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Foreword
The Australasian Centre for Human Rights and Health (ACHRH) is grateful for the
opportunity to present this submission “Family Law support for culturally diverse
communities affected by Family Violence” to the PARLIAMENTARY INQUIRY INTO A
BETTER FAMILY LAW SYSTEM TO SUPPORT AND PROTECT THOSE AFFECTED BY FAMILY
VIOLENCE

This submission addresses the following terms of reference


how the family law system can more quickly and effectively ensure the safety of
people who are, or may be affected by family violence, including by:
a. facilitating the early identification of and response to family violence; and
b. considering the legal and non-legal support services required to support the
early identification of and response to family violence;
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how the family law system can better support people who have been subjected
to family violence recover financially, including the extent to which family
violence should be taken into account in the making of property division orders;



how the capacity of all family law professionals—including judges, lawyers,
registrars, family dispute resolution practitioners and family report writers—can be
strengthened in relation to matters concerning family violence

Recommendation 1-Legal and justice systems interventions are critical to violence
reduction in immigrant communities and resources should be allocated accordingly.
Recommendation 2 – ACHRH recommends that Family Laws should be culturally
sensitive to uphold immigrant women’s rights and to include definitions of culturally
harmful practices such as dowry and bride-price also known as Lobolo in some
cultures.
Recommendation 3- Family Laws to be amended to include ‘dowry’ and ‘bride-price’
or Lobolo as wealth belonging to the payer and to be returned fully after breakup of the
marriage.
Recommendation 4- Cultural education on dowry and bride-price also known as
Labola should be provided for Judges, Magistrates, and Police.

Recommendation 5- ACHRH respectfully recommends that this Parliamentary hearing
make a request to the Attorney General’s office to examine the insertion of term
“dowry extortion” as an example of extortion .
Recommendation 6- Strongly worded statement describing penalty for making false
statements. One such penalty would be charge of perjury with ramifications for
permanent residency status.

Recommendation 7- We recommend formation of a National Steering Committee on
Dowry and Lobola, a group comprising community leaders and legal experts among
others, under the guidance of the Federal Government
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Information about the Australasian Centre for Human Rights and Health (ACHRH)
The ACHRCH was launched in September 2012.
ACHRH’s vision is to create happy communities. Our mission is to build individual and
community resilience through harmony in the home, positive mental health, and mutual
cultural respect.
ACHRH primarily works with and provides services to immigrants from the Indian
Subcontinent and South Asia. ACRCH undertakes community research, and runs
targeted evidence based programs designed to challenge entrenched cultural biases
against women and girls. In addition, to its front line work, ACHRH is the only Australian
based think tank which focuses on finding solutions to the problem of gender power
imbalance, gender inequality, and domestic violence in the Indian and South Asian
community. ACHRH regularly makes submissions to influence government policy.

ACHRH commenced a campaign against dowry in Australia in 2012. In 2015 ACHRH
made a submission in to the Victoria Royal Commission into Family Violence (RCFV). As
a result of the work undertaken by ACRCH, the RCFV recommended that the definition
of economic abuse under section 6 of the Family Violence Protection Act 2008 (Vic) be
expanded to include dowry related abuse.1 .
ACHRH supports migrant settlement into Australia through cultural awareness,
understanding. Further the ACHRH works to ensure that migrant communities have an
appreciation of Australian mainstream cultural values. ACHRH has been funded by the
Commonwealth of Australia to run an ACHRH designed Australian Culture Awareness
course for migrants titled “Mutual Cultural Respect”. In 2016, ACHRH received a
Multicultural award for Innovation for “Mutual Cultural Respect” program.
ACHRH completed an action research project with South Asian using theater –Natak
Vihar Sanskrit for theatre space in 2016 and hosted a National Anti-dowry Summit in
2017. More information can be obtained by visiting www.achrh.org
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Recommendation 156 of the Royal Commission into Family Violence, March 2016.
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Method
ACHRH considers that dowry and dowry related abuse is a catalyst for emotional,
physical abuse, violence in the Indian, the South Asian, Chinese, African and the
Middle-Eastern communities.
This position is based on:


information received by, and consultation with members of the Indian and other
Asian communities;



the media. A recent media report has linked two domestic violence deaths to
dowry (The Herald Sun 23/4/2015 )



action research based on the Indian community in Australia, conducted in
collaboration with the University of Melbourne and clinical data of its Founder
and Director, Dr Manjula O’Connor, Psychiatrist.

