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Foreword
Following my visit in 2013 and my subsequent  
United Nations report to the Human Rights 
Council on my mission to India, I noted that 
the Government of India had recognised 
the need to address violence against 
women as a human rights violation, and 
that it had taken legislative measures in 
that regard, including the PWDVA. However, I 
also noted that there was a lack of effective 
remedies to address all manifestations of 
violence against women, owing either to 
the absence of specific laws, policies or 
programmes; the absence of a gender-
responsive interpretation of laws; or, to a lack 
of implementation. The inability to ensure 
accountability and redress for victims had 
consequently led to an increase of violence 
against women, impunity as the norm for 
harms experienced by women, and the 
continued discriminatory treatment of 
victims.  Moreover, the persistence of harmful 
practices, pervasive gender stereotypes 
and deeply entrenched patriarchal social 
and cultural norms was also of serious 
concern, as noted in my report.  

I welcome this important research which, 
unfortunately evidences that these 
problems continue.  Based on interviews 
with survivors and key stakeholders involved 
in the administration of support services 
and justice and, importantly, community 
members, it provides a much needed and 
up to date overview of the persistence 
of patriarchal norms and practices, and 
persuasively argues that the lack of 
adequate resourcing and implementation 

of the PWDVA has resulted in a gap in justice. 
The justice gap is currently being filled by 
informal mechanisms such as Panchayats 
that serve to continue the reflection of those 
norms and fail to provide any real justice 
or remedies to the women who approach 
them. The report thus powerfully exposes, 
in the words of those with lived experience 
of domestic violence their attempts to 
access the provisions of the PWDVA and the 
criminal law, how this legislation has failed 
to achieve its promise.  It also highlights the 
particular barriers faced by marginalised 
communities of survivors, including migrant, 
disabled, some religious and ethnic minority, 
and LGBT women and the failure to provide 
the additional support and services that 
they require. 

I note that much of this report’s 
recommendations echo those made in 
my UN report of 2013, particularly for an 
independent monitoring body. It is clear 
that much more needs to be done to effect 
the changes necessary to improve the lives 
of those blighted by domestic violence. The 
effective implementation of the PWDVA at 
the national level should be the first step 
towards achieving this. 

Rashida Manjoo 

Former United Nations Special Rapporteur 
on Violence Against Women and Girls 
(2009-2015) and Professor Emeritus at the 
University of Cape Town, South Africa

Foreword
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Everyday resilience 
and gender justice in 
rural-urban India

Executive Summary 
Part 1

About the project 
18 years after the Protection of Women from Domestic 
Violence Act (2005) was passed, recourse to formal 
mechanisms of support, security and justice are still 
lacking in India, uneven or out of reach for most women 
survivors of domestic violence. This report examines 
the ongoing obstacles to realising the legal provisions 
and services on the ground and seeks to understand 
what women victim-survivors of domestic violence do, 
how they cope, build resilience, seek support, rights 
and justice, sometimes in spite of the law, to survive. 
Persistently low rates of help seeking and access to justice 
threaten to undermine the United Nations Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) of gender equality, good 
health, and wellbeing.

The study emerges out of academic-civil society 
collaboration and draws on qualitative research carried 
out in 3 states in India; Maharashtra, Tamil Nadu and 
West Bengal between July 2021 and April 2022. In each 
state we focused on three contrasting sites rural, semi-
urban and urban. By centring the experiences and 
narratives of domestic violence survivors, the study aims 
to understand how survivors navigate or manage the 
everyday realities of domestic violence, who and when 
they go to for advice, support and justice and how their 
experiences of domestic violence and access to support 
and justice are shaped by structural, institutional and 

cultural factors. 

Summary Findings 
We address these objectives by drawing on 180 semi-
structured interviews with survivors of domestic violence, 
180 semi-structured interviews with local stakeholders 
including lawyers, medical practitioners, NGO workers, 
police and protection officers and 90 semi-structured 
interviews with local community members. 

The stories shared here reflect the endemic and 
everyday nature of intimate violence within a wider 
landscape of state and societal gendered violence. Far 
from being an aberration in home life, violence is part of 
the infrastructure of everyday domestic life; it is an open 
secret that sustains the patriarchy. 

Our findings show why, despite legal reform, levels of 
‘help seeking’ amongst survivors of domestic violence 
continued to be very low. Talk of thresholds to violence 
was central to survivors’ stories of seeking help, support 
and justice. Amongst survivors, community and 
stakeholders alike, domestic violence was an assumed 
norm. The moments at which violence became ‘too 
much’ concerned an escalation in the intensity or 
severity of violence; the revelation of extramarital 
affair(s); the need to protect the welfare and wellbeing of 
children and; the actions of concerned others. However 
not all survivors we spoke with reached that threshold, 
nor would ever do, and for whom survival strategies were 

primarily orientated towards self-reliance.  

Debalina
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To add further injury to the insidious and brutal nature 
of domestic violence, women not only had to seek out, 
but also evaluate avenues for seeking help, support and 
justice against the invisible pressures of social-cultural 
expectations and potential for (further) economic 
precarity rendered through patriarchal dowry and 
property regimes. In this context women were compelled 
to engage in ‘survival work’. Survival strategies were 
intentional as well as intuitive and concerned practices 
of self-reliance; retaliation and resistance; managing 
theirs and others’ emotions and mental ill health; exiting 
relationships, both temporarily and permanently and; 
deriving resilience through their connections to family, 
friends and neighbours. Survival work was a recuring 
theme throughout survivors’ stories and their journeys 
towards justice.  

Survivors had contrasting and situated ideas of justice, 
with urban survivors more likely than rural survivors to 
know about domestic violence laws. Ideas of justice 
reflected gendered relations and cultural norms 
that appealed to the idea of living peacefully and of 
preserving marriage and the family. Others conceived 
of justice as relational, seeing intimate relations within 
a wider network of relationships, in which reconciliation 
was desired. Economic justice, particularly in the context 
of children’s welfare and a survivor’s independence was 
highly valued by survivors, representing a more tangible 
form of justice. Finally, survivors expressed shifting 
attitudes towards retributive justice; although desired in 
principle, in practice retributive justice also presented 
risks in terms of (re)producing their social and economic 
precarity. 

In practice, most survivors turned to their natal families 
first for emotional and material support as well as for 
access to informal mediation and justice mechanisms. 
Whilst attempts at mediation were rarely successful in 
the long term, overall, survivors found their families to 
offer the most beneficial support. When family-based 
efforts to end domestic violence and access justice failed, 
survivors (and their families) often turned to community 
and quasi-legal justice mechanisms such as faith-based 
organisations, local clubs, panchayats and tribal councils. 
But their interventions were temporary, not enforced and 

often reproduced rather than challenged the unequal 
power relations that underpinned survivors’ experiences. 
Most survivors had approached the police at some 
point for assistance, often when the severity of violence 
became ‘too much’. But very few reported benefiting from 
their interventions given cultures of disbelief towards 
survivors, high levels of corruption, failures to implement 
the PWDVA guidelines and discriminatory attitudes 
towards women and particularly marginalised groups. In 
only a few cases were the actions of the police believed to 
be positively transformative for survivors.  

Our findings show the negative impact of failing to fund 
the PWDVA’s support infrastructure, notably protection 
officers. Less than half of survivors knew about protection 
officers, and for those that did access their services, 
these were compromised by a lack of personnel, 
insufficient resources and insufficient levels of reward for 
the valuable work that they do.  Despite these challenges, 
most survivors reported their encounters with protection 
officers to be positive. Just a small number of survivors 
had engaged lawyers; their experiences together with the 
views of lawyers, revealed practices of corruption, a lack 
of sensitivity towards survivors of violence and evidence 
of a widespread belief in the misuse of domestic violence 
laws by women. These issues were compounded by 
the inadequate operation of the courts and the judicial 
system, which included delays in court proceedings, 
inconsistencies and problems with the procedures for 
obtaining maintenance orders, an understaffed and 
overstretched judiciary and a lack of sensitivity towards 
survivors amongst some members of the judiciary.

Survivors and community members demonstrated 
relatively high levels of understanding concerning 
domestic violence and high levels of faith in the legal 
intervention to end domestic violence. Whilst ‘help 
seeking’ and awareness was higher in urban than rural 
areas, for all survivors, in practice, any form of justice, 
if achieved, appeared to be by accident rather than by 
design. To stand a chance of realising their rights, survivors 
had to be lucky enough to come across a well-trained 
and supportive police or protection officer, a good NGO, 
a high quality DLSA lawyer and/or an empathetic judge 

who was not weighed down by the crumbling system.
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Summary 
Recommendations 

1. Funding 

Ensure ringfenced and adequate budgetary allocations to 
meet the basic obligations under the PWDVA, in particular 
the training and resourcing of protection officers, and ensure 
robust monitoring mechanisms. Implement dedicated 
schemes to support the financial empowerment of women 
to enable access to safety and legal justice. 
  
2. Accountability
Establish an independent body to monitor and evaluate the 
implementation of the PWDVA at state and national levels. 

3. Education
Deliver mandatory education on gendered inequalities, 
domestic violence and legal provisions around domestic 
violence in all medical and legal degrees and police 
programmes. 

4. Networks
Create, support and facilitate spaces, online and offline, for 
cultivating communication and shared resources between 
civil society organisations and government services doing 
work related to domestic violence, and build spaces for 
solidarity amongst survivors

5. Knowledge
Carry out awareness and advocacy work around gender 
violence and the law, specifically PWDVA. Amplify information 
about the services of specialist NGOs and advocate for 
better coordination and collaboration between them. 
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Introduction
Part 2

Will you tell them how everything that’s been said 
is worth saying again?’ 

Tishani Doshi (2017)

Legal Reform: 498A and the 
Protection of Women from Domestic 
Violence Act (2005) 

In India Domestic violence has been recognised 
as a crime since 1983 when 498A was added 
to the Indian Penal Code (IPC) to criminalise 
‘physical and mental cruelty’ within marriage. 
Yet, despite addressing previously existing 
limits associated with the Dowry Protection Act 
and Matrimonial Law it still failed to recognise 
sexual or financial violence, it is restricted to 
legally recognised wives and husbands and 
does not provide women with civil protections 
to housing, divorce or maintenance. The effect 
was that women had to choose between 
seeking legal justice or financial security.2 The 
introduction of the PWDVA was in response 
to these limitations, transforming domestic 
violence into a public rather than solely private 
concern. Moreover the new law:

1)   Expanded the understanding of a ‘domestic 
relationship’ to mean ‘a relationship between 
two persons who live or have, at any point of 
time, lived together in a shared household, 
when they are related by consanguinity, 
marriage, or through a relationship in the 
nature of marriage, adoption or are family 
members living together as a joint family’.3 

2) Recognised violence as physical and 
psychological harassment, as well as physical 
and psychological violence. 

omestic violence is a pervasive and pernicious 
issue in all societies that violates basic human rights. 
This report focuses on the experiences of survivors who 
are variously struggling, coping, building resilience 
and seeking support, rights and justice in the context 
of domestic violence in their lives in India. Following 
a long and successful campaign by women’s groups 
and the Lawyers Collective a comprehensive new 
law on domestic violence came into force in 2005, 
the Protection of Women from Domestic Violence 
Act (PWDVA). Yet, 18 years later, recourse to formal 
mechanisms of support, security and justice are 
still lacking, uneven or out of reach for most women 
survivors. This report examines the ongoing obstacles 
to realising the legal provisions and services on the 
ground and seeks to understand what women victim-
survivors of domestic violence do, sometimes despite 
the law, to survive. These stories are not new, they have 
been told before in different ways and in different 
contexts, but for as long as domestic violence persists 
it is crucial to continue to vocalise and call out violent 
gendered inequalities. As the data indicates, domestic 
violence is a gendered problem. This is not to say that 
women are not violent towards men, they are, and that 
violence should also be condemned, but ‘the most 
prevalent and harmful domestic violence is used by 
men against women’. 1

D

“
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3)  Recognised economic violence 
and abuses as domestic violence 
including deprivation of financial 
resources, disposal of resources and 
prohibition and restriction of access 
to resources. 

4)  Encompasses a mix of civil and 
criminal remedies to provide a range 
of remedies for women experiencing 
domestic violence including civil 
protection, maintenance and 
residence orders to facilitate spaces 
of safety and security for women 
to confront and deal with unequal 
and abusive/violent relationships 
such as 498A of the IPC. Meanwhile, 
a violation of a protection order is 
a criminal offense that provides 
grounds for criminal prosecution. 4 

5) Recognises the complexity 
of victim-survivors’ situations 
and imagines the connectivity, 
communication and involvement of 
multiple agencies across multiple 
scales including Service providers’, 
self-help groups and agencies 
to assist survivors with medical, 
residential and/or legal support. 

6)  Seeks to operationalise a joined-
up approach to support and service 
provision through protection officers 
(POs) who are intended to be the first 
point of contact for survivors.

7)  Requires that central government 
and state government officials, 
including police officers, healthcare 
providers, and members of the 
judicial services, must receive 
‘periodic sensitization and 
awareness training’ on the topics 
addressed by the Act. 5

Progressive on paper, in practice 
PWDVA has fallen far short of its 
promise due to several interrelating 
factors:

1) The Central government has 
not provided funds exclusively for 

the implementation of the Act. 
In the absence of which, States 
have followed their own path 
to implementation and budget 
allocation with some yet to initiate 
the scheme at all.

2) The role of protection officers has 
not been realised, with POs appointed 
only in 7 states, and when in role they 
are overburdened, under skilled and 
lacking sufficient infrastructure and 
funds to realise the full remit of their 
work.

3) The law does not consider the 
particular needs of minoritised 
sexualities.

4)  The law does not include special 
provision for disabled people. 

5) The fast-track response promised 
under the statute is unattainable on 
the ground. 

6) Social-cultural norms around 
gendered roles and domestic 
violence are entrenched. Whilst 
sensitisation training by those 
implementing PWDVA was 
recognised under the Act, the scale 
of training required has not been 
realised. 6 

A key criticism levelled at the 
implementation of PWDVA is that the 
Indian government is yet to formulate 
a comprehensive reporting and 
evaluation mechanism for PWDVA, 
and so little macro data exists 
concerning the roll-out of the 
scheme. Yet, of the data available 
which only captures criminal 
breaches of the orders issued under 
PWDVA, the picture is stark. In all 
India, only 507 cases were filed under 
PWDVA in 2021, 446 in 2020 and 553 
in 2019.7  The conviction rates are just 
a fraction of the cases that reach 
the courts. In 2021 just 23 trials were 
completed, resulting in 7 convicted 
cases and 16 acquittals, 2636 cases 

remained pending in the court. The 
most recently published all India list 
of protection officers indicates 6279 
appointments across the country - 
for a total population in 2011 of 586.46 
million - and whilst the PWDVA 
requests that protection officers 
should be female only 27.6 per cent 
were women (2013).8

Together this data can be read as the 
failure of implementation and legal 
processes to meet the persistent 
scale of domestic violence, 
especially given that crimes against 
women have risen 26.35 per cent in 
the last 6 years to 428,278, a rate of 
64.5 per lakh (100,000) population, 
with most crimes under this category 
concerning domestic violence. Of 
the self-reported cases of domestic 
violence under the 2020/21 National 
Family Health Survey-5 (NFHS-5) 
29.3 per cent of ever married Indian 
women between the ages of 18-49 
years have faced domestic violence/
or sexual violence. 3.1 per cent of 
pregnant women between the ages 
of 18-49 have experienced physical 
violence during any pregnancy. 
31.9 per cent of ever-married 
women aged 18-49 have ever 
experienced emotional, physical, 
or sexual violence committed by 
their husband, which is split 27.3 per 
cent of women living in urban India 
and 34 per cent of women living 
in rural India.9 The routes of this 
violence lie in societal norms where 
men and women believed that a 
husband is justified in beating his 
wife in at least one of seven specified 
circumstances (NFHS-5 2019/21).10  

Interestingly women (45.4 per cent) 
were more likely than men (44.3 per 
cent) to agree that violence was 
justified. 

Societal acceptance of domestic 
violence in part explains why rates 
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of disclosure and help seeking are 
so low. 77 per cent of women have 
never sought any help nor told 
anyone about the physical or sexual 
violence they had experienced, 
compared to 14 per cent of women 
who have ever sought help. 73.2 per 
cent of urban women have never 
told anyone about experiences of 
physical or sexual violence which 
rises to 78.6 per cent of rural women. 
Of the survivors who did seek help, 
the majority turned to their own 
family (58.3 per cent) followed by the 
husband’s family (28.1 per cent) and 
friends (18.7 per cent). Conversely, 
the institutional support embedded 
in the PWDVA to help survivors, was 
rarely approached with a minority 
of women reporting to the police 
(8.2 per cent) a social service 
organisation (2.2 per cent), religious 
leader (2 per cent) or doctor/medical 
personnel (1.7 per cent) or a lawyer 
(1.6 per cent). Urban women are 
more likely to seek help from any 
source (17.2 per cent) compared to 
rural women (13 per cent).11  A recent 
study contends that low rates of 
help seeking threaten to undermine 
the United Nations Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) of gender 
equality, good health, and wellbeing 
and that low rates of help seeking 
persist despite the implementation 
of PWDVA.  This report therefore fulfils 
a critical need to explore the reasons 
why.12

While some of the challenges around 
implementation and the limits of the 
law have been well documented, 
there has been no initiative towards 
country-wide monitoring and 
evaluation of domestic violence 
and legal implementation since 
the fifth Staying Alive Report by 
the Lawyer’s Collective in 2013.13 
Moreover, there has been relatively 
little recent testimonial research 
concerning the lived realities and 
limits of the law for survivors of 
domestic violence. This report seeks 
to understand what is happening 
in the gap between experiences of 
violence and inadequate, uneven, 
impartial and prejudice practices of 
the law. How do women, and those 
around them understand domestic 
violence and their rights; what are 
their experiences of seeking help 
and justice in contexts of domestic 
violence - how, when and with whom 
do they share their experiences of 
domestic violence; (how) do they 
attempt to reduce, mitigate or exit 
violent relationships through access 
to informal and formal services and 
support, and to what extent are 
journeys towards justice fruitful?   

To date, criticism levelled at the 
poor implementation of PWDVA 
has typically concluded that there 
has not been enough investment, 
training, protection officers, court 
time, or awareness about the 
law or that ‘community attitudes’ 
and socio-cultural norms about 
gendered roles are too entrenched. 
For example, protection officers, 
whose role it is to facilitate access 
to support, protection orders and 
legal mechanisms often act beyond 
their remit, providing ‘counselling’ 
in which they are not professionally 
trained and reproduce moralising 
lessons about being a good 
woman and preserving the 
family.14  Another recent study 

on West Bengal concluded that 
the local and national state was 
‘incapable’ of delivering women’s 
rights and security. It had effectively 
outsourced its responsibility to 
civil society organisations who, 
have long focused on women’s 
rights and gender violence issues 
and perceive their responsibility to 
inform the law, as well as cultivate 
and empower ‘capable’ women to 
navigate legal justice mechanisms.15  
A recent Oxfam report that tracked 
union budgets for women’s violence 
services documented that the only 
national level schemes supporting 
direct mandates under the Act 
implemented are One-Stop Centre 
and Swadhar Greh but that they do 
not have adequate budget to cover 
even the basic shelter services 
required for a country with such a 
high prevalence of violence. It made 
the dire conclusion that overall, there 
was an 85 per cent annual shortfall 
in the budgetary allocations for 
women-specific response services.16

So, instead of understanding the 
state as ‘incapable of delivering 
justice’, as a passive or neutral actor 
in the failure to implement PWDVA 
and tackle domestic violence, should 
the state in fact be understood as an 
agent of domestic violence? It has 
been argued recently that domestic 
violence is so prevalent because it is 
‘created, legitimated, perpetuated 
and even endorsed by the very 
same state structures, institutions 
and systems they purport to 
prevent and address it’.17  Domestic 
violence is therefore not just a case 
of interpersonal victimisation and 
violence, but some would argue, 
also a state crime. It is produced 
through state acts of omission and 
commission by official state actors 
but also non-state actors who 
operate with state authorisation, and 
it concerns historical and structural 

Part 2: Introdution

Vidya Kulkarni



violence, oppression and micro-oppression.18 In other words, through its negligence to effectively implement 
the support services mandated by the PWDVA, the state becomes an enabler of domestic violence, in the 
same ways that marital families are.19 A feminist reframing of the relationship between the state and domestic 
violence centres the political and uneven power relations in our analysis and understands domestic violence 
within wider experiences of harm emanating from multiple sources and sites.

Vidya Kulkarni



Research Methods
The report is based on qualitative research carried out in 3 states in India: Maharashtra, 
Tamil Nadu and West Bengal between July 2021 and April 2022. In each state we focused 
on three contrasting sites rural, semi-urban and urban. 

Research aims  
By centring the experiences and 
narratives of domestic violence 
victim-survivors, the research aims 
to understand: 

01. How survivors of domestic 
violence navigate or manage the 
day-to-day realities of abuse in the 
absence of access to services and 

legal provision;

02. How survivors of domestic 
violence access support and legal 
services, to what extent, in what ways 

and what kinds of services and;

03. The possible structural, 
institutional and cultural factors that 
impede or enable access to services 
and legal provision, and inform 
the environments within which DV 
endures

Vidya Kulkarni
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Mapping  
(November 2021-April 2021) 

There are myriad organisations, 
formally recognised and not, that 
support survivors of domestic 
violence. Yet, organisations within 
the same district, city or state are 
often unaware of each other. During 
the first phase of research, we 
built an open access data base of 
organisations, their contact details 
and core services and support.20

Qualitative interviews with 
survivors  
(September 2021-June 2022) 

180 semi-structured interviews 
with survivors of domestic violence 
represented the heart of the 
research project. In each site 
research teams interviewed at least 
20 survivors of DV, 60 across the 
state and 180 interviews across all 
3 states. Survivors were purposively 
reached through different routes; 
through the mapping work, the 
team’s existing social sector 
partners, new contacts and 
snowballing. The team purposively 
selected interviewees from a cross 
section of society, recognising that 
experiences of violence, access to 
the law and service provisions and 
help seeking practices are informed 
by intersectionality.21 In practice 
this meant sampling research 
participants from different caste, 
religious, socio-economic, sexuality 
and (dis)ability backgrounds. 
Interviews with survivors explored 
contextual experiences of domestic 
violence, informal-formal practices 
of help seeking and awareness of 
legal rights and provisions. 

Qualitative interviews with 
local stakeholders: lawyers, 
medical practitioners; 
NGO workers; police and 
protection officers 
(September 2021-March 2022)

180 semi-structured interviews with 
stakeholders were conducted across 
the 3 states. At least 12 participants 
from each category of lawyers, 
medical practitioners, NGO workers, 
police and protection officers 
were interviewed in each state. 
These stakeholders were identified 
given their roles in delivering and 
implementing the legal and service 
provisions of the PWDVA and related 
legal procedures. Interviews with 
stakeholders explored socio-
cultural norms and understanding 
concerning domestic violence, 
legal rights and service provisions 
for survivors of domestic violence, 
processes and practices concerning 
the implementation of PWDVA and 
related legal procedures. 

Qualitative interviews with 
community members  
(September 2021-March 2022) 

90 semi-structured interviews 
with community members were 
conducted across rural, semi-urban 
and urban sites within each state. 
Given the institutional and social 
networks within which domestic 
violence plays out, interviews with 
community members provided 
an important insight into socio-
cultural norms and understandings 
concerning domestic violence, 
as well as awareness of legal and 
service provisions available to 
victims of domestic violence. We 

sampled from a wide cross section 
of society, including auto-rickshaw 
drivers, housewives, hairdressers, 
professionals, shopkeepers, 
craftspeople and teachers. The 
interviews did not enquire into an 
individuals’ personal experiences (if 
any) of domestic violence. 

Photography  
(August-October 2022) 

In the final phase of the project, 
we commissioned 3 documentary 
photographers, one located in 
each state, to interpret the project’s 
emerging findings and represent 
these through multi-media and/or 
photography compositions. A central 
provocation for our photographers 
was to shift the ontology around 
domestic violence away from 
images and imaginaries of victims 
of domestic violence, as battered, 
bruised and powerless women, and 
to generate images that captured 
the complexity of everyday lives in 
contexts of violence and unequal 
power relations. The photographers 
worked in their respective states to 
compose and capture their images. 
The processes to produce the final 
images varied from photographer 
to photographer, photo to photo, 
with some photos carefully curated 
and others capturing life in situ. In all 
cases the people represented have 
consented to be the subject of the 
photographs. The photos are both 
a product of research and a part of 
our research. We display the images 
here alongside the text to produce 
an affective intensity in the reader 
as well as inform them.  
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Ethics and care 

Our approach to research ethics was centrally informed 
by the WHO guidelines on the conduct of ethical research 
on Domestic violence.22 Throughout the research survivors, 
other research participants and research team safety was 
paramount at all times and determined all project decisions. 
We ensured that participants fully understood the terms 
of the research and were able to give meaningful consent 
before participating in the study. The confidentiality of 
research participants has been protected throughout the 
research process, from the planning, location and timing of 
the interviews to the use of anonymised and coded research 
databases and encrypted data storage and transfer. 
Given the sensitive and potentially triggering nature of the 
interviews we kept questions about experiences of violence 
to a minimum, though some research participants chose to 
share further information with interviewers. All interviewers 
were women and underwent specialised week-long training 
that included an overall orientation to the concepts of gender, 
and gender discrimination/inequality, and mechanisms 
for fieldworkers to confront and overcome their own biases, 
fears and stereotypes regarding abused women. Most 
interviewers had prior experience working in contexts of 
domestic violence either as researchers, counsellors and/or 
women’s NGO workers and our early career researchers were 
closely supported by those that had. All survivors of violence 
were offered support and referral to specialist help if required. 
Finally, we recognise our moral obligation to the research 
and the testimonies provided, particularly by survivors of 
domestic violence, this report is one part of a wide-ranging 
dissemination strategy to share our findings. 

Limitations 

We were primarily introduced to survivors of domestic 
violence through support organisations and networks, given 
this, the survivors we interviewed were evidently more likely 
to have already engaged help and support of some kind, and 
recognise the nature of domestic violence. Compared to the 
general population represented in the NFHS data, our sample 
is therefore likely to overstate the extent to which women are 
knowledgeable about, can and do seek support and justice in 
contexts of domestic violence.  

In this report we have sought to capture an overview of the 
sites and the experiences of survivors as they engage in 
survival work and journeys towards justice, as well as the views 
of stakeholders. It is the first step in our journey to analyse 
and publish the findings of this project. Please return to  
www.survivingviolence.org for updates and the metadata for 
the project. 

Part 2: Research Methods

http://www.survivingviolence.org
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Vidya Kulkarni

‘He doesn’t give me money; he even takes 
away my money without asking me.’
(Asha MaS01 survivor, rural Maharashtra)

“



In all 3 states the NFHS-5 reports 
that most women did not tell 
anyone about experiences of 
domestic violence or sought help. 

