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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The central concern of this project was to ascertain how domestic violence survivors access 
support services and justice, and what they know about existing services. As a first step, we 
conducted a mapping exercise to identify the full range of support services available in Tamil 
Nadu. This report is based on a pilot field study conducted in Dharmapuri district which, in 
general, lags behind state averages on gender equality indicators.  

In three trips over a six week period between December 2019 and January 2020, the field 
research team interviewed 25 domestic violence survivors; 10 community members 
(unrelated to the interviewed survivors), three of whom were women; and 19 support 
service providers including health care professionals; lawyers; police officers; NGO support 
service provider representatives; the District Protection Officer; the District Social Welfare 
Officer and the social worker from the Dharmapuri Government Hospital One Stop Centre. 
Nine of the support service providers were women. The interviews with survivors went over 
their experience of violence as a prelude to our questions about help-seeking and 
outcomes. The interviews with support service providers sought insights into how 
individuals understood violence, what they considered appropriate forms of support and 
their idea of optimal outcomes.  

Insights from this research were as follows: 

• Caste, class, age and religion do not have a bearing on the frequency or experience 

of violence. Growing up and internalizing patriarchal values, women feel like they 

have no option but to remain within abusive marriages. Lack of financial 

independence reinforces the inevitability of their choice.  

• Those who seek help reach out primarily to their families. While everyone is aware 

of the police, there is stigma and skepticism about approaching them for help. There 

is little awareness of government or NGO support services. Moreover, no matter 

who they approach, it is likely that the advice given reinforces patriarchal thinking 

about adjusting to the situation in order to keep the family together.  

• For survivors, resilience is closely linked to financial independence. The cost of 

seeking help or justice and the inability to support oneself and one’s children are a 

deterrent to leaving abusive homes.  

The domestic violence ecosystem includes the community, government and civil society and 
based on the above insights, we suggest three policy and public intervention areas: 

1. Public education on gender equality, building the confidence and capacity of 
women and girls.  

2. Standards, frameworks and networks for the support service sector, facilitating 
collaboration and consultation to create shared values and standards.  

3. Reinforcement of social security systems to ensure education, livelihoods and 
financial security.  
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1. THE PROJECT 

The central concern of this project is to better understand the resilience of women who 

have experienced domestic violence. Access to support services and access to justice are 

crucial factors that contribute to this resilience. The objective of this research project was to 

ascertain how domestic violence survivors access support services and justice, and what 

they know about existing services.  

While the Protection of Women from Domestic Violence Act (2005) specifically addresses 

domestic violence and several provisions of the Indian Penal Code have historically been 

invoked in domestic violence charges, there is a gap between law and policy, on the one 

hand and access to support services and justice for domestic violence survivors. This gap 

results in women turning to informal, non-legal strategies and networks in order to cope, 

build resilience and seek redressal and justice. This project sought to map this ecosystem 

through interviews with survivors, relatives of survivors and those who provide a spectrum 

of psychosocial, practical and legal support. 

The project was structured around the following research questions:  

• What formal state and non-state support and legal services currently exist for 

survivors of DV in rural-urban sites, and what are the gaps in provision? 

• What are the experiences of women victims of DV of these formal support and legal 

services and how effective are they? 

• What informal and non-legal mechanisms currently exist for survivors of DV in rural -

urban sites? 

• What are the experiences of women victims of DV of these informal and non-legal 

mechanisms to seek support, services and justice, and what is their impact on 

women’s lives?  

• What are the implications of these experiences with respect to understanding the 

provision of, and relationship between, formal/informal support and legal services and 

their impact for future law and policy reform in India? 
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The first three questions were addressed through a state-wide mapping exercise that was 

undertaken in June-August 2019 through a desk review. The field research in Dharmapuri 

contextualises this mapping in the ground reality of survivor experiences.  

METHODOLOGY 

The field research in Dharmapuri was originally part of a larger project design—with two 

field sites (one urban, one rural) in three Indian states. The external context of the project 

changed over the period of project design and therefore, the Dharmapuri research now 

stands alone as a pilot for a larger project that will get underway in the aftermath of the 

COVID-19 pandemic.1 

The project research design employed a multi-method, feminist-legal approach to collect 

primary data from survivors of DV and other key stakeholders and to centre the experience 

of victims-survivors in the study. This forms the basis of the intersectional analysis of the 

structural inequalities faced by women victims of DV across rural-urban spaces, age, 

disability, caste, socio-economic status and religion--factors which inform DV incidence and 

severity and that will inform the qualitative research design and project analysis. 

The project research was envisaged as taking place in two stages. The first was the desk-

based mapping exercise that identified domestic violence support services within the state 

of Tamil Nadu, both state-aided and private (usually NGO). This was undertaken in June-

August 2019. The second was the field research which would comprise semi-structured 

interviews with survivors, family members and support service providers, including officials 

and health-care workers.  

According to the original research design, the research was to be undertaken in two sites 

each, one rural and one urban, in three states. Research in each state would conclude with 

focus group discussions with lawyers which would complement the research on access to 

services with an overview of access to justice. Unforeseen circumstances resulted in the 

 
1 British Academy-GCRF funded project on Surviving Violence: Everyday resilience and gender justice 
in Rural-Urban India, https://www.thebritishacademy.ac.uk/projects/heritage-dignity-violence-
surviving-violence-everyday-resilience-and-gender-justice-rural-urban-india/, accessed on December 
28, 2020. 

https://www.thebritishacademy.ac.uk/projects/heritage-dignity-violence-surviving-violence-everyday-resilience-and-gender-justice-rural-urban-india/
https://www.thebritishacademy.ac.uk/projects/heritage-dignity-violence-surviving-violence-everyday-resilience-and-gender-justice-rural-urban-india/
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project design having to be modified. As the Dharmapuri (rural site) field research in Tamil 

Nadu was completed, its findings are presented as a stand-alone field study of survivor 

experiences.  

The field research process 

The Tamil Nadu research was carried out by members of The Prajnya Trust team. Founded 

in 2007, Prajnya works to promote gender equality and peace through research, public 

education and network-building (connections and capacity) activities. Prajnya is based in 

Chennai, Tamil Nadu but its network and activities extend through Tamil Nadu. Prajnya’s 

public education initiatives reach well beyond the state.  

A team of two researchers, Sudaroli Ramasamy and Sheetal Narayan, undertook the field 

research. Sudaroli brought several years’ experience working as a domestic violence 

counsellor and service provider, as well as broadly working in the area of women’s rights. 

Sheetal was a researcher with a post-graduate degree in the social sciences and experience 

working on another data collection project. Both women were fluent in both Tamil, the 

language of the field, and English, the language of the project.  

The research team travelled to Dharmapuri from Chennai for three field visits, during which 

they met with respondents from across the district’s various blocks. The first research visit 

took place December 5-10, 2019; the second, December 21-30, 2019, and the third, January 

3-9, 2020.  

In the course of their three field stints, the researchers interviewed: 

• 25 domestic violence survivors; 

• 10 community members (unrelated to the interviewed survivors), three of whom 

were women; 

• 19 support service providers including: 4 health care professionals (2 women); 4 

lawyers (2 women); 3 police officers (one woman); 2 NGOs offering support services 

(one woman representative); the District Protection Officer (woman); the District 

Social Welfare Officer (woman) and the social worker from the Dharmapuri 

Government Hospital One Stop Centre (woman).  
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They used a formal research questionnaire with both multiple-choice and open-ended 

questions. They recorded the interviews as well as took notes, mixing English and Tamil in 

the latter. The interviews were transcribed in Tamil by Sudaroli and the data entered and 

analysed by Swarna Rajagopalan, a trained political scientist and gender equality activist, 

who is also the founder of Prajnya.   

The choice of cases 

Tamil Nadu 

Tamil Nadu consistently ranks high in development indices in India, in terms of industrial 

development and social indicators. In early 2020, it was ranked second in the country in 

terms of GDP and derives its strength from manufacturing.2 It was also ranked second in 

terms of economic activity according another composite index calculated on the basis of 

indicators such as vehicle sales, air traffic, credit growth, inflation, tax receipts, public capital 

expenditure and peak power demand.3 In terms of the Sustainable Development Goals too, 

it performs better than the national average on an overall assessment.4  

On gender equality indicators, however, the state has a mixed record. The sex ratio in Tamil 

Nadu (995 in 2011) is better than the national (940); however, the child sex ratio stands at 

943 (2011), which while one point higher than 2001, is still lower than 1991 (948). In other 

words, discrimination against girl children continues. A 2017 World Bank reckoner on 

gender equality indicators in Tamil Nadu reports a steady decline in the Maternal Mortality 

Ratio from 134 in 2003 to 79 in 2013 (per 100,000 live births), one of the best in India.5 

Although more men than women have secondary school education, and rural women lag 

behind urban, still, a third of Tamil Nadu’s women have completed their schooling which is 

higher than the national average.  Female labour force participation in Tamil Nadu (40%) 

 
2 Niti Ayog, Arthniti Newsletter, Volume 3, January 25, 2020, page 8, accessed at 
https://niti.gov.in/sites/default/files/2020-01/Arthniti_newsletter_29th_Jan.pdf on October 25, 2020. 
3 CMIE-Mint, Mint State Economy Tracker, LiveMint, March 11, 2020, accessed at 
https://images.livemint.com/img/2020/03/11/original/StatesTracker@200percent_1583924768272.png on 
October 25, 2020. 
4 Niti Ayog, Arthniti Newsletter, Volume 3, January 25, 2020, page 12, accessed at 
https://niti.gov.in/sites/default/files/2020-01/Arthniti_newsletter_29th_Jan.pdf on October 25, 2020. 
5 World Bank, Tamil Nadu: Gender, June 20, 2017, accessed at 
http://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/154201504176664933/pdf/119264-BRI-P157572-Tamil-Nadu-
Gender.pdf  on October 25, 2020. 

https://niti.gov.in/sites/default/files/2020-01/Arthniti_newsletter_29th_Jan.pdf%20on%20October%2025
https://images.livemint.com/img/2020/03/11/original/StatesTracker@200percent_1583924768272.png
https://niti.gov.in/sites/default/files/2020-01/Arthniti_newsletter_29th_Jan.pdf
http://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/154201504176664933/pdf/119264-BRI-P157572-Tamil-Nadu-Gender.pdf
http://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/154201504176664933/pdf/119264-BRI-P157572-Tamil-Nadu-Gender.pdf
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tops the national average (31%) although, consistent with the national trend it has been in 

decline since 2005.  

The National Family Health Surveys which do not study just a spectrum of health concerns 

including sexual and reproductive rights and care and family violence, but also property and 

decision-making within the family, reveal how deep-rooted patriarchal thinking is.6 

Conducted systematically at regular intervals, they present some of the most reliable and 

valid readings of gender relations in Indian society. The NFHS deepened its enquiry into 

gender relations from its second report in 1998-99. It introduced questions about economic 

empowerment and household decision-making, as well as spousal violence. Consistently, 

the NFHS has found in Tamil Nadu, married women are more prepared to justify spousal 

battery than married men. 

Figure 1.1: Reasons given for justifying a husband beating his wife 
Reasons given for 
justifying a husband 
beating his wife 
(percentage of ever-
married women) 

NFHS-2 
(1998-99)1 

NFHS-3 (2005-06)2 NFHS-4 (2015-26)3 

Ever-
married 
women 

Ever-
married 
women 

Ever-
married 
men 

Ever-
married 
women 

Ever-
married 
men 

Percentage who agree 
with at least one reason 

72.1 69.4 51 72.5 62.5 

      

Husband suspects wife is 
unfaithful 

17.2 13.6 15.3 22.4 39.8 

Natal family does not 
give money or other 
items 

3.1 
    

Wife refuses to have 
sexual intercourse with 
husband 

 14.3 6 19.4 10.3 

Wife shows disrespect 
for in-laws 

40.5 45.6 45.6 40.1 26.4 

Wife goes out without 
telling husband 

51 47.4 29.8 54.5 26.4 

Wife neglects house or 
children 

59.8 58.6 32.6 57.4 35.7 

Wife does not cook food 
properly 

22.1 26.7 16.9 31.3 15 

Wife argues with 
husband 

 41.4 26.4 46.2 27.1 

Sources: 

 
6 International Institute for Population Sciences, National Family Health Survey, India, accessed at 
http://rchiips.org/nfhs/index.shtml on October 22, 2020.  

http://rchiips.org/nfhs/index.shtml
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1 International Institute for Population Sciences, National Family Health Survey-2, Table 3.9 Reasons 
given for justifying a husband beating his wife ,“Chapter 3: Background Characteristics of 
Respondents,” page 50, Tamil Nadu: Main Report, accessed at 
http://rchiips.org/nfhs/data/tn/tnchap3.pdf on October 22, 2020.  
2 International Institute for Population Sciences, National Family Health Survey-3, “Tamil Nadu” 
Tamil Nadu: Main Report, Tables 73-80, pages 111-117, accessed at http://rchiips.org/nfhs/NFHS-
3%20Data/TamilNadu_report.pdf on October 22, 2020. 
3 International Institute for Population Sciences, National Family Health Survey-4, “Tamil Nadu” 
Tamil Nadu: Main Report, Table 93, page 151, accessed at http://rchiips.org/nfhs/NFHS-
4Reports/TamilNadu.pdf on October 22, 2020. 

NFHS 3 and 4 asked about the experience of violence among women 15-49 and found that just 

under half the women they surveyed had experienced either physical or sexual violence (38.7% in 

NFHS-3 and 45.6% in NFHS-4).7 While the current husband was the most common assailant both for 

physical and sexual violence, in the case of physical violence, mothers or step-mothers were the 

second most common batterers, while in the case of sexual violence, it was intimate partners. NFHS-

4 found that 6.2% of ever-pregnant women had experienced violence during pregnancy.8  

Figure 1.2: Help-seeking behaviour 

Sources: 
1 International Institute for Population Sciences, National Family Health Survey-3, “Tamil Nadu” 
Tamil Nadu: Main Report, Table 80, page 117, accessed at http://rchiips.org/nfhs/NFHS-
3%20Data/TamilNadu_report.pdf on October 22, 2020. 
2 International Institute for Population Sciences, National Family Health Survey-4, “Tamil Nadu” 
Tamil Nadu: Main Report, Table 101, page 162, accessed at http://rchiips.org/nfhs/NFHS-
4Reports/TamilNadu.pdf on October 22, 2020. 

NFHS 3 and 4 also asked about help seeking behaviour. As reported in the above table, the surveys 

found that women were unlikely to tell anyone about their experience of violence, with just 36.7% 

and then less than half that percentage seeking help. Those who did, mostly approached their own 

(natal) families first (81.2% and 73%).9 Other than their own families, in 2005-06, they were more 

 
7 International Institute for Population Sciences, National Family Health Survey-3, “Tamil Nadu” Tamil Nadu: 
Main Report, Table 75, page 113, accessed at http://rchiips.org/nfhs/NFHS-3%20Data/TamilNadu_report.pdf 
on October 22, 2020; International Institute for Population Sciences, National Family Health Survey-4, “Tamil 
Nadu” Tamil Nadu: Main Report, Table 95, page 154, accessed at http://rchiips.org/nfhs/NFHS-
4Reports/TamilNadu.pdf on October 22, 2020. 
8 International Institute for Population Sciences, National Family Health Survey-4, “Tamil Nadu” Tamil Nadu: 
Main Report, Table 96, page 155, accessed at http://rchiips.org/nfhs/NFHS-4Reports/TamilNadu.pdf on 
October 22, 2020. 
9 International Institute for Population Sciences, National Family Health Survey-3, “Tamil Nadu” Tamil Nadu: 
Main Report, Table 80, page 117, accessed at http://rchiips.org/nfhs/NFHS-3%20Data/TamilNadu_report.pdf 
on October 22, 2020; International Institute for Population Sciences, National Family Health Survey-4, “Tamil 

 NFHS-3 (2005-06)1 NFHS-4 (2015-26)2 

Never sought help and never told anyone 53.5 75.8 

Never sought help but told someone 9.4 10.7 

Sought help 36.7 13.6 

http://rchiips.org/nfhs/data/tn/tnchap3.pdf
http://rchiips.org/nfhs/NFHS-3%20Data/TamilNadu_report.pdf
http://rchiips.org/nfhs/NFHS-3%20Data/TamilNadu_report.pdf
http://rchiips.org/nfhs/NFHS-4Reports/TamilNadu.pdf
http://rchiips.org/nfhs/NFHS-4Reports/TamilNadu.pdf
http://rchiips.org/nfhs/NFHS-3%20Data/TamilNadu_report.pdf
http://rchiips.org/nfhs/NFHS-3%20Data/TamilNadu_report.pdf
http://rchiips.org/nfhs/NFHS-4Reports/TamilNadu.pdf
http://rchiips.org/nfhs/NFHS-4Reports/TamilNadu.pdf
http://rchiips.org/nfhs/NFHS-3%20Data/TamilNadu_report.pdf
http://rchiips.org/nfhs/NFHS-4Reports/TamilNadu.pdf
http://rchiips.org/nfhs/NFHS-4Reports/TamilNadu.pdf
http://rchiips.org/nfhs/NFHS-4Reports/TamilNadu.pdf
http://rchiips.org/nfhs/NFHS-3%20Data/TamilNadu_report.pdf
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likely to approach their husband’s families for help, while in 2015-16, that number had come down 

and the second most common answer was ‘friends.’ 