Role of the Family Law System in Preventing Family Violence Family violence is a
complex problem with multiple interacting factors at play leading to the development
of ecological model of family violence. The role of societal and cultural factors are
considered important in genesis of family law (WHO 2012).
ACHRH considers that the Family law plays a significant role in maintaining the human
rights of women and children by:


acting as a deterrent to potential perpetrators of family violence; and



reinforcing the benefits of law and order to the community as a whole.

Strong and responsive law and order structures ultimately reduces the violence level.
This was highlighted in Steven Pinker’s book ‘The Better Angels of Our Nature’, where he
states that rates of family violence are lower in well-functioning states with strong law
and order as opposed to states where law and order is not well maintained.
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Primary prevention aims to lower the rate of partner violence at a community
level and stop violence before it starts (WHO 2012) .
Secondary Prevention involves activities that focus on reducing the rate of repeat
violence against women who have already experienced abuse. This could include for
example screening women for partner violence in health care settings, to enable early
identification and referral to support services.
Tertiary prevention programs are designed to mitigate the negative impacts of violence
that has already occurred. A well-functioning Family Law system, acts as a tertiary
prevention program, by giving women and children the means to escape family
violence situations. Ensuring there is access to Family Law system protects women and
children and, accordingly, reduces the negative impacts of family violence.
Family law systems, also have a crucial role to play in lowering family violence across all
communities including those that are culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD). By
taking a strong stand against family violence, the family law system acts as deterrent
by sending a positive message to the whole community of unacceptability of certain
practices (STRIVE 2011) and helps play a role in Primary Prevention.
Recommendation 1-Legal and justice systems interventions are critical to violence
reduction in immigrant communities and resources should be allocated accordingly.