“
Vidya Kulkarni
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Research states and  
domestic violence 

Research States

Part 2: Research States

Tamil Nadu

Maharashtra

West Bengal
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West Bengal 
ocated in the east of India, West 
Bengal is an interesting state in which 

to examine survivors’ experiences of coping 
and surviving, seeking support and justice 
in contexts of domestic violence. In 2021 the 
incumbent political party, the Trinamool 
Congress (TMC) led by Mamata Banerjee 
was re-elected for the third time with an 
increased vote share. Though not without 
its controversies, the TMC have helped to 
improve welfare in the state, particularly for 
the poor.23 Average life expectancy in the 
state is 71.2 years compared to an Indian 
average of 69 years, it is the 6 largest state 
economy by GDP and NDPS in India, and 
literacy rates are also above average at 
76.26 per cent (81.69 per cent men, 70.54 per 
cent women).24

In 2021 West Bengal was among the top 5 
states in terms of crimes against women with 
a rate of 74.6 per lakh population equating 
to 35,884 cases and the highest number 
of cases in 2020 36,439. Domestic violence 
makes up most crimes against women. The 
NFHS-5 (2019-21) data indicates that 30 per 
cent of ever-married women and currently 
married women have ever experienced 
spousal physical, sexual, or emotional 
violence by their current husband. The high 
rates of recorded cases of crimes against 
women were attributed to the high levels 
of awareness amongst women in West 
Bengal and the channels available to them 
for reporting. The West Bengal Commission 
for Women chairperson reacted to the high 
crime rates: ‘No one can ignore the fact 
that domestic violence exists in society. It is 
a reality in India and in West Bengal. But, I 
feel there is a positive side to this report as 
it shows that women in West Bengal are able 
to report such crimes to the authorities, and 
authorities act on the basis of that. There is 
a transparency here, and this report shows 
it’.25 There is a risk however, where such high 
levels of reporting are attributed to women’s 
empowerment rather than provoking 
initiatives to reduce violence and provided 
services and legal channels to support 
women survivors. 
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As in other states, 44 per cent of women agreed that a husband is justified in hitting or beating his 
wife under some circumstances, compared to 47.7 per cent of men. The most cited reasons for why a 
husband is justified in hitting or beating his wife concerned when she: ‘neglects the house or children’ 
(25.2 per cent women, 19.2 per cent men); ‘argues with him’ (26.6 per cent, 27.8 per cent); ‘suspects her 
of being unfaithful’ (21.4 per cent women, 27.6 per cent) and; ‘she shows disrespect for in laws’ (28.7 
per cent women, 30.9 per cent men).26 And accordingly, those seeking help is low, where 15 per cent 
of women aged 18-49 who had ever experienced physical or sexual violence sought help, while 76 per 
cent never sought help and never told anyone. Among women who sought help, the main sources of 
help were their own family (62.5 per cent), their husband’s family (20.3 per cent), or a neighbour (12.6 
per cent), friend (7.1 per cent) or religious leader (5.3 per cent). In terms of formal services, 7.3 per cent 
sought help from the police, 5.8 per cent turned to a social service organisation while only 0.8 per cent 
went to a doctor/medical personnel or a lawyer. 27 

Despite the prevalence of domestic violence in West Bengal, political leaders and senior government 
representatives often do not take violence against women seriously. The initial response of state 
representatives to a case of gang rape in 2022 was dismissive, followed by blaming the police for 
not acting swiftly or judiciously enough to protect the girl..28 The government’s failure to recognise 
their responsibility with respect to violence against women is also reflected in available budget 
allocations where expenditure towards PWDVA has decreased from 26.31 lakhs in 2008/9 to 26.2 lakh 
2009-10 and then nil in 2010-11.29  West Bengal had also failed to allocate any funds from the Central 
government’s Nirbhaya fund which was set up in the wake of the Delhi gang rape and murder case in 
2012 to ‘increase the safety and security of women’. Up until 2019 West Bengal had availed less than 5 
per cent of funding.30

The government’s failure to invest in infrastructure or human resource to protect women from ‘public’ 
and domestic violence is striking, in 2013 the entire state had just 20 (including 16 female) Protection 
Officers.31  It is not surprising that despite high levels of domestic violence only 1 case under PWDVA was 
reported across the state.32 Such conditions mean that, ‘the infrastructural constraints and political 
pressures endemic to domestic violence administration across India crystallise in West Bengal’.33  But 
in many ways, West Bengal is distinctive, the evidence reflects not only a high level of incidences of 
domestic violence, but also awareness around domestic violence as a punishable crime, and yet 
state government appear to be indifferent to the scale of the problem, blaming others, protecting 
their reputation, and failing to invest in the services and legal mechanisms designed to protect 
women against violence. Promoted in part by the introduction of the PWDVA which makes civil society 
organisation partners in service delivery, the women in the state rely overwhelmingly on the expertise 
of countless non-governmental organisations whose attention has shifted over the years from labour 
organising to women’s rights and gender-based violence.34

Debalina
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Chennai
Vellore

Ariyalur

Tamil Nadu 

amil Nadu consistently ranks amongst India’s best performing 
states along development indices and is the second largest 

economy after Maharashtra by GDP and NDPS.35 Rich agricultural 
tracts, busy port-cities and early infrastructural and industrial 
investments have facilitated economic growth. Politics since the 
1930s has been defined and dominated by legacy of the rationalist 
movement, which was in turn rooted in the movement by the land- 
owning and business elites of non-Brahmin castes for greater 
political inclusion. This has ensured a relatively better performance 
on social indicators like health and education as well, with life 
expectancy rates recorded at 71.2 years and literacy rates 80.9 per 
cent (82.42 per cent male, 64.43 per cent).36 
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Yet, Tamil Nadu ranks in the five worst performing states for reported violence with 40 per cent of ever-
married women reporting having ever experienced spousal physical, sexual, or emotional violence by 
their current husband (for currently married women).37 41.5 per cent of women between 18 and 49 had 
experienced either physical or sexual violence, with the most common perpetrator being the current 
husband, followed by parents or step-parents. 3.3 per cent of women who had ever been pregnant 
had experienced violence during pregnancy.38  But surprisingly the reported cases of crimes against 
women are far lower than West Bengal and Maharashtra with 8501 crimes registered representing a 
rate of 22.2 per lakh population.39 Given self-reported experiences of violence the figures infer a high 
level of official under reporting of domestic violence to the police in Tamil Nadu.

Placing these statistics within social contexts reveals a picture in which violence against women is 
strongly justified by men and women on numerous grounds, and may also in part explain why women 
do not feel empowered to seek formal channels for support and justice in the state. 78.3 per cent of 
women agreed that a husband is justified in hitting or beating his wife under some circumstances 
compared to 56.2 per cent of women. The top 4 most cited reasons being when a: ‘wife neglects house 
or children’ (67.7 per cent women 32.9 per cent men); ‘wife shows disrespect for in-laws’ (57.8 per cent 
women, 38.7 per cent men); a ‘wife goes out without telling her husband’ (45.0 per cent women, 19 
per cent men) and; ‘husband suspects wife is unfaithful’ (30.6 per cent women, 26.9 per cent men).40 

Where domestic violence is justified in different contexts it is interesting to note that 81.1 per cent of 
women who have experienced violence have never sought help and never told anyone about it. Those 
who did seek help, sought it largely from their natal families (81.6 per cent); neighbours (15.7 per cent), 
friends (10.9 per cent) and their husband’s families (10.4 per cent). Even compared to West Bengal and 
Maharashtra, very few women turned to formal service providers to seek help; 2.8 per cent reported 
to the police, 2.3 per cent told a social service organisation, 1.6 per cent went to a doctor/medical 
personnel and even fewer told a religious leader (0.4 per cent) or a lawyer (0.3 per cent).

Like West Bengal, expenditure towards protecting women against violence has been low with just 5 
per cent of the Nirbhaya Fund used and decreasing from INR 97.54 lakh in 2008-9, INR25.96 lakh in 
2009-10 and nil in 2010-11.41 The lack of investment is reflected in just 33 (all female) Protection Officers 
appointed across Tamil Nadu home to 67.82 million people. As those responsible for filing Domestic 
Incident Reports (DIR) and liaising with the courts, this may in part explain the extremely low number 
of PWDVA cases brought to court with zero registered in 2019 and 2020 and just 1 in 2021.42

Priyadarshini Ravichandran 
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Maharashtra 

aharashtra is known for its role in shaping 
local and national social reforms and 

women’s rights movements, a status in part attributed 
to the legacy of the ‘southern matrilineal society’ which 
means women enjoy a relatively better status and 
relatively more freedom within society than elsewhere 
in India.43  It is India’s largest economy by GDP and NDPS 
and ranks highly in other socio-economic indicators. 
Life expectancy is 72.5 years and literacy rates are 82.34 
per cent (88.38 per cent male, 75.87 per cent).44  And yet, 
whilst this context might inform better administration 
and investment in mechanisms to support women 
against violence, incidences of violence against 
women in the state remain high. In 2020-21, 28.2 per 
cent of ever-married women aged 18-49 reported 
experiencing various forms of violence committed by 

their husband ever or in the 12 months preceding the 
survey.45 Maharashtra registered the second highest 
number of crimes against women, totalling 39526 and 
representing a rate of 66 per 1 lakh of population.46 

Between 2008-2011 no budget was allocated for the 
implementation of the PWDVA Act. And along with Tamil 
Nadu and West Bengal, Maharashtra was one of 6 states 
that had used less than 5 per cent of the Nirbhaya Fund 
by 2019. However, Maharashtra does record the highest 
number of protection officers by far, of any state with 
3730 in total, although just 246 of these are women.
There are also five cases of breaches to protection 
orders appearing in court under the PWDVA, reflecting 
a dismally weak application of the law, but more than in 
Tamil Nadu and West Bengal with zero cases.47 
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Compared to Tamil Nadu in particular, far fewer people agreed that violence by husbands against 
their wives was justified with 44.2 per cent of women agreeing that a husband is justified in hitting 
or beating his wife under some circumstances, compared to 35.9 per cent of men. The most cited 
reasons for why a husband is justified in hitting or beating his wife concerned if she: ‘shows disrespect 
for in-laws’ (29.7 per cent women, 25.9 per cent men); ‘neglects the house of children’ (25.4 per cent 
women, 14 per cent men) and if he ‘suspects her of being unfaithful’ (29.7 per cent women, 25.9 per 
cent men).48  

Only 15.7 per cent of women aged 18-49 who have ever experienced physical or sexual violence 
sought help, while than three-quarters (76.4 per cent) never sought help and never told anyone. 
Among women who sought help, the main sources of help were their own family (63.1 per cent), their 
husband’s family (35.2 per cent), or a friend (14.3 per cent) a neighbour (3.5 per cent) or religious 
leader (4 per cent). Only 1.6 per cent sought help from the police, whilst the option for lawyer or doctor/
medical personnel did not appear.49 

As well as implementing by far the highest number of Protection Officers, Maharashtra is active in 
developing its institutional service delivery for women through trials in the health care settings to 
screen for domestic violence.50 In Maharashtra, the Department of Women and Child Development 
(DWCD) and Majlis Legal Centre proposed guidelines and reporting formats for medical facilities for 
implementation of the PWDVA.51 There exist two models of institutional mechanisms for support and 
access to justice for women – one is police station-based and the other is hospital-based. In Mumbai, 
Special Cells operated by Tata Institute of Social Sciences (TISS) were located at police stations to 
counter the notion that Violence Against Women and Girls (VAWG) is low priority with inadequate 
support from the police and administration. Examples of hospital-based mechanisms in Maharashtra 
is Dilaasa, hospital-based intervention centre that was initiated in 2001 by Centre for Enquiry into 
Health and Allied Themes (CEHAT) in a public hospital in Mumbai. This pilot project has been replicated 
in most hospitals in Mumbai and other cities.52 More recently, the state has proposed revisiting the 
status of 498A as a compoundable offence to address the huge back log of cases in the high court.53

Vida Kulkarni
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Summary 

• Tamil Nadu has the highest self-reported cases of DV of the 3 states, but the 
lowest rate of reported crime against women. This suggests a culture of women 
not formally reporting domestic violence. 

• West Bengal and Maharashtra are in the top 5 states for rates of crime against 
women but institutional responses vary with West Bengal appearing to shift the 
blame on responsibility, whilst Maharashtra is actively engaged in improving 
services and provision.

• State expenditure in all three states is low which reflects an institutional and 
structural failure to implement PWDVA to address domestic violence against 
women.

• According to NFHS-5 data in all 3 states most women did not tell anyone about 
experiences of domestic violence or sought help. 

• When women sought help or told someone about violence in all three states they 
were most likely to tell their family and friends and least likely to approach the 
police, lawyers or doctors. 

• Women in Tamil Nadu were the least likely to report violence to law enforcement 
and PWDVA service deliverers, with just 2.3 per cent approaching the police and 
less than 1 per cent going to lawyers. 

• Domestic violence was justified in all states, with women more likely to justify 
husbands hitting and beating their wives, but the justification for violence was 
highest by women in Tamil Nadu 

When women sought help or told someone 
about violence in all three states they were 
most likely to tell their family and friends and 
least likely to approach the police, lawyers or 
doctors. 



The ‘Violent Domestic’ 
Part 3

Endemic and everyday: the open secret of domestic violence 

he ‘violent domestic’ captures the endemic and 
everyday nature of intimate violence within a wider 
landscape of state and societal gendered violence.54 

Far from being an aberration within intimate ordinary 
life, violence is how intimate relationships are ‘upheld, 
sustained and rendered ordinary’.55 Violence is therefore 
part of the infrastructure of everyday domestic life; it is an 
open secret that sustains the patriarchy.56 

Although the private and public are often talked about 
in distinct ways, they are not discrete social and spatial 
arenas. Instead, private and public spaces are produced 
through interactions between the home ‘ghar’ and 
outside ‘bahar’, community and the state, domestic 
and national, and between law and society.57  Because 
the home is considered a sacrosanct space of privacy 
and protection, domestic violence can be concealed, 
obscured and normalised to reproduce male/patriarchal 
dominance and control. In India, gendered identity 
is regulated through personal laws such as divorce, 
marriage, inheritance and child custody which are 
regulated by Hindu civil code or Islamic Sharia Law. The 
effect is that personal laws supersede constitutional 
rights within the private sphere which reinforce socio-
cultural norms around the family and marriage and 
normalise the gender identity of women as daughters, 
mothers and wives. In turn, the state has also ‘empowered 
“community” as the space where intimate relationships 
are legitimized, valorised or criminalized’.58

Feminist writers have argued that social categories of 
difference and structures of direct and invisible violence 
are embedded within the spaces of social reproduction 
and that violence is not just social, but political, economic 
and institutional. In the Indian context where marriage is 
sacrosanct and associated with the union of two families 
and the (uneven) transaction of material property it is 
inherently commodified and heavily weighted with socio-
cultural expectations. Moreover, the failure to realise or 
sustain married life reflects adversely on women, and 
their families. 

This section describes the co-constitutive forms 
of violence and inequalities that shape women’s 
experiences. It documents the violent domestic realities 
of their everyday lives, including the brutal as well as 
insidious nature of domestic violence that operationalises 
fear, terror and control.59 And it reflects on the structures 
of patriarchy, power and capital that shape and constrain 
gendered agency when it comes to recognising and 
speaking out against domestic violence and accessing 
support and justice. For ‘[v]iolence is a form of entitlement 
… which boasts its invincibility and hides its true nature 
from itself’.60 By subverting stories of victimhood this study 
builds on feminist projects that encourage women to tell 
their own stories to understand how women experience 
fear and who benefits from that fear. Across the states 
and research sites most survivors were subjected to 
intersecting and multiple forms of physical, psychological, 
economic and sexual violence. The perpetrators were 
principally husbands, but also marital family members 
especially mothers-in-laws and less frequently, natal 
family members. As other studies show, domestic violence 
cuts across class and caste, urban and rural areas, 
contradicting common opinion that domestic violence is 
more prevalent amongst lower classes and castes as well 
as rural populations.61  The themes here are indicative of 
some of the more prevalent forms of violence within the 
research context, rather than an exhaustive account and 
often intersect each other.

T
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65%  
of women survivors 
interviewed had 
experienced domestic 
violence for 5 or more years



31

Physical violence
Most women reported physical violence in the form of 
routine beating, kicking and slapping which they typically 
endured and did not perceive as sufficiently severe 
to resist, retaliate and/or exit the domestic space and 
relationships. Often family members reinforced socio-
cultural norms concerning acceptable, ‘normal’ levels 
of violence within marriage. Only when physical violence 
crossed a severity threshold did women consider 
violence to be more extraordinary for example incurring 
head injuries, excessive bleeding or other cases requiring 
medical attention.  

Verbal abuse
Survivors recognised verbal abuse by their husbands 
and also mothers in law for its disciplining and controlling 
effects through insult, humiliation and shaming. Survivors 
experienced abuse concerning their appearance - 
particularly skin colour, lack of education, parents’ 
economic status, the quality of their housework, and/
or disability. Women were punished for not meeting 
expectations of a ‘good’ or beautiful wife, as Krishna 
recalled (WaS06 survivor, urban West Bengal), ‘He used 
to insult me a lot, I am not educated, not smart, not good 
looking, he used to say these things frequently, he used 
to say that I look like a domestic help.’ Should women 
respond to such insults their actions would be interpreted 
as further evidence of their bad character, willing to speak 
out when social norms dictate that they should not. 

Dowry
Demands for dowry and disputes over dowry were 
regularly cited sources of violence even though Dowry 
is prohibited under the Dowry Prohibition Act 1961 and 
dowry violence has been criminalised under Section 
304B, IPC. With the commodification of marriage, dowry 
has become ‘a compulsory coercive universal practice’62  
in which a bride’s family are subordinate to the groom’s 
and expected to ‘give’ their daughter and a dowry as 
compensation for the women’s economic liability. Dowry 
demands in the form of money, jewellery, land, property 
and household items were almost ubiquitous. Women 
reported experiencing violence from their in laws and 
partners where original or further expectations for 
dowry were not sufficiently met. In other cases, dowries 
discharged by their family intended for their life as a 
couple were denied to them, and instead used solely for 
the benefit of in-laws or the marriage of other daughters 
in the marital family. While held to be a Hindu custom, 
Muslim women too reported being harassed and abused 
for dowry by their marital family. Neither submission nor 
resistance to these demands had any effect on reducing 
violence. 

Economic violence
Most women were economically dependent on 
the husband and in-laws, which became the basis 
for economic violence, both acknowledged and 
unacknowledged. Women’s unpaid labour - housework, 
cooking, caring work - was capitalised on in most 
houses, and in some cases women were denied their 
basic needs like sufficient food and adequate clothes.  
In some households, husbands were unable or unwilling 

to contribute to household expenses, which obligated 
women to seek alternative and/or additional sources 
of income (for example in domestic work, agricultural 
labour, livestock rearing) to sustain theirs and their 
children’s needs. Economic violence also materialised 
through husbands and marital families regulating 
women’s access to paid employment and/or controlling 
her earnings entirely. Many women reported that men 
and their families resorted to violence when they felt they 
were not receiving adequate financial contributions from 
the wife and/or daughter in law. In other cases, husbands 
took out loans against their wife’s name with and without 
her permission, leaving her liable to the debt, especially 
when relationships broke down.

Coercion and control
Women regularly described how their husbands and 
marital family members monitored and controlled their 
mobility not only outside the home, but also within it, 
dictating where they were permitted to work, eat, wash 
and sleep and who they could socialise with. Control 
extended to communication, whether a woman had a 
phone, when she could use it, who she could speak with 
and the extent to which conversations were surveilled. 
Husbands were often suspicious of their partners, 
accusing them of extramarital affairs and using their 
suspicion as a rationalising device for their violent and 
coercive behaviour towards their wives. 

Priyadarshini Ravichandran
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Inter-generational cultures of violence
In more than a few cases survivors recognised the wider 
cultures of violence within which they were subject to 
domestic violence. For example, survivors as well as 
perpetrators had witnessed family violence in their own 
childhoods, and/or had also been the target of violence 
themselves. 

Sexual violence
Although more muted in women’s accounts, a few spoke 
of sexual violence within marriage. Women linked sexual 
violence to suspicion and issues of control as well as their 
husband’s access to free pornography on their smart 
phones. Some of the women also faced sexual assault or 
molestation in their natal families by relatives which were 
then hushed up by their parents. 

Pregnancy and violence
Pregnancy represented a locus of violence. Women 
were differentially coerced/forced to become pregnant, 
were subjected to physical violence as well as neglect 
during pregnancy which induced miscarriages, other 
women were forced to terminate pregnancies. Whilst 
survivors often hoped pregnancy and the birth of a child 
would improve violent situations it was also a moment 
when violence escalated, and especially if the child 
was (another) female. In rural areas the pursuit of male 
offspring meant women were subjected to multiple 
pregnancies as well as verbal abuse from natal family 
members for not bearing a male. 

Alcohol and drug addiction
Alcoholism and other forms of substance abuse acted 
as trigger for violence, leading to physical and economic 
violence. Women widely reported that fathers, husbands 
and/or sons were more violent toward them or others 
after drinking alcohol. Many women reported that 
families often condoned alcohol addiction exacerbating 
the issues. 

Natal family violence
Natal family violence was less widely reported than 
violence by husbands and marital family members and 
was more prevalent for marginalised groups such as 
those who were queer, single or disabled. A more silent, 
invisibilised form of violence existed in the coercive 
behaviour of natal families who married their daughters 
at a young age, and/or insisted that they return to violent 
relationship and households to maintain family honour. 
Some of the women who left violent marriages and 
returned to the natal family were subject to abuse from 
siblings and their partners who resented them taking up 

space, and carrying the stigma of a broken relationship 
with them, despite them being the subject of violence. 
For queer women, the process of coming out was often 
fraught with emotional and physical violence by natal 
family members. Many were subject to family denial 
and invisibilising their queer identity as well as different 
forms of physical coercion and psychological violence, 
including blackmailing, condemnations, criticism, verbal 
abuse, shaming their choices, and using oppressive 
measures to mould them into the mainstream ways 
of life and living. A common reaction of families was to 
forcefully confine queer people in their houses or in their 
rooms and confiscate their phones and ID cards so that 
they could not go out to meet same-sex partners or other 
community members. Some survivors reported being 
forced into psychiatric regimes to ‘cure them’ of their 
homosexuality, forcing different ‘conversion methods’ like 
corrective rape, forceful marriage, etc. For those forced 
into marriages, their lives post marriage were also ridden 
with violence of various kinds, where sexual violence in 
the form of marital rape and abuse by the husband was 
reported. Family members also cut off financial and 
emotional support, which affected access to safe shelter 
and education.

Extramarital affairs
A number of survivors interpreted their husband’s violence 
through the lens of his extramarital affair(s). In some 
cases, husbands’ affairs preceded their marriage and 
informed their resentment, anger and violence towards 
their marital partners. In other scenarios, husbands’ 
extramarital affairs came later, and were in conjunction 
with feelings of suspicion and control of their wives who 
they threatened with murder, second marriage and 
desertion and labelled as ‘loose’ woman. Where women 
found out about and/or confronted their husbands over 
these relationships violence often escalated with partners 
and in the marital family. Marital affairs were often open 
secrets, widely accepted by family members. A survivor 
in rural Maharashtra recalled on finding out about her 
husband’s extramarital affairs, how her mother-in-
law told her: “Daahi chappal lav” [Marathi to English 
translation: ‘Because he is a man he can wear ten pairs 
of shoes, if he wants’].  This idiom served to normalise her 
son’s (and therefore all men’s) behaviour, reproduced 
unequal power gendered relations and maintained that 
the daughter-in-law must accept the status quo. 
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Part 2: Introdution

“

Anaya was a forward caste woman living with her husband and parents in law in Nashik, Maharashtra. 
She had experienced relentless verbal abuse as well as sporadic beating and physical violence from 
her mother-in-law for 5-6 years. This behaviour made her feel worthless within a family where the 
father-in-law, son (her husband) and grandson were worshipped, and where she also feared her son 
was being conditioned into thinking that unequal and violent gendered relationships were the norm. 
Anaya was not aware of her rights and laws concerning domestic violence as she explained the nature 
of her violent domestic life: 

Kiran’s story 

My mother-in-law is the culprit. She would control everything. I was made to work all day, cooking several 

times a day to meet the different schedules of family members. It was 1BHK, a small home. The sister-in-law 

would fight with her in laws and keep coming back to her natal home with her small children, so I also had to 

look after them. I had to do other household chores such as cleaning, washing the utensils and clothes. They 

would not allow me to use the washing machine. My mother-in-law would criticise me for every trivial thing. 

When I had my period, I was made to stay outside on the balcony, and they never gave me food in a timely 

way. They also cheated us about financial matters. In the beginning my husband was alright, he would tell 

me to ignore his mother. But later he would listen to them and not consult me on anything. Despite working 

round the clock, the mother-in-law was never happy and would constantly criticise me and taunt me. 

If I ever went out, I needed to take approval from them [parents in law] about what I was wearing, the size of 

my Bindi and so on. They would insist I wore the largest size Bindi. My husband was not making any money 

so they made a plan for us to shift to Aurangabad and start a business in agricultural products. My father 

and brother invested in the business; my husband did not invest a penny. My Mother-in-law told me that me 

and my husband would be living alone in Aurangabad, but both my parents-in-law would come and stay for 

15-20 days every month and then the sister-in-law started visiting and staying with us too and the same old 

story continued. They were so controlling in their nature, they even started interfering in the business. There 

was a lot of tension between both the families about this. (MbS11)
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Disclosing violence: constrained 
agency and help seeking
As the NFHS data indicates, levels of help seeking have remained persistently low even after the implementation 
of PWDVA (2005).63 Help seeking experiences and behaviour act as a barometer of (in)tolerance towards domestic 
violence, reflecting the constrained nature of agency within heteronormative and patriarchal social and legal 
institutions in India. Here agency is understood as a lived social relation that ‘necessarily involves the negotiation of 
conflict and tension’64 operating within ‘structures of feeling’ whereby dominant social norms apply invisible pressure 
and limits on experience and action.65 We share here some of the key narratives that emerged through survivors’ 
stories and reveal how decisions to disclose domestic violence and seek help, or not, were underpinned by socio-
cultural norms and economic realities. 

Burden 
A high number of survivors did not initially, or indeed 
ever, divulge experiences of violence and seek help from 
their natal families because they saw their situation as 
a burden that they did not wish to, or could not impose 
on their families. Whilst this was the case for women in 
both urban and rural contexts, women in rural areas were 
more likely to worry about the problems or ‘tension’ they 
would create for their families, particularly where parents 
suffered ill health, had many daughters, or existing 
financial concerns. As Ruta (MbS13 survivor, semi-urban 
Maharashtra) a survivor in semi-urban Maharashtra 
explained: ‘I didn’t want to tell my parents; I didn’t want to 
trouble them’ and similarly, Latha (TbS19 survivor, semi-
urban Tamil Nadu) shared that ‘My father was not well 
and if he came to know about it would affect his health’. 
Mitali (WaS17 survivor, urban West Bengal) explained 
how she shared the violence with her mother, but not 
her father who was a cardiac patient and who’s health 
she prioritised over getting the support she needed to 
leave an abusive marriage. In contexts where sharing 
experiences of violence necessarily meant disrupting 
institutional norms around marriage and the family, 
survivors sensitively negotiated how going ‘public’ 
or making a ‘complaint’ about their experiences of 
domestic violence would create a problem or burden for 
their families, and others. 

Shame and blame 
Survivors associated their experiences of domestic 
violence with societal shame. They were ashamed that 
they were the victims of violence, as if the violence was 
the result of their failure to be good wives or daughter’s 
in-law. They were also ashamed of their apparent failure 
to provide better help and support to their husband, and 

often blamed themselves, or sensed blamed, for being 
unable to adjust to, intervene and/or stop his behaviour. 
Feelings of shame were even more acute concerning 
close filial violence as Nandini (MbS16 survivor, semi-
urban Maharashtra) explained: ‘it is very embarrassing 
saying that your son is harassing you’.

On the other hand, survivors saw it as a shameful act 
in society to complain about domestic issues outside 
the domestic space and doing so would bring their 
family dishonour. Leela (MbS07 survivor, semi-urban 
Maharashtra) was concerned about gaining a bad 
reputation and the wider ramifications for her family, for 
example on her sisters’ marriage prospects; ‘I have four 
younger sisters that were yet to be married, and if the 
word got out about my situation, that would hurt their 
chances of getting a good husband’. Priya’s (WaS22 
survivor, rural West Bengal) experience was illustrative 
other cases where women had shared their experiences 
of violence, only for their mother in-law (or other family 
members) to persuade them not to ‘complain’ because 
‘society would know’ and she did not want ‘a bad name 
for her son’.
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Even for women who could 
rationalise that the violence was 
not their fault or a reflection of their 
character, the feeling of shame 
remained deeply rooted. Josephine 
(TaS10 survivor, rural Tamil Nadu) 
put it succinctly: ‘This society … will 
only blame the woman, despite 
what the man has done.’ Women 
were pragmatic about whether 
they would be better off tolerating 
domestic violence instead of the 
anticipated feelings of shame and 
stigma that would materialise once 
the issue was ‘public’, impacting not 
only their reputation, but also their 
wider families.