Tamil Nadu thus presents a paradox—with good macroeconomic indicators, fairly good human 

development indicators but signs that patriarchy remains resilient, given how women justify the 

violence they experience and how unlikely they are to seek help.  

Dharmapuri10 

Dharmapuri district was created in 1966, when it 

was separated from Salem. Krishnagiri was formerly 

a part of Dharmapuri, but became a separate 

district in 2004.The economy is mainly agrarian in 

nature. Nearly 70% of the workforce is dependent 

on agriculture and allied activities. As the area is 

drought — prone it has become essential to switch 

over to cultivation of drought-tolerant perennial 

fruit crops, like mango. The district is also rich in 

mineral deposits.  

Our selection of Dharmapuri district as a rural field 

site was based on two considerations. Only 17.33% 

of Dharmapuri district lives in urban centres, 

according to the 2011 Census of India.11  Secondly, 

western Tamil Nadu is associated with poor gender 

equality indicators, which makes it particularly 

important to understand the frame used to understand and seek help for domestic violence. 

Tamil Nadu state’s official SDG baseline indicators from 2015 illustrate how women in 

 
Nadu” Tamil Nadu: Main Report, Table 101, page 162, accessed at http://rchiips.org/nfhs/NFHS-
4Reports/TamilNadu.pdf on October 22, 2020. 
10 The background research for this section was done by Sheetal Narayan.  
11 Census of India 2011, Provisional Population Totals Paper 2, Volume 1 of 2011 Rural - Urban Distribution 
TAMIL NADU Series 34, 2011, page 4, accessed at  
 https://censusindia.gov.in/2011-prov-
results/paper2/data_files/tamilnadu/Tamil%20Nadu_PPT2_Volume1_2011.pdf  on October 25, 2020. 

Figure 1 Tamil Nadu State Map with 
Districts 
https://www.tn.gov.in/DistrictMap 

Map 1: Tamil Nadu districts. Source: Government of 
Tamil Nadu, District Map, accessed at 
https://www.tn.gov.in/DistrictMap  on October 25, 
2020. 

http://rchiips.org/nfhs/NFHS-4Reports/TamilNadu.pdf
http://rchiips.org/nfhs/NFHS-4Reports/TamilNadu.pdf
https://censusindia.gov.in/2011-prov-results/paper2/data_files/tamilnadu/Tamil%20Nadu_PPT2_Volume1_2011.pdf
https://censusindia.gov.in/2011-prov-results/paper2/data_files/tamilnadu/Tamil%20Nadu_PPT2_Volume1_2011.pdf
https://www.tn.gov.in/DistrictMap
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Dharmapuri do not fare as well as the state average along most criteria.12 (See Appendix A 

for  SDG indicator data.)

 
12 Planning, Development and Special Initiatives Department, Government of Tamil Nadu, State Indicator 
Reports, 2019, accessed at https://tnsdg.tn.gov.in/reports/state-indicator-reports/  on October 22, 2020. 

https://tnsdg.tn.gov.in/reports/state-indicator-reports/
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Map 2: Dharmapuri District Map. Source: Dharmapuri District, Map of District, accessed at https://dharmapuri.nic.in/map-of-district/ on October 25, 2020.
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2. SURVIVORS’ EXPERIENCE OF DOMESTIC VIOLENCE AND ACCESS TO HELP 

During the field visits, the research team interviewed 25 survivors. They identified survivors 

by contacting individuals in Prajnya’s network and then through snowball sampling.  

Each interview gathered information under the following heads: demographic information 

(available in Appendix B); their experience of violence; the turning point when they reached 

out for help; their help-seeking history; changes (or not) in their situation; how they would 

help others (or not); their awareness of support services; their recommendations for 

building resilience; and the impact of the violence on their children. Early in the interview, 

we also prompted them to narrate their story in their own words.  

This chapter is drawn entirely on responses and field notes from the survivor interviews. 

Any other sources used for providing context will be specifically cited.  

Interview Demographic: A Glimpse 

Intersectionality was a critical concern of the project.13  Appendix B provides the 

demographic profile of those interviewed but the following figures offer a glimpse into their 

diversity.  

Figure 2.1: Population and Interviewees by Religion 

 Percentage of 
population(%) 

Research 
sample of 
survivors 

Hindu 96.42 % 23 (92%) 

Muslims 2.54 % 1 (4%) 

Christian 0.94 % 1 (4%) 

 
13 “Intersectionality” as an idea was first elucidated by legal scholar Kimberle Crenshaw in an article in 1989. 
(Kimberle Crenshaw, "Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of 
Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Antiracist Politics," University of Chicago Legal Forum: Vol. 
1989: Issue 1, Article 8. Available at: http://chicagounbound.uchicago.edu/uclf/vol1989/iss1/8.) The Oxford 
English Dictionary wrote this definition in 2015: “The interconnected nature of social categorizations such as 
race, class, and gender, regarded as creating overlapping and interdependent systems of discrimination or 
disadvantage.” Merrill Perlman, “The origin of the term ‘intersectionality’,” Columbia Journalism Review, 
October 23, 2018, accessed at https://www.cjr.org/language_corner/intersectionality.php  on December 28, 
2020.   
 
 

https://www.cjr.org/language_corner/intersectionality.php
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Sikh 0.01 % - 

Buddhist 0.00 % - 

Jain 0.00 % - 

Others 0.01 % - 

Not Stated 0.08 % - 

Source: Census 2011 

While the survivors mostly identified as Hindu (with one Muslim and one Christian 

respondent), there was greater caste diversity in the group:14  

 
14 A note about caste categories: In Tamil Nadu, official caste classifications are commonly used 

conversationally in lieu of traditional caste names.  

Backward Classes are those who are socially, educationally or economically backward by a 

complex set of criteria including: manual work, lack of access to basic amenities and 

infrastructure, and where educational attainment and family income fall well below the State 

average. (See the Department of Backward Classes and Most Backward Classes and Minorities 

Welfare, Government of Tamil Nadu, Tamil Nadu Backward Classes Commission, no date, 

accessed at http://www.bcmbcmw.tn.gov.in/bccomm.htm on October 17, 2020). This category 

includes the following traditional caste groups: Gounder, Kongu Vellalar, Maravar, Nadar and 

Vaniyar. (Department of Backward Classes and Most Backward Classes and Minorities Welfare, 

Government of Tamil Nadu, List of Backward Classes approved by Government of Tamil Nadu, no 

date, accessed at http://www.bcmbcmw.tn.gov.in/bclist.htm  on October 17, 2020; also, 

Department of Backward Classes Welfare and Department of Most Backward Classes & 

Denotified Communities Welfare, Government of Tamil Nadu, Manual, no date, accessed at 

https://www.tn.gov.in/rti/proactive/bcmbc/handbook-bcmbc.pdf on October 17, 2020) 

Most Backward Classes are “Communities which were found to be as disadvantaged as the SCs 

but could not be declared as Scheduled Castes (SCs), because of the non-existence of 

untouchability factor were classified as Most Backward Classes (MBCs).” (See the Department of 

Backward Classes and Most Backward Classes and Minorities Welfare, Government of Tamil 

Nadu, About Us, no date, accessed at  http://www.bcmbcmw.tn.gov.in/aboutus.htm on October 

17, 2020) This category includes the following traditional caste groups: Isaivellalar, Narikoravar, 

Mukkuvar and Vanniya Kula Kshatriya. (Department of Backward Classes and Most Backward 

Classes and Minorities Welfare, Government of Tamil Nadu, List of Backward Classes approved 

by Government of Tamil Nadu, no date, accessed at http://www.bcmbcmw.tn.gov.in/bclist.htm  

on October 17, 2020; also, Department of Backward Classes Welfare and Department of Most 

Backward Classes & Denotified Communities Welfare, Government of Tamil Nadu, Manual, no 

date, accessed at https://www.tn.gov.in/rti/proactive/bcmbc/handbook-bcmbc.pdf on October 

17, 2020) 

Scheduled Castes are those castes that used to be untouchable in the Indian social hierarchy. 

They are also communities which have had less access to educational and economic 

opportunities and to political power. (Debayan Roy, News18 Explainer: How the Government 

Identifies SCs and STs in India, News18.com, April 10, 2018, accessed at 

http://www.bcmbcmw.tn.gov.in/bccomm.htm
http://www.bcmbcmw.tn.gov.in/bclist.htm
https://www.tn.gov.in/rti/proactive/bcmbc/handbook-bcmbc.pdf
http://www.bcmbcmw.tn.gov.in/aboutus.htm
http://www.bcmbcmw.tn.gov.in/bclist.htm
https://www.tn.gov.in/rti/proactive/bcmbc/handbook-bcmbc.pdf
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Figure 2.2: Caste composition of Interviewed Survivors 

Backward Caste  5 

Most Backward Caste  13 

Scheduled Caste  6 

Forward Caste  1 

There was also diversity in the monthly household income of the survivors.  

Figure 2.3 Monthly household income as reported by the survivors 

₹ 0-5,000  12 

₹  5,001-7,500 6 

₹  7,501-10,000 3 

₹  10,001-20,000 2 

₹  20,001-50,000 1 

₹  50,001-100,000 1 

₹  Above 100,001 0 

 
https://www.news18.com/news/india/news18-explainer-how-the-government-identifies-scs-

and-sts-in-india-1713895.html on October 17, 2020; Caste Discrimination and Related Laws in 

India: Community Resource, Citizens for Justice and Peace (CJP), no date, accessed at 

https://cjp.org.in/caste-discrimination-and-related-laws-in-india/ on October 17, 2020.) 

“Forward Castes” was originally a repository category for the traditionally, historically privileged 

sections of Indian society. In recent years, the concession of Forward Caste lists and quotas has 

complicated Indian affirmative action systems, on the one hand, recognising that economic 

distress can cut across social caste hierarchies and on the other, replicating the very politics of 

reservation that ‘Forward Castes’ have decried. (Lok Sabha passes Bill providing reservation to 

forward castes, The Hindu, January 8, 2019, accessed at 

https://www.thehindubusinessline.com/news/lok-sabha-passes-bill-providing-reservation-to-

forward-castes/article25943535.ece on October 17, 2020.) 

 

https://www.news18.com/news/india/news18-explainer-how-the-government-identifies-scs-and-sts-in-india-1713895.html%20on%20October%2017
https://www.news18.com/news/india/news18-explainer-how-the-government-identifies-scs-and-sts-in-india-1713895.html%20on%20October%2017
https://cjp.org.in/caste-discrimination-and-related-laws-in-india/
https://www.thehindubusinessline.com/news/lok-sabha-passes-bill-providing-reservation-to-forward-castes/article25943535.ece%20on%20October%2017
https://www.thehindubusinessline.com/news/lok-sabha-passes-bill-providing-reservation-to-forward-castes/article25943535.ece%20on%20October%2017
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The Marriage Context 

The twenty-five women we met had all married before the age of 30. One had a child 

marriage at 13, which she acknowledged would have landed in her family in prison had it 

happened in more recent times. Eleven others out of twenty-five were married as 

teenagers, between the ages of 16 and 19, with two being married at 18, the legal age of 

marriage for girls in India. Twelve women were married in their 20s with one being married 

at 30.  

Asked whether they had entered into the marriage willingly, they answered directly as well 

as with more detailed stories. Four women stated clearly they had not wanted to get 

married, whether to this person or at that time. One person stated that she was indifferent. 

The rest, whether they had love marriages or arranged marriages, seem to have consented 

to get married to this particular person at the time of the wedding.  

In their narration about the circumstances of their wedding, the women offered a glimpse 

into the cultural and socio-economic context in which marriages are arranged. Marriages 

are arranged either to meet familiar obligations in a society where cross-cousin marriages 

are considered desirable or the maternal uncle asserts his right to arrange a matrimonial 
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alliance. The patriarchal equation of chastity and honour mean that unmarried girls 

presented a social risk—their loss of chastity voluntarily or violently presents a diminution 

of family honour. Therefore, in one case, the younger sister’s attainment of puberty meant 

the older one had to be dispatched from the household by marriage. Marriage also 

presented a solution to abiding poverty, leaving families with one less mouth to feed. In 

these circumstances, consent to the marriage is a complex matter and our question about 

whether they married their partner willingly simply offers a glimpse of this complexity. 

The four women who had married for love (not love that happened in an arranged 

marriage) illustrated the importance of parental consent in Indian marriages. Having chosen 

their partners independently, at least two of them felt unable to go to their parental 

families for help when the abuse began. In one case, the parental families came around to 

supporting them. Discussions about help-seeking show that parental families were the first 

place that most women turned and when that door is closed, women were quite helpless.  

Origins, frequency and duration of abuse 

 

There seems to be no rule about when domestic violence starts. In our small sample, the 

beginning of the violence is distributed equally across the first week, the first month, the 
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first six months, and after the birth of a child. The outlier is one case where the violence 

started later, unrelated to childbirth.  

Five women said they experienced violence daily. However, field notes of the explications 

offered in response to a ‘how many times’ question tell us more about living with a violent 

abuser than a simple count: 

• From daily, it has reduced; 

• Wasn't home much but hit her when he was home; 

• Verbal abuse, daily; “Hit three times separately; otherwise hit frequently.” 

• 2-3 times a week. Sometimes it is daily. 

• Once in a month. Drinks daily 

• Every 2 days. Whenever he wanted to. 

One woman said her husband was not at home very much but when he was, he hit her. 

Other answers ranged from “almost every day,” every two days” and “very often” to more 

clinical estimations (“monthly 4-5 times;” “once in two weeks;” “twice a month;” “4-5 times 

a year;” “once in two months;” “once a month, maybe twice a week;”) to “now reduced;” 

“now, once a month” and “not often.” “Every two days, whenever he wanted to” would 

appear to sum up this experience of anticipating abuse.  

Survivors suffered abuse mainly at the husband’s hand but often at the hands of other 

family members. 
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Forms of violence 

Figure 2.7: Forms of violence experienced by interviewed survivors 

Physical Abuse  

Beating 21 

Shoving 19 

Pushing out of the house 14 

Pinching 9 

Stalking 6 

Burning with hot objects 3 

Kerosene burning 3 

Throwing hot water 2 

Acid attack 1 

  

Sexual abuse  

Forced sex 10 

Showing you pornography and asking you to imitate what you are shown 5 

  

Verbal and Emotional Abuse  

Shouting 19 

Cursing 19 

Stopping you from visiting your parental family or not allowing your 
parental family to visit 

17 

Constant criticism 13 

Suspicion and possessiveness 13 

Isolation 13 

Emotional blackmail 11 

Threatening to separate you from your children 10 

Comparison with other women, including female colleagues 8 

Checking call logs and messages on your phone 8 

Blaming you for your children’s or another person’s behaviour 2 

Abusive text messages/images 1 

Harming pets in order to hurt or intimidate you  

  

Economic abuse  

Withdrawing financial support/taking your money 19 
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Taking away your money and jewellery 18 

Not allowing you to go out to work 13 

How it felt when survivors experienced violence 

While you can list, enumerate and count incidents of violence, the interviews with survivors 

show that there is an emotional experience of violence that is a function of the survivor’s 

own temperament, strengths, vulnerability and cultural upbringing that determines both 

their sense of how badly they have suffered as well as their cost-benefit evaluation of help-

seeking and solutions. Witness the following excerpts from field notes of the survivor 

interviews: 

• Abused by every member of her husband’s family, one survivor asked, “Am I his wife 

or everyone’s? How many people are going to beat me up?” She did not question 

her husband’s right to beat her, merely whether it extended to all his relatives. 

• When relatives were supportive, a husband asked, “When I myself have rejected her, 

what relationship do you still have with her?” 