Dowry or Bride Price
In the CALD communities, there are a number of barriers which act to impede the
lowering the rates of family violence. Vichealth (2013) research shows in CALD
communities there is greater acceptance of practices which maintain attitudes that
are supportive of violence against women, these include, a culture of male
dominance, and gender inequality which in turn upholds societal expectation of male
privileges (Pease 2012). This leads to higher probability of partner violence (WHO 2012).
5
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Dowry demands or bride-price also known as Lobolo is one such practice that
strengthens the patriarchy, by maintaining and perpetuating a groom’s sense of
entitlement over the bride, and her wealth (Rao and Bloch 2002). In the long run this
practice contributes to a culture which devalues and demeans women.
Dowry is defined by the Merriam -Webster dictionary as money or property that a wife
or wife's family gives to her husband when the wife and husband marry in some
cultures . Based on published research with Victorian Indian population (Colluci and
O’Connor et al, 2013; O’Connor and Colluci 2016, O’Connor 2017) ACHRH has refined
the definition to include dowry as “substantial gifts” given in the context of a marriage,
where the value of “substantial gifts” is not commensurate with the income of the
families (RCFV Report 2016, Vol 5 p 113).
The harmful impacts of coercive dowry demands by the groom and his family are well
documented in the Indian academic and popular literature. Further, this archaic
practice is also documented in other countries for example China, Pakistan, the Middle
East and Africa.
There is evidence that dowry demands exists in Australia and is causing significant
physical and mental health damage to women of certain ethnic groups (see
Australasian Centre for human rights and health submission to the Victorian Royal
Commission into Family Violence). Indeed there have been media reports of one
suicide in Victoria (Times of India 25/6/2016), and two homicide which are linked to
“inadequate dowry” – one of Indian and another of Chinese woman (Aragoon 2015)
International research on prevention of violence report by STRIVE (2011) cites research
which shows that owning property acts as a protective factor against dowry related
harassment in India.
Although a substantial proportion of all women in India are given dowry and an
unknown number suffer non-violent dowry demands, only 3% of the propertied women
faced dowry related beatings compared with 44% without property (Bloch and Rao
2002). Studies have shown a similar correlation between property ownership and lower
levels of dowry beatings in Sri Lanka.
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The problem of dowries or bride prices, is also prevalent in certain African communities.
In the African tradition dowry related violence generally takes a different form. The man
pays bride-price also known as Lobolo to her family before the marriage. The price is
negotiated beforehand and depends on her education, and other characteristics. In
African tradition the bride price does not escalate into coercive demands after the
marriage. It is paid in cows or $1000 per cow to families back in Africa, usually countries
from the horn of Africa or to the parents here. The amount can be anything up to
$100,000.
At the National Anti-dowry Summit hosted by ACHRH in Melbourne on 13/12/16
(Appendix 3 – ACHRH Newsletter. Report attached) two prominent African leaders –
one from Victoria and the other from Brisbane spoke about the harm caused by the
sense of entitlement and ownership over the wife conferred by the payment of brideprice. The woman is unable to leave her husband as she has been “paid for.”
On the other hand many African women consider it an honour that her father has been
paid for her upbringing and are reluctant to give up the tradition. A breakup of
marriage as a result of for example domestic violence can therefore be difficult.
Another form of the violence directed against young African women in Australia occurs
where her parents have already accepted a higher bride price from a man whom she
does not wish to marry. And according to one case (personal communication) the new
man who was the young woman’s preferred partner was beaten and thrashed by her
biological family and told to disappear.

The Victorian Royal Commission into Family Violence report (2016) observed that the
dowry problem in Victoria is substantial, and evidence of its existence is to be found in
South Asian, African and other ethnically diverse communities and made a
recommendation (#156) to include dowry in the Family Violence Protection Act of
Victoria 2008.
Recommendation 2 – ACHRH recommends that Family Laws should be culturally
sensitive to uphold immigrant women’s rights and to include definitions of culturally
harmful practices such as dowry and bride-price also known as Lobolo in some
cultures.
7
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The phrase "dowry violence" refers not to the dowry paid at the time of the wedding,
but to additional escalating, coercive payments demanded by the groom's family after
the marriage. The additional dowry is often paid to stop the husband from
systematically beating and /or abusing the new wife. Research into dowries in India
(Bloch and Rao 2002) has shown that women whose families pay smaller dowries suffer
increased risk of marital violence. So do women who come from richer families, from
whom resources can more easily be extracted. This point has been noted in Victoria
(see Appendix 1 - letter written by wife, a dowry victim-attached). The young woman in
this letter describes her harsh experience when she married an Australian-Indian man
who was disappointed at the lack of dowry brought by her.
Many Australian-Indian residents will return to India to have an arranged marriage.
These grooms are able to command big dowries, due to their residency status in
Australia - a first world country. After the new wife’s arrival in Australia, a substantial
percentage of men start to make further demands (RCFV Report 2016) that are often
coercive. When they are rejected by the new bride violence against her begins,
followed by the breakup of the marriage with significant mental health damage for her.
(Appendix 2 – academic paper by Dr Manjula O’Connor 2017 –attached).
The cultural tradition holds that the daughter-in-law’s gold jewellery and other material
wealth such as a car, white goods, furniture etc. is kept in India by the mother-in-law,
while substantial cash given as dowry is transferred into the groom’s hands . In many
instances the young women bring bed linen, kitchen utensils, furniture etc. from their
country. The amount of dowry paid can run into upwards of hundred thousand dollars.
The RCFV, also observed that the problem of dowry demands is “exacerbated” by the
fact the women are often dependent on their husband’s for their Australian visas or
residency. Even in circumstances, where women do try to seek help, they are
unsuccessful due to cultural and linguistic barriers, and a lack of mainstream awareness
about dowry demands. Some women have complained that “they were made to look
foolish when they made a request to commence legal proceedings to reclaim their
dowry and/or been suspected of making false claim of permanent residency status
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under the Immigration Law as the husband denies ever making demands for more
dowry or hurting the woman. This can have dire consequences for the woman’s future.
But despite making false statements in legal jurisdictions her husband continues life
uninterrupted in Australia, with her wealth under his control, while the woman feels
powerless , unheard, devalued and humiliated, often developing depression, PostTraumatic Stress Disorder or Panic Attacks” (personal communication Dr. Manjula
O’Connor).
Recommendation 3- Family Laws to be amended to include ‘dowry’ and ‘bride-price’
or Lobolo as wealth belonging to the payer and to be returned fully after breakup of the
marriage
Recommendation 4- Cultural education on dowry and bride-price also known as
Labola should be provided for Judges, Magistrates, the Police.

