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ABSTRACT 
The prevalence of son preference among different socio-cultural and religious communities in India is an 
expression of patriarchal culture and values which highlights men’s social dominance and women’s 
subordinate position within this society. This qualitative study sheds light on how urban middle-class 
married mothers in the states of Delhi and Haryana, India, view and practice son preference. I conducted 
semi-structured interviews with 45 urban married, educated middle-class mothers who were recruited 
through the technique of snowballing. This research finds son preference to be deemed natural and 
acceptable by the urban middle-class women interviewed during the course of this study because of the 
various socio-cultural advantages associated with having a son. Old-age support, enhanced social status, 
women’s social dependency on men are some of the various socio-cultural benefits that participants 
attributed to the popularity of son preference. However, despite the prevalence of son preference, daughter 
aversion was not evident among the participants; they provided the same love, care, and education career 
opportunities to their daughters as they did to their sons. The research concludes that daughters’ social 
status is gradually improving as social attitudes among the urban middle-class are changing. This article 
suggests that women’s acceptance of son preference signifies that they have internalised their own gender 
subordination to the extent that they consider men to be socio-culturally and biologically superior to them. 
In order to examine this acceptance of gender subordination by women, I have employed Pierre Bourdieu’s 
concepts of symbolic violence and symbolic capital. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Son preference is a patriarchal ideology which favours sons over daughters and has led to the practice of female 
foeticide in contemporary times. Female foeticide refers to sex-detection of a foetus followed by an abortion if the 
foetus is found to be female. It is prevalent in many countries such as China, India, South Korea, and Vietnam 
(George, 1997). China has the lowest female child sex ratio in the world, followed by India. There have been a 
number of studies conducted at the global level and particularly within Asia which examine this imbalance in 
female-male sex ratios (Goodkind, 1996; Miller, 1987; Pande, 2003; Unnithan-Kumar, 2005). 

While son preference is common in India, it is not practiced uniformly across different class groups (Mitra, 
2014). For instance, because of their education, knowledge and financial resources, financially affluent people 
usually resort to sex-selective abortions and In Vitro Fertilisation (IVF) techniques to have a son while keeping 
their family size small, often limited to two children (Mitra, 2014; Smith et al., 2008). On the other hand, people 
with less wealth usually have a higher fertility rate and a higher female child mortality rate, lower female literacy, 
higher female malnutrition, and are more likely to practice female infanticide in place of female foeticide (Mitra, 
2014; Smith et al., 2008).  
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I carried out my research in the urban regions of Delhi and Haryana, in the years 2010 and 2011. In this article, 
I discuss son preference as it is experienced by educated urban married middle-class mothers from the North 
Indian states of Delhi and Haryana (Yamuna Nagar district). The study explores women’s attitudes to son 
preference and how they frame the issue. The article also elucidates popular reasons for son preference among the 
urban middle-class. Further, I also examine how women treat their daughters within a rapidly changing social and 
economic context where son preference remains the cultural norm. 

Since the introduction of neoliberal policies in 1980-1990s both Delhi and Haryana have experienced rapid 
urbanisation and economic growth, with an increase in Business Process Outsourcing (BPO) and Information 
Technology (IT) industries, and a sharp increase in the building developments, including new shopping malls and 
modern housing sub-divisions (Chatterji, 2013). I choose Delhi and Haryana because the urban middle-class in 
these states is facing dramatic socio-cultural and financial changes as a consequence of neoliberal practices. 
Changes include increased economic development, a higher female literacy rate, women entering into the paid 
workforce, and a trend away from large numbers of children to nuclear families of one or two children at most.  

Interestingly, both Delhi and Haryana have a low female child sex ratio, but have recorded an increase in female 
literacy. According to the 2011 census, the literacy rate in Delhi and Haryana is above the national average of 
65.46%. The female literacy rate in Delhi is 80.93 %, and in Haryana, it is 66.77%, whereas for Yamuna Nagar it 
is 72% (Census, 2011; Talwar and Meenu, 2014).  

Haryana has the lowest female child sex ratio in India, with 834 female children per 1000 male children (Indian 
Census, 2001). Not even a single district, out of 22, in Haryana is above the national average of 914 females to 
1000 males. Similarly, Delhi also ranks low in its female child sex ratio, with 871 girls per 1000 boys (Indian Census, 
2001). The urban areas have a lower sex ratio than the rural areas: in 2011 urban regions recorded a female child 
sex ratio of 902, which was lower than rural areas where it was 919 (Chandramouli, 2011; Indian Census, 2001).  

Son Preference in India 

Indian society is mainly patriarchal and patrilineal; that is, men are the heads of families and women join their 
husbands’ families after their marriages. Patriarchal beliefs and values have resulted in different forms of gender 
inequalities, and despite several socio-cultural and legal reforms, various types of gender inequalities are still 
persistent in urban India; female foeticide is one such example of gender inequality.  

