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A CRY STILL UNHEARD:  

A MENACE OF FEMALE FOETICIDE SOCIETAL ATTITUDE 

TOWARDS FEMALE FOETICIDE 

M o n a   A r o r a 



A b s t r a c t 

I n d i a   h a s   a n   a g e   o l d   f a s c i n a t i o n   w i t h   t h e   b o y   c h i l d   a n d   c o n s i d e r s   t h e   b i r t h  

o f   a   g i r l   a s   a   b a d   i n v e s t m e n t   i n   f u t u r e .   A   g i r l   i s   c o n s i d e r e d   t o   b e   c o n s u m e r   r a t h e r  

t h a n   a   p r o d u c e r ,   a n d   t h i s   n a r r o w   v i e w p o i n t   o f   t h e   I n d i a n   p a t r i a r c h a l   s o c i e t y   h a s  

l e a d   t o   h o r r i d   p r a c t i c e s   l i k e   f e m a l e   i n f a n t i c i d e   a n d   f e m a l e   f o e t i c i d e . 

T h e r e   i s   s o c i e t a l   p r e s s u r e   f o r   w o m e n   t o   h a v e   m a l e   c h i l d r e n   a n d   f a i l u r e s  

tend to feel guilty after giving birth to a girl. Such women are at risk of being 

beaten and rejected by their husbands. This can even lead to rejection by in -l a w s  

a n d   b y   t h e   s o c i e t y   a s   a   w h o l e .   K e e p i n g   i n   v i e w   t h e   a b o v e   d i s c o u r s e   t h e   p r e s e n t  

p a p e r   a i m s   t o   s t u d y   t h e   a t t i t u d e   o f   s o c i e t y   t o w a r d s   f e m a l e   f o e t i c i d e . 
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Introduction 

T h e   c o n c e r n   fo r   g i r l   c h i l d ,   w h o   i s   m u r d e r e d   b e c a u s e   s h e   i s   f e m a l e ,   i s   o f  

growing concern in contemporary society worldwide. This violation of a girl's 

b a s i c   r i g h t   t o   l i f e   r e q u i r e s   u r g e n t   a t t e n t i o n   a n d   a c t i o n .   G i r l   c h i l d r e n   a r e  

undesirable in many regions of the world.  I n   f a c t ,   d u e   t o   t h e   h i g h   o c c u r r e n c e   o f  

f o e t i c i d e s ,   i n f a n t i c i d e s ,   i n c l u d i n g   n e w b o r n   n e g l e c t   a n d   a b a n d o n m e n t ,   t h e   w o r l d   i s  

c u r r e n t l y   d e p r i v e d   o f   o v e r   1 0 0   m i l l i o n   w o m e n .   C h i n a   a n d   I n d i a   a l o n e   a r e  

r e s p o n s i b l e   f o r   8 0   m i l l i o n   m i s s i n g   f e m a l e s . 

Female infanticide  h a s   b e e n   p r a c t i c e d   i n   I n d i a   f o r   t h o u s a n d s   o f   y e a r s ,   b u t  

w i t h   t h e   i n c r e a s e d   a v a i l a b i l i t y   o f   m o d e r n   s e x   d e t e r m i n a t i o n   t e c h n i q u e s   s u c h   a s  

a m n i o c e n t e s i s   a n d   u l t r a s o u n d ,   s e x   s e l e c t i v e   a b o r t i o n   h a s   b e c o m e   c o m m o n   i n   m o s t  

o f   I n d i a ' s   b i g   c i t i e s . 

As a result of sele c t i v e   a b o r t i o n ,   b e t w e e n   3 5   a n d   4 0   m i l l i o n   g i r l s   a n d  

women are missing from the Indian population. In some parts of the country, the 

s e x   r a t i o   o f   g i r l s   t o   b o y s   h a s   d r o p p e d   t o   l e s s   t h a n   8 0 0 : 1 0 0 0 .   T h e   U n i t e d   N a t i o n s  

h a s   e x p r e s s e d   s e r i o u s   c o n c e r n   a b o u t   t h e   s i t u a t i o n .   T h e   s e x   r a t i o   h a s   a l t e r e d  

c o n s i s t e n t l y   i n   f a v o u r   o f   b o y s   s i n c e   t h e   b e g i n n i n g   o f   t h e   2 0t h   C e n t u r y   a n d   t h e  