ACHRH suggest that the term ‘dowry extortion’ applies to cases such as this and
although extortion is a criminal offence in the Commonwealth Criminal Act, it is unlikely
to be used by a spouse whereas the words ‘dowry extortion’ would be understood by
the victims , the police and Judiciary and act as very strong deterrent .
Recommendation 5- ACHRH recommends that this Senate hearing make a request to
the Attorney General’s office to examine the insertion of term “dowry extortion” as an
example of extortion .

Clinical cases seen in Dr. Manjula O’Connor’s Psychiatric Practice have revealed
serious difficulties encountered by majority of victims when reclaiming dowry, in part
due to straightforward denial by husbands of ever taking any dowry (Personal
Communication, M O’Connor 2017). This problem of denial needs to be tempered by
the knowledge that arranged marriages held in India are most often held in strong
traditional custom and dowry gifting is an inevitable part of such marriages. Strongly
worded statement clearly stating penalty for making false statements will have a
deterrent effect. ACHRH strongly recommends such perjury like any other criminal
offence should have ramifications for Australian permanent residency status

9

Parliamentary inquiry into a better family law system to support and protect those affected by family violence
Submission 4

Recommendation 6- Strongly worded statement describing penalty for making false
statements. One such penalty for perjury would be ramifications for Australian
permanent residency status.

In Australia, following the breakup of a marriage, as per the Family Laws all household
goods, cash, gold etc. go into the pooled family wealth to be divided up. Often the
husband has lived in Australia for a longer period of time and, as a result, has more
assets than the wife. Further, there are no specific protections in the law which address
the issue of women who have provided a significant dowry. As a result the woman is
unable to re-claim her dowry.
A court may consider a dowry like payment as an “initial contribution” made by the
wife, which would justify a finding that the wife is entitled to a greater percentage of
the asset pool in the divorce.2 However, in a number of cases women have made
applications to the Family Court of Australia seeking that divorce applications be heard
and determined in India so that issues of dowry payments can be properly ventilated.3
Further, the court will only take into account family violence in assessing a party’s
contributions in the most “exceptional” cases.4

In India, the law considers dowry as ‘stridhan’ or ‘woman’s wealth’ and is the sole
property of the woman. Upon breakdown of the marriage the law dictates that all the

