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his-
torically known

as the land of
rich

Punjab, ,

in culture, agriculture, and spirituali-

five rivers,

ty, is today grappling with a silent but
deeply corrosive crisis — drug addic-
tion. While the issue has received at-
tention primarily with regard to men,
a growing and alarming trend is the
rise of drug addiction among women.
Traditionally overshadowed by patri-
archal silence and stigma, this crisis
has emerged as a dangerous under-
current, affecting not just individuals
but families and communities.

This essay explores the growing
problem of drug addiction in women
in Punjab, examining the socio-cul-
tural factors, patterns of abuse, psy-
chological impacts, and steps needed
to combat this challenge.

Understanding the Land-

scape: Drug Abuse in Punjab
Drug addiction in Punjab is not a
recent phenomenon. Over the years,
several studies, surveys, and journal-
istic reports have brought attention
to the widespread use of opioids, her-
oin, synthetic drugs, and prescrip-
tion medication. The state’s proximity
to the “Golden Crescent” — a region
comprising Afghanistan, Iran, and
Pakistan, known for opium produc-

tion — has made it particularly vul-
nerable.
However, within this overarch-

ing narrative, the drug crisis among
women remains underreported and
less understood. According to data
from various rehabilitation centers in
Punjab and reports by NGOs, women
now make up nearly 10-12% of to-
tal drug addicts, with some estimates
suggesting even higher figures due to
underreporting.

Factors Contributing to Drug
Addiction in Women

Psychosocial Stressors and
Gender Roles

Women in Punjab, especially in ru-
ral settings, face immense psycholog-
ical stress due to limited autonomy,
domestic violence, financial depen-
dency, and rigid gender expectations.
Many sufter silently under the weight
of responsibilities and social pres-
sures, with little emotional support or
access to mental health care. Drugs,
in many cases, are used as an escape
from the pain and monotony of daily
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life.

Introduction via Family Mem-

bers

A disturbing trend is that many
women are introduced to drugs by
their own spouses or in-laws. In some
instances, entire families are caught
in the grip of substance abuse. Wom-
en often begin taking prescription
sedatives or painkillers and gradually
become dependent. In several cases,
addiction becomes a form of control
by abusive partners.

Medical Misuse and Self-Med-
ication
Prescription medications, such
as painkillers, anti-anxiety pills, and
sleeping aids, are often misused by
women who suffer from untreated
mental health issues like depression,
anxiety, or post-partum stress. These
drugs are easily accessible, and their
abuse often goes unnoticed until full-

fledged addiction sets in.
Lack of Awareness and Access
to Support

Most addiction awareness pro-
grams are male-focused, and wom-
en are often unaware of the risks or
do not recognize early signs. Addi-
tionally, women hesitate to approach
de-addiction centers due to socie-

tal stigma or fear of losing custody of
children.

Types of Drugs Commonly
Used by Women in Punjab

Opioids: including heroin, opium
(bhukki), and morphine.

Prescription Drugs: Tramadol, Di-
azepam, Alprazolam, and pain reliev-
ers.

Alcohol: Particularly in urban and
semi-urban regions.

Synthetic Drugs: Injectables, am-
phetamines, and cough syrups with
codeine.

Social and Health Conse-

quences
Mental and Physical Health
Decline

Addiction deteriorates womens
health faster than men due to phys-
iological differences. Many women
suffer from reproductive issues, liv-
er damage, heart problems, and are
at higher risk of HIV and Hepatitis C

due to unsafe injection practices.

Family Breakdown

The impact on children is devas-
tating. Women who are mothers and
struggle with addiction often face
alienation from families, custody bat-
tles, and are deemed “unfit” for par-
enting, regardless of context or efforts
at rehabilitation.

Stigma and Social Isolation

Women face double stigma — for
being addicts and for challenging tra-
ditional gender norms. Unlike men,
their addiction is seen as a moral fail-
ure rather than a health issue. This of-
ten leads to isolation, denial of care,
and even homelessness.

Exploitation and Violence

Drug-addicted women are highly
vulnerable to sexual exploitation, traf-
ficking, and abuse. Reports show that
in urban slums and some border vil-
lages, women exchange sexual favors
for drugs, often becoming trapped in
cycles of exploitation.

Challenges in Tackling Female

Addiction

Lack of Gender-Sensitive Rehabili-
tation

Most de-addiction centers in Pun-
jab are not equipped to handle female
patients or offer gender-sensitive care.
There is a shortage of female coun-
selors, separate facilities, and privacy.
This deters many women from seek-
ing help.
Social Judgment and Cultural

Taboos

Women who admit to addiction
are shamed, outcasted, and in some
cases, abandoned by their families.
The fear of public humiliation stops
many from entering rehab or even
speaking about their condition.

Economic Dependence

Most addicted women do not have
jobs or independent financial means,
making them reliant on abusive or
enabling family members. Economic
dependence forces many to continue
destructive behaviors in silence.

Poor Implementation of Poli-
cy

While the Punjab government has
launched anti-drug campaigns, there
is minimal focus on women. Aware-
ness drives, school programs, and po-
lice initiatives seldom address gen-
der-specific issues.

Voices from the Ground: Real

Stories
Rehabilitation centers in Ludhiana,

https://equalityandjusticepatiala.wordpress.com/

Amritsar, and Patiala report that the
number of women seeking help has
risen over the past five years. Many
women come forward only when
their physical condition deteriorates
beyond control or when their chil-
dren’s future is at stake.

One such case involved a 32-year-
old mother of two from a border
town, introduced to opium by her
husband. After his death from over-
dose, she fell deeper into addiction. It
was only through an NGO’s interven-
tion that she received treatment and
now works as a peer counselor.

Recommendations and the
Way Forward
Gender-Specific De-addiction

Centers

The government must invest in
creating safe, accessible, and wom-
en-only rehabilitation centers across
the state with trained staff, child-care
facilities, and post-treatment support.

Community Outreach and

Awareness

Local panchayats, religious lead-
ers, and women’s groups should be
involved in destigmatizing addiction
and encouraging affected women to
seek help. Media campaigns must in-
clude women’s perspectives.

Mental Health Integration

Mental health services should be
integrated into primary healthcare
centers, focusing on early detection of
depression, PTSD, and anxiety — es-
pecially among rural women.

Vocational and Economic
Support

Post-recovery, women need skill
development, employment oppor-

tunities, and social reintegration to
prevent relapse. Self-help groups and
NGO-run projects can play a critical
role here.

Legal Safeguards

There must be protection mecha-
nisms for women at risk of domestic
violence, exploitation, or child cus-
tody loss due to addiction. Addiction
must be treated as a health issue, not a
criminal offense.

Conclusion

The problem of drug addiction
among women in Punjab is no longer
a marginal issue. It reflects deep-seat-
ed gender inequalities, failures in the
healthcare system, and the urgent
need for compassionate, inclusive
policymaking. While the road to re-
covery is tough, it is not impossible.
With awareness, sensitivity, and sup-
port from all levels of society, Pun-
jab’s daughters can be saved from this
invisible plague. It is time to listen to
their stories, acknowledge their pain,

and walk with them towards healing.
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