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

“
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Between 2015 and 2020, NCRB reported that 
the crime rate of Crimes against Women 
in West Bengal rose from 73% to 76%.1 

According to the NFHS-5 2019-20 reports, 
52% of ever-married women age 18-49 
have ever experienced physical or sexual 
violence perpetrated by their husbands 
and in-laws.In spite of such high numbers, 
only 15% of women age 18-49 who have ever 
experienced physical or sexual violence 
sought help, while 9 % never sought help 
but told someone. More than three-quarters 
(76%) never sought help and never told 
anyone. Among women who sought help, 
the main sources of help were their own 
family (63%), their husband’s family (20%), 
or a friend (7%). Only 1% sought help from a 
lawyer.

Against this backdrop of high rates of 
crime against women and low rates of help 
seeking, this study explores help-seeking 
experiences of survivors of violence across 3 
districts of West Bengal, looking at both the 
mechanisms of formal access to the laws 
governing domestic violence such as the 
Protection of Women from Domestic Violence 
Act (PWDVA) and informal mechanisms of 
mediation. 
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Experiences of violence
While women of all ages reported facing domestic violence, it is most prevalent among married women, 
with the average period of violence ranging from time of marriage to 20+ years.Natal family violence was 
reported by single women from the urban and semi-urban sites, primarily due to property disputes with 
their brothers.Lesbian, queer women and gender non-binary persons reported facing violence from their 
natal family once their identities were revealed, while disabled women experienced domestic violence 
because of their dependence on their families for different kinds of support. Women’s experiences 
reveal the intergenerational nature of violence. While experience of violence was endemic across most 
categories, women with marginalities in terms of class, disability, migration status and/or sexuality faced 
intensified forms of abuse. 

Most survivors were able to identify the different forms of domestic violence, recognizing sexual and 
economic violence in addition to physical violence as violence. They also showed awareness of how verbal 
abuse (such as regular criticism) and emotional abuse also constitute violence.

Coping Strategies or Surviving Violence?
Most of the survivors worked towards mitigating violence in their relationships or trying to manage it. There 
was no typical trajectory with women shifting between states of acceptance and resistance, sometimes 
coming to accept after initial resistance. Rather than locating resilience in a linear trajectory from violence 
to exit, the narratives of the women show how resilience is complex, contradictory and essentially nuanced..

Support Most of the survivors tried to gather some form of support to counter, negotiate or exit violent 
relationships. Some cases of such support also yielded friendships and alliances.

Identifying and mitigating triggers Some of the women actively addressed what they viewed as primary 
triggers for violence in their lives, most commonly substance/alcohol abuse and extramarital affairs. 
During the pandemic, some women reported sexual violence as a result of access to pornography on the 
smart phone by their husbands.
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Survivors’ Opinions on What Constitutes Domestic Violence (%) **

Physical abuse (spanking, punching, slapping, etc.) that does not lead to getting wounded 93

Physical abuse (spanking, punching, slapping, etc.) that leads to getting wounded 100

Forcing/coercing someone to have sex 93

Criticising a person on a regular basis 85

Forcing (a person) to perform other sexual acts (like expose their sexual body...) against their will 90

Threatening (a person) with weapons 95

Depriving (a person) from holding money for personal spending 88

Keeping your jewellery or not giving household money 83

Not letting a woman see her family or friends 92

Holding the children hostage against the victim’s right to complaint 83

Calling names and other verbal abuse 95

** This Question had the Option of Multiple Responses so n ≠ 60

I had come away from my husband’s family, after the beating rose significantly. 
I started living with my parents and my 11 year old son. When I needed money 
to set up a computer institute, my father gave me a loan... My working hours 
are from 11 am to 6 pm. During that time my mother looks after my kid. 
(Savitri WcS39 survivor, rural West Bengal)

“
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Exit    One of the most common strategies 
adopted by around 70% of the women to 
copewas to exit the site of violence either 
temporarily (going to market or neighbours’ 
house) , intermittently (going to natal family) or 
permanently, to protect themselves. 

Acceptance, silence and pacification For 
many survivors, silence was a way to deflect 
and reduce everyday violence. Amongst the 
mitigating strategies that they employed were: 
following orders of husbands and in-laws, not 
leaving the house too often, not going out alone, 
and not dressing up. These strategies (or lack 
thereof) are an essential element in reframing 
the idea of the survivor, to foreground her quest 
of surviving from day to day. 