Although female foeticide is illegal under the Pre-Conception and Pre-Natal Diagnostic Techniques (PCPNDT) 
Act 1994, sex-selective abortions are procured illegally, leading to a constant decline in the female child sex ratio 
(Patel, 2007; Unnithan-Kumar, 2010). With the introduction of modern reproductive technologies, infanticide has 
been replaced by foeticide (Indian Census, 2001). Indian historical accounts suggest that female infanticide was 
common in societies where dowry1 was practised, and where only a few women were employed in the agriculture 
sector (Miller, 1987; Miller, 1997). According to Miller (1997), during the British colonial era in India, female 
infanticide was widely practised in North West India because of dowry practice. On the other hand, in South India, 
infanticide was not as prevalent because of women’s participation in agricultural activities.  

Previously dowry was practiced by high castes as a form of financial support for daughters, as women were 
restricted from working outside and were not allowed to inherit property (Dalmia et al., 2007, p.73; Srinivasan and 
Lee, 2004). Women are now legally entitled to inherit their parents' and grandparents' property, but dowry now 
seems to be a price for a good match (Dalmia et al., 2007). Educated grooms are highly valued and considered to 
be a good catch. This paradoxically leads to a demand for an increased dowry for the educated and employed 
bride’s family (Dalmia et al., 2007; Munshi, 2012). Dowry practice has not only increased significantly, but it is also 
now rapidly spreading in areas and communities where it was not prevalent before or where bride price was 
practised (Agnihotri, 2003; Self and Grabowski, 2009). A study suggests that the more educated married women 
spend on dowry, the more dowry has become the status quo. As demands for dowry are increasing, brides’ families 
are also providing big, elaborate, modern Indian style weddings to maintain their social status (Brosius, 2011). 

In addition to dowry, the popularity of son preference in India could also be attributed to collective patriarchal 
family values. India has a collective culture in which relationships and family values play a vital role in determining 
people’s choices (Guess, 2004; Konsky et al., 1999). People in India have close social networks and are socially, 
emotionally, and economically dependent on each other in their daily lives. Since women in India leave their 
maternal families after their marriages, most parents are financially, emotionally, and socially dependent on their 
sons in their old age. Therefore, dowry is not the only reason behind son preference, instead financial and old-age 
support are also some of the essential driving factors (Arnold, 2001; Das Gupta et al., 2003; Unnithan-Kumar, 
2010). 

The demands for dowry and the seeking of financial, social and emotional support by parents of sons may at 
first glance seem to suggest that families from lower economical and educational backgrounds are more likely to 
                                                      
1 Dowry is the practice of giving away of material wealth in the form of money or property or jewelry or goods by a bride’s family to a 
groom’s family. 
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practice son preference (Mitra, 2014; Sharma et al., 2007). On the contrary, studies and census figures reveal a link 
between increasing female literacy rates and declining female child sex ratio (Indian Census, 2001; Sharma et al, 
2007; Talwar and Meenu 2014). Educated and employed women from affluent families comprise a significant 
proportion of the consumers of foeticide services (Patel, 2007). Because of their knowledge and financial status, 
educated women from wealthy backgrounds can easily access reproductive technologies to obtain sex-selective 
abortions as they pursue their desire for a son, unlike uneducated women who are unaware of or lack access to 
such services (Sharma et al., 2007).  

Further, the popularity of the modern small family size among the middle-class is also an important reason 
behind the lower female child sex ratio. Small family size plays a pivotal role in the increased use of ultrasound, 
and sex-selective abortions as urban educated couples want to have at least one son and also limit their family size 
to one or two children (Sekher and Hatti, 2010; Unnithan-Kumar, 2010) Therefore, in contemporary urban India 
son preference is a complex phenomenon where different traditional and modern socio-cultural and economic 
factors are at play.  

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu discussed four types of capital: economic, social, cultural and symbolic 
capital (Bourdieu, 1986). These capitals are accumulated through labour (Bourdieu, 1986, p.46). Labour in this 
context can be understood as including social work or actions, such as practising a socio-cultural belief that will 
help in the accumulation of different forms of capital. Bourdieu’s use of the term ‘capital’ is much broader than 
monetary gain, and he employs the term ‘capital’ in the wider system of socio-cultural exchanges. He insists that 
capital cannot be limited only to monetary achievements, such as wealth, income, property, and other financial 
assets that indicate one’s financial class and status. He argues that capital is also accumulated through social, cultural 
and symbolic gains (Bourdieu, 1986). 

Economic capital signifies money, property, or other financial assets that indicate one’s class and status. In this 
article, economic capital is discussed in relation to dowry, parents investing money on their children, and parents 
receiving financial support from their children, mainly sons. 

Bourdieu explained that, beyond economic capital, cultural habits and dispositions play a crucial role in 
determining one’s class and status. Cultural capital includes forms of knowledge, skills, education, intellect, and 
knowledge of religion, traditional rituals and customs which simultaneously indicate one’s class and status, and 
simultaneously confer the status (Weininger and Annette, 2007). In this research, cultural capital is considered in 
the context of urban middle-class collective family values, gender roles, and the gendered division of labour. 