Internalising responsibility  
Related to survivors’ concerns about 
shame and becoming a problem 
for their families, women often 
internalised their experiences of 
violence and perceived it as their 
responsibility alone ‘to solve’. Mita 
(MaS03 survivor, urban Maharashtra) 
reflected on the reasons for 
managing things herself: ‘Mine was 
the first wedding in the family and 
the first divorce, so I had taken it 
upon myself that it was my moral 
responsibility to manage’. The sense 
of personal responsibility came from 
a belief that they were in some way 
to blame for the violence. As Vinita 
(McS5 survivor, rural Maharashtra) 
put it: I would think people will 
blame me [for the violence] and 
whilst Mita (MaS03 survivor, urban 
Maharashtra) shared that: ‘I felt it 
was my mistake, I was responsible 
for all of this. I thought that instead of 
asking for help from others I should 
make changes in myself. In other 
cases, survivors’ family members 
placed the responsibility on to them, 
as Rabia (TbS10 survivor, semi-urban 
Tamil Nadu) imparted: ‘My family 
blames me for marrying him against 
their warnings and so they say that 
I must handle it [domestic violence] 
myself.’

For migrant Nepali women in 
Darjeeling the feeling of responsibility 

was compounded by the fact that 
the police could not, or would not 
assist them with formal complaints, 
and instead refer the case to 
the Nepali authorities. As well as 
internalising the problem, survivors 
also perceived their responsibility to 
change their husband’s behaviour. 
Survivors’ hope that their husband’s 
would change was especially 
prevalent where violence was more 
intermittent and/or where violence 
was attributed to mental ill health 
and/or alcohol addiction. Vrushali 
(MaS06 survivor, urban Maharashtra) 
explained how she ‘had a hope that 
things would change, there would be 
good times too. With this hope, I kept 
giving him chances but that didn’t 
work’. 

Precarity 
Survivors of domestic violence lived 
in states of social, economic and/
or legal precarity which intersected 
and compounded their fear 
concerning not only their everyday 
wellbeing but also their children’s or 
family’s wellbeing, especially where 
their financial and social status were 
so contingent on their husband (and 
his family) and their marriage status. 
In particular, women worried about 
antagonising the perpetrator(s) 
leading to an escalation in violence 
or inviting other repercussions such 
as disapproval and/or abuse from 
family members for sharing their 
experiences of domestic violence 
with others, as well as potentially 

being left homeless with nowhere to 
stay. 

Survivors were more often 
economically dependent on their 
husbands, and their parents-
in-law which constrained their 
ability to exit relationships despite 
the encouragement of those 
around them, as Leela (MbS07 
survivor, semi-urban Maharashtra) 
explained: ‘Everyone was really nice. 
My neighbours used to tell me to take 
my children and leave my husband 
and live separately. But I didn’t earn 
any money, and so I could not live 
separately’. 

Such precarity was particularly 
felt by survivors who did not have 
natal family support, supportive 
friendship networks or where the 
law discriminated against them. 
This was most evident in the case 
of migrants and queer survivors. 
Nepali migrants living in Darjeeling 
were removed from their family 
and friend networks which made 
them especially dependent on 
their husbands, and without Indian 
citizenship they were also not eligible 
for legal services and support and 
denied formal support by the police.  
Kalpana (WcS56 survivor, rural West 
Bengal) and Savitri (WcS39 survivor, 
rural West Bengal) had left her natal 
village in Nepal and lived with her 
husband and daughter in Darjeeling. 
Constrained by lack of friendship 
networks, relatives and other forms 
of association (before she came 
into contact with an NGO Gorkha 
Women) she had no one to turn to or 
share her experiences with about her 
abusive husband.  

Queer survivors were particularly 
vulnerable given patriarchal and 
heterosexual prejudices that persist 
within society and institutions. 
Survivors were extremely reticent 
to share their experiences with 
family, fearing their disapproval and 
rejection. They also shared not being 
able to approach the police station or 
the protection officer given the legal 

Vida Kulkarni



36

precarity of their situations. Survivors 
from all kinds of backgrounds that 
were subjected to controlling and 
coercive relationships had few, if any, 
opportunities to share experiences 
of violence and/or assemble the 
information and resources they 
needed to leave violent relationships. 
Partners and natal family members 
controlled survivors’ mobility; 
restricting when and where they 
could go, and limited their activities 
within the domestic, forcing them 
to do meaningless tasks that would 
completely occupy their time. Vinaya 
(MaS13 survivor, urban Maharashtra) 
shared that, ‘whenever I visited my 
parents, someone from my in-laws’ 
family would accompany me and 
such visits were only for a day… so I 
didn’t get a chance to tell [them]. 
They lived too far away so visiting 
frequently was out of the question.’ 

Normalised violence
Despite a generally good level of 
awareness concerning domestic 
violence there were some women 
who did not recognise their partner’s 
or families’ behaviour as violence 
and as illegal violations of their 
human rights. It was common for 
survivors to assume, or be told that, 
domestic violence would ‘settle 
down’, or that it was a ‘normal’ part 
of married life and accepted that 
‘women have to bear all this’ as in 
the case of Vinita (McS05 survivor, 
rural Maharashtra) and so many 
other women. Such views were 
also reinforced by close family 
and friends whom they confided 
in, and who encouraged them to 
‘adjust’ or tolerate the violence, 
reinforcing socio-cultural norms 
around patriarchal violence and 
women’s fate to accept or adapt, but 
not challenge their unequal power 
relationships. There was strong 
feeling amongst survivors that 
societal structures influenced their 
expectations about even seeking 
help, as Fauzia (McS02 survivor, rural 
Maharashtra) commented: ‘the way 

we are conditioned, it was hard 
to complain about any suffering.’  
There was a prevalence of opinion 
that a certain level of violence was 
normal and should be tolerated, and 
only when it became ‘too much’ that 
women should seek help. In other 
cases, violence was normalised in 
queer relationships, as revealed by 
Megha’s friends (WaS21 survivor, 
urban West Bengal) ‘My college 
friends knew [about domestic 
violence]. I was often ostracised. 
Some even justified the violence 
saying this was bound to happen 
because she was a lesbian.’

Marrying against social 
norms
It was notable that survivors who 
had married against the grain of 
societal expectations, for example 
by pursuing love marriages, felt 
more constrained in their ability to 
share experiences of violence and/or 
seek support and also felt the onus 
on themself to resolve their situation 
and ‘preserve the marriage’. Chhobi 
(WaS34 survivor, urban West Bengal) 
explained her reluctance to share 
her experiences: ‘I only told my natal 
family after my childbirth around 
one year later this is because my 
parents knew that this guy was 
toxic and yet I went against them to 

marry him so I felt ashamed to tell 
them’. Meenal (McS16 survivor, rural 
Maharashtra) was candid that the 
nature of her marriage impacted 
when and how she sought help.‘… it 
was a love marriage, there was even 
more pressure on me to preserve 
the marriage. And I had a hope that 
things would change, there would 
be good times. With this hope, I kept 
giving him chances but that didn’t 
work.’ In the case of Hamida (TbS05 
survivor, semi-urban Tamil Nadu) 
she had left a previous love marriage 
to have an affair with another man, 
who was now violent towards 
her. Because of this context she 
explained that ‘I didn’t share [about 
domestic violence with my mother] 
immediately, they would blame me 
that I chose this life.’

Sometimes husbands used this 
reality to inflict further harm on their 
wives as Mita (MaS03 survivor urban 
Maharashtra highlighted in her 
story: ‘In the case of love marriages, 
women felt even more pressure 
to hold the marriage together. ‘He 
[husband] knew that I would not tell 
anyone [about his misbehaviour] 
because ours was a love marriage, 
so preserving our marriage was my 
responsibility’. Feeling too ashamed 
to add a second burden to their 
families having already ‘disgraced 
them’, it was often siblings or other 
family members who reported 
domestic violence on the survivor’s 
behalf in these cases.

Part 3: The ‘Violent Domestic’
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What society thinks

A woman should leave if the situation is life threatening for her. If violence occurs but 
it is still liveable with the abuser then she should stay. She should obviously raise her 
voice first against injustice. Call community members and local administration if 
needed; if all fails then she should leave.

(Muthusami TaC10, male community member, urban Tamil Nadu)

A woman always has to hear that accept the violence or make your perpetrator 
understand. A woman who leaves her marital home and seeks to earn independently 
is always seen with suspicion and is stigmatised and thought to be characterless. 
Often no one wants to give them shelter or give them a room for rent. She faces a lot of 
difficulties.

(Raakhi WbC03, female community member, semi-urban West Bengal) 

Woman are also worried about their name in the relative circle. Society thinks that 
they have a free pass over a woman if she leaves her husband … but there are also 
daring women who don’t think about the society and just focus on their life.’ 

(Joseph TaC05,male community member, urban Tamil Nadu)

The society does not look at a single woman in a healthy manner. The community is 
not progressive. They talk negatively about a woman that leaves her husband. Her 
financial situation is weak, she doesn’t have help to feed and care for her children. 
Her parents don’t support her. If she works as a labourer, then she needs money for 
living expenses. The society has not changed. Men have patriarchal mentality, and 
so do women. All this affects her financial, social, psychological and emotional state. 

(Vaidehi McC07, female community member, rural Maharashtra)

They [perpetrators] may use emotional blackmail to keep her in the relationship. 
They may blame her for her problems or make false accusations against her. She 
may get in trouble if she doesn’t get police and legal help. Police harass members of 
the LGBTQ community. It’s difficult for us to find a rental place to live with our partner 
if we want to leave our family. It is impossible to leave without financial security. 

(Mamata MaC10, female community member, urban Maharashtra)

Summary
Survivors of domestic violence must navigate the triple trauma of domestic violence 
in its myriad insidious and brutal forms; the invisible pressure of social-cultural 
norms, about violence and about gender relations, that constrain their decision 
making and actions and; the potential economic precarity that confronting violence 
and stepping out of the family home entails. 

“
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“The way we are conditioned, it was  
hard to complain about any suffering. 
(Fauzia McS02 Survivor,rural Maharashtra)

“

Debalina



3915

“

Mitali now works in an IT company in the private sector. She graduated in 2019 and met her husband 
through a matrimonial website. Initially things were fine as they got to know each other, speaking over 
the phone in the lead up to the wedding. But even during this period Mitali could see that he was volatile 
and prone to using abusive language. Her family reassured her that everything would settle down after 
marriage. But they married in March 2020, right before the COVID-19 lockdown, which meant they were 
stuck at her mother-in-law’s place. Initially things were okay, but then the violence towards her escalated 
over even ‘trivial matters’ as Mitali described how:  

Mitali’s story 

He would be “[t]hrowing things around, charging 

towards me, throwing things at me. He would shout 

at me and fight with his parents in a way I had never 

seen in my parent’s house ever. In fact, his father also 

misbehaved with me, for instance he talked to me 

badly, and also commented derisively about my job. 

I used to work even before my marriage and it was 

agreed that I could continue working, but his father 

turned on his word and said ‘I have not said anything 

like that…why do you need to work?’  In spite of the 

fact that they lived in a city, their mentality was like 

that of the country. To them, a woman was meant to 

cook and look after the household. I could not go out 

anywhere alone, not even to the market. I could not 

visit my parents by myself, someone had to come and 

fetch me …At that time, he had not started beating me 

literally just mental abuse. When he became angry I 

would stop saying anything because I realized if I did 

not stop he would get worse.

Even today I don’t really understand what triggered 

his anger... He had no answer to this and would just 

say: ‘This is what happens to me, I cannot control my 

temper.’ Another thing that may have been responsible 

I think is that he grew up in an extremely disturbed 

environment. Because his father was like that and he 

grew up seeing that. His mother was not that strong. 

Her mentality was that even if he abuses, he is my 

husband…That a husband can behave in that way 

with the wife had become normal for her... Maybe my 

husband had also expected the same from me… even 

though he would say that this was not right…It was not 

easy for me to break the marriage as my father was 

a cardiac patient…he was not strong enough to say 

you come back and stay with me, but rather, you try 

to adjust because many people are short-tempered. 

I had tried to adjust t and compromise thinking of my 

father’s health…Then when we went to Andhra Pradesh, 

he began to raise his hand on me. He would pull my 

hand or twist it. He did not even have the sense to 

consider that we were living in someone else’s house. 

Even the landlord-landlady came and told us, you look 

like having come from respectable homes, so why 

does this thing happen daily? 

Every time her husband was physically violent Mitali 

would try to reason with him, but this could also 

exacerbate his anger and he would shove and hit her, 

but then one night: “..he slapped me. Before that he 

had told me, move away or I will hit you. I thought he 

was saying that in anger, but I never expected that he 

would hit me. This was the first time such a thing had 

happened and I was at a loss. I began to cry. I went 

downstairs and informed my in-laws. I called them 

upstairs and told them the history of his behaviour 

and that I cannot live with this. I did not get married 

to be beaten by my husband. I used to work earlier 

and am not someone who wants to be dependent….

His parents came up and told him, ‘why are you doing 

this? This is not right.’ They advised me to keep quiet. 

If the neighbours come to know, what will they think? I 

said, let the people of the locality know the atmosphere 

in your house. As it is everyone knows. And let them 

know your son’s character. Why should I keep quiet 

when I have done nothing wrong? He does not feel 

guilty, otherwise, he would not have repeated this. This 

is the reason I had told him a number of times to go for 

counselling. He would say, why will I go for counselling? 

Am I mad? I would tell him to meditate. I had warned 

him repeatedly that this will ultimately be the reason 

for breaking our relationship… I am tolerating you 

today or maybe the next day, a time will come when it 

will be beyond my tolerance. (WaS17)



  

Survival Work
Part 4

n the context of the violent domestic, survival work concerns the work that survivors 
do to resist, build resilience and sometimes rework their experiences of violence within 

marriages, families, society and/or state institutions. Survival strategies encapsulate 
the modes of constrained agency that survivors articulated, in some instances, the 
decisions and actions to end domestic violence and transform unequal power relations. 
But often, survival strategies were about existing, subsisting, coping and surviving 
within everyday violent contexts in ways that were not entirely transformative, but 
might contribute towards realising less violence, and/or more justice where absolute 
peace and justice can only be ideals. We use the term resilience cautiously, conscious 
of a ‘neoliberal fetishisation of resilience that praises adaptation and survival without 
questioning why vulnerability and precariousness occur’67 Survival work is often 
ongoing, it is mundane, generally invisible, and inaudible in accounts of domestic 
violence. It is our intention to amplify the different, often simultaneous, kinds of extra 
physical and emotional work that domestic violence survivors must engage in, when 
subject to individual and institutional violence.68 
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1. Self-Reliance, Agency Beyond Resistance
Tolerate 

When 33 per cent of survivors lived for 3-6 years in contexts of domestic violence and 42 per cent endured violence for 
7-20 years, it is not surprising that most survivors spoke about ‘tolerating’ violence to survive, though their reasons for 
tolerating violence varied. 

Some survivors felt that they had no alternative other than to endure the violence, with no one ‘to tell and complain’ 
and caring and household responsibilities to fulfil. As TaS04 lamented, ‘I don’t have parents to support me, so I always 
adjusted and tolerated.’ For others, such as Sadhana (WbS12 survivor, semi-urban West Bengal) violence was primarily 
a private affair, ‘I have not told anyone outside. It is a private affair. I have only said anything when it had become 
too much to tolerate.’ The nature of violence also shifted the dial on how much women would tolerate, in the case 
of sexual violence some survivors, such as Kalyani (WbS13 survivor, semi-urban West Bengal) expressed their fear 
of embarrassment should they speak out: ‘Of course it [sexual violence] is violence. But I had to tolerate it silently. 
Otherwise, he [her husband] would go out and tell everyone that his wife is not letting him stay. I am one of those 
people who feel embarrassed at such utterances, but there is nothing to do.’ 

Other survivors were more explicit about how they were obligated to tolerate domestic violence for their natal family’s 
wellbeing, particularly where families were not affluent as Rekha (MaS09 survivor, urban Maharashtra) conveyed, or 
as Asha (MaS01 survivor, urban Maharashtra) narrated, tolerating violence was necessary for upholding her family’s 
honour or otherwise risk jeopardising their sister’s marriage prospects by making her experiences of violence public. 

66
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Survivors tended to tolerate violence over longer periods (over 10 years), when they perceived their marital relationship 
as a benefit to their children. In another case, a survivor spoke of the alternatives - of the social stigma and the 
challenge of remarrying - as reasons for persisting within the violent domestic to preserve her marriage. As Amita 
(McS11 survivor, rural Maharashtra) explained:

The final theme concerned survivors who felt that tolerating violence was important for ‘keeping the peace’ within 
their marriage and, by extension, the wider family and home. As Savita (MbS05 survivor, semi-urban Maharashtra) 
explained ‘I tolerated all the violence, to keep the peace in the home. I did not want to make a big deal of our family 
matter.’ In this, and other cases, survivors did not passively tolerate violence but were active in diffusing tensions 
even when they were the target of the violence. Savita went on to say, ‘I also apologised to my husband, and to my 
in-laws, just to keep the peace, even if it actually wasn’t my mistake’ and Anandi (MaS15 survivor, urban Maharashtra 
reported that ‘I tolerated their [in laws and husband] violence, tried to cope with the situation. He never apologised for 
his actions, and when there was violence, I would apologise and try to make peace. To keep the marriage together, I 
always treated him well.’

I tried a lot to preserve it [the marriage]. I tolerated the violence for my 
children. There is a social stigma if a married woman leaves her husband, 
so I also had to think of my parents. Hence, I tolerated it as far as I could. I 
did not want to separate, I do not want to get married again.

“

My parents told me to tolerate this [violence] which I did,  
that gave more courage to my husband to harass me.
(Asha MaS01 survivor, urban Maharashtra) 

“
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Silence

Survivors articulated multivocal acts of silence. In tolerating violence survivors often actively stayed silent, not sharing 
their experiences of violence with others, but also staying silent around their perpetrators, in particular times and spaces 
so as not to aggravate or provoke them. Women talked about staying silent and being visibly ‘busy’ to stay out of the 
firing line of aggression and abuse. As Sana (McS12 survivor, rural Maharashtra) commented: ‘I was not allowed to give 
my opinion in any matter. I would remain silent. I would keep myself busy in other work. I would show as if I was busy to 
avoid any argument.’ Another survivor, Indira (TbS11 survivor, semi-urban Tamil Nadu) explained how she would keep 
very quiet to avoid violence, and read her husband’s mood by his facial expression to detect whether he was happy or 
sad. And even when abused, she would also stay quiet. Naima (McS13 survivor, rural Maharashtra) felt her silence, her 
quiet endurance of her husband’s violence would eventually speak truth to power, ‘I tolerated all the violence silently, 
never argued. He would have expected me to shout and argue but I never did that. I thought that in this way he would 
realise his wrongdoing, but he never did.’

For other women keeping silent about their husband’s violence with other family members was a strategy to limit further 
violence as Rama (MaS17 survivor, urban Maharashtra) described: ‘If my husband is drunk, I would be conscious of his 
mood. I would either treat him nicely or remain silent. I stopped asking my brother-in-law for help because it gave 
him an excuse to fight with my husband, and he even pushed him out of the house a few times. Similarly, Mary (TaS04 
survivor, urban Tamil Nadu) shared that: 

Some women expressed how they initially felt ‘conditioned’ by society to stay silent in the face of domestic violence, 
often hoping that ‘things would change’ and the violence would abate as Nima (MaS10 survivor, urban Maharashtra) 
explained:

In other cases, survivors explained how they learned to ‘become silent’ as acts of resilience and coping: ‘I now take 
it easy if there is an argument; previously, I couldn’t. I’d argue and get thrashed. If there is an argument now, I either 
remain silent, go outside, or go to my shop. Who would listen to someone who still talks abusively? I simply ignore him’ 
Sarala (MbS01 survivor, semi-urban Maharashtra). 

Being forced to stay silent was also form of coercive violence in a few cases.. Damini (WcS41 survivor, rural West Bengal) 
a Nepali migrant living in Darjeeling explained how her husband insisted that she ‘Does not tell anyone’. And Chandra 
(TaS06 survivor urban Tamil Nadu) recounted how she was coerced into not speaking and the negative impact that this 
had on her wellbeing: ‘I am unable to talk to anyone socially. If I talk to ladies in the neighbourhood, then they say that I 
have an affair with their husbands. They kill me with such words. I am unable to go out, unable to talk to anyone freely. 
I feel very depressed.’ 

I don’t talk much – when I know he is trying to create problems, I will not 
talk. Because I don’t have parents and even if he kills and bury me, no 
one in my family would ever know. So when there arises a situation where 
there are chances for a problem, I will put the blame on me and say I was 
at fault and wouldn’t talk back. Because I knew I wasn’t in a safe place… 
there were times when he would lock the gate and the wooden door and 
beat me… so even if I bled, I will remain silent… but if I go to my house, 
there I will show my anger and say that I would never go with him.

“

Well, I had hope that it would be alright especially after having a baby. In 
the beginning, I did not argue with anyone, but instead listened to them. 
But later I went beyond my tolerance, I even tried to commit suicide. After 
my daughter was born, I started replying. That was the trouble for my 
mother-in-law. It was fine for her when I was listening to all their shit with 
no complaint. 

“

Part 4: Surival Work



Adjust, accept, acquiesce

In a context where preserving a marriage is of fundamental importance, survivors were conditioned to accept their fate 
and were both encouraged, and felt a responsibility, to adapt to violent contexts by tolerating violence, staying silent 
and deliberately adjusting to their husband and wider family’s needs and expectations. 

Preeti (MaS05 survivor, urban Maharashtra) reflected on the unequal gendered norms drawing on her mother’s 
experiences, 

Others recognised this ‘conditioning’ as Asha (MAS01 survivor, urban Maharashtra) explained: ‘I am taught this way, I 
am conditioned this way to adjust with my husband, come what may. My uncle has told me many times “You will leave 
his home only when you die.”’ For survivors with limited support, the decision to adjust was out of necessity, after all, 
what else could they do, as Mary (TaS04 survivor, urban Tamil Nadu) recalled: ‘I don’t have parents to support me – so I 
always adjusted and tolerated [the violence]’. 

For others, the advice to ‘adjust’ came not only from family but also professional services they turned to for support. 
In semi-urban Maharashtra, Anaya’s (MbS09 survivor, semi-urban Maharashtra) psychiatrist told her about her ‘high 
pitched talking’ and how this might upset up mother-in-law, and that she should try to understand what her in laws 
expected and ‘try to adjust’ and ‘not fight in front of your son, otherwise he will learn to behave like this’. The survivor 
explained how she: 

There is of course a fine line between acceptance and acquiescence, as many survivors expressed their frustration at 
being obliged to submit or comply within the expectations of family honour or financial constraints. Acquiescing to the 
wishes of the perpetrators was a prominent survival strategy, this included relinquishing paid, professional employment, 
not seeing their friends and not meeting their natal family members amongst other things. 
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My mother had told me that my father used to be out of home when they 
were just married and his father used to tell my mother, “So what? He is 
a man; he needs to enjoy!” [smiles sarcastically]. Then why do such men 
even get married? They spoil the lives of their wives. But more importantly 
it is also our [women’s] mindset that matters, which expects women to 
make compromises, which prioritises family over an individual no matter 
who you are, what you do, this is deeply ingrained in our minds.  

“

… started following that advice. My husband also started following 
his advice. After that our fights reduced a lot. There used to be heated 
arguments with my mother-in-law, but now I have learnt to control myself, 
to tolerate her. Just like my husband says to me I have learnt to accept her 
the way she is.

“

I keep suffocating in my mind because I cannot share this with anyone. 
(Amutha TaS01, survivor, urban Tamil Nadu) “

Priyadarshini Ravichandran
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Avoidance and anticipating violence 

Survivors attempted to avoid violent interactions by not facing the perpetrator, hiding in the neighbourhood, or 
remaining in the bathroom for an extended period of time, having food ready in the evening, keeping oneself busy with 
household work, or apologising to the perpetrator even when it was not their fault. For instance, Mita’s (MaS03 survivor, 
urban Maharashtra) husband was suspicious of her, and she would do anything to clear his suspicion. After a (male) 
friend once complimented her on her hair her husband reacted with jealousy, so she shaved her head to avoid any 
doubt. In the case of Asmita (MbS04 survivor, semi-urban Maharashtra), her husband would come home late and fight if 
she was still awake, so she began going to bed before he arrived home to avoid the fights. And as a rural survivor Damini 
(Wc41 survivor, rural West Bengal) described: ‘I would cook good food so that he does not get angry.’

Livelihood

Given women’s financial and material dependence on their husbands and the prevalence of economic violence, for 
many survivors, securing the means to a livelihood and financial independence emerged as one of the most crucial 
survival strategies, particularly if women were to exit relationships and/or seek out legal routes to justice. In some cases, 
families controlled women’s access to work, Banu (TaS02 survivor, urban Tamil Nadu) explained how her husband took 
all her belongings including her important documents such as Aadhar card, community card and school certification, 
for ‘They fear that if I had those documents, I might start work. So to stop me from getting into any job, he did this.’ Other 
women were able to defy their family’s control over their livelihoods. Kalyani (WbS13 survivor, semi-urban West Bengal) 
recounts how she ignored insinuations and accusations from her husband and her extended family and went to work in 
the Andamans to earn some money to look after her son. 

For those who were fighting legal cases for alimony or maintenance, the process was tedious, time consuming, 
expensive and often not fruitful. Many of them received a meagre monthly maintenance, some did not receive it in spite 
of court orders, or the maintenance stopped after a couple of months, with few opportunities for redress. Irrespective 
of whether the women have filed such cases or not, had received maintenance, or not, having a livelihood was crucial 
for their well-being. Having a job not only assured survivors of some degree of economic security, but it also increased 
their self-esteem, autonomy and enabled them to gain some respect within their families and immediate communities 
as Bimala (WaS04 survivor, urban West Bengal) expressed, ‘I will work for my livelihood. It is better to work for my living 
than living with a rogue and being given a bad name.’ 

Women, who had left their marital home and were now living with their parents, often opted for training in beautician or 
driving courses which would enable them to earn a good livelihood. Others found employment through the organisations 
that had supported them. After leaving her husband Shashi (McS07 survivor, rural Maharashtra) became independent, 
learned to ride a bicycle and was trained as a fieldworker by the NGO that had earlier supported her in leaving a violent 
relationship. This financial security enabled her to rent her own home and pursue further education as well as support 
her children through school. 

...the best I can do is to accept my faith and simply live with abuse.’
(Sadhana WbS12 survivor, semi-urban West Bengal)“

Part 4: Surival Work

Priyadarshini Ravichandran
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2. Retaliation And Resistance 
The majority of ‘survival work’ involved negotiating violence and domestic life in ways that opened spaces to cope, 
survive and build resilience, but did not always seek to transform the status quo when it came to violence and uneven 
power relations. Yet in a few cases women spoke about how they reacted to violence by retaliating against their 
perpetrators, out of frustration, to protect themselves and in some cases to save their lives. Often the confidence they 
found to retaliate was derived from external support they received, from the police or non-government organisations. 

In a social context where marital violence, especially the husband’s sexual ownership of their wives was well accepted, 
naming violence particularly marital rape was an important means of resisting violence. Some of the women named 
and resisted this violence. Rubina (WaS10 survivor, urban West Bengal) called out her husband’s abuse, ‘Understand that 
from one side it was nothing but rape. That is why I want to separate from that animal.’

Women also resisted the demands of the perpetrators of violence such as signing away their property to their brothers 
as was also the case for Rubina (WaS10 survivor, urban West Bengal), or giving up houses built by their fathers to their 
violent husbands. Cutting off ties with violent perpetrators was another mode through which women resisted violence. 
After having suffered a violent childhood inflicted by her mother, Soumi (WbS33 survivor, semi-urban West Bengal) 
eventually distanced herself from her mother almost entirely. 

Women retaliated against their husbands verbally and/or physically. Bimala (WaS04 survivor, urban West Bengal) 
recalled how she threated her husband when he returned to her after multiple affairs, ‘Just go away like you came. I 
have given you multiple chances. I will not give you another chance. I will beat you with whatever I have at hand, shoes, 
broom, whatever. Go away. You thought I was a doormat? You used me.’ In fact, she later realised this threat of counter-
violence when he returned, this time beating him with a broom. 