• Another survivor noted that if she does not question her husband, she can avoid a 

fight with him and violence. “If he says the crow is white, I just agree.” “If he asks me 

to lie down, I lie down.”  

• In one case, the husband justified his violence to their daughter who was a witness: 

“Amma did this, that is why he beat her.” The daughter would ask her why she did 

what she did so Appa got angry and beat her. 

• One survivor who married her cousin to preserve family ties15 lets her mother and 

brothers who arranged the marriage pay for her needs, “after all they arranged this 

marriage.” She stays in the marriage because ‘it is only the taali that makes you 

respectable.’16  

 
15 In South India, many families favour cross-cousin marriages. That is, the children of one’s mother’s 
brother (in a matrilineal system) or father’s sister (in a patrilineal system) are preferred spouses. 
Avuncular marriage (uncle marrying his sister’s daughter) is also favoured. The idea is the same: to 
keep property within the family without marrying within the same patrilineal family.  
16 ‘Taali’ is the Tamil word for the neck-chain that women in some communities are given as a 
marker of their status as married women. A Hindu symbol, it is also used in some Christian 
communities in South India. The word ‘mangalsutra’ (Sanskrit) is used in most North Indian 
languages.  
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• The marriage felt like prison, said one survivor.  

• Survivors mentioned contemplating suicide during the period of abuse—drinking 

phenyl, or jumping into the well. The children were sometimes part of that thought, 

and often the reason they resisted suicide.  

• One survivor said she wondered why he beat her.  

• The fear of social stigma as well as being vulnerable to other men propositioning 

them, kept many women in abusive marriages.  

There are some common features across the twenty-five interviews we did with survivors. 

• It was rarely just one kind of abuse. 

• The abuse belittled the person and diminished her humanity at every turn—by giving 

her work and then re-doing it, for instance.  

• Pregnancy and childbirth seemed to provoke violence for one reason or another—

having children from another marriage; giving birth to daughters, or even just having 

children.  

• Often the whole family was abusive. In one instance, the father-in-law flashed the 

survivor and in another, the husband tried to abuse his daughter. 

• Dowry was a factor in a small number of instances but economic control after 

marriage was common —taking away her money, monitoring her expenditures, 

taking her jewellery, getting a loan through her connections. In one instance, when 

the survivor went to the police, her husband’s family demanded “compensation for a 

wasted marriage.” In a couple of instances, there was an extra-marital relationship 

that the survivor’s money or jewellery supported.  

• Witnessing violence always has an impact on the children. In many cases, they were 

afraid of or resentful of the abusive parent but in a couple of cases, over time, the 

male child came to emulate the father. As one survivor evocatively said, “He used to 

treat his father like a stranger. Now, I have become the stranger.”  

Even where, over time, tables have turned and the abusive spouse is now dependent on the 

survivor, some abusive patterns persist.  
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One survivor who had left the marriage and the marital home said she had all but forgotten 

the marriage. However, she has both a divorce petition and a domestic violence complaint 

in the courts, and when she attends the hearings, she relives the trauma she has 

experienced.   

Impact on children 

Children who witness violence are almost always affected by the experience. In this study, 

seventeen of the survivors said their children had witnessed violence and also experienced 

it. They are sometimes protective of the mother, sometimes intervening successfully in the 

violence or speaking about it.  

Witnessing violence usually scared the children and made them cry. Some reactions, as 

described by survivors: 

• He would hide and cry, and stand alone in a corner. 

• He would not say anything, ignore the violence and wait for it to stop. She would 

usually be hit when the son was not present.  

• She would cry and try to stop the violence. She would be with her mother 

throughout the incident in order to protect her. That would make him stop unless he 

was too drunk. 

• The children would cry. 

• They would shout, cry and be scared but they would not leave their mother’s side 

and surround her. He would threaten to throw them in the well. They would ask to 

leave and go to their grandmother’s house.  

• They were small. They would cry. They would stay by my side and cry with me. I 

would pacify them.  

• They would cry. They would stay away from their father for a while and then go 

back. 

• They would cry and get scared. They would talk to him only if he addressed them. 

Now grown-up, they are ready to hit back. 

• They would cry and scream. The children themselves would go to the police station 

to file a complaint but their complaint would not be accepted. The police would 
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laugh at them and not believe them. Rather than come to help in an emergency, 

they would insult the children.  

• When they were small, they would cry and scream to call out to the neighbour and 

go out to the road. Since they are adults now, they hit him back in retaliation. 

• The son cried when he saw the violence. He had also been hit by his father. He asked 

his mother not to cry. He is scared of his father. He gets angry. He has asked if we 

can die together.  

• He feels sad, thinking that other households are fine. He is not able to express. He 

would say that he will earn and support. He goes out often as escape.  

• The older daughter promises that she will get a job soon and support her mother 

and little sister, who is separated from her mother. The younger one does not 

understand, and cries, missing her mother.  

Fear of the abusive parent is common. They wish to avoid that parent, will not talk to them. 

One of the mothers stated that her son “still gets affected by sudden noises, has 

palpitations.” One daughter was so afraid that she drank rat poison. They worry about their 

mother in her absence. Their anger leads them to disown the abuser (“She took off his 

initials and put mine;” “They do not like him and will casually say that they don’t have a 

father.”)  

In one instance, the son has come full circle from supporting his mother to hitting her. 

Earlier, the father had also hit him, once throwing him against the wall. The son’s violence is 

what precipitated her departure from their home.  

In another instance, the mother had been protective and shielded her son from what she is 

going through. She bought gifts to comfort her son so that he could not grasp the gravity of 

the situation and told her she should do her work quietly. Survivors sometimes have kept 

the details of their marital problems from their children (“I tell him that Appa has gone to 

work and ask him to pray for his return.”) The need to protect the children was a common 

reason for the survivor’s decision to leave, to keep them safe, to protect them from 

witnessing violence or for their mental health.  
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By and large, the children were supportive of their mother. They would console her, wipe 

her tears and ask after her well-being (“Does it ache?”), no matter their age. They would ask 

to leave the house or not talk to their father.  

One survivor however said that her children were strong and had a sense of clarity. Her 

daughter was more patient than her son. The survivors worry about their children’s 

education, something that all of them value. If they are separated, they are concerned that 

their children will feel bad for not having a father, or that they do not have his support. They 

worry about what they will tell their children when they ask. Should they say that their 

father is dead? They believe that education will give their daughters, especially, a better life, 

unlike theirs. They want the boys to study and get jobs, and to not drink and turn out like 

their fathers.  

In their view: Why violence happens 

Distressing as descriptions of violent abuse are, it is the discourse around the violence that 

gives one pause. Patriarchal sayings pepper the interviews, offering justification for acts of 

discrimination and abuse. They also define the universe of values within which decisions to 

seek help and resolution are made.  

While a small number of the survivors had love marriages or were happy to be married, 

there were others who were indifferent, who accepted the decision that they should be 

married to this or that person stoically or as a concession to their families. Not one survivor 

challenged the inevitability of marriage as the culmination of a woman’s life.  

A couple of the women who were married very young reported asking friends or 

neighbours, when the abuse began: Is this normal? Is this what marriage is really like for 

everyone?  

Parents as well as the husband and in-laws sketch the boundaries of the moral universe 

within which wives, especially young wives, must live. In Tamil Nadu, this includes the 

heritage of aphorisms such as கல்லானாலும் கணவன் புல்லானாலும் புருஷன் 

[He is your husband even if he is a stone, he is your man even if he is a blade of grass], which 

was often quoted to the research team.  
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In this universe, roles and relationships are clearly defined. பெண்கள், ஆண்களுக்கு 

கீழ தான் இருக்கணும் [Women must remain subordinate to women], and the Tamil 

word used actually means below, which one survivor quoted as the rationale for always 

having to stand or sit on the floor and not with her husband. There is no need for husbands 

to converse with their wives. Women must yield to their husband’s decisions on financial 

matters, on matters relating to both personal and family property, dress, social interactions 

and most definitely, sexual behaviour. In one case, when a survivor would not allow her 

husband to take photographs of her during intercourse, he described the marriage as a 

waste.  

The responsibility to take care of parents rests with the sons [ஆம்ெள தான் 

பெத்தவங்கள ொத்துக்கணும்], parents must stay with the men [ஆம்ெள கிட்ட 

தான் இருக்கணும்], and when some survivors sought to support their parents or even 

their children from previous marriages, this has been provocation for abusive behaviour.   

In many instances, when a survivor shared her experience of abuse or violence, her first 

confidantes advised her to be patient. She was advised to yield a little, to bear with his 

nature. She was advised to pay no attention and to act like nothing was going on because 

everything would be alright. No matter what kind of a person he is, he will mellow over the 

years (and she should be patient).  

If the women who got married young had no way of knowing whether abuse was a normal 

part of marital relationships, women also hesitated to speak about abuse because they were 

brought up with the idea that whatever difficulty or loss we incur within the family, that 

knowledge should remain within the family what happens within the family must not be 

shared beyond [கஷ்டமமா, நஷ்டமமா அது நம்மமாட தான் இருக்கணும்]. For 

many survivors, sharing was not an option because their husbands or in-laws isolated them 

socially and monitored their interactions beyond the home. But for others, two fears 

constrained them from reaching out. The first was the fear of stigma—if she suffered abuse, 

there must be something wrong with her. The second was that to speak of the abuse would 

humiliate both her parental and her marital families.  
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The Tamil word for a woman whose marriage has broken down is “vaazhaavetti” 

(வாழாபவட்டி). The dictionary offers a prosaic translation, “woman who does not live 

with her husband.” The word is deployed more powerfully recalling the sense of a life 

ruptured—as it must be without a spouse in heteronormative patriarchal society. The 

women internalise this as a warning and say, “One should not become a vaazhaavetti.” The 

world will speak ill of us, they say; in this society, you cannot separate and live alone.17 

These beliefs frame the context in which women narrate their experiences and that informs 

their decisions and rationale for seeking help, as well as the kind of resolution they seek.  

Help-seeking behavior 

About a quarter of the survivors said they had shared the experience of abuse immediately 

after the first instance. In two cases, the mother-in-law heard but said or did nothing. A 

small number spoke about the abuse within the first two weeks. Together, that suggests 

that about half of those interviews did in fact speak about what had happened to them 

fairly soon after the first time they were abused. A smaller number waited a few months or 

even a year. In one survivor’s case, she did not speak about the abuse, but her husband 

himself told her parents and the village elder. In another’s, the neighbours told her father 

that her in-laws might kill her if he did not intervene.  One said that her daughter would 

relate the abuse she had witnessed. One woman told no one, saying nobody cared.  

For those who had waited to share, we asked what prompted the first sharing. Those who 

waited past the first incident said they shared when things got worse. They sought 

emotional release or solace. Only one survivor revealed the abuse in the hope of finding a 

solution. One survivor said she had not wanted to tell anyone but the secret bothered her. 

Two responses were particularly heart-rending. One survivor said she shared because she 

did not know why she was being abused but she knew it was wrong. Another asked her 

friend if this was a normal part of marriage.  

 
17 “வாழாபவட்டியா மொக கூடாது; உலகம் தெ்ொ மெசும்;  பிரிஞ்சு மொக முடியாது 

சமுதாயத்தில்.” [One should not become a vaazhaavetti. The world will speak ill of such a 

person. In this society, you cannot separate (from your spouse).] 
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Parents and siblings were generally the first to hear about the abuse, although especially 

where the wedding had happened in defiance of their wishes, the survivor reached out to a 

friend. Other relatives—cousins or especially, uncles, were also confidants. One person told 

the pastor of her church. One person spoke with her husband’s guardian, in the hope that 

they would intervene and ask him to change. One survivor spoke with a person in her 

community who was like an older brother to her. Only a couple of people spoke with their 

parents right away.  

Although the sharing was not prompted by the quest for a solution, the survivors hoped 

someone would solve their problem. From peers, they hoped for relief and solace. From 

elders, they sought advice for a solution, if only how the husband might change.  

The advice they got reinforced the patriarchal values that were ingrained in them. Almost 

two-thirds of the survivors were told to adjust. They were to adjust and see whether things 

changed. “Things are like that.” “Time will heal everything. Listen to him. Don’t say no.” The 

survivors were told to be brave and in one case, to pray. Their suicidal feelings were 

discouraged—they were to prove themselves bravely.  

A couple of survivors were urged to leave their abusers right away, but for others, that 

support came after prolonged experience of abuse or after multiple severe incidents. In one 

instance, the advice to leave was in the hope that reconciliation would follow—that absence 

would make the heart grow fonder.  

No matter who they first spoke with, survivors sooner or later told their own families—

usually a parent or sibling, and at this point, they hoped for both solace and advice. In a 

couple of instances, they approached this person confident that they would be able to help. 

About half of the survivors approached a second person and at this point as well, responses 

were divided between asking the survivor to adjust and asking her to leave. Nevertheless, 

this is the point at which three of them decided to live separately. A couple of survivors who 

have left describe their present state as that of being at peace. 

In a small number of instances, the survivors reached out a third time for help—to in-laws, 

to parents, to siblings and cousins, to the village elder, to friends. In one, the in-laws asked 
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her to stay in her mother’s house. In another, the village elder was beaten up by the 

husband. One survivor went to the police with her parents. But by and large, the advice was 

to adjust to the situation. One survivor who had been badly injured by her husband said she 

was just informing her brother; all she wanted was to leave.  

Changing the situation  

Were the survivors we spoke to able to get help to change their situation? Surprisingly, 

given their experience with their confidants, about a third of them said they were. The 

change was leaving the abusive marriage and living separately. One of them mentioned 

getting her own ration card and Aadhaar card.  However, thirteen survivors (out of 25) said 

their situation was unchanged. Of those who said their situation was unchanged, a majority 

said they were unlikely to approach anyone else.  

We asked whether they were receiving any support now and of what kind. Most of the 

survivors we spoke with are receiving financial and emotional support from family members 

(parents, siblings and extended family). A few are also being helped by friends and one has a 

child old enough to support her. Those who do not have support manage with what they 

can earn. In some cases, their clothes, jewellery and money are stuck in the homes they 

have left and they have been trying to retrieve them through the intervention of community 

elders or relatives. A few survivors have filed cases for divorce and for maintenance. A 

couple are saddled with debt from loans they took for their husbands.  

Half of the women interviewed belong to the lowest income group, reporting less than ₹ 

5000 as their monthly income. The cost of separation or divorce without maintenance (child 

support) is prohibitive for them. Even where parental families offer emotional and moral 

support, they are often not in a position to offer financial support over an extended period.  

When asked at the end of the interview what sort of help was most essential, most of them 

naturally listed livelihood support—training and placement in jobs that would allow them to 

support themselves.  

The most common source of help was the police, with eight survivors specifically 

mentioning them. Only one survivor mentioned the Protection Officer, who has a legal 
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mandate to help women who suffer domestic violence. One survivor mentioned the Jamaat, 

the local assembly of Muslims. Four received help from lawyers and one through Legal Aid 

Services. One mentioned the counselling services of the deaddiction centre to which she 

paid to have her husband admitted (“I got angry as I didn’t need advice. I’m paying for him 

to stop drinking.”) Only two survivors approached women’s organisations, with one 

receiving counseling from the Tamil Nadu Women’s Collective and the other from the local 

Madhar Sangam.18  

Awareness of the police was most common, with many being able to name the locations of 

Dharmapuri district’s three All-Women Police Stations (Harur, Pennagaram and Dharmapuri 

town). Friends shared information and one survivor had the help of her Jamaat to approach 

the police.  

Nevertheless, when asked about whether they originally considered going to the police, the 

answers varied. Twelve of the survivors said they had, although about half of them qualified 

that in ways that suggested that they did not expect much from the police. One person said 

that in her experience, the police would only register a complaint if one paid. Moreover, if 

some abusers had relatives and connections in the police that would shield them from 

police action, others were undeterred, actually taunting their victim that nothing would 

make a difference (“Did you think if you went to the police, I would change?”). Fear of being 

stigmatized in the community also kept survivors from going to the police.  

One survivor said that she did not go to the police even though her family had friends there, 

because her community does not believe in that. “My father hit my mother, and her head 

was bleeding, but we don’t go to the police.”  