Social capital, as discussed by Bourdieu, is discussed as different forms of social and human resources within 
one’s network, used by social actors to achieve their interests and to position themselves (Ihlen, 2005). Social 
capital signifies having good networks, social connections, relationships, and support from family, friends, and 
acquaintances which enhances the quality of life at different levels such as professional, social, and individual 
(Benzanson, 2006). Because daughters join their husbands’ families after their marriages most of the mothers 
interviewed in this research relied on their sons for all sorts of support. Thus, in this study, social capital could be 
understood as women receiving support from their sons; and brothers and sisters having healthy relationships. 

These forms of capital further lead to the accumulation of symbolic capital, which could be understood as 
prestige, honour, reputation, recognition, and personal authority and refer to the available resources that provide 
social positioning and recognition to individuals and groups within a society (Bourdieu, 1986; Swartz, 2012). 
Symbolic capital “functions as an authoritative embodiment of cultural value” (Swartz, 2012, p. 648), and it is a 
socially constructed process (Bourdieu, 1986) which leads to a common understanding and shared beliefs of 
“valued, legitimate, valid and useful” resources or practices within a society (Doherty and Dickmann, 2009). In 
this article, symbolic capital is discussed as the capital acquired by the participants by having a caring son who 
would provide old-age support and would care for them. All of this provided the participants with social 
recognition and value among their families and social acquaintances. Because of the cultural, economic, social and 
eventually symbolic capital conferred by having a son, women viewed son preference as legitimate and normal. I 
argue that the acceptance of son preference as natural is a manifestation of participants internalising their gender 
subordination within the patriarchal setting they are accustomed to. By doing so women internalise their lower 
socio-cultural position and reimpose gender inequality; this could be understood as a form of symbolic violence. 
In this article, internalisation can be understood as the acceptance of patriarchal socio-cultural beliefs, values, and 
norms that individuals learn through their experiences of socialisation. Women apply these values and beliefs to 
themselves and other women and consider men to be socially superior, while regarding themselves as inferior and 
dependent. Institutions such as family and marriage maintain the norms of gender inequality and reproduce them 
in daily socio-cultural interactions.  
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In this context, Bourdieu and Passeron (1977) introduced the concept of symbolic violence that explains how 
inequitable gender relations are reproduced and maintained. Jenkins (1993) suggests that through socialisation 
symbolic violence leads to various ways of thinking and acting being internalised by groups and classes in a way 
that masks underlying power relations. Symbolic violence is violence because “it leads to the constraint and 
subordination of individuals, but it also symbolic in the sense that it is achieved indirectly and without overt and 
explicit acts of force or coercion:” (Connolly and Healy, 2004). Symbolic violence is different from physical abuse 
and denotes different modes of socio-cultural domination where the complicity of the dominated is a prerequisite 
(Bourdieu and Wacquant, 2004). The dominated social actors (in this case, women in patriarchal societies) accept 
and misrecognise the dominance of the social order as natural rather than something which is socially constructed 
(Bourdieu, 2002; Clark, 2004; Köverová, 2010; Swartz, 2012). Furthermore, symbolic violence legitimises this 
domination which subordinates social actors placed at the lower level of the social hierarchy (Trammell, 2011, 
p.307). Groups located at the higher positions in social strata are considered to be advantaged as they not only 
practice domination over dominated groups but also deny them “access to the same opportunities and privileges.” 
(DiGiorgio, 2009, p. 917). Therefore, symbolic violence is manifested in the way that individuals internalise their 
subordination to which they are subjected to because of their race, class or gender. 

Bourdieu mentioned symbolic violence as a means of reproducing gender hierarchies, in a way that tends to 
benefit men more than women: this is done without coercion or physical force (Bourdieu, 1990). According to 
Bourdieu and Wacquant (2004), “the male order is so deeply grounded as to need no justification” (p. 273). 
Bourdieu and Wacquant (Swartz, 2012) further argue that:  

The case of gender domination shows better than any other that symbolic violence accomplishes itself 
through an act of cognition and of misrecognition that lies beyond or beneath—the controls of 
consciousness and will (p. 273). 

Symbolic violence is a process of social reproduction of inequalities: even though women have equal legal 
rights, popular culture becomes the site where unequal gender relations are justified (McRobbie, 2009 and 2004).  

METHODOLOGY 

During the course of this qualitative study semi-structured interviews were carried out among 45 married and 
educated middle-class mothers in Delhi and Haryana. The study was approved by the Human Ethics Committee 
of the University of Canterbury, New Zealand before fieldwork commenced. Informed written consent was 
obtained from all individual participants included in the study. Further, I highlighted the issue of confidentiality to 
my participants before the interview process. This information on maintaining confidentiality was provided to the 
participants both orally as well as through the information sheet. I have preserved the identity of my participants 
by using pseudonyms. I have changed the identification details of my participants such as their field of work and 
studies to preserve their anonymity. This was necessary because the participants in this research were located 
through snowballing technique: changing these markers have made it highly unlikely that one of the recruiters 
would be able to identify participants through their identification details.  