See the case of Yellin v Temple [2013] FCCA 360. See also comments of Judge
Monahan in Mehra v Bose No.3 [2013] FCCA2273, at [68] (Mehra).
3 See for example Mehra and Russel v Russel (No..5) [2012]FAMCA 917. Also observe in
the case of Singh v Singh 44 Fam LR 85, the court granted an injunction preventing the
wife from commencing proceedings under the Dowry Prohibition Act 1961.
4 Kennon and Kennon [1997] FamCA 27
2
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dowry must be returned to her. The ACHRH considers that if such an approach should
be adopted by the Australian Family Law. Alternatively, further training should be given
to judicial officers and lawyers about the operation of dowry, and the proper allocation
of dowry in a divorce. This would ensure that women leaving dowry demand situations,
can recover amounts, often paid under duress, to their husbands. Further, such reform
would also be fundamental to changing community attitudes towards dowry.
The ACHRH recommends that the Family Law System needs to implement change to
ensure that the plight of women who are victims of dowry demands is properly
recognised.
Similarly, a culturally sensitively framed law targeted at African communities, which
allows men to reclaim the bride –price may make it easier for women to obtain
divorce and enhance safety for themselves and their children.

The couples, the Police and the Courts would find direction if the Family Laws were
sensitive to the problems being caused by this cultural tradition.
Australia is a land of immigrants and we are a multi-cultural society. South Asian
migrants are now the 3rd largest migrant group after the English and the Chinese (ABS
2014). The ancient cultural tradition of dowry taking and giving is not likely to disappear,
it may however change over time. We believe that a clear guidance from the Family
Law to return dowry or bride-price to the payer following break up of marriage will assist
in lowering violence related to this practice in diverse communities.
Dowry and Lobolo are nationwide issues with limited awareness of their role in Family
Violence. Awareness of a problem is the first step towards solving the problem.
Accordingly we recommend formation of a National Steering Committee on Dowry
supported financially and administratively by Federal Government. Dowry giving and
taking is an ancient practice and is not likely to disappear, it may however change
over time and we aim for it to become merely a symbolic practice.
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Recommendation 7- We recommend formation of a National Steering Committee on
Dowry and Lobola, a group comprising community leaders and legal experts among
others, under the guidance of the Federal Government
If given an opportunity, we would be keen to appear in front of the enquiry to explain
and expand on the subject matter,
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Letter from a new wife on dowry
Dowry is the practice where the bride brings in money or property to her husband’s
house, with its value demanded by the groom and his family and often accompanied by
ill treatment of the bride if the demands are not met.
Under the 1961 Dowry Prohibition Act, offering or accepting dowry is prohibited and is a
punishable act that calls for imprisonment up to two years. Yet the practise continues
throughout all tiers of society and sadly affluence and education has still not
combated dowries in India and Australia.
Affluent Indian families
Amongst the literate and the affluent communities of modern day India, dowry is not an
acceptable norm. The era of forced arranged marriages are giving way to a more liberal
process. A girl can choose her partner and neither the bride-to-be nor her family
see the need to offer dowry for a good marriage alliance.
There are families who will reject marriage proposals for their daughters if someone
seeks dowry; this is now possible as the modern day Indian girl is highly educated,
independent and has the freedom to choose her groom. However this does not
completely protect all young brides from the consequences of the dowry.
My name is
(name changed to protect the identity) I am 31 year-old
modern girl raised and educated in India. My parents are educated and belong to the
middle strata of society. Like every girl I have dreamt about my wedding day since
adolescence.
I dated a guy online who lived in Australia and I decided to get married to him with the
blessing of both parents. The matter of dowry was not discussed as myself and my
parents considered it to be a vicious practice. I left my parents and job back in India to
live a Happy Life with my husband in Australia and my parents believed I would be
treated the way I was treated back home.
Few weeks after I arrived in Australia, I felt that my husband was not happy that my
parents didn’t give him and his extended family expensive gifts on wedding.
My parents did give me some money to carry on, which he took by saying we live
together so I am going to handle that. Whenever I used to ask him for money like I need
to buy something, he would taunt me by saying did you use to get money at your home?
Your parents didn’t give you much money for Australia so just survive without it.
Even when I started working, I was not allowed to buy things on my own or check money
online. I had to ask him 100 times before buying anything.
He used to help his family financially but I could not send anything to my family because
I am a girl and didn’t bring any dowry with me.
I was asked to stop talking to my family because he didn’t like them and had been
threatened million times that I would be sent back to India if I do not agree to his terms.
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The mentality of these guys has not changed at all, even if they have become citizens of
Australia. They think women should bring dowry to compensate them for taking on the
burden of marrying a woman. Once married the woman is to be just confined to
household chores and should not utter a word. Whether she is educated, working,
earning income is immaterial.
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------Sent to
abuse , 2014.