When asked why she did not go to the police, one survivor responded with an incredulous 

“You have studied so much!” [that you should know]. The police were also reported to be 

insulting. Some instances: 

 
18 All India Democratic Women’s Association (AIDWA) Madhar Sangam. “Madhar Sangam” literally means 
‘Mothers’ Union.’ It is a common name that is used by Self-Help Groups and by NGOs in Tamil Nadu. In this 
instance, the speaker is referring to the Self-Help Group set up under the auspices of the All-India Democratic 
Women’s Association, a left-wing national women’s organization.    
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• “Going to the police station is scary as they will blame me--ask what I've done for 

him to behave like this.” 

• One survivor described how when she had an (epileptic) fit in the police station, she 

was asked to stop acting dramatically, dragged her out and left her on the stairs. Her 

daughter took her to the hospital.  

• “Some police have been rude,” said one survivor who on a follow-up visit to the 

police station was asked whether her taali19 was new, a hint that she had left her 

husband and married again. 

To be fair, others reported that the police counselled them, advised them to sue for 

maintenance (“Don’t stop at divorce. They have tortured you.”) They described the police as 

receptive, helpful and cooperative. They named Superintendents, Inspectors and 

constables.  

• “[The police were] 75% good.” This survivor went to the Harur police station where 

they got 70% of her jewels back, saying the rest can be taken after divorce.  

• “Police are cooperative; sometimes they are not available but they have been very 

helpful.” 

But on the whole, while there was familiarity, there was little faith in what the police could 

do. Moreover, during the interview, at least one survivor captured this hesitation by saying 

that going to the police would bring shame to both parental and marital homes.  

Helping others 

“When my problem has not been resolved, how can I give advice?” asked one survivor. 

Another said, “I'm illiterate, how can I give advice?” The survivors we spoke to were largely 

conservative in how they would respond to someone asking them for help. 

 
19 The necklace chain that, in several parts of India, signifies that a woman is married. Mangalsutra in north 
Indian languages and taali in Tamil.  
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They were ready to offer comfort (ஆறுதல்), that is to listen sympathetically and offer 

some reassurance. Beyond that, despite their own suffering, many of them still held on to 

traditional maxims and were votaries of waiting and seeing.   

• I will comfort them. [But] கஷ்டமமா நஷ்டமமா அங்க தான் 

இருக்கணும்—that is, however difficult and however harmful, she must stay in 

her marriage because கல்லானாலும் கணவன், புல்லானாலும் 

புருஷன், that is, he is her husband whether he is stone or a blade of grass.   

• Will tell about my bad experiences. Will ask to wait and see. 

• Women should always be patient. “We should be calm--only then things will get 

done.”   

• Would ask them to adjust. Not go to police. 

Adjusting and living with the husband were preferred outcomes but if that were not 

possible, rather than hurt themselves in grief, they should earn, stand on their feet and 

support the kids. With or without the husband, they should live life with pride.  

A few survivors did advocate more radical steps. One said she wouldn’t ask women to adjust 

to a situation because only the truly affected would speak out. One said she would advise 

women not to bear children. She felt she should have left sooner and regrets having had 

children in the midst of these problems, because now they are also affected. This survivor 

felt that women should leave immediately and not waste their lives, because the men will 

not change. “They [victims of abuse] should come out and live their lives fully.”  

Working for a living was important to most of them. One of them said women should work 

“for independence and as a distraction.” Whether or not, the family was well-off or poor, 

women cannot depend on anyone’s support.  

One survivor suggested the person should ask her friends for help. Another thought she 

might mediate and said she would help her to go to the police. In her own case, it had not 

occurred to her but now that she knew more, she would. It was also suggested that the 

woman should go to her relatives, especially an elder or a family member who inspired fear 

in the family, who might help her to go to the police. One survivor mentioned the Child 
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Welfare Committee or the Department of Social Welfare, but preponderantly, the only 

source of help—good or bad—that people knew about was the police.  

Notwithstanding the patriarchal reasoning that informed their help-seeking behaviour, 

survivors were clear about where the problem lay. As one of them put it: 

“Men always think women are second class citizens. If women are financially 

independent, they can come out of the situation. Men think we are fully dependent. 

That is why they treat women like that.” 

Awareness of Support Services 

Asked what they knew about other support services than the ones they might have used, 

we mostly drew a blank. More survivors had heard of counselling services in the police 

station. Counselling, family or psychological, was seen as giving clarity. Two went to the 

Madhar Sangam and one went to the Communist Party of India (CPI) and said they “have 

services; help; give advice and hold meetings.” They associated NGOs with livelihood 

assistance.  

We followed this up by presenting them with a list of support services and asking them 

which ones they had heard of and what they had heard.  

Figure 2.8: Awareness of help services 

Type of support service 
provider 

Number of survivors 
familiar with this 

provider 

Notes 

Swadhar home 0  

Short stay home 6 Four of the women had heard of 
short-stay homes, but none had 
used them. 

NGOs 5 They mentioned AWARD (known for 
its tailoring class) and Childline 
(survivor’s sister works there) but 
did not know about domestic 
violence support services. 

One Stop Centres and 
Helplines 

0  Survivors had heard of the 100 
emergency helpline but not any 
dedicated to victim services. 
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Special Cells 2  

District Social Welfare 
Officer 

9 Only one had approached the DSWO 
but one knew through her lawyer 
and another found her job in a 
children’s home through them.  

District Legal Services 
Authority 

5 Two mentioned a Legal Aid Clinic. 

Government Vigilance 
Homes 

1  

All Women Police Station 21 “Women get special support.” Some 
survivors were familiar with the 
locations and had seen them. A few 
had visited the AWPS.  

Night Shelters 0  

The survivors were most familiar with the All Women Police Stations, and able to name their 

locations—Harur, Pennagaram and Dharmapuri, as well as the AWPS in Salem. They also 

mentioned other police stations in Attukaranpatti, Adhiyamankottai and Pennagaram.  

Eighteen of the 25 survivors were familiar with the existence of helplines. The best-known 

helpline was 100, the general emergency line that is used to despatch police, firefighters 

and ambulances. Three of them were familiar with 108 which they knew to call for an 

ambulance. The other number mentioned was 1077 which connected to the Collector’s 

office for water or municipal problems.  

Recommendations for building resilience 

We asked survivors, “Which institution/ individual according to you is the most effective 

mechanism to help address the situation of survivors of domestic violence?” They 

understood this to mean we wanted them to choose between institutions and individuals 

and consider which one was better placed to help.  

Friends and family were important too, for instance, to accompany the survivor to the police 

or courts. However, most of the survivors felt that an organisation would have more 

resources to help over a longer period of time. Moreover, “If one person speaks, there is no 

use. An organisation as a collective has more power, strength.” And, “An individual will be 

questioned by society at all times and will face difficulties. A group can instil fear.”  
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What would help other women and girls facing this situation? Survivors need to be heard 

and believed without judgment. This cannot be expected from men, but it can be expected 

of friends. It must not be assumed that it is the woman’s fault always. Women needed their 

dreams to be supported, one woman said.  

Most of the survivors emphasised the importance of financial security. They wanted to learn 

skills that would allow them to support themselves and their children. Being able to manage 

financially makes it easier to leave. Even having the support of parents or the government, 

would make a difference. But what most of them wanted was to be independent and not 

look to anyone’s benevolence. Money was important even when staying in a marriage.  

Legal aid, family counselling (“ideal marriage is lifelong so efforts can be taken”) and 

treatment for addictions and alcoholism were mentioned.  One survivor suggested others 

should seek solace in the temple.  

At least one survivor pointed out that life without a husband was difficult. “I want my 

husband back. It is difficult living as a single woman--I get propositioned. So if I'm with 

husband, it won't be like this.” Children complicated the decision to separate.  

In closing the interviews, when they chose to advise other women, it was to take up a job, 

become independent and confident. Women “should come out and experience the world.” 

They should not trust any man.   

Summary of Findings from the Survivor Interviews 

The 25 survivors we interviewed had remarkably similar experiences for being as diverse as 

they were. 

They had arranged marriages and love marriages but the circumstances of the marriage 

rarely had any bearing on the prospect of abuse. With most survivors, abuse began within 

the first six months of the marriage. Pregnancy and childbirth triggered violence in some 

cases.  
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Survivors usually experienced more than one kind of abuse, and often several members of 

the family were abusive. The most common forms of abuse were beating (selected by 21 

survivors); followed by shoving, shouting, cursing and withdrawing financial support or 

taking their money (19 each). Preventing visits to and from their parental families was very 

common, as also verbal abuse compared to sexual abuse. Financial control and demands 

were also common. Children are aware of and affected by the violence. In their early years 

they are protective of their mother but occasionally, they grow up to replicate the abusive 

behaviour.  

Most women shared their experience of violence fairly soon after the first instance, and 

usually with their parents or siblings. They approached them seeking solace but with a hope 

that someone would find a resolution to their problem. Ultimately one-third of the 

interviewees did see a change in their situations. They received emotional and financial 

support from their families. Some have filed police complaints to get back their belongings 

from the marital home and some have cases in court for divorce or maintenance. Thirteen 

of the interviewees, however, found their situations unchanged.   

Court procedures are too expensive, plus there is anxiety about managing to live separately 

and support themselves and their children. The conditioning of their patriarchal upbringing, 

as demonstrated by the sayings they quote to rationalise violence, decisions to stay with the 

abuser or the advice they would give another, is another deterrent to seeking a change. 

Finally, most survivors were unaware of the existence of support services other than the 

police, even though their trust in the police was low. The few NGOs named do not specialise 

in victim support services.  

The one source of resilience most survivors mentioned was financial independence. 

Continuing in the marital relationship but with the violence removed was ideal but if women 

had to live alone, it was important that they did not depend on anyone. Institutions, like 

NGOs, were better placed to support women in this transition than their families—except 

they were largely unaware of NGOs working in their area. 



35 
 

3. ACCESSING HELP AND JUSTICE 

The second component of our field research involved interviews with 19 support service 

providers. We reached out to:  

• 4 health care professionals;  

• 4 lawyers;  

• 3 police officers;  

• 2 NGOs offering support services;  

• the District Protection Officer;  

• the District Social Welfare Officer;  

• the social worker from the Dharmapuri Government Hospital One Stop Centre.  

Understanding formal and informal services available in Dharmapuri 

In our interviews with these support service providers, one of our objectives was to 

understand their ecosystem as they did. What were the services they saw as relevant or 

effective, which ones did they know about, their perception of those services and their 

perspective on violence? We sought a realistic insight into the nature of help available.  

In the mapping exercise that preceded the fieldwork for this project, we found two NGOs in 

Dharmapuri, both of which did legal aid for domestic violence survivors. There were no 

Swadhar Homes or Short Stay Homes. We located one District Social Welfare Officer and 

three All Women Police Stations but there was no District Legal Services Authority, no 

Government Vigilance Home and no Night Shelter. The One-Stop Centre in Dharmapuri was 

set up after the first round of mapping, just before our field visit. 

NGOs.  Our initial mapping of dedicated domestic violence services yielded the name of two 

NGOs in Dharmapuri, both of which offered legal aid: Women Rights and Development Trust 

and Dharmapuri District HIV Positive Welfare Society. On the ground, one of them said they 

did not in fact focus on domestic violence support and the other was dismissive of it as 

mediation and conflict resolution work (“katta panchayat”20) and disinterested in engaging 

 
20 Katta Panchayat is the term used for traditional village panchayats.  
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with the researchers. Our field research team instead interviewed representatives of two 

other NGOs, which provided counselling to women experiencing domestic violence, 

henceforth discussed as NGO1 and NGO2.  

NGO1, Rural Development Society, offers counselling services to domestic violence 

survivors, but this is one of many services offered to many categories of beneficiaries. The 

person interviewed there was their female counsellor. It collaborates with and offers 

referrals to the AIDWA Madhar Sangam. 5-7 survivors approach them every month with 

complaints relating to the behaviour of in-laws, dowry, alcoholism and suspicious spouses. 

They have usually heard of the NGO through word of mouth and approach them when other 

options have failed to help, such as the panchayat, police, community members, friends and 

parents. “When they don’t know the next stop, they come to me.” In turn, the NGO 

provides referrals to free legal aid services, NGO leaders, Madhar Sangam and the police 

(better for their counselling than their delivery of justice, according to the interviewee).  

NGO2, Sri Palaniappa Educational Trust, runs a family counselling centre located in the 

Dharmapuri AWPS. When it is necessary, they refer survivors from the police station and 

courts to the Department of Social Welfare and/or the Protection Office. They visit the 

family court once a week. They are approached by 20-25 survivors a month as well as by 2-4 

men. The spectrum of survivor complaints includes: cursing, emotional distress, suspicion 

when talking to others, not allowing them to participate in family affairs, hitting and sexual 

abuse. The counselling centre mediates verbal fights and misunderstandings about 8-10 

times a month and these usually take multiple interventions before the couple is able to 

arrive at a compromise.  

NGO2 said that women usually approached them as problems were starting. They call when 

the husband is not at home or from their mother’s house and ask that the husband be 

counselled.   
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Apart from themselves, they said survivors approached the Magalir Sangam,21 Panchayat, 

the Communist party and family members for help. Courts are the last resort, and before 

they go to court, they approach the NGO, police and the Department of Social Welfare. 

We asked about their approach to domestic violence cases. NGO1 said their optimal 

outcome was to keep the family together. This was a better economic solution and children 

could get a better education. NGO2 said it depended on the situation. They were not 

oriented to family preservation or any other single outcome.  

What is their approach to counselling survivors? NGO1 said they would first let survivors 

express their emotions, then ask them what solution they would like. If they are unable to 

articulate a preferred solution, the counsellors allow them to think about it. They also offer 

advice. NGO2 outlined a four-step process. They develop a rapport with both parties and 

help them identify the problem. They draw out both perspectives. They list pros and cons of 

all options and ask them to arrive at their own decision. They see their purpose as being to 

provide a safe space to resolve problems.  The centre has a male and a female counsellor 

and they speak to the couple separately so that people can speak freely. If they are speaking 

to a male, they provide counselling for reconciliation with the wife. If a woman approaches 

them they refer her to the Department of Social Welfare.  

Government support services.  The government has its own institutional support 

structures designed to help women in distress. These include the Department of Social 

Welfare, District Legal Services Authority, Swadhar Graha (government short stay homes), 

the Protection Officer and the One Stop Centre staff, apart from the police and courts. In 

Dharmapuri, the field research team met and spoke with the District Social Welfare Officer, 

the social worker in charge of the new One Stop Centre and the Protection Officer. In this 

district, all three of them were relatively new to their posts. By their account, they work in 

close coordination.  

District Social Welfare Officer.  The District Social Welfare Office is the nodal officer for 

government social welfare schemes at the district level in Dharmapuri. These include Beti 

Bachao Beti Padhao, the Girl Child Education scheme, Marriage scheme, loans, ID and 

 
21 ‘Magalir Sangam’ is also a common name for self-help groups and NGOs, and means ‘Women’s Union.’ 
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pension for transgenders, providing sewing machines to destitute women and all dowry 

harassment cases.  

The DSWO, who had been in her present post for about five months, estimated that about 

10-12 women come to her for help every month. They can submit a written petition or 

come directly to the office. Their grievances were mainly suspicion, dowry harassment, 

forced marriage and lack of freedom in the household; she had not yet dealt with physical 

abuse cases.  

For domestic violence survivors, she offers counselling that is done separately, after which 

she mediates with the help of the Protection Officer. They work closely with NGO2, a family 

counselling NGO located within the All Women Police Station. In her experience, most 

couples although are convinced initially, come a second time to try and resolve their 

matters again. The others go to court. She refers women to avail other services from the 

government such as job opportunities in tailoring, housing, free legal aid and shelter homes, 

whenever necessary. Till now, dowry harassment cases have not been filed as couples have 

reconciled after visiting her. Such cases come through the police and in her view, “…there 

are a lot of dowry cases where the woman files for the sole purpose of sending her husband 

to jail.”  

The DSWO’s idea of an optimal outcome was reconciliation; couples should reunite for the 

sake of their children. But she wished to achieve this by solving their problems and bringing 

about a change in their thinking.  

Social worker in the One Stop Centre.  The One Stop Centre in Dharmapuri was about 

two months old at the time of our field visit and not yet fully functional. The One Stop 

Centre is supposed to have a five-member advisory committee made up of police, lawyers 

and counsellors. It had not been set up at that time. The social worker had worked as a 

psychiatric counsellor and observed the Salem OSC, prior to taking up this appointment. In 

her two months, she saw twelve domestic violence complaints. There is a helpline, 181, and 

calls to this line are directed to her mobile. She then makes a referral to an appropriate 

service. The OSC social worker also mentioned livelihood referrals. 
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In her view, the aim of their service was to make the domestic violence survivor and her 

spouse understand and reunite.  