I conducted interviews in Hindi language among educated urban middle-class married women with children 
who had either had an abortion or whose first child was a daughter. I preferred to interview those middle-class 
women who had at least some form of formal education because, as discussed earlier, an increased female literacy 
rate is closely linked with an increased rate of female foeticide (Indian Census, 2001; Sharma et al., 2007; Talwar 
and Meenu, 2014).  

These women have access to and knowledge of ultrasound and sex-selective abortions, which means that family 
size and gender composition are not an issue of discrepancy between the educated and wealthy couples (Sabarwal 
et al., 2012). Because of this, it is often argued that the rate of domestic violence against women in the context of 
son preference among the urban educated middle-class is relatively low (Sabarwal et al., 2012; Srinivasan and Bedi, 
2007). Likewise, not a single participant in this study mentioned experiencing any form of physical violence by 
their husbands or any other family members for not reproducing a son or for any other reason. Therefore, their 
accounts and experiences around son preference refer to symbolic violence than physical violence. 

Profile of the Participants 

Forty-five participants from urban middle-class backgrounds took part in this study. Among the 45 participants, 
only 16 belong to the non-working group and have never worked in their lives, identifying as housewives. The 
remaining 29 were doing some form of paid work or had been formerly employed in the public sector or in the 
private sector in the field of education, law, or medicine, or they had run their own businesses. It is important to 
note that the working status recorded shows the employment status of the women during the period when they 
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were interviewed. Most of the participants had more than primary education; only two participants studied until 
year five, and the remaining participants either finished their schooling (16 participants) or were highly qualified 
(27 participants). Some of them were doctors, lawyers, government officers, teachers, or professors or self-
employed and were working in the private and public sectors. 

In regards to family size, the majority of the participants met the modern small-family norm of one or two 
children. For instance, 30 participants had small families: at the time of the interviews 19 participants had two 
children. Of these 11 had a boy and a girl, five had only two sons, and three had only two daughters. Eleven had 
only one child, a daughter, at the time of interview2. The remaining 15 participants had a family of three or more 
children, comprising both boys and girls. It is important to mention that all the participants with more than two 
children described their family size as large. Twenty-one participants lived in a nuclear family, and 24 participants 
lived in a joint family on a regular basis, at least in some phase of their lives.  

All participants began their reproductive lives no earlier than the 1980s, and all had access to safe and legal 
abortions and contraception. Furthermore, they all were aware of the use of ultrasound for sex-detection purposes 
since amniocentesis was introduced in India in 1975. Participants who had their children prior to 1994 were able 
to access ultrasound for sex-detection purpose without facing any legal repercussions as sex-selection was only 
criminalised after 1994.  

In selecting participants, I gave priority to class since after the neoliberal reforms, unlike the pre-independence 
and early post-independence periods, the middle-class group is not limited to elites and upper caste Hindus and 
Muslims, and their hegemony is no longer taken for granted (Donner and Neve, 2011). The new middle-class also 
consists of people from lower rural castes who have now moved socially and financially upward by entering the 
urban educated professions such as IT or computer sectors (Belliappa, 2013). It is important to note that the new 
urban middle-class group is diverse in terms of caste and religion, and may not share the same roots as the old 
middle-class, but it does share many of the same practices and values (Donner and Neve, 2011). Similarities in 
ideas about gender relations and patriarchal values are common to the new middle-class (Belliappa, 2013; 
Radhakrishnan, 2009).  

All participants came from a middle-class background. In this study, middle-class is defined as those who have 
more than the basic necessities of life (food, clothes, and shelter) such as a car, mobile phone, laptop, air-
conditioner, and fridge. Sridharan (2011), based on income earnings, suggests three middle-class groups in India. 
These include elite middle-class (more than Indian National Rupees [INR] 140,000 per annum [p.a.]), expanded 
middle-class (from INR 105,000 p.a.) and broadest middle-class (from INR 35,000 p.a.). My participants belonged 
to the expanded middle-class group. Because of their financial status, all of the participants were able to access 
different reproductive technologies to achieve their reproductive interests mainly around son preference.  

Initially, I approached my acquaintances to ask them if they would be interested in participating (if applicable) 
or if they could spread the word regarding my research. Out of 45 participants, 43 of them were Hindus, and two 
were Muslims. Despite being from diverse religious backgrounds, the Muslim participants shared the same ideas 
around son preference. Research also suggests that son preference is also practised by Indian Muslims (Unnithan-
Kumar, 2010).  

FINDINGS 

The first key finding is that the majority of the participants did not challenge the practice of son preference, 
and many of them were even more eager to have a son than their husbands and extended families. This was because 
a son was seen to confer various socio-cultural benefits. Some of these benefits are old-age support, protection 
from social criticism and increased social status. 