e f f e c t   h a s   b e e n   m o s t   p r o n o u n c e d   i n   t h e   S t a t e s   o f   P u n j a b ,   H a r y a n a   a n d   D e l h i .   I t   w a s  

i n   t h e s e   s t a t e s   t h a t   p r i v a t e   f o e t a l   s e x   d e t e r m i n a t i o n   c l i n i c s   w e r e   f i r s t   e s t a b l i s h e d  

a n d   t h e   p r a c t i c e   o f   s e l e c t i v e   a b o r t i o n   b e c a m e   p o p u l a r   f r o m   t h e   l a t e   1 9 7 0 s . 

W o r r y i n g l y ,   t h e   t e n d   i s   f a r   s t r o n g e r   i n   u r b a n   r a t h e r   t h a n   r u r a l   a r e a s ,   a n d   a m o n g  

literate rather than illiterate women, exploding the myth that growing afflu e n c e  

a n d   s p r e a d   o f   b a s i c   e d u c a t i o n   a l o n e   w i l l   r e s u l t   i n   t h e   e r o s i o n   o f   g e n d e r   b i a s . 

T h e   a d v e r s e   s e x   r a t i o   h a s   b e e n   l i n k e d   w i t h   t h e   l o w   s t a t u s   o f   w o m e n   i n  

Indian communities, both Hindu and Muslim. The status of women in a society can 

b e   d e t e r m i n e d   b y   t h e ir education, health, economic role, presence in the 

p r o f e s s i o n s   a n d   m a n a g e m e n t ,   a n d   d e c i s i o n   m a k i n g   p o w e r   w i t h i n   t h e   f a m i l y .   I t   i s  

d e e p l y   i n f l u e n c e d   b y   t h e   b e l i e f s   a n d   v a l u e s   o f   s o c i e t y .   I s l a m   p e r m i t s   p o l y g a m y   a n d  

g i v e s   w o m e n   f e w e r   r i g h t s   t h a n   m e n .   A m o n g   H i n d u s ,   p r e f e r e n c e   f o r   t h e   m a l e   c h i l d  

is likewise deeply enshrined in belief and practice. The Ramayana and the 

M a n u s m r i t i   ( t h e   L a w s   o f   M a n u )   r e p r e s e n t   t h e   i d e a l   w o m a n   a s   o b e d i e n t   a n d  

s u b m i s s i v e   a n d   a l w a y s   n e e d i n g   t h e   c a r e   o f   a   m a l e ;   f i r s t   f a t h e r ,   t h e n   h u s b and, then 

s o n . 
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The birth of a son is regarded as essential in Hinduism and many prayers 

and lavish offerings are made in temples in the hope of having a male child. 

M o d e r n   m e d i c a l   t e c h n o l o g y   i s   u s e d   i n   t h e   s e r v i c e   o f   t h i s   r e l i g i o n -d r i v e n   d e v a l u i n g  

o f   w o m e n   a n d   g i r l s . 

R e l i g i o n   o p e r a t e s   a l o n g s i d e   o t h e r   c u l t u r e   a n d   e c o n o m i c   f a c t o r s   i n   l o w e r i n g  

t h e   s t a t u s   o f   w o m e n .   T h e   p r a c t i c e   o f   d o w r y   h a s   s p r e a d   n a t i o n w i d e ,   t o   c o m m u n i t i e s  

a n d   c a s t e s   i n   w h i c h   i t   h a d   n e v e r   b e e n   t h e   c u s t o m ,   f u e l l e d   b y   c o n s u m e r i s m   a n d  

e m u l a t i o n   of upper caste practices. In the majority of cases, the legal system has 

n o   i m p a c t   o n   t h e   p r a c t i c e   o f   d o w r y .   I t   i s   e s t i m a t e d   t h a t   a   d o w r y   d e a t h   o c c u r s   i n  

I n d i a   e v e r y   9 3   m i n u t e s . 