Women were empowered to learn that their actions could have a positive effect on their situation as Neha (MaS20 
survivor, urban Maharashtra), a survivor in urban Maharashtra explained after she started challenging her father’s 
violence towards her: 

Sarala (MbS01 survivor, semi-urban Maharashtra) was abused by her husband and other in-law members for nearly 15 
years. She was dealing with the situation on her own, with no assistance from her natal family for the sake of her children. 
She met with a NGO that worked on women’s issues. The conversations strengthened her resolve to retaliate. When her 
husband abused her severely, she threatened to attack him with a frying pan. As other members were also present, she 
declared in loud voice that if anyone intervened, she would not spare them. She yelled at him to stop bothering her from 
the balcony. She also went to his office and reported his inappropriate behaviour. This terrified her husband, and his 
family members warned him that he would lose his job if he did not behave. The physical violence stopped after that. 
They continued to live together despite the fact that their relationship was over and they no longer spoke, for the sake 
of their children.

My father was abusive; I had heard that his first wife burned herself and 
died. My father would keep me alone and they both would go to Mumbai. 
I was very scared, once I had asked one of our neighbours to stay with 
them in the night, but they said no. That has remained in my mind. After 
I made a police compliant, they arrested him and beat him badly. After 
that, the harassment from father reduced. This gave me the confidence 
that I could go to the police, I was just in 5th standard then. But ‘his trouble’ 
did not stop entirely. I realized that I needed to retaliate or else he would 
kill me, so I started resisting and hit him back; my mother and sister did 
as well. After that he stopped physically harassing us since three of us 
were overpowering on him. 

“



Radha (WAS03 survivor, urban West Bengal) explained how she was encouraged by an NGO not to accept her 
husband’s violence and his manipulative behaviour towards her when she tried to defend herself, leaving her to feel 
ashamed in front of the family: 

 

In the case of Urmila (McS06 survivor, rural Maharashtra), her husband was an alcoholic who would abuse her 
physically, sexually, and emotionally on a daily basis. She tolerated this violence for nearly 17 years until he attacked 
her with a knife. She yelled at him, grabbed the stick, and threatened to beat him up if he came forward. He threw the 
knife and sat quietly. After that, things changed, and she now lives apart from him. 

The necessity to protect their children provided women with the resolve to retaliate against violence, not just in terms 
of leaving the violent household but also in making decisions to become self-sufficient and support for the children. 
Kakoli (WaS07 survivor, West Bengal) recounted, 

In a few cases women resisted violence by attempting to complete suicide, as the case of Mangai (TbS20 survivor, 
semi-urban Tamil Nadu) illustrates:

After I began to go to Swayam (NGO), I also hit him. The didis [from the 
NGO] told me, if he hits you ten times you will also hit him once; why will 
you spare him? And I have to do that to save myself. One day while I was 
talking to my daughter me husband came from behind to hit me with a 
bonti (fish-knife). Since my daughter was facing him she saw him. If she 
hadn’t been there, he would have killed me. My daughter warned me, 
“see mother, what father is carrying?” I turned around and saw him with 
the bonti. When I was trying to snatch it from him, he cunningly pulled 
it to his head, as if to show I was hitting him with it. It was very sharp, so 
he was hurt in the process of pulling it in opposite directions. Even when 
I gave up, he was trying to hurt himself. He then went about saying that 
my wife has hit me. I felt so embarrassed when he told his parents that 
their daughter-in-law had hit their son.

“

No one had told me, become self-sufficient. Stand on your own feet. 
My parents had never told me that. Now I am 33 years old and they are 
saying that, because my back is to the wall. Now, even if they do not say 
it, I will stand up. Because I have two children. I will have to stand up for 
my children. My daughter holds my hand and cries; she says, “mother, I 
have nothing except you, if you go away, I will not be able to live. I don’t 
want to live in my mamarbari (uncle’s house)” ... I have to live for them. I 
have to fight. Even at this age I have to stand up for myself.

“

They keep asking me to adjust and I say that I don’t like him. They 
blame me for him being violent towards me. They say that he hits me 
only because I am not allowing him to sleep with me. I have told them 
everything that we both wouldn’t get along well and that we are two 
different individuals, and our characters are different. Yet they don’t 
understand. Since they didn’t understand, I decided to end my life and 
poured kerosene over me, once I tried to hang myself, and once drank 
good night mosquitoes’ killer liquid.

“
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3. Emotion Work  
Emotion work is the emotional labour that survivors undertook to try and shape their own as well as other’s emotional 
responses. Survivor’s emotion work came through in their narratives both implicitly and explicitly as they reflected on 
their experiences. As Arlie Hochschild’s (1985) work has indicated, emotion work is gendered and shaped by society.68 

Many survivors expressed feeling shame and embarrassment for being the victims of domestic violence where they 
internalised societal norms that justified violence against women for not being good wives or mothers. Survivors were 
candid about how they managed their emotions, particularly in front of their abusers and other family members, in 
ways that enabled their survival but also protected others such as children or parents from the perceived burden and 
stigma associated with domestic violence. Sobita (Wc54 survivor, rural West Bengal) a Nepali living in Darjeeling who 
had experienced domestic violence for 20 years before receiving external support, explained how she: 

Similarly, Beena (McS4 survivor, rural Maharashtra) talked about how she ‘was trying to fix it with positive feelings. But my 
mental state was not very good, I would keep thinking, how long would I have to tolerate all this’. Many women narrated 
the deep trauma of their experiences, talking of helplessness and dejection, frustration, anger and confusion that 
husbands and/or family members could betray them through such violence. For those emerging from violent domestic 
situations, regret and guilt loomed large: regret that their marriage had not worked out and that their lives had been 
‘spoiled’ by domestic violence. Women felt the negative impacts of stigma as well as economic precarity as separated 
and/or divorced woman. Vimal (MbS02 survivor, semi-urban Maharashtra), expressed having nightmares underpinned 
by the guilt she felt for not being able to afford a better education for her daughter or spend quality time with her, and 
for the tension that now permeated their relationship. In some cases, survivors were troubled about leaving violent 
relationships, still feeling a sense of their duty towards husbands or fathers, particularly in cases of their old age and/
or ill health. 

Survivors spoke widely of hope, of believing, hoping that their situations would change, that their families were right 
about things settling down after marriage, that the arrival of a new baby would provoke a shift in their husband’s 
behaviour or he would stop drinking, or that taking their situation to court would result in maintenance and end to living 
in fear. Hope was about optimism, but it was also about pragmatism in contexts where hope was more realistic than 
facing the difficult implications of informally sharing or officially reporting their experiences of violence or of leaving a 
relationship entirely.  But this was often cruel hope, or ‘cruel optimism’ to use Laurent Berlant’s term. As the experiences 
of Asha (MaS01, survivor, urban Maharashtra) illustrate: ‘Initially I felt, he will change. Then I thought, he will change after 
we have a child. Then I thought, he will change as the children grow older. I had hope but now I don’t see any.’

Some survivors narrated their personal strategies for managing the depression triggered by experiences of domestic 
violence. Soumi (WbS33 survivor, semi-urban West Bengal) explained how:

Survivors also talked about the toll of seeking support and justice on their own emotional wellbeing. Sujata (TcS05 
survivor, rural Tamil Nadu) explained how she was ‘mentally and emotionally exhausted’ but was adamant that despite 
this, she ‘still wants to fight for her kids and their future’ (TcS05 survivor, rural Tamil Nadu). Meanwhile, Taheera (WaS24 
survivor, urban West Bengal) also shared how, ‘I want the legal process to be ended. I am emotionally exhausted’. 

… never gave up, I never cried in front of my husband. I only cried in front of 
the God, when I am in a dark room before I sleep then there will be no one 
in the room, so I pray and cry in front of Him.’ And when at her parents’ 
house she ‘acted being happy even if I was sad from the inside … I didn’t 
tell anyone I kept it inside my heart.

“

Whenever I would feel low, I would just leave the house and go to Howrah 
where there is a flower market near the river...I would just go there and 
sit... because it would give me peace...also some of my relatives from my 
marital family and neighbours gave me a lot of mental support.

“
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Survivors’ mental health is impacted not only through the trauma of domestic violence, but also in the arduous and 
often convoluted process of seeking justice (see below). This continues to be underexplored in research and warrants 
further understanding and address through professional support services, particularly for survivors in more rural areas.

4. Exit
Survivors typically endured violence for some time, giving the perpetrators the chance to change, involving friends, 
family and sometimes external support, from the police, panchayats and NGOs amongst others (see below). It was 
only when they realised that there was no hope of effective mediation and resolution to the conflict, would they look to 
exit the relationship, often with the support of family members and/or civil society organisations.  In the case of Tumpa 
(WbS28 survivor, semi-urban West Bengal), she had tolerated the physical assault of her husband and mother-in-law 
to protect her mother and grandmother from worrying about her and her future. It was finally the confidence given by 
her grandmother after a particularly intense episode of violence, who urged her to return home, that enabled her to 
exit. And Sneha (WaS01 survivor, rural West Bengal) managed to leave a violent domestic relationship with help from 
her daughter and sister who also supported her in filing a court case against her husband.  

Exiting relationships and domestic environments was enormously difficult for women given the resulting economic and 
social precarity. Survivors frequently spoke about leaving a relationship when the violence got too much, to then return 
later. Asmita (MbS04 survivor, semi-urban Maharashtra) experienced violence for 16 years, and described how, ‘There 
were many episodes, I had left home many times. When someone intervened, he [the husband] would apologise, I 
would go back and he would start harassing me again.’ Shashi (McS7 survivor, rural Maharashtra) summarised the 
twists and turns she experienced, as she moved between different points of support and responded to her husband’s 
blackmail before she was finally in a position to permanently exit the relationship. 

Women were both reluctant, but also unable to leave relationships. In Maharashtra, we were struck by how many 
survivors wore mangalsutra (necklace with black beads traditionally worn by married women) even though they 
considered their marital relationship to be over. This reflected a perceived need amongst survivors for the social 
protection that the mangalsutra brought them, for without the symbolic necklace they would be seen as single, sullied 
and/or ‘available’ for sexual exploitation.

I tolerated him for so long with a hope that he would change. Once I got 
very sick. He did not care at all, and abusive behaviour was regular. I sent 
a note to his boss about my plight and the way he treated me. His boss 
scolded him. But on returning home, he beat me up again. I went to stay 
with my parents. My father was not willing to send me with him again. But 
then my husband sent a notice demanding that I stay with him or else he 
would divorce me. With three children, where would I go? So, I came back.  
Once mediation was done through this NGO, and they counselled him. One 
year went well after that. But again, he started harassing me. Finally, I left 
him. 

“

Debalina
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5. Collective Resilience? 
Survival is of course not only an individual but also a collective act. Whilst natal and marital family members were the 
cause of violence, in other cases family members were an important source of support and intervention. 

Families 

Natal families, mainly mothers, but also fathers and siblings often provided emotional and material support to 
survivors that enabled them to sustain themselves within violent domestic spaces, as was the case of Taheera (WaS24 
survivor, urban West Bengal) where her mother’s support proved crucial and for Sneha whose sister was instrumental, 
as she explained: 

Families were also important sources of financial and material support, both in supporting daughters to survive within 
violent relationships but also in facilitating the potential for temporary and permanent exit routes where women’s 
access to property and shelter is so dependent on male relations (husbands, fathers, brothers). Ashoka (WbS17 
survivor, semi-urban West Bengal) recounted how her father not only supported their household expenses but also 
bought land and built a house for daughter and son-in-law to protect her daughter from the wrath of the husband. 
Sneha (WaS01 survivor, urban West Bengal) too received financial assistance from her mother.

In other cases, it was family members who helped survivors seek legal advice and, in some cases, obtain a divorce 
and/or maintenance. Contrary to survivors’ common perception that their families would resent them for being a 
burden, natal families were supportive, and vital in developing collective resilience as Mita and Preeti reflected: 

  

My sister has helped a lot, I don’t know what I would have done, had my 
sister not been there, everyone was telling me to accept this, for one to 
two months, I only cried and could not decide what to do. Had my sister 
not been there, he would have thrown me out of the house, I did not know 
that there is a law, which says that my husband cannot throw me out of 
the house. 
(Sneha WaS01 survivor, urban West Bengal) 

“

‘When I moved to my parents and told them about all this, they said, 
“Are you insane? Did you not trust us? Why did you endure all this?” 
They thought I went through all that without telling them because I was 
not sure if they would take my side. From that day onward, they have 
always supported me. They never told me to go back or to try to adjust. 
Even when he came to their place they told him, “You both sit in the 
sitting room … we will not let her go out with you. What you do with your 
daughter is up to both of you, but we will decide about our own daughter.  
(Mita MaS03 survivor, urban Maharashtra)

Children have seen it. They help me with household chores and 
tell me if their father said anything to them. Outside my home, my 
brother, uncle and aunty know. They helped by talking to me and 
my husband. After my husband beat me up, my brother told me to 
stay with him for a few days, until my husband had cooled down.  
(Preeti MbS05 survivor, semi-urban Maharashtra) 

“

“
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Neighbours and friends

In addition, survivors also turned to friends and neighbours, and were sometimes the unwitting recipients of their 
support, advice and vital interventions that helped transform their situation. In Tamil Nadu a few survivors reported 
receiving support initially from their neighbours and only went to their natal families later when the violence escalated.  

Given the role of community in surveillance and the reproduction of gendered morality and boundaries, survivors 
were sensitive to the role that neighbours could play, both in enabling their survival work, but also creating obstacles 
and unsolicited judgement too. For Naina (WcS38 survivor, rural West Bengal) the village community was small and 
the neighbours knew about the violence from the very beginning, but they refused to interfere and help her, giving the 
excuse that her husband was a drunkard and would refuse to listen if they intervened. Whilst for Kakoli (WaS07 semi-
urban West Bengal) the close monitoring by the neighbourhood community presented an obstacle to her sharing and 
seeking help outside of her natal family set up. ‘Neighbours and friends scolded her saying that it was her choice to 
get struck in this marriage. But she said she has not asked any help to them but still they criticize her.’ (Lakshmi TaS14 
survivor, urban Tamil Nadu)

Friends were also sources for support, as Smita (MaS02 survivor, urban Maharashtra), who was going through a divorce 
having experienced domestic violence, recalled: ‘[t]alking to a friend gave me a space to ventilate’ while others such 
as Gracie (TbS16 survivor, semi-urban Tamil Nadu) recalled ‘finding comfort’ from their friends when they talked to 
them about their experiences of abuse. Indu (TaS11 survivor, rural Tamil Nadu) recognised the value of her friend’s 
guidance, who was a counsellor, and helped her manage domestic violence within her relationship, as she explained: 
‘I felt emotionally overloaded and I was depressed and anxious … sometimes when I was not able to make a decision 
I would talk to her [my friend] and I would feel light and then make my decisions.’ Indu  talked to her other friends too 
when she ‘was out of control’ but came to resent their advice to ‘adjust’ and that family life would have its ups and 
downs and that it is up to women to take it in their stride. She could not accept what they said so she stopped sharing 
and seeking help from them. 

As we outlined earlier, those survivors occupying positions of precarity and vulnerability, such as Nepali migrant women 
in Darjeeling or queer survivors, did not always have strong family and friend networks from whom they could draw on 
for support. In these cases, existing precarity adversely intersected experiences of support, advice and intervention 
from family, neighbours and friends. But, there were spaces of hope amongst family and friends, who in some cases 
did prove to be important sources of support, in this case for Megha:

There was a Brahmin woman in the neighbourhood. She would protect 
me, help me in all possible ways. We could live because she gave her 
food… she told me to make a decision, either to die in that home or leave 
and once you leave, don’t look back. 
(Shashi McS07 survivor, rural Maharashtra)

“

Interacting with other queer members of society really helped as they 
would share their experiences and how they were coping with their 
problems. After my mother cooled down a bit, I was able to counsel her 
and make her see reason that it was not wrong to be queer and I even 
started making her meet my queer friends.
(Megha WaS21 survivor, urban West Bengal)

“

Part 4: Surival Work
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Part 2: Introdution

Summary
In contexts where survivors endured domestic violence for many many years, ‘survival 
work’ as resilience, coping, existing, and sometimes challenging injustices became 
their day-to-day work. Survivors all spoke about the everyday survival strategies 
they engaged both intentionally and intuitively. These concerned the sometimes 
contradictory practices of self-reliance; retaliation and resistance; managing theirs 
and others’ emotions and mental ill health; exiting relationships, both temporarily and 
permanently and; deriving resilience through their connections to family, friends and 
neighbours.

Solidarity with other survivors 

Resilience was found through solidarity with other survivors, something Poulami Roychowdhury also observed in her 
recent study.70 In a few cases, survivors met at police stations, which led them to share their experiences of domestic 
violence and gain mutual support. For instance, Keya (WbS09 survivor, semi-urban West Bengal) met Rubina (WaS10 
survivor, urban West Bengal) survivor, urban West Bengal) at a police station where both had gone to seek help against 
domestic violence. Rubina told Keya about Parichiti, an organisation working with survivors of domestic violence that 
she had been visiting, following which, Keya also reached out to the NGO where she too is now receiving help.  Online 
spaces were also productive for forging connections and support between survivors. Zainab (WaS25 survivor, urban 
West Bengal) described how she had downloaded an App on her smartphone that assisted women who were struggling 
to stand on their own feet, domestic violence survivors or otherwise. The App provided information on training, work 
opportunities and such like. Through the app Zainab had met someone who was learning to be a driver, who, on hearing 
about her situation, told her how to get in touch with the Azad Foundation which Zainab went on to do.  Thanks to the 
recommendation, Zainab is now a full-time driving teacher at the organisation. 

Debalina
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“

Sobita is Nepali, 40 years old and living in Darjeeling. She is a devote Christian and had been married 
to her husband of 25 years. For 22 of those years, she was subject to his physical and emotional 
violence. It was only when a local NGO inadvertently came to know about her situation did her 
circumstances change. 

Sobita’s story 

In the beginning he used to love me very much, I felt like I was in heaven, but when I was pregnant he hit 

me once and I fell on the ground, it was all dark.’ His violent behaviour became more routine which he 

blamed on alcohol and being drunk, and she felt powerless to stop it – ‘how should I stop him?’. Sobita 

felt betrayed since he had assured her before marriage that he didn’t drink. She remained hopeful that he 

would get sober after the arrival of their child, not least because she had no where else to go. At that time, 

as she recounted: ‘I couldn’t go to my parents home because I was pregnant … and I thought if I will stay 

at my parents home then what will other people say, so I stayed with him and I am still with him thinking 

about all these things.’ 

Sobita was a devote Christian and drew strength from her faith, refusing to be cowered by his violence. 

‘But I never gave up, I never cried in front of my husband. I only cried in front of the God, when I am in a 

dark room before I sleep then there will be no one in the room, so I pray and cry in front of Him. Whatever 

I receive, I receive it from the God. Moreover, she believed that retaliating would only make the situation 

worse: ‘I never fought back, I only prayed and respected him because I considered him as the head. If I 

beat him then he would have tortured me more. He tortured me when I didn’t fight back so imagine what 

he would have done with me if I would have hit him too. I explained him with love.’ 

Later, Sobita did return to her parents for respite from the violence, but even then chose not to disclose 

the reality of her situation, but she did try to protect herself by ensuring her mother was regularly in touch. 

‘When I used to talk he beat me, sometimes I felt, when I went to my parents’ house … I acted as though I 

was happy even if I was sad from the inside. As long as I was there I was happy. I didn’t tell anyone [about 

my husband’s violence] I kept it inside my heart, but I told my mother one thing, I said ‘mother when I go 

from here please call me everyday, morning, evening or during daytime. If I don’t call you for one day, 

then please come to visit me and if I don’t call you for two or three days then just immediately come to 

meet me. I felt that if he kills me someday then I won’t be able to talk to my mom so that’s why I told her 

to call me everyday.’

Sobita’s fate changed when her husband filed a complaint with the police, claiming that she was sick 

and he couldn’t live with her. As a result, an NGO was called on to mediate and through which, realised 

that she was in fact the victim of domestic violence. She explained how the organisation mediated, first 

dividing the house in which they lived so that she stayed on the ground floor with the children and her 

husband upstairs, and also …But Sobita has no interest in divorcing her husband, to divorce would also 

mean leaving the house, but since she hasn’t made a mistake, why should she leave? ‘I didn’t divorce, 

because as long as I live in this world, I will stay with him. Even if he goes outside to work two or three jobs I 

still have to live in this village with my kids, I have to stay in the house he made.’ Despite everything WcS54 

remains hopeful that he will change ‘I am in a hope that someday he will start loving me again. I have 

never thought bad about him. (WcS54)

Part 4: Surival Work
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Journeys Towards Justice?   
Part 5

In this section we examine the moment(s) that transformed survivors’ journeys to justice 
and ask how did women imagine justice, where did they turn to, to access justice, 
and to what extent were those ideas of justice and the promise of the law realised 
in practice? As we document here, journeys to justice were convoluted, complex and 
contorted, liable to rupture and reversal, where realising less injustice and violence, let 
alone justice, in their lives more often seemed, out of their reach. 

or many survivors, the act of sharing experiences 
of violence marked the transformation of an 

experience from a perceived ‘private’ affair into a ‘public’ 
one. This required degrees of courage and resilience 
because in that act of sharing or ‘complaining’ about 
violent others when violence became ‘too much’ or 
‘enough’. Women risked themselves (and their families) 
becoming stigmatised or portrayed as ‘the problem’ 
as they confronted social and state institutions with 
their experiences.71 Survivors’ narratives reveal how 
they evaluated and negotiated apparent trade-offs 
between enduring contexts of domestic violence versus 
the repercussions of ‘going public’ about the domestic 
violence in their lives.72 Sharing experiences of violence 
made survivors vulnerable to family, societal and 
institutional judgement, which in some cases was made 
manifest as further violence and trauma. 

58 per cent of survivors shared experiences of violence 
within 6 months, but 27 per cent continued to be 
subject to violence for between 1-4 years and over 
15 per cent took 5 or more years before they shared 
their experiences of domestic violence. 65 per cent of 
women experienced violence for 5 or more years. Given 
that women often endured violence for considerable 
periods of time before sharing their experiences and 
NFHS-5 (2019-21) statistics tell us that on average only 14 
per cent of women ever seek support,73 understanding 

the thresholds of tolerance and injustice that underpin 
survivors’ decisions to talk about domestic violence with 
others, and seek informal and/or institutional support is 
important. Afterall, to make a ‘complaint’, to seek justice, 
tells us about how institutions, including the family, 
work.74  

The thematic areas identified here represent the most 
commonly narrated thresholds of violence and injustice 
which prompted survivors to share their experiences of 
domestic violence. These were often moments of crisis 
within the everyday violent domestic. It is important 
to note that it was rarely just one incident or action 
that provoked survivors to seek help, rather thresholds 
were reached through the culmination of multiple 
violent acts. Similarly, for some survivors, survival work 
comprised many threshold moments, as efforts to seek 
help were rarely immediately, or ever, transformative 
and women were compelled to pursue multiple different 
avenues to minimise violence, minimise injustices and 
seek support, services and in some cases legal justice. 
Meanwhile some survivors had not reached out for help 
and nor would they. 

Thresholds of violence and injustice

58% of survivors interviewed had shared experiences 
of domestic violence within 6 months, but 42% 
experienced violence for 5 years or more before they 
sought help. 

“
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Escalation of violence 

Most women attempted to live with and tolerate 
domestic violence that was more often, a combination 
of physical, verbal, emotional, financial and/or sexual 
violence. As women shared their experiences, many 
narrated a particularly violent episode or an escalation 
in the severity and frequency of violence when it became 
‘too much’ as the point at which they made the resolve 
to alter their situation.  

In rural Maharashtra, survivors described reaching crises 
moments when they feared they would be killed by their 
abusers. Meenal (McS16 survivor, rural Maharashtra) 
explained how she ‘took steps to end it [the marriage], 
otherwise he would have killed me’ and Amina (TaS05 
survivor, urban Tamil Nadu) explained how she was 
left to die on the ground with blood flowing from her 
head after her husband struck her head. For another 
survivor, it was the night she had to hide herself in a store 
cupboard after being severely beaten that she realised 
that she was wasting her life with an abusive man and 
decided to leave Shashi (McS07 survivor, semi-urban 
Maharashtra)

In other cases, the severity of the violence invited or 
compelled others, such as extended family members, 
neighbours or medical professionals to become 
involved. Ruta (MbS13 survivor, semi-urban Maharashtra) 
was severely beaten and left semi-conscious. It was only 
when her neighbours discovered her that they rushed 
her to hospital to get medical attention. In another case 
in Chennai, it was after Banu’s (TaS02 survivor, urban 
Tamil Nadu) husband broke the wardrobe and bed 
that her grandma had given for their marriage that she 
went to her Grandma to explain the violence she was 
experiencing and seek help.  

Of course, the escalation of violence was not just 
physical, but could be psychological, emotional and 
sexual in nature as well. Harini (TbS09 survivor, semi-
urban Tamil Nadu) told her mother about her abuse only 
when her husband started blackmailing her with threats 
that he would complete suicide. Ashoka (WbS15 survivor, 
semi-urban West Bengal) recounted how a violent 
assault by her husband triggered her first miscarriage 
and her subsequent admission to the hospital. When her 
husband appeared indifferent to his actions and failed 
to visit her in hospital, she was motivated to finally seek 
help and approached the police station. Radha (WaS03 
survivor, urban West Bengal) recalled how episodes 
of sexual violence instigated her journey towards 
realisation of her rights and ending the cycle of violence. 

Extramarital affairs 

A significant number of survivors whose husbands were 
the perpetrators of violence also reported that their 
husband had extramarital affair(s). More often, it was on 
finding out about these affairs that women perceived 
that a threshold had been crossed in their marriage and 
provoked them to speak out about their experiences of 
domestic violence.  

Survivors prioritised the sanctity of the marital home 
(sansar in Bengali and Marathi) as central to their identity 
Women facing violence early on in their marriage in their 
marital homes spoke of enduring everyday domestic 
violence to keep the marriage together. This sense of 
endurance reached a turning point for many of the 
respondents when they found out about extramarital 
affairs of their husbands. 

After years of incessant beating by her husband, it 
was the discovery of her husband’s several affairs 
that led Rubina (WaS10 survivor, urban West Bengal) 
to file a formal complaint against him. ‘He cheated on 
me and so I decided to file a complaint.’ But women 
who confronted their partners over their extramarital 
affairs also became subject to escalating violence and 
controlling behaviour Bimala (WaS04 survivor, urban 
West Bengal) for instance, recalled how the birth of her 
son and her husband’s extramarital affair prompted her 
husband’s decision to give her less money and initiate 
fights at every pretext.

Children and violence  

The wellbeing of children was of central importance 
in survivors’ testimonies. On the one hand, survivors 
shared that they continued to tolerate the violence for 
the sake of their children, believing that children needed 
to live in a household with both their parents (see 
above). But it was often fears for children’s safety that 
ultimately compelled women to change their domestic 
violent context. Women’s concerns ranged from the 
physical safety of the children (especially in cases of 
severe physical violence) to incidents where children 
were taken away from them by their husband and/or 
marital family. Women strived to remove their children 
from the site of violence to prevent them witnessing and 
growing up amidst such unrest and also involved their 
natal families and/or state institutions to protect their 
children’s safety.

Concerns for children’s safety often represented a point 
of rupture for women in their domestic relations. In the



case of Amutha (TaS01 survivor, rural Tamil Nadu), she reached a threshold when her eldest daughter started saying 
to her: ‘“what Amma? You are bearing so much? I cannot bear all these [abuses] …” As she explained: I didn’t want 
them (my children) to endure this and so I thought of the difficulties we would face … and ultimately decided to live 
separately. I then moved to my mother’s place.’ Ashoka (WaS03 survivor, urban West Bengal) explained that it was 
after her husband hit her elder daughter that she first approached the local club to intervene and stop the violence. 
Dimpy (WcS40 survivor, rural West Bengal) had been married twice and had faced domestic violence in both the 
marriages. As a Nepali migrant in Darjeeling without any family support nearby and wary of how supportive the 
state would be of her situation, she had not previously approached formal or informal services for help. It was only 
when she was tricked and her baby was taken away by her husband and his first wife that she sought to get help by 
approaching the local council called Amma Samaj.