Interestingly, all of the participants agreed that women’s reproductive choices should be free of any form of 
coercion or violent assault. Even though sex-selection is illegal, and participants were aware of that, the majority 
of women did not consider pressure to have a son or sex-detection to practice female foeticide as a form of violence 
towards them or against their daughters or female foetuses. The compliance of this domination was well articulated 
in many women’s accounts. For example, Sheila, in her mid-30s was a post-graduate, and had two sons. She said: 

Nothing is illegal or immoral in practising female foeticide everyone practises it. 

Similarly, Tulsi in her early 50s, a housewife held a secondary education and had two daughters and one son. 
Rita was in her 40s, and had four children: three daughters and one son; and Laxmi in her mid-30s was educated 
and working and had two daughters. Sana was in her 40s, and had one daughter and a son. All of these women’s 

                                                      
2 There was no family of one child with a son. 
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daughters were either going to the best schools in town or they were highly educated and were working. Despite 
treating their daughters with love and care their words reveal clear acceptance of the norm of son preference:  

Tulsi: Son preference is natural, and you cannot stop that. 
Rita: Yes, everyone wants to have a son, it’s natural. Everyone in the family would be happy including me 

it’s like the family is complete now [after having the son].  
Sana: It is in our culture if the first child is a daughter then second must be a son. 
Laxmi: According to me in India, everyone wants to have a son. 

Tulsi, Laxmi, Sana, and Rita wanted to have a son. Tulsi, Sana, and Rita had an ultrasound to ensure the sex of 
the foetus.  

Furthermore, the majority of the participants, whether they had sons or not, calmly stated, that women have a 
strong desire to have a son. Sonia was in her late 20s, Monika was in mid-40s, and Tara was in the early 40s, all of 
them were highly educated and were working in influential positions. They all had a daughter as their first child. 
None of these participants were forced to have a son by their families and all of them themselves had a strong 
desire to have a son. Monika fell pregnant for a second time as she wanted a son. Tara’s second child was a son, 
and she even had an ultrasound for sex-detection in her second pregnancy.  

Sonia: women practice son preference because they badly want to have a son. 
Monika: because they [women] do not think it is a big deal to practise son preference. 
Tara: because from deep inside women always wish to have a son. I think women are actually more eager 

than men to have sons. 

Tara was adamant that she would not have more than two children and was ready to abort her second pregnancy 
if it had been a female foetus. However, it was a male foetus and after this was confirmed by ultrasound, she 
continued with her pregnancy and gave birth to her son. Educated and employed urban middle-class women adhere 
to traditional patriarchal practices by preferring sons instead of challenging this norm.  

Interestingly, both forcing women to bring dowry and pressuring them to have a son or obtaining an ultrasound 
for sex-detection are illegal, but this has had little impact on these practices. Women do actively report against 
dowry, whereas they are silent on female foeticide. This elucidates the social transformation against dowry violence, 
but as yet no major transformation is evident in regards to reporting against pressure to have a son. I asked my 
participants “Why is it when women are beaten or when they are tortured for not bringing enough dowry they 
report it to the police? But, when they are forced or tortured to have a son then they do not report it to the police?” 
The majority of the replies that I received demonstrated that the legitimisation of the morality of son preference 
remains largely unquestioned among the urban middle-class at a socio-cultural level. For example, both Radha and 
Kaveri obtained an ultrasound for sex-detection purpose and only continued with their respective pregnancies 
once the sex of the foetus was confirmed as male. They stated: 

Radha: Well, I explain you this. Because pressurising women to have a son is not any form of torture on 
women. Beating and demands for dowry is a form of torture.  

Kaveri: [laughter] in that case [dowry] women are getting hurt that is why they call the police. In the other case 
[bearing a son], they [affinal family] are asking for a son and the son will remain with the mother [will 
look after the mother] that is why women do not report against son preference cases. 

During the interviews, many participants implied in their tone that son preference is acceptable and popular, 
unlike dowry. The laughter in Kaveri’s account indicates this. Radha and Kaveri did not themselves experience any 
pressure to bring in dowry, but articulated that physical beatings or emotional pressure for dowry are a form of 
torture.  

Dowry is often argued to be one of the most vital reasons for son preference (Unnithan-Kumar, 2010), and a 
few of the participants who had two or three daughters mentioned that it would be or was challenging to have big 
weddings. The participants did not consider giving a big wedding and presenting gifts to their daughters and their 
sons-in-law and their families as a form of dowry. Instead, giving dowry was a vital medium to show and maintain 
their social status. Only two participants mentioned dowry to be the principal reason behind son preference. 

Another participant, Mira who was in her 40s, had two grown-up educated and working daughters in this 
context commented that: 

This is because the woman has to bring dowry from her parents’ family, but the son is born in the affinal 
house [no financial burden on the maternal family]. 

The dowry system not only puts great financial pressure on women’s maternal families but parents also feel 
that paying dowry is their social duty to protect their daughters from hardship and violence at the hands of their 
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affinal families. Often women do not want to put any pressure on their parents and, in the case of son preference, 
women can themselves deal with the pressure and negotiate. 