Protection Officer.  The Protection Officer had been working in this capacity for one and a 

half years, and she came to this work with a post-graduate degree in Psychology, work 

experience as a family counsellor and having attended three training sessions organised by 

the government. She reported that 12-15 women approach her office every month, usually 

complaining about suspicion, dowry harassment, extra-marital affairs and physical abuse. 

Emotional and sexual abuse, she said, were rare.  

Complaints are received directly or via the Department of Social Welfare or One Stop Centre 

and redirected to the Protection Officer, whereupon a Summons is given to the parties. If 

they do not respond, she approaches the District Magistrate for an order under Section 14 

of the PWDVA, order them to do present themselves for counselling. Through the court 

order, they are made to attend counselling sessions. An official report is then filed prior to a 

court hearing.  

The Protection Officer felt that the best outcome for a domestic violence survivor was for 

the couple to reunite. Going to the court usually resulted in a divorce and if that does 

happen, women should get compensation and child support.  

 

Lawyers.   The field research team interviewed four lawyers, two men and two women.  

Lawyer 1. Lawyer 1 was male and had practised law for 15 years. In the opening 

remarks of the conversation, he stated that modern women wanted to separate the 

husband from his parents and live alone. They wanted a good life on their own and were 

therefore willing to break the family.  

His first preference was to facilitate “talks” and see whether the family could stay together 

through an amicable settlement. It was not culturally appropriate for elderly members of 

the family (in-laws) to face disruptions. Through the interview, he narrated instances from 

his practice.  These included a couple, each accusing the other of over-using the cell-phone, 
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even in the bedroom. He explained to the wife that the husband probably got business calls. 

Another was of a young girl, married without being told her husband had liver problems, 

who wanted to replace her mother-in-law as nominee on his bank accounts (while the 

lawyer felt the mother had a cultural right to be the nominee). This was at her parents’ 

insistence, on the pretext of securing her future. Another was about a couple working in an 

IT company that accused each other of infidelity; she remarried immediately after the 

divorce.  

The lawyer said 4-5 women approached him for divorce cases every month. Few of them 

used other informal mechanisms because “they were from higher society” and had to keep 

up appearances. Some agree through talks to live together and the woman gains the upper 

hand and in his words, “the husband becomes a dummy piece” and adjusts to her 

preferences.  

Asked about his preferred legal route for domestic violence cases, he appeared to associate 

domestic violence with joint family households—suggesting that people invoked the 

Protection of Women from Domestic Violence Act only to escape joint families. He would 

use the Dowry Act for dowry demands and for cruelty or physical attacks the relevant Indian 

Penal Code provisions. For the last too, he was willing to consider talks.  

Lawyer 2.  A woman lawyer with about 17 years of experience said she receives about 

10 cases a month from women relating to domestic violence, maintenance, dowry 

harassment and divorce. Half the women approach her after they have sought help from the 

family, police and panchayat.  

The route she chooses depends on the issue: for maintenance, the CrPC; for character 

assassination and teasing, IPC and if it is dowry harassment, she prefers the PWDVA. Unlike 

Lawyer 1, she favours both maintenance and protection orders, seeing the latter as a way to 

get the police to ensure compliance through intimidation. She believes that counselling and 

mediation are a step in the right direction and many cases are settled this way. Custody 

hearings are unnecessary, in her view, as the child should stay with the mother.  
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Lawyer 3.  A male lawyer and mediator, he started by stating that if children are 

involved, he will not consider a divorce unless it is impossible for the couple to live together. 

Single women are frowned upon by society and children are affected by divorce. He 

therefore counsels both men and women who approach him but represents only men in 

family cases.  

In his unprompted prefatory remarks, he also shared his view that child marriages are a 

solution to inter-caste marriages and elopement, which are quite common in the district. 

Family problems, he said, had increased since nuclear families became common. Moreover, 

he believed that men do not hit women for no reason; it is usually because she is having an 

affair or did something wrong. If indeed he does so without any reason, then he must be a 

‘psycho’. Education makes people egotistical and is the reason there are divorces.  

His experience with the PWDVA was limited but he dealt with family law cases involving 

divorce, conjugal rights and maintenance. Women’s grievances, in his experience, related to 

alcoholism, extra-marital affairs and maintenance. While they seek divorce, the first step is 

counselling and if they have children, he urges them to reunite. Financially independent 

women do not take his advice.  

He prefers to first file a complaint under the Criminal Procedure Code and then if the 

complaint is found to be true, charges are filed under the IPC. He believes that men are not 

able to pay maintenance and if they are imprisoned for defaulting on payments, women will 

lose even what they get. He believes that protection orders cannot protect a woman, who is 

better off approaching the police after an incident but not in anticipation. Both parents 

must have custody in his view. 

In his view the optimal outcome of a domestic violence case was that justice must be served 

and problems must be resolved without anyone being forced into making any decision.                                

Lawyer 4.  This lawyer works with DLSA and also the Juvenile Justice Board. She handles 

insurance, civil and criminal cases, but not divorce.  

In her view, domestic violence was more common in cities and the more educated the 

person, the more likely that they will opt for divorce. She felt that in villages, neighbours 
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intervene and problems are solved amicably after which the couple adjusts or separates. If 

they are resilient, they can adjust in her view. Women seek help for grievances relating to 

alcoholism, lack of financial support from the husband or for having no connection with the 

husband.  

She files maintenance cases under the CrPC whereas the opposing counsel usually files for 

divorce or conjugal rights.22 These cases are merged and mediation is done. Speaking of 

domestic violence, she pointed out that the law also covered elder abuse which usually 

happens over property. Protection orders are disregarded by the police even though women 

repeatedly seek them.   

The optimal outcome in domestic violence cases, in her view, was whatever the survivor 

wants. She advocates counselling but does not encourage divorce.  

 

Police.  We interviewed three persons from the police, at different ranks—a Sub-

Inspector, a Superintendent of Police and an Inspector. 

Police 1.  A 58-year-old Sub-Inspector, women approached his station for both physical 

and economic abuse experienced at the hands of their husbands. Elder abuse is also 

common and of the 10-15 women who approach him every month, about ten are older 

women.  

In domestic violence cases, both parties are asked to come to the station and advised to 

resolve their issues. If the man is at fault, they scold and/or hit him. If there is a minor 

involved, they send the case to the All-Women Police Station. In a few cases, he has referred 

women to counselling and free legal aid services.  

In his view, compensation is the business of the courts but he does believe women should 

get maintenance support to take care of their children. He also believed that the police did 

 
22 Samanwaya Rautray, SC to decide validity of provisions governing restitution of conjugal rights, Economic 
Times, March 6, 2019, accessed at  
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/politics-and-nation/sc-to-decide-validity-of-provisions-
governing-restitution-of-conjugal-rights/articleshow/68279688.cms on August 20, 2020. 

https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/politics-and-nation/sc-to-decide-validity-of-provisions-governing-restitution-of-conjugal-rights/articleshow/68279688.cms
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/politics-and-nation/sc-to-decide-validity-of-provisions-governing-restitution-of-conjugal-rights/articleshow/68279688.cms
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their best with protection orders and that the system has been largely effective in Tamil 

Nadu.  

Police 2.   The senior ranking police officer spends about 8 hours a week on domestic 

violence cases and sees about 4-5 cases a month. Cases are monitored until closed, and she 

only gets the case if the police stations do not respond.  

Cruelty by husband and relatives, dowry and harassment are the most common complaints 

and few cases are filed under the PWDVA. In her jurisdiction, at least one woman dies every 

week by suicide, either hanging herself or drinking poison, within the first seven years of 

marriage.23 She suggested that this was because of poor adjustment and misunderstandings 

in the marriage.  

While the sex ratio has improved she feels that it will take ten years to equalise. In her view, 

the setting up of All-Women’s Police Stations has given women a sense of security. 

In her experience, protection orders meet the women’s need for outside support when their 

families are not supportive. There is some misuse, however. She also mentioned that the 

police face difficulties in protecting women when they go back to their abuser’s house to 

retrieve their belongings. Two police officers accompany her and the offended abuser calls 

in neighbours and makes a scene, claiming that the police are taking sides. Compensation is 

essential as child support and she felt that protection orders are helpful especially if the 

woman does not have family support.  

This officer spoke at length about the important role medical practitioners could play. For 

instance, only when a woman attempts suicide, do neighbours reveal during interrogation 

that she was struggling psychologically and emotionally. Women are reluctant to seek help 

 
23 The seven-year note is significant because under Indian law, mysterious deaths within the first seven years 
are liable to be considered dowry deaths.  Section 304(B)(1) of the Indian Penal Code states: “Where the death 
of a woman is caused by any burns or bodily injury or occurs otherwise than under normal circumstances 
within seven years of her marriage and it is shown that soon before her death she was subjected to cruelty or 
harassment by her husband or any relative of her husband for, or in connection with, any demand for dowry, 
such death shall be called “dowry death”, and such husband or relative shall be deemed to have caused her 
death.” (India Code, Section 304b Dowry death, accessed at https://www.indiacode.nic.in/show-
data?actid=AC_CEN_5_23_00037_186045_1523266765688&sectionId=46069&sectionno=304B&orderno=342 
on August 25, 2020) 

https://www.indiacode.nic.in/show-data?actid=AC_CEN_5_23_00037_186045_1523266765688&sectionId=46069&sectionno=304B&orderno=342
https://www.indiacode.nic.in/show-data?actid=AC_CEN_5_23_00037_186045_1523266765688&sectionId=46069&sectionno=304B&orderno=342
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and are unaware that psychological stress can be treated. Neither lawyers nor the 

panchayat see fit to send her to a doctor.  

Police 2 spoke about the kind of response she sees panchayats give. They usually advise 

women to try reuniting with the abuser for a minimum of three months. She is ostracised if 

she chooses not to obey. Women are victimised all over again. When required, she refers 

women to other services such as counselling, the District Legal Services Authority, social 

welfare officers, child protection officers and the District Administration.  

The Tamil Nadu Police has created the Kavalan SOS app but this officer said there was not 

enough awareness about its availability.24 This should be publicised through celebrity 

endorsements and theatre advertisements, she said, “People must know that we are there 

for them.”   

In her view, the optimal outcome for survivors is that they must have self-confidence and 

not give up. They must be brave in the face of the odds as they are not at fault. Not mere 

awareness but moral education was required to curb domestic violence.  

Police 3.  The senior AWPS inspector was on the verge of retirement. As station head, 

her duties include maintenance of law and order, protection and security and patrolling. As 

AWPS head, she leads gender violence awareness efforts, especially in schools and colleges. 

The AWPS runs a mobile counselling service for women that takes petitions, offers 2-3 

sessions of counselling and follow-up. They also take complaints from men when they seem 

legitimate. 

Women approached her with grievances including dowry harassment, abandonment, 

cruelty, rape, extra-marital affairs and alcohol-related abuse. She felt that women’s high 

expectations were sometimes the source of problems in marriage. When two 16 year olds 

fell in love, she felt they should be allowed to be together as consenting adults. Parental 

 
24 R. Raghunath, Explained: The Tamil Nadu police’s Kavalan SOS app, The Hindu, February 7, 2020, accessed at  
https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/tamil-nadu/explained-the-tamil-nadu-polices-kavalan-sos-
app/article30759383.ece on August 26, 2020. Learn more about the app here: Tamil Nadu Police, Kavalan - 
SOS Mobile App, accessed at https://eservices.tnpolice.gov.in/CCTNSNICSDC/KavalanMobAppInformation on 
August 26, 2020. 

https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/tamil-nadu/explained-the-tamil-nadu-polices-kavalan-sos-app/article30759383.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/tamil-nadu/explained-the-tamil-nadu-polices-kavalan-sos-app/article30759383.ece
https://eservices.tnpolice.gov.in/CCTNSNICSDC/KavalanMobAppInformation
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objections places women at a disadvantage. Increased use of mobile phones and access to 

social media and YouTube was a source of mutual suspicion and then, divorce.  

When a domestic violence survivor approaches the AWPS, a petition is first filed. Then it is 

recorded in the Community Service Register (CSR) and depending on the severity of the 

complaint, an FIR is filed. Maintenance, especially interim maintenance, is very importance 

and she urges families to support women and also educates them on their legal options to 

get maintenance. She did not have strong views on Protection Orders but commented that 

women needed to be better aware. She sometimes does referrals to free legal aid and also 

tells women about suitable job opportunities.  

The optimal outcome for domestic violence survivors was that women should be provided 

with the strength and faith to live with or without their husband. They should receive 

guidance to thrive with self-confidence.  

Medical Practitioners. Doctors and nurses are often the first to see domestic violence 

injuries and other physical impact. We interviewed four medical practitioners, located at 

facilities across the district. 

Medical Practitioner 1.   A young doctor based in a Primary Health Centre, 

having six years of experience, our first interviewee had treated survivors as part of his 

Forensic Medicine course but in his practice had seen only 3-4 survivors.  

He said women rarely told him what caused their injuries and denied having experienced 

violence. He would sometimes learn through acquaintances and neighbours but mainly from 

his examination. Survivors usually came in with head lacerations; external injuries on their 

face, chest and/or legs; or giddiness. They are accompanied by their family, although he said 

they usually do not have family support. Women do not feel they can tell anyone and reach 

out for help, in his view, because they fear for their life.  

While the Primary Health Centre does not record the visit, the government hospital does 

make an Accident Record entry and this is shared with the police. Therefore, if the survivor 

wants to complain, he refers them to the government hospital and has no experience 



46 
 

dealing with lawyers, police or Protection Officer. He does not himself recommend any 

action. His only aim is to offer good treatment.  

He suggested that there should be an “informer” on every street who reports such incidents 

to the government. He recommended awareness and training sessions for medical 

practitioners including Voluntary Health Nurses (VHN) and Accredited Social Health Activist 

(ASHA) workers, who live in the neighbourhoods where they work. He also suggested a 

private space or separate room where women could come so that they would not be seen 

by others.  

Medical Practitioner 2.   The second interviewee was a practitioner of 

traditional Siddha medicine. In her view, domestic violence is definitely a cause for heath 

complications. 5-10 women approach her every month with stress, sleeplessness, skin 

disorders, uterine complications and even, mental health issues for which she counsels 

them. She treats physical injuries that cause internal problems and about 20% are sexual 

injuries but she was not sure they could be termed sexual violence. Emotional and 

psychological injury was however, the most common and she counsels the women and their 

abusers. She spends over half an hour with each patient because she listens and tries to 

treat them holistically. When needed, she refers women to the Government hospitals, 

doctors who charge smaller fees and non-profit psychiatric counselling, by providing 

addresses and contact information.  

Medical Practitioner 3.   The Village Health Nurse (VHN) who was the third 

interviewee in this category said that women regularly came to her with their problems. As 

a VHN, her work involves: tracking pregnancies and monitoring maternal health; child 

immunisation and nutrition; midwifery (deliveries). She said child marriage is still prevalent 

in Dharmapuri; she has tried to stop them several times. Parents continue to get their 

children married, but secretly. She once chided a mother who brought her 15-year-old 

daughter for a check-up; the child stopped coming for a check-up after that.  

The VHN estimated that out of a 1000 houses, only 200 houses seem to be normal and 

without domestic violence issues. She said that about five women approach her every 

month, of which two or three come with wounds. Even if they do not tell her anything or 
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they lie, she is able to find out. Some of them come with wounds on their stomach or 

uterus. She provides first aid, tablets from the Primary Health Care centre and sutures, but 

in the event of sexual violence, she refers them to a doctor. Most women approach her for 

emotional and psychological trauma care and she offers them counselling. She has also 

scolded or advised husbands in such cases. 

In her view, the optimal outcome for a domestic violence survivor was to reunite with their 

families. She would advise relatives to try and ‘control’ the situation as much as possible.  

Medical Practitioner 4.   A GP with 16 years of experience said he had no 

training for dealing with domestic violence survivors apart from a small portion of his 

induction course that dealt with sexual abuse. However, women come to him with both 

emotional and physical injuries; he does not handle sexual injuries and refers them to 

gynaecologists and surgeons. He sees a couple of cases a year and women usually come 

saying they are experiencing giddiness. In one case, after a third visit with a backpain 

complaint, the woman told him that her husband had hit her. She had contusions and soft 

tissue injuries.  He spends a few minutes to counsel and encourage patients to file 

complaints and to talk to their families.  

The optimal outcome for survivors was to receive psychological treatment and counselling, 

and abusers need to be reformed.  

