
 

SURVIVING
VIOLENCE

‘Stuck in a Circle’: 
Surviving violence and 
everyday resilience in 
Tamil Nadu

Policy Brief Survivingviolence.org 



Anyone can advise us to adjust 
and live ... but it is the woman 
who suffers inside the house.
(Mangai TbS20 survivor, semi urban Tamil Nadu)

“
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In just 2021, Tamil Nadu women filed 875 
complaints about cruelty by their husbands 
and relatives.2 They booked 281 dowry 
cases and 27 dowry death cases. Under 
the Protection of Women from Domestic 
Violence Act, only one case was filed—an 
indicator of the lack of awareness of this law.

Consistently, over four editions of the 
National Family Health Survey, more than 
half of ever-married men and women 
believe there is at least one justification for 
a husband to beat his wife, and consistently, 
more women than men believe this, with 
responses in the last round (NFHS-5, 2019-
21) topping earlier percentages with 79.8% 
women and 53.8% men surveyed.3 Most 
germane to the focus of our study are the 
findings relating to help-seeking. 81.1% of the 
women surveyed in Tamil Nadu in 2019-21, 
about the same period as our project, never 
sought help or told anyone. Those who did 
seek help, sought it largely from their natal 
families (81.6%); neighbours (15.7%), friends 
(10.9%) and their husband’s families (10.4%).4  

This is the context in which this project set 
out to understand help-seeking by domestic 
violence victim-survivors through their 
accounts of their experiences with violence 
and help-seeking. The broader context 
was defined for us by people living in those 
sites and people working professionally in 
support roles.

Ranked India’s best-performing state in a 2022 databased media analysis, Tamil 
Nadu’s gender violence indicators tell a different story.1
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The experience of violence and coping
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Across every category of our interviewees—domestic violence survivors; members of the community 
and support service providers (NGOs; government officers who provided support including Protection 
Officers; lawyers; health care professionals and police)—definitions of domestic violence broadly 
reflected the comprehensive definition in the law (violence against a woman within the household that 
is physical, sexual, verbal, emotional or economic). All these forms were seen in the interviews though 
verbal and economic appeared to be the most commonplace. Survivors were most hesitant to speak of 
sexual violence although at least two identified the withdrawal of intimacy as a form of violence. 

Silence was the most common coping mechanism. Leaving a space where they anticipated abuse was 
another. Trying not to provoke violence was a third. A small number of women also spoke about shouting 
loudly or fighting back. Some said their children intervened to stop the violence. Natal family homes and 
being with their children without the abuser were most commonly described as safe spaces.  

 

Survivors 
(59)

Com-
munity 
Members 
(30)

Service 
Providers  
(62)

No. % No. % No. %

DV is a criminal act and should be punished by the criminal law 49 83 22 73 38 61

83% of survivors and 73% of community members think domestic violence is criminal but among those 
responsible for getting them justice, this is just a striking 61%. Even more revealing is that the lag comes from the 
two categories most directly responsible for justice—lawyers (8/13) and police (5/9) believe this is not the case. 

DV is a family matter that should be kept within the family 7 12 10 33 4 6.5

The fact that one-third of community members do not believe domestic violence experiences should be shared 
makes for an inhospitable help-seeking environment. 

Victims of DV have the right to protection from local authorities or the police 54 91.5 24 80 54 87

Perpetrators of DV should be arrested and dealt with by the criminal law 46 78 17 57 34 55

Almost 80% of survivors want their abusers arrested but contrast this with the deep ambivalence shown by com-
munity members (57%) and support service providers (55%). More than half the lawyers we met and 4 out of nine 
police interviewees felt this way. 

If DV occurs, the victim or other household members should have the right to 
report it to the authorities

55 93 27 90 52 84

DV is excusable if the perpetrator is drunk 5 8.5 6 20 3 5

DV is excusable if the perpetrator is stressed e.g. due to work or financial 
problems

7 12 12 40 8 13

If inebriation and stress are acceptable excuses for domestic violence according to the people around you, then 
it is hard for a victim to reach out for help, even if on the other side, service providers agree they are not. 

Children witnessing DV are also victims 57 97 30 100 55 89

DV is to be expected in a relationship and a victim needs to find a way to 
cope with it by herself.

13 22 11 37 13 21

Around one-fifth of survivors and service providers and almost double the percentage of community members 
consider domestic violence inevitable and would advocate coping rather eliminating violence. Of the service 
providers, five worked in the government system.

Legal intervention can stop the violence 48 81 20 67 51 82

DV is excusable if the wife/partner is not performing her household duties 
adequately.

0 0 0 0 1 1.6

Figure 1: Beliefs about domestic violence and the law

This data shows a gap in understanding between survivors and those around them, including service 
providers. Thus, the likelihood is slim that they will receive practical help without judgment or the advice 
to adjust to violence.

The support ecosystem

From where have you received the most beneficial support 
or advice?

Mother 37

Sister 21

Father 21

A friend 13

Civil society organisations 10

Brother 10

Other* 9

Phone helpline of organisation 7

Children 6

Police 6

Brother-in-law 5

Protection Officer 5

Legal worker 4

Father-in-law 3

Sister-in-law 3

Religious figure 3

Self-help Groups 3

Husband 2

Mother-in-law 2

Doctor 2

Female cousin 1

Total responses 58

*Other: 181 helpline (2); One Stop Centre (OSC) 2; cousins; 
grandfather; grandmother; maternal uncle; husband’s 
employer; Bible; Jesus.

The ecosystem where a victim-survivor can seek support 
comprises informal and formal support providers. Informal 
providers are those who are not trained or authorised but 
are nevertheless a part of the help-seeking journey. Formal 
providers may be governmental or non-governmental but 
their professional training or legal standing authorise them to 
provide help. 