The participants further highlighted the benefits of old-age support that were ensured by having a son. For 
instance, participants preferred to have sons because daughters would get married and join their husbands’ families. 
Kiran was in her mid-20s and only had a daughter. Her daughter was going to the best school in the town and was 
loved and cared for by her and her husband. Despite this, she and her husband both had a strong desire to have a 
son. She commented that: 

His [her husband’s] thinking is that when we grow old, then we will be on our own. We should have a 
son who will live with us and who will support us. We cannot pin any hopes on our daughter. We will 
provide her education and everything, but she will join her husband’s family eventually. 

Gender bias is articulated through the experiences of insecurities around old-age support. These gender 
relations lead to greater reliance on sons than daughters and influence parents’ decisions about the gender 
composition of their children. 

Further, the popularity of patriarchal beliefs and values encouraged women to safeguard themselves from social 
humiliation by having a son. Sana explained that women try to avoid social criticism by having a son. 

It is women and not men who actually have a strong desire to have a son, and I believe this. Because it 
has been embedded [son preference] in our [women] minds within our own cultural settings, women 
wish more strongly to have sons. So, that no one in society could say anything to them [criticism or 
taunts] that they only have daughters and no sons. It is gradually changing now [views around son 
preference] still these views persist. 

This quote highlights how women internalise the patriarchal beliefs that reproduce gender hierarchy rather than 
challenging them. For, instance, a few of my participants mentioned receiving inferior treatment, such as taunts or 
not being allowed by their acquaintances to participate in certain festivals and rituals such as Ahoi3 because they 
did not have a son. In the majority of these cases, participants’ desire to have a son increased after experiencing 
criticism. Because they tried to improve their status by having a son, they accepted inequality, rather than 
challenging it or transforming it. For example, Rama a Muslim participant in her 30s, was highly educated and was 
working in the public sector. She had three children, two daughters, and one son. Rama and her husband were 
spending a lot of money on their daughters’ education and held high career aspirations for them. After being 
taunted for many years by her affinal family members and social acquaintances, for not being able to have a son, 
Rama decided to fall pregnant for the third time to have a son. The participant’s husband was not initially ready to 
have a third child because he prefered a family of two children only; however, after prolonged negotiations, he 
accepted Rama’s proposal. Rama narrated an incidence that was a catalyst to increase her urge to have a son. The 
incident happened at the birth of her second daughter:  

At the birth of my second daughter, my elder sister-in-law talked to me in a very strange manner. She 
said to me “Oh gosh, your second child is also a daughter, and I thought that if you had a son, then I 
would give you a gold chain”. Then I ignored her and said that I did not want her chain. 

However, when Rama at last had her son her sister-in-law did not gift her anything. Gold is very expensive, 
and in India, it is often gifted to women on festivals or during an auspicious event usually by family members or 
acquaintances. Giving away gold is an important way to express one’s love, care, and respect towards women. This 
highlights how power relations operate within popular culture that women without sons are unworthy of deserving 
anything precious. This gift demonstrates that a woman provides a gift to the family in bearing a son and can thus 
expect to receive valuable or expensive items or special respect and attention in exchange for this. 

In some cases, women even pressurised their husbands to ensure that they have a son, and when men did not 
approve of the idea, it made the participants upset and depressed. Mira narrated her personal experience in this 
context: 

I really wanted to have one son. But what is the point in thinking about that issue now? I could not do 
anything [sadness in her tone] as he [husband] was completely adamant that he would not try for a son. 
I wanted to take one more chance [to fall pregnant], and there was nothing wrong with it. 

The second finding is that mothers explicitly want sons rather than not wanting daughters. Parents treated their 
daughters as equal to sons and provided them with comparable career and education opportunities. However, 
mothers wanted to make sure that their daughters bear sons to ensure their future support and security. This was 
                                                      
3 A fast observed by Hindu women in some regions of North India to ensure the long life of their sons. 
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the most important reason behind son preference mentioned by the participants. Sonia wanted to have a son 
mainly to keep her daughter protected by providing her a brother. Her articulation highlights the importance of 
this protection: 

A son is not important to enhance a woman’s status. The status gets enhanced even with the birth of a 
girl. But it surely creates a safer environment within a family, especially when the parents and sister grow 
old. It is like that this family has a son. It is the safety concern, rather than the status factor. A daughter 
does all the same things, but the safety factor is better with having a son, nothing else. We cannot send 
the daughter out at night time, but a son can go out during the night. For daughters, you have to depend 
on others [if there is no son in the family], but a son can perform chores more freely. These are the only 
restrictions for girls that we cannot send them out during the night because of safety concerns. 