Consultant Psychiatrist by a patient , victim of dowry
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option, a sign of shame and failure. The following week
her father visited Ms A. She was traumatized by her
mother-in-law exploding at him, she was dishonoured
by insufficient dowry gifts and threatened to send Ms A
home. Her father cried and pleaded, that would dishonour his family. He said he had spent all his life savings.
Ms A felt deeply sad, helpless and humiliated. The
mother-in-law relented.
Some months later, Ms A arrived in Melbourne. Her
husband started making escalating demands for
money. She told him he had to follow the tacit culturally accepted agreement (where the father gives a
dowry, and the husband takes care of the new wife).
Her ‘backchat’ angered him, he hit her, and slept in a
separate room. She asked why he was rejecting her, he
yelled abuse and hit her again saying she was costing
him too much. She was given little food to eat, no
access to money, and lost weight. She was often kicked
out of the house on cold nights and not allowed back
for hours. She would go and sit in the park nearby,
alone, fearful, tearful, sad, and becoming suicidal. His
sister and mother-in-law arrived from interstate, and
both made threats to her life on a number of occasions. She recognized the ominous threats were dowryrelated. She reported that she knew that dowry
demands can lead to murders in her culture. She felt
acutely fearful and ran out of the house and went to
the police station obtaining an intervention order
against him and his family.
Mental health examination revealed a sad, anxious,
and fearful young woman who was suffering daily
panic attacks. Sleep was disturbed with nightmares.
She had poor concertation, low appetite and low
energy. She reported intrusive thoughts and flashbacks
of physical violence, threats to her life, and criticisms
of her on the basis of insufficient dowry with frequent
periods of disassociation and panic attacks. She felt
suicidal but did not attempt suicide. Her self-score on
the post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) checklist
PCL-512 was 80 out of a possible 80. The Clinical Global
Impression (CGI) score was assessed as 3/10. The core
symptoms of PTSD were hyperarousal, intrusion, and
depersonalisation. There was no previous history of
mental illness.
Her treatment comprised bio-psycho-social approaches.
She was commenced on escitalopram 20 mg daily and
diazepam 5 mg nocte. Culturally sensitive traumabased cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) was commenced on a weekly basis. She was referred to specialist
domestic violence services for safety provision. Her
husband withdrew his support for her spousal visa, an
application for permanent residence on grounds of DV
was made. She was not eligible to receive unemployment benefits and unable to look for a job. She was
provided pro bono psychiatric reports to support the
intervention order against her husband, and for the
immigration department, supporting her application
for residency.
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Progress
She received weekly trauma-focussed CBT, and crisis support. For example, she telephoned in a panicked state that
her Australian residency visa was in doubt. She was advised
to do slow rhythmic breathing and take clonazepam 0.5
mg. An urgent consultation with an immigration agent
was arranged. Another time she reported seeing her exhusband standing within 50 meters. She suffered an acute
attack of de-personalisation needing telephone support.
She suffered nightmares, panic attacks and fear. Sometimes
she felt he was standing right behind her looking over her
shoulders. She knew that to be not real. At other times she
had to confront him in court hearings, each contact with
him led to panic attacks and depersonalisation.
Escitalopram was changed over to des-venlafaxine 50
mg, due to severe insomnia and extreme anxiety, mirtazapine 30 mg nocte was added. Due to the ever-present
fear of being stalked, quetiapine 100 mg nocte was prescribed. She took clonazepam on a prn basis. This combination gave her partial relief from fear, anxiety and
insomnia. The PCL-5 score dropped to 55−60. Her mental state fluctuated and concentration remained low. She
started applying for jobs. She was introduced to a nongovernmental organization with a social network of
young women with similar issues. She noted difficulty in
trusting people. Her CGI score hovered at around 5−6/10