Witnesses to violence 

As we suggested earlier, for some survivors, family, friends and neighbours played an important role in witnessing and 
intervening in domestic violence on survivors’ behalf, particularly when their survival strategies were (necessarily) 
orientated around forms of self-reliance. 

No end to violence 

There were also some women for whom thresholds had not yet been, nor ever would be crossed and for whom 
experiences of domestic violence persisted in different ways. That is not to say survivors were passive in contexts of 
long-term domestic violence but were compelled to or chose to engage survival strategies orientated towards self-
reliance.  

Summary
Talk of thresholds to violence was central to survivors’ stories of seeking help. Amongst 
survivors, community and stakeholders domestic violence was an assumed norm, 
an open secret. The moments at which violence became ‘too much’ concerned an 
escalation in the intensity or severity of violence; the revelation of extramarital affair(s); 
the need to protect the welfare and wellbeing of children and; the actions of concerned 
others. However not all survivors we spoke with reached that threshold, nor would ever 
do, and for whom survival strategies were primarily orientated towards self-reliance. 

After almost eight years, when we were visiting my family, my husband 
hit me there, and that’s how my family found out. I did not tell my family, 
because I have 4 younger sisters that were yet to be married, and if the 
word got out of my situation, that would hurt their chances of getting a 
good husband
(Leela MbS07 survivor, semi-urban Maharashtra) 

His violence went on increasing. So, the neighbours took the lead, they 
called my parents and made us file 498A against him. They told my 
parents that we cannot see your daughter die in front of our eyes. I am 
alive today, thanks to them. Otherwise, my parents would not have come 
to know about it.
(Vimal MbS02 survivor, semi-urban Maharashtra)

“
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Ideas of in/justice and rights
In ‘The Idea of Justice’ Amartya Sen argues that we need to think less in terms of perfect, just societies and more in 
terms of how justice and injustice is actually realised, and how we can make things more just and less unjust.74 In 
formal terms we might think of justice in terms of legal protection, awareness, aid, representations, adjudication, and 
enforcement as well as civil society oversight. This realisation - focused approach to in/justice, however, allows us to  
understand how survivors conceptualise and understand questions of injustice-justice, rights and the law, and how 
these are vernacularised within the violent domestic and society more widely to include a range of ideas of justice, 
including retributive, relational and economic justice  Such understandings also reach beyond the prevailing formal 
systems of justice to encompass the adoption of parallel and peace-making models of justice by inter/intra-family 
or community-based mechanisms.76

For women in violent domestic relationships, ideas of ‘justice’ and the ‘law,’ both with respect to their perceived ‘rights’ 
and how they would like their situation to be resolved, were highly contextual, contradictory, and often evolved over 
time, as their experiences shifted, and they engaged with different stakeholders. Several concepts of justice emerged 
from the findings.

Justice as peace

Given the burden that women felt, and did not wish to place on others, there was a strong appeal to ‘live peacefully.’ 
In some cases, survivors just wanted the violence to cease, but did not want to be ‘kicked out’ of the house or to 
separated or divorced from husbands or to bring legal cases against their partners all of which were perceived to 
carry additional labour and stigma. From this perspective, not engaging in formal processes could indicate positive, 
self-protective choices by survivors who recognise the type of ‘justice’ on offer is not what, or how, they want.77 As 
in the case of Pranita, who explained ‘I was never at peace when I was with my husband. My maternal aunt was 
staying nearby but my in-laws never let me visit her. Now I feel safe here with my parents,’ (MaS08 survivor, urban 
Maharashtra). This view of justice was, however, difficult for some to comprehend. Sita (WbPL02 female police officer, 
semi-urban West Bengal) said:

In other cases, the desire to live peacefully, free from violence could only be imagined outside of the violent domestic, 
and particularly where women were motivated by the safety of their children, as Nachiyar reflected: ‘I took this 
decision (to separate) even after the two children were born. I thought it would be better to live alone, even if that 
means less food, as it would be safe for the children and we could live at peace, even we had to eat less.’ (Nachayar 
TaS01 survivor, rural Tamil Nadu).

Relational understanding of justice

Closely connected to this was evidence of a relational understanding of justice; an acknowledgement that the 
exercise of autonomy as a survivor of violence can also be compatible with the desire to value significant family 
and other social relationships, including keeping open the prospect of reconciliation. Sobita (WcS54 survivor, urban 
West Bengal).  talked about how, despite being separated due to the violence, she still loved her husband and being 
a devout Christian believer believed that one day her husband would realise his mistake and come back to love her 
as he did initially. Another survivor was keen to emphasise the point that not all women want divorce but conceive 
of their marriage within a wider network of household relationships that they want to preserve and which a divorce 
would inevitably undermine, and with that her wider support network.

The biggest problem I think is the fact that most women do not come to 
lodge a formal complaint against their perpetrators. they Just come and 
say please stop the violence by going and threatening the husband or 
give him a ‘tightening’ so that he does not hit her and the victim and the 
perpetrators come to an ‘understanding’ and live in peace. they forget 
that the job of the police is not to perform counselling sessions to save 
marriages but work on formal complaints.

“
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This did not preclude legal action being taken, however, as one lawyer in urban Maharashtra explained

This understanding also reflected the recognition of the social harm involved in exiting relationships. The loss of honour 
that comes with the status of being a ‘married’ woman was keenly felt for some survivors. For Baisakhi (WbS05 survivor, 
semi-urban West Bengal) the injustice caused by her partner taking and not returning her possessions underpinned her 
desire to remain within a relationship, and to save her from losing yet more dignity: 

Economic justice 

Survivors were particularly assertive about their rights when it came to economic justice, this included the right to shelter 
and subsistence but also maintenance for themselves and for their children. As set out above, financial dependency 
was a significant constraining factor on survivors seeking to exit violent relationships. As a result, for those supported 
by CSOs and Protection Officers, access to adequate maintenance from partners through maintenance orders was 
prioritised, although accessing that maintenance often proved much harder: Vimal (MbS02 survivor, semi-urban 
Maharashtra) ‘Justice regarding getting everyday food, clothes, shelter. Law should be stricter. If alimony is sanctioned 
and he is not paying, the law should become stricter, money should be deducted from his salary’ However, in making 
such claims women often prioritised the rights of their children to maintenance rather than their own individual rights for 
the same: Asmita (MbS4 survivor, semi-urban Maharashtra) ‘My economic crisis should be resolved quickly. My children 
need to be protected in such uncertain situations. If one approaches the court, there shouldn’t be delay. There should 
be justice by keeping my children in focus rather than me as an aggrieved woman.’ 

Economic independence was thus frequently cited as the optimum outcome for survivors: Vrushali (MaS06, survivor, 
urban Maharashtra) ‘She should have her own home, her land, whatever is rightful to her. If there is a farm, she can work 
and support her children’ For Pranita, (McS19 survivor, rural Maharashtra) justice meant realising the freedom to live 
and work as she chose: ‘I have all the rights. I can live as per my wish. I can decide right and wrong for me. I can work, 
I can earn.’ It was also cited by community members, Ramakrishnan (TbC10, male community member, semi-urban 

That she gets justice in that relationship. Woman facing violence does not 
always want divorce. She may have a problem with one particular person, 
but she may be fine with the other relationships tied to her marriage. 
So, she should get help without disrupting these other relationships. 
Even if she is no longer the wife of a certain man, she can continue to 
be a mother, daughter-in-law, sister-in -law. Just a few days back, 
one of my friends addressed me as bhabhi (sister-in-law). It felt nice! 
(Mita MaS03 survivor, urban Maharashtra)

“

“ This (PWDVA) is primarily used by women who do not want to leave their 
marriage. They desire to be in a married relationship and for violence to 
cease. They don’t want to divorce right away for a variety of reasons, including 
children and property issues. In such cases, women prefer to seek PWDVA 
rather than divorce.
(Kishore MaL01 male lawyer, semi-urban West Bengal)

“ I wanted him to return my things. Let him be punished. If he had not ruined my 
things but returned them intact, I would have left [the relationship]. He has 
squandered my life. I was unmarried. I could have been married elsewhere. 
He has abused me. Why did he do it! I have pleaded with him that you don’t 
abandon me. My relatives, my office colleagues know I am married, I have 
some honour. You come to me less frequently, but don’t leave me.

Part 5: Journeys towards justice? 
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Tamil Nadu) mentioned that ‘a proper income (job) 
and financial independence would be the most helpful 
outcome for a survivor and that self-independence is 
also a must for women. They should not be dependent 
on a man.’ Shivam (WbC26 male community member, 
semi-urban West Bengal) said that a survivor should take 
legal help and should try to be financially independent as 
that was the key to justice: ‘some families are of view that 
as the daughter-in-law is not financially independent, 
she has to abide by everything we say.’ 

Retributive justice

Finally, the idea of retributive justice was also dominant 
amongst survivors, while the focus of retribution shifted. 
Baiskahi (WbS05 survivor, semi-urban West Bengal) 
wanted her husband to be ‘punished for destroying her 
things and deceiving her.’ Selvi (TaS19 survivor, urban Tamil 
Nadu) said ‘there should be poetic justice’ explaining that 
‘If somebody abuses the other, then the abuser has to 
pay for all the damages he has caused such as loss of 
time; not working for so many years; mental instability. 
And he should be forced to take counseling. When the 
perpetrator’s actions are considered a crime, he should 
be jailed.’ As a result, Pari (MbS18 survivor, semi-urban 
Maharashtra) didn’t feel full justice was done in her case: ‘I 
received maintenance, but I am dissatisfied. I wanted him 

to be punished; I expected it when I filed a DV case, but 
then I realised the nature of the law and that he would not 
be punished.’ Geeta (TbS09 survivor, urban Tamil Nadu) 
opined: ‘when the abuser is arrested and is suffering in jail 
eating kali, women will be happy.’ 

Survivors who knew about 
 domestic violence laws

Vida Kulkarni
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In this section we turn more directly to the moments, spaces and institutions through which survivors engaged with 
questions of injustice/justice, rights and the law concerning their experiences of domestic violence. 

For many survivors, the act of sharing experiences of violence marked the transformation of an experience from 
a perceived ‘private’ affair into a ‘public’ one. This required degrees of courage and resilience because in that 
act of sharing or ‘complaining’ about violent others when violence became ‘too much’ or ‘enough’. Women risked 
themselves (and their families) becoming stigmatised or portrayed as ‘the problem’ as they confronted social and 
state institutions with their experiences.  Survivors’ narratives reveal how they evaluated and negotiated apparent 
trade-offs between enduring contexts of domestic violence versus the repercussions of ‘going public’ about the 
domestic violence in their lives.  Sharing experiences of violence made survivors vulnerable to family, societal and 
institutional judgement, which in some cases was made manifest as further violence and trauma. 

58 per cent of survivors shared experiences of violence within 6 months, but 27 per cent continued to be subject to 
violence for between 1-4 years and over 15 per cent took 5 or more years before they shared their experiences of 
domestic violence. 65 per cent of women experienced violence for 5 or more years. Given that women often endured 
violence for considerable periods of time before sharing their experiences and NFHS-5 (2019-21) statistics tell us that 

on average only 14 per cent of women ever seek support , understanding the thresholds of tolerance and injustice 

that underpin survivors’ decisions to talk about domestic violence with others, and seek informal and/or institutional 
support is important. Afterall, to make a ‘complaint’, to seek justice, tells us about how institutions, including the 
family, work.  

The thematic areas identified here represent the mostly commonly narrated thresholds of violence and injustice 
which prompted survivors to share their experiences of domestic violence. These were often moments of crisis/crises 
within ongoing, everyday crises. It is important to note that it was rarely just one incident or action that provoked 
survivors to seek help, rather thresholds were reached through the culmination of multiple violent acts. Similarly, for 
some survivors, survival work comprised many threshold moments, as efforts to seek help were rarely immediately, 

Locating rights 
While most survivors recognised substantive rights, such as education and livelihood, the right to freedom from 
violence etc, there was little awareness of the source of such rights. When asked what rights they had, most women 
spoke of domestic violence as an infringement of rights, but could not elaborate further, revealing the dearth of 
awareness of domestic and human rights law among women despite the efforts of the women’s organisations. 
Nonetheless, the concept of rights was clearly in evidence, although, here class served as a distinguishing feature. 
Educated middle class urban women were more likely to talk about a thicker and more expansive conception of 
rights, such as the rights of a woman to make choices in how they lived, what they wore, what they ate and so on. 
Babita (WaS32 survivor, urban West Bengal) talked about her ‘right to live and love freely and with dignity and not 
be dictated, controlled or by anyone on such matters.’ Sarala (MbS01 survivor semi-urban Maharashtra) described 
her right to expression, ‘I have all rights, I can live on my own, I can make my own decisions, I can express myself etc’ 
and Kamala (MbS06 survivor, semi-urban Maharashtra) pithily observed ‘There are women around, they live their life 
freely. They don’t need permission to go out or talk to anyone or what to dress. I want to lead my live free from any 
botheration.’ Two lawyers reflected on the impact of class in relation to the types of complaints they received. Sanika 
(MaL02 female lawyer, urban Maharashtra:

(Anita MaL01 female lawyer, urban Maharashtra) said:

However, less educated women from lower socio-economic classes in rural and semi-urban spaces harboured a 
thinner and more basic conception of rights. When asked what rights she had Hamida (TbS05 survivor, semi-urban 
Tamil Nadu) responded: ‘Human rights–we have all rights..I can right to make my own decisions. I thought and took 
decisions about my daughters’ future. That was main–children’s future had to be good.’ Neela (McS20 survivor, rural 
Maharashtra) said ‘As a wife I have a right to all his things, although I never get those rights’ and Nachiyar (Tc01, 
survivor, rural Tamil Nadu) answered that she has the right to live for her kids and take care of them. Others, had little 
or no awareness of their rights at all: Salama (Mc15 survivor, rural Maharashtra) said ‘One can work and earn the bread 
butter’ and Rakhi (WcS55 survivor, rural West Bengal) replied with ‘I don’t know anything much about rights.’ This 
perception in the differences between the urban middle classes and the rural lower classes was reflected amongst 
community members too. For example, Dilip (WbC08, male community member, urban West Bengal) stated: 

Those who come to me are from middle-class or higher middle-class. The 
complaints are about their salary being taken from them, being forced 
to spend their money in certain ways, such as for everyday expenses…
Highly educated and well-paid women don’t like it when husbands ask 
them the details of expenses. 

“

You see a distinction based on the class. The nature of the concerns of 
educated and working women differs from those raised by housewives 
who do not earn a living. In my observation, physical violence is not 
commonly seen among the upper classes, but women from lower income 
classes often face physical violence. Economic violence in terms of not 
providing for household expenses is common across the classes.

“

‘I have seen women both in the rural and in the urban areas. In rural area, 
the women don’t know about what domestic violence is. They say that 
as my husband is feeding me, he has a right to beat me up. Standing on 
this belief the women justifies their husband’s beating as a fault on their 
shoulders. In an urban area, women are more aware about their rights 
so when a violence they have an opposite reaction to the actions of their 
husbands.’

“
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A more complex picture emerges regarding survivors from marginalised communities.  Here their marginality 
simultaneously led to both a lack of awareness of their legal rights and, a lack of faith that rights were either enforceable 
or applicable to them as a group. In Darjeeling, most migrant survivors expressed their unawareness of their right 
to get legal protection: with the majority answering ‘don’t know’ when asked if they knew about the provisions for 
rights for women in India. Tapashi (WcS43 survivor, rural West Bengal) had some idea about the provisions in Nepal 
but couldn’t explicitly say what they were.  Further, for those who had migrated without legal documents their lack 
of legal status as citizens made it impossible for them to access rights. Survivors who identified as queer or gender 
non-binary showed an acute awareness of the lack of legal rights, as Megha (WaS21 survivor, urban West Bengal) put 
it: ‘The queers have no protection law. Nothing like the DV act or 377. But they have been given legal recognition.’ Tanuj 
(MaS18, transgender survivor, urban Maharashtra) commented:

Narratives of disabled women survivors of violence on the other hand reveal the fragmented nature of legal rights. 
They were rarely able to access support to help negotiate their disability such as assistance with housework for 
survivors with locomotor disability or clear communication for the deaf women.  Disabled women were largely 
unaware of such rights. Furthermore, the application of the criminal law was undermined with the perceived privilege 
of marriage, as evidenced by the case of a deaf woman, Afreen (WbS29 survivor, semi-urban West Bengal) who 
ran away with a boy and was missing for four days. When her mother approached the police for help, the boy’s 
family successfully proposed marriage to evade penal measures. However, in her marital home she was subjected 
to immense physical torture and the denial of food. 

The discussion of rights that thus emerges from the research illustrates the complicated and contradictory terrain 
only through which the lived experience of rights can be understood. At a basic level, awareness of the relevant law or 
legal remedies was absent or incomplete amongst survivors and there was hardly any awareness of legal rights. This 
was particularly apparent amongst disabled women and LGBQT survivors who had often experienced violence and 
abuse in the natal home because of their disability and sexual/gender identity. Further, brought up and naturalized in 
a patriarchal value system and often through intergenerational cycles of violence, most survivors did not recognize 
themselves as rights-bearing individuals, there was some recognition of this in the wider community: 

However, as the discussion above has illustrated, this did not, mean that the women had no notion of rights at all. 
Most women who faced marital family violence, and especially from in-laws, also recognized the unpaid labour 
that they had put into the making of the domestic and the claim that this gives them to the domestic. The women 
articulated not a legal right but a moral one; the right to live in the space one calls the domestic with manageable 
levels of violence. While the women did not automatically think of themselves as rights bearing citizens, especially 
in relation to their families, they laid claim to spaces made by their labour by their affect and embedded into their 
identity. For the women we spoke to, the journey from these embedded claims to the notion of rights was one of 
rupture. It was only when they were torn away from spaces claimed as their own, such as the marital household, that 
they interrogated these issues and moved towards establishing themselves as individuals with rights, rights not built 
on relations but owned by them. This journey was often one of feminist consciousness.

I was unaware of transgender people’s rights…They need to have the 
right to marriage, if you mention Trans in your documents, it can’t fit in 
the marriage laws of straight people. We don’t get rental spaces because 
people don’t like us. The social bias against us makes it difficult for us to 
exercise our rights.

“

Our society is inhibiting the rules from time immemorial, and it has not 
changed... We are living in a patriarchal society and women are bound 
to be oppressed. Women are only supposed to be at home and work for 
the family. They aren’t expected to do anything of their own. They have 
to live like servants at home. Women can only have food after their 
husbands have finished their meal. This is a system framed in our society 
and people staying in the village are still following this process’ Sual 
(WbC2 male community member, urban West Bengal)

“
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Summary
Understandings of justice reached beyond the prevailing formal systems of justice to 
include the following: retributive, distributive, economic justice, ‘peace-making’ and 
relational.

Ideas of ‘justice’ and the ‘law’ amongst survivors with respect to their perceived 
‘rights’ and how they would like their situation to be resolved, were highly contextual, 
contradictory, and often evolved over time, as their experiences shifted, and they 
engaged with different stakeholders.

At a basic level awareness of law or legal remedies was absent or incomplete amongst 
survivors and there was hardly any awareness of legal rights. Intergenerational cycles 
of patriarchy resulted in most of the survivors not being able to recognise themselves 
as rights-bearing individuals.

Educated middle class urban women were more likely to talk about a thicker and 
more expansive conception of rights. However, less educated women from lower 
socio-economic groups in rural and semi-urban spaces harboured a thinner and 
more basic conception of rights.

Interviews with survivors from marginalised communities such as disabled, LGBQT 
and migrant women revealed a lack of awareness of their legal rights and a lack of 
faith that rights are either enforceable or applicable to them as a group.

Priyadarshini Ravichandran 
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Seeking justice through the 
community
Women often initiated their journey to justice through 
several ‘informal’ community-based justice mechanisms 
although this often only resulted in a brief reprieve in 
the violence or a reduction of it to manageable levels. 
Community mediation practices were also engaged 
either before or after an attempt to involve the police or 
other law enforcement agencies and sometimes at the 
behest of the police themselves. In this sense, survivors 
weaved their way in an out of family and community-
based remedies, often overlapping with quasi-legal and 
sometimes legal institutions in their search for justice, 
depending upon the response they received, and action 
taken. Whilst family mechanisms were common across 
the research sites, the form of community mechanisms 
varied from region to region and urban to rural contexts. 

Family 

As outlined above, family members were often the 
initial source of external support for survivors. As well as 
providing emotional and practical support, they became 
involved in mediating between their daughter and son-
in-law, or between the two families where marriage is 
understood as the union of two families and two houses, 
not just two individuals. 

Given the ramifications of marriage to family reputation 
and fortune, once survivors’ parents were aware of 
domestic violence it was not unusual for parents to 
encourage their daughters to return to violent husbands 
and adjust, some even insisting they endure the marriage 
at any cost. The family is thus far from a benign institution 
within this context and the experiences of some survivors 
set out above illustrate this. As a result, the natal family 
often attempted to mediate between the couple and 
engage both sides of the family in discussions to try 
and resolve the issues. This also included relatives other 
than immediate family, most commonly uncles, aunts, 
or grandparents and friends. Two women Priya (MCS9 
survivor, rural Maharashtra) and Vimal (MbS2 survivor, 
semi-urban Maharashtra) approached friends of their 
husband, asking them to intervene in the hope that the 
perpetrator was more likely to listen to them, but these 
interventions made no difference in the long term: ‘..they 
used to reason with him, but that used to be short lived. 
When he used to get the whim, he used to do the same’ 
Vimal (MbS2 survivor, semi-urban Maharashtra).

Notwithstanding such interventions, survivors typically 
reported that husbands would row back on the promises 
they made in the meeting to change their behaviour. 
Illustrative of this is the experience of Anandi (MaS15 

survivor, urban Maharashtra) who had tolerated her 
husband’s violence for 20 years and explained that: ‘At 
informal [family] mediation, my husband would promise 
me he would behave well, but then he would start [the 
abuse] again in a few days.’ There was just one case in 
which informal mediation proved transformative. Savita 
(MBS05 survivor, semi-urban Maharashtra) who had 
sustained violence for 16 years explained that ‘I told my 
relatives [about the abusive behaviour of the husband], 
my husband stopped hitting me after my relatives found 
out but continued to taunt me.’ Later, after receiving help 
from an NGO, her husband’s behaviour has significantly 
improved, and they are living together. However, in most 
cases family mediation either facilitated the separation 
of a couple, with survivors later returning to the marital 
home or it worked temporarily, reducing the violence for a 
few days or weeks; it rarely transformed male aggression 
within the violent domestic. In others, family meetings 
triggered an escalation in the situation, drawing other 
family members into the violence. This happened in the 
case of Muthulakshmi (TcS13 survivor, rural Tamil Nadu) 
whose husband slashed her father with a knife during 
one such meeting.

Samaj, clubs and politicians in West Bengal

In rural Darjeeling the Samaj constituted a local level 
mediation structure for several households often 
belonging to the same caste in one village or a cluster of 
hamlets. On receiving a complaint, the Samaj organises 
a meeting of both families to settle the dispute, gives 
instructions to the husband to stop violence and/or ask 
him to give maintenance to the wife if he is unwilling 
to stay with her. As a result, there was a high level of 
confidence in their role. Shaam (WcC18 male community 
member, rural West Bengal) in Darjeeling commented 
that ‘First the couple should have a conversation 
amongst themselves and then their families should talk. 
If no fruitful results come out, then we have the Samaj 
system, the couple should go before the Samaj.’ In cases 
where the husband has remarried or is in a relation with 
another woman, the Samaj instructs the man about his 
duties to his first family and initiates the settlement of 
money to paid to the wife or a portion of the house where 
she will reside. This was evident in the case of Sobita 
(WcS54 survivor, rural West Bengal) whose husband 
agreed to pay half of the value of the marital home 
after their intervention and provide her with a monthly 
allowance. However, it should be noted that her case was 
undoubtedly aided by the involvement of a local NGO 
who negotiated with her husband and accompanied her 
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to the Samaj meetings after her attempts to involve the 
police were unsuccessful. The Samaj also reproduced 
patriarchal norms, for example, the Samaj’s unwillingness 
to sit in meetings with the women alone as the aggrieved 
party and insisting on the presence of the family as the 
guardian of the woman and executor of the decision. 

In urban and semi-urban sites local clubs and local 
political leaders such as Members of Legislative Assembly 
(MLA) and councillors were also another set of bodies 
whose intervention was often sought by women. Local 
clubs are constituted primarily by men of various ages 
within a locality and function as space of communion 
and local development. In the present period bolstered 
by political clout, local clubs are powerful mediating 
bodies. However, their role is more ambiguous as a non-
formal body in that their method of intervention did not 
involve formalised or official sittings and decisions but 
rather, direct interaction with the accused individual. In 
most cases survivors’ approached clubs and politicians 
after they had not received the expected levels of 
support, especially from the police, in the hope that these 
powerful men would intervene on their behalf.  The roles 
of both the club and the MLA’s is illustrated by Baisakhi 
(WbS05 survivor, semi-urban West Bengal) whose 
experience, on confiding to her partner’s local club about 
his misdemeanour, was that it negotiated with him on 
her behalf and pushed the police to reinstate her in her 
marital home. In this they also took assistance from the 
panchayat. However, the success of this proved to be 
short lived when, after only a few days, she was once 
again thrown out.  

Faith-Based Organisations 

Across the states faith-based organisations played a 
more minor role in addressing domestic violence and 
providing mechanisms for support and justice seeking.   

In West Bengal, the Church and its network of charity 
organisations and NGOs emerge as an important 
mechanism of mediation and support. For example, 
the Church supported Gauri (WcS47 survivor, rural West 
Bengal) enabling her to stay separately from her violent 
husband by sponsoring her children’s education in a 
convent school. Across the three sites and the various 
religious groups it was only the Christian women of 
Darjeeling that sought the intervention of faith-based 
communities. In addition to providing support, on 
receiving complaints from survivors, they often called 
the husband to negotiate as well as check the veracity 
of the women’s claims as narrated by Nirami (WcS42 
survivor, rural West Bengal) ‘Yes I went and told the 
Christian Father…the Father called my husband and told 

him that what he was doing was wrong and should live 
harmoniously with his wife and children.’ Although the 
husband took no notice and the violence has continued, 
confiding in the Father has had some effect in that she 
now feels able to protest and even retaliate during such 
episodes. This may explain why her advice to other 
victims was to ‘tell people about it don’t stay silent.’ Such 
organisations also supported the women’s claims during 
the settlement at the Samaj and helped them to file a 
complaint at the police stations including the women’s 
cell. The role of the Church was thus quite prominent in 
the narrative of the women, not just as an element of 
their coping strategy but as an institutional support in a 
context where kinship, social and official support were all 
severely lacking. 

Religious intervention in the Muslim community in the 
sample resulted in mixed experiences. Fauzia (McS2 
survivor, rural Maharashtra): ‘I had approached the chief 
of the masjid committee, but they never helped me, in 
fact they told my husband that I had approached them.’ 
Sana (McS12 survivor, rural Maharashtra) stated that she 
approached the masjid in their community, and they told 
her husband to behave well and another, Mariam (TcS14 
survivor, rural Tamil Nadu) had some success when she 
filed a petition in the Jammath regarding her husband’s 
infidelity.  They ordered her husband to return to his wife, 
but he did not listen to them.

In Tamil Nadu, Christian and Muslim survivors were more 
likely to reach out to religious figures like pastors and the 
local Jamaat (elder men in the congregation) respectively: 
‘Women usually talk to their parents, relations, religious 
intervention by Priest and father from church, Jammath 
heads.’ Shanti (TaN02 NGO representative, urban Tamil 
Nadu). This was also confirmed by Deepika (TbL01 woman 
lawyer, semi-urban Tamil Nadu) ‘Muslim (women) will 
primarily approach the Jamaat,, whereas other women 
will approach the elders of the family and village. The 
religious system has a separate system - also Christians 
will approach the church and the father.’