T h e   n e e d   o f   d o w r y   f o r   g i r l   c h i l d r e n   a n d   t h e   a b i l i t y   t o   d e m a n d   a   d o w r y   f o r  

b o y s   e x e r t s   c o n s i d e r a b l e   e c o n o m i c   p r e s s u r e   o n   f a m i l i e s   t o   u s e   a n y   m e a n s   t o   a v o i d  

h a v i n g   g i r l s ,   w h o   a r e   s e e n   a s   a   l i a b i l i t y .   S o n a l d a   D e s a i   h a s   r e p o r t e d   t h a t   t h e r e   a r e  

posters advertising sex determination tests read as, "It is better to pay 500 Rs. now 

than 50,0 00 Rs. (in dowry) later". 

W o m e n   a n d   D e v e l o p m e n t s   i n   R e p r o d u c t i v e   T e c h n o l o g y   A b o r t i o n   w a s  

l e g a l i z e d   i n   I n d i a   i n   1 9 7 1   ( M e d i c a l   T e r m i n a t i o n   o f   P r e g n a n c y   A c t )   t o   s t r e n g t h e n  

h u m a n i t a r i a n   v a l u e s   ( p r e g n a n c y   c a n   b e   a b o r t e d   i f   i t   i s   a   r e s u l t   o f   s e x u a l   a s s a u l t , 

c o n t r a c e p t i v e   f a i l u r e ,   i f   t h e   b a b y   w o u l d   b e   s e v e r e l y   h a n d i c a p p e d ,   o r   i f   t h e   m o t h e r  

i s   i n c a p a b l e   o f   b e a r i n g   a   h e a l t h y   c h i l d ) .   A m n i o c e n t e s i s   w a s   i n t r o d u c e d   i n   1 9 7 5   t o  

d e t e c t   f o e t a l   a b n o r m a l i t i e s   b u t   i t   s o o n   b e g a n   t o   b e   u s e d   f o r   d e t e r m i n i n g   t h e   s e x   o f  

t h e   b a b y .   Ul t r a s o u n d   s c a n n i n g ,   b e i n g   a   n o n -invasive technique, quickly gained 

p o p u l a r i t y   a n d   i s   n o w   a v a i l a b l e   i n   s o m e   o f   t h e   m o s t   r e m o t e   r u r a l   a r e a s .   B u t  

t e c h n i q u e s   a r e   n o w   b e i n g   u s e d   f o r   s e x   d e t e r m i n a t i o n   w i t h   t h e   i n t e n t i o n   o f   a b o r t i o n  

i f   t h e   f o e t u s   t u r n s   o u t   t o   b e   female. These methods do not involve manipulation of 

g e n e t i c   m a t e r i a l   t o   s e l e c t   t h e   s e x   o f   a   b a b y . 

M o s t   o f   t h o s e   i n   t h e   m e d i c a l   p r o f e s s i o n ,   b e i n g   p a r t   o f   t h e   s a m e   g e n d e r  

b a s e d   s o c i e t y ,   a r e   s t e e p e d   i n   t h e   s a m e   a t t i t u d e s   c o n c e r n i n g   w o m e n .   I t   i s   s c a r c e l y  

surp r i s i n g   t h a t   t h e y   a r e   h a p p y   t o   f u l f i l l   t h e   d e m a n d s   o f   p r o s p e c t i v e   p a r e n t s . 

Medical malpractice in this area is flourishing, and bans on gender selection in 

s o c i e t y   a s   a   w h o l e   h a v e   h a d   l i t t l e   e f f e c t . 

 

Attitude of Society towards female foetcide  

( a )  

D i s c r i m i n a t i o n   a g a i n s t   g i r l   c h i l d r e n   i s   t h e   d i r e c t   o u t c o m e   o f   m a l e  

p r e f e r e n c e .   F o r   m o r e   t h a n   1 0 0   y e a r s ,   t h e   I n d i a n   c e n s u s   h a s   s h o w n   a  

m a r k e d   g a p   b e t w e e n   t h e   n u m b e r   o f   b o y s   a n d   g i r l s ,   m e n ,   a n d   w o m e n . 