Discussion
This case report shows a previously demonstrated complex association between dowry demands, DV and mental illness.8,13 The husband’s dissatisfaction with the
dowry appeared to be the major driver of rejection,
abuse, violence and threats. Demands for dowry are
shown to be an independent risk factor for common
mental disorders and suicidal ideation.9 In this longitudinal study dowry demands turned out to be a stronger
predicator of mental illness in women than DV and husband’s alcoholism. To our knowledge this is the first case
report that draws attention to the association between
dowry-related DV and complex PTSD. This case reveals
how bullying behaviour, abuse of power and control,
escalating coercive dowry demands leads to ‘intimate
terrorism’14 with increasing fear and threats to life and
PTSD.3 Despite its illegality, dowry-related murders in
India have steadily increased in the past decade.15,16
They are attributed to a toxic mix of patriarchy, greed
and materialism.15,16 The exact prevalence of dowryrelated DV is unknown in Australia but dowry-related
DV is documented in a previous qualitative Australian
research study,13 two dowry-related murders are reported
in Victoria17 and the problem is considered substantial.18
As the result of repetitive stress from which there is limited escape, associated with feelings of shame, worthlessness, and defeat, some have identified a variant of PTSD,
termed ‘complex PTSD’,19 a diagnostic category suggested for ICD 11 but not present in DSM-5.20
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Research is needed to determine prevalence of dowryrelated DV in Australia, its impact on mental health and
optimal treatments.
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Most African Australian women experiencing dowry related violence will not seek help due to the very public nature of dowry payments and
community expectations. The negotiations involved in marriage dissolutions are often very traumatic for the woman as in most cases she will be
blamed for the problems that have led to the dissolution of her marriage. She may be asked to “do as the husband says” and work on the marriage.
What needs to happen


There is a need to have a conversation with migrant communities including African Australians to determine how prevalence are dowry
related issues, the impact it has, and where people can get help when there are issues of dowry related violence.



The practice of dowry cannot be banned in the African context as it was meant to be a gift for the daughter to the family and most families
this is still the case, however the economy-based marriages of the modern times has significantly changed this practice.



Clear definitions of what dowry related violence look like and community awareness is needed.



National guidelines for migrant communities and those working with migrant communities around domestic violence on dowry related
violence need to be developed.