Survivors also mentioned prayer as a source of succour, 
Sobita (WcS54 survivor, rural West Bengal) in Darjeeling, 
talked about how she would have the overwhelming 
urge to tell her parents and friends about the violence 
but would control herself and remain silent. It was only in 
church that she would sit in front of Jesus and confess her 
emotions and feelings. Others talked about their direct 
appeals to God for justice:

Part 5: Journeys towards justice? 
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Summary 
The family is often the first point of call which usually results in attempts at mediation. 
These proved largely unsuccessful.

After this, or in parallel survivors looked to other organisations within the community. 
It was not uncommon for women to weave between these, in some cases with the 
support from others e.g., family members or faith-based organisations.

Faith provided an important source of hope for some survivors, outside of the realms 
of worldly justice.

Community justice mechanisms rarely questioned or challenged inherently unequal 
power relations and endemic violence, taking a predominantly mediatory role.

Community justice mechanisms rarely worked and failed to provide any follow up or 
enforcement of any mediated outcomes. 

I used to pray, going to the court, police station did not occur to me at all. 
I tried telling my Mother-in-law, Sister-In-Law. I tried fasting etc but he 
did not show any improvement, slowly I began losing belief in God due to 
such circumstances. Now I feel God has kept me alive. I want to keep this 
positive attitude. Tuljapur, the famous religious place where so many 
people visit from long distances, I used to pray to the goddess to relieve 
me from his clutches.
(Vimal MBS02 survivor, semi-urban Maharashtra)

“

Priyadarshini Ravichandran 
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“

Afreen is 15 years old and well-liked within her neighbourhood in semi-urban West Bengal. Born 
deaf, she was unable to hear or speak fluently, but was keen to pursue her studies. Her mother 
recounted her story to Nandini, explaining how their family’s situation was incredibly deprived, 
they had few if any personal possessions, and were eligible for a blue BPL card. Despite her 
popularity, her daughter encountered daily discrimination for instance being scolded and 
ridiculed by others when she fetched water from the tap. In this case, disability and poverty 
intersected to shape Afreen’s and her family’s ideas and realities of justice as well as compound 
their experiences of domestic violence.

Afreen’s story 

Whilst studying in class IX her daughter, who she described as beautiful, was stalked by a boy from a 

nearby family, a ‘good family’. But one day the boy took her daughter from school to a nearby district 

and raped her. Once she realised her daughter was missing the mother contacted the police with 

whom she filed a missing person complaint, and she also brought the media along, who put pressure 

on the police to search for her daughter. 10 days later they both returned.  

The mother had sought support from the police, first filing a missing person case when the boy took 

her daughter away. At that time the boy was taken into police custody, the mother recounted how 

others had advised that ‘Once he gets a stick or two, he will learn his lesson.’ And so she ‘got him 

beaten’ by the police. The mother also approached the Panchayat Secretary to resolve the situation, 

an explained how ‘members of my family, the [panchayat] members, the secretary all said, the deed 

that you did with the girl, now where will she get married! You will have to marry her! I will not lie, they 

said these things

In an agreement with the Panchayat the daughter’s family were supposed to pay a sum to the boys’ 

family, and he was to marry her. The mother also agreed that the best remedy the shame/stigma of 

her daughter being raped, was to insist that the boy marry her daughter, which is when she found out 

that the boy had registered their marriage in the nearby district. The mother ‘forced them to take her 

in’, and her daughter went to live with her in-laws.

But as she explained, the boys’ family treated her with contempt and violence, insisting that she 

live separately from her husband in a dark room giving her only a ‘little bit of rice potatoes and 

pointed gourds to eat’, whilst demanding ‘a lot of things from us’. Frustrated by the situation the 

mother confronted the boy and his family directly, saying: ‘You had yourself chosen her. I did not fix 

up the match. So why are you saying all this now? You will be punished for this. Even if I let you go, the 

Almighty will not spare you. You have taken away another’s happiness. How will you be happy?’ The 

family retaliated by beating the daughter’s mother and dunking her in water, as well as other family 

members who tried to intervene in support of Afreen.   

Despite her initial inclination to see her daughter settled with the boy who raped her, she was coerced 

into realising that ‘If I force my daughter in their house, my daughter’s life may well end. Rather, let me 

live and let her live.’ The mother conveyed her dismay that 2 years after her daughter left their house, 

the boy’s family have not once enquired after her daughter. She described her upset concerning how 

the boy ‘did not even keep what he stole’, and subsequently rejected her daughter and refused ‘to do 

sansar with her’, whilst his family say ‘that she is not good’. Her daughter has been severely ‘disturbed’ 

by the experience, initially refusing to eat, staying in bed, ‘she herself thinks she has been ruined. She 

is a reject. She is finished. She says so herself. (WbS29)
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Survivors who approached these service providers

Vida Kulkarni



Seeking justice through 
quasi-legal bodies
Redress was also sought from quasi-legal bodies, again to provide a mediation or negotiation service for either the 
victim or the perpetrator. This is often with the help or instigation of family and other community-based mechanisms 
and, as the section below will demonstrate, from the police and protection officers. As Devyani (NaW03 female NGO 
representative, urban West Bengal) put it:

The Panchayat 
Panchayats are local government bodies, usually covering five to seven villages and although they have little or no 
role prescribed in the state designated protective regimes, the power and legitimacy they enjoy as public institutions 
are often accessed by the survivors, and sometimes by the perpetrators, to effect mediation.  Generally, panchayat 
intervention was sought in many cases even if it did not reach the stage of calling a mediation meeting. Their formal 
position in the political/governance structure allows them to play a quasi-formal role in mediation. 

In Tamil Nadu, women often seek help from the Gram Panchayat President, seeking ‘katta panchayattu,’ an informal 
community mediation process. This involves the woman paying Rs. 101 upon which the entire village with all the elders 
and the panchayat leader will enquire into the complaint. However, women’s experience of them was often negative. As 
an emblem of social values and norms, the panchayat reproduced much of these along with the violence inherent in 
them as illustrated by the experience of (Kala McS1 survivor, rural Maharashtra):  
 

Others fared worse, Surya (TcS10 survivor, rural Tamil Nadu) recounted that when she approached her panchayat 
president for help, he asked her to be his mistress. After this, she approached friends who tried to mediate and when 
that failed, she approached the police. In addition, it was apparent that panchayats had a clear preference against 
separation and divorce and the outcome was often to advise couples to stay together. This was underlined by Jacob 
(TaC02 male community member, urban Tamil Nadu) who was also a member of a panchayat. He stated that if a 
woman approaches him as the panchayat leader to help resolve her family issues, he will counsel the couple and ask 
them to go back to living together; he was against the concept of divorce. This could be seen in the case of Kalyani 
(WbS13 survivor, semi-urban West Bengal) who recounted how the panchayat mediated to convince her to go back to 
her household after an incident of violence on the basis that it was the first time that it had occurred. She returned to her 
violent domestic space and has not tried other forms of intervention fearing it will invite criticism for being a troublesome 
character. Furthermore, returning to challenge the panchayat decision would be seen as a lack of respect for the body 
and a lack of effort towards maintaining the marriage.
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First, they try to negotiate at the local level, because law is their last resort; when 
they it is no more possible to live like this, or it is not possible to cope without legal 
only then do they take recourse to law. Before that it is at the social level or family 
level, taking help of councillors, i.e., first family level, then community level. 
If that does not work, then they go to the councillor and then take help of law. 
Sometimes all levels work simultaneously. The community is intervening, at the 
same time police is involved...women try to negotiate till the last...

“

Even in Jat Panchayat, Panch (members of council) told me to be at home, 
women could work outside before marriage, but after marriage they should 
remain at home. I asked them to show me one woman who can do all the things 
just being at home. I told them to counsel my husband also. But that was not of 
any use. 

“
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Moreover, these efforts to mediate and negotiate 
settlement resulted in little change in the long term.  
Ankita (WbS11 survivor, semi-urban West Bengal) recounts 
how after an attempt to murder her by her husband, she 
approached the panchayat with the assistance of her 
uncle-in-law. While the members were initially dismissive 
of her complaints, the uncle-in-law’s support made 
them intervene and give a verdict in her support. They 
warned him that repeating such acts would lead him to 
be arrested. While everyone admitted their guilt, in reality 
there was no change in her life. Much like other respondents 
she too never went back to these deliberations. Kala 
(McS1 survivor, rural Maharashtra) recounted a common 
experience: ‘We approached Panchayat for settlement, 
there he agreed to repay the loans and pay for recurring 
deposit I started for the children…But just after two days of 
this meeting, he started behaving in the same way.’ 

Mediation by the tribal version of the Panchayat was also 
observed in two cases from the tribal area of the rural 
site in Maharashtra, which reflected similar experiences 
elsewhere. Kala (McS1 survivor, rural Maharashtra) 
approached the tribal council after experiencing violence 
and harassment from her husband.  However, their advice 
was to submit to her husband and repay his loans and to 
leave her job as he wished. Disagreeing with this verdict, 
she took the matter to the court, however, the village 
tribal council criticised her for taking the grievance out 
of village and threatened to ostracise her. The survivor 
appealed to the Head of the Circle council which is 
hierarchically above the village tribal council. After his 
intervention, the threats from the local council stopped. In 
the case of another survivor, Pramila (McS8 survivor, rural 
Maharashtra) her boyfriend refused to marry her after 
she became pregnant. 

Non-Government Organisations  
NGOs as formal service providers are expected to provide 
logistical and other support to survivors over the course of 
their PWDVA case. They are often approached once family 
intervention had failed, as Dhivya (TaN03 female NGO 
representative, urban Tamil Nadu) explained. ‘Women 
approach the NGO after they have made several rounds 
in their family and relations circle. Few women have 
approached police before they approach the NGO.’ In 
Darjeeling there were two organisations who supported 
the survivors through informal mechanisms and when 
these were exhausted, would send the survivors to lawyers 
enlisted with the District Legal Services Authority (DLSA). 
Often, NGO personnel conducted mediation between the 
couple and their families and arrived at a maintenance 
amount to be paid by the husband to the wife:

However, NGO personnel also showed an awareness of the 
dangers of participating in mediations with panchayats 
and the limitations of community-based organisations 
such as the Samaj and Clubs.’ Poonam (WbN01 female 
NGO representative, semi-urban West Bengal): ‘When 
the panchayat says, we cannot do anything more, go to 
the police and file a case—then she comes to us. (Some 
also give it in writing) The panchayat also tells us—we 
cannot handle this anymore, you take over.’ Indeed, 
Devyani (WaN03 female NGO representative, urban West 
Bengal) discussed how their organisation had in the last 
few years stopped participating in conflict resolutions 
with panchayats after three or four cases where the 
victims had died after such resolutions had taken place. 
Nonetheless, mediation was often a pragmatic response, 
due to the difficulties that were experienced with the 
formal legal system. NGOs often leveraged their own 
connections in their attempts to achieve justice for the 
women and claimed that engaging in informal mediation 
is far more efficient than the slow and inefficient legal 
system.  Their view was that it saves both time and money 
and is also less stigmatising for the victim. In addition, 
domestic violence victims need continuous hand 
holding and legal support if they want to go to court and 
NGOs have limited capacity and resources to do that. 
Further, where legal processes were initiated, NGOs use 

I was an unwed mother. His family 
did not accept me. They beat me 
and pushed me out when I went 
there to stay. They were talking very 
abusively about me. I approached our 
tribal council. There he said that he 
would marry me but the next day he 
went missing. I requested the Gram 
Panchayat to write his name as father 
of my daughter in the record. But 
they did not, they were scared of his 
family, they are very abusive. People 
say that we (ST) have unique system 
of judgement, but I didn’t get justice 
there. We both from the same village, 
but they did not support me, in a way 
they helped him only.  Then I came to 
this organization and took legal action. 
DNA test was done for the paternity.

“

We speak with her to better understand 
the situation and her difficulties. We 
also speak with her family members 
and close friends. Then we speak with 
the opposing party. We attempt to 
resolve it through sensitizing them 
and improving their understanding. 
If mediation fails, we will advise and 
support her in filing a police complaint.
(Sachin MCN01 male NGO representative, rural 
Maharashtra)

“
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their personal connections and ask lawyers to take up 
cases, sometimes doing the paperwork to enable the 
survivors to go to court. Leela (MbS07 survivor, semi-
urban Maharashtra) narrated how the NGO was the only 
institution that had done anything, she had gone to the 
police several times before approaching them: 

As such, a network develops between NGOs and lawyers 
and other functionaries with lawyers sending cases for 
mediation to the NGO, especially in cases where the 
survivor has no money to give the lawyer. Dhivya (TcN02 
female NGO representative, rural Tamil Nadu) recounted 
that a few lawyers recommend women to them; 
government employee’s refer cases to them, cases from 
labour unions etc. She also mentioned that the police 
ask them to come to the police station with them to deal 
with DV cases.

The majority of survivors had very positive experiences 
with NGOs as a result, reporting that their intervention 
was often crucial in terms of being taken seriously and 
achieving positive outcomes. Josephine (TaS10 survivor, 
urban Tamil Nadu) felt that the police only listened to her 
complaint and helped her because she was represented 
by an NGO. She went on to say that ‘if it was not for the 
NGO, they wouldn’t have even seen her as a person.’  
Other survivors talked about how NGO support gave 
them the strength to take legal action. Pemeya (WcS48 
survivor, rural West Bengal) discussed how the NGO 
came to her aid and helped her get mentally strong 
and fight a legal battle against her husband. They also 
helped her file the police complaint and see to it that the 
case was addressed by the police.

Not all views were positive about NGOs, some community 
members were sceptical about how effective they were. 
Husain (TaC03, male community member, urban Tamil 
Nadu) said he thought that ‘NGOs are not the ideal 
mediators because they only follow a set of protocols 
and are unaware of the ground reality and knowledge 
on the community.’ Shivam (WbC26 male community 
member, semi-urban West Bengal) commented that 
‘..the big NGOs are unaware of all the violence events 
happening in a village. In our area the NGOs cannot 
work spontaneously’. Others expressed suspicion as to 
their motives, Gopal (TcC02 male community member, 
rural Tamil Nadu) said, ‘NGOs act under the instructions 
of politicians such as MPs and MLAs and are not service 
oriented but they are rather focusing on their own growth 
and only care about taking pictures.’

That’s where I got all the help. The madam 
helped me separate from him. They have 
a lawyer that helped us prepare the 
separation document. She also referred 
me to the PSI, who counselled us and told 
my husband to give me 5000 rupees every 
month. They opened a bank account for 
me, so I can receive the money. He is now 
sending me that money. When he missed 
the payment for two months, then our 
madam called and talked to him, and he 
started sending money again. 

“

Summary
Quasi legal institutions such as Panchayats and NGOs were often approached in parallel 
to, and as a consequence of, other informal and formal attempts at mediation and justice.

Panchayats were approached by many survivors in rural and semi-urban locations despite 
having no formal role in such matters.

In general, survivors had overwhelmingly negative experiences with Panchayats. Embedded 
in the social structure, they failed to question and often replicated the fundamental societal 
hierarchies of power and were prone to the maintenance of the family as an institution. 
Their mediation never touched on the inherent violent nature of the domestic but was 
geared towards finding manageable even if temporary solutions. 

NGOs played a crucial role in terms of providing support to survivors, although they often 
went further, such as helping women to file legal proceedings or to persuade the police to 
become involved. They also liaised with lawyers on their behalf. Survivors overwhelmingly 
had positive experiences of engagement with NGOs as a result.

NGOs also supported women in pursuing community-based justice mechanisms as 
a pragmatic and quicker response to an inefficient and cumbersome legal process. 
There was, however, an awareness amongst some of them of the dangers of relying on 
community-based mechanism alone.
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Tanuj is a 31-year-old transman from Pune. He had made the decision to go through the required 
surgeries and his medical treatment was underway for he had ‘never felt comfortable living 
like a girl’. He was subject to abuse from his father, who initially failed to understand his gender 
identity, and later from his girlfriend. As he explained, his marginalised gender identity meant he 
was illegible within the legal system and ineligible for justice. 

Tanuj’s story 

I always felt that I was stuck in the wrong body. My father was shocked, and he treated me abusively. 

He did not beat me, but he was abusive in the conversations. Later, I decided to have the surgery 

for transition. He was yelling at me at the time’. It was truly torturous when Tanuj’s parents started 

searching for marriage proposals for him. He tried to convey to them that he didn’t like men, but that 

was beyond their comprehension at that time. Some of the men they approached were interested in 

the interviewee. But Tanuj was only attracted to transwomen.

As a child Tanuj was subject to sexual abuse and as he grew older, he approached psychiatrists for 

support, but found that many were not well enough informed to understand his situation. They told 

him that if there were menstrual periods and other female physical characteristics, he should live as 

a woman. They gave him some medication, believing he was mentally ill. Tanuj was so stressed that 

he consumed all the sleeping pills at once. His father and brother rushed him to the hospital and his 

life was saved. After this incident, Tanuj posted about his ordeal on his fake Facebook account, and 

through which he received contact details of Bindu Khire (LGBTQ activist). After consulting him, he got 

the clarity and decided for a transition. Convincing his father was a tough task. He had to listen to 

his shouting for a few day. He show his father YouTube videos which heled his father understand his 

situation, and eventually his father, who had a spiritual inclination, came around, and gradually began 

to accept his transition from a woman to a man. 

Tanuj explained his experiences of domestic violence after he started dating a transwoman. ‘She 

always dominated me. Transwomen, I believe, are like this; they want control in a relationship. I was 

of great assistance to her. She wanted to buy a house; I gave her money from my savings which I 

had kept aside for my top surgery. I was regularly helping her by providing household supplies.’ He 

had wanted to get married but she was not ready. He helped her in all possible ways. She would 

always dominate him, emotionally harass, sometimes beat him also. Once he was beaten up badly, 

so he made a police complaint. She fled with his mobile phone. He recalled how the police were of 

little assistance, ‘they had no idea what a transman or transwoman was… I needed to explain it to 

them’. MasS18 ended the abusive relationship with this girlfriend, but was left frustrated about the lack 

understanding about transrights within the legislation. ‘Transgender people have almost all of the 

same rights as common people. They need to have the right to marriage, if you mention Trans in your 

documents, it can’t fit in the marriage laws of straight people. We don’t get rental spaces because 

people don’t like us. The social bias against us makes it difficult for us to exercise our rights.’ 

Tanuj feels grateful that most people in his life supported him through all thick and thin including his 

friends and office colleagues. His mother, brother and sister are always supportive to him. Currently he 

is concentrating on the medical procedures to realize his transition. (MaS18)

Debalina
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Who survivors believed was the most beneficial source  
of support or advice

Maharashtra

Tamil Nadu

West Bengal
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West Bengal
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Seeking justice through the law 
As discussed above, family, community-based, and 
quasi formal mediation practices foregrounded ways 
in which to maintain the marriage and preserve the 
domestic rather than focussing on discussions about the 
security and safety of the woman in question. Many of the 
survivors spoke of this changing role of the panchayat, the 
clubs and the samaj who started by supporting them but 
soon became instrumental in rendering their experience 
of violence and abuse invisible. Moreover, no matter how 
severe the violence, the main goal of these bodies seems 
to be to send the woman back into the marital home albeit 
with some basic safeguard. In some cases, this results in 
an escalation of the violence. For those who had reached 
their threshold of tolerance, it was at this point in the 
journey that they chose to either move onto other formal 
mechanisms, including the police, protection officers and 
lawyers or to abandon any further attempts at obtaining 
justice and to exit the relationship. 

The Police  
The data demonstrates a good level of engagement by 
the women with the police and that a variety of women 
approached the police in terms of age, social status, and 
length of marriage:

The role of the police is crucial as it is often the first 
formal port of call for victims of domestic violence 
along their journey towards justice. It was apparent that 
survivors approached the police hoping for help, support, 
protection, and the implementation of the law in their 
cases.  Unfortunately, this was not the reality for a large 
proportion of survivors whose experiences of the police 
across all three states were largely negative. Women 
expressed an attitude of fear, scepticism and suspicion 
about the police which was also shared by other 
stakeholders. This was due to a number of issues that will 
be explored in this section.

Mediatory Role
A clear theme which emerged from the findings was 
the role that the police often play in informal mediation 
instead or as well as the expected law enforcement. 
Interviews with the police as well as with some of the 
survivors reveal that the police often used their authority, 
on the women’s request or on their own volition to affect an 
informal mediation by calling both the parties, disciplining 
them and ‘convincing’ both parties to live amicably. In 
most cases of informal mediation, the solutions offered 
were temporary. It was usually a matter of time before the 
mediated peace collapsed leading the survivors to either 
exit the domestic space, lodge formal procedures or to 
lapse into leading a life of violence. 

Bimala (WaS04 survivor, urban West Bengal) recounted 
how the police summoned her along with her parents and 
marital family to the police station and took the husband 
and wife to a separate room to ask them what they 
wanted. On hearing the husband wanted a divorce the 
police told him off and told him ‘that he will not be happy 
without his wife and child and will have to sell everything 
to provide alimony for them.’ In Aruna’s case (WcS51, 
survivor, rural West Bengal) in Darjeeling the police settled 
the monetary allocation to be paid by the husband to the 
wife monthly. Such informal intervention by the police was 
typical and often preferred by the survivors and the NGOs 
who brought them there as a first step before any formal 
complaint was lodged. However, these settlements were 
not sustainable as the husband often stopped paying 
after some time and abandoned the woman. 

In Maharashtra, counselling/mediation cells are 
established within the police department where they 
listen to both the parties and help the parties to arrive at a 
settlement. At some places, it was observed that in order 
to file a complaint under 498A, the police advise parties 
to visit their counselling cell and that they need a letter 
from the Commissioner’s office.  Here, several survivors 
reported that the Special Cell of Police at Chandrapur 
was very helpful. Through this organisation, we could 
interview a few survivors and in at least three cases, it was 
not the survivor but the perpetrator (husband) who made 
the complaint against their wives, however, during the 
investigation their violence came to light and the women 
received the appropriate help. Naima (McS13 survivor, 
rural Maharashtra) who sustained violence for 5 years 
set this out, ‘I came to know that he [husband] had filed 
a complaint against me at Special Cell after I got a call 
from the Cell. During mediation, the counsellors realised 

Women had approached me just 
after their wedding day and some 
had approached me before their first 
night also. Even women who led a 
domestic life of 37 years and 60 years 
have come to me with domestic 
violence complaints.
(Subal WbPL03 male police officer, semi-urban 
West Bengal)

“
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the real situation and they supported me for a court case.’ It is worth noting that this Cell is managed by an organisation 
working on the issue of domestic violence from a perspective of gender equality. 

NGOs usually become involved when women have either not had a good experience with the police or needed their 
help to ensure they acted. However, Dhivya (TcN03 female NGO representative, rural Tamil Nadu) talked about how she 
thought the police are genuine and they try to solve the issue and unite the couple. Sometimes they warn the husband 
to take care of the wife and children which has been effective in many instances. Some lawyers were also appreciative 
of this side of the police:

However, police responses evidenced that when carrying out mediation they were mainly upholding normative social 
values governing marriage, gender relations and domesticity rather than challenging them. Moreover, reconciliation is 
not only viewed as a part of their mandate but also a testimony of success:

Part 2: Introdution

Now-a-days police are very much efficient. When you approach police, they 
listen to you and act as a mediator to reconcile the matter. With the passing 
days the role of police is becoming very important, these days. Police acts as 
a first-aid. When I file a complaint before the police, he will call the parties 
and will admonish and if that doesn’t work, he can take up the matter to the 
Protection Officer. 
(Sanya WaL09 female lawyer, urban West Bengal)

“

Initially we do counselling to settle the peacefully…We do counselling sessions for two, 
three, four or even five times before FIR. It is very difficult to make them understand. 
Women always want to cope with the situation, they just need an assurance of not 
being beaten up by the husband. Only on that assurance they will return home. 
(Radhika WaPL12 female police officer, urban West Bengal)

They live with the trauma. We try to divert her and pacify her through stories and 
counsel them. Through counselling I have been able to reconcile 4-5 couples and 
they are living happily now. They came to meet me after that. I feel good that only 
registering a case is not a solution, resuming domestic life is.
(Monika WaPL09 female police officer, urban West Bengal)

“

“

Priyadarshini Ravichandran 
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Others experienced a termination in violence after involving the police. Sana (McS12 survivor, rural Maharashtra) was 
harassed by her husband and brother-in-law, the latter having tried to rape her and taken into police custody as a 
result her husband has stopped harassing her after police report. This was also the case for Smita (MaS02 survivor, 
urban Maharashtra) whose husband stopped troubling her due to police intervention. Neha (MaS20 survivor, urban 
Maharashtra) recounted how she was subjected to violence by her father in her childhood. After one severe incident 
of violence, in which he knocked her face into a mirror, resulting in facial bleeding, she went to the police station 
who acted, and her harassment was reduced. As there was some impact, she became confident that she could do 
something to alter the situation even if she was still a teenager. 

Special All Women Police Cells

The experiences of survivors of special all women police cells were largely positive in terms of their empathy and 
practical assistance. Amutha (TaS01 survivor, urban Tamil Nadu) said that all women police station, was supportive 
in receiving her complaint and acted on it by warning the husband and by helping her retrieve her things after her 
divorce. Meena. (McS16 survivor rural Maharashtra) said: ‘They (Special Cell) were very sympathetic. They must be 
having many cases; it must be routine for them.’ Asmita (MbS4 survivor, semi-urban Maharashtra) recounted the 
empathy that they had shown towards both parties when undertaking mediation in her case: 

However, others recounted fewer positive experiences, including being pushed towards the Panchayat and being 
shamed by the officers. Basiakhi (WbS05 survivor, semi-urban West Bengal) recounted how when she went to a 
women’s police station to seek help, they advised her to seek help from the members of the village panchayat. She 
followed this advice, but the panchayat members advised her husband to take her in and help her. Others such as 
Kavita (TaS13 survivor, urban Tamil Nadu) were shamed and mocked by women police officers: 

Deterrent Effect 

In some cases, women involved the police to successful effect in retrieving their belongings. Fauzia (McS2 survivor, rural 
Maharashtra) and Sona (McS17 survivor, rural Maharashtra) both talked about how the police assisted them in retrieving 
their belongings after they left the marital home. Meena (McS10 survivor, rural Maharashtra) who sustained violence for 
two years narrated her experience

Once my husband came in a drunken state, started beating me up severely. 
He tried to strangle me, and I thought I was going to die.  Neighbours saved 
me and I called my sister who arrived in some time, and I wanted to go with 
her. He [my husband] was threatening her with a police report for kidnapping 
his wife. I told my sister that he tried to kill me, so she alerted the police. 
Fortunately, the police arrived. They interrogated him about his violent 
action and told me to pack my belongings, and I left under police protection.

“

Actually, it is women’s cell of the Police department. I like the way they 
worked. They listened to me. They spoke to him separately, not seeing him 
as a criminal but attempting to counsel him. Several meetings were held. 
They counselled him well and and a settlement was reached. He arrived in 
his car to pick me up. They told him to be nice to me, and he agreed. That 
only lasted a week. I returned to the cell on the eighth day. So, they advised 
me to consult a lawyer and file a lawsuit.

“
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“ The women police officer was asking, ‘why wouldn’t you wait till your 
parents get you married? What were you doing till he was beating you this 
way?...They keep asking, ‘who asked you to go into dating app?’ – dating 
app is just a dating app, that doesn’t define my character. I might probably 
meet my life partner, may be fall in love with someone – there is nothing 
wrong in that. People started abusing me saying, ‘you had the need so you 
went… you went looking for a person with gym body (good physique) – so 
you deserve this and more…’ – this victim shaming was a bit heavy on me… 
I was sick and I took 2-3 days off from work and everything to bounce back.

There were also allegations of corruption. A lawyer, Parveen (TaL01 female lawyer, urban Tamil Nadu) did not have 
a positive opinion on police, particularly women police and said they are highly influenced by money and power 
and corrupted. 