Livelihood For most of the survivors, both 
financial violence and exit meant that livelihood 
emerged as the most crucial means of coping, 
as it allowed them to ensure a basic sustenance 
for themselves and their children.

Resistance and retaliation While most coping 
strategies were aimed towards negotiating 
the violence and managing to survive within 
it, some women resisted the violence through 
various forms of retaliation. 

Formal mechanisms of coping Women sought 
formal mechanisms only when they had support 
from their families, neighbours and in most cases 
NGOs. These were seeking police intervention, 
filing PWDVA or 498A or maintenance cases and 
in rare cases opting for divorce. Local voluntary 
organisations were instrumental in enabling 
women to file police complaints or court cases.

Constraints on help seeking 
This ranged from lack of awareness, inadequate 
social and economic resources required to 

challenge violent relationships to the cultural 
acceptance of ‘moderate’ levels of domestic 
violence, internalized by survivors as well as 
their families, communities and state personnel. 
Major constraints to seeking help is faced by 
women from poor and lower middle class with 
little education, no economic resources, limited 
and inadequate livelihood options.

Sharing experiences of domestic violence

Most women (80%) tended to share their 
experiences of violence within their informal 
network—natal family, extended kin groups, 
friends, neighbours, which in some cases 
led to formal and/or semi-formal mediation 
mechanisms.The few women in our sample 
who never informed anyone of their experience 
of domestic violence were the most marginal, 
isolated from their local communities (migrant 
women) or lacking one (in case of gender non-
binary and disabled women).

But sharing did not lead to automatic support. 
Married women were asked to adjust by 
their natal families even in face of prolonged 
episodes of violence, as they were unwilling to 
accommodate survivors either temporarily or 
permanently.Women who married against the 
wishes of their families were hesitant to seek 
help. Class, community and neighbourhoods 
of survivors impacted sharing and help seeking 
behaviour. The privacy of middle-class home 
prevented women from seeking help from 
neighbours who were unwilling to intervene. 

My husband used to drink a lot, then 
he would force me against my will. 
….He would break the TV, and overturn 
the bed. Most of the time I would 
tolerate the beatings and the violence. 
My uncle’s son was in the civic police. 
I called them. He came with my aunt 
and took me away that night. 
(Tumpa WbS28 survivor, semi-urban, West 
Bengal)

Respondents by "Places from Which Most 
Beneficial Support was Obtained" *

Natal family 27

Children 5

Civil Society Organization/SHGs 39

Friend 11

Marital Family (except husband) 1

Husband 0

Formal /Institutional Support 16

Other 6

No Help 5

 * This Question had the Option of Multiple 
Responses so n ≠ 60

“
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Cultural norms around domestic violence

Survivors of natal family violence were unwilling to 
speak out often due to affective loyalties, social and 
economic dependence and lack of alternative safe 
spaces. For disabled women, dependence on the 
natal family for their education, accommodation, 
food, clothing, finances, health and all other basic 
essentials of living muted their voices. 

Thresholds
Domestic violence survivors have multiple 
thresholds of violence, brought on by different 
triggers which are never the same or uniform but 
culminate to reach a saturation point. The thresholds 
are often different –for leaving, for help-seeking 
(formal or informal) and at the least for recognising 
violence and telling someone about it—and this is 
not necessarily a straightforward linear trajectory. 
However certain trends emerge: the thresholds can 
emerge if there is an escalation of violence leading 
to a point of saturation; A concern for children’s 
safety; access to support; extramarital affair of the 
husband; awareness and sensitisation.

Obstacles in the help seeking process
The survivors’ help seeking journey is fraught with 
obstacles which could be mapped onto larger 
structural issues such as the embedded nature of 
patriarchy and the intimate nature of the domestic, 
the lack of political will to create and maintain 
structures of redressal and little knowledge of the 
law and the protective regimes it offers.

Informal mechanisms:

Informal mechanisms used by survivors to deal with 
domestic violence on an everyday basis operate 
in multiple interconnected layers. For women and 
particularly for rural women, informal mechanisms 
were the mainstay to contain violence or support 
domestic violence survivors, while many suffer in 
silence. 