Sonia, in a similar vein to all the participants in this study, stated that daughters are equal, but at the same time 
she mentioned that daughters need protection as well as suggesting that they could be vulnerable as victims of 
different crimes. This is because, in India, especially North India violence against women such as rape, gang rape, 
and molestation are quite common (Kohli, 2012). Because of this, parents often feel afraid for their daughters and 
believe that having a male escort; usually a male family member, might provide women safety from these violent 
crimes. The majority of the participants, who had a strong desire to have a son, shared similar views for their 
daughters’ protection. For instance, Tanu was in her mid-40s, and she shared similar views to Sonia. She explained 
that: 

It is a tradition that there should be someone to take care of the sisters. No matter how many cousin 
brothers you have, a real brother is real. She [daughter] ties Rakhi [sacred thread that daughters tie at the 
wrist of their brothers] to her cousin brother as well, and he would help her even in the middle of the 
night if we would ask help from him, and he would always do this. Both of my sons [referring to her 
nephew] are good, but a real brother is real. 

Tanu highlights that brothers play the role of a protector and that it is a social tradition. Similarly, Sana said:  

Among us Hindus, there are so many festivals like Rakhi, which both daughter and son celebrate 
together. For my daughter, a brother was important and so she never had to think that she didn’t have 
a brother. 

Kanu was in her 60s she was highly educated, and had four children, three daughters and one son, with the 
wish of having a son. 

So, I thought for them [daughters] that if they would have a brother for them where they wouldn’t have 
to feel sad on Rakhi. They would have at least a place to visit after their parents’ death. 

The discussion of Rakhi4 in Tanu’s, Sana’s and Kanu’s accounts contains a symbolic reference to the traditional 
socio-cultural duty of brothers towards their sisters and the social legitimacy of blood kinship. Many other 
participants had a son to provide a real brother to their daughters. 

DISCUSSION  

Both having a son and bringing dowry are culturally beneficial for women as individuals and raise their status 
in their affinal families, even though this highlights their socially subordinate position (Kabeer, 1999). But, dowry 
violence in contemporary times is being widely challenged by women, whereas the practice of son preference is 
not. All of my participants, for instance, considered dowry, unlike son preference, to be a severe form of violence 
against women. 

Son preference has been normalised and naturalised to such an extent by the Indian women that only 1,165 
cases of female foeticide have been filed in the whole country since the PCPNDT Act was implemented (Female 
Feticide, 2012). On the other hand, the reporting of cases of domestic violence and dowry abuse and murders are 
increasing. In 2007, for example, 8000 cases of domestic violence were registered, and it is important to note that 
the specific provision for domestic violence was implemented only in 2005 (Kasturi, 2008). Further, 8391 deaths 

                                                      
4 Rakhi is the festival of Hindus in which the sister ties a sacred thread (called Rakhi) around the wrist of her brother and prays for his 
long and happy life, and in return the brother promises to be a life-long protector and supporter of his sister. 
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were reported in India in the year 2010, which means one dowry death happens in every 90 minutes according to 
the report of Indian crime statistics5 (National Crime Records Bureau, 2011, p.195).  

Dowry, as mentioned earlier, is commonly believed to be a strong reason behind son preference and daughter 
aversion. Smith et al.’s (2008), Unnithan-Kumar’s (2010) and Mitra’s (2014) studies among the rural and urban 
poor class South and North Indian women suggest that dowry and economic burden have fuelled daughter 
aversion. Unlike these studies, my research which looks at the educated North urban middle-class demonstrates 
that daughter aversion is not evident in this group; instead women want sons for their daughters or for their old-
age or to enhance their status. Despite the prevalence of dowry practice the absence of dowry as a key reason 
behind son preference or daughter aversion is notable in the participants’ accounts. This could be because in North 
India dowry is a vital way “of assessing and representing social status, honour and prestige” (Roulet, 1996, p.89). 
Also, nowadays urban middle-class daughters are highly educated and are earning enough that they are no longer 
an economic burden, but are able to contribute financially to their families (Belliappa, 2013; Kohli, 2017; 
Radhakrishnan, 2009). This means they can contribute towards their wedding and dowry expenses themselves. 
These changes are leading to an increase in daughters’ status and the gradual decline of son preference. This 
situation can be viewed in the light of slowly improving child sex-ratios in Delhi and Haryana as recorded in the 
Indian Census 2011. For instance, in 2011, the female child sex ratio in Haryana increased by 15 points, rising to 
834 from 819 in 2001 (Indian Census, 2001). Delhi has also witnessed a small increase in its child sex ratio rising 
three points, from 868 in 2001 to 871 in 2011 (Indian Census, 2001). 

