
Urban-Poverty/Articlel-837141.aspx. 

11. Bijayalaxmi Nanda, Academics Campaign on India':s Missing Girls, 
ACADEMICS STAND AGAINST POVERTY, June 26, 2012, at 
http://academicsstand.org/missing-girls-nanda. 

12. See Ben Arnoldy, India Tries Cash Incentives to Save its Girls, THE 
CHRISTIAN SCIENCE MONITOR, June 8, 2011, at 
http://www.csmonitor.com/World/Asia-South-Central/2011/0608/India-tries-cash
incentives-to-save-its-girls. 

13. See Nita Bhalla, Rise in India's Female feticide may Spark Crisis, REUTERS 
UK, Oct. 23, 2007, at http://w,v,v.reuters.com/article/2007/08/31/us-india-foeticide
idUSDEL22936620070831. 
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worsen as sex ratios begin to decline. In fact, a 2012 
February article in the Hindu-Indian press claimed that 
India is the most dangerous place on earth to be a girl. 14 On 
October 11, 2012, we commemorated the first International 
Day of the Girl. 15 The U.N. maintained that India was the 
deadliest place on earth to be a girl. So it's an enormous 
problem. According to a UNICEF report from Mumbai 
dating back as far as 1984 on abortions occurring after 
prenatal sex determination, 7,999 out of the 8,000 aborted 
fetuses that year in Mumbai were little girls.'6 Female 
feticide is typically accomplished in India in one of two ways. 
One way is through abortion, which in India as we've 
learned this morning, is legal up to about twelve weeks or 
three months gestation. Since the sex of the fetus, typically 
through the more traditional mechanisms and not the new 
pinpricks that we've learned about, is determined after 
about 14 weeks, any abortion based on gender that's 
occurring after the twelve-week gestation mark are crossing 
over the legal boundary. 

Here's an expert report from a woman named Kulwant. 
The BBC put this report together, calling it "India's 
Unwanted Girls" in 2011.'7 This is her story, where a woman 
who wanted her children was forced to abort. Kulwant has 
three daughters, age twenty-four, twenty-three, and twenty, 
and a son who is sixteen.18 In the years between the birth of 
her third daughter and her son, she became pregnant three 
times. Each time she was forced to abort the fetus by her 
family after ultrasound tests confirmed they were girls. My 
mother-in-law taunted me for giving birth to girls. She said 

14. See Dean Ne1son, India 'Most Dangerous Place in World to be Born a Girl~ 
THE TELEGRAPH, Feb. 2, 2012, athttp://www.telegraph.eo.uk/news/worldnews/ 
asia/india/9054429/India-most-dangerous-place-in-world-to-be-born-a-girl.html 
(analyzing the findings of the Report leading to the conclusion that India is the 
most dangerous place to be born a girl). 

15. International Day of the Girl Child, UNITED NATIONS, Oct. 11, 2012, 
http://www.un.org/en/events/girlchild. 

16. Zeng Yi et al., Causes and Implications of the Recent Increase in the 
Reported Sex Ratio at Birth in China", 19 POPULATION AND DEVELOPMENT REVIEW 

297 (1993). 
17. India's Unwanted Girls, BBC, May 22, 2011, at 

http://www.bbc.eo.uk/news/world-south-asia-13264301. 

18. Id. 
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her son would divorce me if I didn't bear a son. Kulwant still 
has vivid memories of her first abortion. The baby was 
nearly five months old. Until her son was born, Kulwant's 
daily life consisted of beatings and abuse from her husband, 
mother-in-law and brother-in-law. Once, she says, they even 
attempted to set her on fire. They were angry. They didn't 
want girls in the family. They wanted boys so they could get 
fat dowries. India outlawed dowries in 196119

, but the 
practice remains rampant. Kulwant's husband died three 
years after the birth of their son. "It was the curse of the 
daughters we killed," she said. "That's why he died so 
young."20 

Female feticide is also achieved through abortion potions, 
and this is quite common among the poor. In rural villages 
and big cities alike, millions of families are turning to men 
like Kilash Boria to help eliminate their girl children. This is 
an excerpt from "Disappearing Daughters: India's Female 
Feticide," by George Thomas of CBN.21 Boria tells us he does 
to create an abortion through a potion: 

"I crush the bark of the mango tree and marva tree 
together into paste-like substance," he explained. "It has 
to sit for about two hours. I then mix it with other 
ingredients and black magic." The instructions to the 
pregnant woman are very specific: He tells her that this 
entire glass has to be consumed. But before that happens, 
Boria explains that about 100 milligrams of a locally 
brewed wine should be mixed with the pasty concoction. 
Then on an empty stomach, first thing in the morning, 
half of it needs to be drunk. The remainder is to be taken 
right before going to bed with a full stomach. "Within two 
or three days the women has an abortion," Boria said. 
And what is the evidence that Boria's concoction is 
actually working? After each abortion the patient would 

19. 28 The Do\vry Prohibition Act § 3 (1961), available at 
http://wcd.nic.in/dowryprohibitionact.htm. 