Priyadarshini Ravichandran 
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Lack of Sensitivity and Awareness 

This issue was prevalent in many survivors’ experiences 
with the police. Women who had approached the police 
for help talked about being blamed for the husband’s 
violence, having the violence trivialised by claiming 
that such things are normal in marriage, and believing 
the perpetrator’s lies. Sona (MaS17 survivor, urban 
Maharashtra) recounted how when she approached 
a lady police officer and ‘showed her marks of beating 
on my body, she told me to ignore it since I had to live 
with the husband. She even told me that her husband 
too beat her up. So, I felt that she was not sympathetic to 
me.’ Kamala, (MbS06, survivor, semi-urban Maharashtra) 
was harassed by her alcoholic husband. According to 
her, ‘Once he [husband] came home drunk, and started 
harassing me. I went to the police station. He told the 
police that he was kidding and acting as if he was drunk, 
and they believed him.” Asmita (MbS04 survivor, semi-
urban Maharashtra) stated that she had made 11 NCs 
so far, and that police had called perpetrators three or 
four times with no effect. She went on to say that police 
would tell her she might be at fault for her situation [of 
being subjected to domestic violence]. The Police did not 
advise her to escalate the situation by using criminal law 
and did not advise her about section 498A. These issues 
were also noted by other stakeholders. Kamala (TbN02, 
female NGO representative, semi-urban Tamil Nadu) 
thought that ‘male officers were more sensitive than 
female officers who taunt victims by saying things like, 
“Why such arrogance? You should adjust and live with 
your husband!”’ Another, Selvarani (TaN02 female NGO 
representative, urban Tamil Nadu) commented:

Lawyers were similarly scathing: Amitabh (WaL02 male 
lawyer, urban West Bengal) ‘The further I move away 
from the heart of the capital, the further victimisation, no 
no why don’t you go and try staying with your husband, 
oh your husband has slapped you once, so what? What 
difference does one slap make.’ Another, Parveen (TbL01 
female lawyer, urban Tamil Nadu) told us that:

Culture of Disbelief

One theme that emerged from interviews with police 
officers and which was undoubtedly connected to 
the problematic attitudes illustrated above, was the 
prevalence of views that the law was being misused. The 
vast majority of the police officers interviewed thought 
that the law was being misused, although estimates of 
the extent of it varied. In Maharashtra, almost half of all 
police officers across all sites believe the law is being 
abused. Sumitra (MBPolice4 female police officer, semi-
urban Maharashtra) said, ‘It is misused. 70 per cent 
women misuse it so remaining 30% women [genuine 
cases] suffer because of that.” Manik (MaP01 female 
police officer, urban Maharashtra) opined that ‘many 
of those who filed cases for seeking revenge, makes us 
suspicious, so police [first] verify whether the case is 
genuine or not.’ While some spoke about the inevitability 
of any law being misused, much of the allegations 
of misuse seemed to be loaded against women who 
approached the police in the early onset of disturbances 
in the marriage. A number of reasons were cited for doing 
so which revealed how they shared problematic cultural 
attitudes around the role of the wife within the wider 
marital family: Tejal (WaPL11 female police officer, urban 
West Bengal) ‘Asking a husband to leave his parents with 
a threat to file case under section 498A, wouldn’t you call 
it a misuse of law?’;  in the enduring practice of dowry 
giving Ishwari (TbP01, female police officer, semi-urban 
Tamil Nadu) commented that they see ‘..a lot of false 
dowry harassment cases and only their enquiry will help 
them to weed out the false cases.’ and finally, in viewing 
women as being motivated by revenge: Girija (TaP02 
female police officer, urban Tamil Nadu) said ‘..if at all 
women misuse the law, they usually have their reasons 
- either it’s because they want to get even with their 
husbands or they do not like the husband.’ 

Others believed that misuse was more prevalent in urban 
areas, Visvanathan, (TcP02 male Police officer, rural Tamil 
Nadu) said that ‘in cities or twins maybe there may be 

Police is a biggest hurdle (their 
attitude, beliefs, the power they hold 
and exercise - in turn re victimizing 
and guilt tripping the victims - in 
response they don’t seek for help 
anymore) threaten with false 
cases and scare the victims, they 
normalize violence and preach the 
victims to adjust the abuse.

The women will stay put, adjust 
and when the issue reaches the 
climax only, she will approach 
the court or the police station. But 
the police will lowly regard the 
woman’s complaint saying - act 
like a woman, talk like a woman, 
are you even from a good family? 
for such reasons you’ll come to the 
station? and diss the complaint.

“

“
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misuse of PWDVA but in rural areas there is not much 
misuse.’ Tejal (WaP11 female police officer, urban West 
Bengal) added she thought that domestic violence 
laws are mainly misused by educated women from 
the cities, holding this to be the reason for section 498A 
losing its gravity; ‘urban, middle-class women misuse 
the law to get a divorce and be with/join their lovers.’

Failing to Take Any Action

Another concerning theme that emerged in a large 
proportion of cases was a basic failure to take any 
action at all. Beena (McS4 survivor, rural Maharashtra) 
who was subjected to violence by her husband for 12 
years, said ‘Police complaint did not help, they tried to 
hush it up.’ Amita (McS11 survivor, rural Maharashtra) 
who survived violence for 10 years said, ‘Once he 
[husband] punched me fiercely on my head many 
times, ambulance had to be called, blood clots 
developed inside. I made a police complaint after that; 
but they did not do anything.’ Preeti (MaS5 survivor, 
urban Maharashtra) was subjected to violence by her 
father since she was a child, said, “Police did the NC 
(non-cognizable offence) but for that we had to do lot 
of follow up. This problem was also observed by other 
stakeholders. Sachin (McN01 male NGO representative, 
rural Maharashtra) said: 

Two lawyers also made this point:

Amy (McL02 female lawyer, rural Maharashtra) said: 
‘The police are not helpful when the women go to them. 
They procrastinate and refuse to take the complaints. 
They keep telling the victim to make compromises at 
home. Even her own family often tells her the same, 
so the woman has no support.’ Indeed, it was this 
recognition of inaction from the police that leads to 
NGOs having to regularly intervene at the police station 
to ensure that they file the complaint. As Devyani 
(WaN03 female NGO representative from urban West 
Bengal) put it:

This inaction was linked by one community member, 
Rupesh (MbC08 male community member, semi-
urban Maharashtra) to prevailing patriarchal attitudes 
towards domestic violence: ‘Police are also a part of 
this male dominated society and their tendency is to 
solve the problem without registering a crime.’

Women are hesitant to file a formal 
complaint. They believe the family 
will split up. Police also discourage 
her; they are reluctant, and many a 
times don’t register the complaint 
easily.  We have to follow them up 
a lot to register a complaint.

“

need to be trained about their role 
under the DV law.
(MCL03 Vrunda female lawyer, rural 
Maharashtra)

“

About the police, as I said, it is 
better to approach the police 
through an organization, you 
take some women’s organization 
with you. Otherwise, they will try 
to make you understand that it 
is nothing...if the husband has 
hit you, we will call him also...you 
have done a very bad thing, now 
give her a fish fry and go home. 
This is the whole attitude of the 
police.

“

The police don’t seem concerned. 
They don’t think they have any role 
in DV. They tell the victim that it’s 
her family matter. They discourage 
her from filing a complaint. They 
try to avoid doing anything else. 
Sometimes, when the matter goes 
to the protection officer, the police 
think that their responsibility 
is over, which is not right. If the 
violence is continued, the police 
should take action. The police

Debalina
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Marginalised Survivors

The practice of the police acting only after intervention 
and pressure from an NGO is a recurring feature and 
particularly in relation to marginalised survivors who 
faced additional challenges. This was confirmed by the 
police themselves. Rupa (WaPL10 female police officer, 
urban West Bengal) pointed out that the decision of 
when a woman approaches the police often depends 
on external support. As an example, she spoke about 
migrants from Bihar who tend to wait for longer periods 
before opening up about their experiences of violence, 
due to the lack of support network in the region. Indeed, 
the police were felt to be the least approachable and 
helpful towards migrant women in Darjeeling who went 
to lodge complaints. Tapashi (WaPL10 survivor, rural 
West Bengal) managed to gather enough courage to 
go to the police but was initially refused assistance as 
she was from Nepal. On continued requests, they lodged 
an FIR but asked her to bring a witness to validate her 
complaint. She was asked to submit her documents 
such as her passport, which were under the control of 
her husband as the police wanted to verify her refugee/
citizenship status before going ahead with the case. 
Furthermore, the witness who she had requested to 
testify for her, backed out because Tapashi’s husband 
had threatened the witness with her life if she testified. 
When the complaint was finally registered and the 
matter proceeded to court, she found the story had 
been changed as she was illiterate and could not read 
the complaint. She suspects that her husband who had 
political connections had bribed the police officers 
with money and made them tamper with her original 
petition.

Queer survivors felt that they could not approach the 
police station even in cases of severe domestic assault. 
There was also evidence of the police colluding in 
violence meted out to LGBTQI survivors, particularly from 
natal family members, or displaying ignorance around 
such issues:

 

The lack of sensitisation and knowledge of the police 
meant any help seeking encounter with them would 
be converted to one of insult and often further forms of 
victimisation. One specialist LGBTQ NGO group active 
in West Bengal, working with sexual and gender based 
non-binary minorities recalled how they must always 
intervene at the police station to ensure the police aid 
the women in providing basic service. 

Corruption

In Tamil Nadu, the police conduct kattapanchayattu 
(informal kangaroo courts) in the name of conflict 
resolution and the police generally received a negative 
press due to allegations of bullying and corruption. 
Survivors recounted their experiences. Taheera (WaS24 
survivor, urban West Bengal) said that the ‘Police are 
also bribe taker. while recovering my belongings from 
my in-law’s house I requested them to take us in the 
police van, but the police refused. Instead, the police 
took my husband in their car. the police were offering 
cold drinks and cigarette to my husband.’ Aarti (WcS50 
survivor, rural West Bengal) told us that after she got 
thrown out of the marital family she went to the police 
for help. Initially the police did not help her and told her 
to contact an NGO for help and shelter. It seemed that 
the police had settled her initial complaint internally 
by taking bribes from the husband and his family. In 
Maharashtra, two semi-urban survivors. Ruta (MbS13 
survivor, semi-urban Maharashtra) and Pari (MBS18 
survivor, semi-urban Maharashtra) spoke about how 
they suspected that the police had tampered with the 
evidence they had submitted in support of their 498A 
complaint.  

Other stakeholders confirmed these reports: Pauline 
(TbN04 female NGO representative, semi-urban Tamil 
commented that the Police ‘work for cash or kind.’ 
Visalam (TbN01 female NGO representative, semi-
urban Tamil Nadu) stated that ‘the police support who 
approaches the station first. Money plays a major role 
in gaining the police support and women unaware of 
who to seek are affected.’ Community members were 
also aware of this problem, one said ‘No support, you 
have to pay the bribe to police, court takes a lot of time, 
costs a lot of money.’  Govind (McC06 male community 
member, rural Maharashtra). Paulraj (TcC06 female 
community member, rural Tamil Nadu) commented 

My mother had also once physically 
harmed my partner. She had beaten 
her and gone to the police station to 
complain that she is a lesbian and 
spoiling my daughter. My daughter 
was all right before.
(Rubina WaS21 survivor, urban West Bengal)

“

When my girlfriend hit me and 
bit me badly, I went to the police. 
They were totally ignorant about 
the concept of ‘trans’ concept. I 
needed to explain it to them. 
(Tanu Ma18 Transman survivor, urban 
Maharashtra)

“
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that ‘the police should not be approached for help as 
they will get money and support the person who paid 
them’ One lawyer, Parveen (Ta`L01 female lawyer, urban 
Tamil Nadu) said that she thought that the police are 
highly influenced by money and power and corrupted. 

Protection Officers

The PWDVA envisaged protection officers as central 
to the machinery of civil law on domestic violence 
providing the vital link of the complainant with redressal 
mechanisms i.e. the legal system (police and courts) 
and other support services such as legal aid, medical 
facilities, shelter homes. However, as can be seen from 
the data, only a very small percentage of the women 
approached the protection officer. This can be linked 
lack of knowledge about the mechanisms of law and the 
inaccessible structures within which these were placed. 

Survivors who were aware of  
Protection Officers

Protection officers carried out their roles in different 
ways.  Some protection officers saw their role in terms 
of following a prescribed process which needed to 
be followed. Anita (Wb001 female protection officer, 
semi-urban West Bengal) talked of the duty to provide 
primary assistance, to provide immediate shelter and 
to ensure that the case is registered and to contact the 
DLSA. Ishwari (TcPO01 female protection officer, rural 
Tamil Nadu) said the role of the protection officer was 
under the control and supervision of the magistrate 
and is expected to carry out whatever the magistrate 
directs, on cases and fillings connected to domestic 
violence. Others defined their role as being directed by 
the specific needs of the victim, which could include 
counselling and a mediated settlement: Dev (MCP1 

male protection officer, urban Maharashta): ‘We talk to 
her, listen to her to know her grievances. We suggest her 
measures as per her needs.’ Meera (MbN05 female NGO 
worker, semi-urban Maharashtra) described her role: 

Conversations with the protection officers revealed 
that most of them had received initial training and that 
this had been regularly refreshed, although Covid had 
caused a delay in this for some. For example, Sumathi 
(TcGS01 female government service provider, rural 
Tamil Nadu) said that all OSC workers receive training 
from the Head office and undergo individual training for 
each post and that in Chennai she has attended 4 to 
5 trainings. She also mentioned having received PCVC 
training, Delhi NIPCCD training and Bangalore training 
and that it is mainly focused on raising awareness of 
the Act and counselling methods. Vilas (MCP05, male 
protection officer, rural Maharashtra) said had received 
fifteen days training and refresher workshops once or 
twice in year, but this had not been done for last two 
years. It was also apparent that, even for those who had 
not received much training, their experience of working 
in the system for a long period have attained a degree of 
fluency in the operation of the law. They also showed an 
adequate understanding of the meaning of domestic 
violence as defined by the law, as Padmini (WbPO02 
female protection officer, semi-urban West Bengal) said, 
‘That which hurts the self-respect of women in domestic 
spaces is DV. The main reason for DV is dependency 
on one another.’ There were, however, several issues 
reported which prevented protection officers from 
putting this training into practice and carrying out their 
work effectively.

Maharashtra 
Tamil Nadu  
West Bengal 

As needed, police station, hospital. 
Call the husband over, talk to him. 
If the couple wants to continue to 
live together, then help them with 
that. If they start living together, we 
visit them, and we also occasionally 
invite them to visit us. If she wants to 
go back to her husband’s home, and 
needs help from the court of law, we 
help with that. We give her a lawyer. 
We explain to her the PWDVA, and 
how it can help. We are able to help 
some couples start living with each 
other peacefully. Some women just 
need a shelter home. For some, we 
just help them file their complaints. 
Give emotional support. Sometimes 
we tell them to think about a divorce 
and advise them how to proceed.

“
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Insufficient Numbers

First, there are simply not enough. Several protection 
officers talked about not having enough staff to cover 
the areas they were responsible for, and this was also 
something reflected in other stakeholder’s views on the 
Protection Officer service. When Tulasi (TaPO2 female 
protection officer, rural Tamil Nadu) was asked about 
her resources she laughed and said they are expected 
to be in the court, serve the summons, get petitions, and 
carry out counselling. However, they don’t have typists 
and lack technicians to upload the data in the system, 
often handling more than two cases at the same time. 
She also shared that monetary issues are also prevalent.  

There was a heightened level of awareness of this 
problem amongst other key stakeholders. Jayaram 
(TcL01 male lawyer, rural Tamil Nadu) commented 
that protection officers are only found in the district 
headquarters. ‘If it is a small district then it won’t be 
a problem to access them but if the districts are with 
larger territory - people from the village find it difficult 
to access the support.’ Deepika (TbL01 female lawyer, 
semi-urban Tamil Nadu) went further in saying that it 
was ‘..quite meaningless to have one protection officer in 
one district. One protection officer cannot handle all the 
issues and complaints of the woman from the district.’

Selvarani (TaN02 female NGO representative, urban 
Tamil Nadu) commented that one protection officer 
per district could not possibly handle the potential 
case load but even then, a lot of districts had still not 
appointed anybody. Another, Lourdes (TaN03, female 
NGO representative, semi-urban Tamil Nadu) said that 
protection officers lack facilities and infrastructure in 
a lot of districts protection officer seats aren’t filled. In 
West Bengal, each district has two protection officers 
with no one to assist them for printing or going to the 
police station or the court or to the survivor’s home, or 
in preparing the DIR. Moreover, located in government 
buildings with almost no disability access, women with 
disabilities found it difficult to access the protection 
officers. It was perhaps unsurprising therefore that only 
seven out of 13 NGO representatives in Tamil Nadu, more 
than half were unaware of the existence of a protection 
Officer and where they were, they were unaware of their 
role. As an example, Annamama (TaN01 female NGO 
representative, urban Tamil Nadu) thought that the 
protection officer was ‘just an information provider’ and 
that field workers like herself compiled the report they 
file in court. The exception was Maharashtra which had 
the highest number of protection officers and as a result, 
the awareness of their role was high amongst survivors 
and other stakeholders.

Insufficient resources

Protection officers reported that their work is labour 
intensive pointing to the volume of complaints filed, and 
not being given sufficient support to deal with them. 
Lubna (TcPO1 female protection officer, rural Tamil Nadu) 
discussed how ‘there is no infrastructure in their office, 
not even a locked cupboard, making it easier for people 
who have a grudge on her to take revenge by easily 
ruining the files or by stealing them.’ Further, as she did 
not have a private area nor did she have a separate 
cabin or the room for investigations, she worries that 
women who come to discuss their violent experiences 
will find it difficult to do so. This was also noted by Anita 
(MaL01 female lawyer, urban Maharashtra) who thought 
that ‘…some improvements are required. They need 
more space. Survivor woman and her perpetrator and 
the persons accompanying them sit in one chamber 
and talk. Women do not feel comfortable as such. So, 
POs need proper space in their office.’

Of more concern was the failure to provide a safe working 
environment: Nirmala (MAP02 female protection officer, 
urban Maharashtra) ‘We are not given a car, so we have 
to travel by a bus. We often face problems reaching 
remote, rural, hilly regions. Pramila (TCPO1 female 
protection officer, rural Tamil Nadu) mentioned that she 
had received threatening calls and unsolicited calls 
because they do not have a separate Office phone line. 
Her personal mobile number is published on the internet, 
and she receives harassing phone calls because of this. 
On her personal phone, she added, the culprits used 
to contact her and threaten her. Nagalakshmi (TcGS01 
female protection officer, rural Tamil Nadu) said:

OSC has a proper travel allowance 
(petty cash) but they don’t 
have transportation (only hire 
provisions. Initially had driver 
options, but it’s changed into 
security - police guard). She said 
that they find it difficult to trust 
drivers and drivers don’t wait 
for them in the villages to finish 
work. They have lots of issues 
with drivers for safety reasons.

“

Part 5: Journeys towards justice? 
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Minimal and insufficient reward 

Protection officers who receive no extra payment for their 
travel and their salaries are quite low. Sumathi (TbGS01 
female protection officer, semi-urban Tamil Nadu) said 
that she must submit the dates she has attended and to 
file a claim for her salary and after all the procedures, ‘the 
salary claim of April 2022 will only be received during dec 
2022.’ This issue was also raised by Vrunda (MaL03 female 
lawyer rural Maharashtra) when she commented on the 
challenges protection officers faced in doing their jobs, 
and that included their pay. 

As a result of this issues there was a perception amongst 
some stakeholders that the quality of the service had 
inevitably suffered: 

Despite all these challenges, however, the experiences of 
the survivors who managed to access protection officers 
were overwhelmingly positive in that they often helped 
them to achieve the outcome they wanted, often despite 
police inaction or corruption: Alpana (MbS19 survivor, 
semi-urban Maharashtra) talked about how important 
the support of the protection officer was in her case, 
given her in laws were rich and influential and appeared 
to have influenced the police:

Vrushali (MaS06 survivor, urban Maharashtra) said: 

Others recounted how the protection officer helped her 
get her residence paper and necessary supplies back 
from her husband. Dhanam (TcS07 survivor, rural Tamil 
Nadu) filed a case under the DV Act with the help of PO 
and Preeti (MaS05 survivor urban Maharashtra) had help 
from her protection officer in terms of explaining the legal 
provisions, filling in the forms and approaching the court: 
‘I can call her anytime if I have any doubt and she attend 
it. Police did the NC (non-cognizable offence) but we had 
to follow a lot. We get support from the protection officer; 
she really gave us courage.’

When the act was enacted, the 
protection officers used to go to 
both the houses and the place of 
employment and then they used to 
write the report. But now-a-days I 
don’t think they follow this process. I 
used to see the reports then and see 
it now also but now the effort lacks. 
I have a doubt regarding the report, 
the protection Officers submit. They 
only write the version of woman and 
does the table work only. Earlier, I 
have seen protection officers going 
to a victim’s husband shop and 
clicking a picture of the same to 
prove before the court that he had a 
shop which he denied in his written 
statement. But now I don’t get such 
reports. I have got orders from the 
court regarding compensation 
and shared household for a victim 
because of a protection officers. I 
think there must be a challenge to 
work, but protection officers are 
salaried person and don’t have any 
challenges. 
(Meenakshi WaL10 female lawyer, urban West 
Bengal)

“

I wanted to file under 307 (attempt 
to murder) but police filed it under 
327 (causing hurt to extort property), 
they were pressurized to change 
the section. I had approached 
protection officer, he guided me well. 
He gave the right report after making 
proper inquiry about their property. 
Because of that, I got the order for 
maintenance. It is my first case 
under PWDVA here. But now I need 
police support for the recovery of the 
maintenance amount.

“

We went to the police station; they 
took our complaint, but nothing 
happened. After I approached the 
protection officer, he asked for 
acknowledgement of NC (non-
cognisable offence). I inquired with 
the Police Patil and came to know that 
one could get it after the complaint 
and not after so many days. No 
one told us this, I was ignorant, we 
approached the police for the first 
time.

“

Part 5: Journeys towards justice? 
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Lawyers and the Courts

Survivors who agreed that legal 
intervention can stop domestic violence

Lawyers and therefore the court process were often the 
last element of the justice journey for a lot of survivors, 
particularly those who had tried or wanted to try 
informal and/or quasi legal mechanisms and had failed 
to achieve the outcome they needed. They were often 
approached to make claims for maintenance and to 
initiate divorce proceedings, in addition to enforcing 
the PWDVA, lawyers were either approached directly 
or from referrals by NGOs and protection officers and 
sometimes the police. However, those referred to by 
NGOs and protection officers were more likely to be 
sensitised on the dynamics of domestic abuse and were 
part of a network that had been established locally.

There are two types of lawyers who deal with domestic 
violence cases: private lawyers and the state government 
appointed District Legal Services Authority (DLSA) 
and State Legal Services Authority (SLSA) lawyers. The 
choice between these two kinds of advocates is based 
on accessibility, financial affordability, competence, 
and experience of the lawyer. Although the provision 
of DLSA/SLSA was made with intent to provide essential 
and efficient legal help to those who cannot otherwise 
afford it, senior advocates do not empanel themselves 
to these bodies due to its low and irregular payment as 
revealed in our lawyer interviews (e.g., Anand (WAL07 
male lawyer, urban West Bengal)

Private lawyers charge a fee (unless appointed by an 
NGO in which case these are often waived/subsidised/
held in abeyance till financial compensation is reached). 
The charges primarily depend on the financial capacity 
of the client, the nature of the case and reputation of 
the lawyer with the result that the women from lower 

socio-economic backgrounds are not able to afford 
expert lawyers unless through NGOs. Survivors’ opinions 
about lawyers were mixed. In a few cases, the survivors 
found their lawyers to be helpful; they did not charge 
high fees, followed up their cases and helped them 
to get the maintenance as was the case for Radha 
(WaS03 survivor, urban West Bengal) who used a lawyer 
appointed by the NGO working with her and also that 
of Priya (McS09 survivor, rural Maharashtra) who said 
her lawyer was extremely helpful and that as a result 
of filing a maintenance case under the DV Act she 
received an order for Rs 5000 per month.  Kavitha (TaS13 
survivor, urban Tamil Nadu) said her lawyer helped her 
tell her story out loud and supported her complaints 
and took immediate action. Others, unfortunately, had 
negative experiences: Veena, (McS03 survivor, urban 
Maharashtra: 

Indira (TbS11 survivor, semi-urban Tamil Nadu) talked 
about how initially she thought her lawyer helped her, 
but it took three years for her to realise that her lawyer 
was misleading and cheating her all along, by giving the 
evidence and her proofs to her husband.

Several clear themes emerged, however, from the 
experiences of the survivors and other stakeholders 
regarding the way lawyers and the court system 
operated. The DLSA and SLSA are designed as free 
services provided by the state. But the general lack of 

My experience with lawyers is not 
good, it’s my fourth lawyer now. First 
lawyer, I paid her almost Rs 50,000 
but nothing happened. The other one 
helped me to recover the amount, but 
he failed to keep applying every year 
so that I couldn’t get money later. 
Judge had told me this, when I asked 
the lawyer, he said Judge wouldn’t 
know the procedure. I told him that 
it was my loss just for his (lawyer’s) 
ego.  The third lawyer did not come 
to the court at all due to covid 19 
pandemic. My case was on the verge 
of being dismissed. I decided to 
change the lawyer and told the judge 
so. Judge said that he was to dismiss 
the case that day on the ground of 
non-appearance of the lawyer. Now 
she (a new lawyer) is working on my 
case.

“

Maharashtra 
Tamil Nadu  
West Bengal 
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Part 2: Introdution

“

The location of the DALSAs are in the district headquarters. There are 
SDLSAs. Sub divisional district legal services authorities. So, people can 
approach, but awareness about where they are and how to approach, 
that is very much lacking. When I have spoken to victims, people coming 
from a under privileged situation, they have never heard of DALSA. Even 
educated women, they have never heard of DALSA or SALSA for that matter. 
The fact that there is a legal services authorities act, which entitles you 
as a matter of right to get free legal aid as a woman, people are not aware 
of it. People find it difficult. And even after they reach DALSA many a times 
they find it difficult to fill up the form. Presently the role of the paralegal 
volunteers is making a difference. Paralegal volunteers under DALSA 
they are reaching out to the community, they are accessible and through 
them people are able to reach DALSA or SALSA.

“

Corrupt Practices

As a result, many women experienced corrupt practices a perception which NGO activists such as Suryakumar 
(TaN04, male NGO representative, urban Tamil Nadu) confirmed. Some women claimed similar failings on the 
part of private lawyers too suspecting that they agree to a greater number of appearances to charge more; as 
their fees are based on the number of appearances in court, they have vested interests in adjournments. Namita 
(McN02, female NGO representative, rural Maharashtra) picked up on this when she commented ‘we have our 
lawyer (our madam). But other lawyers in the court, seems to work for money, I don’t feel they work for the victim or 
for justice.’ Another, Visalam (TbN01, female NGO representative, rural Tamil Nadu) talked about how she felt that 
lawyers deliberately delayed cases but ‘if a court date gets rescheduled, then even if the woman missed her day’s 
labour to travel to the court, the lawyers still take their fees’. There is a clear lack of trust among the survivors as 
well as other stakeholders on the competence and in some cases the integrity of these systems. In contrast, some 
lawyers described DLSA work as an opportunity to serve the marginalized because those who come through DLSA 
cannot afford fees. Gayatri (TaL02, female lawyer, urban Tamil Nadu) commented that a DLSA lawyer can gain 
maximum exposure and knowledge due to the wide range of cases they handle and the types of litigation they 
engage in. However, one could not earn a livelihood through DLSA work.

awareness among women who approach the DLSA and SLSA to obtain what they are legally entitled to receive 
such as free certified copies of orders and records is a problem. Kishore (WaL01 male lawyer, urban West Bengal) 
set out the issues that arose:

Priyadarshini Ravichandran
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Court Delays

One of the main issues that women face in achieving 
justice is the delay in court judgement and the constant 
postponement of the date of appearance, a particular 
inconvenience for working-class women who were 
especially dependent on daily wages. Most of those who 
filed a court case complained of the time taking nature 
of the process where 8-12 months can pass for a woman 
thrown out of her house before her maintenance case 
comes up for hearing. In Maharashtra, not one of the 
survivors who initiated legal proceedings obtained the 
orders keeping in line with the timeline prescribed by the 
said law, 19 out of 25 cases are still pending, and survivors 
have been waiting for the redressal. While there is a time 
limit for cases registered under PWDVA (six months), 
Deepika (TbL01 female lawyer Tamil Nadu said she has 
never known it to be met. Lubna (TaP01 female protection 
officer, urban Tamil Nadu) recounted how the cases go 
on for much longer than the specified time limit. Another, 
Ranjani (TBP01 female protection officer, semi-urban 
Tamil Nadu) said that women approach the law thinking 
that they will get a quick remedy in 60 days, but it is not 
the reality.