Ironically, despite these gradual changes in women’s status, the women themselves played a key role in the 
legitimation of their own socio-cultural domination. Tulsi and Rita, for example, did not question son preference 
at all, and termed it natural, indicating that sons hold more socio-cultural values than daughters. Other participants 
such as Sonia, Tanu, Kanu and Sana legitimised male dominance under the idea of male protection for women; 
and Rama did not challenge the patriarchal ideology rather she wanted to gain the upper hand by having a son. 
Eventually, women will lose opportunities to be socially independent or take the role of social protectors and 
challenge male supremacy in their everyday lives. Kabeer (1999) argues that the practise of son preference by 
women shows that women tend to internalise their own subordination within patriarchal societies. The 
internalisation and acceptance of subordination, the imposition of gender inequality by women themselves, could 
be understood as a form of symbolic violence. Among the educated urban middle-class son preference is a form 
of symbolic violence as women will continue to be subordinated by holding a lower social status than men even in 
contemporary urban middle-class settings where women are educated have access to paid jobs and have laws to 
protect themselves (Kohli, 2017). They have financial and educational resources to challenge patriarchal practices; 
however, they have tended to practice son preference because of the socio-cultural associated benefits of having a 
son. “Women may not only accept their subordinate role to fit the so-called ‘norm’; they may also choose that role 
because they are more likely to be valued and gain social acceptance” (Durey, 2008, p.8). Women’s complicity to 
conform to gender hierarchy may also be shaped by their perceptions of the consequences if they resist. 
Challenging the traditional patriarchal beliefs often results in women facing social resistance and criticism within 
their social networks and families, and in some cases it can even result in divorce (Durey, 2008; Kabeer, 1999). 

Women endeavoured to accumulate support for their daughters by having a son. By providing brothers to their 
daughters under the umbrella of socio-cultural beliefs and traditional gender roles women garnered cultural and 
social capital within their networks which were then converted to symbolic capital. These forms of capital are 
gendered and mainly stem from practising son preference, and accepting male supremacy and women’s 
subordination. Symbolic violence suggests that power-relations are concealed and naturalised, and that through 
this, inequalities are reimposed within society (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977; Köverová, 2010; Wacquant, 1998) in 
forms of popular values and beliefs. Gender hierarchy and patriarchal authority are reproduced and sustained in 
the daily lives of the urban middle-class in the name of care, love, protection and life-long support for sisters by 
brothers in urban India. These socio-cultural norms enforce the belief that women, no matter how much success 
they achieve in their career or education, will need men for protection in their daily lives. 

Further, the popularity of small family has increased the use of ultrasound to determine the gender of the foetus 
among couples, as they want to limit their family size to two children (such as Tulsi and Tara) but want to have at 
least a son (Basu and Desai, n.d.; Unnithan-Kumar, 2010). Women are educated and employed, but this change 
has not resulted in the complete erosion of gender inequality and hierarchy among the urban middle-class. 

                                                      
5 The high rate of dowry death suggests that dowry cases are still underreported. It is common to see that reports of dowry death are 
often made in those cases by the girls’ family where the parents were pressuring their daughter to adjust in her affinal family even she 
made complaints of repeated incidences of violence towards her for not bringing sufficient dowry. Or in those cases where women would 
hide the cruelty they would face after their marriage from their maternal families.  
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CONCLUSION  

Gender inequality among the educated urban middle-class has undergone changes in modern times: girls are 
now being discriminated against before birth and not after birth. This marginal improvement signifies changing 
attitudes among the urban middle-class. The absence of daughter aversion among my sample suggests women's 
education and their financial contributions to the household is recognised and appreciated. Urbanisation, female 
education and employment are slowly changing the gender scripts so that daughters are increasingly perceived as 
being equally valuable to their families and societies. 

The article demonstrates that physical violence is not necessary to control subordinated groups. Institutions 
such as family and marriage perpetuate the norms of gender inequality and reproduce them in daily interactions 
between men and women. The absence of a son leads family members and social networks to put pressure on 
women to have a son, affecting their reproductive choices. For example, participants considered socially 
constructed gender inequality as normal and natural and legitimised it through their son preference practice. As a 
result, the participants did not challenge their subordination and dependence upon men and instead considered 
themselves socially and biologically weaker and inferior to men.  

Urban middle-class women have internalised their subordination to such an extent that they view their existence 
in relation to the men in their lives, be it in the form of a husband or a son or a brother. By accepting their 
subordinate status, women often receive socio-cultural benefits such as prestige and honour among their social 
networks and families, old-age support, financial support, and male protection. Simultaneously, they can protect 
themselves from forms of social criticism and resistance. These advantages increase women’s status at the social 
level, but do not alter their subordinate position in society and the gender hierarchy. 

Increases in female literacy enhance women’s status which in turn curbs daughter aversion; however, these 
changes have so far failed to displace the practice of son preference. This demonstrates that traditional patterns of 
thinking are still prevalent and continue to define gender roles and practices especially among the middle-classes. 
Therefore, son preference, for the urban middle-class women is both a manifestation of symbolic violence and 
symbolic capital. 

The limitations of this study are in the sample size: it is based on a small sample of 45 urban middle-class 
women’s experiences in North India. However, it is clear these findings are relevant to women from different 
regions, castes, and classes in the rapidly changing contemporary Indian society. Further research is required to 
examine emerging trends in the context of son preference and daughters’ status among the different class or caste 
groups in different regions of India. Hopefully, this work will inspire others to continue researching the intersection 
between gender, class, culture, and violence.  
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