Obstacles to seeking help 

Constraints to survivors’ agency 

Social and cultural factors inhibit survivors’ ability and willingness to reach for help. Service 

providers mentioned (and often shared) their belief that women must adjust and accept life 

for what it is. Any amount of torture must be endured for the sake of maintaining Indian 

culture. “Indian culture” was misinterpreted as having violent relationships—mistakenly in 

the view of a small number. The fear of social judgment is the biggest hurdle women face in 

accessing justice.  
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Moreover, survivors are largely unaware of the help that is available to them. Some service 

providers had found that survivors were unaware even of the All-Women Police Stations 

and free legal aid services.  

Women’s limited access to education or their truncated education reinforces their 

powerlessness in the matter of seeking justice. They are unable to write complaint petitions 

themselves; someone else serves as a scribe and they do not know what has been written.  

Fear silences them as well. Afraid for their life, for instance, even if they have endured 

sexual abuse, they write down ‘dowry’ in their petitions. The same fear makes them wait till 

their children have grown up before they seek help.  

Service providers observed that survivors are reluctant to share their stories and need great 

reassurance before they will open up. Women need help and support from friends and 

family to get over their fears of opening and seeking legal protection. Women are in dire 

need of psychological counselling and psychiatric treatment, and one medical practitioner 

stated that it was up to doctors to get them to speak if their stories did not add up.  

The general feeling was that women needed greater awareness about domestic violence, 

and not just at the point when there was a problem.  

Lack of family and community support 

Families, like society in general, do not grasp what a grave matter domestic violence is. 

Making them realise this is a hurdle for the work of any service provider. Therefore, 

campaigns and trainings using posters and banners are carried out.  

Families should have counselling that enables them to understand and support the survivor.  

When a woman goes to the panchayat, they always advise her to try reuniting with her 

abuser for a minimum of 3 months and do not advise her to seek help from a medical 

professional. If the woman does not obey the Panchayat, she is ostracized by the 

community.  

Challenges accessing legal justice  
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India has a library of laws dealing with different dimensions of gender violence, both specific 

and also in the provisions of the Indian Penal Code (IPC). For dealing with domestic violence, 

the Protection of Women from Domestic Violence (2005) Act adds a civil route to the 

already-existing IPC provisions relating to dowry, cruelty and dowry-death. Challenges 

relating to legal justice therefore fall into three categories: the enforcement of the law (the 

role of the police); the working of the courts; and lawyers themselves.  

Law enforcement: 

In the interviews with survivors, we saw that while most of them had heard of the police, 

they were largely unaware of other services. The All-Women Police Stations were familiar 

although there are only three in the district. One AWPS to every five police stations is too 

few, we were told, and they are understaffed. There is a shortage of intermediate rank 

officers (Inspectors) and ground-level investigating officers.  

While familiar, the police were not a preferred recourse for most survivors as there is stigma 

attached to approaching or being seen at a police station. It is considered humiliating to 

have to call in the police and they do not want to be judged. Several interviewees suggested 

that the police were corrupt and took bribes to register complaints. Police stations are also 

seen as sites of violence and one of the medical practitioners said she had heard that in the 

AWPS, men were beaten up just to appease the complainant. 

Moreover, it is seen as disgracing the family—both families and sometimes, the family does 

not support the survivor’s decision to complain to the police (although sometimes they are 

the ones urging the survivor to go to the police). The result is that the police often come in 

fairly late in the day (at the last stage, one person said).  

Views were divided on the efficacy of Protection Orders (designed to keep the survivor 

safe). Some felt that it was the duty of the family to take care of women. A separate 

household might be established for them.  

Others felt that because the respondents threaten violence, protection orders are important 

to prevent husbands stalking or threatening their wives.  
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In addition, it was pointed out that respondents must be stopped from fleeing and 

measures suggested were the temporary seizure or confiscation of property.  

The working of the courts:  

The most common criticism of the legal justice system was that the courts take too long and 

the trial process is slow. Cases are delayed to the lack of proper witnesses and because 

respondents do not appear in court. The opposing counsel can choose to cause delays 

within the ambit of the system. Free legal aid is very slow to move and there is a delay 

before a case is filed. Accessing this support is not easy either. One interviewee flagged the 

transfer of magistrates as a cause of delay. There were unfilled magistrate vacancies in 

several courts and in some, magistrates are only available on some days in the week 

(example given being, Tuesday and Thursday in Palacode).  

Court cases are also a financial drain. Most women are not well-off and it is hard to get 

leave from work to see a lawyer or appear in court. Moreover, courts take too long to grant 

compensation, which women especially need if they have children. Some of the 

interviewees were ambivalent about the compensation order itself saying that for one, men 

are only able to pay for a few months and not sustain the payment. Second, if the abuser 

ends up in jail, women are stranded without support.  

The court experience is also unpleasant. They are sexually harassed by the men in the court 

precincts and have to hear comments about their appearance and behaviour. Women are 

uncomfortable speaking the truth about their experiences in court. Cross-examination is a 

harrowing experience, especially because they come under a lot of pressure from their 

husbands during the case.  

One interviewee raised concerns about privacy and confidentiality. Speaking about 

deficiencies in the law, she said that it was imperative that survivors’ identities not be 

revealed and a special channel, both transparent and confidential, must be created so that 

no one knows when a woman approaches the Collectorate for help. Similarly, the police 

cannot file a complaint without recording the identities of the woman and accused. This 
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could harm the victim. The media is always in a rush to reveal identities and it is a tussle to 

get them to maintain confidentiality.  

The final straw is when judges force couples to reunite against their will. 

Lawyers: 

The overall view of lawyers was negative. They were seen as being concerned only about 

their professional growth. While some were good, they tended to have a business-like 

approach to their cases and to not be concerned about their clients. It was stated that 

lawyers do not give complainants a copy of the judgment, which causes them problems 

down the line. Also, it was charged that some lawyers play both sides for their own benefit. 

Shortcomings in state services 

The three social workers in government service positions—the Protection Officer, the 

District Social Welfare Officer and the One Stop Centre counsellor—took a candid view of 

their own challenges. 

They felt they could have been better trained for their roles. All three felt their offices were 

understaffed. One wanted a larger and more efficient team to do awareness training at the 

grassroots. 

There is a lack of coordination even between the government services available to survivors. 

There is poor coordination between the support services providers and the police. The 

Directorate of Social Welfare and the District Magistrate give different orders. For instance, 

the Directorate has given instructions that the parties must appear in court before 

counselling while the Magistrate states that they must appear only after. Proper guidelines 

need to be set for both the Magistrate in Court and the Directorate of Social welfare to 

avoid this confusion. 

The practical support available to the Protection Officer and District Social Welfare Officer 

are also inadequate for them to carry out their mandates. For instance, The Protection 

Officer has no Travel Allowance to cover her commute to deliver summons, nor does she get 
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police protection. The work-life balance of service providers is disrupted by the long work 

hours and handling emergency calls at any time. It also affects their mental health. Creating 

a facility without adequate human resources and care support can be counter-productive in 

the long run. 

All three officers are expected to provide counselling but it is generally held that 

psychologists rather than police, lawyers or judicial officers should be responsible for 

counselling. The process of counselling was undermined by both the attitudes of the 

complainant and by parents and advocates who tended to intervene. The greater the 

education level of the complainant the less likely they were to listen to the counsellor. 

Counsellors found it difficult to handle when the complainant became very emotional or if 

the couple started arguing in their presence. Complainants also expected the counsellors to 

be partisan in their favour and saw a paraphrase of another point of view as support for the 

alleged abuser.  

Medical practitioners  

While a small role, medical practitioners are important because they provide proof of 

physical injuries by granting a certificate and testifying in court. They should play a more 

prominent part but here again, there are barriers. 

First of all, there are not enough medical facilities in many villages that still depend on a 

visiting doctor or nurse. Moreover, women cannot afford to go to a doctor, and when they 

go, their husbands (or other relatives) insist on accompanying them. If they are working. 

they may not be able to take a day’s leave to visit the doctor. 

In other cases, the husbands will not pay for a doctor’s visit, not even for family planning. 

Contraception use was not common and in cases like one where the husband got his wife 

pregnant for the fifth time in the hope of having a son, it would, unfairly, be the VHN that 

lost her job.  

One practitioner said that victims of violence are reluctant to seek help from doctors and 

are unaware that issues like psychological stress must also be treated. It is only when a 

woman attempts suicide out of psychological stress, that neighbours when interrogated by 
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the police will reveal that they noticed the victim having a hard time psychologically and 

emotionally. 

Difficulties of access would seem to ‘revictimise’ the survivor. There needs to be a separate 

ward or unit to treat survivors and medical practitioners should be sensitised not to be 

judgmental and force survivors into one decision or another.  

Informal mechanisms 

Not being aware of NGO and government support services, survivors turn to their families, 

to community workers, to self-help groups and to village elders for different kinds of help. 

Interviews with these actors lay outside the purview of the project brief. In this section, we 

include a short account of two of these actors, based largely on secondary literature.  

Self-help Groups  

The idea of a group of women sharing access to credit via small loans was popularized by 

the Grameen Bank experiment in Bangladesh. In India, too, ‘self-help groups’ have become 

an important way to mobilise women and give them access to credit, training and 

livelihoods.25   

The Tamil Nadu Corporation for Development of Women Ltd. set up the Mahalir Thittam 

scheme in 1997-98 along these lines. Incidentally, almost a decade before this in 1989, Self-

Help Groups (SHGs) made their first appearance in Dharmapuri district. The objectives of 

the scheme were to build economic capacity of poor women and achieve equality in the 

status. SHGs can now be started by the government, affiliated with Panchayats, sponsored 

by NGOs or private charities. They are variously called Mahalir Thittam, Mahalir Sangam, 

 
25 Soniya V, Chapter III: Self Help Groups In Tamil Nadu And Neighbourhood Groups In Kerala 
– An Overview, in Social and economic empowerment of women through self-help groups in 
Kanniyakumari district and neighbourhood groups in Thiruvananthapuram district a 
comparative study, Thesis, Manonmaniam Sundaranar University, 2017, accessed 
at http://hdl.handle.net/10603/201877 on October 19, 2020; R. Rajasri, “Women‟s Self-
Help Groups in Tamil Nadu”, International Journal of Interdisciplinary Research in Arts and 
Humanities, Volume 1, Issue 1, Page Number 87- 90, 2016 accessed 
at https://zenodo.org/record/166749#.X41WA9AzaUk on October 19, 2020 

http://hdl.handle.net/10603/201877
https://zenodo.org/record/166749#.X41WA9AzaUk
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Mahalir Koozhu or Mahalir Mandram. Madhar Sangam is another of these names, although 

there are NGOs called Madhar Sangam as well.  

While one of our primary field contacts was an SHG leader, only one person said she 

reached out to a Madhar Sangam for help. She clarified that it was the local chapter of the 

the All India Democratic Women’s Association to which she reached out for help to get the 

police to register her First Information Report.  

Another survivor was herself the member of a SHG started by the NGO, Bommanur Society 

for Village Development. She had secured a loan for her husband from the SHG that he had 

promised to repay. Other members of the SHG, as well as the representative of the NGO, 

had visited their home and interacted with her husband who quarrelled with them. They 

have separated but he has not repaid the loan which she now owes the SHG.  

The primary focus of SHGs remains credit, entrepreneurship or even livelihoods training. 

The mobilisation of women into collectives for any reason immediately suggests the 

possibility that their confidence and autonomy will be strengthened in other ways. Those 

who have studied SHGs have said categorically that in order for this to be the case, the SHGs 

would also have to receive sensitisation training.26  

The “Panchayat”  

Officially, the village Panchayat is the grassroots base of the Indian administrative system. 

The Panchayat is made up of 5-15 members elected directly by the adults of the village who 

make up the Gram Sabha or the village assembly. The administration works with this body 

and it is also the body through which government projects and schemes are executed. 

However, the traditional village panchayat exists alongside.27   

 
26 Kalpana Karunakaran, SHGs, a personal safety net, The New Indian Express, March 7, 2017, accessed at 
https://www.newindianexpress.com/cities/chennai/2017/mar/07/shgs-a-personal-safety-net-1578815.html 
on November 3, 2020. 
 
27 For more on how the traditional and official panchayat systems coexist and function in tandem, see M. 
Gurusamy, A study of the working of traditional panchayats and village panchayats in Tamil Nadu, Gandhigram 
Rural Institute, 2007, accessed at http://hdl.handle.net/10603/111621  on November 2, 2020.  

https://www.newindianexpress.com/cities/chennai/2017/mar/07/shgs-a-personal-safety-net-1578815.html
http://hdl.handle.net/10603/111621


55 
 

The traditional village panchayat is a small group of village leaders, usually elders, from the 

dominant caste of the village. They meet every day and resolve disputes relating to 

marriage, property, family relations or caste. Research suggests that they have greater 

credibility in the eyes of villagers, as L. Thara Bhai quotes, “…the voted panchayat is only for 

roads, bathrooms and for getting loans for a few. The individual problems are solved by our 

panchayat.”28   

Across categories—survivors, service providers and community members—individuals 

interviewed in Dharmapuri alluded to the panchayat and they meant the traditional 

panchayat, also known as ‘katta panchayat.’ This dispute mediation role of the panchayat is 

so deeply ingrained in society that one common expression for mediation is 

“ெஞ்சாயத்து ெண்ணுதல்” (to do panchayat), suggesting a resolution process that 

involves hearing all sides and then arriving at a decision that may be a judgment or a 

solution. This has been significant enough in settling gender violence disputes from 

domestic violence, to rape, to caste-related sexual violence and murder, that several Court 

judgments over the years have explicitly stated that they are not valid.29 

 
28 L. Thara Bhai, Gender, Caste and Politics in Rural Tamil Nadu, in Inclusion and Exclusion in Local Governance: 
Field Studies from Rural India, edited by B S Baviskar and George Mathew, 2009, SAGE Publishing India. This 
paragraph draws primarily on this study.  
 
29 K. Gopal versus the State of Tamil Nadu, July 5, 2005. In response to a writ petition, the Madras High Court 
passed an order stating that Katta Panchayats are illegal. The Order opened by stating that Katta Panchayats 
should be nipped in the bud, stating that:  
“2. …This phenomenon is the mushrooming, particularly in the rural and coastal areas of the State, of wholly 
illegal and extraconstitutional institutions called Katta Panchayats which hold illegal kangaroo courts, issue 
unlawful decrees of excommunication from the village and imposition of huge fines against persons who have 
displeased them in some way, and commit acts of violence on such person if they disobey such decrees.” 
15. At this stage, learned counsel for the petitioners would submit that Kattapanchayat is being held in every 
village and the villagers are compelled to prostrate before them and made to pay fine and, by way of 
punishment, they are being ex-communicated, without knowing that those acts are prohibited under law. This 
submission has been endorsed by the other counsel as well. 
23. When this Court has gone through the letters received from the public, nearing 1000 in number, would feel 
shocked that police agency is helpless and keeping quiet and the Kattapanchayatdars reign raised its ugly 
heads, controlling the entire area, as if they are the monarchs of the area, threatening even the educated 
people, who suffered at the hands of the so called Kattapanchayatdars, who were compelled not to go either 
to the police station or to the Court. It is clear from those letters that the law enforcing agencies, even though 
there are some provisions to indicate that the Kattapanchayat's imposition of fine and ex-communication are 
the offences, never cared to take action against the Kattapanchayatdars. This may be so, because the law 
enforcing agencies also may not be aware of the existing provisions of law. 
…27. 2.The "katta panchayat" has no legal sanctity and the punishments imposed by it are not enforceable 
under Law. It is really a challenge to the legally established courts. Conducting of katta panchayats may 
sometimes result in violation of human rights which may result in ill-treatment of people particularly in the 
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It is worth noting that at the one panchayat meeting the field researchers observed, while 

waiting to interview a member, women hardly spoke up. Most community members 

confirmed the marginalisation of women in the public sphere. Unofficial, traditional and not 

directed by constitutional mandates, katta panchayats are as likely as not to make decisions 

that favour gender equality (or social change).   

The Ooru Gounder, who is also mentioned by all categories of interviewees, is a village elder 

or sometimes, chief. This person is likely to come from the dominant caste group in the 

village and to be male.  They are influential within the village community.  