T h i s   g a p ,   w h i c h   h a s   n a t i o n w i d e   i m p l i c a t i o n s ,   i s   t h e   r e s u lt   o f  

decisions made at the most local level  -   t h e   f a m i l y .   C o m m o n  

w i s d o m   i s   t h a t   t h e   p r e f e r e n c e   f o r   s o n s   i s   m o t i v a t e d   b y   e c o n o m i c , 

r e l i g i o u s ,   s o c i a l   a n d   e m o t i o n a l   d e s i r e s   a n d   n o r m s   t h a t   f a v o u r   m a l e s  

a n d   m a k e   f e m a l e s   l e s s   d e s i r a b l e :   P a r e n t s   e x p e c t   s o n s   -   b u t  not 

d a u g h t e r s   -   t o   p r o v i d e   f i n a n c i a l   a n d   e m o t i o n a l   c a r e ,   e s p e c i a l l y   i n  

t h e i r   o l d   a g e ;   s o n s   a d d   t o   f a m i l y   w e a l t h   a n d   p r o p e r t y   w h i l e  

d a u g h t e r   d r a i n   i t   t h r o u g h   t o   a n o t h e r   h o u s e h o l d ;   s o n s   p e r f o r m  

i m p o r t a n t   r e l i g i o u s   r o l e s ,   a n d   s o n s   d e f e n d   o r   e x e r c i s e   t h e   f a m i ly's 

power while daughters have to be defended and protected, creating 

a   p e r c e i v e d   b u r d e n   o n   t h e   h o u s e h o l d . 

( b )  

A c c o r d i n g   t o   m a n y   I n d i a n   p a r e n t s ,   a   g i r l   e n t a i l s   c o s t s   r e l a t e d   t o  

p r o t e c t i v e   e f f o r t s   e x t e n d e d   e s p e c i a l l y   t o   d a u g h t e r s .   G i r l s   a r e  

p e r c e i v e d   t o   b e particularly vulnerable, as family honour seems, at 

times, to rest exclusively on women's behavior, rather than on 

m e n ' s .   B u t   a p a r t   f r o m   t h i s   a s p e c t ,   r a i s i n g   d a u g h t e r s   c a n n o t   b e   s a i d  

to be more expensive than raising sons, especially when they 
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A cry still unheard: ... ...  

receive care   a n d   e d u c a t i o n   o f   i n f e r i o r   q u a l i t y   c o m p a r e d   t o   t h e i r  

b r o t h e r s .   A s   s u c h ,   i t   i s   o n l y   w i t h   r e f e r e n c e   t o   c o s t s   a r i s i n g   d u r i n g  

o r   a f t e r   t h e i r   m a r r i a g e   t h a t   d a u g h t e r s   a p p e a r   t o   b e   m o r e   " e x p e n s i v e " 

t h a n   s o n s .   I n   a d d i t i o n ,   t h o u g h   t h e   " i n v e s t m e n t "   i n   d a u g h t e r s   i s  

e s s e n t i a l l y   t h e   s a m e   a s   s o n s   b e f o r e   m a r r i a g e ,   t h i s   m o n e y   i s  

s u b s e q u e n t l y   c o n s i d e r e d   w a s t e d   d u e   t o   t h e   p a t r i l o c a l "   n a t u r e   o f  

m a r r i a g e ,   m e a n i n g   t h a t   m a r r i e d   c o u p l e s   i n   I n d i a   g e n e r a l l y   l i v e   n e a r  

t h e   h u s b a n d ' s   f a m i l y ,   r a t h e r   t h a n   t h e   w i f e ' s . 

Marriage and related expenditures constitute a large category of costs. This 

i n c l u d e s   s e v e r a l   s u b   c a t e g o r i e s ,   s u c h   a s   w e d d i n g   e x p e n s e s   b o r n e   b y   t h e   b r i d e  

f a m i l y ,   c u s t o m a r y   g i f t s   t o   t h e   g r o o m ' s   s i d e ,   a n d   e s p e c i a l l y   d o w r y   ( p a i d   t o   t h e  

g r o o m ' s   f a m i l y )   o r   e v e n   p o s t   m a r r i a g e   e x p e n s e s   ( a d d i t i o n a l   d o w r y   d e m a n d s , 

s u p p o r t   a t   t i m e   o f   f i r s t   p r e g n a n c y   e t c . 

In 1994, the Government of India passed the Pre -conception and Pre -n a t a l  

Diagnostic Techniques (Prohibition of Sex Selection) Act with the aim of 

p r e v e n t i n g   f e m a l e   f o e t i c i d e .   T h e   i m p l e m e n t a t i o n   o f   t h i s   A c t   w a s   s l o w .   I t   w a s   l a t e r  

amended and replaced in 2002 by the Prenatal Diagnostic Techniques (Regulation 

a n d   P r e v e n t i o n   o f   M i s u s e )   A c t   w i t h o u t   e v e r   h a v i n g   b e e n   p r o p e r l y   i m p l e m e n t e d . 