Such delays can be significant because as Ramesh 
(TaL03 male lawyer, urban Tamil Nadu) put it, a couple 
may reconcile or the violence intensify. Even if a woman 
approaches the court, she will not get immediate 
remedies. Veena (McS3 survivor, rural Maharashtra) who 
has been fighting for redressal for 6-7 years, said, ‘I faced 
a lot of stress on court dates, I used to weep. Gradually 
I learned to deal with all this.’ Another survivor Alpana 
(MbS19 survivor, semi-urban Maharashtra) reported, 
even if one receives a maintenance order, she must file 
a new application every year, she has been dealing with 
this for the past 15 years. 

Problems with the implementation of the law

Even where orders were obtained, there were significant 
problems reported with enforcing them. For example, 
when a complainant gets an arrest warrant issued 
for her abuser, when it goes to the police station, they 
are unable to execute the warrant. Others mentioned 
bureaucratic delays on the part of the police or even 
the intervention of local politicians on behalf of the 
perpetrators. Respondents find loopholes in orders for 
the return of streedhan or residential orders and hold on 
to the jewelry or money and prevent women from staying 
on in their homes. There was also some concern among 
lawyers that there was no punishment when orders were 
breached. Orders are not binding and even magistrates 
are unable to enforce them because both civil and 
criminal procedures are involved. When there is a delay 
in executing orders, influential men prevent women from 
filing or pursuing complaints. Aarathi (TcL03, female 

lawyer, rural Tamil Nadu) talked about the fact that 
women are intimidated by the stoppage of electric or 
water supply, for instance. Lawyers from all three sites 
talked about how the problem was not so much about 
obtaining court orders but their implementation and 
enforcement. Gayatri (TaL02, female lawyer, urban Tamil 
Nadu) said ‘that it’s not a big deal to get a maintenance 
order or protection order, but what is going to be done 
with it is the question. The implementation of the order 
is the most frustrating aspect, there are no regulations 
checks and follow ups on these orders.’ Kalpana (McL1 
female lawyer, rural Maharashtra) commented ‘We 
help them every possible way to seek justice, the real 
challenge is the implementation of the orders. Not getting 
timely help from PO and police is one hurdle.  Whereas 
Anand (WaL07 male lawyer, urban West Bengal said ‘The 
court gives the order but who will implement the order. 
We can’t accept that the opposite party of a case will be 
a law-abiding citizen. The orders have to be executed by 
the police or the executive. But when you approach the 
police, he will cooperate only if paid.’ Lack of enforcement 
was also noted by protection officers. Lavanya (TcGS01 
female government service provider, rural Tamil Nadu) 
discussed the problem that when orders are not 
followed there is no stringent action taken against the 
respondent. She remarked, ‘since DV has no punishment, 
it’s repeating.’ Meera (MbN5 female NGO representative, 
semi-urban Maharashtra) talked about implementation 
delays, ‘Relief should be obtained quickly under this law. 
The court process should be faster. If the implementation 
doesn’t happen quickly and properly, the victim starts 
disbelieving the justice system.’

Issues with maintenance orders

Several lawyers raised issues pertaining to the sections 
that deal with maintenance. The court now asks for 
evidence of property owned by both husband and wife. 
This does not benefit the woman as it is hard enough 
to get evidence of the property from the respondents. 
The lawyers provided various examples. Deepika (TbLO1 
female lawyer, semi-urban Tamil Nadu) ‘If a woman 
brings 20 grams of gold with her as streedhan, she 
cannot produce evidence of it nor is anyone going to sign 
a document saying that such-and-such person now has 
the money. When a motorcycle is gifted to the husband 
by the wife’s family, that too cannot be claimed under 
the Act. The woman’s parents and brothers do not want 
to furnish their property documents to move the case 
forward.’ Amy (McL1 female lawyer, rural Maharashtra) 
talked about the judiciary’s role in this, (see overleaf)
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Issues with the Judiciary

Lawyers such as Kishore (WAL01 male lawyer, urban West 
Bengal) reported how a dearth of judges has made the 
procedure slow. Sajeev (WBL08 male lawyer, semi-urban 
West Bengal) narrated an incident where a woman did 
not get relief as a result of a particular court being vacant 
for a long period of time. The shortage in judges has led to 
a huge backlog of cases for the available pool of judges 
and magistrates. Gayathri (TbL02 female lawyer, urban 
Tamil Nadu) commented that this means that when a 
magistrate deals with a host of issues like theft, forgery, 
etc. they tend to treat domestic violence as a similar 
issue. Shilpa (WAL06 female lawyer, urban West Bengal) 
said too many cases meant that they could not focus 
solely on domestic violence and were often preoccupied 
with other cases. Ramesh (TaL03 male lawyer, urban Tamil 
Nadu) thought that a shortage of judges also means that 
every case takes that much more time to come to trial 
and when it does, not much time can be devoted to it. 

The Impact of Covid 19

Covid 19 also had a significant impact upon access to 
legal services. Many survivors reported that they faced 
numerous difficulties during the lockdown, including lack 
of funds, a delay in filing a court case, non-payment of 
maintenance by the husband, and so on. Tanuja (MaS04, 
survivor, urban Maharashtra) said ‘the dates were being 
scheduled and rescheduled. Although the lockdown isn’t 
there any more, courts aren’t open full time. There are no 
judges, even in the half-time courts. Two years went by 
like this, so the case also got delayed by two years.’

Lawyers talked about the issues they experienced, Aarthi 
(TcL03 female lawyer, rural Tamil Nadu) who said that 
quick remedies were unable to be processed during 
Covid and face to face counseling and convincing the 
client became extremely difficult. Moreover, courts only 
handled one or two emergency cases online and the 
officials used covid as a reason to postpone their works. 
For Parveen (TAL01 female lawyer, urban Tamil Nadu) 
Covid meant she couldn’t directly rescue the victim 
or go to the court for the cases. Pandian (TcL04 male 

lawyer, rural Tamil Nadu) made the point that for those 
women who were dependent on maintenance they were 
deprived of it due to shut down of the courts. Lawyers also 
discussed the steep learning curve of online processes 
and their limitations.

Marginalised groups of women 

For migrant women their irregular status without 
relevant papers severely affected their access to 
justice. Legal claims are largely based on evidence and 
documentation which women do not have. In most cases, 
they were married either to men in and around Darjeeling 
or migrated from Nepal in search of a livelihood with their 
husbands. As illegal migrants without proper identity 
documents severely impedes their access to law and 
possibility of making legal claims in a court of law in cases 
of domestic violence. Further in the case of Darjeeling the 
hilly terrain and difficulty of access acted as a further 
deterrent. Additionally irregular and high transport costs 
prevented women from poor backgrounds to visit the 
court multiple times to pursue their cases. For disabled 
women, their disability limited these women’s access to 
court and the legal system (as well as the police) making 
them more vulnerable to violence. Lack of knowledge, 
inaccessible courts, absence of specific techniques 
like braille or sign language became insurmountable 
impediments for these women to access these services 
(also to access police). Moreover, disabled women are 
mired in relationships of dependence that impair their 
access to legal mechanisms of recourse. 

Lack of sensitivity among the lawyers and 
magistrates

In addition to the structural barriers to the law, the women 
also spoke of a lack of sensitivity in how their cases were 
dealt with and this was evident from the interviews with 
lawyers. Some were dismissive of domestic violence 
complaints, trivializing them. Pandian (TcL04 male lawyer, 
rural Tamil Nadu) said domestic violence happened more 

…not all judges are strict when it comes 
to maintenance recovery. Judges are 
inconsistent when it comes to interim 
maintenance. Some judges order 
interim maintenance from the day the 
case was filed, others order it from the 
day they issue the order. In the latter 
case, we then have to appeal and 
request a review of the petition.

“

Part 5: Journeys towards justice? 

Debalina
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in love marriages rather than arranged marriages. 
The same lawyer also believed that women who file 
domestic violence cases are emotionally weak and 
require counselling. Sajeev (WaL08 female lawyer, 
semi-urban West Bengal) referred to how judges 
treated poorer women, ‘the way the judicial staff and 
judges treat them differs. Judges can easily silence 
women from lower sections of the society (poor, 
uneducated women). As a result, Meenakshi (WaL10 
female lawyer, urban West Bengal) pointed to the 
need for gender sensitization among the magistrates. 
Gabriel (WaL05 male lawyer, urban West Bengal) 
referred to the fact that the lack of awareness of 
PWDVA amongst the judiciary and treating it at par 
with 498A have severely limited the possibilities of 
legal redressal of domestic violence. 

Dev (MaP01 male protection officer, urban 
Maharashtra) discussed a particularly shocking case 
where the judge displayed a lack of gender sensitivity 
towards a mother and her new-born:

Beliefs around the misuse of the law

Many lawyers believed, as with the police, that 
there was significant misuse of the law. One lawyer 
Chandrika (TbL04 female lawyer semi-urban, Tamil 
Nadu) said ‘Women misuse the act very frequently 
nowadays. Her estimate: ‘4 out of 5 domestic 
violence cases are misuse of the law. Women use 
this Act to claim maintenance. Some trap widowers 
into relationships and then file a case.’ In her view, 
instead of the husband’s family making demands on 
the wife’s family, it is the other way around. ‘Without 

any mediation or counselling, a domestic violence 
complaint is filed right away. Women demand 
more than the maintenance awarded—she said 
the demand used to be Rs. 2,500,000 but now it has 
doubled.’ Deepika (TbL01 female lawyer, semi-urban 
Tamil Nadu) thought that no domestic violence 
case was filed voluntarily; rather, they are filed as a 
counterattack when the husband files for divorce. The 
Act is further diluted in her view when the husband’s 
family are listed as respondents. Mahesh (McL4 male 
lawyer, rural Maharashtra) said that domestic violence 
cases are filed to threaten husbands, ‘Filing is done 
in a fit of emotion. It is a part of provocation. I have 
filed 1000 cases of DV, not a single case progressed 
till evidence. Wives of salaried men are interested in 
their money.’  Jayaram (TcL01 male lawyer, rural Tamil 
Nadu) thought that ‘women have a Trump card of 
threatening the husband and her in laws that she’ll 
file a dowry case against them. He said that in his 
experienced 50 - 50 cases where women threaten the 
man to assert control over him.’

There were some lawyers who challenged these views, 
referring to the widely acknowledged difficulties in 
enforcing court orders: Deepika (TbL01 female lawyer, 
semi-urban Tamil Nadu) said ‘The word ‘misuse’ is 
wrong. The Act is framed to enable women to speak 
out about abuse. In the rarest of rare cases, women 
may use the Act for ulterior motives.’ Furthermore, she 
commented that even if the woman misuses the Act 
and gets an order, it was not as though it was worth 
much given it had become very difficult to implement 
the order. ‘Even when an order is rightfully due, it is 
hard to implement. ‘

In one case, a woman was pushed out 
of the house, her husband took away 
her baby who was just one month old. 
When she approached me, we tried to 
take police help that didn’t help. So, I 
rushed for the application in the court. 
I had a hope that judge will give the 
order for custody, it was a lactating 
baby, but the judge said let the opposite 
party appears on the next date. I was 
surprised, I went him to meet in his 
chamber and tried to convince him, but 
it was of no use. In that case we did not 
have lawyer, you know the delay and it 
was an emergency case, so I worked as 
a lawyer in that case.

“

Priyadarshini Ravichandran



Summary
Experiences of the police were largely negative, due to allegations of corruption, taking 
an inappropriate role in mediating between couples, a failure to take any action, a lack 
of sensitivity towards victims of gender-based violence and those from marginalised 
communities and evidence of a culture of disbelief towards victims.

Some positive aspects to policing were noted, namely evidence of the police engaging 
in behaviour that proved to be a deterrent to some perpetrators and evidence that their 
mediatory role had some positive effect for some survivors. Experiences of special women 
cells was also largely positive.

Protection officers experienced significant challenges which made carrying out their duties 
difficult. There were three main problems: a lack of personnel, insufficient resources, and 
insufficient levels of reward for the valuable work that they do.  Despite these challenges, it 
was clear that most survivors had a positive experience when they accessed their services.

Experiences with the lawyers was mixed and there were several themes that emerged 
around corruption, a lack of sensitivity towards survivors of violence and evidence of a 
widespread belief in the misuse of the law.

There were significant issues with the operation of the courts and the judicial system.  This 
included delays in court proceedings, inconsistencies, and problems with the procedures 
for obtaining maintenance orders, an understaffed and overstretched judiciary, a lack of 
sensitivity towards survivors amongst some members of the judiciary. These problems 
were further exacerbated during Covid 19 with marginalised survivors generally facing 
additional barriers on top of this.

Priyadarshini Ravichandran
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Sujata is 30 year-old from rural Tamil Nadu. She married her husband, a love marriage, 10 years 
ago and has a 10 year-old daughter. Sujata used to work as a weaver earning Rs 3000 month 
before she married, after which her parents-in-law disapproved of her working outside of the 
home. Her husband’s family are work as coolies, but as she says ‘they are all well off’ despite 
their apparent means, Sujata was subject to their neglect. Despite having little education or 
awareness of the PWDVA she continues to be determined to access her rights to shelter and a 
peaceful life.

Sujata’s story 

Sudaroli met Sujata through a Protection Officer from whom Sujata had recently been receiving 

support. As she explained ‘I have gone to police station and other places several times [about her 

living situation]. Since nothing happened, I have come here [to the Protection officer]. She approached 

the Protection Officer because she heard about her through the anganwadi teacher who came 

to know about the Protection officer through the awareness camp. With the Protection officer’s 

assistance Sujata had filed for the residential rights order and maintenance. But as Sujata explained 

her efforts to access justice were being hampered by her relative poverty and lack of influence: ‘The 

case is requesting permission to live in my husband’s ancestral property and alimony for me and my 

daughter. We went to court for 2 hearings but then there was lockdown… if we go to police station, 

they pay the police and get them on their side. Since I do not have money, no one is willing to listen 

to what I say.’ 

She was also coming under direct force from her family in law to withdraw the case. As she explained: 

‘they come and torture me quite often – they come home and throw my vessels outside, break my 

door, they are trying to tie me and beat me and threaten me to withdraw the case. They all come here 

often and torture me. I am unable to live a peaceful life … They [my in-laws] are telling my husband 

to tie me down and force me to withdraw the case. They have made him believe that I will take his 

property and will kill him. So they are asking me to go away. Even now I am saying that I don’t want 

money or property. I just want permission to live with my daughter – she is going to turn 11 this year. 

So I am just asking them that and staying in that house which is leaking… I come here often to share 

with madam [the Protection officer]. I am suffering for the past 2 years and staying there in the leaking 

house. They have even taken off a few tiles. All my things in the house are damaged because of 

rainwater leaking. Despite all this, I am adamant and protesting that I will continue to be there as I feel 

I have the right to stay in the property of my husband.

Earlier she and her husband rented a property, with her family’s help, but she felt unsafe there. ‘If we 

had had a fight then he would lock me in and run away. But all that I want now is a place for me to live 

with my daughter. I cannot earn and afford to (buy or rent) a house. If I get a place, then I would put 

up a loom and would manage my daughter… but otherwise how can I manage an accommodation 

with the little wages I earn? I cannot afford to have a lawyer… But Madam [the Protection Officer] has 

assured me they can hire a government lawyer. But I will have to see… (TcS05) 

Debalina
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he PWDVA (2005) was enacted after a ratification 
of the CEDAW (Convention on the Elimination of All 

forms of Discrimination Against Women).  In doing so, 
the Act goes some way towards complying with the due 
diligence standard established by the Declaration on the 
Elimination of Violence Against Women by the U.N. General 
Assembly, namely the duty ‘to prevent, investigate and, 
in accordance with national legislation, punish acts 
of violence against women, whether those acts are 
perpetuated by the State or by private persons.”78   It also 
seeks to incorporate all of the key elements required in 
any legislation seeking to do so, as identified by the first 
UN Rapporteur on Violence against Women and Girls.79  
These elements include effective responses from law 
enforcement, formal measures of protection, such as civil 
protection orders, and the prosecution and punishment 
of perpetrators. These standards were developed as part 
and parcel of the development of positive obligations 
upon Member States to the Treaty in order to ensure that 
the rights set out in the Convention were given life and 
substance in real and material terms. Underpinning these 
obligations is the requirement to regularly monitor the 
implementation of such laws, to collect good statistical 
data and to conduct research on the effectiveness of such 
measures.80 Crucially, however, the provision in the PWDVA 
that mandated the State to monitor its implementation 
and produce annual reports was dropped from the 
draft before it was passed. In doing so, the aims of the 
Bill were dealt a lethal blow from the outset, for without a 
commitment to monitor the implementation of the rights 
purportedly given to victim-survivors in the Act, there is a 
substantial risk that they remain as rights on paper, and 
out of their reach in practice.

The findings of this project have underscored this point. 
The failure to establish any mechanisms to enforce or 
implement the law has resulted in a system where the 
routes to formal justice are continuously sabotaged 
by structural barriers created by the under resourcing 
and under investment in key actors, charged with the 
responsibility to provide the means to victim-survivors to 
seek justice i.e. police, protection officers, special women 
cells, lawyers and the courts. As the data set out in this 
report demonstrates, there is little or no oversight of 
resources devoted to the implementation of the Act and 
there is considerable regional variation in this regard. 
Furthermore, monitoring of the Act both in terms of its 
implementation and effectiveness is irregular, patchy and 
heavily dependent upon NGOs not directly funded by the 
national Government or independent academic research. 
There is no national body tasked with this crucial role. One 
consequence of this is that informal and quasi-judicial 
mechanisms for redress have filled this gap in justice. 
As the research demonstrates, survivor/victims often 
willingly approach these mechanisms, however, they 
largely fail to provide any real or long-term solutions and 
often respond with the same problematic attitudes that 
they have already encountered. It is no surprise therefore 
to find, as this and other research has done, that little or 
no change has been achieved in terms of tackling the 
significant cultural barriers that exist for women to access 
formal justice mechanisms. This was also reflected in 
the findings in relation to all of these key actors and 
other stakeholders involved in the project, including NGO 
representatives and community members.

Conclusions

If a girl approaches the law and fights for justice, society 
and her family can assassinate her character saying 
she’s adamant, she’s not flexible, she’s characterless - 
the society will pin a stamp over her head.’
(Aarathi TcL03 lawyer, rural Tamil Nadu). 

“
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In terms of the experiences of survivors, national level 
surveys show that despite legal reform, levels of ‘help 
seeking’ amongst survivors of domestic violence 
continued to be very low. Our findings provide qualitative 
insights into why this is.  To add further injury to the 
insidious and brutal nature of domestic violence, women 
not only had to seek out, but also evaluate avenues for 
seeking help, support and justice against the invisible 
pressures of social-cultural expectations and potential 
for (further) economic precarity rendered through 
patriarchal dowry and property regimes. In this context 
women were compelled to engage in ‘survival work’. 
Survival strategies were intentional as well as intuitive 
and concerned practices of self-reliance; retaliation and 
resistance; managing theirs and others’ emotions and 
mental ill health; exiting relationships, both temporarily 
and permanently and; deriving resilience through their 
connections to family, friends and neighbours. Survival 
work was a recuring theme throughout survivors’ stories 
and their journeys towards justice.  

Survivors had contrasting and situated ideas of justice, 
with urban survivors more likely than rural survivors to 
know about domestic violence laws. Ideas of justice 
reflected gendered relations and cultural norms 
that appealed to the idea of living peacefully and of 
preserving marriage and the family. Others conceived 
of justice as relational, seeing intimate relations within 
a wider network of relationships, in which reconciliation 
was desired. Economic justice, particularly in the context 
of children’s welfare and a survivor’s independence was 
highly valued by survivors, representing a more tangible 
form of justice. Finally, survivors expressed shifting 
attitudes towards retributive justice, although desired 
in principle in practice retributive justice also presented 
risks in terms of (re)producing their social and economic 
precarity. 

In terms of the routes survivors took towards justice, 
it was rarely about pursuing either informal or formal 
paths. Women demonstrated faith in the justice process 

to achieve a range of outcomes, turning to a range of 
mechanisms in their quest for justice; when one avenue 
proved unfruitful, they switched path and turned to 
another and where contact was made with an NGO 
along the way, that was often a positive experience for 
them, even if they did not achieve the resolution they 
desired. The boundaries between the two were therefore 
often blurred, with both types of mechanisms providing 
similar services and remedies in terms of, facilitating 
survivors to ‘adjust’ to the violence and the relationship, 
counselling and/or meditation and negotiating 
pragmatic settlements and outcomes.  In most cases, 
survivors started out these journeys to justice in the hope 
and belief that justice in the form of accountability and/
or the provision of remedies would be obtained.  The 
reality is that these journeys were often hampered by 
the ineffective, inefficient, inaccessible and inequitable 
aspects of the informal and formal justice mechanisms.  
In the face of these significant barriers, survivors often 
abandoned their quest for justice and either returned to 
the violent relationship or exited it without achieving full 
legal accountability for their perpetrators. 

Thus, for most women, even those who initiated and 
embarked upon legal proceedings, justice took on the 
form of a mythical creature, seeming constantly out of 
reach and unreal. The rights promised in the PWDVA were 
thus illusory and existed largely on paper. Any form of 
justice, if achieved, appeared to be by accident rather 
than by design. In order to stand a chance of realising 
their rights survivors/victims had to be lucky enough to 
come across a well-trained and supportive police or 
protection officer, a good NGO, a high quality DLSA lawyer 
and a sympathetic judge who was not weighed down 
by the crumbling system, all of whom were immune to 
corruption and problematic attitudes. Unfortunately, the 
reality for the vast majority of survivor/victims was that 
this was incredibly rare and that often, engaging with any 
one of those individuals who failed to fit this description, 
significantly hampered their chances of achieving justice.

When a woman speaks up for her rights,  
she is met with hostility at every turn 
(Pari MbS18 Survivor, semi-urban Maharashtra)’

“
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Recommendations 
Recommendations for both Union and State Governments 
Financial Empowerment of Women

• Provide short-term allowances for women in distress that may be administered 
by the social welfare department and/or in partnership with banks;

• Provide intermediate term financial assistance to train for and find livelihoods 
and long-term job skilling as a part of education

• Provide financial assistance during legal cases for childcare, transport etc.

• Fund the construction and maintenance of well-appointed and accessible 
shelters and short-stay homes.

Recommendations for the Union Government
• Provide adequate budgetary allocations specifically for mitigating violence 

against women to all States and Union Territories to ensure that they can meet 
their basic obligations under the PWDVA. 

• Establish an independent body charged with the responsibility to regularly 
monitor and evaluate the implementation of the PWDVA at state and national 
levels. This would include the responsibility to:

 o  Collect and monitor data from across India;

 o  Prepare a report on civil orders passed under the PWDVA;

 o  Monitor spending of budgetary allocations to mitigate violence against  
          women, holding states accountable for not spending this money or spending  
     it on other projects.

• Draft and adapt national protocols and standards on responding to gender-
based violence (emergency response, counselling and rehabilitation), in 
consultation with the judiciary, protection officers, lawyers, the police and 
specialist service providers, and mandate instruction in these within a prescribed 
timeline, under the auspices of either the National Commission for Women or the 
Ministry of Women and Child Development. 

• Reform court processes related to domestic violence cases:

 o Design and deliver regular judicial training on gender issues, especially  
     domestic violence;

 o Encourage a system of allocation based on specialisation on domestic  
          violence; 

 o  Staff and provide adequate resources for the courts to dispose of cases in a 
     timely fashion;

 o Schedule specific days for domestic violence hearings (as practised in 
                 Telangana) to provide a predictable timeline for survivors. 

• Integrate education about gendered inequalities, violence and law into the 
civil services training curriculum for All India and Central Services. 

1.

2.
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3. Recommendation for State Governments
A - Protection Officers

• Allocate sufficient funds for the staffing and infrastructural requirements of the 
legally mandated Protection Officer roles.

• Prioritise the appointment of more Protection Officers, ideally, creating a 
permanent service cadre with training and structured, performance-based 
upward professional mobility, where a network of taluka (block) POs will be 
supervised at the district level and supported by a team of case workers and 
administrators. 

• Provide necessary facilities (separate offices, private spaces for consultation, 
secure storage) and amenities (dedicated phone lines, transport, access to 
security support on field visits) to the Protection Officer and staff.

• Support public communications campaigns on gender sensitisation, rights 
and PWDVA, both with regard to the law and the support infrastructure it sets up.

• Facilitate coordination between all government agencies involved in the 
provision of support to survivors of domestic violence–POs, social welfare staff, 
courts, the police and government hospitals.

B – Police

• Recruit more women into the police and institute more All Women Police Stations 
and women’s help-desks;

• Organise and mandate regular gender sensitisation and legal education; 

• Facilitate and fund partnerships with specialist NGOs to embed good practices;

• Facilitate and fund joint training and orientation programmes with lawyers, court 
staff and government service providers to coordinate functions, create networks 
of support and standardise understandings of law and good practices. 

• Clarify that it is imperative for the police to execute PWDVA orders.

• Implement strong  and effective anti-corruption policies.

Recommendations for Professional Bodies
A - Lawyers and Bar Associations

• Create and propagate a code of practice for lawyers on domestic violence 
matters;

• Develop a national register of specialist lawyers working on domestic violence, 
with local chapters of members who might make themselves available to work 
with the police and NGOs;

• Devise a system of accreditation of specialist lawyers based on this code; 

• Encourage lawyers to engage with the judiciary via training and other activities 
to share information about the code of practice. 

4.
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• Create and mandate coursework on gender, inequality and law in every law 
college curriculum.

• Advocate for increased remuneration and prompt disbursements for legal aid 
lawyers, thereby creating an incentive for them to undertake such work.

• Create and implement stringent peer-administered penalties for corruption 
among lawyers.

B - Medical Associations and Colleges

• Integrate education about gendered inequalities, gender violence and law into 
the medical college curriculum;

• Mandate sensitisation about responding to signs of violence;

• Require coursework and praactical experience in counselling for all 
specialisations. 

Recommendations for Civil Society
• Create, support and facilitate spaces, online and offline, for cultivating solidarity 

amongst survivors.

A - Specialist NGOs 

• Initiate peer education programmes for non-specialist NGOs and other 
organisations whose location makes them the most accessible, if accidental, 
support providers;

• Proactively offer support towards building the capacity of government service 
providers; 

• Document and make available best practices for processing requests for help, 
counselling, legal support and livelihood support.

• Advise and assist local NGOs when they need help as they respond to a survivor 
in distress; 

• Serve in an advisory capacity to policy-makers on domestic violence and other 
gender justice matters. 

B - Grassroots NGOs and women’s networks

• Seek training opportunities for members by reaching out to specialist NGOs;

• Stay informed about local services and make referrals to specialist services 
whenever possible; 

• Carry out awareness campaigns about rights, laws and PWDVA as well as 
available sources of help.

C - Other civil society organisations

• Amplify information about the services of specialist NGOs;

• Carry out awareness and advocacy work around gender violence and the law, 
specifically PWDVA;

• Advocate for better coordination between support providers;

• Encourage and facilitate collaboration and support between organisations 
doing work related to domestic violence; 

• Facilitate a federation of NGO service providers for peer education, protocols of 
practice, effective advocacy and training services.

5.
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