The informal support ecosystem includes family, neighbours 
and friends; religious community leaders like pastors and the 
Jamaat; caste panchayats and the gram panchayat, and 
most NGOs. In Tamil Nadu, the formal support ecosystem 
includes the Protection Officer, the One Stop Centres, the 
District Social Welfare Officer, the Collector’s Office, the CM’s 
Special Cell (a direct line to the Chief Minister’s Office), the 
police and the courts. 
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Constraints around 
help-seeking 
The decision to seek help and 
the process of seeking help are 
both obstacle courses. 

Most survivors interviewed 
waited several months to share 
their experience of violence. 
Being raised to think of violence 
as normal and socialised to 
adjust to your circumstances 
kept them from telling anyone 
immediately. They hesitated to 
speak out if they had chosen 
their spouse in defiance of 
their family. Very young brides 
could not understand their 
experience as violence. Many 
were reluctant to burden their 
natal families with their troubles 
out of consideration for their 
health, the marriage prospects 
of their siblings or their 
economic condition. There was 
also fear of being stigmatised 
as a victim of violence or as 
one whose marriage had 
ended. 

Implicit in these reasons for 
keeping quiet was the idea 
of threshold until which the 
women should bear abuse. 
That subjectively defined 
threshold was mentioned by 
every category of interviewee, 
tacitly or explicitly. Two-thirds of 
community members felt that 
women should stay on in their 
families regardless of abuse, 
expressing approval for their 
ability to adjust and suggesting 
that women sometimes 
complain for trivial reasons. 

For survivors, the threshold was 
marked by different factors. For 
some, it was an escalation from 
verbal to physical abuse, and 
for others, to extremely brutal 
physical abuse. Extra-marital 
affairs, not just infidelity but 

consequent abandonment 
of the wife and neglect of the 
family, were the breaking point 
for many. When the violence 
began to affect the children, 
too, women began to seek help. 

Hurdles in the help-
seeking journey
Lack of confidence, awareness 
and resources all kept women 
from stepping out of violent 
households in search of help. A 
patriarchal culture that shames 
and stigmatises women for 
experiencing violence and 
daring to speak about it deters 
them from sharing. Apart from 
their hesitation to burden the 
family, they were also unsure 
about family support. Moreover, 
for some women, the abuse 
took the form of enforced 
isolation from their parents 
and siblings. In addition, they 
worry about how they will 
support themselves and their 
children, about the children’s 
education and future and 
most immediately, the cost of 
court procedures. Courts also 
process cases very slowly and 
in an endless round of orders 
and appeals, with distressing 
consequences for women who 
are waiting for relief and a 
new life. To this, the COVID-19 
lockdown added mobility 
challenges and women, who 
may have been in confinement 
with their abusers, could not 
speak on the phone either, 
whether to their families or 
support service providers.  

Access to Justice
Women first turn to their 
natal families which initiate 
a process of mediation and 
dialogue involving the other 
family. Other mediators 
might be the local pastor, 

the Jamaat, the naattaamai 
(village elder), the panchayat 
or local political leaders. These, 
however, are rarely successful 
in permanently ending the 
violence. 

Women approach the police in 
moments of extreme violence 
with mixed results. Across the 
board, interviewees spoke 
about police reluctance to file 
cases. Several survivors said 
that they used intoxication as 
an excuse to let off abusers. 
They also tended to side with 
the in-laws and to advise 
reconciliation. However, police 
support in helping retrieve 
belongings and bring children 
back to their mother was also 
reported. 

With all the criticism, the 
police are the most visible 
and accessible place to seek 
justice. While survivors were 
very articulate speaking 
about the rights they did not 
have and the rights they did, 
they were largely ignorant of 
the laws against domestic 
violence and of help they could 
access. Court costs were also a 
deterrent as was the loss of pay 
with each court date.

Government service providers, 
including the Protection 
Officers, and police both 
noted that lawyers tended 
to complicate simple cases, 
encourage women to name 
absent relatives in the charge-
sheet and drag out court 
proceedings. Protection Officers 
complained about both non-
implementation of their orders 
as well as violation, lamenting 
that neither was punishable. It 
seems easier for women to get 
a modicum of financial relief 
rather than justice, going by 
interviewee accounts.
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Recommendations
This research reinforces the reality that the best laws are not enough. In order to help domestic 
violence survivors journey towards a new, violence-free life and to build a society resilient enough to 
reject patriarchal violence in relationships, homes and public spaces, so that laws are more effective, 
there are three areas that need work.

1. Gender sensitisation: This is needed for service providers but also more generally as a way of 
changing values and attitudes that normalise violence and inequality.

2. Improvements in crisis support services: This includes both an increase in the number of 
service providers (POs, for instance) and also the facilities with which they work and coordination 
of services. 

3. Financial empowerment: This includes short-term allowances for women in distress that may 
be administered by the social welfare department, intermediate term assistance to train for and 
find livelihoods and long-term job skilling as a part of education. 

What women want, what they get
A small number of survivors said they wanted their husbands to reform and to reconcile and live with 
them. Errant husbands should leave their mistresses and return to them. This is in contrast to what 
government service providers, lawyers and police said which is that most women seek reconciliation. 
In our sample, most survivors said women should have whatever help they need. They wanted 
justice, and for the abuser to be punished. For a majority, the outcome they sought was financial 
independence to support themselves and their families. Finally, survivors spoke about being happy—
to be happy and safe were recurrent wishes. 

A strong patriarchal culture permeating social and state institutions deeply embeds ideas about 
marriage and normalises violence within relationships. These pose barriers to survivors coming out 
of violence, accessing justice and rebuilding their lives.
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