Samaritans 

Two of the people interviewed in the ‘Community members’ category are community 

workers who have helped survivors in the past. One was a social worker and pastor and the 

other a member and volunteer of his local Jamaat. Both persons are prominent and well-

known to people in their congregational communities. The other individuals people reached 

out to, who were not officially service providers nor trained do so, included neighbours, 

relatives and colleagues. The common factors seem to have been a perception that they are 

helpful and that they are more knowledgeable than the survivor. In reality, their awareness 

of services and their sensitisation may or may not have been adequate to help.  

Summary of Findings 

The interviews with service providers is that while in theory, we may list many categories of 

actors, in reality, what we have is a system with many gaps.  

The most important of these may be an information gap. There is a lack of awareness about 

gender violence, specifically domestic abuse, which prevents people from framing their 

situations as wrong and calling for assistance. They are also unaware of the existence of a 

 
lower strata of society. The involvement of Government servants in such katta panchayats may embolden the 
katta panchayats in imposing severe and corporal punishments on the victims… 
29. … Hence we direct all the state authorities to take strong action in accordance with law to put down these 
unlawful, hooligan activities which have mushroomed in several areas of the State of Tamil Nadu, and institute 
criminal prosecution against those who are involved." Madras High Court, K. Gopal vs The State Of Tamil Nadu 
on 5 July, 2005, accessed at https://indiankanoon.org/doc/1865298/ on December 28, 2020. 
 

https://indiankanoon.org/doc/1865298/
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range of support services, governmental and NGO, that could provide that assistance. The 

police remain the most familiar option but a reluctance to be seen going to the police and 

their reputation for corruption and brutality are a deterrent although they are required for 

the implementation of Protection Orders or even to reclaim belongings from the marital 

home. 

The courts too present several challenges. Interviewees across services remarked upon the 

delays in the justice process. This escalates costs for survivors who have to pay court fees 

and also take leave to attend hearings.  Lawyers are seen by other   providers are callous 

and self-interested.  Survivors also face sexual harassment when they attend court hearings. 

The Protection Officer pointed to the lack of coordination between government offices 

charged with providing support to survivors.  Different guidelines are issued to Magistrates 

and to the Protection Officer, for instance.  In addition, the Protection Officer’s office is 

under-staffed and under-resourced. 

While health services could play a bigger part in identifying and documenting domestic 

violence, the shortage of providers, the fact that women are usually accompanied by their 

husband or a relative on their visits and that they cannot afford the fee on their own, 

undermines the potential of nurses and primary care physicians to serve as frontline 

caregivers.  

In the circumstances, people turn to family, to NGOs they know or colleagues in their self-

help groups, and elders in their community rather than approach those charged with 

helping them or trained to offer them counsel. 
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4. THE COMMUNITY CONTEXT 

The field research team interviewed ten members of the community—individuals not 

related to the survivors we met and not involved with support services provision.  

Figure 4.1: Profile of Community Members Interviewed 

1. F Anganwadi worker 42 BC 

2. F Home maker/seasonal 
construction worker 

36 BC 

3. M Panchayat ward member 46 BC 

4. M Teacher 49 MBC 

5. F Tiffin centre 29 BC (Muslim) 

6. M Church Pastor 47 BC 

7. M Farmer 43 MBC 

8. M Head of the Agri products 
distributors association 

39 BC 

9. M Member of Jamath 32 OBC 

10. M Student, adolescent 17 MBC 

View on gender relations 

Our interviews opened with a question about responsibilities, which was interpreted as 

“should women and men shoulder equal responsibilities,” “do they shoulder equal 

responsibilities” and “are women and men equal.”  

There was some broad agreement across the ten interviewees that women and men should 

have the same responsibilities. However, of the three women interviewed, two stated that 

women shoulder more responsibilities around the household, while men ‘only’ go out to 

earn. The third said that ‘only’ men can go out to earn. It was generally felt that within the 

household women are treated more equally, with women and men both participating in 

decision-making. One person stated that equality was the norm in 90% of the households 

because it was a matter of prestige. Another person felt that working women have more 

freedom than housewives. The youngest interviewee stated that women were taking 

[undue] advantage of their equality. 

On the question of participation in community decisions too, there was consensus. Women 

may have some measure of equality at home, but most felt that they were not allowed to 
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participate in community decisions. Even when women were elected to the Gram 

Panchayat, men make key decisions. In the Jamaat, women cannot initiate divorce and are 

blamed for everything.  

The field research team observed one community level meeting while they waited for an 

interview. The women present did not speak. When asked, they said they left it to the men 

because they knew better. The male interviewee explained that the women were shy to 

speak up.  

The proliferation of Self-Help Groups (SHGs) may be helping women gain equality. However, 

the lone woman entrepreneur in the sample stated that while her family supports her, in 

the community, men comment, “How can women have shops?” A male interviewee said 

women were treated like dolls.  

The youngest interviewee in this category had clear opinions: Men and women participate 

in household decision-making but only men do at the community level. Access to 

pornography is ruining men. Men bribe the panchayat to rule in their favour. If women are 

relatively well-off, they complain to the police all the time and have men beaten up. Dowry 

is still prevalent in the community.  

Prevalence of violence 

Only four interviewees in this category said that physical abuse was common in their 

community. The others thought it rare, possibly because of people becoming more aware or 

that the problem gets resolved locally, or they said they were not aware of its prevalence. 

One person felt that abuse of any sort was rare and when it came to verbal abuse, both 

parties engaged in it in his view. 

There was a much greater consensus on how common verbal, emotional and economic 

abuse were. One person said this was because when have no control in these matters. Six 

out of ten interviewees cited alcohol and alcoholism as the main cause of abuse. One person 

said that alcoholic husbands take away all the money and jewelry at home to support their 

habit and are also prone to complaining about things at home. Another interviewee pointed 

to both alcohol and drug addiction as a cause for domestic violence.  
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Understanding of domestic abuse 

Interviewees listed many kinds of abuse when asked what they understood to be domestic 

violence: physical, verbal, emotional and economic abuse; cruelty by in-laws; domination by 

men of women; women being deprived of the same rights; fighting, difference of opinion 

and suspicion; torture; child marriage; discrimination between male and female children, 

expressed either through the ill-treatment of women who bear daughters or the 

preferential treatment accorded to sons.  

Alcohol featured prominently in the definitions of domestic abuse that interviewees gave 

us: 

• Physical and verbal abuse by alcoholics, economic abuse and cruelty by in-laws; 

• “Domestic abuse happens when men do not behave properly; they drink and fight.” 

• It happens when men drink, feel insecure about their wives’ status; cruelty by the 

mother-in-law, which is rarer.  

• Alcohol is the main reason behind domestic violence. 

• Men misbehave because they are slaves to alcohol. 

• Men are tired from work and drink and therefore, violence happens. 

Lack of education, lack of awareness, economic distress and tensions around financial 

troubles, plus alcohol and drug addiction were all listed as causes of domestic abuse. The 

pastor drew attention to the way in which gender injustices reinforce each other. In his 

account, child marriage between incompatible couples—very young girls and adult men—

cause men to seek extra-marital relationships that marginalize both women. Extra-marital 

affairs or suspicion about them were commonly considered provocations for violence.  

Awareness of redressal mechanisms 

The original research design listed NGOs, government service providers, lawyers, medical 

workers and the police as available support services. Of these, the interviewees spoke only 

of the police and NGOs. One person mentioned lawyers. The best informed person in this 

group was the person who was herself a social worker.  
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The police, especially the All-Women Police Stations, are seen as helpful by one person. 

While they do not immediately file a case, they try to resolve the problem, providing 

counselling. They are effective and helpful because they patrol and station women police in 

plain clothes, instilling fear. Another person sounded a cautionary note, that only honest 

police were helpful; by and large, he implied that both male police and those in the AWPS 

take bribes and side with men. People believe that going to the police creates more 

problems than it solves, said one person.  

While most people had heard of the existence of NGOs, they could not name them (except 

for one person who named the human rights NGO, People’s Watch). One interviewee said 

NGOs, especially women’s NGOs, provide family counselling. Compared to other service 

providers, NGOs are seen as the most effective at securing redressal for women because 

they provide all-round care. They are also not burdened with other responsibilities. Another 

interviewee mentioned that NGOs help with employment.  

Self-Help Groups were mentioned by a couple of interviewees. They were said to conduct 

meetings on domestic violence and also served as a platform for women to share their 

concerns. Another person mentioned their role making microcredit available.  

Three important actors mentioned by this set of interviewees were the Panchayat, the Ooru 

Gounder and the Jamaat. The village panchayat or Gram Panchayat is the most basic unit of 

local self-government in India. It is an elected body of representatives drawn from those 

living in the village. Traditionally, dispute resolution has been one of its functions (so much 

so, one Tamil expression for mediation is ‘to do panchayat’). The Ooru Gounder is a 

prominent member of the community. Unelected and like a village elder, he advises and 

offers counselling to others in the village. The field team met one such person while 

awaiting another interview. He said that when couples came to him, he tried to help them 

because to seek help outside was expensive. He took them to the police when necessary. As 

a prominent member of the community, he is also able to help with jobs, access to 

education and even welfare schemes for women.  

The Jamaat is an assembly of Muslim community elders, usually male. The female 

interviewee felt they were ineffective because they are not elected. The jamaat provides for 
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the basic needs of anyone who seeks help, including domestic violence survivors. Abusers 

are counselled against addiction and prescribed Quran study for 40 days, so that the tenets 

of faith are reinforced and they realise they have been wrong. Within the Muslim 

community other bodies such as the Dargah, Bilal and Ali committees provide services and 

help with domestic violence issues. In addition, Qazis preside over these disputes and offer 

counseling. From the point of view of a Jamaat member, it was the most effective because 

there is a Jamaat in every town and it is open to members of all faiths who seek help.  

Ideal outcome for a DV survivor 

While a small number of interviewees were clear that couples must not separate and a 

reunion was the ideal outcome for a domestic violence survivor, several others spoke about 

the importance of supporting survivors and of changing abusive behaviour. A precondition 

of this, however, was that the survivor should get justice and the husband must change. 

One interviewee said specifically that it took 5-6 mediation sessions for most couples to 

reunite. Reconciliation was especially favoured if there were children involved.  

There were others who felt that women need more opportunities and exposure, and better 

education. Support given to women should help them get out of abusive situations and 

eventually, remarry. Women should be financially independent and able to support their 

children, to which end, they need skill development help, education and an income.  

Summary of findings 

We know that one out of three women experience abuse in the course of their lifetime, and 

yet, the community members that we interviewed were quite optimistic in their view of 

gender equality and the prevalence of violence in their circles. They were by and large that 

women were more equal at home than in the public sphere, where they acknowledged that 

women were marginalised. Most interviewees believed verbal, emotional and economic 

abuse were more common than physical. A majority also believed that alcohol was the main 

cause for domestic abuse.  
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Much like the survivors we interviewed, the community members we interviewed knew 

mainly of the police. They did name a couple of NGOs, neither of which works primarily in 

the area of domestic violence support services. 

Notwithstanding their lack of awareness, unlike several of the service providers, most 

members of the community believed that while preserving the family was important, 

survivors should be supported in the way that they choose.  
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5. POLICY IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Our interviews with 25 survivors, 10 community members and a small selection of 

individuals involved in providing support service to survivors present us with a clear picture 

of the ecosystem in which domestic violence is experienced and in which survivors have to 

seek help and redressal. While this is a relatively small sample, there were some clear 

insights from the research.  

• Caste, class, age and religion do not appear to have any bearing on the likelihood, 

frequency or experience of violence, and most survivors experience more than one 

kind of abuse and at the hands of more than one perpetrator. These factors also do 

not make a difference to levels of awareness about gender violence, specifically 

domestic abuse, which prevents people from framing their situations as wrong and 

calling for assistance. 

• Families remain the first place that survivors turn, seeking comfort and then support. 

The willingness and ability of families to provide support is a determinant of their 

options. Beyond the family, the only support service provider that most had heard 

of, survivors and community, was the police. Their awareness of others—the 

government set-up with Protection Officer, Social Welfare Officer and One-Stop 

Centre; specialist NGOs and even, lawyers and courts—is perfunctory or non-

existent.  

• Experiences of domestic violence and efforts to seek help and support are perceived 

through a heteronormative, patriarchal framework of values. These deep-seated 

values underpinned and reinforced survivors’ perceptions that potential alternatives 

to abuse were worse than staying within abusive domestic environments. The 

internalisation of value-laden terms like “vaazhaavetti”, assigned to women who live 

without their husbands, and whose life is effectively ruptured, instilled feelings of 

shame and stigma for women that exited a marriage. This heavily weighed on the 

minds of survivors contemplating their options, as they reluctant to acquire the 

denigrative label themselves. 

• In this context rather than leave abusive partners, and sometimes wider family 

members too, women were more over determined to adjust, to wait and see, rather 
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than take decisive action to leave. This was also the advice women overwhelmingly 

received from family members, friends and professionals from whom they sought 

support. Moreover, where this strategy of quietly adjusting was not pursued, 

contacts faced violence from partners. What is particularly telling is that survivors 

would more often volunteer the same advice to friends experiencing domestic 

abuse, and so reproducing social norms that women would be ‘safer’, free of stigma 

and shame, if they remained subservient to men and their in-laws in abusive 

contexts. 

• A major barrier to leaving an abusive situation was cost—the cost of seeing a doctor, 

the cost of going to court (and missing work in a daily wage situation) and the cost of 

raising a family alone. Financial independence was thus identified as a critical 

element of resilience and financial security would enable them to leave their 

partners.  

• The universe of support services is not user-friendly. NGOs that have reach are not 

sensitised to address gender violence issues. Government services are inadequate, 

under resourced, undertrained and largely, unknown. Lawyers and courts are 

expensive; and court cases take too much time prolonging economic hardship and 

trauma. Government health services are inadequate, untrained to be first 

responders to sexual and gender-based violence incidents and privacy to speak with 

women is unusual. Finally, the police are ubiquitous but there is shame in 

approaching them plus their reputation for corruption and callousness precedes 

them.  

• The people survivors reached out to were often as ignorant as they were and 

interviews with service providers revealed that one cannot take for granted their 

knowledge of the law or their sensitivity to the survivor’s trauma. There is very little 

mutual awareness, leave alone coordination, between the parts of this support 

service ecosystem. Help-seeking and redressal seem as fraught to the survivor as 

their abusive situation, as a result.  

• Despite the implementation of the Protection of Women from Domestic Violence 

Act (2005) making special provisions for civil society organisations and protection 

officers to support women in abusive relationships, very few women were aware of 
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these dedicated services. The most commonly cited source of help, beyond friends 

and family, were the police. In some incidents the police were sympathetic and 

extended support, but in the majority of cases, the police failed to respond 

adequately in the circumstances, often failing to recognise or choosing to deny the 

existence/severity of domestic violence. The widely held assumption amongst 

women survivors was that the police had little power or resource to change their 

situations. There is an evident gap in knowledge amongst survivors concerning the 

services and support available to them, and moreover the go to point of help, the 

police, were not equipped or unable to sufficiently address their needs. 

Policy Implications and Recommendations 

Broadly, the ecosystem we are describing has three actors: the community (including 

survivors and perpetrators); the social sector and government. Policy recommendations are 

addressed primarily to the government, although in a democratic society, the hope is that 

they will be anchored in community dialogue and that civil society will be engaged in both 

facilitating that dialogue, in holding government accountable and in undertaking public 

education related to the policies formulated. 

The findings of our field research suggest three intervention areas for civil society and 

policy-makers. 

I. Public education on gender equality.  

II. Standards, frameworks and networks for the support service sector 

III. Reinforcement of social security systems  

I. Public Education on Gender Equality 

While governments at every level check off ‘women empowerment’ boxes in their projects 

and schemes, they often take an allopathic approach, tackling the symptom rather than the 

problem. For instance, the Cradle Baby scheme addressed the problem of female infanticide 

by providing for a way that babies could be abandoned rather than killed, but it did not 

address the core problem of daughter discrimination. Gender transformation and sensitivity 

must shape every policy and scheme. Public education programmes, both by government 
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and civil society, must reach out to adolescent girls, to women’s groups, to panchayats and 

to support service providers to instil equality as a value, build the confidence of women and 

girls, and sensitise and build their capacity and resilience. 

II. Standards, frameworks and networks for the support service sector 

Organisations and entities in the support sector tend to work in silos. NGOs providing 

support services do not know of each other and other NGOs do not know of these. While 

service NGOs know about the government services, the reverse is not true. Even within the 

former, shelters and counselling services are governed by a wide range of beliefs around 

gender relations, justice and what constitutes proper support. Each entity works to a 

different mandate and as if at cross-purposes.  