The most commonly approached institutions for 
informal mediation were panchayats (Samaj in 
Darjeeling), MLAs and councillors, local clubs and 
in Darjeeling, the Church. As formal/semi-formal 
bodies imbued with power and legitimacy, survivors 
often preferred accessing these institutions rather 
than formal legal structures. The mediations 
offered by these institutions were mostly immediate 
but temporary and could result in an escalation of 
violence. In most cases instead of problematizing 

the power dynamics, they sought to maintain 
family as a social institution. Further, the mediations 
brought about by these institutions were fragile, 
with support often shifting towards the more 
powerful. Many survivors spoke of the changing 
role of the panchayat, police and clubs who initially 
supported them but soon became instrumental in 
perpetrating, rendering invisible and legitimating 
the violence they faced in their domestic sites.

Formal/legal mechanisms:

Police officers in West Bengal often demonstrated 
a lack of awareness about the PWDVA. The lack of 
sensitisation and knowledge of the police meant 
any help seeking by survivors often led to insult 
and further forms of victimisation.The few survivors 
who approached the police directly found them to 
be unhelpful, refusing to lodge formal complaints 
against husband and in-laws and taking bribes 
from them. Fear of police action posed another 
obstacle, as the arrest of husband and in-laws 
signifies economic constraints, a breach of family 
values and limited scope for return to the domestic 
space. Queer survivors held that they could not 
approach the police station even in cases of natal 
family assault.

Women reported facing delays in getting orders 
from Courts,despite the speedy relief promised by 
the PWDVA. The access to courts through lawyers 
for most women was expensive and lengthy 
which affected their livelihoods.There is also poor 
support provided in the execution of the orders. 
Social norms also ensured that many survivors, 
given a chance, want to go back to their sansar 
in spite of that being a site of violence for them.  

Protection Officers (PO) under PWDVA have been 
appointed in most districts, but with little support 
or incentive to do justice to the role envisaged 
for them. POs are understaffed and have limited 
resources which meant that survivors accessing 
their support had a long wait. Lack of awareness 
about the PO in general was also an obstacle. 
Women with disabilities found it difficult to access 
the POs as their offices have poor disability access.

….an 18-year relationship cannot be 
allowed to be destroyed for one or two 
incidents of unrest. Why should this 
happen!! And why will I accept it?...
This sansar (marital domestic space) is 
mine.’

(Bimala WaS04 survivor,, urban West Bengal)

“ Recommendations 
• Emergency shelter provision The need for easily accessible, non-bureaucratized shelter homes as a 

lack of safe space is one of the most constraining factors in women’s exit from violent spaces.

• Training Given the centrality of informal mediation, more effort to train such bodies with a good working 
knowledge of available laws.

• Livelihood opportunities Connecting legal and societal redressal for domestic violence more closely 
by providing livelihood opportunities or training for such, freely and readily available. 
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NGOs have been central in providing relief to women facing domestic violence, enabling women to negotiate 
the alien structures of bureaucracy and law and, in many ways are central to the functioning of the PWDVA. 
The nature of service provision in such cases has usually been individualised and not focussed on bringing 
about critical systemic changes within communities. 

Access to Justice
The experience of domestic violence survivors illustrates that access to justice is a path fraught with hurdles. 
Lack of legal awareness, patriarchal social norms, lack of faith in the legal system to deliver justice and fear 
of social stigma and further violence are impediments to accessing justice. In West Bengal, the legal justice 
systems have been especially deficient in terms of delivering relief, protection and rights to women under 
the PWDVA. Some of the survivor narratives, however, reveal that in spite oftheir disenchantment with legal 
justice, the journey itself could become empowering for the women. 

The police had given Bonnydi 
phone number. Bonnydi  is 
part of Alor Disha, they help 
women who face domestic 
violence. Bonnydi did 
everything. She filed the case…
we did not need to spend any 
money. But the case is still 
running…this Thursday there 
is a date—tomorrow. Here I 
have only Bonnydi… Bonnydi 
and another lady are here. I 
talk to them. 
(Dolly WbS26 survivor, semi-urban 
West Bengal)

“

 1. Crimes in India 2020, National Crimes Record Bureau

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