Targeted research to better understand the problem
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If my mother refused to comply in any of these, my father had the right to discipline her by beating. As
a child, I don’t remember any occasion in which she left home because of a fight or quarrel with my
dad. The general norm was, once dowries were paid, a wife is expected to bear with the ‘reasonable’
demands of a man.
I would wish to think of this as something in the past. But it isn’t.
In my pastoral work, I have heard of men who have gone back to marry from their countries of origin
and paid lots of dowry. The married woman then joins her husband, settling in Australia. Last year one
of such woman was beaten severely for not doing as she was told and later died of her injuries. She
had only been in the country for six weeks. It betrays the trust of authorities and any upright thinking
person that the partner who is entrusted with orienting his ‘loved’ wife to life in here would end up as her killer in such a very short time.
In one of the congregations, it was reported that three women had died over the last five years in what was clearly seen as dowry related domestic
violence. A well published case is that of Suzil Oghia in October 2016. After a temporary separation the perpetrator partner was told, if he wanted to
resume his relationship, he would have to pay the family dowry1.
Apart from the direct threat of violence, dowry payment has some serious impact on the mistreatment of women and preferential treatment of
children based on their gender.
Women are often treated as slaves or as men’s property. They have to work harder and longer, and bear children as many as it is practically possible
even if their health is failing. The dowries paid had to be recovered in economic terms.
Since women are seen as property, a man could have as many as he or his family can afford. This increased the marginalisation of the woman within
the context of being one wife among many. She has to justify herself for her husband’s marital love, as his privileges become more pronounced.
The attitude that wives can be bought through dowry and can be controlled, dismissed or
replaced by another at the husband’s will gives some men permission to not only abuse their
wives but to put them under increased and constant physical risk of injury, particularly if he
already has another woman in mind.
The dowry system allows women rights to be trampled upon. Once a woman is married, all
she is and has and will have technically belongs to the husband’s family. In the event that he
dies, she and any properties are to be inherited by the husband’s brother. In most cases, when
it came to making decision in critical circumstances her views are not considered. In Australia,
this means a woman cannot own a house, a bank account, a car or even learn to drive.
More disturbing is the well-documented issue the girl-child lacking behind in education in
third world countries. This can be attributed to dowry-related discrimination. When financial
resources get scarce, the boy-child had to take preference. In my family, my father only sent the boys to school. Girl-child education was seen as not
serving the long-term interests of the family, once they got married away.
Forced and child marriage are caused by dowry more than anything else. Parents who are in financial need or simply greedy for money can often enter
some sort of arrangement to have their young daughter married off for the best financial return. The younger the girl the less resistance she can be.

1

http://www.dailytelegraph.com.au/woman-told-friend-she-had-a-feeling-she-would-be-killed/news-story
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Men who have married very young underage girls have ended up in Australia through the migration system, and I come across many of these once
teenage mothers still suffering the psychological impact. In Australia, often young girls are taken for ‘a holiday’ which ends in confiscation of passport
and forced marriage.
The dowry-system, where it is practised has been in place for time immemorial.
No one understands why it was instituted. In almost all South Sudanese cultures, dowry payment is how marriage is customarily legalised. For some it
is spiritual in the way that they seek to meet the unpaid dowries of dead ancestors.
In whichever way one looks at any dowry-system in any culture, even with the best of intentions, in my opinion, it is a system that establishes,
enshrines and perpetuates gender inequality regardless of whether it is paid by the groom’s or bride’s family. It should be seen for what it truly is – a
system that promotes gender discrimination, exploitation and violence in what should be an intimate, mutual and loving relationship.
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Australia’s first anti-dowry
summit held in Melbourne

Dipanjali Rao

Dipa is an IT professional whose interests lie in politics, gender and development. She enjoys singing, music and cooking and
tends to buy books she never reads

Anti-dowry summit calls for national laws against the practice
Australia’s first anti dowry summit held in Melbourne yesterday renewed calls for a national law against dowry extortion. Organised by ACHRH, the
Australasian Centre for Human Rights and Health, the summit gathered academics, legal professionals, service providers, politicians and members of
the medical community in a workshop setting to talk about dowry and its impact, and how the system could better prevent violence and help
survivors.
The practice of dowry is an ancient tradition whereby a bride brings an agreed amount of property or money to her husband on their marriage. If a
marriage ends, the husband usually keeps the valuables.
It is not known how widespread marriage dowries are in Australia, but the practice remains common in south Asia, the Middle East and Africa.
Dr Manjula O’Connor from ACHRH called for a federal law against dowry demands.
“We want laws that make it a civil or a criminal offense to extort dowry,” O’Connor said. “We can’t ban dowry, but we can prevent people from making
such demands,” she said.
“The problem is the dowry is given in India and it is left in India with his parents… but the marriages are breaking up in Australia. So it is creating a lot
of judicial kind of issues.”
Dean McWhirter, Assistant Commissioner of Victoria Police, who opened the
event, said that Victoria Police have identified that the police force needs better
education on the issue on dowry demands, especially in relation to incidence of
family violence. He called for detailed research into the incidence and prevalence
of dowry.
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VMC Certificate of Merit for Mutual Cultural Respect Program.
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