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Infanticide, the act of intentionally killing an infant, remains a deeply troubling social issue with
significant ethical, legal, and psychological implications. This article explores the various factors
contributing to infanticide, including socio-economic pressures, mental health challenges, cultural
practices, and the role of law enforcement in prevention. It also examines the legal definitions and
variations of infanticide across different jurisdictions, addressing the complexities of prosecuting
such cases. Furthermore, the psychological motivations of perpetrators, particularly mothers, are
discussed in relation to mental illness Trauma, and societal expectations. Ultimately, the article
seeks to highlight the importance of comprehensive support systems, mental health interventions,
and legal reforms to reduce the incidence of infanticide and ensure better protection for vulnerable
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INTRODUCTION

Infanticide is the intentional killing of an infant, typically defined as a
child less than one year old. It is often distinguished from other forms
of homicide by its specific focus on the victim’s age and the
circumstances surrounding the act, such as the mental state or
condition of the perpetrator, often involving mothers in cases of
postpartum depression or severe mental illness. The law in respect of
infanticide differs somewhat in different countries. In India,
Infanticide means the unlawful destruction of a newly born child, and
is regarded as murder in law. It is punishable under section 302 IPC,
by death or transportation for life and also fine.

Causes

Natural Causes: Natural causes of infant death refer to deaths
resulting from inherent biological or medical conditions, including:

Birth defects or genetic disorders: Some infants are born with severe
congenital anomalies or genetic conditions that lead to early death,
such as heart defects, metabolic disorders, or brain malformations.

Prematurity: Premature infants, particularly those born before 28
weeks, may struggle with underdeveloped organs and systems,
leading to death shortly after birth.

Infections: Infants, especially those born in environments with
inadequate healthcare, are vulnerable to infections such as
pneumonia, sepsis, or meningitis.

Sudden Infant Death Syndrome (SIDS): This refers to the
unexplained death of an otherwise healthy infant, typically during
sleep, and is considered a natural cause when no external factors are
involved.

Accidental Causes: Accidental causes of infant death involve
situations where the death is unintentional and results from
environmental or care-related factors:

Suffocation: This can occur accidentally due to improper sleeping
arrangements, such as a baby being placed on a soft surface or with
blankets that obstruct their breathing.

Falls or injuries: Infants may suffer fatal injuries due to falls or
mishandling by caregivers or siblings, especially if there is lack of
supervision.

Drowning: Accidental drowning can occur if an infant is left
unattended in a bath, pool, or any body of water.
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Choking or strangulation: Babies can accidentally choke on small
objects, food, or loose items that block their airways, leading to
suffocation.

Exposure to hazardous conditions: Accidental poisoning, burns, or
accidents related to unsafe living environments (e.g., gas leaks,
electrical accidents) may also lead to infant death.

Criminal Causes: Criminal causes of infanticide involve intentional
harm or actions leading to the death of an infant, often motivated by
social, psychological, or malicious factors.

Infanticide by parents or caregivers: This refers to the intentional
killing of an infant, often due to extreme stress, psychological issues,
or cultural factors. In some cases, it may result from postpartum
depression, mental illness, or inability to care for the child.

Negligence or abuse: Infants may die due to severe neglect or
physical abuse, where caregivers intentionally or recklessly fail to
provide necessary care, leading to death by starvation, injury, or
trauma.

Gender-based infanticide: In cultures where there is a strong
preference for a specific gender (e.g., male children), infants may be
killed because they are perceived as less desirable.

Medicolegal aspects: India, infanticide is treated as a serious crime
under the Indian Penal Code (IPC), and its legal and medicolegal
aspects are governed by several laws and legal principles. The
medicolegal aspects in India are influenced by both criminal law and
medical practice, focusing on the mental state of the accused, the
cause of death, and the circumstances surrounding the crime.

Legal Framework
Indian Penal Code (IPC)

Section 299 — Culpable Homicide: Infanticide may be considered a
form of culpable homicide, where the perpetrator intentionally
causes the death of the child.

Section 300 — Murder: If the infanticide is premeditated and there is
clear intention to kill, it may be charged as murder.

Section 312 — Causing Miscarriage: This section also deals with the
act of causing harm to a fetus, which may be relevant in cases
of infanticide if the crime involves the killing of a newborn.

Measures to prevent Infanticide: Preventing infanticide requires a
multi-faceted approach that addresses both societal and individual
factors. Some key measures include:

Health Support: Providing mental health services for mothers,
especially for postpartum depression, can help identify and address
psychological issues that may lead to harm. Counseling and therapy
services should be easily accessible.

Awareness Campaigns: Educating the public about the signs of
distress and the importance of seeking help during difficult times can
prevent isolated cases of infanticide. Raising awareness on available
resources such as helplines and support groups can also aid in
prevention.

Social and Economic Support: Strengthening social welfare
programs for low-income families, single mothers, and those
experiencing domestic violence can reduce the economic and social
pressures that contribute to infanticide.

Child Protection Laws: Enforcing and strengthening laws that protect
children and ensure that cases of abuse and neglect are reported and
properly investigated can help identify risks early.

Safe Haven Laws: Establishing safe haven laws that allow mothers to
anonymously surrender newborns to designated safe locations (like
hospitals or fire stations) can provide an alternative to infanticide for
those feeling overwhelmed or unable to care for their child.

Education and Family Planning: Promoting family planning and
reproductive health education can help prevent unintended
pregnancies and ensure women have the support and resources they
need to make informed decisions.

Support for At-Risk Families: Community outreach programs that
identify at-risk families and provide resources such as parenting
classes, financial assistance, and home visits can help prevent harmful
situations from escalating. These measures require coordinated efforts
from healthcare systems, social services, and communities to create
an environment that supports mothers and protects children.
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