This means facilitating a sector-wide conversation about underlying values (equality rather 

than preservation of the patriarchal family) and good practices that place the survivor at the 

centre. This conversation (or these conversations) must yield a set of mutually agreed 

standards that form the basis of evaluation and regulation so that all government and NGO 

service providers draw on the same guidelines and understandings. 

Given that most current service providers would not meet such standards, the government 

must resist the temptation to shut them down in a show of initiative and instead, invest in 

re-training staff and improving facilities. 

III. Reinforcement of social security systems 

Apart from patriarchal beliefs about gender relations, the biggest deterrent to complaining 

about abuse and leaving is financial anxiety. Prioritizing policies women’s education, 

livelihood support and a universal basic income removes that worry and allows women to 

make choices that keep them safe and free. Merely having these schemes on paper is not 

enough, women’s awareness of their entitlements, facilitating their access to benefits and 

ensuring adequate allocations and gender sensitive design are reasons why the first 

interventions need to be education and sensitisation related.  
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APPENDIX A: SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT INDICATORS FOR DHARMAPURI, TAMIL NADU AND INDIA 

 Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) Indicator Unit of Measurement Dharmapuria Tamil Nadub India 

1 5.1.1 - Rate of Crimes against women per every 

100000 female populations 

Rate per 100,000 female 22.8 15.3 57.9d 

2 5.1.2 - Proportion of women subjected to dowry 

related offences to total crimes against women 

Percentage 0 6.8  

3 5.1.3 - Sex Ratio at Birth (females per 1000 males) Rate per 1000 859 912 896d 

4 5.2.1 - Proportion of crime against women to total 

crime reported in the country during the calendar 

year 

Percentage 2.2 1.3  

5 5.2.2 - Proportion of sexual crimes against women 

to total crime against women during the calendar 

year 

Percentage 24.7 27.9  

 Percentage of ever married women aged 15-49 

have ever experienced spousal violence 

  44.4e 33.3 

6 5.2.3 - Proportion of cruelty/ physical violence on 

women by husband or his relative to total crime 

against women during the calendar year 

Percentage 11.2 32.5  
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 Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) Indicator Unit of Measurement Dharmapuria Tamil Nadub India 

7 5.2.4 - Proportion of sexual crime against girls 

children to total crime against children during the 

calendar year 

Percentage 44.9 59  

8 5.2.5 - Proportion of Trafficking of girl children to 

total children trafficked during the calendar year 

Percentage 0 33.3  

9 5.2.6 - Percentage of currently partnered girls and 

women aged 15-49 years who have experience 

physical and / or sexual violence by their current 

intimate partner in the last 12 months 

Percentage 

  

40.6  

10 5.2.7 - Child Sex Ratio (per 1000 male child) Per 1000 male children 910 943  

11 5.3.1 - Proportion of cases reported under the 

Prohibition of Child Marriage Act (early marriage of 

children below 18 years of age) total crime against 

children 

Percentage 5.1 2.9  

12 5.5.1 - Proportion of seats held by women in 

national parliament, State legislature and Local Self 

Government 

Percentage 33.6 -  
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 Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) Indicator Unit of Measurement Dharmapuria Tamil Nadub India 

13 5.5.1 - Proportion of seats held by women in 

national parliament, State legislature and Local Self 

Government 

Percentage 

  

33.5  

14 5.5.1 - Proportion of seats held by women in 

national parliament (Rajya Sabha), State legislature 

and Local Self Government 

Percentage 

  

16.6  

15 5.5.1 - Proportion of seats held by women in 

national parliament, State legislation (Lok Sabha) 

and Local Self Government 

Percentage 

  

10.3  

16 5.5.1 - Proportion of seats held by women in 

national parliament, State legislature and Local Self 

Government 

Percentage 

  

9.3 8.32d 

17 5.6.1 - Percentage of currently married women (15-

49 years) who use modern methods of family 

planning (Contraceptive Prevalence Rate) 

Percentage 54.3 52.6 53.5c 

18 5.6.2 - Unmet need for family planning for currently 

married women aged 15-49 years 

Percentage 8.3 10.1  
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 Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) Indicator Unit of Measurement Dharmapuria Tamil Nadub India 

19 5.6.3 - Proportion of male population aged 15-24 

years with comprehensive correct knowledge of HIV 

/ AIDS  

Percentage 

  

10.3  

20 5.6.3 - Proportion of female population aged 15-24 

years with comprehensive correct knowledge of HIV 

/ AIDS 

Percentage 

  

18.1  

21 5.a.1 - Operational land holdings - gender wise 

(Area in '1000 Hectares, Number in '1000) Women 

In 1000 64901 1036.2 13.96% d f 

22 5.a.1 - Operational land holdings - gender wise 

(Area in '1000 Hectares, Number in '1000) Men 

In 1000 166.1 4788.3  

23 5.a.1 - Operational land holdings - gender wise 

(Area in '1000 Hectares, Number in '1000) Men 

In 1000 256528 6350.5  

24 5.a.1 - Operational land holdings - gender wise 

(Area in '1000 Hectares, Number in '1000) Women 

In 1000 38.2 1559.8  

25 5.a.2 - Percentage of female agricultural workers 

among female workers, 2011-12 (in percentage) 

Percentage 37.1 29.9  

 Female Labour Force Participation Rate   31.8g 17.5d 

19 5.a.3 - Wages of casual labourers (gender wise) Men Number in INR 183 183  
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 Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) Indicator Unit of Measurement Dharmapuria Tamil Nadub India 

26 5.a.3 - Wages of casual labourers (gender wise) 

Women 

Number in INR 183 

  

 

27 5.a.4 - Agricultural wages (gender wise) Female  Number in INR 127 148  

28 5.a.4 - Agricultural wages (gender wise) Male  Number in INR 300 305  

29 5.a.5 - Exclusive Women SHGs Bank linked SHGs Number 7259 228746  

 

a Planning, Development and Special Initiatives Department, Government of Tamil Nadu, Sustainable Development Goals Monitoring Platform, 
District Indicator Reports, 2019, accessed at https://tnsdg.tn.gov.in/reports/district-indicator-reports/  on October 19, 2020. 

b Planning, Development and Special Initiatives Department, Government of Tamil Nadu, Sustainable Development Goals Monitoring Platform, 
State Indicator Reports, 2019, accessed at https://tnsdg.tn.gov.in/reports/state-indicator-reports/  on October 19, 2020. 

c Niti Aayog, SDG India Index Baseline Report 2018, page 68, accessed at 
http://niti.gov.in/writereaddata/files/SDX_Index_India_21.12.2018.pdf  on October 19, 2020. 

d Niti Aayog, SDG India Index and Dashboard 2019-20, page 62, accessed at https://niti.gov.in/sites/default/files/SDG-India-Index-2.0_27-
Dec.pdf  on October 19, 2020. 

e Ananth Ram, Catherine Priscilla Victor, Hana Christy, Sneha Hembrom, Anne George Cherian, and Venkata Raghava Mohan, Domestic 
Violence and its Determinants among 15–49-Year-Old Women in a Rural Block in South India, Indian Journal of Community Medicine, 44(4), 
October-December 2019, pages 362–367, accessed at 
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6881899/#:~:text=According%20to%20NFHS%2D3%20(2005,was%20calculated%20to%20be
%20120 on October 19, 2020.  

f The India statistics are reported as a percentage.  

https://tnsdg.tn.gov.in/reports/district-indicator-reports/
http://niti.gov.in/writereaddata/files/SDX_Index_India_21.12.2018.pdf
https://niti.gov.in/sites/default/files/SDG-India-Index-2.0_27-Dec.pdf
https://niti.gov.in/sites/default/files/SDG-India-Index-2.0_27-Dec.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6881899/#:~:text=According%20to%20NFHS%2D3%20(2005,was%20calculated%20to%20be%20120
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6881899/#:~:text=According%20to%20NFHS%2D3%20(2005,was%20calculated%20to%20be%20120
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g These are 2012 numbers. Department of Evaluation and Applied Research, Government of Tamil Nadu, Tamil Nadu - An Economic Appraisal 
2011-12 to 2013-14: Employment, page 182, accessed at https://www.tn.gov.in/dear/Employment.pdf on October 19, 2020.  

https://www.tn.gov.in/dear/Employment.pdf
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APPENDIX B: DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION ABOUT THE SURVIVORS INTERVIEWED 
 

Village Age Marital 
status 

Age at 
marriage  

Were you 
willing to 
marry your 
partner?  

Highest 
educational 
qualification 

Can read/  
write her  
name 

Religion Occupation Community Household 
income per 
month in 
Rupees 

Number 
of 
children  

Assets  Disability/  
special 
need 

SVTNDS01 Kurinji Nagar 28 separated 17 Love and 
Arranged 

BA English 
Literature, 
MSW 

Yes Hindu Child Welfare 
Committee 
(works with 
destitute 
children) 

MBC 
(Vanniyar) 

7,501-10,000 2 None 
 

SVTNDS02 Maniampadi 37 living with 
him 

  
MA, B.Ed. Yes Hindu Teacher B/C 50,001-

100,000 
2 None 

 

SVTNDS03 Pulikarai 31 Living with 
husband 

  
BSc 
incomplete 

Yes Hindu Housemother BC 7,501-10,000 2 None 
 

SVTNDSO4 Dhandukarana 
halli 

33 living with 
the husband 
(kashtamo 
nashtamo), 
have one 
boy and one 
girl 

  
Plus 2, 
teacher 
training 

Yes Hindu Company, 
Hatsun, 
Supervisor 

SC Adi Dravida 0-5,000  2 None 
 

SVTNDS05 Kariamangalam 26 separated 
  

BSC 
Electronics 
and 
Communicati
on, Diploma 
in Office 
Management 

Yes Hindu Warden, 
Senthil Matric 
School 

MBC 10,001-20,000 0 None 
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Village Age Marital 
status 

Age at 
marriage  

Were you 
willing to 
marry your 
partner?  

Highest 
educational 
qualification 

Can read/  
write her  
name 

Religion Occupation Community Household 
income per 
month in 
Rupees 

Number 
of 
children  

Assets  Disability/  
special 
need 

SVTNDS06 Moolaiannur 29 Separated 
for 2 years 

23 Yes 12th Std; 
Nursing, 
Bcom-
Corresponden
ce 
(incomplete); 
Got married 
3rd year, 
stopped from 
studying. Did 
B.Com and 
nursing 
together. 

Yes Christian 
(convert
ed at a 
young 
age) 

Joining Kaveri 
Hospital 
soon; Now  

MBC 
(Vanniyar) 

5,001-7,500 2 House  
 

SVTNDS07 Pudupatti 30 Separated 27 Yes MSc Physics, 
B.Ed. 

Yes Hindu 
 

SC 0-5,000  0 None 
 

SVTNDS08 Polliampalli 38 Separated, 
divorced 

27 
 

BA Teacher 
Training 
(DTEd) -> 1st - 
5th Std. 

Yes Hindu Former 
teacher-
private 
school, until 5 
months back 

Adidravida (SC) 5,001-7,500 0 House 
 

SVTNDS09 Polampalli 34 Separated 21 Yes NIL Yes Hindu Coolie 
(construction) 

SC 5,001-7,500 3 None 
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Village Age Marital 
status 

Age at 
marriage  

Were you 
willing to 
marry your 
partner?  

Highest 
educational 
qualification 

Can read/  
write her  
name 

Religion Occupation Community Household 
income per 
month in 
Rupees 

Number 
of 
children  

Assets  Disability/  
special 
need 

SVTNDS10 Nallagudlahalli 34 Separated 16 years, 
2001. 

Was 
there for 
1 year 10 
months, 
he died. 

Had a 
girl by 

then. In-
laws 

tortured 
me over 
property
. Parents 
took me 

back. 

No  Made me 
stop studying. 
I had started 
working in 
NGO. They 
ask for 
qualifications 
everywhere. 
Did till 12th 
after 2nd 
marriage. 
Wanted to be 
gratudate. 
Not able to. 
Daughter is in 
12th now. 

Yes Hindu HIV Network MBC Vanniyar 5,001-7,500 2 None 
 

SVTNDS11 Somanahalli, 
2nd ward 

31 Separated 22 
 

2nd Std Can write 
name 

Hindu Coolie Gounder 0-5,000  1 None Hearing 
and speech 
impaired 

SVTNDS12 Osallipudur 25 Separated 19 Yes -- love 
marriage. 
Parents didn't 
consent. Now 
they support 
me. 

11th Std. Yes Hindu Garments (1 
year) 

MBC 0-5,000  1 None 
 

SVTNDS13 Osallipudur 31 Separated (4 
years) 

16 Arranged-
with consent 

8th Std. Yes Hindu Tailoring 
(garments) 

MBC 0-5,000  2 None 
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Village Age Marital 
status 

Age at 
marriage  

Were you 
willing to 
marry your 
partner?  

Highest 
educational 
qualification 

Can read/  
write her  
name 

Religion Occupation Community Household 
income per 
month in 
Rupees 

Number 
of 
children  

Assets  Disability/  
special 
need 

SVTNDS14 Kumbalapadi 23 Separated 16 (7 
years 
back) 

Yes, love 
marriage. 
Parents didn't 
consent. 

9th Standard Yes Hindu Tailoring 
(garments) 

MBC 0-5,000  1 None 
 

SVTNDS15 Talavahallipudur
, Eranelli post 

54 Separated 30 years 
(second 

marriage
) 

Yes SSLC Yes Hindu ICDS 
Anganwandi 
worker 

MBC 7,501-10,000 2 No 
 

SVTNDS16 Baltuvanahalli, 
4th ward 

40 Separated 13 years 
-- If it'd 

happene
d now, 

would've 
been 

caught. 

Didn't have 
awareness 
then 

9th Standard Yes Hindu Coolie MBC 0-5,000  1 None 
 

SVTNDS17 Dasampatti 34 Separated 
(11 years) 

17 Arranged. 
Told then I 
didn't want 
to. 

NIL Yes Hindu Coolie MBC 
(Vanniyar) 

0-5,000  3 None 
 

SVTNDS18 Kanbainallur 27 Separated 22 Arranged. 
Was willing. 

B.Sc. Visual 
Communicati
on--PSG 

Yes Hindu 
 

FC 5,001-7,500 1 Jewelr
y 

 

SVTNDS19 Indur, 
Agraharam 

25 Separated 22 Yes. 
Arranged. 

Diploma in 
physiotherap
y 

Yes Hindu KTM Bikes - 
Management 

Vanniyar Kula 
Chathriyar 

10,001-20,000 1 None 
 

SVTNDS20 Turinjipatti 38 Separated 23 Married 
second time--
indifferent--
parents asked 
me to 

4th Standard Yes Muslim Not able to 
work, 
complications 
from 
Caesarian 

BC  
 

2 None 
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Village Age Marital 
status 

Age at 
marriage  

Were you 
willing to 
marry your 
partner?  

Highest 
educational 
qualification 

Can read/  
write her  
name 

Religion Occupation Community Household 
income per 
month in 
Rupees 

Number 
of 
children  

Assets  Disability/  
special 
need 

SVTNDS21 Bommidi 22 Separated 18 Arranged. 
Parents 
compelled. 

B.Sc. 
Incomplete. 
Got married 
when 
studying. 

Yes Hindu 
 

SC 
 

1 1 1/2 
sovere
ign 

 

SVTNDS22 Jaragu 19 Separated 18 Arranged 12th Std, 
pursuing 
nursing 

Yes Hindu Nil; Kaattu 
velai rarely 

SC 0-5,000  0 Share 
in 
house-
-1/3; 5 
sovere
igns 

 

SVTNDS23 Chinnapudur 44 Married--
live in the 
same house-
-that's all. 

16 Arranged. 
Didn't know 
anything 
about him. 
Parents did it-
-they were in 
a difficult 
situation. 

5th Std. Had 
to stop-have 
younger 
siblings, 
mother was 
sick, had to 
cook, no 
electricity. 

Yes Hindu Shopkeeper--
past 8 years. 
Transported 
bricks for 7 
years. Stones 
before that. 

MBC 0-5,000  2 House 
 

SVTNDS24 Senthilnagar 40 Married 24 Yes, love 
marriage 

5th Std. Yes Hindu Tailoring shop MBC 20,001-50,000 1 None 
 

SVTNDS25 Elakkiyampatti 45 Separated 19 No. My 
mother 
wanted me 
to. 

12th Standard Yes Hindu Nurse 
(Children's 
home) 

BC (Kammalar) 0-5,000  2 None 
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