20. India's Univanted Girls, BBC, May 22, 2011, at 
http.#ivwiv.bbc.co.uk/news/world-sout/J-asia-13264301. 

21. George Boria, Disappearing Daughters: India's Female Feticide, CBN 
NEWS, July 6, 2012, available athttp://www.cbn.com/cbnnews/\'VOrld/2012/June/ 
Disappearing-Daughters-Indias-Female-Feticide/. 
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place two coconuts on his front porch as a way of thanking 
him for his efforts. 22 

So in 2007 the U.N. was starting to get alarmed and they 
warned that female feticide would significantly decrease the 
female population, and potentially spark a sexual assault in 
child and female abuse crisis in India. And just this week, 
Human Rights Watch released an 88-page report just 
evidencing the predictions of the U.N. in 2007. It is all about 
this child sexual abuse in India and it's called "Breaking the 
Silence."23 That study states that more than 7,200 children, 
including infants, are raped every year in India, and experts 
believe that more cases will go unreported.24 And so there's 
also another consequence of this kind of cultural thinking, 
this preeminence on the boy, and this devaluation and 
degradation of the girl. The violence has moved into child 
sexual abuse and more trafficking in other communities, 
such as the state of Andhra Pradesh, where you cannot find 
a girl child over the age of five. They've all been sold at birth 
and handed over at five. There's a missing girl crisis in this 
nation, but there's also violence against pregnant women in 
India. So the value of a woman, not just a girl child but a 
woman, has been exacerbated by this tendency to just get 
rid of a girl for whatever purpose, or to violate a girl for 
whatever reason, or to violate a woman at any point in her 
pregnancy. 

I will close with this, there was an article on February 12'h 
describing a graphic story, called "The Everyday Violence 
Against Pregnant Women in India."25 The article describes a 
heart wrenching story: 

The operating room was chilly on a grey morning in 
Bihar, Northern India. Tile floors did nothing to insulate 
from the thick, damp cold seeping through the blankets 
on rickety hospital beds. Sugia Devi was spread on the 

22. Id. 
23. Breaking the Silence: Child Sexual Abuse in India, HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH, 

Feb. 7, 2013, available at http://www.hrw.org/reports/2013/02/07/breaking-silence. 

24. Id. at 16. 
25. Allyn Gaestal & Allison Shelley, The Eve1yday Violence Against Pregnant 

Women in India, THE ATLANTIC, Feb 12, 2013, at 
http://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2013/02/the-everyday-violence-against
pregnant-women-in-india/273045/. 
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operating table like a martyr, arms wide. But Devi wasn't 
dead; she was active and flailing in pain. Throughout her 
caesarean section she responded to each incision, each 
stitch, jerking her face away and moaning ghoulishly. The 
doctors working on her abdomen, distracted by pulling out 
the baby and answering a phone call, ignored her cries. 
But the junior doctor standing next to her face, heard. He 
held down the thin gauze strip covering her eyes, pressing 
so strongly he indented the mounds of her cheeks. The 
cover was ineffective; beneath the thin cloth her eyes were 
visible, darting in fear. The doctor pumped Devi full of 
pain medications during the surgery, and he said that 
after that she was moaning out of fear. Devi, however, 
blatantly disagreed: "I remember that I was shouting out 
of pain." When she moaned Kumar shook her, then jerked 
her, and finally hit her, over and over during the surgery. 
His lip snarled and he looked angry at the disturbance. 
There was no concept of her cries representing a physical 
need or something wrong with her pain control. They 
were only annoying. Devi, abdomen still open, half 
anesthetized, uterus exposed, had no choice but to 
weather the health worker's blows. 26 
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We will talk about the solutions, and there are many. And 
the Indian government is engaged in many of the solutions. 
There needs to be a cultural renovation of thinking 
throughout India so that the value of the girl child, and the 
value of the female, can be raised to equality. And I want to 
close with an excerpt from an article that just appeared in 
Business Week. "Until India embraces the social, cultural, 
economic and family benefits that flow from female equality, 
from valuing females and female empowerment, and until 
India works to change the appalling gender bias that holds 
India back, the country will remain in a state of arrested 
development. A great democracy and its people deserve 
better." Thank you. 

26. Id. 