T h e   A c t   h a s   a   c e n t r a l   a n d   s t a t e   l e v e l   S u p e r v i s o r y   B o a r d ,   a n   A p p r o p r i a t e  

A u t h o r i t y ,   a n d   s u p p o r t i n g   A d v i s o r y   C o m m i t t e e .   T h e   f u n c t ion of the Supervisory 

Board is to oversee, monitor, and make amendments to the provisions of the Act. 

A p p r o p r i a t e   A u t h o r i t y   p r o v i d e s   r e g i s t r a t i o n ,   a n d   c o n d u c t s   t h e   a d m i n i s t r a t i v e   w o r k  

involved in inspection, investigation, and the penalizing of defaulters . The 

A d v i s o r y   C o m m i t t e e   p r o v i d e s   e x p e r t   a n d   t e c h n i c a l   s u p p o r t   t o   t h e   A p p r o p r i a t e  

A u t h o r i t y .   C o n t r a v e n i n g   t h e   p r o v i s i o n s   o f   t h e   A c t   c a n   l e a d   t o   a   f i n e   o f   R s . 1 0 , 0 0 0  

and up to three years imprisonment for a first offence, with greater fines and 

l o n g e r   t e r m s   o f   i m p r i s o n m e n t   f o r   r e p e a t   o f f e n d e r .   T h e   A p p r o p r i a t e   A u t h o r i t y  

i n f o r m s   t h e   c e n t r a l   o r   s t a t e   m e d i c a l   c o u n c i l   t o   t a k e   a c t i o n   a g a i n s t   m e d i c a l  

p r o f e s s i o n a l s ,   l e a d i n g   t o   s u s p e n s i o n   o r   t h e   s t r i k i n g   o f f   t h e   p r a c t i t i o n e r s   f o u n d  

g u i l t y   o f   c o n t r a v e n i n g   t h e   p r o v i s i o n s   o f   t h e   A c t . 

B e f o r e   c o n d u c t i n g   a n y   p r e n a t a l   d i a g n o s t i c   p r o c e d u r e ,   t h e   m e d i c a l  

p r a c t i t i o n e r   m u s t   o b t a i n   a   w r i t t e n   c o n s e n t   f r o m   t h e   p r e g n a n t   w o m a n   i n   a   l o c a l  

l a n g u a g e   t h a t   s h e   u n d e r s t a n d s .   P r e n a t a l   t e s t s   m a y   b e   p e r f o r m e d   i n   v a r i o u s  

s p e c i f i e d   c i r c u m s t a n c e s ,   i n c l u d i n g   r i s k   o f   c h r o m o s o m a l   a b n o r m a l i t i e s   i n   t h e   c a s e  

of women over 35, and genetic diseases evident in the family history of the couple. 

I m p l e m e n t a t i o n   o f   t h e   1 9 9 4   A c t . 



Preventing Female Foeticide  

I t   c a n   b e   c o n c l u d e d   t h a t   f e m a l e   f o e t i c i d e   i s   a p p r o v e d   u n d e r   o n e   p r e t e x t   o r  

the other. Dowry was cited as the main reason behind it. Daughters are unable to 

p r o v i d e   s o c i a l   s e c u r i t y   t o   t h e i r   p a r e n t s   i n   o l d   a g e   a n d   t h u s   a r e   c o n s i d e r e d   a n  

u n n e c e s s a r y   i n v e s t m e n t .   T h e   f o l l o w i n g   a r e   t h e   s u g g e s t i v e   m e a s u r e s   f o r   p r e v e n t i n g  

female foeticide: 

1. 

L a w s   h a v e   b e e n   p a s s e d   d e c l a r i n g   f e m a l e   f o e t i c i d e   a s   i l l e g a l . 

A d v e r t i s i n g   f o r   p r e n a t a l   p r e d i c t i o n   o f   s e x   h a s   a l s o   b e e n   d e c l a r e d  

illegal. Efforts should be made to implement these laws effectively. 

S t r i c t   p u n i s h m e n t   s h o u l d   b e   g i v e n   t o  t h e   d e f a u l t e r s . 

2. 

E f f o r t s   a n d   p r o v i s i o n s   s h o u l d   b e   m a d e   t o   p r o v i d e   s o c i a l   s e c u r i t y   t o  

p a r e n t s   w h o   a r e   a b o v e   6 5   y e a r s   o f   a g e   a n d   h a v e   o n l y   d a u g h t e r s . 

T h e y   s h o u l d   b e   p r o v i d e d   w i t h   o l d   a g e   p e n s i o n   i f   t h e y   d o   n o t   h a v e   a  

s o n . 

3. 

G i r l   c h i l d r e n   s h o u l d   b e   p r o v i d e d   f r e e   a n d   c o m p u l s o r y   e d u c a t i o n   u p  

to higher secondary level. This would decrease the so -called 
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" u n n e c e s s a r y   i n v e s t m e n t   o n   g i r l   c h i l d r e n "   m a d e   b y   t h e   p a r e n t s   o n  

t h e i r   d a u g h t e r s .   T h e y   w o u l d   s t o p   t a k i n g   t h e i r   d a u g h t e r s   a s   a  

l i a b i l i t y . 

4. 

C e r t a i n   s c h e m e s   s h o u l d   b e   s t a rted for providing economic provision 

f o r   t h e   f e m a l e   c h i l d r e n .   F o r   t h i s   p u r p o s e ,   g o v e r n m e n t   s h o u l d   s t a r t  

v a r i o u s   e m p l o y m e n t   s c h e m e s   f o r   f e m a l e s   w h e r e   1 0 0 %   r e s e r v a t i o n  

c o u l d   b e   m a d e   f o r   w o m e n   i n   o c c u p a t i o n s   l i k e   t e a c h i n g ,   n u r s i n g   a s  

t e l e p h o n e   o p e r a t o r s   e t c . 

5. 

Women's right to own and inherit property and the social obligation 

o f   d a u g h t e r s   t o   s u p p o r t   p a r e n t s   i n   t h e   s a m e   w a y   a s   s o n s ,   c a n   b e  

s p r e a d   b y   p o l i c y   i n t e r v e n t i o n   t o   i n c u l c a t e   t h e s e   n e w   v a l u e s   i n  

h o u s e h o l d s   a s   w e l l   a s   l e g a l   s u p p o r t   t o   i m p l e m e n t   t h e s e   v a l u e s 

s h o u l d   b e   p r o v i d e d . 

6. 

T h e   M i n i s t r y   o f   W o m e n   a n d   C h i l d   W e l f a r e   s h o u l d   d i s p a t c h  

c o n g r a t u l a t o r y   g r e e t i n g s   t o   c o u p l e s   w h o   a t t a i n   p a r e n t h o o d   w i t h   t h e  

b i r t h   o f   a   g i r l   c h i l d .   T h e   G o v e r n m e n t   b y   d i s p a t c h i n g   s u c h   g r e e t i n g s  

c o u l d   s p r e a d   a w a r e n e s s   t h a t   t h e   b i r t h   o f   a   g i r l   i s   a   j o y o u s   o c c a s i o n  

a n d   w o u l d   i n s t i l l   c o n f i d e n c e   i n   t h e   m o t h e r   w h o   u s u a l l y   f i n d s   h e r s e l f  

a t   t h e   r e c e i v i n g   e n d   w h e n e v e r   a   g i r l   c h i l d   i s   b o r n . 

7. 

M o r a l   e d u c a t i o n   s h o u l d   b e   i m p a r t e d   i n   s c h o o l s .   C h i l d r e n   s h o u l d   b e  

taught to uphold morals and refrain from pra c t i c e s   o f   d o w r y ,   f e m a l e  

f o e t i c i d e ,   a n d   g e n d e r   b a s i s .   T h e   v u l n e r a b l e   m i n d s   o f   t h e   c h i l d r e n  

s h o u l d   b e   s o   i n f l u e n c e d   t h a t   t h e y   g r o w   u p   a s   a d u l t s   w h o   c o n s i d e r  

p r a c t i c i n g   d o w r y   a n d   f e m a l e   f o e t i c i d e   a s   i m m o r a l . 
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